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    1. Introduction 

    1.1 Aim of the study     

The balance of the world has been built on various empires, kingdoms, civilizations and economic 

systems for centuries. This study is written in the belief that the center of the world rule started to 

change. The determiners are not the leaders or the systems anymore but the individuals themselves. 

People are aware of that their voice can easily reach to the rest of the world. For most of the people it is 

not only sharing their ideas on various social networks but also playing an active role in the world order. 

Since every human being has different ways of expressing themselves, their active role will also differ 

from each other. This study focuses on the active role of Art, which is one of the important ways when it 

is about self-expression. By this research, it is aimed to find answers to the following questions: “How 

can art be effective in the change of the world?” and “In what point activist art differs from 

propaganda?”  

    1.2 Background      

The individual, who is the protagonist in world's history stage, has always seemed as if he is the  

supporting character although he is the one who created the societies, chose the leaders, determined the 

world systems which were governed by the said leaders. The reasons of the wars, peace, successes,   

failures or revolutions have always been the individual himself.  

Especially after the invention of the first computer, the great leap of the technology changed all the 

balances. Now, no matter how strong the systems are, the world is smaller and the individuals are more 

connected. It takes only fraction of a second for northern hemisphere to learn about an earthquake in 

southern hemisphere. It is not necessary to wait the evening news to hear about a terrorist attack in any    

place of the world because all the news and images get their place in people's pockets. A social network 

service account, which was created in a couple of minutes, can trigger revolutions and end dictatorships 

when the time comes.  

Sami Ben Gharbia, the cyber-activist who is the co-founder of Nawaat.org and advocacy director of 

Global Voices and played a crucial role Tunisian revolution, explains the role of internet to Al-Jazeera in 

2011, “After the blocking of the first Tunisian websites in late 1990s, Tunisian activists who then became 

bloggers, were engaged in defending online freedom of expression. They were very creative in using 

technology in countering the propaganda of the state and to raise their hands against the lies and the 

corrupted system. They used many tools, tactics and strategies and were very good at building networks 

inside the Arab world. These networks helped, at least during the Tunisian protests, to create a support 

and solidarity movement within the Arab web-sphere. I think that was crucial to spread to the world what 

was happening inside Tunisia.”  (Gharbia, 2011) 

Bart Cammaerts stresses on activism's not being a new term which took the stage in the mid-70s with the 

aim of ongoing action to change the history. (Cammaerts&Carpentier eds.,2007:217) Tim Jordan takes it 

further and explains activism as a creation of the future of socities. According to him, "This is not in the 

sense of planning a utopia, not in the sense of defining five-year plans whose fulfilment will lead to the 

new dawn, and not even in the sense of suceeding in immidiate goals. Social movements, protest groups 

and activist networks are generating new ethical forms, new moralties, that are seeping into the smallest 

crevices of society and are becoming the ways in which we think the good life can be lived." 
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(Jordan,2002:23)   

Concept Store, twice-yearly journal which covers the critical issues of contemporary art, does not limit 

the activisits with the ones who wear Che Guevara t-shirt. In parallel with Cammaerts it defines activists 

as who wants to "create social, political, economic, or environmental change" and according to Concept 

Store, it is not necessary to show existance in all the demonstrations but try to reach individuals  and 

change the attitudes or habits of them rather than targeting the power directly. 

The interpretation of activism is going to be undertaken similarly to Concept Store's expalanation in this 

study. Activism is a notion which aims creating awareness and making changes. For this goals, it uses 

various tools such as demonstrations, statements aganist to the current government or system, making 

speeches to the crowds, using all media elements etc. However, this study doesn't limit activism with 

these tools. Admittedly, activism's effect rises when it reaches to wider audience. However, it can also be 

possible to achieve that, by starting with smaller groups. Sometimes it is enough to change one person's 

life to change the world. 

My study focuses on activism in art and the primary reason of this focus is related to the audience of art.  

Art is rather broad term. It is always a discussion topic that what is art and what is not art. In 1896, Leo 

Tolstoy explained art with "transmission of feelings". According to him, art occurs only when the art 

producer and reciever have a connection and for that, any kind of art places or forms, which are either 

theathers, concerts, exhibitions or sculptures, novels and buildings, are necessary. The said connection 

exists in life itself. He cites that "All human life is filled with works of art of every kind - from 

cradlesong, jest, mimicry, the ornamentation of houses, dress, and utensils, up to church services, 

buildings, monuments, and triumphal processions. It is all artistic activity. So that by art, in the limited 

sense of the word, we do not mean all human activity transmitting feelings, but only that part which we 

for some reason select from it and to which we attach special importance." (Tolstoy,1996: 52)  

Tolstoy's explanation can be meaningful but it is open to counter discussions such as the aesthetics in art. 

For instance, "Whether all the works of art should have aesthetic concerns or not?" 

Art, which is a relative term, can sometimes be either intercontinental or only reach to small groups. This 

divers audience scale makes art inevitable to have various explanations and discussions. The observer is 

mostly alone with the art work so the "transmission of the feelings", the awareness that is created by art 

are different and the effect of art is generally direct for each person. 

However, as it is seen in all the areas of activism, it is also possible to see different perceptions which 

consider some art pieces as provacation.  

In a world where the cartoons create political crisis and assessed as provocative works, there are also 

such opinions which see art as crucial as science. Either it is a sensational work, a crossing gate to fame 

or a tool as vital as science, it is an overground fact that art has an effect on people. With a constructive 

manner, Jan Jordaan advocates that if art is used properly, the artist can be the person who can bring the 

healing and regeneration to society. (Jordaan, 2008: 293) The propaganda aspect of activist art will be 

discussed in the following chapters.  

From the very first cave paintings, art existed together with humanity. It is impossible to think every 

evolution of the world without art. The relation between societies and art is an infinite loop. Societies 

create the culture, the culure feeds art and art presents its latest production to society. Therefore, 

everything that bothers society in the current system is also a subject to art and certainly, art will also 
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raise its voice as much as the society does. 

According to William Cleveland “the method of art” is  being “creative powers” which confront 

destructive forces in history stage. (Cleveland, 2008: 7) In most cases, art even would be the mediator of 

the culture it belongs to. Emily Wilcox states that, "Artists can work as community organizers in 

providing access to visual creation as a vehicle of expression and self-representation for the oppressed 

and under-represented." (Wilcox, 2009: 21) 

This study's research field comprehends seven art forms which are Painting, Sculpture, Music, Dance, 

Literature, Architecture, Theatre. Beside the academic background, this study consists nine interviews 

with various artists from different cultural backgrounds. The prior aim of the interviews is showing the 

pratical application of activist art to the reader and tell about the impact of art via the experiences of the 

professional artists.    

    1.3 The Decision Making of The Seven Art Forms  

This applied research project includes two components which are "Academic Component" which gives a 

theoretical background about art's activism and "Journalistic Component" which consists nine interviews 

with different artists from cultural backgrounds and different art forms.  

The inception of defining art forms is grounded on Hegel's Lectures on Aesthetics. "Hegel's philosophy 

of art is a wide ranging account of beauty in art, the historical development of art, and the individual arts 

of architecture, sculpture, painting, music and poetry." (Standford Encylopedia of Philosophy, SEP ,  

2009)  

In Hegel's model, art forms gather under five titles, and two prominent characters of Hegel's model are, 

the relation between architecture-sculpture-painting and the classification of poetry.  

First of all, according to Standford Encylopedia of Philosophy's excerpt from Philosophie der Kunst oder 

Ästhetik, "the art that gives heavy matter the explicit form of spiritual freedom—and so works stone and 

metal into the shape of a human being or a god—is sculpture. Architecture, by contrast, gives matter an 

abstract, inorganic form created by human understanding. It does not animate matter in the manner of 

sculpture but invests matter with strict regularity, symmetry and harmony. The point of painting, for 

Hegel, is not to show us what it is for free spirit to be fully embodied. It is to show us only what free 

spirit looks like, how it manifests itself to the eye"  (SEP, 2009)  

Secondly, Hegel's analysis on theater and dance is quite less and these art forms are discussed under the 

title of Poetry. There are two types of poetry, Epic and Lyric Poetry and Dramatic Poetry. Epic Poetry 

refers to poetic writings of epic stories and adventures and Lyric Poetry means the expression of the self-

ideas and feeling. Dance and Theatre are subject to Dramatic Poetry. It is defined as "the art in which 

human beings themselves are the medium of aesthetic expression". (SEP, 2009)  

Later on, in 1911, Ricciotto Canudo, the Italian film theoretician was the  one who named Cinema as the 

seventh art for the first time. (Canudo, 1911: 58) 

The Russian-American philosopher and writer Ayn Rand defines art as “a selective re-creation of reality 

according to an artist's metaphysical value-judgments.” and she continues “Man's profound need of art 

lies in the fact that his cognitive faculty is conceptual, i.e., that he acquires knowledge by means of 

abstractions, and needs the power to bring his widest metaphysical abstractions into his immediate 

perceptual awareness. Art fulfills this need: by means of a selective re-creation, it concretizes man's 
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fundamental view of himself and of existence.” (Rand, 1975:45) 

She classifies the art forms according to their technique and style of addressing. According to her, 

Literature re-creates reality by means of language because it is about creating new words each time so 

creating new concepts with new words is the field that literature is in deal with. Because its work is on a 

flat surface, Rand associates Painting with color on a two-dimensional surface and it employs the field of 

sight. Additionally, Sculpture is a three-dimensional form which is made of solid material and a 

combined field of sight and touch is the subject of sculpture. She continues with music and says “Music, 

employs the sounds produced by the periodic vibrations of a sonorous body, evokes man's sense-of-life 

emotions and deals with the field of hearing”. Rand puts Architecture in a special class because 

according to her, it combines art with a salutary aim and rather than re-creating the reality, architecture 

creates a structure for humankind's residing. (Rand, 1975:46) Dance is “the silent partner of music” in 

Rand's model. It is a presentation of humankind's emotions in the context of his physical 

movements.(1975 :66) 

Just as in the case of defining what art is, it is almost impossible to determine what the art forms are. 

Because art is about creativeness and interpretion of art changes according to the beholder, any artwork 

can be assessed as a different form of art.  

Art is quite broad term and doing my research in whole art field would be very time-consuming and 

difficult to make an assessment. For instance, some art forms such as photography and cinema, are  

research project by themselves. To narrow my research field down, I tried to stay in the area of seven 

basic Hegelian art forms which are Painting, Sculpture, Music, Dance, Literature, Architecture, Theatre.  

Yet, it should be noted that especially in today's world, none of the art forms are seperated from each 

other with such firm limitations. All types of art are entwined together. For instance, painting, the first art  

form since the very first cave graphics had been drawn, always had an influence on other art forms such 

as sculpture or architect. Not only art forms but also the artists don't have such limitations. Painters are 

not only painter but it is possible to see painter-writers, actor-singers etc. 

Another reason of my classification is to see the different art form's different ways in creating awareness. 

As regards to activist art, I wanted to see what makes an art form different than the other.   

This study has inspired by Hegel's above mentioned model but my aim is not solely applying this model 

to my studies. Thus, both in my academic researches and journalistic interviews art is going to be 

undertaken as a whole and my interviewees are mostly going to have joined professions on different art 

forms. It will be a contemporary observation with today's examples on Hegel's model.  

    1.4 Motives and Relevances  

The motivations of this study are divided into two groups which are personal motivations and general 

motivations.   

Personal motivations include my involvements with art. Because of having an art historian father and 

architect sister, it was inevitable to grow up with art. Either it was in a touristic trip to historical places or 

the new exhibitions in my country, I was always informed about both historical and modern art by my 

family. During my research, especially in the journalistic component, my family's artistic background 

was quite useful. For instance, when one of the interviewee of this study told about her art performance 

in 1995 which was related to the art work about wrapping of the Reichstag in Berlin, I was already 
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informed about Christo and Jeanne-Claude, the artist couple who covered the Reichstag with 100,000 m2 

fabric in 1995, by the book which was given to me at the age of 15.   

Beside the family, I,myself also dancing for the last seven years. I, both took various dance courses and 

had the chance to meet with different dancers and artists.  

Additionally, as a reason of being a developing country, having an unsteady economy, locating in a 

geopolitic position and embodying opposing opinions, such as conservatives and social democrats, in its 

political structure , Turkey always had an intense agenda.  

The ever-changing situation, both in internal and external relations, creates many controversaries within 

the country. Therefore, it is a daily case to see the struggle of people to raise their voice regarding the 

various issues that bothers their welfare. This makes "activism" inevitable in Turkey and makes it 

impossible for me to be ignorant of activism.  

Thus, "activism" and "art", are two terms that I was always involved in and this study is a good 

opportunity  for me to connect both of them.  

Regarding the general motivations, the first reason I chose this subject is the global character of art 

which also has relevance with my master education.  

Peter Berglez explains global journalism with three dimensions: Global Space, Global Power and Global 

Identity. Global space requires granting the world as a single place. The news which is subject to global 

journalism takes place across the world simultaneously. Additionally, Global Powers are explained as the 

ruling powers that affect the world order and global journalism's focus is the relation between power and 

people's actions. Although both economic and politic powers have an important influence on people's 

lives, people's actions can also challenge these global powers. Finally, global identity, which is subject to 

global journalism, refers to worldwide known transnational identities such as working class, the capitalist 

elite, the Catholic Church or all the women in the world.  (Berglez, 2008: 851-852) 

Art's global character is also about space, powers and identities. An art work is no longer only belongs to 

the nation, which it is created in, because from the very moment of its creation, it is presented to the 

whole world. None of the songs, dance performances or paintings require a language or any racial and 

religious identity. Despite it is not necessary to show any identity to connect with an art work, art has a 

relative character and people from different backgrounds may interpret it in different ways. The bigger 

reaction of Muslim world to Mohammed cartoon derived from these different perceptions. Thus, art 

reaches to every identity but the interpretation towards the art may vary according to the global 

identities. 

Finally, just as global journalism, power relations can be the subject of art, especially activist art. An 

activist artist not only takes a critical stance toward policies but also tries to create awareness on people's 

mind or show what must be done.  

Emily Wilcox claims that the method of art is a direct connection with people's heart. According to her, 

to create awareness on people's mind, it is better to sing a song, dance or paint because those are the 

ways which contacts directly with heart. Wilcox stresses that “[I]f we are acting outside the destructive 

system, the system that validates exploitation through means of strict facts and numbers, then we need 

more heart.” 
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Another reason that motivates me to work on activist art, takes its departure from this idea. In my belief, 

to show what is happening in the world, art has an unusual way and it creates permanent effect on 

people. Every day’s agenda, which covers wars, environmental disasters, famine etc., surrounds us via 

TVs, radios, social networks or the applications on our smart phones. The news are too much to create 

awareness. For instance, the news of the war in Afghanistan became like any other daily news for most 

of the people. However, art follows a different path. A dancer's 10 minutes performance can make people 

stop and think for a while or paintings such as Banksy's can make you say, "Yes! Something must be 

done!". 

“It is the directness of art, its short circuit to the emotional core of our beings, that makes it so powerful a 

means of communication and, thus, of effecting change.” says the British sculptor Rungwe Kingdon. 

(Kingdon,2008) 

     2. Theoretical Framework 
 

As it is stated above, human being has always been the leading actor of the history and the first paintings 

he drew in caves or every tool he invented are a result of efforts of mankind to express himself, to 

communicate and to become a part of a society or a group. 

Gordon Childe, the archeologist who interprets the archeological findings in the frame of Marxist 

sociology, surrounds this society with two kinds of environment: Material environment which includes 

mountains, trees, animals, the weather and the rest of external nature and Spiritual Environment which 

cannot be limited by external nature or all the tools that is used to change the external nature. It includes 

all the ideologies, religious beliefs, superstitions or artistic ideals. “Apparently in pursuit of ideologies 

and inspired by ideas, men perform actions of a kind never observed among other animals.” says (Childe, 

1982: 7) 

Humankind, unlike animals, thought and gave voice to his ideas. Every thought's way of expression 

differed from the other, so did their impacts on world. 

While some people were satisfied with what life gave to them, others were simply not content regarding 

the system and that is why they raised their voice. They screamed that “I have a dream”, ended 42-year-

old dictatorship or be the cause of inception of Age of Enlightenment. 

Art has always witnessed to the change of the world. While John Lennon's songs are still prior anthems 

of peace activism, Andy Warhol's products shoot capitalism by its own weapons. All of them -and many 

others- were creative as well as powerful. These works took root from specific ideologies. These 

ideologies were not born from nowhere but from the society itself, or “the public sphere” as Habermas 

implied and the artists had always been active players of this sphere.  

