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Artist: Oasa Du Verney, “Think Happy Thoughts to Make the Oppression Go Away.” 2007 Pencil, Collage
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hat is community art? It is what happens
when an artist leaves her studio to engage
collaboratively with others to promote social
change. The most important byproduct of this process
is to create meaningful and direct communication
EHWZHHQJURXSVDQGLQGLYLGXDOV2QHZD\WKH
community artist does this is to disrupt the patterns of
SHRSOH·VHYHU\GD\OLYHVFUHDWLQJSODFHVLQHYHU\GD\
spaces where conversation can begin. Sometimes this
UHTXLUHVDVSHFWDFOH([DPSOHV7ZRDUWLVWVVLWWLQJLQDQ
$70OREE\VHUYLQJWHDDQGRIIHULQJFRQYHUVDWLRQDQG
an artist painting banners in a community garden lot
LQ6RXWKZHVW%DOWLPRUH%\FUHDWLQJGLDORJXHWKHUHLV
DJUHDWHUFKDQFHIRUFRQQHFWLQJZLWKHDFKRWKHU·V
humanity, building understanding and creating a
focus on inclusive problem solving.
In everyday life, the community artist must begin
conversation and listen in places where people are
not often heard. The art is not necessarily an object,
but the beginning of the conversation. There is
potential between all people to have a dialogue, but
in our daily lives too often these potential moments
DUHRYHUORRNHGORVWIRUJRWWHQRUKLGGHQLQWKHSDFH
RIZRUNLQJDQGOLYLQJWU\LQJWRJHWE\
&RQYHUVDWLRQLVLPSRUWDQWEHFDXVHLWLVWKHRQO\PHDQV
ZHKDYHRIJHWWLQJWRNQRZRQHDQRWKHUUHPRYLQJ
the barriers between ourselves, bridging the gap
created by societal structures, individual prejudices
DQGUXOHVRIHWLTXHWWH,WLVWKHVHFRQQHFWLRQVWKDW
PDNHOLIHZRUWKOLYLQJ7KH\DUHVRPHWLPHVIRXQG
in family and in community, but often they are not.
(VSHFLDOO\LQDZRUOGZKHUHWHFKQRORJLFDODGYDQFHV
DUHPDNLQJLWHDVLHUWRFRPPXQLFDWHZLWKRXWDFWXDOO\
VSHDNLQJZLWKVRPHRQHKRZFDQZHHQVXUHWKDWZH
ZLOOQRWFRPSOHWHO\ORVHKXPDQFRQWDFW"&RPPXQLW\
art is one way of encouraging that contact.

'

oes this mean that anyone who carries on a
conversation with a stranger is a community
DUWLVW"2ULVLWVRPHWKLQJPRUHGRHVWKH
conversation have to delve deeper than small
WDON"2QHRIWKH\RXQJPHQ,ZRUNZLWKKDVDVNHG
me several times what it means when people say,
´+HOORKRZDUH\RX"µ'RWKH\UHDOO\FDUHRULVLWMXVW
DIRUPDOLW\"+HEHFRPHVIUXVWUDWHGZKHQSHRSOHDVN
him and he feels that they do not want to hear it if
he tells them that things are not going well. If people
DUHFRQGLWLRQHGWRDVNWKLVTXHVWLRQDVDUHÁH[WKHQ
DQVZHUVDOVREHFRPHUHÁH[LYH6RWKHFRPPXQLW\DUWLVW
PXVWÀQGZD\VDURXQGWKHVHHYDVLRQVRIGLDORJXHE\
DVNLQJUHDOTXHVWLRQVDQGOLVWHQLQJWRWKHDQVZHUV
2QHZD\IRUDFRPPXQLW\DUWLVWWRGRWKLVLVWKURXJK
WHDFKLQJ/LEUDWRU\HGXFDWLRQLVEDVHGRQTXHVWLRQLQJ
and gives young people the opportunity to practice
REVHUYLQJDQGLQWHUSUHWLQJWKHLUHQYLURQPHQW%\
DOORZLQJVWXGHQWVWRÀQGWKHLUYRLFHDQGJLYLQJWKHP
DVSDFHWRH[HUFLVHLWLQWKHFODVVURRPWKHWHDFKHU
becomes facilitator and empowers young people to
be open and assertive in beginning a dialogue about
ZK\WKLQJVDUHWKHZD\WKH\DUHLQWKHZRUOG2QH
H[DPSOHRIWKLVLVLQXVLQJ9LVXDO7KLQNLQJ6WUDWHJLHV
976 1ZKHUHORRNLQJDWZRUNVRIDUWHQDEOHV\RXQJ
SHRSOHWRPDNHREVHUYDWLRQVVKDUHWKHZD\WKH\VHH
WKLQJVDQGWKLQNFULWLFDOO\DERXWWKHPHDQLQJRIWKHDUW
'LDORJXHLVDOVRFULWLFDOWRXQGHUVWDQGLQJUDFH
class, gender and all other forms of discrimination.
The walls built by society around difference cause
PLVFRPPXQLFDWLRQ)RUH[DPSOHD\RXQJ&DULEEHDQ
976LVDWHDFKLQJPHWKRGWKDWXVHVDUWWRWHDFKFULWLFDOWKLQNLQJ
VNLOOV,WLVDQRSHQHQGHGDQGVWXGHQWFHQWHUHGGLVFXVVLRQZKHUHD
VHULHVRITXHVWLRQVDUHDVNHG7KHDQVZHULVSDUDSKUDVHGDVDZD\
WRYDOLGDWHHDFKSDUWLFLSDQW·VLGHDVPDNHVXUHHYHU\RQHLVKHDUG
DQGLPSURYHODQJXDJHVNLOOV

