4
5

ART AT THE SERVICE OF SOCIETY, A HOPE

By Vera Araújo


The talk that I must give in this Congress will be in my capacity as sociologist, that is, as one who is involved in understanding the change that is taking place in our society, its many faces, dynamics, risks, problems and challenges. Above all, the scope of my talk is to offer you some food for thought on which each one can then act upon according to their own role and function.


In the last decade of the 20th century our planet one day woke up “globalized.” This term takes on a universal dimension, even though not everyone knows what it means. It was a sort of earthquake which gave its first signals – in recent times – beginning with the sixties. Already back then, Marshall McLuhan, a Canadian mass-media expert, invented the term “global village.” In those same years, Zbigniev Brzezinski saw in the advent of the electronic revolution the consecration of the American superpower as the “first global society in history.”

At the end of the Gulf War, in 1991, the US government announced the beginning of a “new world order.” This expression meant a restructuring of international affairs, in accordance with the new term of “globalization.” 


Phillipe Zarifian in his book “The Emergence of a World People” so describes the new scenario: “Globalization… corresponds to the satellite view of the globe as developed by the directors of big businesses…. Seen from on high, this Earth appears as One: nations, states, borders, laws, the characteristics of peoples, races and political regimes are not visible, but do not disappear. …It is the great dream of all-one, that the platonic philosophers never ceased to speak of, finally fulfilled. The all-one is the terrain of contemporary capitalism.”


Is this reality or an illusion?


The truth is much more complex. The new configuration of the world is not that of a “united world.” To use the expression of Jean Ziegler, we are entering into an era of the “economy of the archipelago,” a model with different speeds that foresees the growth of some and the decline of others.


Ziegler states: “The globalized world in reality consists of a series of islands of prosperity and wealth which float on a sea of peoples in agony.”


This is a great truth.


The number of regions in the world which are disintegrating are on the increase. States and entire nations are disappearing, they are exiting from history and become “no one’s land.” This is the case for Somalia, Sierre Leon, Guinea-Bissau (Africa), Afghanistan, and others which are becoming just names on the map.


This is happening while in other places the standard of living is rising and the rich are becoming always richer.


Where do these disparities come from, where is the origin of this disequilibrium? Is it a consequence of globalization and of the dominant system of production?


The answer is not easily come by. But let us try and indicate a few facts.


Today there is a system of production which prevails: it is capitalism. Fine, this way of producing goods is characterized by a creativity and vitality never yet seen. In this very instance, great wealth is being produced and research is opening up unthinkable frontiers. For the first time in history, humanity is enjoying a great abundance of goods. The goods available are greater than the needs of human beings.

At the same time, hunger, thirst, epidemics, underdevelopment, and wars continue to grow.


And here we can look at the statistics: they are not cold and abstract. Behind them are actual people, real human beings who are each unique.


Every day one hundred thousand people die of hunger in the world or from its immediate consequences. Today, there are 826 million people who are seriously and chronically undernourished. Sub-Saharan Africa is paying the heaviest price: 186 million human beings, that is, 34% of its population, are constantly undernourished. They suffer from what the FAO calls “extreme hunger.”

On earth, every seven seconds a child under 10 dies of hunger.


The gravity of this situation lies in the fact that all this becomes increasingly “normal”; it no longer disturbs or causes others to suffer, it no longer angers people, or few at least.


These numbers make us think. There is something wrong and we have to figure out the weak points, the damaged nerve centers in the whole system, so as to fix them, to indicate a new road, a way out of this situation.


I believe that a key point is the anthropological dimension of it. After having made significant progress in the area of human rights, in development of democracy, independence, freedom, equality, participation, we are now living a period full of risks.


It is not just a matter of an economic-social system gone awry and being unjust. The impact on culture is evident. The individual is encouraged to close in on himself, to figure out how he can best benefit, thinking that happiness can be attained only by getting around others, stepping over them. The amount of solidarity, of openness towards others has frightfully diminished.


Another key point is the debasement of democracy, universally weakened in its substance and, therefore, rendered formal. People do not have any say and matter little in the management of public affairs and this causes them to withdraw into their private spheres. This attitude causes a decline in our civilization.


International relations after some great positive conquests, following the two World Wars, are once again at a standstill. Globalization has passed over the UN, international agencies, signed agreements, like a pressing iron, flattening everything. So now we are reverting again to the use of force and violence – war and terrorism – to solve our controversies and problems. This is a very negative sign for our international co-existence, for the relations among peoples in humanity’s common journey.

And yet, we must be able to grasp with our vision also the “possibilities” that this new situation creates:

· the huge transmigration of peoples in every part of the planet;

· the pluralism of ideas, convictions, religions;

· the growth of civil society;

· a renewed desire for peace and harmony in international relations.

These are, I underline, “possibilities” that can work out for the positive or the negative.

Looking at it well, rather than being misty, the picture is full of shadowy zones with flashes of light. If we think and want this luminosity to spread, for all of society to become a welcoming home, a space where men and women can enjoy life in full, then this is the moment to get down to work.

“Artists, what is your vocation in our times?” This is a compelling question, an appeal, a call. It is even more: a vocation.

