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What meaningful differences exist between a festival and a protest, and when
might they be one and the same? Under what circumstances, and with what
effects, do festivals embody and enact activist potential? Theorizing assembly,
Judith Butler posits that “acting in concert can be an embodied form of calling
into question the inchoate and powerful dimensions of reigning notions of the
political” (2015, 9). Though Butler does not discuss festivals per se, the social
and political potentials of collective assembly are enduring motifs of festive
studies. In our interrogation of what we call festival activism, we focus on the
(unintentional) double meaning of the words “in concert.”

We seek to understand how assembled bodies express the fluid and porous
boundaries between the festive and the activist. By festival activism, we refer
to a collection of tactics of intervention that arise from elements inherent to
testival settings and are mobilized for political ends. We argue that festivals
offer possibilities for strategic and critical action at all stages of their devel-
opment and articulation. Festivals can cloak oppositional politics or stage
them explicitly, but, in all cases, they are their own modality of intervention,
distinct from more familiar politics of indignation and refusal. As such, fes-
tivals are potentially important sites of intervention and inquiry for scholars,
practitioners, and performers alike.

In this volume, we offer case studies from around the world that focus on
moments when festivals become opportunities for political intervention—
sometimes as vehicle, sometimes as generative space, sometimes as direct
action. The chapters collectively ask how festival performers, participants, and
organizers encounter and challenge myriad forms of violence that frame their
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worlds. Accessibly written by scholars, activists, curators, and practitioners,
this volume is meant to be a resource for critically understanding the potential
impact of festivals as strategic tools for political intervention.

Festival Politics

Defining festival and the related term festivity is a complicated task. Our use
of the term festival reflects contributors’ various descriptions of ludic, pro-
grammed events from around the world. We view festivity—and its adjective
festive—as abroader terrain that includes festivals but also commemorations,
holidays, feasts, and other events. We recognize the fluidity between these
cultural forms, as well as the diversity of terms used to refer to them. Miguel
Moniz, for example, argues in this volume that festivals in Portugal fall more
broadly under the term festa, which is difficult to translate into English and
can signal a variety of festive events beyond festival as normally construed
(equivalent to Spanish fiesta or French féte). In this volume, we move for-
ward with the understanding that festival and festivity are useful concepts for
analysis of programmed, ludic social events when contextualized within their
unique cultural and political settings. We take a similar approach to the term
activism. Building from the contributors’ diverse understandings and appli-
cations of the term, we broadly define activism as a configuration of postures
and practices aimed at intervention in and transformation of the social and
political order.

Theorizing the boundaries between these terms has long been a central
concern for scholars in both festive studies and social movement theory.
This volume seeks to blur these boundaries altogether, focusing on moments
when festivals advance activist agendas and activist groups use festivity for
maximum political impact. In these moments, aesthetic and performative
dimensions of assembly enhance each endeavor. This is certainly not to say
that festivals and protests are necessarily one and the same, rather that their
overlapping characteristics, methods, and social effects lend themselves to
mutual inquiry and analysis. In this way, we hope to build on and extend
the work of scholars and practitioners who approach festivals as meaningful
spaces for ordering, maintaining, subverting, or transforming their social and
political worlds.

Throughout this literature, we note two predominant approaches to festival
study. On the one hand, there are those who view festivals as a mechanism of
top-down rule, what Foucault (Foucault et al. 1991) might call an “art of gover-
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nance.” Laurent Fournier (2019), for example, argues that until the eighteenth
century, festivals in Europe were widely viewed as safety valves that allowed
people to let off steam without damaging the extant political order. In other
words, elites channeled transgressive behavior toward ludic activities so as to
neutralize and pacify more overt political demands. This approach positions
festivals as fundamentally anti-activist—as stabilizing forces in the normative
social order. Such views hold festive behavior as acting against, rather than
engaging with, subversive political causes.

