


PROCLAMATION ON 
LIFE & ART
June 2021, New York City

INTRODUCTION
Art & Society Census is a project by Brooklyn Public Library’s arts and 
culture wing, BPL Presents and cultural leader Laura Raicovich, in 
partnership with Hyperallergic. In December, 2020 we created a 21-question 
survey capturing thoughts and impressions on recent cultural experiences 
during the last year, assessing the state of culture and seeking to find out 
what matters most to members of the public who responded. We received roughly 
1400 responses, and based on the thoughts and concerns voiced through the 
surveys, we invited a group of facilitators to conduct focused working groups 
around specific themes that emerged, for four weeks. These free, facilitated 
dialogues were carried out in the spirit of a democratic salon in April 2021.

PREAMBLE
Our times demand self-reflection. For years we have witnessed the widening 
gap between what art and culture institutions do and what their publics seek. 
The stakes are high, and the necessary conversations are challenging, 
uncomfortable and potentially hugely rewarding. To this end, members of the 
public have come together under the auspices of Brooklyn Public Library to 
discuss how we experience art in our lives. We sought to imagine how cultural 
space can be better for more people. It is with the urgency of aligning the 
desires of the public with the practices of cultural institutions that we 
explored how art and life are perceived and experienced, what practices 
require undoing and redoing, and envisioned antidotes. 

Throughout the process of designing and distributing the Art & Society 
Census, collecting and analyzing its results, and convening working groups, 
what has remained central is the potential for New York City to radically 
embrace its people through culture. How might cultural space function 
differently in the wake of the crises we have faced, collectively and 
individually, over the past 18 months? It is in honor of the resilience of 
creativity and the potential for change that the following offerings are 
made. The subjects addressed were identified through the Census as pressing 
topics in need of examination; Where Art & Life Meet; Encounters; Connecting 
with the Local; The Money Question; and Visioning. What has been assembled is 
an astute and provocative set of analyses and demands identifying inequities 
and proposing strategies for recalibration and renewal. The ideas are big, 
and the suggestions specific. They exhibit the power of collective 
imagination. 

Simultaneously, we recognize that in spite of the efforts made to include 
broad publics in this discussion, the authors of this document comprise the 
thinking of a diverse, yet relatively small and self-selecting group. And 
this is why our offering must include further proposals, propositions, 
collaborations and experiments with publics and cultural institutions 
throughout New York City. The city that sees itself as the cultural capital 
of the world must understand what constitutes this asset, and must shape its 
reality to mesh with its publics’ desires. It is in this spirit that we 
invite you to contemplate and experiment with the following:



WHERE ART & LIFE MEET 
Statements & Principles
• What constitutes art is changing and our approaches to arts organizations should 

reflect that shift, while respecting neighborhoods, diversity and larger issues that 
impact the lives of communities. 

• Art & Life: Our working definition of “art” is an expression of culture for a public that 
can include music, lived culture, street art, graffiti; anything produced by people 
artistically for an audience. By “life” we mean shared experience.

ART IS THE MEETING PLACE. THE THIRD PLACE IN WHICH ALL PEOPLE CAN 
MEET AND DISCUSS. WE CAN SPEAK TO AND WITH AND THROUGH… 
—REGINE BASHA

ART IS WHERE YOU LIVE; IT IS NOT SEPARATE FROM LIFE. IT IS IN US 
AND ALL AROUND US, A PART FROM NATURE NOT APART FROM IT. ART IS 
PRACTICAL, TOO. ARTISTS AND MAKERS DESIGN THE BEAUTIFUL OBJECTS 
WE WEAR, SIT ON, LIVE IN, AND MORE. 
—SUHALY BAUTISTA-CAROLINA

CULTURE IS EVERYTHING. ANY WAY WE INTERACT, HOW OUR VALUES 
SHOW UP. FOOD, ART, MUSIC, DANCE. MINUSCULE MOMENTS AS WELL AS 
BIGGER MOMENTS.

• We believe in an expanded notion of cultural institutions that are not only destinations 
but part of the fabric of our lives and city. Therefore we define art/cultural spaces/ 
institutions here more radically, not strictly as art presenting spaces but also as 
community and family spaces. 

• We advocate for seeing the arts as an integral part of human infrastructure that 
fortify and enrich daily life as a peer to the surrounding businesses, institutions 
and communities.