John Paul II, an artist like all of you, wrote in 1994: “Those who perceive in themselves this kind of divine spark which is the artistic vocation – as poet, writer, sculptor, architect, musician, actor and so on – feel at the same time the obligation not to waste this talent but to develop it, in order to put it at the service of their neighbor and of humanity as a whole.”

Art has an anthropological and social meaning. It calls in question one’s personal subjectivity in its attempt, never fully accomplished, to give an aesthetic form to one’s inner inspiration. This inspiration, put in common with the inspiration of other artists, is enriched with new life, new forms.

Is this all there is to it? No, certainly not. An artist’s work is directed towards society in which he/she performs a qualified service for the realization of the common good. This is naturally done as artists, as John Paul II so admirably underscored: “In a society marked by a sometimes dehumanizing technology and by a consumerist hedonism, you, dear friends and artists, are called to witness to a profound love for the truth of the world and of humanity. By creating works that bring out the high vocation of human beings, make yourselves masterly and sincere interpreters of transcendence.”

The service that the artist performs in society urges him/her to penetrate to the heart of human relationships, there where the drama, the comedy of life takes place with its sufferings, joys, difficulties, failures, successes, and doubts.

It is in contact with humanity that artistic inspiration is nourished, grows, develops, is delineated to then explode into a work of art. Just think of Van Gogh, Beethoven, Dante…. 

So then artists, through their art, are able to fulfill their vocation of service, giving hope, expressing through their work that beauty which enchants, attracts, and gives meaning.

But what is hope?

Hope consists in the capacity to decipher good there where at first glance one sees evil: in us, in others, in situations, in events, in institutions, in social structures.
The great Simone Weil wrote: “Hope is the knowledge that the evil one bears within is finite, and that the least turning of the soul towards good, even for an instant, abolishes some of it; that in the spiritual realm every good infallibly produces the good.”

To believe in goodness, to seek it, live it in the midst of widespread evil; this is hope.

Hope is lived out in history, within history, in dark spaces, very small ones, beaten down with the instruments of death.
It is important to underscore this dimension of hope. It is not the moment of exaltation or contemplation but, as Arturo Paoli says: “It is the dark moment, the moment in which the poor are not happy, because the mother hears her child cry from hunger, because she sees him physically decline and does not have the means to reach a doctor. It is the moment in which the one ‘hungry for justice’ has to discover that the unjust are right, that the strength of arms will always suffocate the people in blood as they try to rise up in freedom, that it is infantile, absurd to hope that a more just society will come about. It is the moment in which the one who cries over a dear deceased sees nothing other than solitude, has the impression that the fabric has given way, dragging all the threads with it. It is the hour which Jesus, on behalf of all the oppressed, defined in this way: ‘This is your hour, the time for the power of darkness’ (Lk 22:53). The hour of whom? Of those who strike at justice and introduce into history not a force of peace, but of war, of those who make others cry.”

For an artist, giving hope should be an integral part of his/her vocation. It is a vocation that always “opens” up to the Absolute, directs and leads there where every Good originates, every Goodness and every Beauty.
We need true artists, authentic ones, builders of harmony and beauty, and who are also builders of hope, able to weave it into the fabric of life of individuals, peoples, communities, into interpersonal and international relations.

Even now, in our days when the winds of war still blow, when drum rolls announce the call to take up arms of death, society, all people, deep down yearn for beauty. Perhaps this can lead to a great resistance movement, refusing violence, in order to build up a life together in peace and unity.
Artists are called to carry together the flag of this “movement.”

Very recently, a poet-sociologist wrote in reference to the events in Iraq: “And we can resist, we believe, by using the resources of Beauty, that is, by concentrating on beauty and its message that travels around the world: in this sense, the artist, the poet – who are also social actors in full – have an important role to play in our current systems, also and above all when brutality and violence dominate in society, when war spreads in mourning feelings of hate and vengeance. The poet has the task of witnessing all the same, even in the midst of the disaster and anguish generated by war, the full value and primacy of beauty as a way for drawing the world together. 
“Springtime returns with its flowers and colors, it goes beyond the destruction wrought by conflicts and survives in its eternal cycle the damage of sociopolitical regimes. The poet reveals to us that it is not a waste of time to stop and see, to celebrate the beauty of the world in its many manifestations, because this has value in itself and because beauty does not exclude, but rather presupposes love and compassion for human beings and every living thing.”


Hope then opens up history to its Creator, indicates in Him the meeting point and goal of every human effort, of every human quest. In this sense Jesus, the Christ, the carpenter of Nazareth, offers Himself as mediator for each of our searches, doubts, questions.


The writer Giovanni Papini directed this prayer to Christ: “We are in need of you, only of you and no one else…. You alone can feel how much, how very much, we need you in this world, in this world’s era.… Everyone needs you, even those who do not know it, and those who know it even more than those who don’t know…. He who seeks beauty in the world searches, without realizing it, for you who are beauty wholly and perfectly; he who seeks truth in thought, desires without wanting, you who are the only truth worthy of being known; and he who works for peace seeks you, the only peace where the most restless souls find rest. They call out to you without realizing that they are calling you and their cry is infinitely more painful than ours.”
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