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CULTURAL DEMOCRACY - PRI NCI PLES TO GUI DE PUBLI C POLI CY

For over 70 years a |arge and diverse group of civic |leaders, scholars, artists
and social commentators have been devel oping the theory and practice of cultura
denocr acy.

Many artists have worked in comunities around the world devel oping arts projected
that enploy the principles of cultural denocracy.

The experience of these people is extrenely valuable in helping artists everywhere
to see how their work can instruct and influence public policy and conmunity arts
proj ects.

Cul tural denocracy can be defined as a conmitnment to the follow ng principles: (1)
Cultural diversity is a positive social value, to be protected and encouraged; (2)

Denocratic participation is essential to shaping cultural life (i.e. how cultural
institutions are shaped, run and distributed); (3) Authentic denocracy requires
active participation in cultural life, not sinply passive consunption of cultura

products; and (4) Equity demands fair distribution of cultural resources and
support throughout our society.

Cul tural denocracy follows close upon the other major trends in extending
denocratic rights to citizens. The novement for econom ¢ denocracy (19th century)
fought for a person's right for decent conpensation and a say in econom c deci sion
maki ng. The novenment for political denocracy (late 19th-mid 20th century) fought
for a person's basic civil liberties, equality before the law, and a voice in the
political decision-making process.

Cul tural denocracy guarantees each person the right to culture, to participate in
the building of culture and a role in cultural debate and deci si on maki ng.

The term "cul tural denocracy” was first used by J. Drachsler in his 1920 book
Denocracy and Assinilation: The Bl ending of Inmgrant Heritages in Amrerica.
Drachsl er was a pioneer of multi-culturalism He advocated that different ethnic
groups should have the right to maintain their identity as they entered America
and that our public schools should operate prograns which share know edge of
different cultural heritages.

This line of thinking was in contrast to the growing popularity of the inmage of
Arerica as a "nmelting pot" where new inmmgrant groups were (and still are)
expected to | eave their heritage, |anguage, and |ifeways at Anerica's doorstep
when they enter the country.

The roots of cultural denobcracy can be traced to the witings of social critics
Horace Kallen and WE.B. DuBois. Mdern practitioners have been influenced by the
wor k of Brazilian educator/activist, Paulo Freire.

Cul tural denocracy stands for the right to own one's past and one's community's
past. It is the right to free and equal interaction between the cultures that now
co-exist in Armerica. And it stands for the freedomto choose the many cul tures
which we will constitute our pluralistic society of the 21st century.

VWat is the opposite point of viewto this cultural phil osophy?



The alternative is a Euro-centric perspective where the cultural fornms and
lifeways of 19th century western Europe donmi nate other forms and ways. These are
the values we associate with the major arts institutions of Anerica.

Most of these art forms are housed in inposing downtown arts spaces. Seem ngly,
every major city in America feels inconplete unless it has a maj or opera house,
cul tural palace or grand synphony space in the center of town.

Usual ly, these arts institutions receive the large majority of governnment funding,
corporate support, attention of business and civic | eaders, and private
contri butions.

Cul tural denocrats point out that Anerica has always been a place of nany voi ces.
But in the past these non-Eurocentric voices have been painfully sil enced.

Native American, African-Anerican, Asian-American, and Latino cultures have al
been suppressed and only recently has "mai nstreani Anmerica been I|istening.

This is mainly due to the changing face of America. Chicago is now 62% non-white.
Corporate Anmerica, sensing profits in this denographic shift, has finally begun to
focus on African-Anericans and Latino culture.

Cul tural denocracy says there is no one "official"™ American culture. W all have
distinctive traditions, creative talents and precious |ife experiences. America
thrives when we interact, respect and draw from one another's cultura

experi ences.

You mght call this the "salad bow" inmage of America, instead of the "nelting
pot." You can taste all the ingredients of the salad and each ingredient adds
flavor and richness to the others.

The wonderful feature of cultural denocracy is that is articul ated, chanpioned,
and practiced by artists!

In future colums | will expand on this theme and explain how artists work in the
arena of cultural denocracy, and how our public arts policy mght change to
reflect this novenent.

Source: This colum was derived fromarticles contained in Crossroads:
Refl ections on the Politics of Culture, by Don Adans & Arl ene Col dbard.
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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
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DePaul University and Loyola University.
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