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Amy Kitchener: This session is part of PACT’s initiative to look at cultural policy issues in light of the new administration. There are a total of three sessions on the topic at the meeting, the other two being a conversation with Holly Sidford, and a debate on the idea of a national secretary of culture. We are a small group here, which will be good for conversation. We would like to come up with ideas we can move forward with.

Maribel Alvarez: Refers to LINC and the Ford Foundation, and the Artography project. At a previous session on new media, we heard about new initiatives in digital media, and one speaker said that folklore was “right in there” in discussions on issues of digital knowledge and media. However, that doesn’t always mean folklorists are at the table or that folkloristic knowledge is included. We know that folklore is “in there,” but not necessarily with the visibility and structure that we want. The field of community arts is more represented, more recognizable, therefore more included. Even though 35 state arts councils have folk arts programs, they are still less visible. She has worked with American for the Arts, the Animating Democracy program, ethnographic methods of evaluation, not just qualitative. The National Association of Latino Arts & Culture (NALAC) has done work on cultural expression and changing demographics, how communities are reshaping their cultural expressions. Cultural expression, changing demographics—folklore is the link.

Artography grants through the Ford Foundation—she has helped develop the guidelines and evaluation. They want to find people doing exemplary work in cultural change and demographic change. Maine Indian Basketmakers Alliance is a good example of such an organization; they interacted with inSITE, a contemporary art network in San Diego. Engagement is a big issue. Those two groups had a conversation, it’s about process, not product. Curating stories from people in their communities. inSITE was working with stories, and the Maine Basketmakers were already doing it; issues of sustainability. What can be articulated as a folkloristic practice that can be used by other cultural organizations? Artography is publishing, doing panels at Grantmakers in the Arts (GIA) conferences. If folklore is right “in there,” in the marrow of artistic practice, how can we convey that? We are community-based—but we haven’t been able to articulate it. We know folklore has traction, how are we going to preach our gospel, how can we codify it for use in developing cultural policy. How can we use and promote the ethnographic approach?

Jennifer Novak: She is a senior researcher at WolfBrown, a consulting firm, has an MA in public policy. They do quantitative research. They did a study of cultural engagement in California’s inland regions, commissioned by the Irvine Foundation, and worked with ACTA. There is a 189 page report and an executive summary on the Irvine Foundation web site, www.irvine.org.

The work of folklore cuts across many policy realms, but she is focusing on arts and culture. Bill Ivey has said that “policy accretes around bodies of data.” A lot of surveys are based on attendance figures. Now there is a shift to talk about cultural ecology, for-profit and non-profit arts, but also participatory practices and cultural literacy, aesthetics, awareness of cultural history. The data available tends to focus on formal arts. Irvine Foundation supports arts all over California, but the Inland Empire and San Joaquin Valley have a limited infrastructure, so Irvine waned to understand what was happening culturally in this area, both formally and informally, and how a foundation could support those activities. The research happened in three phases: in-depth conversations with cultural leaders to understand the language and concepts; in-person neighborhood surveys about cultural activities and values (1,000 doors were knocked on); and non-random public survey online, and also surveys at fairs ad festivals (Latino, Native American, African American and Hmong in particular). Questions were asked about how much creative control people have in various situations. Five modes of engagement were posited: inventive activity (choreography, composing), interpretive (rearranging songs, copying artwork), curatorial (collecting and arranging, playlists), observational (attendance), and ambient (what you stumble on, public art). 

They tracked the settings of engagement: family-based, faith-based, heritage-based, arts learning, activities in arts venues, and activities in community venues. Sample questions about dance asked about such forms of participation as lessons, social dance, learning, location, performance, audience. They found that different questions got different answers. Different neighborhoods had different results—some more participatory, others more attendance, etc. More specific questions get different answers. Heritage events were high in Mexican communities. Music events were the highest activity in the home, also churches and parks. There were strong differences in ethnic communities—more whites in arts centers, blacks in churches. Narrow definition of attendance at arts venues shows low rates of participation, broader definitions of engagement show much higher participation. The findings have lots of implications for cultural policy. 

Kitchener: The survey shows that folklore is “in there.” So now what? How do we use this information now that we have it? Folklore is significant in community health, how do we move from research to cultural policy?
Bill Westerman: He works in ethnic communities and with social justice issues. He gave $10 to the Obama campaign, only the second political contribution in his life, after hearing Sarah Palin’s comments denigrating community organizers and learning that she had fired the local museum curator when she became mayor of Wasilla, Alaska. He felt that “These people hate me.” Culture wars—people who work locally are seen as a threat to some. Community organizers taught him that when people get angry and feel threatened, that is where you can be effective. He learned a lot by working in communities and with activist folklorists, sees community organizing as a paradigm for our work. What can we do locally that has an impact on policy?