Kids with a Statement of Child First Authority at Carver Votech High School. Photo: Desiree Duell
Caption of the Photogrpah goes here
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DUWLVW,NQRZGUHZKHUFKLOGUHQZLWKVOLSVRISDSHU
VWUHDPLQJIURPWKHLUPRXWKVWKDWUHDG´7KLQNKDSS\
WKRXJKWVWRPDNHWKHRSSUHVVLRQJRDZD\7KLQNKDSS\
WKRXJKWVWRPDNHLWJRDZD\µ,ISDUWRIRXUVRFLHW\
H[SHULHQFHVDSDUWLFXODURSSUHVVLRQDQGWKHRWKHUGRHV
not, this perspective is often invisible to the oppressor.
%XWZKDWKDSSHQVZKHQWKHSULYLOHJHGDVNVWKH
RSSUHVVHG´KRZDUH\RXGRLQJ"µ$QGZKDWKDSSHQV
if the oppressed answers truthfully? These barriers to
understanding between us begin to soften. This is one of
the reasons that dialogue is necessary; so we can begin
to understand the different places that we come from
and to dismantle societal walls.

$

s we attempt to understand each other there
LVDSUREOHPRIÀQGLQJDFRPPRQODQJXDJH
KRZHYHU(YHQZKHQVSHDNLQJWKHVDPH
language, it is possible to misunderstand. To fully
understand another it is often necessary to have
VLPLODUH[SHULHQFHV$FHUWDLQDPRXQWRILQIRUPDWLRQLV
QHFHVVDU\WRHYHQEHJLQTXHVWLRQLQJ:KHUHFDQWKLV
LQIRUPDWLRQEHIRXQGDERXWWKHRWKHU"&RPPXQLW\

VSHDNLQJWUXWKIXOO\DQGGLUHFWO\IRUIHDURIORVLQJRQH·V
MRERUSRVLWLRQ$QGYHU\RIWHQ,KDYHIRXQGWKDW
the confusion of the institution, leads to feelings of
resentment between the people within them. These
feelings are then focused on each other instead of
the circumstances, which allows the circumstances to
FRQWLQXHZLWKRXWDVROXWLRQ7KLVTXHVWLRQLQJLVHVVHQWLDO
to communication and is at the core of creating
larger systemic change.

&

ommunity art offers a model for how
we could change our approach to
communication. This is a model where
communication is not just about information, but
also about forming relationships and creating
XQGHUVWDQGLQJ,QWKH0DVWHU·VRI&RPPXQLW\$UWV
3URJUDPDW0,&$ZHDWWHPSWWRPRGHOFRPPXQLW\
DUWSULQFLSDOV,QFODVVFRQÁLFWVDUHQRWDYRLGHG
UDWKHUDOOLQYROYHGDUHH[SHFWHGWRSDUWLFLSDWHLQ
the dialogue and listen to what students and faculty
DOLNHKDYHWRVD\$FNQRZOHGJHPHQWLVPDGHDERXW
WKHGLIIHUHQWIRUPVRISULYLOHJHDQGSRZHUDWZRUN

