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I’m pretty sure that no one in this room needs to be convinced of the power of the arts to deepen 
our understanding of and connections to the beauty and challenges of our world.  
 
Engaging with art, whether receiving it or making it, can connect our heads, hearts (and hands!) to 
help us engage with what matters to us and with what we want to change…as individuals, in 
community and in organizational settings. The arts can also nurture larger systems change.  
 
This morning, I hope to connect a range of perspectives and possibilities that are shared by two 
communities: people working in the field of arts for social change; and people working in social 
enterprise and other forms of social innovation.  
 
I will suggest a case for more collaboration between these sectors. And I’ll challenge us to think 
about our work within a broad social and political “wide shot,” one that’s more encompassing 
than, perhaps, other frames of reference.  
  
It’s easy…and some would say completely reasonable…to become cynical, pessimistic – even 
paralysed, as our planet is pillaged, as democracies, including our own, are dismantled at lightning 
speed and we drown in a sea of consumerism. But we also know that a groundswell of new 
initiatives is creating positive ways for people to move from bemoaning the state of the world to 
imagining how it could be…and taking concrete action to achieve it. 
 
It may be useful to tell you something about how I have come recognize the importance of 
exchange and collaboration between the ASC and social enterprise/ social innovation sectors. I am 
a dancer, choreographer and producer and come from an activist background. Much of my own 
creative work has been rooted in exploration of social justice and other social issues. I was an early 
feminist. In the early 90’s, I found myself in an inner city high school, an environment that was 
very different from my own  secondary school experience many years before. Out of interest as a 
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mother of an about-to-be-teenager and as an artist, I started to look deeper into the realities of 
adolescents – as they, themselves, expressed them.  
 
This first process led to a series of three five- to six-year multi-faceted projects with youth. Each of 
these initiatives included three years of diverse arts workshops with hundreds of young people; 
the creation of a large-scale, multi-media touring dance/theatre production; video and film 
adaptations; and extensive partnerships with youth-centred organizations across Canada. The ICE 
Project explored issues that can lead to teen suicide; FIRE looked at how youth experience violence 
in their lives; the EARTH Project included work with youth to share their perspectives on issues of 
environmental and social justice.  EARTH also included an international symposium and, later, a 
global festival that hosted some 20,000 visitors. 
  
Today, I find myself as the Principal Investigator of a five-year, Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council-funded research initiative, the ASC! Project, a national study (the first of its kind 
in Canada) involving some 40 individuals and organizations, including six universities across the 
country. We are exploring three major topics in the field of art for social change: teaching and 
learning; evaluation and impacts; and partnerships. We’ll be halfway through in the late fall – and 
the work is going very well! 
 
During that earlier period of work with youth, and, in part, because we were collaborating with so 
many youth-centred organizations across the country, I became curious about the connections 
between our work and change work in other contexts…such as the then-fledgling social innovation 
movement. In 2006, when Yael Harlap and I carried out a large study of 46 ASC organizations, 
these connections became even clearer. I began to see the very real parallels between our two 
fields. It’s around that time that I started to actively connect with people working in social 
innovation agendas. I later became an Ashoka Senior Fellow.  
 
Let’s take a closer look at both sectors.  
 
What is art for social change?  It has many definitions and many forms, and many variations exist 
on a continuum. I think of the field as having two basic forms. In the first form, the artist’s socio-
political commentary is contained in the content of the artist’s (or group of artists’) work. 
 
Today, I’m talking about a second category. In this form, the artist acts as a catalyst and facilitator 
with groups of people who may not self-define themselves as artists. Using arts-infused processes, 
the artist – or artists – works with groups to create art together – art that is often focused on a 
particular topic or concern… about what matters to them. It has many names: community arts, 
community cultural development, animation culturelle, social arts, and arts for social change (ASC) 
to name a few, each with its own nuanced approach. 
 