    2.1 Public Sphere 

Habermas' public sphere is the area where citizens are able to discuss the issues regarding general 

purposes under the guarantee of the right to gather and to express themselves without being subject to 

any restriction whatsoever. The theory of the Public Sphere claims that individuals negotiate and discuss 

with each other as if they were all equal to one another. The public sphere is considered as a space 

structured by diversity, in which different conflicting interests exist in parallel. (Trevor, 2010: 15)  

Development of capitalism in 16th century, according to Habermas, helped change the power structure 
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and moved public sphere from court life to bourgeois public sphere, which was between the state and 

private life.  (Habermas, 1991: 29-30)  

Bourgeoisie was having discussion with each other regarding arrangement of civil society and state’s 

issues. This new public sphere was not a part of the state but on the contrary it was an opposite area in 

which it was in conflict with the actions of state. (Öztürk, 2005: 96, my translation)  

The rise of Bourgeois public sphere has been developed by two other processes which had a pivotal role 

in Habermas’ manifesto. The first one was the critical, periodical media that started to rise in some areas 

of Europe in the late of 17th century and beginning of 18th, while the other process was the fact that the 

new centers of socialization in the towns and cities becoming halls and cafes. These places were the 

centrals where educated elites to make discussions with each other. (Thompson, 1993:175-176). In 

respect of Habermas’ analysis, main duty of public sphere is to inspect government policies in a 

systematical and critical way. 

However, the reason of Habermas’ analysis’ being focused on bourgeoisie and being stuck in European 

boundaries makes it difficult to execute the analysis in a global scale. Because in today's world, having a 

critical stance is not the exclusive possessions of educated elites and not every country has the enough 

freedom to criticize their government policies.   

Gerard A. Hauser brings a different perspective to Habermas with the theory of “rhetorical public 

sphere”. Rhetorical public sphere is not based on classes but vernacular discourses. It is the arena, where 

there are people with unanimous ideas making discussions, and it has even more active role compared to 

Habermas' model. It is not necessary to only have people sharing the same ideas in subject arena. “It is a 

multidimensional dialogizing space of vernacular conversations” says Hauser and advocates that 

different ideas can be logical for each other and even these differences may designate human relations 

and actions. (Hauser 1999:69-70) 

As Hauser implies in his book, vernacular discourse can not only be the subject of Rhetoric but also 

different cultural forms. (Hauser, 1999:105). Existence of billions of people on the planet makes it 

inevitable to face with many different thoughts, discourses, discussions and ways of self-expression. 

Cultural forms -in general, I'll herein refer to as Art- which Hauser mentions, is only one of them.  

    2.2 The Relation Between The Multitude and The Power 

The most important attribute of Habermas' public sphere is foreseeing a space in which people can 

communicate freely. Although, Habermas raises the importance of communication, restrictions to 

freedom of speech are not being taken into consideration in his model. Additionally, the model aceepts 

the bourgeoisie as the only class which is capable in decision making.     

Micheal Hardt and Antonio Negri accept the existance of public sphere but advocate that publich sphere 

model has missings and they re-paraphrase the model with a neo-liberal approach.  

 

"If communication has increasily become the fabric of production, and if linguistic 

cooperation has increasingly become the structure of productive corporeality, then the 

control over linguistic sense and meaning and the networks of communication becomes 

an ever more central issue for political struggle. Jürgen Habermas seems to have 

understood this fact, but he grants the liberated functions of language and 
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communication only to individual and isolated segments of society." (Hardt&Negri 

2000:404) 

Besides defending that the liberties are not special to certain groups in the society, Hardt and Negri also 

mention about a power system which is the cause of restrictions to the said liberties. In their model, they 

call this power system as Empire, a ruling system without borders, territories and centers. Empire is a 

theoretical notion and has no relation with a historical regime or a super power in today's world.   

According to Hardt and Negri, the limits of global capital are expanding without any impediment. The 

era of nation-states is ceasing and “imperialism” remains insufficient while describing today's world. 

(Hardt&Negri, 2000: XII-XIV) Dominant power that captures earth without any central core or land is 

called Empire. Because there is no land for struggle or government to be captured, it is mandatory that 

struggle must attack at the heart of Empire, at its strength.(Hardt&Negri 2000:58-59) 

 

“The struggles to contest and subvert Empire, as well as those to construct a real 

alternative, will thus take place on the imperial terrain itself—indeed, such new struggles 

have already begun to emerge. Through these struggles and many more like them, the 

multitude will have to invent new democratic forms and a new constituent power that 

will one day take us through and beyond Empire.” (Hardt&Negri 2000:XV) 

 

As per the resistance wave that showed itself in recent years, Globalization has provided life for 

countless form of collectivity that goes throughout the countries and continents. Different forms of labor, 

however the singularity they may preserve, are to develop common grounds together and those are 

becoming the conditions of every kind of production. Multitude is now the subject of the dynamics of 

these mentioned singularity and collectivity. Multitude is not considered as a homogeneous whole (such 

as ‘community’) nor as a partial structure (such as ‘masses’).  

 

“When the multitude works, it produces autonomously and reproduces the entire world of 

life. Producing and reproducing autonomously mean constructing a new ontological 

reality. In effect, by working, the multitude produces itself as singularity. It is a singularity 

that establishes a new place in the non-place of Empire, a singularity that is a reality 

produced by cooperation, represented by the linguistic community, and developed by the 

movements of hybridization.” ( Hardt&Negri, 2000: 395) 

 

Antonio Negri defines “art” as “multitude” because according to him, art is both “the creation and the 

reproduction of absolute singular.” (Negri, 2011:31) Art has an universal character by producing 

languages, words, colors, sounds which gathers the societies and it creates pleasures on the said 

societies, multitude of individuals and of singular experiences. (Negri, 2011:31&51) “The beautiful is an 

invention of singularity which circulates and reveals itself as common in the multiplicity of subjects who 

participate in the construction of the world.” says Negri and adds, “The beautiful is not the act of 

imagining, but an imagination that has become action. Art, in this sense, is multitude.” (Negri,2011: XII ) 
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The art historian Lieven De Cauter also investigates “the multitude” in the field of art and explains 

multitude's subversive acts as a disruptive attitude that tries to create openings, possibilities in the 

'closedness' of a system. (De Cauter, 2011: 9)   

In De Cauter's model, there is a strong relation between subversion and the notions of criticism, dissent, 

protest, resistance, activism, dissidence, sabotage, refusal and exodus.(De Cauter, 2011:10) These words 

take positive or negative meanings according to circumstances. As a result of this, De Cauter explains 

two types of subversion which are bad subversion and good subversion. As an example for bad 

subversion, De Cauter advocates that both extreme right and extreme left end with the same result: a 

police state. (De Cauter, 2011: 13) However, good subversion's initial aim is not a revolution but creating 

a space for different, deviation, suppressed truths and defending democracy, legality, welfare state and 

ecosystem. (De Cauter, 2011:9&16)  

    2.3 Activist Art  

It is difficult to tell the commencing date of activist art. Activist art was visible when the composer and 

philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau was raising his extreme ideas during French Revolution. Activism 

was on one of its peak when Social Realism, the art movement aganist injustice, was born after the Great 

Depression in 1930s. Activist art was present in Picasso's painting Guernica which is a serious critic to 

Second World War or in 1969, activist art was in the leading role in Woodstock Musicl Festival, the event 

which gathered over half-million audience and 32 stage performances to make music for peace, love and 

music.  

No matter when it has started, art's activism will exist as long as humankind and his enthusiasm on 

creating exist.  

Surely, activist art's content is about being aganist and criticizing the policies of the systems but that does 

not necessarily mean that activist art is nothing but a political revolt. It is possible to see an actor, 

performing both in a political play and in a play which is for the survivor children of an earthquake. 

Rutkay Aziz, the Turkish actor and director raises an important point and says, “Real artists are 

responsible for witnessing to their countries' and world's realities.” (Aziz, 2011:my translation)  The key 

word "being responsible" refers to being socially and politically responsible. Maybe activist artists can't 

stop the wars but they can be the mediator between policies and society. They are responsible for 

reaching people and waking them up when something is going wrong in the world order.  

Beverly Naidus, the lecturer in the faculty of the Interdisciplinary Arts and Sciences at the University of 

Washington, calls activist art as socially engaged art and list some of the reasons of it as hereinafter 

provided: 

 

 to process or document something that the artist has experienced or witnessed, 

 to offer questions about – or solutions to – particular problems, 

 to foster dialogue between polarized groups, 

 to awaken those who are numb or in denial, 

 to compensate for social amnesia, 

 to heal the maker, 

 to make the invisible visible, 
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 to express outrage, alert and alarm, 

 to stretch the mind, 

 to develop positive images of the future and to envision a different reality, 

 to find others of like minds, 

 to make what is most compelling and beautiful in image, object, word, motion and 

sound (Naidus,2009: 5)  

 

Naidus' “socially engaged art” model takes its point of departure from artist's experiences. It is 

impossible to think the artist separately from his background. As Tom Marioni says, “The artist 

translates what he sees around him into a form, which in turn becomes part of the culture it defines.” 

(Marioni, 1994: 776) The inspiration of the artist comes from what he saw, what he lived, what he 

observed. His observations create questioning. The activist manner of the artist doesn't accept the current 

conditions as they are and he ends up with the questions such as “Why there are restrictions for 

freedoms?”, “Why the income distribution is not fair?”, “Why people are so ignorant to war?”, “What 

can I do to help or to create awareness?” etc.  

The questions lead him to action. In the Report on the Construction of Situations, dated 1957, Guy 

Debord, the French theorist, filmmaker and writer, stresses that the liberating change in the society 

where the artist himself belongs to, is the primary necessity and it can be only possible with the right 

actions.(Debord, 1957) Actions for reaching people, waking them up, revealing the hidden agenda, 

showing different point of views, proving that the things can be different.  

Since artist's experiences and background are the starting point of all his actions, the artist cannot be 

stranger to his past and to his audience. The activist artist should be aware of the fact that not all the 

people in his target audience have the same education level, life conditions or habits. If he wants to 

trigger the social change, his work must be understood by his audience first.  

The artist's inventiveness is different than many other people but when it comes to activism and causing 

a change, art must be for people's sake rather than art's sake. 

  

Artists have an incredible imagination and creativity, and an ability to think out of the 

box, they create form and craft and beauty and poetry and all that, but they are often 

totally egocentric as well, wrapped up in their own practices, their own world and 

inflicted with the disease of representation. (Jordan, 2011: 300) 

 

The research and activism office BAVO, defends that activist art must have a clear and simple language 

which every person in society can understand. By the slogan of “Less high art, more pragmatism 

please!”, they take attention to the need of finding solutions rather than flowers of speech and long 

sermons. According to them, the use of a high standard art language does not help to the people needs 

better situations in their life. (BAVO, 2011: 289) 

Jean-Luc Nancy’s “being singular plural” model in explaining participatory art refers that “This earth is 

anything but a sharing of humanity. It is a world that does not even manage to constitute a world; it is a 

word lacking in world, and lacking in the meaning of world”. (Nancy, 2000: XIII) Suzana Milevska 

interprets this expression as Nancy's reminder to us about forgetting the importance of “being-together”. 
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The notion “we” is no more an element of “us and others”. Artists and their spectators compose “we” 

together. Artists perform their works to create awareness and participatory role of art can only be 

complete by its audience's reaction to these works. (Milevska, 2007: 16-17)  

    2.4 Can Activist Art Turn Into Propaganda? 

The response of this question is based on from which angle we define propaganda. Usually,   

"propaganda" is the reminiscent of an unfavorable term which argues the effort of imposing certain ideas, 

ideologies or policies to people's mind. The very basic encylopedic meaning states that, "lobbying, 

advertising, and missionary activity are all forms of propaganda, but the term is most commonly used in 

the political arena." (quote from Encylopedia Britannica) 

The Institute For Propaganda states that "Propaganda is an expression of opinion or action by individuals 

or groups deliberately designed to influence the opinions and actions of other individuals or groups with 

reference to a predetermined end."  (Edwards,1938: 41)   

In parallel with this definition, Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky, the theorists who have one the 

milestone propaganda model, investigate propaganda under the framework of power relations. According 

to their model, propaganda is the the effort of the media, which is possesed by certain companies, 

conglomerates, or groups and dependent to fundings (esp. Advertisements),  to impose its or specific 

elites' principles or ideologies on people who are both the supporters or opponents of those ideologies. 

(Herman&Chomsky, 2002 XI) 

As a reason of Herman and Chomsky focus only on media, their propaganda model is not merely 

applicable to our study but above mentioned explanations have a common point that propaganda has an 

unfavorable connotation and  is solely  "presentation of distorted truth".  This commonality is the subject 

that we are interested in.  

In my study, I defend that it is admittely possible to see propaganda in activist art. Especially activist art's  

characters, which are appealing directly to the emotions and having different interpretations for different 

audiences,  rander propaganda inevitable.  

However, the propaganda in activist art can differ from the propaganda in media. First of all, it is already 

argued that artists are inspired from their backgrounds, from the society they come from. They are the  

ones who are socially and politically responsible to inform about the realities of the world. They are the 

ones who are closest to the society rather than politicians or media companies. Their art works usually 

reflect the concerns of the oppressed people rather than the interests of politicians or conglomerates.  

The work of art is still about imposing an idea on people's mind but I believe that, propaganda has a 

positive aim if without any financial concern, a singer is performing to support women's right, an 

architect is designing a school  for the children's education in Africa or a theater player is giving free 

workshops for the people in asylum,  

When it is asked "How far can an artist go?", Steven Berkoff, the English actor, responds that art has to 

be limitless. He stresses that, "Art has to free us of all the things we think, feel, worry about, concern 

ourselves and the most profound, deepest, fundemental core of our being. You might say 'What? You 

can't have no limits? This will encourage all these psychos, deviants, pervants, maniacs! To trust their 

various kinds of defects on to the public arena?' But, that is exactly what we want. We want the psychos, 

we want the lunatics. We want the mad men. We want the neuratic creators. We need that because in 
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exposing this, in letting it out, in opening that Pandorra's box, I am letting out all those demons. We 

may,in the end, find something quite wonderful, something quite profound, unexpected." (Berkoff, 2008) 

He makes a comparasion with science. He defends that nobody wants science to be limited because 

people trust to the minds which investigate, explore and bring out significant discoveries. Human beings 

take the scientists works granted because they find the cures which the world is neeed of. "Then, how 

can you say that art has limits?", Berkoff questions. According to him, theatre, painting, music, literature 

and any other art forms actually waves the flag of humantiy. Art is like a giant mirror in the sky showing 

the real faces of humans and burning down the prejudice and all the things that people find intolerable. 

(Berkoff, 2008)  

“My work must create an opening; it must be a door, a window or even a hole” says  Swiss artist Thomas 

Hirschhorn, supportively what Berkoff said and adds “Art is always action. Art is never reaction. Art is 

never merely a reaction or a critique. It doesn't mean being uncritical or not making critique – it means 

being positive despite the sharpest critique, despite uncompromising rejection and despite unconditional 

resistance”. (Hirschhorn,2010: 25) Hirschhorn stresses the importance of art in creating awareness but 

also he shifts art's role from sole reaction to being more active in the arena.  

Sheryl Tuttle Ross  deliberately specifies that  "There is a distinction between an intent to persuade and 

an intent to lie... If we consider all propaganda to be false and, furthermore lies, we are not capturing the 

actions of those who use propaganda to achieve their political ends." (Ross, 2002: 22-23) Her 

propaganda model, namely The Epistemic Merit Model, offers four conditions to designate an action as 

propaganda: (1) an epistemically defective message (2) the intention to persuade (3) the beliefs, opinions, 

desires, and behaviors of a socially significant group of people (4) being on behalf of a political 

organization, institution, or cause.(Ross, 2002: 25) 

Sheryl Tuttle Ross says that “When we evaluate the artwork, we need to evaluate not only the conditions 

of its making, but also the conditions of its use.” and according to her,  propaganda do has the intention 

of persuasion but not all the artworks have the aim to persuade and not all the political arts are 

propaganda. (Ross, 2002: 25) 

This statement may cause a confusion which questions how the artist is going to be successful if he 

doesn't persuade. Well, maybe just creating the awareness, awakening people can be a good start rather 

than struggling to convince them. For Isa Framaeux, if there is one thing that is more important than 

persuasion, that is trying to find solutions. According to him the responsibility of art is making the 

change rather than only showing how bad the world is.  (Framaeux, 2011, 299)   

One weak side of Epistemic Merit Model is the inadequate explanation of “socially significant group of 

people” and propaganda's fulfillment on behalf of a political organization, institution, or cause.  