Festivals are also occasions for ritualistic myth making that forms the so-
cial order (DaMatta [1979] 1991). Folklorists of the nineteenth century viewed
them as one of many popular expressions vital to emerging notions of national
identity (Fournier 2019). We might view the anthropological tradition that be-
gins with Emile Durkheim and his studies of Aboriginal religious behavior as
one in which festivals, through their production of “collective effervescence,”
help structure the social lives of a given community (Durkheim [1912] 1995).
In more recent literature, scholars have approached festivals as fundamental
to political governance. Depending on who is in power, top-down approaches
to festivals are not necessarily conservative reproductions of the social order
but rather opportunities for transforming it (Guss 2000; Guilbault 2007).

The focus on top-down approaches is countered by an approach to festivals
as subversive, from the bottom up. Sigmund Freud (1913) viewed festivals as
potential spaces for transgression and expression of the normally repressed
id. Victor Turner’s theory of “communitas” as a liminal experience of equal-
ity and social intimacy poses that such egalitarian experiences are part of
“anti-structure,” contrasting the “structure” of official society (Turner 1969).
Carnival studies, focused more specifically on the diverse pre-Lenten festive
traditions of the Catholic world, often follows carnival’s own mythic ideol-
ogy that portrays festivals as inversions of official hierarchies (Bakhtin [1941]
1984).

In these classic theorizations, festivals operate as spaces within which po-
litical action arises—that is, we see something akin to what we term festival
activism. Our understanding of festival activism is not, however, bound to
a particular form or expression. Rather, we draw on Aurélie Godet’s useful
observations on the politics of carnival that underscore festival as sites of
contest between diverse agendas, revealing a politics of “ambivalence and
indeterminacy” (Godet 2020, 13-14). This approach denies carnival any in-
trinsic political meaning or function and instead focuses on how activities
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are strategically mobilized by specific groups for political benefit. Festivals,
like carnival, are no more inherently activist than they are political. It is in
their situated and contextualized articulation that we begin an exploration
of festival activism.

While festive studies scholars have long engaged with the political, it is
worth mentioning that social movement theory scholars have also approached,
although ambivalently, creativity, emotion, performance, and festivity. Early
social scientists such as Gustave Le Bon viewed crowds and social movements
as irrational mobs disruptive to the social order ([1985] 2000). By contrast,
Marxist approaches frame social movements as eminently rational; social
movement scholars in the 1960s and 1970s tended to reinforce this idea, ar-
guing that activists are rational, politically driven actors. Since the “cultural
turn” of the 1980s, many have moved beyond such binaries, and there is a
growing tendency to focus on creativity (Jasper 1997) and emotion (Jasper
2018) as well as what Larry Bogad calls “tactical performance,” the strategic
use of performative arts in protest movements. More generally, the growing
prevalence of the term artivism points to increasingly collapsed boundaries
between artistic and activist dimensions. It is perhaps no surprise that activist
vocabularies are increasingly “festivalized,” as Andy Bennett (Bennett, Taylor,
and Woodward 2014) has suggested that the “festivalization of culture”—the
growing tendency to express rituals, artifacts, consumerism, and other facets
of social life in festive vocabularies—is a growing part of our contemporary
political world.

With this edited volume, we seek to extend these discussions by connect-
ing festive studies and social movement theory. Such an approach, we believe,
dovetails with emerging trends in festive studies, which has in recent years
witnessed the founding of two dedicated journals: the Journal of Festive Studies
(2019) and the Journal of Festival Inquiry and Analysis (2022). In addition, we
note the recent publication of the Routledge Handbook of Festivals (2019), which
includes a section on the “strategic use of festivals,” as well as several other edited
volumes and monographs exploring the politics of festival and the festivaliza-
tion of politics.” Indeed, as this volume initially took shape, we were alerted to
an upcoming conference sponsored by the University of Guelph and Queen’s
University called “Curating for Change: What Festivals Do in the World.”
Bringing together scholars, practitioners, curators, and organizers, this online
symposium examined how festivals promote “activist arts-based practices and
pedagogies.” Based on our shared interest in an increasingly prominent topic,
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we reached out to the organizers, Ajay Heble and Eric Fillion, who graciously
provided an excellent afterword to this book. Their forthcoming book, Ripple
Effects: The Active Histories and Possible Futures of Music Festivals, complements
Festival Activism with its sustained focus on how festival curation can make
festivals into “insubordinate spaces that activate diverse energies of creativ-
ity, awareness, care, and inspiration.” One of the contributors to this volume,
James Nissen, has consolidated the International Festival Research Network,
which held a symposium on “Social Inclusion, Community, and Belonging at
International Music Festivals”in 2024.* In conversation with the debates arising
from these forums, we explore the mechanics of activist intervention in festival
practice, examining how, under what conditions, and to what effect festivals
may serve as tools and settings for political intervention.