How did Reagan get organized so quickly? Local organizations and school boards were working locally. We think a lot about working nationally, but local organizations like libraries, historical societies, etc. are a good place to effect change. Schools, school boards, charter schools (although some are seen as a threat to the dominant curriculum), local museums, community organizations (get on the board), libraries, local art galleries, youth art groups (treat youth as artists). New Urban Arts in Providence, an after-school mentoring program, got started because there were no arts programs in the schools any more. In Chicago’s Albany Park Theater Project, kids are treated as artists. There is a Cultural Diversity coalition in every county in New Jersey. 

We need to see art as a process, not just a product, but also art as a community. Questions: Where are the points of opposition? Where are the possible sites of dialogue? Where are the windows open and the doors ajar? Who is being excluded (knowingly or unknowingly)?

Kitchener: This is good information for thinking strategically. Next we’’ll turn to Betsy Peterson’s work at the Fund for Folk Culture (FFC) which has played a critical for the national field—Betsy, tell us what you have done and what you have learned over the course of this work? 
Betsy Peterson: Policy is based on data, the use of language, and making our work relevant in terms other folks can use and understand. FFC has operated at the national level, operating at a remove, unlike Bill Westerman’s work. FFC also worked opportunistically, thought about building programs. There were lots of surveys of the field, folklorists, traditional artists, which were used to build the program and organization. FFC’s audience was mainly funders and resource providers, the goal was to get them educated and helping. FFC never really did field-based studies. There are now studies coming out that verify what we have always known, that give us the quantifiable information that we can use to affect policy. But we don’t know how to use this information effectively. FFC was trying to make a case around particular issues that had traction in the funding community. 

She thinks we need to think about on-the-ground work and community organizations, we think more about individuals and informal structures. We need to work both top-down and bottom-up. We haven’t been very successful at working on the national level. Studies of informal arts are very useful. Issues around tradition and creativity, individual versus community aesthetics are crucial. We need to talk about class, race, and ethnicity in making our case. We need to get more sophisticated politically. Class is a submerged topic in out work, and all kinds of cultural work. FFC was successful with individual artists, taking advantage of the momentum of funders to support artists—they wrote articles for GIA, worked with funders to develop new programs to support traditional artists, organized convenings of artists and funders and resource providers. Studies are starting to document participation in the arts in broad ways, but it will require funders to change their strategies.

Fieldwork and ethnography: we have great methods, but we are not good about positioning ourselves, using our techniques in research and community organizing. We need to articulate better our methods, but also use new methods.

Kitchener: Opened discussion to the audience.

Jill Linzee: When she was in New Hampshire she worked on state legislation. One was a bill for a conservation license plate, and a legislator wanted to include culture, history, and historic preservation as well. She was on a committee to help develop the legislation, learned a lot about the legislative process. It was a good opportunity to coordinate with other state agencies. People based at state agencies have many opportunities to do such things. However, there are limitations on lobbying and promotional activities for state employees.

Kitchener: Being outside the state system often gives you more freedom to advocate too.

Alvarez: Regarding the FFC’s work, she sees that they had success in getting funding, but it was small, short term and geographically limited. Our own discourse supported those kinds of projects—small communities, small projects, short-term efforts. Funders responded to what we asked for.

Peterson: It’s a chicken and egg problem, in the 1980s there was more money for big policy initiatives, but now the funding is more limited. Short term or project-oriented funding has always been the norm.

Holly Sidford: All big increases in public funding for culture have been achieved through coalitions, arguing collectively. The same is true for environmental and other kinds of funding. We need to break down the silos. Movement away from specific categories to larger ones—community development, cultural resources. We have been caught in that with our desire to be recognized as a separate discipline. She thinks this is the moment for folklore, broadening to community based understanding of culture. 

Peterson: We have kept the opinions of our discipline in the back of our minds, other folklorists were often our audience. Question to Barry Bergey—is this a field, genre, approach?

Barry Bergey: There has long been discussion about whether folklore is a field of specialists or an artistic genre. Sometimes we make both arguments, but he sometimes has to choose in his work at the NEA. It can make us vulnerable in policy discussions. Policy also develops around a story, not just around data. Based on that data, what is our story? Example: there are no data that playgrounds make a community better, but everyone believes it, and keeps saying it. We often flounder in figuring out what our story is. The environmental coalition figured out their story, and that’s why they’ve been successful.

Kitchener: Does it also depend on who you are talking to? Both data and stories can be useful.

Novak: Know your audience.

Sidford: The audience needs to want the data as well. Irvine has done little with the California survey data in the two years since it was published. You need to build the appetite for the data, that concept is not understood in the arts field in general.

Novak: There need to be major structural changes in funding, we can help the funders understand better ways to get their money out.

Leslie Prosterman: A lot of FFC’s work has been opportunistic rather than strategic. What do we want to have happen? Do we have a goal, what policies are we trying to change? We need to know what the research and data is for. What do we want the landscape to look like? Archie Green had a clear vision for what he wanted to see when he was working for the American Folklife Center. She worked for the Veteran’s Health Administration a few years ago on a civility project for employees; they wanted a do-not-do list, but she suggested a to-do list as a more positive approach. She suggested finding out what the people thought civility was, asking the employees. Their culture and funding depends on product, they wanted to write a book of stories and examples, which was not what she intended. There are lots of other kinds of organizations we can be working with on a policy level, from very local to national.