WE STARTED TO REALIZE THAT ARTISTS ARE PEOPLE WHO RUN TOWARDS 
UNCERTAINTY, THEY HAVE PERIODS WHERE THEY HAVE TO WORK IN 
ISOLATION, THERE ARE FALLOW PERIODS IN THE CREATIVE PROCESS WHERE 
YOU’RE NOT PRODUCING. —CHRISTINA BEVILACQUA

IT WAS AN EXISTENTIAL MOMENT FOR ME… EACH (ART) PIECE I LOOKED AT 
CONNECTED ON A NUMBER OF LEVELS… IT WAS ABOUT POETRY, YESES IN 
LIFE WHEN THERE ARE SO MANY “NO’S.” —NURIT NEWMAN

Issues We Face
• Artists Must Lead & Be Supported: We advocate for arts initiatives that are 

artist-led, ensuring that individuals and organizations are compensated fairly as 
workers and not simply as consultants or other secondary members of the project 
brought in to legitimize predetermined initiatives. 

• Arts and cultural institutions need to identify, very specifically, communities that they 
draw upon and (re)invest financially in these communities.

• Art is sustenance for communities and needs to be adequately and 
innovatively supported. 

 

ENCOUNTERS
Statements & Principles

WHEN HAVE YOU FELT CAST OUT, OR LIKE YOU WERE COMING HOME? 
—FADWA ABBAS

• Multi-directional dialogue and exchange are needed over expertise. Institutions 
need to expand their relational capacities and find more supportive, creative and 
interesting ways to engage with visitors without being patronizing.

• Discovering the unexpected: The spontaneous encounter can be more powerful 
than a pre-planned, premeditated experience. Participatory encounters are often 
more inviting.



Issues We Face
• Fostering arts and cultural encounters with the express purpose of building social 

connection and strengthening community, within and between various communities, is 
essential. The voices/stories of marginalized communities are often censored or 
caricatured and instead should be heard and seen. 

• Listening needs to be an ongoing practice and priority with all communities. 

• Arts and culture institutions must develop their listening skills before engaging with 
communities. They need to ask questions and listen for answers instead of offering 
their own, often inadequate, proposals. 

• Arts and culture institutions have received this feedback from the public before. They 
need to start actively learning from local communities. 

CONNECTING WITH THE LOCAL 
Statements & Principles
• The framework for relationships between institutions and local communities needs to 

be reconceived and relationships must be recentered around community on an 
ongoing basis. 

• Arts & culture institutions should grapple with their exploitative relationship to 
their physical locations, acknowledging the various forced and systemically 
authorized displacements that allowed them to acquire their spaces. Then,  
arts & culture institutions must engage with those displaced and exploited community 
survivors and descendants of survivors to make amends in ways that satisfy the needs 
and demands of those survivors and descendants. For example, arts & culture 
institutions should prioritize supporting the demands of Indigenous communities 
regarding relationship to the land, public land use, cultural artifact reclamation, 
investment and consent; should prioritize supporting the demands of displaced and 
exploited Black communities by ceding power, positions and authority.

• We believe in a cultural field that doesn’t aid gentrification, which is a growing 
problem that destroys communities and impacts BIPOC communities 
disproportionately. Arts organizations working in communities impacted 
by gentrification should directly involve members of the community, 
and work towards offsetting any impact their initiatives may have on these 
inequitable conditions. 

• We recognize that each community is unique in its history, and encourage 
connecting with scholars and other specialists to evaluate and understand how the 
goals of the community can be achieved in unison with arts programming 
in the area.

• We believe in the values of social justice in our communities

Issues We Face
• Relationships with communities, if any, are most often transactional and perfunctory, fail 

to address real needs and have inequity at their core. The traditional top-down 
approach is out of step with the needs and interests of the majority of people. 

• Arts and cultural institutions must create ongoing relationships with communities, 
especially at the neighborhood level and with grassroots organizations that are not 
considered “arts organizations”. 

• We need more community-led initiatives — particularly community initiated ones — that 
identify local challenges or issues and that upend the traditional top-down approach to 
culture by welcoming the vision of local leaders and thinking of ways to help make 
change for the better.  



THE MONEY QUESTION
Statements & Principles

THERE’S A CONNECTION BETWEEN AFFORDABILITY AND THE AVANT GARDE. 
—KAZEMBE BALAGUN

• We believe that all members of the community, including property owners, 
corporations, foundations, and other institutions, should be part of a funding 
structure, which may include property tax, yearly allocations, and other financial 
contributions to ensure a community wide investment in the arts that doesn’t 
perpetuate a top-down or trickle down approach to arts funding.