 

“...[W]e should be clear about the differences between a socially significant group 

of people and political institutions, organizations, and causes. We must be careful to 

distinguish the sender and the receiver of propaganda. The sender of propaganda -a 

political institution, organization, or cause - is a somewhat formal group that might 

involve something like membership. A political group has an internal organization 

and is committed to some set of particular positions. The senders of propaganda 

often aim at creating an "us" against "them" mentality.”(Ross, 2002: 20) 
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In light of above statement, for the need of conveying the message, Ross accepts that art's work should 

also be done for the sake of a political institution, organization or a cause.  She samples said institutions 

and organizations with Planned Parenthood, Right to Life, English First, Greenpeace, or The Grey 

Panthers. (Ross, 2002: 19)  

However, she ignores the negative consequences of being dependent to a political decision maker. 

Creating an “us” against “them” is the reason of “othering”. This may cause more distorted truths and 

feeds negative propaganda. 

Sheryl Tuttle Ross' Epistemic Merit Model mostly stresses the character of the message. According to 

her, the propagandist message is epistemically defective. “We can say that a message, M, is 

epistemically defective if either it is false, inappropriate, or connected to other beliefs in ways that are 

inapt, misleading, or unwarranted.” says Ross and adds that it is not only about being true or false, “true 

statements can sometimes be used in epistemically defective messages.”  (Ross, 2002: 23) 

According to the model, as regards the presentation of the art, epistemic defectiveness usually shows 

itself by the usage of icons, symbols, and metaphors. The “montage” and the other cinematographic 

features play important role in shaping the shooting and giving the message. (Ross, 2002: 26) 

For the avoidance of epistemically defective message, Ross offers that people should be careful about the 

content of the message and investigate that if the content is  supported by evidence or not.  “...[W]e must 

offer details about the content of the work, and demonstrate how a message functions to mislead 

individuals.” says Sheryl Tuttle Ross. ( 2002: 26) 

     3. The Journalistic Methods 

    3.1 Gathering Information 

Gathering information is the first and maybe the most important step in building my interviews and 

consulting during transcribing and integrating the transcripts into the final stories.  The sources for data 

gathering includes artists' personal websites, previous interviews with the artists, the news about the 

artists and their art works, the published books and articles of the artists, videos about them, the 

exhibitions they attended, art critics' reviews about their artistic works and social media platforms and 

the audiences' comments about them.  

It is rather challenging process because either there is too much information about them or only a few 

data I found on their outdated websites. As it took time for me to pick the data I need from the pile of 

information, it was also a long process to build my questions with only a few information about the 

artists. In either way, the folders that I prepared for each artist were filled by artists' CVs, 

autobiographies, a list of exhibitions they attend, previous interview samples, their quotes and writings 

about activism and art. With the help of these folders, I started to prepare my questions.  

              3.2 Preparation of The Questions 

The questions of the interview series are categorized in two types, the questions which differ according 

to artists and the common questions that I raised to them.  

As the number of the questions differ from artist to artist, the type of some of the questions varied. Since 

all of the artists are coming from a different artistic background, it was not appropriate to raise the same 
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questions to all of them. The questions which changed according to the artists, were about their art 

works and their impacts, the current political and social situation in their countries and their future 

projects and plans. The standard questions' main focus is generally on artists' background, their style, 

their art form's difference than the others, ideas about world's problems and art's alternative solutions, 

the differences between propaganda and activist art, the future of activist art which questions the artists' 

beliefs in art in changing the world.  

              3.3 Preparation of The Equipments 

During my journalistic production, I have used two main tools to keep my work permanent, Nikon 

D3000 photo camera and a recording device. Accessing to these two electronic tool was a strength for 

me in the begining so I started with buying a new camera. Although, I don't own a recording device , I 

solved the problem with borrowing from the radio station I worked for or I have used my computer for 

recordings.  

The usage of both the camera and recording device, was a very informative process for me. I have 

learned photography and editing techniques and had the lesson of never leave home without a recording 

device.  

             3.4 Interviews and Transcribing 

Beside interviewing and consulting various artists from various backgrounds during the process of data 

gathering, the journalistic product of my study also includes the journalistic articles which formed by the 

interviews with nine artists from seven art forms. The interviews were held both in the form of online 

and face-to-face. Because of being distant to the artists, Ashley Fargnoli and Christian Narkiewicz-Laine 

answered my questions via e-mail.  For the other 7 interviews, I had to travel different cities which made 

the creation process of the stories' final version very long. Information collecting, preparation of 

questions, travel planning, traveling, interviewing and transcribing took more time than I thought.  

Transcribing, itself was already a long-time work but it was a helpful step in eliminating the unnecessary 

or extra questions if  there was any during the interviews. 

    3.5 Integration of All The Collected Data Into Final Stories 

The creation of the final versions of the stories, was comparatively shorter process but its challenge was 

usage of the proper jargon. Two of the stories formed as Q&A interviews and the other seven are 

featured stories.  

The Q&A interviews are made with Christian Narkiewicz-Laine and Lars Vilks. Christian Narkiewicz-

Laine interview was an online interview and his responds to the questions were almost six pages. Since 

all his answers were very valuable information, exactly matching with what I need, the decision making 

of the stories to be published was difficult.   

Lars Vilks is a famous artist both in Sweden and many other countries. His case is a bit sensitive than the 

other stories since he is an artist whose Muhammed drawing caused political crisis and the bombing in 

Stockholm. Thus, I wanted to present what he said directly to the reader rather than integrating it to a 

featured story.  
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    3.6 Web Page Development  

As the guidelines of the applied research project offers, I chose to publish my article series with 

illustrations on a wordpress blog rather than on a website and since I chose a blog, it wasn't necessary to 

add audiovisual content to my webpage.  

Before choosing a template, I preferred to publish my stories and photos first. After publishing my 

stories, it was easier to choose the template because I could see how the stories look like when they take 

their place on the selected template. Otherwise, when I choose the template first, I am trying to decide 

through an empty page.  

It is also possible to see a gallery of the photos which I took during my journalistic production.  

The blog address: http://theartivistblog.wordpress.com/  

    4. Literature Review 
 

Antonio Negri's and Michael Hardt's book “Empire” planned on drawing up power theory, centers on 

two concepts that imply one another: “Empire” and “Multitude”. They express the imperialism as an 

incompetent notion while explaining the global power structures and they defend the claim of Empire’s 

being a system far beyond that. Hardt and Negri classify three basic points that shapes the concept of an 

Empire: First one is, ‘There is no any Rome for the Empire’.(2000:318) This describes that there is no 

central of power for an Empire. Second one is the existence of a structure of complex establishment to 

be formulated as international, national and local and the last point is the nonexistence of out-of-doors of 

an Empire. “Multitude” concept is not analyzed as much as the Empire notion and it remains at abstract 

level. It is described in terms of what it isn’t, instead of what it is. However, they state the necessity to 

explicate the new ways of political movements, which arose in recent years (especially the ones that 

target and charge at global power forms), in order to understand the reality of “Multitude”. ‘Exploited or 

oppressed people’, ‘new proletariat’, ‘anti-imperialist’ or ‘new political movements’ are sometimes 

placed under this “Multitude” notion. In fact, “Multitude” is not very exact explanatory in this regard. 

In terms of style of Hardt&Negri, they don't have an easy to understand language. Authors' use of 

metaphors saves the book from being dull but on the contrary it also makes it difficult to understand.  

The language has a style which consists a lot of Latin words which addresses a certain minority or an 

elitist audience. In this complexity, Hardt and Negri don't present a new notion to theory. For instance, 

they bring up a number of old discourses about the labor movement which had been discussed many 

years ago.  

Art and Activism in the Age of Globalization by Lieven De Cauter, Rubben De Roo and Karel 

Vanhaesebrouck (eds.), includes a composition of 30 essays by artists, art historians, philosophers, social 

scientists, curators etc. The content is quite rich which presents both political and social participation 

theories and the description of activism and art. But, the book also implies in the ending that there is no 

need for theories and it also points out that theorists are incompetent regarding explaining the art and 

criticism.  

 

 

 

http://theartivistblog.wordpress.com/
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Christophe Van Eecke thinks that theorists don't give that much chance to revolt. Because according to 

them it is difficult to stand over against the ruling system, market or discourse. There are always people 

who say you what to do. Van Eecke asks “[A]re you really going to believe that language 'speaks' you 

just because some dead French sod told you so?” and his language gets harsh while criticizing theorists. 

As per Van Eecke's idea they just keep being critical, earning money from that, use a bulk of different 

discourses and doing nothing else. (2011:317-18). He gives the example of Chrissie Hynde, the leader of 

the rock band Pretenders.  

In the Don Letts' documentary, called Punk: Attitude, Chrissi Hynde is surprised with people' 

unresponsive attitude towards Bush administration and restraints to liberties and does not understand 

why people don't get in the action.  

 

She doesn't need to 'believe' that action can change the world because she knows it can. 

She was there when it did. And it didn't need theory to tell it what to do. It didn't go: 'Oh 

my god it's a revolution and who's got the manual?!'  (Van Eecke, 2011: 320)  

 

It might be true that there can't be a manual in the times of revolution since people have a tendency to 

move with their “dreams and desires”. However, in my opinion, Van Eecke's critiques are too austere.  

To not to act sudden and unrestrained, people still need a guide which shows what happened back in the 

history and what may happen in the future. For instance, peace activists should search for the real 

reasons of Iraq War. The USA officially finished the war on 16
th

 of December 2011 but the activists’ 

work has not finished yet. It is time for searching the results: What did war really give us and what did it 

take from us? They need to consult as many scholars, journalists, politicians, academicians as possible to 

create diversity in their mind. They need to take every angle into account while fighting for an ideology. 

This would also help them be ready for the upcoming reactions from the opposite side. 

In Beverly Naidus' book, Arts for Change: Teaching Outside the Frame, she rejects that theory is always 

elitist and difficult to read. She explains that all the counter actions towards dominant system have a 

relation with theories consciously or unconsciously. She quotes from S.A. Bachman, the socially 

engaged artist and teacher, who says “Both art and theory are transformative cultural practices. Artists 

are often creating and illuminating new theories in the process of making. We are all engaged with 

theory – we negotiate theoretical models constantly in our daily lives – some are simply more invisible 

than others.” (Naidus, 2009; 6) 

In the first chapter of the book, Art and Activism in the Age of Globalization, Lieven De Cauter does not 

only criticize the theorists but also activists as well. As for him, the more the activists and academicians 

are well-known and give their voices in organizations, meetings or media; the more active they might 

become. He thinks that this does not mean that art, theory and politics are irrelevant to each other. 

However, the activism comes into being, once the art and academy leave the well secured areas of their 

own. (De Cauter, 2011: 14) 

The Editors might be so aware of the confusion arose by using the given theories as explanation of the 

process and criticizing them at the same time, that it is written ‘BURN THIS BOOK or BURN YOUR 

BRAIN’ at the end of the book  in bold by using the big fonts. (De Cauter ed., 2011:322) 
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Another notable issue about the literature of my project is, almost every author has an intention to 

describe activist art by one word.  

For instance, as we implied before Beverly Naidus uses the word “socially engaged” rather than 

“activist”. She cites her students thinking that the term is inclusive than the “activist” to justify her use. 

(2009: 5) Naidus' language in her book is quite clear and not full of ambiguous jargons. Giving space to 

Naidus’ memories and the way of handling the subject as if she teaches them to her students make the 

book easy to understand and have smooth style. Naidus, like many other writers, explains the relations 

between art and the reasons of activism such as environmental problems, wartime, cultural identity and 

globalization. In addition, she gives information regarding art education by studying another art practice 

pedagogical perspective. Naidus, within this diversity, provides place as well to many socially engaged 

artists during the last chapters and adds different point of views. 

The book, “Art and Activism in the Age of Globalization” edited by De Cauter, De Roo and 

Vanhaesebrouck, is based on the word ''Subversion''. According to Oxford Dictionary, subversion means 

“undermining the power and authority of an established system or institution”.  

De Cauter relates subversion with criticism, dissent, protest, resistance, activism, dissidence, sabotage, 

refusal and exodus. (De Cauter, 2011: 10) 

Brian Holmes, the cultural critic and one of the authors of the book, Art and Activism in the Age of 

Globalization, undervalues the destructive meaning of the word “Subversion” and says: 

 

“It’s not about resisting the continual mutations of capitalism from a retrenched identity 

position, a class status, a locally instituted cultural tradition (a “whole way of life” as 

cultural studies founder Richard Hoggart said, or even a “whole way of conflict” as E.P. 

Thompson reposted). It’s about allowing the inherited forms of solidarity and struggle to 

morph, hybridize or even completely dissolve in the process of encountering and 

appropriating the new toolkits, conceptual frames and spatial imaginaries of the present.” 

(Holmes, 2011:273) 

 

Even though the prominent word is “Subversion”, the general idea is the necessity of shifting from 

Subversion to Activism as soon as possible. While reading the “Art and Activism in the Age of 

Globalization”, it is possible to see various interpretations of “Subversion” as a reason of being a 

collection of different artists' and scholars' essays. War on terror, homophobia, environmental issues, 

9/11, freedom of speech, artistic institutions (like museums), the effects of capitalism, global market, 

urbanism etc. are some of the subjects of Subversion.  

“31 Readings on Art, Activism & Participation (In the Month of January)” is a journal which has similar 

structure with ‘Art and Activism in the Age of Globalization’. It contains 31 different articles by many 

different writers and the good side of these articles is that some links and contact information have been 

provided at the end of some articles in order to get more information regarding the writers. 

The researcher Suzana Milevska, who is one of the authors of 31 Readings on Art, Activism & 

Participation, investigates the activist art under “participatory art” title. According to Milevska; 
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Whatever participation is to be discussed in the context of art, it always necessarily refers 

to certain »we«, to a certain identification with a particular community in which different 

members of selected communities (members of the audience, professional groups, 

homeless people, or children) are to become co-existing parts of a certain »we«. (2011:17) 

She divides “we” into two sides; the artists and audiences. But this division and the idea of ‘we’’s 

belonging to certain identification with a particular community, may annul the global structure of art and 

even bring forward the ‘othering’ concept. 

Art&Agenda: Political Art and Activism, edited by Robert Klanten, Matthias Hübner, Alain Bieber, 

Pedro Alonzo and Gregor Jansen is also another important source of my study. Among whole literature 

resources of my investigation, the closest resource to my applied project is this book because, there are 

104 artists and art groups interviewed and their art works had been illustrated by their photos. The 

editors' choices in art work's photographs are eye catching. The photographs are good quality and the 

editors must have done it on purpose while choosing the most provocative art works (or maybe the most 

provocative photographs of the art works). Publishing the photos on a whole page, rather than publishing 

them with a small size is a notable element to impress the reader. Additionally, the editors provide 

theoretical and historical information for each and every one of the beginning of chapters.  

     5. The Outline of the Article Series  
The journalistic component of this study includes nine articles and visual material of photography. Two 

Q&As and seven featured stories are the result of the interviews which are made with nine activist artists 

from seven different cultures, including Finland, Iran, Germany, Turkey, Sweden, USA and Israel.  All of 

the articles aim to throw a light on the activist works of the artists, their stance towards the world's 

problems, alternative solutions they offer and their ideas about the future of activist art. Multiculturalism, 

globalization, gender related Issues, democracy, freedom of speech, peace activism, social justice and 

civil rights are the main subjects that the artists point on.  

     5.1 Article 1: “The Art of Architecture Expresses The Noble Qualities of 
Human Life” 

My first article is an interview with Finnish-American-Lithuanian architect Christian-Narkiewicz Laine. 

Our reportage started with an online interview via e-mail. Then I had the chance to meet with him in 

Norway. The interview starts with his background and the discussion about the differences and 

similarities between architecture and the other art forms. After the explanation of his artistic style which 

usually incorporates Found Art, the art of renovating, reclaiming or modifying the ordinary materials 

which are not considered as artistic material on daily basis, the story continues with his critics on 

contemporary architecture. He explains his concerns about the dull and lifeless building style which is a 

reflection of mass consumerism. 

The architects' responsibility on informing the society about housing, human rights, urban land, 

community development, civic engagement, criminal justice, environmental justice etc., is the dominant 

subjects which are discussed during the Q&A interview. 

This interview is also informative with Narkiewicz-Laine’s examples on Eastern and Western 

architecture. He points out the Egyptian Hassan Fathy as a pioneer on environmental friendly 

architecture.  
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5.2 Article 2: The Chasse Between The Continents 

The article, entitled “The Chasse Between The Continents”, is a featured story about the American 

dancer and choreographer Ashley Fargnoli. After 18 years of education on ballet and modern dance, she 

pursued a master degree on Cultural Project Management in France, which is followed by her second and 

current master education on Dance/Movement Therapy and Counseling at Columbia College in Chicago.  

Rather than only being involved politically critical discourses, she takes the action and personally 

engages with the youth of post-conflict areas in Balkans and the survivors of human trafficking in India. 

