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Our Dance, Our Dissent, Our Patriotism: 
Reawakening Civic Life through Creativity

By Diane Wittner, Baltimore, December 30, 2008



Starting in the 19th century, artists began to be perceived as outsiders, as societal misfits with lazy and self indulgent lifestyles. Artists were often thought to be uninterested in the greater good, or worse: incapable of participating responsibly in meaningful discourse on public life. This perception of artists emerged due primarily to the fact that artists lived with less material security and fewer perceived connections to society as a result of decreased arts sponsorship by the church and the aristocracy. (Werner, Alfred. “Bohemia and Anti-Bohemia in Art.” On Bohemia: The Code of the Self-Exiled. Grana, César and Marigay Grana, eds. Piscataway, New Jersey: Transaction Publishers, 1990. 102.) 


The damaging stereotype persists. A popular dictionary definition of ‘bohemian,’ for instance, is “roving, easygoing, unconventional, especially applied to artists, dilettantes.” (“Bohemian.” Webster’s New Twentieth Century Dictionary, 2nd ed. 1983.)

Yet in the United States, community artists have contributed to the common good with immeasurable success, and in a myriad of positive and tangible ways. To cite just one example from a century ago: American photojournalist Lewis Hine contributed to changes in public policy (national child labor laws) through his emotionally charged and tragically poetic images of suffering factory children.



Today, with an economic crisis that may surpass the Great Depression, with global warming, and two wars, civic life in the United States is under greater threat than in any other time in our history. U.S. citizens historically without privilege are at the breaking point, and people previously protected from disaster are sinking into untenable situations in growing numbers. Community artists have a unique combination of talents, skills and perspectives; they are needed more than ever to enlist and inspire communities to demand change and to influence public policy.  


Several years ago, I launched Chesapeake Citizens with the intent to use my skills as an artist and teacher to contribute to progressive discourse. Chesapeake Citizens is a shape-shifting project based both in the mid-Atlantic and in cyberspace. Our aim is to share our burgeoning knowledge and creative approaches to issues with progressive activists in order to strengthen their coalitions and to amplify their voices for change. 

My project partner is Dr. Margaret Flowers (human rights activist, pediatrician, farmer and musician), and our friends and collaborators are many. Our humble website is our collective memory vessel. Our not-so-humble mission is holistic and rather bold; we wish to re-dream our watershed back into its ongoing 10,000 year old role as life provider for all. We work in a sustainable manner in regards to time (on average one project per season), and by utilizing a minimum of resources – financial and material. 


We create our model actions in relation to domestic and international politics, all of which we know to be interconnected. We use humor and beauty and listening whenever we can. We mix forms, which may include: still photos, satirical or serious reports, multi-language press statements and videos, articles, visual art, poetry, music, and our telltale bodies in orchestrated motion. Our videos contain timely and specific political action requests, songs, the spoken/written word, and theatrical skits. 


Below are the titles of our projects to date (in reverse chronological order), listed with the political issues they address, the principle shapes, or forms, they have taken, and project dates:

1) United Nations Election Monitors Request ,Voter Rights (action/articles, Oct. 08)

2) The Day Hank Paulson Lied Wall Street Bailout (music video, Oct. 08)

3) Health Security Safety Net Single Payer Health Care  (textile sculpture, Sept. 08)

4) Chesapeake Carolers Corrupt/Cowardly Congress (creative lobbying, Dec. 07)
5) Ripe ImPEACHment Impeaching Bush/Cheney (musical street theater, Sept. 07)

6) Riverbed End the Iraq War: Bring The Troops Home (community dance, June 07)
7) Freedom From Oil) Climate Change, at Camp Democracy (art banner, Sept. 05)


Media coverage of our projects often begins on high traffic progressive political websites such as www.afterdowningstreet.org and www.dissidentvoice.org.  But coverage has occasionally expanded outward into mainstream online and/or print media.  For instance, my article, “Post-Election Reflections….” was posted in November 2008 on www.nytimes.com. And my online essay, “Government in Waiting, Narratives in Waiting,” was the recent lead article for a new regional newspaper called The Order of the Earth.  



We honor and celebrate political idealism; we welcome bumping up against the biggest and most challenging issues. Working for our best hopes is a necessary part of the mix for building democracy, and activism can be a playful yet power-building dance. Non government organizations who are working to influence public policy ought to add more artistry to their mix. 


Chesapeake Citizens projects point the way to greater partnership between community artists and progressive activists to cleverly co-create renewed civic life, a functioning people’s government, a working world. To paraphrase Howard Zinn, our dance and our proud dissent, together, are the highest expression of our patriotism.