• Larger institutions should make financial resources available to smaller 
organizations to collaborate (reversing the trickle down effect). 

• We need more equitable fiscal models: There is a need for redistributing resources 
among cultural institutions and a rebalancing within them. Workers themselves often 
struggle within arts and culture institutions, with salaries ballooning at the top while 
very little trickles down to rank and file workers in an institution. 

Issues We Face
• Organizations need to be part of a larger shared economy, a safe(r) space that 

nurtures lower income communities.

• There is a lack of transparency in the funding and governance of arts institutions.

• We need to eliminate the difficulty in funding cross-disciplinary work; the arts fluidly 
cross disciplines and cross-pollinate ideas for all areas of knowledge. 

• Local artists and community organizations have too much difficulty accessing 
resources on the local level.

VISIONING
Proposals For Change

ART LEGISLATION IS A GREAT IDEA AS WELL AS A REGULAR SALARY FOR 
ARTISTS. EVERYONE HAS A HUMAN RIGHT TO A SALARY WITH BENEFITS. 
—VALERIE R.

• Let local artists be in charge. They are already doing the work and often face 
resource and funding challenges. Institutions should fully support these artists.

• If community organizations decide they want to do an art project, 
artists should be consulted in the beginning of the process. 
Often, organizations come up with a framework/vision that has little to do with 
an artist’s typical process. 

OFTEN THOSE EMPLOYED BY ARTS ORGANIZATIONS ARE GETTING PAID FOR 
TIME, WHEREAS ARTISTS ARE PAID A STIPEND. WE NEED JOBS, NOT 
STIPENDS. ARTISTS SHOULD BE TREATED LIKE THE WORKERS WE ARE. 
—REJIN LEYS

I EXPECT A COMMITMENT TO DEVELOPING AND SUPPORTING NEW ARTISTS, 
AND TO EXPANDING AUDIENCES. —DANNY BATTISTA

WHAT IF MUSEUM BOARDS HAD TO BE ELECTED BY THE COMMUNITY? 
—MEREDITH WALTERS

• Examine and reconceive governance/budget structures within more traditional 
large-scale arts and culture institutions so that democracy is the governing principle 
within the institution and in relationships with communities. 



• Create equitable budgeting within arts and culture institutions. This 
includes equitable pay scales that monetarily honor the contributions of rank 
and file employees. 

• Consider participatory budgeting as a model for cultural organizations.

• Tax high-income earners (above a certain level) to fund arts and 
cultural institutions. 

• If taxes are paid, make clear what taxpayers receive in return. A good example is 
the Detroit Institute of the Arts’ Millage model.

I’M NOT A BIG FAN OF THE BOTH-SIDERISM THAT HAPPENS IN THESE 
CONVERSATIONS BECAUSE IT REINFORCES THE STATUS QUO AND GIVES A 
SEMBLANCE OF CONVERSATION WITHOUT REAL DIALOGUE. —HRAG VARTANIAN

• Support policy initiatives that support artists and public art, such as Representative 
Alma Adams’ STAR Act (Saving Transit Art Resources (STAR) Act, which would allow 
“local transit authorities to incorporate art into federally-funded transit projects and 
facilities.” 

• Look at failed or inadequate arts policy initiatives as models to learn from.

• Institute salary caps for the leadership of arts and cultural institutions. Pay support 
staff (security, ticket sellers, maintenance, cafeteria workers) at equitable levels (that 
are higher than the minimum wage). 

• Enable wall-to-wall union organizing so that workers define “equitable 
pay scales.”

• Create opportunities for professional development for workers at all levels 
of the institution and offer programs such as tuition reimbursement, scholarships, 
conference grants, etc. 

• Workplaces should find ways to celebrate their employees’ 
artistic excellence.

• If big institutions consult with local communities directly, this will impact how 
money is allocated. 

• Expand satellite sites of large-scale institutions. Satellite sites are often the first to 
be shut down in a funding crunch. There should be more satellite sites and these 
should definitely be community-governed & curated. 

WHY SHOULDN’T A SCIENCE MUSEUM BE ABLE TO GET FUNDING FOR AN ARTS 
PROGRAM? I ENCOURAGE US TO THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX IN TERMS OF 
CULTURAL PRODUCTION. WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR THE A TO EXIST IN 
STEM? IF YOU’RE GOING TO PROVIDE PUBLIC TECH MONEY, HOW DO YOU 
GET ARTISTS INVOLVED? IS IT A STIPEND? IS IT EARMARKING TECH 
FUNDING TO GET ARTISTS INVOLVED? —KELSEY JOHNSON

• The money from ‘ticketed transactions’ should go back into the communities that arts 
institutions rely on.