Her profession which is on movement therapy provides rehabilitation to those people and helps them to 

be strong individuals who also help the other people in society.   

The interview was planned as a face-to-face reportage in Bosnia-Hercegovina but because of her 

continuing studies in Chicago, we had an online interview via e-mail. The photographs, which are 

published in my website, belongs to Shawn Convey, the director of documentary film DMT (Dance 

Movement Therapy) in which Ashley participate and co-lead dance sessions with the trainers with the 

aim of  raising awareness about human trafficking in India.  

“An art work should never be just beautiful, but it should also never be just political or painful” says 

Marina Abramovic, the Serbian performance artist. (Abramovic, 2011:210) In my belief, Ashley 

Fargnoli's art is a beautiful example for the possibility of being politically and socially active without 

words, in painful conditions. 

    5.3 Article 3: Beyond The Language Barriers: Literary Activism 

This piece covers activism in the art form of Literature. The interviewee of the story, Stefan Jonsson is 

the Professor of Ethnic Studies at the Institute for Research in Migration Ethnic Relations and Society, 

Linköping University. Additionally he is a critic of literature, art, aesthetics, and intellectual history. 

Firstly, despite of the fact that language barrier is the challenge of literary activism, Jonsson draws 

attention to the reflexivity of literature in covering various discourses such as political, economic, 

historical, scientific etc. Then, the story goes on with his art's focus, multiculturalism, racism and 

identities. He claims that the existence of “white supremacist” ideology and fascist parties in European 

and USA assembles, triggers the multiculturalism related problems. For him, these problems can only be 

solved in economical level, not political or cultural level and art can be the hope for building the bridges 

between the cultures as long as it is not created  for a certain specific ethnic group of people. 

One thing that makes this featured story different than the others is its academic point of view. As a 

scholar and cultural critic, Stefan Jonsson, responds the interview questions academically. For instance, 

while explaining globalization, he urges to handle the issue in economic, political and cultural level 

separately. According to him, each level has their own universal standards and to be counted as global, 

the elements of the every level should adjust to the said universal standards.  

During the interview, I had the chance to listen his critics about Sweden's two provocative artists, Lars 

Vilks and Makode Linde. Since Lars Vilks is one of the artists I interviewed for my project, Stefan 

Jonsson's comments were informative as a different point of view on Vilks' art.   
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             5.4 Article 4: The Quing Of Hip-Hop: Sookee 

Rote Flora, which is a former theatre located in Hamburg, now serves as a space for left sub-culture to 

render their meetings, parties, exhibitions etc. Although the exterior of the building gives the sense of an 

abundant place with provocative drawings, graffiti and messages on its wall, it is one of the most 

important gathering places of the alternative youth to raise their voice about political issues such as 

nationalism, racism, discrimination etc.   

I interviewed with the rapper Sookee in Rote Flora before her stage in the release party of KRASS, the 

non-commercial magazine which provides opportunity for artists and theorists to raise their ideas. The 

reportage starts with the reasons which triggered her passion in hip-hop and gives information about her 

musical career and success story in a masculine music industry like hip-hop. 

The political stance of her musical life which consists three albums, is backed up with her studies on  

German Linguistics and Gender Studies. Before I met Sookee, I was aware of her feminist character but 

during the reportage what she is fighting against, became deeper. Her art undertakes all gender related 

problems including sexism, homophobia, classification of occupations according to male or female 

dominancy, the use of the woman body and face commercially in advertisements etc. Additionally, 

referring to Germany's policies about gender related problems, Sookee uses very harsh critic which 

defines Germany as a sexist and homophobic country.  

This article doesn't addresses the question of what makes music different than the other art forms in 

regards to activism. However, it raises the question of why hip-hop is different than the other music 

styles and for Sookee having a huge youth audience makes hip-hop exclusive.  

    5.5 Article 5: 40 Years of Peace Struggle and A Ship-full of Hope 

Dror Feiler's activist story starts even before he has born. While his father Eliezer Feiler is a leftist 

activist, his mother is a volunteered nurse who treats Palestinian patients in West Bank. As a reason of he 

has born into the war and activist family, it was inevitable for him to be an activist as he implies. After he 

refused to do military service in occupied lands, he came to Sweden and studied musicology and 

composition. The article gives information about his music style which is free improvised jazz. He likes 

the idea of creating the notes on the stage. 

He believes that Israel entered the lands which were not empty and the blockade on those occupied 

territories must be broken. With this ultimate aim of him, he became the spokesman of humanitarian 

initiative Ship to Gaza. During the article, the reader finds the story of three attempts of Ship to Gaza to 

end the siege and carry humanitarian aid to Gaza. Feiler tells the story of their first attempt which ended 

up with the raid of Israeli soldiers to the ship Mavi Marmara and death of nine activists. As a llive 

witness of this incident, his comments are important to interpret what really happened on that night.  

The problems between him and his country have also been presented during the article. Besides having 

an argument with Israeli ambassador for his art piece “Snow White and The Madness of Truth”, he was 

banned from Israel as a reason of his attempt to take Mavi Marmara incident to Israeli court. Now his 

lawyer works for the appeal of the decision.  
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    5.6 Article 6: The Roundabout of Freedom of Speech: An Interview with Lars 
Vilks 

The publishing of 12 Prophet Mohammed cartoons in Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten in 2005, made 

picturing the Prophet even more sensitive issue than before. The cartoons took serious reactions from the 

world. The artists blamed for insulting the religion and the Prophet Mohammed. (Anderson, 2006) The 

limits of the art and the discourse of freedom of speech became a controversial discussion.  

Two years later, Swedish painter Lars Vilks' depiction of Mohammed as a roundabout dog escalated the 

discussions. Besides having reactions from many Islamist country, the reason of the suicide bombing in 

Stockholm in December 2010 had been addressed as Lars Vilks.  

Since he is a very controversial name in the world, to avoid the possibility of skipping any information 

he gives, I preferred to make a Q&A interview with Lars Vilks rather than rewriting his remarks as a 

featured story.  

Before meeting with Lars Vilks, I consult many Swedish people’s views. While some of them were 

thinking that his drawing only aimed to bring more fame, some other people had concerns about freedom 

of speech and its limits. After seven years it went public, my article asked the story behind Mohammed 

drawing. Firstly, Lars Vilks stresses that he is not a cartoonist but a painter. Hence, what he pictured is 

not a cartoon but a drawing. Secondly, he explains that although he was inspired by Jyllands-Posten 

cartoons, he wasn't expecting that his drawing would be this much famous. During the interview, he 

repeated many times that he has no problem with any religion or race. According to him, an individual 

should always be free about what he wants to say or draw.  

Even though he says that he hasn't got any ulterior motives for any group of people, he has a clear stance 

while claiming that western art is superior to eastern. In fact, he stresses that art is a notion belongs to 

West and East only has style which has nothing to do with art according to him. This remark of him may 

create dichotomy on reader's mind.  

He says that his only target is art world because there is hypocrisy there. The revolutions are only made 

in galleries as he cites. According to him, before discussing if activist art can bring solutions or not, 

redefining the art is essential. “Art must be poetic and unclear, so you can leave the interpretation to 

audience” he says. The simple and clear message in art erases the enchantment of art. He thinks that 

because of different interpretations, the ways to solve the problem would be different than each other. 

We met with Lars Vilks at his place in Nyhamnslage, Sweden for a three-hour interview and the reason 

why I have specifically chosen Lars Vilks as my interviewee, is the belief that he is a good example for 

the decision of what is activist art and what is not.  

When his piece comes to discussion, it is always about freedom of speech but he also says that he doesn't 

have a specific target, special ideology or political stance. “I have the idea that art is an experimental 

scene where you try things out. I am interested in burning questions. I am also interested in challenging 

authorities and art world.” he says.  
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    5.7 Article 7: A Cultural Guerilla: Bedri Baykam 

In the beginning of my interview with Turkey's one of the most controversial painter Bedri Baykam in 

Stockholm, he listed the elements of freedom which are freedom of speech, sexuality, life-style, 

democracy, human rights, anti-racism and anti-imperialism. He stressed that if any of these elements 

disappears, the castle of freedom collapses.  

Bedri Baykam's art is based on the ideology of Kemalism, which, according to him, the most universal 

ideology of 21
st
 century with the principles of secularism, gender equality, rising technology and science, 

good relations with neighbor countries, democracy, peace at home, peace at world, free health care and 

education etc.  

His art works have the critical stance towards fundamental, conservative and non-secular governments. 

“When there is no secularism, there is the pressure of religion. You don't have the right to think, to judge, 

to suspect or to question. So, the secularism is the backbone independency.” he says.  

The article also gives information about the spectrum of his artistic style which consists of absolute 

colors, compositions, collages, 3D illustrations. Lately, his focus is on 4D live art which is the illustration 

with live models. 

During the interview Bedri Baykam mentioned about his latest project, “World Art Day”, the day which 

will be celebrated on Leonardo Da Vinci's birthday April 15 in various countries with the aim of raising 

“art awareness”, uniting people under the name of art and providing them many art events, museum 

gallery visits and seminars until late nights. I believe that this information, which is presented in my 

article, will be very useful for art audience to follow the art events on Aprils.  

    5.8 Article 8: Performance vs. Identities 

The article, entitled “Performance vs. Identities”, explains the works of Turkish-German performance 

artist Nezaket Ekici. Primarily, she is coming from the background of painting and sculpture and stresses 

that performance art is different than dance or theatre. It was Ekici's aim from the beginning to apply the 

art of Sculpture to performance art. For her, performance art is shaping the live human body. With this 

idea, I assessed Nezaket Ekici's art under sculpture rather than dance or theatre.  

One issue that looms large in Nezaket Ekici interview is her interpretation of the “Multiculturalism” or 

with German definition “Multi-kulti”. She stresses that “multi-kulti” no longer exists since the world is 

getting more global day by day. Her art undertakes the issues that come along with multiculturalism such 

as nationalist discourses, the language barriers, women who are between tradition and modernity.  

For her, if art wants to make its voice heard, the artists should think global, go beyond the fences and 

target the global audience. “It is like a mutual feedback” says Ekici. “An artist takes the customs of the 

culture he/she visits and interpret it with his/her own style and present it back to another audience.” 
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    5.9 Article 9:  The Improvisation Which Has Done Very Much 

The interview with Mithra Zahedi, the theater player and director took place in Berlin. She emigrated 

from Iran to Germany in 1985. Since then she developed herself in theater pedagogic and theater therapy 

and founded three theatre companies called Schatztruhe, NAR and SARA in which she works as the 

director of theater plays she made.  

The article, entitled “The Improvisation Which Has Done Very Much” informs the reader about a 

different style in theatre; Experimental theatre which is the reinterpreting and adaptation of the plays 

which are well-known by the audience. Rewriting of Hitler's Mein Kampf with black humor or 

adaptation of Romeo and Juliet for children are some examples of experimental theatre.  

Zahedi's works takes a critical stance towards current political situation in Iran and the pressure on the 

women of the country. Her profession on theater pedagogic provides direct social engagement with 

children and with the help of theatre therapy she helps refugees, the people who lost their jobs or have 

burn-out syndrome, in their reintegration to society.  

With this attribute, Zahedi's activism has similarities with Ashley Fargnoli. Both of them are in one-to-

one connection with their audience and rather than only raising their political critics, they get into action. 

To keep the focus of the article on theatre, I didn't mention about Zahedi's involvement in cinema. She 

has shared the leading role with Habib Bufares and Amirza Muhamadi in the movie “Another Sky” 

which has won the Fibresci Prize in Best Debut Film category. According to her, in today's cinema 

industry, if a movie has more screaming, aggression, better it becomes. “At the past, the prominent was 

Kant and Hegel, now it is George Clooney and all the other celebrities.They are the role models.” she 

says.  

Unlike the other artists I interviewed, Mithra Zahedi's hope on activist art in changing the world is not 

very high. She claims that she doesn't give up on hoping but the concerns she has about art more 

dominant than its “heroic” character.  

    6. Assessments 
 

In the beginning, the idea of this applied research project was, covering only one art form's activism. 

However, I faced the fact that there is a lack of literature which only undertakes one specific art form. All 

the literature, I have consulted undertakes the activist art in general by giving examples from different art 

forms. Thus, I followed the same path and aimed to back my theoretical framework with my own 

examples, the artists I interviewed.  

The decision making of seven art forms is inspired by Hegel's Lectures on Aesthetics in which he 

explains each art form clearly. As the start of my project, this clear explanation of each art form was 

necessary. Hegel's theory explains the art forms, architecture, dance, literature, music, sculpture, theatre,  

independently from each other but as I experinced from the artists I've met, in contemporary art, artists 

usually have more than one profession. As it can be seen from the article series of this project, I have 

interviewed with an architect who is a sculptor, poet and painter or a performace artists who adapts her 

sculpture background to her performances.   

Although this study investigates activist art in general, it also raises the distintictive marks of every art 

form either in theoretical framework or in journalistic articles with the question of what makes a specific 

art form different than the others.  
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    6.1 The Relevant Studies 

During the literature research, the most similar work to my project was Western Kentucky University 

graduate art student Emily Wilcox's bachelor thesis, "An Investigation Of The Intersection Between Art 

and Activism." Same as me, she investigates the activist behaviour of art and does interviews with nine 

artists. Her investigation not only art's activism but also activism as an art. She proposes that activism 

should be approached as an art . "In art, there is no right or wrong; there is only what works -- and what 

works is what is real, what is done out of a place of honesty and courage and integrity. If it works, you 

will know, because it is beautiful. “Beautiful” doesn’t mean “pretty”; it doesn’t have to mean it makes 

you feel good – some work is very intense and it disturbs you, but there is a certain integrity to it that 

makes it beautiful. And activism can be the same way.” she says. (Wilcox, 2009: 26-27)  

As an art student, Emily Wilcox's thesis has more artistic discourse than mine such as the relationship 

between art, museum and galleries, aesthetic concerns or the discussion on art for art's sake. Unlike me, 

the artists she has interviewed not chosen from specific art forms and while I have two Q&As and seven 

featured stories, all her interviews are in the form of Q&A which consists unnecessarily long answers of 

the interviewees . Since she is an art student, of course her focus is more on art theories and in addition 

to art theories, my research has a space for propaganda theories and globalization theory. 

Like Emily Wilcox's study, there are many researches, books, websites on activist art but what makes my 

project unique is having a journalistic point of view. The researchers who work on activism in art, mostly 

coming from an artistic background and as a journalism student who is in deal with art only with her 

experiences, it was an informative and challenging study for me and hopefully will be a contrubutive 

attempt to art world because so far, I haven't seen any journalistic projects with complete article series 

and photographs which only focus on activist art.  

     6.2 The Contributions of My Study 

Another prominence of  my study is, in the journalistic component the reader meets with new terms such 

as experimental theatre, 4D live art,  dance pedagogi, the differences between performance art and dance.   

These are the notions that any artists might be familiar but it is not the same case for ordinary readers. In 

this sense, my articles have an informative feature for both the art people and their audiences, readers.  

One of the deficiency of the journalistic article series was dependency on one primary source. During my 

project, those specific nine artists were not the only artists I interviewed of course. I consulted to many 

architects, painters, dancers and so on. However the concept of the interview series, was choosing at 

least one artist from each seven art forms and discussing only her/his own ideas and activist works. In 

the future I want to develop the web page which I published my interviews on, and make it a source 

which people can access to the information about activist artists they know or they want to know.  

    6.3 Particular Obstacles  

When it comes to the specific strengths I have faced during the interviews, the first example will be 

about the activist artist research in architecture. By reason of the existence of architects in my family and 

among my friends, my research of activism in art started from architecture. During the process of 

collecting information, there were times when the architects implied the difficulty of being an activist in 

the field of architecture.  
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The Secretary of International Relations and Assistant Secretary General at the Chamber of Architects of 

Turkey, Tuğçe Selin Tağmat explained that although there are examples of activist architecture, the field 

is quite dependent to capital. The architects either chase after the small projects to earn their living or 

work in big projects which only governed by money. “They mostly don't have the luxury of being 

activist”, she says.  

This idea was a challenge for me in finding activist architects. After a long time online investigation, I 

had the privilege to meet Christian Narkiewicz. The first thing I consulted him was the possibility of 

activism in architecture. He agreed that modern times' projects reflect the principles of a commercial 

culture and according to him this can only be solved by the involvement of the society in decision 

making of building their personal habitats. 

The second strength was about the explaining the activism to artists. It is not because they don't know the 

meaning of it or they are not aware of what they are doing. When I explained my purpose to Mithra 

Zahedi and Nezaket Ekici for instance, their first reaction was "But we are not that active in the case of  

showing up in the streets or making press statements against government." Since my project doesn't limit 

activism with "street demonstrations", it gives voice to artist's social engagements with society. 

