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THE ARTI ST AS Cl Tl ZEN

1992 is | andmark year

W will comenorate the 500 h anniversary of Colunbus's voyage to America and we
will elect a President.

It is a perfect tine to ask what is your responsibility to participate in these
events as an artist as and a citizen

The conmenoration is a process that will help to redefine Arerica's past.
The election is a process that will help to define America's future.

As artists we need to participate creatively in both these events. W should apply
our artistic talents toward interpreting and communicating the nmeani ng of these events.
I would encourage artists of all disciplines to inquire how these two nationa
undert aki ngs--the renenbering of a voyage and its aftermath and the electing of a
President--are rich with synbols and how t hese synbols affect our national inmagination
and how they affect the way we think of ourselves.

As Col umbus left the safe harbors and known shores of Europe for the unknown
terrain of Arerica, it is time for artists and arts workers to nake a simlar voyage. It
is tinme for artists to | eave the security of their insular communities and enter the
waters of political activism It is time to act as citizen-artists.

It is especially vital that artists get involved in the upcom ng el ections.
Regardl ess of whether you choose to devote artistic energy to interpreting the 1992
el ections, you should beconme active in deciding the outcome of the 1992 el ecti ons.

Why shoul d you do this?

You should get involved in the electoral process so you can help el ect candi dates
who will support the arts, defend freedom of expression and work to pass budgets and
legislation that will respect the pressing needs of people over the needs of an
antiquated Cold War nmilitary agenda.

The arts, freedom of expression and basic human services in Anerica are all under a
potent and persistent attack by a conbination of conditions: politicians and
fundanmentalist religious | eaders who wish to cut all public funding for the arts,
federal governnent interference into the lives of its citizens (for exanple, the so
called "Gag Rul e" which forbids health care workers in federally funded clinics to
di scuss abortion with their clients), and public budget priorities which ignore
t he devel opnent of human capitol

You must get involved because you have no choice.

If we artists and arts workers stand idly by while these trends inch us toward the
21st century, there will be no public (and precious little private) support for the arts
in the new century.

If we do not fight to protect and chanpion the First Amendnent, it will be whittled
away one word at a tinme and you will not be able to freely practice your art in the new
century.
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If we do not demand that our government create policies and budgets which refl ect
our values, then we will continue the trend of the eighties in which walth and
opportunity is transferred fromthe | ower and middl e economic strata of our society to
the richest, highest strata.

In this bleak scenario, the new century will be a place where artists are seen as
crimnals and the rich and privileged |live apart fromthe econom c and environnenta
bl i ghts wreaked by decades of governnental inconpetence and venality.

So, as citizens we need to get involved now.

The npst basic way to start being involved is to register to vote. You can becone a
Deputy Registrar and get others to vote. You can become involved in the canpaigns of
candi dat es who believe in what you believe in. You can becone involved in the life of your
community by participating in civic groups such as service clubs, PTAs and | ocal schoo
counci | s.

There have been many calls for artists and arts workers to get involved in the
political process. Perhaps the nost el oquent cane fromthe ultimate arts activist, Vaclav
Havel , the President of the Czechosl ovak Republic--playwight and forner dissident who
spent a nunber of years in his country's jails for his words and work. He was addressing a
Joint Session of the United States Congress when he said:

The sal vation of this human world |lies nowhere else than in the
human heart, in the human power to reflect, in human nmeekness and

in human responsibility....If | subordinate ny political behavior to
this inperative nediated to nme by ny conscience, | can't go far
wrong. . ..

This is why | ultimately deci ded--after resisting for a long tine-to
accept the burden of political responsibility. I amnot the first,

nor will I be the last, intellectual to do this....If the hope of the

world lies in human consciousness, then it is obvious that

intell ectual s cannot go on forever avoiding their share of
responsibility for the world and hiding their distaste for politics
under an alleged need to be independent....

VWhen Thomas Jefferson wote that "Governnments are instituted anong
Men deriving their just Powers fromthe Consent of the Governed," it
was a sinple and inportant act of the human spirit. \What gave neaning
to that act, however, was the fact that author backed it up with his
life. It was not just the words, it was his deeds as well.

So, as we start the new year, | hope you will accept "the burden" of politica
i nvol venent and enbark on a voyage of discovery in the civic life of your conmmunity.
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Tom Tresser is a consultant, producer, educator and trainer who can help individuals, companies and communities leverage and
amplify their creative assets in order to solve problems, create economic value and trigger civic engagement. Tom has been a long-
time advocate for an increased appreciation for the role of creativity in the life of the community. In 1991 he started an organization
that organized artists and cultural workers for political activism and taught "Arts and Public Policy" at Roosevelt University, where he
organized a center for the study of cultural policy. Tom was Director Cultural Development at Peoples Housing, a nonprofit
community development corporation operating in northeast Chicago, where he organized a community arts program that combined
culture and economic development. Tom served as lead organizer for the Chicago Park District for two years in a pilot project that
transformed a major regional park into a community cultural center. In April 2004, Tom was elected to a two-year term for the Local
School Council for the Abraham Lincoln Elementary School in Chicago’s Lincoln Park neighborhood. He lectures on “The Politics of
Creativity” and conducts leadership training sessions for artists and creative professionals.
He teaches classes on arts and civic engagement at DePaul University and Loyola
University.
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