ASC work is often rooted in issues of social, political and environmental justice.  This collective art-
making engages both the senses and the mind. In itself, it is a form of social innovation, generating 
dialogue, insight and action through the creation of metaphor. Often, this process is more 
important than the art product itself. 

http://www.icasc.ca/files/JMP%20Yael%20Harlap%20Study%202006.pdf
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With this approach, change can occur at many interconnected different levels: at the micro or 
personal level for individuals; at the meso level within or across communities and organizations; 
and at the macro level for policies or systems change. 
 
Where would you find ASC work in Canada and around the world? In health promotion, research 
and medical training; in work for social, environmental and economic justice; with youth, seniors 
and immigrant populations; in the reclamation of, and celebration of, heritage and history; in 
intercultural and inter-generational work and strategic-planning processes; in economic 
development and in conflict resolution. Or, it can simply be a way to express what it is to be me. 
ASC is another form of social innovation.   
 
Visual and media arts, including photo-voice and mural-making, performance and literary arts 
(including social circus and storytelling) are all elements of ASC in Canada and around the world. 
 
Here are a few examples of this work: 
  
Toronto: In a facilitated process, a group of breast cancer patients, unhappy with their treatment 
in a large urban hospital, create a play and perform it for medical staff and other hospital 
employees. Policies in that hospital are improved. 
 
Montreal: In partnership with literacy and employment NGO’s, an ASC theatre project works with 
unemployed and challenged youth to better realize their own personal and social wellbeing, 
including preparation for entrance into the job market.  
 
Alberta: Hip-hop and other urban arts are introduced into prison programs, a form of ASC used 
around the world that has proved to reduce recidivism.  
   
Vancouver: An ASC organization, now over 30 years old, addresses issues ranging from 
homelessness, addiction and gangs to surfacing issues about mental health treatment practices, 
using interactive theatre to create dialogue and the creation of policy recommendations.  
 
And overseas: In Venezuela, El Sistema uses music and specialized, peer-learning processes to 
provide skills and social engagement for hundreds of thousands of children and youth across the 
whole country. 
 
In Colombia, an alternative, dance-centred arts organization provides a stable environment for 
street-involved youth, including employment in a touring dance company. 
 
In the slums of Ahmedabad in India, women’s human and economic rights are addressed by 
music/theatre shows created by local women and performed in market places on stages that fold 
out from trucks. Information about rights and economic programs are available after each 
performance.    
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Making art is territory where reflection is key. Art-making requires us to stop – to give ourselves 
time for exploration.  
 
To use a current concept, we live in a time of affective capitalism – similar to Noam Chomsky’s 
idea of manufactured consent; we are impelled to speed up to produce and to consume.  
Information is pre-processed for us. The consequence is a deficit in our ability to pay attention and 
to reflect. 
 
Making art is different – whether telling stories, creating a play, dancing dreams and fears, or 
creating a strategic plan from a symbolic exercise with objects – it all demands intentional focus. 
These moments give us time for deeper understanding and analysis of our experience and 
possibilities. And, in a group setting, imaginative empathy becomes possible.    
 
This approach to art-making has a number of characteristics: 
• openness to accepting that the end-point of the process is unknowable  
• a requirement for high levels of group facilitation and dialogic skills 
• high tolerance for risk and ambiguity 
• and, often, partnership with other organizations.  
 
Does this sound familiar to the social entrepreneurs in the room? 
 
 “Creative innovation” has become a catchphrase, a trope used in many settings. But fresh, 
alternative, ways to do business – think of share economies, B corporations, community-driven 
economic development and the revival of the Commons – have all developed because of outside-
the-box thinking. These approaches often include an acceptance of experiment and exploration. 
As with ASC, much work in the alternative business sector is grounded in a commitment to social 
and environmental concerns and involves new patterns of collaboration across professional silos.  
 