Especially, Mithra Zahedi was a great example of social activism with her theatre theraphy's support to 

the refugees, the people who lost their jobs or have burn-out syndrome.   

    7. Limitations and Ethical Considerations 
 

Since this applied research project is held in different countries, the first and maybe the biggest 

limitation was the distances. Beside the expenses of travelling, adjusting the traveling times to artist's 

busy schedule was also challenging. Taking data collecting, the travel planing, traveling, interviewing 

and transcribing into considertion, sometimes it took around two weeks to finish a story. 

I tried to overcome this limit with two ways. Either I tried to choose the closest destinations or I booked 

my travel first and search for the artists who are avalible on the same dates with my trip.  

Secondly, as I mentioned in Assessments part, during the interviews it became necessary to explain what 

I mean by “activism” to some artists. The difficulty was not the explanation but the decision-making of 

who is activist and who is not. Lars Vilks, for instance, stresses that he is not committed to an ideology 

regarding to activism but his drawing is always the subject of freedom of speech. I want to clarify one 

issue at this point. In the decision-making of activist artists to interview, my aim was not choosing the 

artists who shout as “we all will save the world” but choosing the ones who have both critical and 

supportive stance on activist art, who discuss the alternative ways that art can offer.  So, I believe that the 

variety of the artists who are directly involved in activism or who don't consider themselves as activists 

even though their works are subject to activism, presents different point of views to the reader and save 

my project from being dull and monotonous. 

The third obstacle of my research is, during the data gathering about the artists, because of the lack of 

promotion, I faced that there wasn't enough information about some of the artists whom I interviewed 

with. Those artists were even surprised when I reached to them and asking me how I managed to find 

them. I prepared my questions through the data I found and I completed the missing parts during the 

interview. In fact, in the end of the project, it turned out to a good opportunity to make promotion of 

those artists and present their works to the world. 
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During my interviews, sometimes I had to spend the whole day with artists. They are very open minded 

people and answer my question with a great enthusiasm. However, I have experienced that it is not 

always easy to work with artists. They do have this artistic ego which is a result of a being a person who 

constantly creates or their minds work differently than the ordinary people again as a result of 

creativeness. They sometimes expect you to understand them without any explanation. It is not because 

they don't want to explain but they think that you already understand them. To not to have 

miscommunication with the artists, I did very long researches about them, prepared my questions quite 

carefully and used the most proper jargon during the interviews. 

    8. Conclusion 

I have divided my conclusions into two part. The first part discusses the relationship between propaganda 

and activist art. I have already gave a theoretical aspect on activist art- propaganda relations during the 

theoretical framework of this study. To go a step further, I did the same research during my journalistic 

production and asked the question of “Can Art Turn into Propaganda?” to my interviewees. Their 

responds haven't been reflected to the journalistic stories because I wanted to make the connection of 

theoretical and practical answers in the conclusion chapter of this study.  

The following second part of conclusions is going to be a general evaluation of my researches.  

    8.1 Responding The Question of Can Art Turn into Propaganda 

In theoretical framework of this study, I have explained that answering this question is dependent how  

we define propaganda and I also defended that it is possible to see propaganda in activist art since art has 

direct connection with emotions and can easily be interpret in different way by the audince.  

During the theoretical framework, we have also seen that Sheryl Tuttle Ross' Epistemic Merit Model 

bonds propaganda to four elements; epistemically defective message, the intention to persuade, the 

beliefs of a socially significant group of people and  being on behalf of a political organization, 

institution, or cause and she also stresses that intention to lie and intention to persuade are different 

things. According to her by demoting propaganda to lies, we ignore the the actions of the people who 

used and be successful in their political ideals. (Ross, 2002:22-23, 25) 

As the academic component, my journalistic component also investigated the answer of this question and 

received different comments from artists. The writer and cultural critic Stefan Jonsson's comment was in 

the same parallel with Sherly Tuttle Ross' model. According to him there has been many periods through 

out art history where propaganda and art had been very difficult to separate. Most of the interesting art 

works have been the works of propaganda. "Today we don't recognize the propaganda context of them 

because the context has fallen away" he says and gives example of the French Revolution's visual artist 

Jacques-Louis David's most famous works which are propaganda paintings. Stefan Jonsson also relates 

the propaganda-art relationship to the development of artistic tecniques. "The line between art and 

propaganda is very difficult to see but if you have an idea that you express by using old conventions and 

old forms then you see that this is just propaganda, not art. But if you have an idea that forces you to 

reinvent your modes of expression, new forms or new media then it is a success which presents 

something which hasn't been shown before", he says.  

 



31 

The Turkish painter Bedri Baykam's answer has the similar character with Stefan Jonsson's comparasion 

between the old and new forms. Baykam cites that, conservative and old fashioned languages in art fails 

in capturing the dynamism and energy of the society. "The cliché languages of art can never be 

successful and can not be more than a propaganda", he says.  

Lars Vilks, the Swedish painter claims that propaganda is a part of freedom of speech, a part of 

democratic society but the power which will make it propaganda is media. "The power is there" he says, 

"You can make a portrait of the prophet. If the media doesn't make anything out of it, it will be nothing." 

Lars Vilks' way of connecting propaganda-activist art relationship to a global power like media, 

reminded me Peter Berglez's global journalism theory. Once again we see that, art has its own global 

space and global identity which always confront with a global power.  

A different and opposite point of view to above mentioned propaganda discourses raised by Dror Feiler 

who claims that activism can never be propaganda because activism means, by nature, putting something 

from you and getting into a risk. “Propaganda don't take anything at risk”, he says and cites “Propaganda 

uses other things as benefits. Activist put himself or herself in the cross fire.” He also raises a critic to 

Lars Vilks and says that propaganda comes from the powerful and targets weak people. “Lars Vilks did 

the same. Muslims were the weak group of Europe and it was a propagandist act to target them.  

As a result of above discussions, we see that activist art can always turn into a propaganda but the 

important thing is about if it is going to stay as a spurious propaganda or constantly develop itself and 

became a successful activism.  

While I was raising the question of activist art-propaganda relation, none of the interviewees know each 

other's answers. It was exciting to see how in a way, their answers were actually responding each other.  

             8.2 General Evaluation 

The theoretical aspect of this study started with the explanation of the Public Sphere. Although Habermas 

limits it with bourgeoisie public sphere, one idea was the most prominent charachter of his theory, the 

space where people can communicate and express themselves without any restrictions.  

With a critical stance, Micheal Hardt and Antonio Negri build their model on the Public Sphere theory. 

They defend that the patent of free-communication can not belong to one specific group and the 

restrictions to freedoms, called Empire. There is need for "multitude" who has to invent new democratic 

forms and a new constituent power to take people through and beyond Empire (Hardt&Negri 2000:XV) 

Antonio Negri defines art as "multitude" and according to him art's universal character is eligible to 

create pleasure on multitude of individuals. (Negri,2011:31&51) 

In my opinion, multitude consists activist artists, activists and all the volunteers of "change". This said  

Mulitude stands in the middle of the Public Sphere and confronts the Empire.  

However, we can't define "multitude" as art or activist art solely because activist art has a strong bond 

with the society. All the interviewees of my journalistic production reach consensus on the idea of 

activist art can't create change by itself, it needs the dynamism of the society. Because it is quite tied to 

ever changing society, art itself is also in a rapid changing process which is the most important step for a 

successful activism in art.  
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Another important issue I've learned during my interviews is, activist art is not limited with revolting in 

the streets or presenting a combative behaviour. It has a deeper context. Although activist art is a 

practical act, it has its own theory, its own science. I've witnessed that every artist with whom I 

interviewed, are aware of this science. The theoretical background and the creative character of art 

makes activist art something constantly developing rather than a static fight.  

As I implied in the theoretical framework, Lieven De Cauter relates activist art with the word of 

"subversion" and claims that there are two types of subversion: bad subversion and good subversion. 

While bad subversion like being extreme leftist or extreme rightist, ends with a police state, good 

subversion aims to create spaces for defending democracy and justice rather than doing revolutions on 

the street. (De Cauter, 2011:9-16)  

Activist art revolts, activist art confronts, activist art raises its voice, but it does it in a way that 

sometimes it can be difficult to hear but always easy to feel. Once you feel, the effect comes 

permanently. I can not say activist art will change the world but because of offering the most creative 

ways for change, I guess it is worth to stop for a moment and listen or feel...  
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   10. Appendix: The Articles of the Journalistic Component 

 

1) “THE ART OF ARCHITECTURE EXPRESSES THE NOBLE QUALITIES OF 

HUMAN LIFE” An Interview with Christian Narkiewicz-Laine   

One of the nominees of Sydney Peace Prize for 2013 is announced as Christian Narkiewicz-Laine, the 

Finnish-American-Lithuanian architect. All the art forms he has involved, including poetry, sculpture and 

painting, reflect highly-charged critics against social and political injustice of the world. His critical 

attitude, ranging from anti-war activism to green advocacy, usually targets USA's foreign policies and 

other poles of “Power”.  

His latest exhibition meets with the audience in Norway during September 2012 and Narkiewicz, once 

again puts “the balance of the Power” under the magnifier with his art.   

Before his exhibition, it was a privilege to listen his story, his ideas about the quadrangle of activism, art, 

world order and architectural responsibilities.  

Mr. Narkiewicz-Laine, if we go back to the start, how would you describe the ignition point of your 

story?  

I was not “born” with the innate ability to draw or paint. It was something I willed myself to do as both 

an architect and an artist. I owe my artistic sensibility to my maternal grandmother, a doctor educated in 

St. Petersburg, who rejected formal education and raised me like Rousseau. On mornings when the 

school bus came to collect me, she hid me and then took me to the forest to properly educate me. I 

learned about the biology of the forest. At nights, I could point to all the major stars, planets, and 

constellations. My Russian-Lithuanian grandmother taught me to read, to write, to interpret the world 

around me. She gave me my sense of compassion, which is something no one could obtain from any 

means of formal education or school training. Likewise, I was not “born” as an architect, but a poet. I 

have written poetry since I can remember. It is an extension of my subconscious.  When I was young, my 

mother and my grandmother read to me the most important poets: Kazinsakis, Dostoyevski, and Borges. 

What makes architecture special among other art forms? 

“Architecture,” according to the ancient Greeks, is defined as “the first art”. I see no division between 

painting and music or sculpture and architecture. Whether it is an elaborate ancient temple meant to 

celebrate the deity and glory of the gods or the adobe or mud built houses of poor rural people in Africa, 

the art of architecture expresses the noble qualities of human life. Architecture must embrace the ideals 

and principles of civilization and culture, as well as the achievements and aspirations of human life. 

Without that expression, there is really no architecture. 

Your artistic style also usually incorporates Found Object (Objet Trouvé).  How do you define this 

style?  

The process is more like archaeology; unearthing, rediscovering, renovating, restoring, reclaiming, and 

redefining the hidden and the lost. In a series I produced on birds, mostly “Bird Flu,” I rediscovered 

hundreds of Japanese manufactured, hand-painted porcelain birds from the 1960s found in second-hand 

stores and thrift shops mostly selling for less than one dollar. These birds were incredible objects of 

aesthetic when you looked at singularly. They had a certain artistic worth the re-attention and 

subsequently, re-celebration. In a sense, it is a rediscovery of not just the objet trouvé, but of a Proustian 

temps perdus. 
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Found art has to have the artist's input—or better, intervention. Intervention is the key to this 

phenomenon. An artist must have a singular and very developed sense of intellection understanding of 

the universe in order for this rediscovery and interpretation to succeed. 

By using the “unusual” or “experimental”, you are taking a risk in a way. How is the audience's 

reaction towards to your works?  

“Is it art?” I suspect most people don’t understand the artist’s attempt to stray from traditional materials 

or the use of ephemeral materials in the creation of art. However, I do know that when I present a work 

of art using such materials as smoke or sound, the audience reacts in a positive way, thinking: “I never 

thought about that” or “I never saw it in this light.” And isn’t that a remarkable way to react? I mean, 

creating a work of art through a different understanding about what art is, or in fact, challenging the 

viewer to see something new in an entirely, different way.  

During my “Babylon” exhibition in 2007, I used Egyptian perfume, for instance. It is used here to bring 

the audience into another sensual realm in a kind of self-educed dreamlike state. As the audience lifted 

the covers of the vessels, I loved to watch them close their eyes as they inhaled and watch the sensory 

experience. The hope was unlocking hidden thoughts from the memory, images, dreams etc.  

WE MUST TRANSFORM “OCCUPY WALL STREET” TO “OCCUPY MAIN STREET” 

Today's architecture is quite dependent on the capital and the market. How possible to have 

activism in architecture in this atmosphere?  

It is only in our modern times that most building has reflected the fleeting principles of a commercial 

culture. In primitive times, temples and public buildings were erected by the people as a civic exponent 

of a community coming together in the practice of religion or the definition of democratic process. In 

Medieval times, the building of the great Gothic cathedrals in France was realized as a community 

project that evolved through the decades. Each trade, masons, carpenters, or artists gathered together to 

express a civilized ideal. Only in our contemporary times have we built dull and lifeless structures that 

really only reflect the senseless aspirations of a commercial society based only on the boredom of mass 

consumerism. It has made cities rootless and chaotic. 

Then, what should be done? 

In order to change the direction of our built environment, we must, reclaim our cities, our history, our 

homes, and our rights. In this sense, in order for us to transform our urban environments, from the city as 

a whole to our individual personal habitats, we need to develop a new awareness based on profound 

political activism. The needs of the poor and the right of the citizens must obtain a kind of militancy in 

order to rebel from the neglect and from the austerity of our current lifeless global cities. We need to 

realign the true meaning of what is housing, human rights, urban land, community development, civic 

engagement, criminal justice, environmental justice, and more. 

We must transform “Occupy Wall Street” to “Occupy Main Street.” 

RIGHT TO THE CITY 

There are many trend topics in architectural world such as "architecture for humanity", "social 

sustainability" etc. How much an architect is responsible from social justice?  

Unfortunately in our defunct present-day culture where the architect has become powerless and almost 

irrelevant, this profession is the least equip to deal with the integrity of social justice or architecture for 

humanity. This started in about the 1950s, when modern architecture organized itself as a corporate entity 
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with the birth of the mega architecture firms such as Skidmore, Owings & Merrill. It also came at a time 

when the leading style of architecture became the vertical city, or the skyscraper, which destroyed 

traditional urban planning and created new dead and lifeless commercial zones in the city.  

Only one modernist architect had the courage to come forward with any vision of humanity in 

contemporary architecture: The Egyptian architect Hassan Fathy. His style was an opposition to Western 

building designs. While western style uses capital-intensive technology, he utilized labor-intensive 

appropriate technology. Taking the traditional methods as a base, he re-built environment-friendly and 

economically affordable mud brick constructions. He also gave training to the inhabitants about building 

their own buildings.  

We must follow the footsteps of Fathy to reestablish the dialogue between tradition and modernity and to 

advocate primary human values in design, traditional natural-energy solutions, appropriate technology, 

cooperative construction techniques, and genuine civic pride in major community projects and in the 

design of cities in order to regain the humanist aspirations of real habitat. 

In regards to city planning, how much the society should be involved to the decision making 

process? What is the role of the architects in implicating the society to this process? 

There is a new generation of architects who are stepping forward with a greater and more profound 

vision for our future. I point to the Taiwanese architect, Hsieh Ying-Chun, whose socially engaged work 

as helped people rebuild their homes and their lives after the devastating earthquake in Taiwan in 1999. 

His reconstruction project for the Thao Tribe has gained him international recognition where he faced 

two challenges: to build houses within an extremely tight budget (25%-50% of the market price) and to 

base the projects on the notion of sustainable construction, green building, cultural preservation and 

creation of local employment opportunities. 

Ying-Chun’s reconstruction of these indigenous communities is a major battle in the struggle for 

sustainable construction since the majority of indigenous tribes are located in ecologically sensitive 

areas, near reservoirs or wildlife-protected areas.  

His architecture beliefs were based on a new premise for design: “illegal architecture.” 

“TERRORISM” IS DEFINED ANYONE WHO STANDS UP AGAINST THE SYSTEM 

Recently, many states changed their energy plan regarding to nuclear power. They more focus on 

renewable energy for energy production. As a person who had been in Chernobyl Zone for 

humanitarian support many times and built orphanages for Chernobyl children, how do you asses 

the new political decisions about nuclear plants? 

We have learned nothing from the dangers of our nuclear age and continue to in our lust for cheap energy 

solutions to destroy our world beyond repair. I suspect more examples of Chernobyl or Fukishima in the 

future until our planet is totally radiated and our environments completely poisoned. 

Does activist art have permanent and effective solutions for “saving the world” rather than 

showing up only in demonstrations? 