“Liberatory education is based on questioning
and gives young people the opportunity to practice
observing, and interpreting their environment”.
DUW·VHPSKDVLVRQTXHVWLRQLQJLVRQHZD\WRGRWKLV2I
FRXUVHZHZLOOQHYHUKDYHWKHH[SHULHQFHRIDQRWKHU
EXWZHFDQEHJLQWRXQGHUVWDQGRUDWOHDVWNQRZWKDW
ZHPD\QHYHUH[DFWO\XQGHUVWDQGLIZHTXHVWLRQWKDW
person about their point of view.
,QVWLWXWLRQVRIWHQUHLQIRUFHWKHODFNRIFRPPXQLFDWLRQ
EHWZHHQSHRSOH:KHQZRUNLQJLQKLJKHUHGXFDWLRQ
SHRSOHDVNHGTXHVWLRQVRIPHEXWWKH\ZHUHDOZD\V
WKHVDPHTXHVWLRQV:KHUHLVWKHEDWKURRP"+RZ
much do photocopies cost? Is this class full? Too
often, the institutions were so confusing, everything
WKDWQHHGHGWREHGRQHE\DVWXGHQWUHTXLUHGD
GLIIHUHQWVLJQDWXUHDQGRIÀFHWRJRWRWKDWLWLVQR
ZRQGHUWKHUHZDVQRURRPIRUTXHVWLRQVRXWVLGHRI
the immediate. Questions that were based on our
FRPPRQKXPDQLW\ZHUHDOPRVWDOZD\VRYHUORRNHG
2IFRXUVHRQRFFDVLRQGXHWRFHUWDLQVWXGHQWV
UHWXUQLQJWRP\RIÀFHVRPHPRUHPHDQLQJIXO
relationships were formed, but even these were
precariously balanced on the precipice of getting
P\ZRUNGRQHRUUHDOO\EHJLQQLQJWRFRQQHFWWR
SHRSOH,QDVRFLHW\WKDWYDOXHVSURGXFWLYLW\ZRUN
generally wins priority. It is now as a community artist
that I understand that our success as a society is
based on our ability to understand each other and
ZRUNFROODERUDWLYHO\DQGWKDW,PXVWQRWOHWP\VHOIJHW
swept along with the pace of an institution.
Institutions and systems also can prohibit people from
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ZKLOHH[DPLQLQJZK\DQGKRZZHKDYHJRWWHQWRD
SODFHRIFRQÁLFWRUWHQVLRQ
%ULQJLQJDJURXSRISHRSOHWRJHWKHUWRVKDUHLQWKH
GHFLVLRQPDNLQJSURFHVVLVRIWHQKDUGZRUNEHFDXVH
WRRPDQ\RIXVKDYHQHYHUKDGWKHH[SHULHQFH
)RUWKHPRVWSDUWHGXFDWLRQDOLQVWLWXWLRQVWHDFK
XVWRVWD\TXLHW3DUWRIWKHUROHRIWKHFRPPXQLW\
artist is to help begin this dialogue by setting up
circumstances in which a dialogue can be begun,
LQZKLFKHYHU\RQH·VYRLFHFDQEHKHDUG$UWLVWVOLNH
:RFKHQ.ODXVXURUFKHVWUDWHFRQYHUVDWLRQVDVDPHDQV
RIVRFLDOLQWHUYHQWLRQ,QDSURMHFW:RFKHQ.ODXVXU
established a shelter for drug-addicted prostitutes in
Zurich by facilitating dialogues on a boat between
H[SHUWVRQGUXJLVVXHVSROLWLFLDQVMRXUQDOLVWVDQG
others. It was through their dialogue that they were
able to problem-solve and establish the shelter.
,QWKLVZD\RIWKLQNLQJDERXWFRPPXQLW\DUWDVD
way to create dialogue, the art object is not always
necessary. It is meaningful social interaction that is the
PHDQVDQGWKHHQG$QGLWLVWKHVHLQWHUDFWLRQVWKDW
ZLOOIRVWHUVRFLDOFKDQJH2QFHZHKDYHDFOHDUHU
idea of what people different from ourselves have
H[SHULHQFHGZHZLOOEHDEOHWRLGHQWLI\WKHVRFLHWDO
VWUXFWXUHVWKDWGLYLGHXV:KDWPDNHVOLIHVREHDXWLIXO
LVWKDWWKHUHDUHVRPDQ\GLIIHUHQWZD\VWRORRNDWLW
If we are able to share the way we see it with others
that in turn share their view, what more is necessary?