• Redistribute resources more easily by lowering the threshold of access by 
simplifying application processes. An initiative has come up to create a universal 
app. Something like that would be very helpful to artists. 

• Work towards totally free access and admission to physical institutions 
and online content. 

• Organize more public art in public spaces funded and sourced by arts and 
cultural organizations. Individuals and communities should be able to return to an 
encounter on multiple occasions to create a deepening relationship with an artwork, 
performer etc. 

• Adequately fund community-curated arts and cultural encounters 
within communities. 

• The shift from physical encounters to digital encounters should not come 
at the expense of those who do not have internet or computer access. Continue to 
consider how arts and culture institutions can give access remotely to communities 
who would otherwise not have access to arts and cultural spaces physically. 

• Support organizations that are willing to confront pressing emergencies or 
flashpoints, understanding that cross interdisciplinary expertise is often required, 
and invite arts organizations to work with scholars and other leaders to address 
these issues.



WE ARE CONCERNED WITH HOW AND WHERE WE FIND BOTH REFLECTIONS OF 
OUR LIVED REALITIES, AS WELL AS JOY AND THE UNEXPECTED WITHIN 
CULTURAL SPACES. IN FUTURE CONVERSATIONS, WE WILL CENTER OUR 
HAPPINESS, FULFILLMENT, CONNECTION, TRADITIONS, CULTURES, AND 
COMMUNITIES AND ALSO ENCOURAGE THE ARTS AND CULTURE SECTOR TO 
MEET US THERE —WE HAVE THE AGENCY AND VISION TO MAKE THE WAY. WE 
ARE ALREADY MODELING WHAT WE WANT TO SEE IN BEAUTIFUL WAYS IN OUR 
HOMES, CLASSROOMS, AND NEIGHBORHOODS AND CONTINUING TO EXPERIMENT 
IN THOSE SPACES WILL INEVITABLY DEMONSTRATE AND PUSH THE 
BOUNDARIES ON WHAT IS POSSIBLE. —SUHALY BAUTISTA-CAROLINA

IN MY IMAGINATION, I WOULD LIKE TO HAVE A MUSEUM THAT ASKS ME HOW 
I’M FEELING TODAY, WHAT IS GOING ON WITH YOU? —KAZEMBE BALAGUN

YOUR FIRST QUESTION SHOULD BE, “HI, HOW ARE YOU, WHAT DO YOU NEED 
AND HOW CAN WE HELP?” —JESS ROLLS

• Actually talk with people… build relationships with members of the community — 
their families, friends and so on; this will help you better identify the artistic and cultural 
encounter needs, and better provide them. The same goes for relationships within 
institutions. Junior staff need to be heard by senior staff; cultivate a listening culture 
within institutions. 

HOW CAN YOU BE ACCESSIBLE, (WHICH ISN’T A DIRTY WORD) AND OFFER 
VISIONS, BRING OUT VISIONS, IN SOULFUL EXCHANGE? —JODY OBERFELDER

• Consider more institution-based listening campaigns; strategic and targeted at local 
communities or based on local geography. 

I THINK THE CLASS POLITICS OF DOCENT CULTURE NEEDS TO BE 
CHALLENGED. A CULTURAL EXPERIENCE IS NOT GETTING THE RIGHT 
ANSWER. I’M NOT OF THE OPINION THAT THERE ARE BAD ANSWERS, BUT 
I AM OF THE OPINION OF WRONG ANSWERS FOR FEAR DRIVEN ANSWERS OR 
DISHONEST ANSWERS. MAYBE THOSE PEOPLE WHO REPRESENT THE MUSEUM, 
NEED TO BE PEOPLE WHO REPRESENT THE MUSEUM TO THEIR TARGET 
AUDIENCES AND ON A BUNCH OF DIFFERENT LEVELS, NOT JUST 
GENERATIONALLY WHICH IS I THINK IMPORTANT, BECAUSE DOCENTS 
TEND TO BE HAVE A SPECIFIC GENERATION, ON AVERAGE, BUT ALSO I 
THINK THAT IT NEEDS TO BE SPEAKING, LINGUISTICALLY IN TERMS OF 
LANGUAGE JUSTICE. —MICHAEL LIGHTFOOT

• Offer professional development for the leadership around listening to local 
communities and grassroots artists and cultural workers.