We can only respond to this in an individual way. Collectively we are doomed. Today, our governments 

define “terrorism” as anyone who stands up against the system.We can only work on an individual basis 

and through our own channels, be it an artist, a politician, an architect and as responsible individual 

citizens we must fight for a greater democracy, justice, and sustainability in our global cities. We need to 

realign the true meaning of what is housing, human rights, urban land, community development, civic 
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engagement, criminal justice, environmental justice, and more. 

 

2) THE CHASSE BETWEEN CONTINENTS  

Mostar Bridge, located in Bosnia-Hercegovina, is the construction which has been built in 16
th

 century. 

For years, it connected not only two banks of river Neretva but also several cultures, religions and beliefs 

. The war in 1993 destroyed the bridge but it was not enough to stop it from bonding the lives of different 

banks. After its reconstruction, Mostar Bridge continues to assemble three different ethnicities living its 

outskirts.   

The 28-year-old American activist dancer and choreographer Ashley Fargnoli's ability in assembling, 

departs from Mostar and reaches out to India. She tries to build a safe communication zone for the young 

people of the post-conflict countries by applying dance therapies to various groups and involving or 

leading different dance projects. According to her, “Dance is a particularly useful medium in mediation 

work where words are sometimes ineffective in resolving issues.”   

Ashley's story starts in Pennsylvania with classical ballet from the age of 7. It was not until she was an 

undergraduate student at Barnard College, Columbia University that she was first exposed to modern 

dance in 2005. Her life in New York City let her to perform with several dance companies and build the 

passion of connecting her dancing background with her desire of doing humanitarian work.  

The half-semester study abroad programs in France and Italy between 2003 and 2004, led her to go back 

to France to study her master degree in Cultural Project Management program at the Institute of Political 

Science in 2006. “It was especially important for me to understand politics, cultural factors, and the 

logistics of running a cultural organization in addition to dance technique. I took this knowledge from 

my studies and applied it to my international dance mediation work.” says Ashley. 

FROM BALKANS TO INDIA 

 Her first project in Balkan lands, which was through her master's internship, located in a Roma camp*  

at Mostar, Bosnia-Hercegovina. She was helping to Roma youth and women to integrate them into the 

mainstream society by providing educational and artistic activities.  

The inception of her passion for Balkan lands goes back to her earlier ages. She explains that she is the 

first person in her family to travel outside of the United States. “My fascination with the Balkan region 

grew out of an internship with the American Friends Service committee in Philadelphia where I was 

working on their community gardening program based in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which provided a 

source of income for survivors of war and an opportunity for reconciliation.” , she says.  

In 2008, Ashley's worldwide art continued with her master's second internship in Kolkata Sanved, the 

human rights organization located in Kolkata, India. She provided rehabilitation by dance/movement 

therapy to the survivors of human trafficking which is also her undergraduate thesis that gave her the 

chance to work with this organization.  

“After India, I decided to return to Bosnia and Herzegovina as I recognized a need for mediation in the 

divided city of Mostar” says Ashley while explaining the start of three years of residency in Balkans after 

coming back from India in the end of 2008 . She believes that dance is a very strong tool to connect 

young people from different ethnicities. “So I began  implementing my own dance projects trying to 

unite youth in the city and collaborated with the United World College in Mostar, Genesis:Sarajevo, 

Transcontinental Dance Collaborative, and other local cultural institutions and dance studios.”, she cites.  
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3 NOTES AND DANCE MOVEMENT THERAPY 

In May 2011, she finished her latest project, “3 Notes Balkan Dance Project” which has 30 dancers from 

three controversial cities of Balkan lands, Sarajevo, Mostar and Belgrade. The aim of the project is, as 

Ashley explains, “fostering relationships between youth that normally would not have an opportunity to 

meet and to provide an opportunity for them to share their experiences with one another”  

She expresses her surprise when she learned that only three dancers out of the 30, had travelled to the 

each other's country. For her, it was a pleasing and encouraging experience to observe her students' 

reactions when visiting the other country. 

Ashley portrays the current situation in Bosnia-Hercegovina as “complicated” and according to her; the 

existence of three presidents, representing the three ethnicities is not helpful to solve this complexity. 

“Mostar for example” she says, “It has been a divided city since the end of the war.  Segregated schools 

still exist with different curriculums based on ethnicity.”  

Although she has lived in Balkans for three years, she didn't conclude her involvements with the human 

trafficking survivors in India. “Dance Movement Therapy (DMT)”, which was initiated during her 

internship in Kolkata Sanved in 2008, is a documentary film directed by her friend Shawn Convey.  

It took eight months to observe, participate and co-lead the dance sessions which aim to rehabilitate the 

survivors from their traumatic experiences and four months of filming. After the rehabilitation process 

the survivors' turning into trainers, who are now working in shelter homes, train platforms, schools, and 

mental health institutions, was very fascinating for her. “I was most struck by the young girls, who are 

living in the shelter homes. Many of them were daughters of prostitutes” she says and continues 

enthusiastically “Their ability to meditate and focus was incredible to witness for young girls of that 

age.” 

DMT is still in the process of editing and planned completion is the end of 2012. “We plan to submit it to 

film festivals around the world to raise awareness about human trafficking and the use of 

dance/movement therapy with this population.” she explains.  

FOSTERING EMPATHY  

Ashley Fargnoli is a dancer whose self-improvement is limitless. She currently follows her second 

master degree in dance/movement therapy and counseling at Columbia College in Chicago. According to 

her, since the trauma is still present in post-conflict countries, it was inevitable for her to go for further 

training to help affected people in the most appropriate and efficient way. Besides her success in 

academia, her professional life is shaped by various experiences she had from all around the world. She 

designates her choreographic style as “the mélange of all of the forms she has come across throughout 

the years.”  

For Ashley, dance differs from other art forms by being a non-verbal communication which has no 

language barriers. She stresses that “The connections and bonds, which can be established in dancing 

together, are extremely powerful. They are helping to bridge misunderstandings and fostering empathy 

among diverse groups of therapy.”   

Ashley's ultimate future goal is, developing above said bridge by launching an organization with its 

branches in several countries to combine dance activism and dance/movement therapy. Since her 

“chasse”, which departed from USA and traveled to France, Italy, Bosnia-Hercegovina and India, is 

decisive to continue its way with other countries,  it is not wrong to say Ashley Fargnoli's activist art  
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became the Mostar Bridge of the continents.  

*Roma is an ethnic minority group who also suffered from massacre during the war between 1992-1995 

 

3) BEYOND THE LANGUAGE BARRIERS: LITERARY ACTIVISM 

If literature is using the medium of language, one may discuss the literature's limitations in reaching to 

people in regards to the questions of how to translate, what to translate, which language to translate and 

so on.  

As a different point of view, the writer and cultural critic Stefan Jonsson defends that, unlike other art 

forms, literature provides certain space of reflexivity in relating aesthetic concerns with other concerns 

such as political, scientific or ethical. “I could even argue that literature is the most universal genre 

because except visual material, it can incorporate scientific discourses, political discourses or historical 

narratives. For instance, a novel can always incorporate pieces of other discourses into itself.” says 

Jonsson.  

However he agrees with the idea of being tied to language, creates problems for literature especially  

while the world is getting global hastily and according to him the globalization of the world should be 

discussed in different levels such as political, economic, cultural globalization and the globalization of 

ethics, aesthetics. Jonsson expresses that globalization works through the introduction of specific 

universal equivalents, standards, universal measurements and these determining factors governed by 

certain interests and powers.  

GLOBALIZATION OR UNIVERSAL STANDARDS? 

According to Jonsson, political globalization is the introduction of certain forms and institutions such as 

various bodies of the UN and most of the international organizations that are able to set the agenda and 

to determine how diplomacy and political collaboration can occur in the world. “In the economic level, 

the most common example of that is precisely money which is the universal measurement that makes it 

possible to measure the values of commodities” he says.   

However, cultural globalization is comparable for him and not everything is reduced to money. Major 

cultural institutions plays big role in measurement process. While it is main media companies for 

journalism, biennials, triennials and the huge art manifestations are the powers which determine the 

universal standards for visual arts. “In literature world” he says, “when a global novel has to contain 

certain ingredients, then it becomes picked up by the main publishing houses around the world. Once it 

catches the attention of readers throughout the world, then it is translated into many languages. So you 

can speculate how certain forms, certain narratives are adjustable to translation to become available.” 

IDENTITIES 

Stefan Jonsson is currently Professor of Ethnic Studies at the Institute for Research in Migration Ethnic 

Relations and Society, Linköping University and beside globalization, his studies focus on 

multiculturalism, racism, the political and social interpretation of identities.  

For him, the biggest problem of today's world is racism and as he explains, an individual's tendency to 

structure his identity, his interests and future around certain kind of narrow minded ethnic or national 

identities is becoming a risky act day by day. He claims that an organized fascism exists today and 

conversely to the idea of the problem of racism can be solved on cultural or political level, he defends 

that it has to be solved on economic level. Economic conditions and social justice, which make those 
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people uninterested by these movements, should be established by the authorities.  

According to Jonsson, since Europe already has a long history of seeing himself as white supremacist 

best culture of the world, the existence of populist, ethnocentric, sometimes even fascist parties in certain 

European parliaments today, ignites the racist discourse. “In today's Europe, most white people still think 

that they are superior to other parts of the world. I think this is deeply ingrained, almost unconscious 

conviction of most white people.” he says.  

He also implies that with the increasing rate of social problems and poverty, USA's and Europe's so 

called “supremacist side” began to collapse. “The language which separates the world into first, second 

third world is becoming more and more outdated. The terms are the product of 1950s. The first world 

was the capitalist world, the second world was the communist countries and third world meant the 

countries which were not the part of either the first or second world.” says Jonsson and cites, “In 1950s, 

the description of Third World was uncertain. Even France considered itself as third world because they 

didn't want to be a part of either American or Soviet Block”  After it was consolidated that Third World 

are the formally colonized countries which were not showing the same kind of economic wealth as the 

first and the second world did, it became synonymous with the word of “underdeveloped”. Stefan 

Jonsson argues that it was 1990s when this idea collapsed as a result of the Second World's collapse. “I 

guess this term is becoming more and more outdated and people are looking for new ways in 

describing.” he says.  

CAN ART BE SUCCESSFUL IN BUILDING BRIDGE BETWEEN THE CULTURES? 

“Art, aesthetics and culture are our only hope in this sense. It is more than a hope. It is a kind of practice, 

a kind of antidote to ethnical identitarian thinking”, responds Stefan Jonsson. As a cultural critic in 

aesthetics, art and literary, he advocates that art cannot be created for a certain specific ethnic group of 

people unless it is a struggling liberation and emancipation of small ethnic group. 

According to him, the nature of art and aesthetics embodies a universal trust which cannot be confined 

within any sort of cultural, ethnic or identitarian barriers and this also be seen as a kind of ineffable 

moment of resistance in artistic and aesthetic language which refuse to serve anyone's specific interests. 

“Art is an appeal for communication with other human beings. It doesn't discriminate on whether it 

wants to communicate that culture or this culture.” he adds.  

Regarding to Jonsson's remark, the art works of controversial Swedish artists Lars Vilks and Makode 

Linde has shown that when art focuses on one specific culture, the racist/anti-racist discourse becomes 

inevitable. According to Jonsson, to assess the tendency of art, two questions should be asked, “Why is 

this art work emerging right here, right now?” and “Is it successful, progressive or reactionary?”   

Makode Linde explains that his controversial cake performance was not only about female circumcision, 

it was about how female circumcision is an example of the white the world oppresses the blacks, how the 

stereotypes are about Africa like Africa is the continent where female circumcision exists. Jonsson 

explains that although it is difficult to assess what is an art work and what is not an art work, Makode's 

work was a successful propaganda because it showed that racism exists in Sweden even though most of 

the Swedes try to ignore it. “Otherwise Minister of Culture would just walk away from the cake and 

discuss or other people could say 'Let's cut another cake' ”  

After his controversial Mohammed drawing, Lars Vilks stresses that he has no against idea towards any 

race or religion and he has the right to draw anything he wants. According to Stefan Jonsson's Vilks' case 
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is different than Makode Linde. He believes that Lars Vilks is a product of the cultural climate that 

emerged after 9/11 and he is riding that kind of boats which was introduced by the Danish Mohammed 

caricatures. For Jonsson, Vilks has used the said climate it in order to further a certain anti-Islamist and 

Islamophobic discourse in Sweden and inn Europe. “He has disgracefully done it by appealing to the 

very important principle of freedom of expression which was irresponsible on his terms because he 

knows that his freedom of expression has never been threatened in any way” says Jonsson and adds that 

regarding to the activist art both Makode Linde and Lars Vilks can be count as an political activist, they 

are both working on the problem of racism but “One working against it, one is promoting it”  

Stefan Jonsson accepts that sometimes art can be successful with communicating with close circle of 

very related people but it can never confine itself to that task. For him, there will always be the tendency 

of going outside, beyond and across the fence. “It is practice of transcending and art and aesthetics are 

that practice. It is their natural function to build the bridges”, he says and cites “In that sense art is always 

in active mode and medium of resistance against anti-immigration, racist, xenophobic movements.” 

4) THE QUING OF HIP-HOP: SOOKEE 

What can a small piece of graffiti cause in a person's life?  

When 28-year-old rapper Nora Hantzch, with the stage name Sookee, saw that graffiti on her sister's 

pencil case, it was the inception of her passion to hip-hop music. Later on, this passion triggered her 

struggle against every intimidation to gender and culture related liberties, which lasts for the last 12 

years.   

“The group which I was a member of, was quite masculine and I was the one who checks if the police is 

coming or not. I didn't play a big role” says Sookee with a smile when she talks about Crew Profi Rap, 

the hip-hop band in which she had her first musical experience.  

Her first album, “Kopf Herz Arsch (Mind, Heart, Ass)”, released in 2006. She confesses that being alone 

on the stage freaked her out and caused a long pause in her career for four years. This period was the 

opportunity to know herself, meeting new people, recognizing that the people in the left subculture have 

the same topics and the same interests as she has. She finally had found her stage and audience and in 

2010 her second album “Quing” was released.  

“Quing” is also the pseudonym of Sookee. This is a term, created by her and implies a gender balance in 

hip-hop music. “In Hip-Hop there are some granted positions such as 'the mother of a rapper' , 'the sister 

of a rapper' but these are always somehow related to male, to the male dominance.  I was thinking about 

a traditional and royal term like queen and king. So, I mixed them up and came up with the idea of 

“Quing” and opened it for everybody. The audience used it as a name of mine.”  

According to her, the protest culture doesn't exist enough in Germany. People don't go to streets and 

protest against something. Their perception of protest culture is limited with what is imposed in the 

classical sense through history. Her third and last album, “Bitches, Butches, Dykes and Divas” was 

released to look from a different angle and presents a new form of feminist activism in 2011. While the  

song, “Milady”, criticizes the media for creating certain advertisements which put the woman body 

forward rather than the product itself,  “Pro Homo”, the debut song of the album, draws attention to the 

homophobia.  
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Aside from her musical career, Sookee also has an academic background on German Linguistics and 

Gender Studies, contributions to various social projects and engagements as a lecturer with young 

people, with the age range from 16 to 18. The impact of this richness is visible both on her lyrics and 

political stance which encompasses the struggle against gender and culture related problems.    

According to her, gender and culture related issues are mixed to each other. “It is not only about 

'cheering for women'. You can't think about anti-sexism action without thinking of the question of racism 

and homophobia”, says Sookee and advocates that hip-hop is a secure platform for young people to 

discuss about these issues because sexual or cultural identification is not necessary in hip-hop.  

“POSITIVE IRRITATION IS MY THING” 

Sookee accepts that all kinds of music have this global aspect which doesn't ask people about their 

background. However, she differs hip-hop from other types with its three dimensions; “youth culture”, 

“subculture” and “subcultural activists”. “Hip-hop has the biggest youth culture in the world. I don't 

think the young audience of techno, reggae, punk rock or ska, is as wide as hip-hop, especially in 

Germany. Hip-hop helps them to express themselves fully. ” she says and continues “When this young 

people get older, they handle world issues in a more professional way. A new subculture rises with a new 

system or a new structure. By the time, of course, some people leave this subculture and get into 

capitalist world of culture industry and the rest forms the subcultural activists in hip-hop”.  

Mentioned three dimensions are also the core of Sookee's agenda. She not only connects with left 

subculture but also the youth of right wing such as Neo-Nazis. She implies that it is important to know 

the images and ideas in their mind. “First, I ask them if they were expecting a male or female lecturer for 

that rap workshop and then, listen their ideas. You should listen to people's ideas otherwise you can't 

change anything.” says Sookee. She rejects the portrayals which show her as if she is washing the youth's 

brain. “I am not a preacher. I don't have the truth so as anybody. I just say what I experienced all my life. 