Last year, I attended a high-end, large international social enterprise conference. Among hundreds 
of scheduled events, not one focused on arts and culture. When I started asking delegates if they 
were involved with arts and culture, I discovered that quite a few were…and many expressed a 
strong desire to connect more deeply with artists and their organizations. And this is not an 
isolated situation. 
 
This takes me closer to my argument: That a panoply of opportunities for knowledge-exchange 
and collaboration between our two sectors are available to us, but, at present, are largely 
unrealized. 
  
Indeed, uncomplimentary labelling still occurs: “selling your soul to the devil” if artists get involved 
with business and categorizing artists as difficult, impractical and frivolous. Of course, for people 
outside of the world of business, some terms and concepts can seem impermeable: hybrid 
structures and value chains, cost benefit analysis and ROI, shared value concepts, triple bottom 
line, social profit…. But very often the underlying principles of our work are the same.  
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In addition to a high tolerance for risk and the use of collective processes to nurture creative ideas 
in the two fields, what are some other parallels? 
 
Both sectors create new forums for expression, discussion and collaborative inquiry, as well as 
space for alternative visions. We provide tools and settings for both personal and public 
expression, and for participation. We create networks and enable cross-sector knowledge-
exchange and collaboration. We build social capital and encourage enlightened public policy. 
Innovators in both sectors build community capacity and suggest new visions of what the world 
might be.  
 
Let me outline just one example of an existing organization that illustrates collaboration between 
the fields: In South Africa, a decades-old social enterprise houses a high-end printing business that 
also trains young artists while providing revenue for arts-based, HIV stigma-reduction programs 
across southern Africa. Rural women’s co-ops provide the paper.     
 
At the same time as we see “out-of-the box” solutions, we see increasing use of other, often 
technocratic “systems” for innovation.  
 
I strongly believe that these approaches, in the end, are less important than the perspectives, 
theories and practices that underpin and guide our work. 
  
I believe it is essential to candidly examine our motivations. The power of coalitions and 
collaboration surfaces for me over and over as a central theme. And for me, collaboration 
absolutely demands that we ask many questions, some of them ethical, moral and political. Often 
complicated ones.  
 
For example, if you seek to deliver an arts product or experience, a new-form product or service, 
who needs to be present as you define goals and strategies? Who needs to be in the room, whose 
voices, whose stories are present – especially if you are to challenge systems of power and control 
that serve the few? How do we best create dialogue with people with whom we fundamentally 
disagree? Do we even try? If David Suzuki consults for Walmart, has he crossed a “line”? When 
organizations such as the International Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organization fund 
artists to work on “attitudinal change” in community settings in order to inform plans for large-
scale development projects, are they being co-opted? Does it matter? 
 
If we to want to provide practical alternative ways of changing the world, I am convinced it is 
critical that we think about our work in relationship to the larger system, how our work relates to 
society-as-a-whole. How can we provide alternatives unless we examine the contexts within which 
our work occurs? What forms of power and control condition change-work in neo-liberal, 
corporate-dominated contexts? How do we revisit these perspectives if we scale up?  
 
I’m not suggesting that we should feel compelled to work in any particular way – but rather that it 
is helpful – indeed, necessary – to understand how our goals and their potential impact might be 
situated in micro, meso and macro settings.   
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Can you find common cause with those with whom you don’t agree…people who challenge your 
thinking? How does reciprocity fit into the ways you work? How do you examine its social, 
environmental, political impacts? Is your work sustainable or hit and run? What skills, 
perspectives, approaches, and methods can each of us offer to others? 
 
And, finally, that old, overarching question: Who profits?  
 
There are so many paths to collaborative work. There are many ways to break down old barriers 
and to imagine a better world. When we experience that world through the lens that the arts 
offers us, new possibilities emerge. We are empowered, enriched and enlightened.  
 
I end my presentation with quotes from two wise sages: 
  
Dr. Seuss’ Lorax says: “Unless someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is going to get 
better. It's not.”  
 
Snoopy says: “To live is to dance and to dance is to live!” 
 
Thank you!  
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