Novak: Do we have enough information in the field to create a vision of where we want to be?

Amy Skillman: There are a lot of arenas where we want to work—art and culture we have a good grip on, education or others, maybe not so much.

Peterson: One example of a field to look toward is community arts, they have pulled together in the last ten years, the community arts website has a lot of good information (www.communityarts.net). They codified their pedagogy. They also started building an academic presence as well. The Imagining America and Animating Democracy programs have started to build theory in community arts.

Debora Kodish: Research develops policy, it gets operationalized. We need to understand how the findings get narrowed as programs grow out of them, we can get left out. 

Kitchener: Irvine is cutting their funding twenty percent across the board, but has this new information about where and how cultural engagement happens. They want to preserve their long-term funding, and ask the big institutions to reach out to communities. Amy has been telling them that won’t work.

Jeff Titon: A sister field is applied ethnomusicology, they have finally started stirring some pots. They are looking at the sustainability discourse, he has a blog on music & sustainability on blogger.com. He wants to apply strategies of conservation ecology to culture. There is a panel tomorrow on cultural sustainability. The concept of cultural ecology has potential.

Willie Smyth: Research on participation does give us some stories, traditional cultures don’t separate art from life. Same with traditional cultures and nature, life is one integrated whole. 

Alvarez: Demographic change will have us in a very different country. The new paradigm is not mediation, it is first voice. Who is speaking for whom, who is at the table, on whose behalf is the work done? Policy depends on leadership. We can’t speak on behalf of other communities, they can speak for themselves. And it’s only going to get worse. Where are the new centers of power? New people are gaining access, the old guard are losing ground. New leadership.

Jill Linzee: We can build a compelling coalition based on sustainability, it is a hot issue at all levels, from the neighborhood on up. It is driving policy at the city and state levels in Washington State. We can fit right into this trend. Fair trade, local foods, sustainable neighborhoods. It’s an obvious place to devote some energy.

Rupal Soni: She works at a very small community arts organization. They put together a journal of stories from local residents in a low-income area. Narrative-based advocacy. But they are not talking in the usual way policy makers hear. 

Novak: Transformative experiences through the arts are hard to convey. They have developed simple questions [as part of another study] to get at the effect of those experiences, and the questionnaire is on their web site (Wolfbrown.com), available to be used, can be applied to both participants and audiences. Asking about emotional and intellectual engagement with arts experiences. Intrinsic impact study. Narrative stories are hard to put into forms usable by policy makers.

Kodish: We can classify narratives—transformations, etc. We can create a typology of stories.

Kitchener: We now need to come up with some strategies for concrete action.

Craig Miller: One of our organizing strategies has been through [state] arts councils, we have put language in place so now they think they can use the language and concepts without a folklorist in place. Is the arts council the best place to do this work, do we fit well in this structure?

Maria Carmen Gambliel?: Surveys may not give us the best kind of information, use a more qualitative model.

Smyth: Take the WolfBrown study and circulate it, it was very popular at the Washington State Arts Commission. 

Kitchener: There is a new Philadelphia study that has some similar findings. 

Kodish: It would be great for us to keep looking at these studies together.

Kitchener: Could we use the new AFS website to continue this discussion?

Kodish: This is happening NOW, we can’t wait for the new web site. Could we have a phone discussion/forum? A smaller working group to coordinate the agenda?

Westerman: What’s our goal?

Kodish: She wants to study the WolfBrown report in more detail, and other studies.

Peterson: NEH funds seminars to bring together policy thinkers and researchers and folklorists, how do we use this information now that we have it? 

Julia Olin: Just a good list of recent studies to look at would be helpful; Betsy said she can put that together.

Kichener: AFS has contract support to bring people together.

Bergey: The new NEA motto is “Art Works;” what contributes to community spirit, what makes it livable, what builds a community economy? NEA has never had a community arts program, the Local Arts Agency program is very different. NEA has never articulated what role art plays in personal and community lives.

Kitchener: She will email everyone here, send out notes. Let her know if you have a particular area of interest. 

Prosterman: Perhaps we can start a listserv, but people have to sign up for it. 

Peterson: She can put together a bibliography.

Olin: We can gather information through our own vehicles, at events, through organizations.

Peterson: They did a study of how a community organizations can do their own evaluations.

Olin: National Council for the Traditional Arts (NCTA) produces large events, but works with community partners. There have been lots of economic impact studies, tourism studies, etc. related to those events—we can incorporate our questions in those surveys.

Westerman: The kinds of data that we solicit come out of our vision—social justice, arts, culture.

Kitchener: We need much more time to discuss these issues. Thanks to FFC, NCTA and PACT for organizing these sessions at AFS. We will send back the notes to all the participants and people can continue this dialogue at the other AFS sessions on cultural policy – the next one will feature Holly Sidford (Helicon Collaborative) and Betsy Peterson.
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