I can give the ideas of how everything can be different.” she says. This attitude has been interpreted as if 

she has a tough and radical manner. For her, communicating with people in a way that they don't expect 

is a successful strategy which may either convince them or irritate them. “Positive irritation is my thing”, 

Sookee says proudly.  

POWER RELATIONS  

Sookee also takes a critical stance towards the German government's policies regarding the gender and 

culture issues. According to her, Germany is a sexist and homophobic country and the government has an 

intention to accuse the immigrants such as Turks, Kurds, or Arabs by raising the homophobia in the 

country. “Pope has a deep effect on Germany but people choose to hurray him rather than questioning his 

impacts on policies. They think Islam brings the 'danger' but nobody sees the Nazi violence which caused 

more than 150 deaths for the last ten years. ” 

As for her, the policies of the government, physical or mental violence, dominancy struggle between 

races and genders are only about the power.   

As a woman, Sookee also had various difficulties in masculine hip-hop music industry but according to 

her, it is all about power rather than the gender. If people have power, they just don't want to share it.  “I 

don't want any women do what another man expect them to do. If you want to stand on your feet on the 

stage, be strong and just do it!” she says.  

 



45 

In her opinion, it is impossible to measure the effect of art but she believes that it exists enough to create 

a change. Sookee was aware of the power in her hands and knew that from where she should begin; the 

young generation, the core of the society. It seems like her success on both musical and social arena will 

last as long as she keeps receiving the feedbacks of the young people from various backgrounds.    

 

5) 40 YEARS OF PEACE STRUGGLE AND A SHIP-FULL OF HOPE  

SUPERMARKET is an independent, international art fair held in Stockholm every year since 2007.  The 

aim of the fair focuses on providing the opportunity for artists to display their works and establishing 

international network between them.   

This year, Supermarket Art Fair took place in Kulturhuset between February 17 and 19, 2012. The 

participation reached to hundreds of artists from 30 different countries and a wide variety of visitors. 

Beside 16 performances, which was staged on performance art stage Red Spot,  there were 10 seminars  

focusing on various subjects such as, “The structure and nature of performance”, “The context of post-

war”, “Activism and contemporary art “, “G-local understanding of the art world “ etc.  

Dror Feiler, Swedish-Israeli artist, musician and activist, was one of the speakers during the seminar of 

“Artists or Terrorists?” The discussion questioned the artists' boundaries and argued the threats and 

harassments towards them. He was also an exhibitor in the name of his gallery TEGEN2, during the art 

fair.  

In Feiler's story, the boundaries collapsed for the first time in 1973. He was a young paratrooper in Israeli 

Army and rejected to serve in Gaza. In 1973, at the age of 22, he moved to Sweden and studied 

musicology and composition. Since 1983, he is working as a musician, composer, gallery owner and 

peace activist. 

As a musician he defines his style as free improvised jazz. The improvisation, for him, resembles an 

ordinary meeting with a friend which usually has an unplanned conversation. He thinks that with an 

unplanned playing, it is possible to reach the musical results which a person can never fantasize when he 

sits on a desk and write notes. “On the other hand”, he says, “when you sit at home and write notes, you 

can reach architectonic results which are very precise that you cannot reach by improvising. So I try to 

combine both with my band.” 

WHEN BEING AN ACTIVIST IS NOT A CHOICE 

To him, being an activist is not necessary for every artist; however, every artistic action is political. 

Avoiding political subjects is also a political decision. “For me, it was not a choice, it was a need and 

part of me”, he says because his engagement in politics was inherited from his family who were always 

in struggle for the rights of the Palestinians.  

As a person who was born into the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, he thinks that there are people who really 

know the reasons of the most enduring war of the world history; however, there are also people either 

don't know the reasons or don't want to know the reasons. “Israel entered the lands which were not 

empty. Some people try not to think about it because nobody likes to live with guilt.”, he says.  

Dror Feiler is one of the active members of the humanitarian initiative, Ship to Gaza. In the name of this 

creation, he involved in Gaza Freedom Flotilla which includes six ships, carrying humanitarian aid, and 

aiming to end the siege on Gaza. They departed from different countries and ended up with the raid of 

the Israeli soldiers and the death of nine activists of the boat, Mavi Marmara in 2010.  
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“THEY CAME WITH HEAVY GUNS” 

“Our ship was not so far away from Mavi Marmara and they came with helicopters and heavy guns” he 

says and tells what he witnessed, “Because I can speak Hebrew, during our journey Israeli Government 

asked questions to me about our aim, the reasons why we are coming etc. Every day, I told them not to 

come with the soldiers because it would only make people afraid and you can never predict what would 

happen next. On the night of May 31, they attacked us in the international waters of Mediterranean,  not 

in their national territorial borders.”  

According to Feiler, the world leaders, who claim that they are committed to international law, Geneva 

Conventions, the equality of nations, don't put enough effort on Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Ship to Gaza 

tries to force them to act for breaking the blockade on Gaza. “We are not supporting Hamas or any other 

groups. We are only doing what a human being should do.” he says, and gives example from Second 

World War and Bosnian War: “In 1948, Swedish people sent white buses to help Jewish people who 

survived from the concentration camps in Germany. In the same way, ten years ago there was a ship to 

Bosnia. We have to do something. We cannot just write a letter.”  

After Mavi Marmara incident, on November 2010, Feiler and Mehmet Kaplan, the member of Swedish 

parliament, wanted to process legal procedure in Israeli court. “If Israel is as democratic as they say, they 

should have done something about the crisis”, says Feiler. However, their attempt culminated with their 

detention on Israeli border. The officers impounded their cameras, equipment and Feiler's saxophone. 

Additionally, Dror Feiler banned from entering to Israel for ten years. 

“If I did something specifically against Israeli government, they should tell me what it is. They also 

blocked the second attempt of Freedom Flotilla on 2011. We were again in the international waters but 

this time they didn't attack. They must have learned something.” Feiler cites. 

WHOSE BLOOD IS THAT? 

This was not his first embroilment with Israeli government officials. In 2004, his art installation “Snow 

White and The Madness of Truth” which was exhibited in Museum of National Antiquities, Stockholm 

was vandalized by Zvi Mazel, the ambassador of Israel in Sweden.  The art work consisted of a small 

ship maquette named Snow White which was carrying the portrait of Hanadi Jaradat, the Palestinian 

suicide bomber and floating upon a pool which was full of blood red colored liquid. When Dror Feiler 

and his wife Swedish artist Gunilla Sköld-Feiler exhibited the piece, their intention was not about 

supporting suicide or terrorism. “We wanted to point out that when there is nothing to live for, then 

people find something to die for”, says Dror Feiler. For them, it was an investigation of the mechanism 

which turns a normal person into a suicide bomber. “It is not the blood of Israeli people as many Israeli 

said. It is the blood of all Palestinian and Israeli people who died during this war.”, he says and 

questions, “Hanadi also lost 16 members from her family. How can you know which blood belongs to 

who? If we had put George W. Bush's photo there, would people still think it is glorification of him?” 

“FREEDOM OF ACTION IS THE RUIN OF THE STATES” 

In his website, Dror Feiler writes that the history shall be understood as undecided. He doesn't believe in 

total determinism. He also doesn't believe that art is powerful enough to alter the history's course; 

however, one thing is sure for him that it is unacceptable to just sit down and wait the rules of the system. 

He advocates that art should be a key to the door which will provide the possibility of noticing the 

current situation and the different point of view in decision making. “The newspapers or other mediums 
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cannot always succeed that. Sometimes all you need is a work of art.”, he says.  

Dror Feiler is a peace activist, contemporary artist, musician and now, a member the crew of the ship 

Estelle, departed from Umeå, Sweden in the end of June 2012 and laid up for breaking the siege on Gaza 

as a part of Freedom Flotilla 3. The boundaries which he mentioned about six months ago during a 

seminar, was nothing but a wall which accepts everything as it is. Once the wall collapses, it is the 

beginning of art and music. “I think having no words makes it more challenging for music but it is also 

what makes it different and I like it”, he says and quotes from Jean le Rond d'Alembert, the editor of first 

encyclopedia in 18
th

 century:  

“Freedom in music presupposes freedom of feeling, freedom of feeling brings with it freedom of 

thought, freedom of thought leads to freedom of action, and freedom of action is the ruin of states” 

6) A CULTURAL GUERILLA: BEDRI BAYKAM 

“I have never sought any other thing than the independence of Turkey during my life, thus we fought 

against imperialism of USA. We do not fear from the death unlike the compradors of USA. I am honored 

to bestow my existence to the independence of Turkey at the age of 24.”  

In his latest legal assertion in 1971, Deniz Gezmiş, the Turkish political activist and the leader of many 

student movements between 1968 and 1972, declared the words above. According to him, Turkey should 

break free from the imperialist sanctions and a socialist revolution is urgently needed. His political 

resistance ended up with his execution by hanging in 1972.  

 “Deniz was a legend. His only power was his words. He had an important ascendance over the students. 

He could make thousands of people demonstrate in the streets. It became like the ultimate goal of the 

government to get rid of Deniz at that time. I was always inspired by him and my first political art works 

were about him.” says Bedri Baykam, the Turkish activist painter and writer.  

For Bedri Baykam, it was inevitable to be a political activist artist.  He was born to a family in which his 

father was the revolutionist parliament member Suphi Baykam and his mother was the architectural 

engineer Mutahhar Baykam. He started painting at the age of two and from the age of eight, he attended 

to different political demonstrations and met many politicians through his father. His childhood heros, 

the Western cartoon series characters Captain Miki (as Tommiks in Turkey), Il Grande Blek (as Steel 

Blek Teksas in Turkey) were the fighters for justice and independence and they turned into Deniz Gezmiş 

in Baykam's age of maturity.  

Late 1980s is the era in which Baykam's political attitude gets more dominancy in his art works. Before 

that, in 1984 he studied Painting and Cinema at California College of Arts and Crafts and it was 1987 

when he moved back to Turkey. Until that time, he had various exhibitions in San Francisco, New York, 

Istanbul and Paris. The artist is now, one of the founders and current president of International Plastic 

Artists Association which co-operates with UNESCO. Additionally, he is the member of Association for 

Supporting Contemporary Life and The Kemalist Thought Association.  

The Kemalist thought, according to him, is a universal ideology and the only ideology which met 21
st
 

century without giving any loss. He implies that Capitalism started to new century with the war of 

shame, Marxism couldn't fit to human nature because of accepting everybody equal and Social 

Democracy may be the only ideology which can compete with Kemalism if it saves itself from the 

influence of imperialism. “Gender equality, the importance of technology and science, good relations 

with neighbor countries, democracy, and peace at home, peace at world, free health care and education 
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are some of the elements that Kemalism supports. Which one is outmoded today? If you skip one of 

those elements, either you become an imperialist who is carving for more lands or a fascist like Hitler or 

Franco.”, he says.  

According to Baykam, he was born to be a guerilla of freedom. He stresses that, “I undertake all the 

freedoms as a whole. Freedom of speech, sexuality, life-style, democracy, human rights, anti-racism, and 

anti-imperialism are the parts which establish the notion of ‘Freedom’. You can't separate them. It is 

impossible to say 'we can have a modern life-style during a dictatorship'.”   

He advocates that secularism is the backbone of independency. “When there is no secularism, there is the 

pressure of religion. You don't have the right to think, to judge, to suspect or to question. Additionally, a 

secular country can't make a decision between the religious and non-religious people. It should keep its 

distance equal to both sides.” he says and claims that both being religious and being alcohol consumer,  

are life-styles in the same extent.  

“The Box of Democracy” was his first 3D art piece which lets people to enter in a box in which they are 

free to give any respond they want to the question of what they expect from democracy. Subsequently, 

“Kubilay's Room”, which was a critic to non-secular governments, has been exhibited first time in 1987 

at Istanbul Biennial.  Bedri Baykam illustrated Mehmet Fahri Kubilay, the Turkish officer killed by 

Islamic fanatics during a riot in 1930, with a display figure which is beheaded and laying on the floor of 

a Turkish bath. “When I said new Kubilays are on the way, no one believed me. Then, Muammer Aksoy, 

the leftist academic of law and deputy of parliament in 1977, had been assassinated.” he says.  

WORLD ART DAY 

After more than 100 exhibitions, 23 published books and thousands of articles, Bedri Baykam 

spearheaded to an important project. For him, it was necessary to have one special day for art while the 

world is celebrating many other days for fathers, mothers, workers etc. Thus, on April 5-6, 2011 during 

17th General Assembly of International Association of Arts (IAA), held in Guadalajara, Mexico, he 

presented his project about announcing April 15, Leonardo Da Vinci's birthday, as World Art Day. The 

project aims spreading “art awareness”, uniting people under the name of art and providing them various 

art events, museum and gallery visits until late nights and specific conferences held on that day. The 

proposal was accepted by the assembly of IAA and celebrated for the first time on April 15, 2012 in 

many countries like Sweden, Mexico, France, Turkey, London, Italy etc.  

“As I said during the proposal, 'the world is going in many wrong directions'. Human rights and freedom 

of speech violations are raising, the greed for money under the name of politics ends up with more wars.” 

says Baykam and takes attention to the artists' situations to be in the middle of all these chaos. He 

stresses that, “World Art Day is a newly established idea but hopefully, will provide a free arena for 

artists to spread their ideas, peace and justice. I am so excited about the project and quite honored that a 

project like this had engineered by Turkey”  

“THAT KIND OF FAME IS OUT OF MY INTEREST” 

The fame of Bedri Baykam brings not only success but also different critics to him. Hakkı Devrim, the 

Turkish journalist and publisher, uses the expression “tout” and “officious” while describing him. In 

social media platforms, the critics gather around him being populist, self-centered and sexuality looms 

unnecessarily large in many of his works. According to him, these reactions are quite normal because in 

all around the world, the most famous artists of the relevant era had always been criticized. “It was same 
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for Picasso, Warhol, Dali, or Julian Schnabel.” , he says.  

Beside politics, Istanbul, art history and landscapes, sexuality is one of the five themes that is used in 

Baykam's art works. “They criticize me because of my women paintings. This is my freedom and 

following my art is up to their preference. I use absolute colors and composition, create collages and 3D 

illustrations. For the last three years, I focus on Live Art which is a specific illustration style with live 

models. In all of them, I use a wide variety of themes. They have one common point, the artist's freedom, 

my freedom.” he cites.  

He also responds to the critics about him being “officious and populist”. According to him, populist artist 

holds his ideas back. He likes to go with the flow and cozies up to the system. He questions, “What kind 

of populist artist I am, that I confront everybody to cozy up to all of them” and concludes with a serious 

tone, “I didn't get involved into any scandal to be famous; I didn't have a scandalous caricature or 

painting. That kind of fame is out of my interest.”   

 

7) THE ROUNDABOUT OF FREEDOM OF SPEECH: An Interview with Lars 

Vilks 

If a drawing causes international political crises, death threats, bombings and endless controversies, how 

far can the artists go? Is art really an eternal creation process or the borders of the artist are already 

drawn?  

When Swedish painter and art theoretician Lars Vilks, who is already very well-known all around 

Scandinavia with his controversial enormous art installations Nimis and Arx, drew Prophet Mohammed 

as a roundabout dog, all the debates about freedom of speech have entered to the same roundabout but 

they cannot find the way out from the circulatory roadway since then.  

Mr Vilks, could you please tell us about the inception of your prophet drawing's controversy? 

In 2007, there was an exhibition in a very small town located outside of Karlstad. This exhibition has 

been exclusively hot attraction for the local people. The theme was “dog in art”. When I told to the 

curators about my intention, they found it very interesting at first. So, I sent my roundabout drawings. It 

was just before the exhibition opening when they took down my painting from the wall because of the 

security issues.  At that moment there was a journalist in the room. He got a good story there and then the 

story went over all over Sweden and then all over the world.  

Was your intention pushing the limits of a critical zone like religion?  

First of all, I didn't expect this much attention because it was a very small exhibition. I did inspired by 

the controversial Danish cartoons and about their situation, my ideas always have been the same that you 

can't censor these kind of pieces. On the contrary, you should publish them everywhere because more 

you publish more you will make them less interesting. There will be an inflation of these kinds of 

cartoons and drawings and people will be tired of seeing these images. When you publish it everywhere, 

you can't find the certain enemy.  

What are the differences between your case and Danish cartoons published in Jyllands-Posten? 