I’M LEARNING WHEN I ENTER A CULTURAL SPACE. THE DISTINCTION AND 
SEPARATION BETWEEN ARTS AND CULTURE IS NOT SO BIG. IS ONE LODGED 
BETWEEN FOUR WALLS AND THE OTHER NOT? THINGS THAT APPEAL TO ME IN 
MY EXPERIENCE ARE THINGS THAT APPEAR INCLUSIVE. —KARLA BROM

• Less ‘expert’ mediation/curation. Think more carefully about whether and how the 
language of expertise is alienating people in dialogue and signage. Allow people to 
make of art/culture encounters what they will, as individuals or collectively, and to 
engage in dialogue to enhance their own sense of confidence, knowledge, meaning 
and agency. 

• Make the language of arts and cultural encounters more intelligible for everyday 
people so that children and elders and other adults can invest in the arts or cultural 
encounter in a way that produces tangible/concrete results in everyday life and over a 
lifetime—making life easier, offering creative solutions/perspectives to everyday 
problems (or big, existential questions). 

• There is a need to rethink the use of space in terms of safety, accessibility rights 
and comfort.

INTERIOR DESIGN AND ARCHITECTURE DESIGNED TO WORK WITH THE FORM 
OF EACH PARTICULAR ARTWORK, MINDING HOW THE ARTIST AND/OR THE 
GUESTS WOULD LIKE THE ARTWORK TO BE ENCOUNTERED AND HOW TO MAKE 
IT SAFE AND COMFORTABLE. MAKING CEILINGS MORE ROUND AND OPEN WILL 
ALLOW FOR BETTER LIGHTING AND A LESS BOXED-IN SENSATION. I HAVE 
HAD ISSUES WITH STROLLER ACCESSIBILITY AND CONCERNS ABOUT THE 



INTERIOR DESIGN BEING CHILD-SAFE. NOT ALL SPACES CAN HAVE A PLACE 
FOR LITTLE ONES, BUT IT CAN HELP TO BE MINDFUL. THEY SAY THAT 
WHEN YOU HAVE A CHILD, YOU SHOULD GET ON YOUR HANDS AND KNEES AND 
EXAMINE YOUR HOME THROUGH CHILD-LIKE EYES FOR ANYTHING TEMPTING 
OR DANGEROUS. THIS HABIT HAS BROUGHT ME TO NOTICE A LOT OF 
CHALLENGING PLACEMENT OF ARTWORKS. —VANESSA THORBURN

WHAT IF ARTS INSTITUTIONS COULD BE A GATHERING PLACE IN A CRISIS? 

WE IMAGINE ART SPACES THAT ARE MOBILE, SO THEY CAN GO TO 
COMMUNITIES MOST IMPACTED. 

I THINK THIS ACTUALLY GOES BACK ALSO TO THE IDEA THAT IT DOESN’T 
HAVE TO BE A BUILDING TO BE A CULTURAL SPACE... DEFINITELY 
PHYSICAL SPACES BUT ALSO EPHEMERAL SPACES THAT ARE CREATED BY THE 
ACTIONS THAT PEOPLE ARE TAKING TO TRANSFORM THEM FROM BEING A 
PARKING LOT TO AN ART SPACE. 
—JENNIFER KEENEY SENDROW

• Support local efforts within smaller local arts institutions but also within non-arts 
institutions that are dedicated to social welfare (social work agencies, community 
centers, nursing homes etc.). This means providing staff support, funding and 
resources to local artists, organizations, artistic and otherwise. This also includes 
helping local, smaller organizations support one another within a community (i.e. local 
community garden collaboration with local welfare agency or community center in 
provision of missing resources for both).

• Create mechanisms or projects wherein communities decide whether something is 
valuable art or a cultural experience. 

• Community-based cultural production should be done by novices as well as artists 
with public experience. Every-day citizens should be considered experts in their 
community, and their ideas, input, and creative visions should be valued as much, if not 
more than, prominent community figures. “Communities” should not be represented 
solely by figures already in positions of power, e.g., council members, community 
board members. 

• Provide families professional childcare while they go experience art and offer 
multigenerational family activities, ideally for free or at very low cost. Establish 
life-long relationships with artworks and the wider worldviews they afford.

AT THE END WE AGREE WE NEED SAFE SPACES, BUT ALSO BRAVE SPACES, 
WHERE PEOPLE ARE CHALLENGED… —KAZEMBE BALAGUN
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