First of all, a cartoonist is not an artist. Normally cartoonists are creating for newspapers, magazines 

which is not interesting for the art world but sometimes a cartoonist can become an artist when they 

exhibit and participate to the art world. On the other hand, when you are an artist, you have the 

possibility to expand the idea that “My thing is not only drawings. It is a process work, conceptual work 
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deals with how many people are reacting, and how the drawing is interpreted. It has consequences.” I 

collect all these feedbacks and make exhibitions so the art work is expanding. 

There are many comments about you such as “you have no respects for the values of the people” or 

“the only reason of the prophet drawing was fame or propaganda”. How do you think about these 

comments? 

First of all, I am not against any religion or race, and I know that I have to live with being called as 

racist. I really didn't think that it could be such an out-coming problem of racism, being blasphemous or 

insulting a weak group. Secondly, it is obvious that every artist wants to be famous but as I said, I didn't 

expect it to happen because it was such a small place to exhibit. I still say that if they hadn't taken my 

painting off the wall, I don't think that it would have been this much public.  

When I was invited to this exhibition they sent me some pictures of other artists. Same place had various 

exhibitions before. “Cat in art” for instance... They said to me that they don't only accept cute pictures 

but also they exhibit critical experimental art there. There was one artist who has critical paintings 

attacking to some targets such as George Bush. He drew Bush as an ill cat. Everything is ok when you 

attack to Bush administration or USA but when it comes to religious issues; they take your painting off 

the wall. My presentation was more directly hitting the idea in the art world.  

WESTERN THINKING AND “THE OTHERS” 

In 2007, you wrote about the relationship between western tradition and Muslim world in your 

blog. You stressed that “According to the Western thinking, Muslim world should somehow adjust 

to the Western tradition. The Muslim world is not fully ready to step into the democracy, equality, 

personal development and so on.” Doesn't it make Western superior than the Muslim world?  

Yes! West is best. I mean, West has taken away the world, all technology, all thinking, all creating and all 

science. These also exist in other countries but they don't have their own model. It is a Western model. To 

my feel, for example art history has also spread to the other parts of the world from West.  What is left in 

the other cultures is just tradition, food and different style but what does style has to do with art? Art is a 

different notion which was built on the idea that you should transgress, challenge and have an absolute 

freedom. In art you have the unique situation, creating whatever you want, creating your own rules. In 

many Muslim countries, the authority comes from the holy book. 

Doesn't that cause “Othering”? 

One who wants to talk politically correct can say that “we are a big family” but why should you lie?  

There is always going to be a difference. There is even difference between Sweden and Norway. Sweden 

has always been the big brother. After the oil market rose in Norway, people started to say that the big 

brother is Norway but still... Big brother will always be the big brother because of its symbolic value.  

When you look at Europe, you will also see the differences. What is Europe? France, Germany, Britain. 

All the other countries are trying to hang on to them and try to take everything from their sources.  

Do you think that the Mohammed drawing opened a new page in the discussion of freedom of 

speech?  

When my piece comes to discussion it is always about freedom of speech but I cannot describe these 

discussions as a new page since the controversy goes on. It is always declared that freedom of speech is 

protected by law but then people also discuss what is reasonable. Who can decide to what should and 

shouldn't be said? 
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Freedom of speech is usually related to “If someone is insulted, he is insulted and that is the 

interpretation although the artist's intention was different.” There was a Finnish artist who made a project 

on pedophiles. She was against pedophiles but she also found out that it is easy to access hundreds of 

pedophile pictures from the internet. So she exhibited a collection of these pictures in Helsinki. She was 

taken to court and condemned. She said that it was not her intention and that was just a  project that is 

against pedophiles.  

The critical question of freedom of speech is whether you should take the intentions or interpretations 

into consideration. 

“THERE IS HYPOCRISY IN ART WORLD”  

Do you consider yourself as an activist for freedom of speech? 

I don't have a specific target or special ideology. I have the idea that art is an experimental scene where 

you try things out. I am interested in burning questions. I am also interested in challenging authorities 

and art world.  My attitude is maybe activism in a way but has no political stance.   

Why are you targeting art world?  

I know that activist art is a rising trend right now. They have a naïve belief that “The revolution is 

coming now” but for me, when art becomes an activist, then it becomes a problem with art world.  

My target is art world because there is hypocrisy there. They are making revolutions in the galleries but 

who is financing them? Neoliberalism and Capitalism. They are supposed to be the enemies but artists 

meet these enemies at the parties.   

Then, what should artists do to make their voice heard? 

I think you have to redefine the situation for artists. Art is a bit unclear and poetic. It is a bit difficult to 

make interpretations to say what they exactly mean. When you make a simple and clear message in art, 

the enchantment of art disappears. You have to leave the interpretation to the spectator. The art work isn't 

fulfilled when it is said that “Here is the message. Read!” Art is an expression of an idea that you can't 

cover with words.  

Screaming in the squares is not enough for the change. People might say “So what? There are a lot of 

people standing in the squares saying this and that.” It is more complicated than this. It is actually 

depends on in which country you are an artist. If you are in Iran for example, it is very difficult to be a 

critical artist. If you are from Israel, you are not allowed to participate.  

Mostly in democracies, if you want to criticize capitalism, neoliberalism, go ahead do it. They will even 

pay for it. Deutschebank will support you, for example because it is fancy and trendy. In dictatorships 

like China, art's behavior is more direct. People know who the bad guys are. Artists are directly pointing 

on them. Everyone supports Ai Weiwei because he is direct and not doing it because it is fancy and 

trendy. There is always going to be different methods of solving the problem.  

 

8) PERFORMANCE VS. IDENTITIES 

The lady with satin white night dress sat on the mattress to refresh her red lipstick. The room seemed 

rather messy with a pile of clothes lying on the turquoise armchair while some of them are hanging down 

from the white cabinet door and nostalgic cheval mirror. The nostalgia was not only being reflected by 

the mirror, but also the black and white photos on the white walls, the ancient chest and the empty old 

wine bottles which are left on the white wooden table. After refreshing her lipstick, the lady headed 
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towards to the white wooden chair, the match of the same colored table, to continue planting kisses 

across the entire room. The lipstick marks on the walls and all furniture were not natural patterns but 

three-days-work of Nezaket Ekici, the Turkish-German performance artist and sculptor.  

It was 2002 when the performance took place in an empty gallery space in which the audience could 

access the room. The video shoot of the same performance was exhibited in Istanbul Modern Art 

Museum in 2010. The audience, who watched the video, was amazed with the effort of artist and curious 

about the initiative factors.  

“The consumption society, in which we are living, brings nothing but ignorance. People are not aware of 

how much they are even in need of a glass when they want to drink water. By my performance, Emotion 

in Motion, I presented an appreciation session to all the possessions I have, by kissing them” she replies 

the confusions on February 2012 in Berlin.  

Nezaket Ekici's offbeat style stands out in every performance of her. According to her, the use of 

assertive colors, unusual materials and costumes which sometimes can be in gigantic sizes are the output 

of her background in painting and sculpture.  

After studying sculpture in Akademie der Bildenden Künste in Munich, she studied performance art with 

Prof. Marina Abramovic and received a master degree in the same field between 2001 and 2004.  

“Human body is the main inspiration of the art of Sculpture. I wanted to improve upon this idea and 

work on live human body.” says Ekici and cites, “Shaping my own body as a sculpture is my focus.”  

She defends that performance art is a different branch than dance and theatre. She accepts that she is 

using the elements of theatre but what she is doing is neither acting nor following choreography. 

“Performance art has its own philosophy. If you don't have time, space and public at the same time, you 

cannot stage a performance. It is a live and interactive action.” she says. Although she is preparing a 

choreography, her moves are different in every performance and improvisation is more dominant.  

Up until now, she performed in many countries, including Italy, Spain, Turkey, Ghana, Singapore, Israel, 

Syria and so on. For her, even though she performs the same piece every time, none of them look like 

each other since the public, spaces and times are different. “Maybe it doesn't seem perfect for each 

person but the important thing is being honest. I am trying to give what I have deep inside of me with a 

global language to them.” she says.  

MULTIKULTI OUT, GLOBAL IN 

As a person who practices her art in intercontinental arena, Nezaket Ekici, is also coming from a dual 

national background. Her family is among the first-generation Turks who immigrated to Germany in 

beginning 70s. She was three years old when she first came to the country and since then as many other 

Turkish people, she also confronted with the issues of integration to both cultures.  As a reason of this, 

multiculturalism, women empowerment, and national identities have always been the topics which are 

raised in many of her performances. 

“‘Multiikulti’ has never been a very positive word in German but since all the cultures started to merge in 

each other, 'multikulti' became outmoded. Now the word “global” is dominant so rather than multikulti, I 

prefer the sayings like 'we are global'.” says Ekici.  

During her performances, she usually abstains to use subversive language. Rather than that, she raises 

constructive solutions to minority issues. For example, regarding to the language problems, she thinks 

that Turkish people, living in Germany, obviously must speak German but if two nations are living 
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together more than 50 years, German people should also understand a bit of Turkish. “At least they 

should be able to understand what is written on the signs of a Turkish store”, she says.  

Her video installation, National Anthems, was shot with this aim in 2005. During the three minutes 

video, she sings each country’s national anthem with each other's melody. “Turkish Love Words” is 

another video performance of her in which she talks directly into the camera and explains the meanings 

and pronunciations of the Turkish love sentences, such as “Sensiz olmak bana haram. (It is a sin for me 

to exist without you)”  

Nezaket Ekici also handles women related issues in her art works. The performance “Hullabelly” is a 

presentation of a woman who is in the middle of tradition, religion and so-called modernity. The artist 

wears a headscarf, trousers and a skirt, and she rotates a hula hoop, which symbolizes Western, only with 

her head. During the performance, an oriental music plays in the background.  

 “Unfortunately, world doesn't have one specific women related problem. Every culture has their own.  

For me, the biggest problem is women are not taking rank with men in most of the times of the 

professional and private life”, she says. She claims that sometimes women earn less money than men 

even though they do the same job, tradition and religious beliefs have heavier sanctions for women or 

women are the ones who usually have to make a decision between a career or a family. “Having none 

children because of the career, is as dangerous as having 6-7 children per family for the future of the 

world.” she says and cites, “The balance is very sensitive but it must be established. Man mentality 

should change.” 

According to Nezaket Ekici, if an artist wants to be part of the change, he/she should change his/her 

point of view first. “The distance between the cultures and countries diminishes day by day. The artist 

should be able to go to the furthest part of the world, absorb its customs, improve it and reflect it to 

his/her art. Art should address the global and artists must buckle down to work by changing their mindset 

and go beyond the borders if they want to make a change.” she says.   

 

9) THE IMPROVISATION WHICH HAS DONE VERY MUCH 

“I had to go away” she said, and took a sip from her coffee. “Those were the times of war between Iran 

and Iraq. Our school's headmaster wanted to keep us for war propaganda but I and my friends were 

against war. The school had closed. I couldn't finish my education and had to go away”  

It was 1985 when Mithra Zahedi, the Iranian activist actress and director, immigrated to Germany. It took 

two years to have permanent residency as a political asylum. “It was very difficult to wait. You are a 

young actress, coming from a small village to a culture which you don't know and have no rights to do 

anything.” she stops for a second, then continues with a smile “But I have done very much.” 

War was beyond the borders of Iran and Iraq. Germany involved to the clash by selling weapons to both 

countries. Mithra and her friends attended to demonstrations against German policy, prepared theatre 

plays and photo exhibitions. After two years of political actions, she decided to pursue a degree in 

Science of Theater, Art History and Political Science at Munich University and later University of Berlin.  

She didn't want to limit her studies with theory. To gain more experience, she attended to experimental 

theaters and worked as an assistant director in many plays. There was one name that was the inspiration 

of her work and made her to leave for Vienna: George Tabori, the Hungarian-born playwright and 

director. His Jewish background caused the loss of his father in Auschwitz, made him to immigrate to 
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London where he worked as a journalist, then to USA as a translator and screenwriter for many 

Hollywood movies. It was the beginning of 70s when Tabori came back to Germany and put an emphasis 

on Nazi history and anti-Semitism in his plays. After one year effort to reach to Tabori in Vienna, Mithra 

Zahedi finally had the chance to be the assistant of him in his three plays which create the ignition of her 

master thesis about George Tabori’s style.  

“I wanted to write about experimental theatre. I was searching for how the artists can reinterpret the 

usual plays and perform the accustomed roles differently. George Tabori is a leading name in 

experimental theatre. He has a cosmopolitan character and his political stance has a black humor. He 

rewrote a drama about Hitler's Mein Kampf , in  which his humor was dominant.” explains Zahedi. 

“SAVE ONE SOUL, SAVE THE WORLD” 

In 1995, concurrently with her academic carrier, she started to direct her own plays and work with 

Kreativ House, theater pedagogic center for intercultural works. Zahedi explains theater pedagogic as an 

interactive theatre for children. They currently have an assemble of adults which works for and with the 

children. Rather than aesthetic concerns, the social and political themes stand in the forefront. She 

explains one of their pieces, which is an adaptation of Romeo and Juliet, “There were around 200 

hundred kids. We changed the whole house to a theatre stage. We divided them into two groups which 

acted as if they have hatred and prejudgments for each other.  In the end, both of the groups found the 

way to love each other and saw hatred was unnecessary. Children's participation and enthusiasm were 

fascinating.”  

Kreativ House is not only for children but also adults who lost their jobs and have burnout syndrome. 

Zahedi uses theater therapy for them in Shamanist way with the use of trance, improvisation and psycho-

drama. This style creates the opportunity for them to discover their abilities. “I try to give the good 

energy for the hearts. I believe that if I save one soul, I can save the world.” says Zahedi.  

According to Zahedi, experimental theater gives the questions to the audience rather than the answers. 

This is the outstanding style of almost every work of her. She doesn't prefer to accept every play as it is. 

“It is always interesting to adapt them to today” she says.  

In 2009, she reinterpreted Samuel Beckett's famous play Krapp's Last Band. In Samuel Beckett's version, 

the 69-year-old writer Krapp, who recorded the important incidents of each year and his impressions 

about them to a tape, listens his life from 39-year-old Krapp.  In Mithra Zahedi's version, it is about a 

political activist's life. 30 years after the Iranian revolution, he listens what he has done for 30 years in 

exile, from different women. She assesses her work as a critical explanation of what has been done 

during these 30 years after the revolution. 

As an experimental theatre director, for her, improvisation is more important than saying “do that”, “do 

this”. She stresses that, “I don't turn a human being into an actor. I try to help them to gain their freedom 

on the stage. As George Tabori says, 'I am not the director. I am the midwife. I want to help them to give 

a new life on the stage.' ” 

SCHATZTRUHE, NAR and SARA 

Besides her works with Kreativ Haouse, Mithra Zahedi is also the founder of three theater groups, 

namely Schatztruhe, NAR and SARA.  

While Schatztruhe is a German theatre company with semi-professional actors, NAR is more 

international group with Iranian, Turkish, German, Danish and Colombian players. According to Zahedi, 
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one of the most special work she had done with NAR in 1999 was reinterpretation of the famous Persian 

love story Farhad and Shirin. Although the dominant language was German, the players switched to their 

own language from time to time during the play. The third group SARA is an Iranian- German theater 

company, focuses mostly on women in Iran. “In most of the good dramas, the leading role belongs to 

men. I learned from Tabori to adopt a woman to a male leading role.” she says and continues, “Hamlet, 

for instance... Tabori staged Hamlet with a female artist.” 

According to Zahedi, women empowerment is the most important women-related issue. “Women could 

manage it back in the sixties. If most of the women can live freely today, it is because of the women who 

fought for this many years ago”, she says.  In addition to SARA's many plays against women abuse, 

Mithra Zahedi is also doing projects with IPR Berlin, the association of Iranian Refugees. Zahedi implies 

that the women from the orient are not so much used to social activities. With the aim of making them 

familiar with many social activities, she organizes different sessions to cycle, dance etc. “To make your 

dreams real” she says, “you should make soul and body free.”    

CHANGE STARTS WITH YOU 

Zahedi supports that every freedom starts within the person himself. “You can be a religious, 

fundamentalist, communist, European or just a modern artist. Dictatorship is not only a political regime. 

You must find the small dictator in you.” she says and adds, “Every person has prejudice, there the 

dictatorship begins in you.” In regards to the situation of Iranian people who are in exile, she believes 

that for the last 32 years, the common sense and the network couldn't be built between the exile people.  

“We couldn't have a leader” she says and defends that even the regime ends today; there will be a Fight 

Empire. 

Mithra Zahedi is an artist who already reached too many people, changed many ideas with her art but 

when it comes to art's power in changing the world, she keeps her expectations low. She thinks that there 

is a big difference between the generations. “I can't say I don't have hope, but I'm questioning.” she says 

and give an example. “Germany could avoid 53 million tons of waste food out of 80 million ton. People 

are hungry in Africa and what young generation think, is a new t-shirt.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