Moreover, the chapters included in this volume demonstrate the transdisci-
plinary nature of festive studies. Contributors work in diverse areas of public,
private, and academic sectors. The assembled chapters reflect the dispositions
of multiple disciplinary fields: ethnomusicology, folklore, cultural studies,
media studies, performance studies, festive studies, and others. And while
each draws from a wide array of theoretical resources and methodological ap-
proaches, all engage with central concerns of qualitative humanistic inquiry,
carefully exploring tensions that arise in the encounter between individual
agency and collective action. Indeed, this theme recurs throughout the vol-
ume, framing our theoretical discussion below. Festivals and the interven-
tions they facilitate are important forms of collective action, yet they are con-
ditionally dependent on and products of the agency, values, and aspirations of
dedicated individuals. As the case studies demonstrate, the structural impact
and embodied politics of festival activism arise from the desire of individu-
als and communities to transform their worlds. The approach represented
here thus tacks dutifully between these two frames, charting how engaged
individuals work collectively and collaboratively toward the creation of larger
forms of community and how those communities further contour individuals’
shared values and dispositions. Many of the case studies include compelling
stories of individual acts of artistic expression and cultural empowerment as
the basis for collective action and structural change. They demonstrate the
impact that affective, embodied politics can have at various levels from the
local to regional, national, and transnational.

These insights are reinforced by the volume’s near-global reach. Contribu-
tors provide case studies from countries across five continents, including Bra-
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zil, Argentina, England, France, Germany, Jordan, Portugal, Cuba, South Af-
rica, Nigeria, the United States, and Palestine. But perhaps more importantly,
contributors examine a wide array of intersectionally diverse communities
from each of these countries, demonstrating how communities are ritually
defined, redefined, and transcended through festival practice.

Approaching Festival Activism

In approaching festival activism, this volume attempts to provide a resource for
thinking about the various ways in which festivals are mobilized for political
intervention. It does not propose a universal theory but rather curatesan array
of case studies that, in their accumulation, form a composite understanding
of festivals as significant tools for activism. As a first step in thinking through
these connections and surveying the case studies included in this volume, we
note four key resources for political action inherent to festival activity: participa-
tory action, pleasure, assembly, and appearance. In varying configurations, these
four resources offer an orienting framework for thinking about the dynamics
of festival activism. How these resources are strategically mobilized for po-
litical impact through festival activism’s tactics of intervention is discussed
subsequently.

Participatory Action

As Thomas Turino eloquently demonstrates, participatory action, especially
coordinated sonic and gestural action, is among a variety of activities that
can catalyze social change, alternative citizenship, and long-term political
transformation (Turino 2016, 298). According to Turino, participatory music
making and dance are key to social transformation for a number of reasons:
they operate according to values and practices often opposed to the dominant
capitalist ethos; they engender a kind of egalitarian consensus building; they
are pleasurable, leading to continuity of involvement; and they become “the
basis for special social cohorts (voluntary social groups drawn together by
enthusiasm for the activity and by shared, pre-existing tendencies toward the
broader values that underlie the activity)” (Turino 2016, 298).

While Turino’s case studies focus on subtle, long-term effects of participa-
tory music making, his model proves useful as a starting point for theorizing
more direct and immediate activist interventions such as those exhibited in
festival settings. Indeed, festive studies scholars have often attended to ways
in which participatory dynamics elicit the profound feelings of communitas
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necessary for successful festival experiences (Rutherdale 1996; Van Heerden
2009). Roxy Robinson goes further, arguing that participatory dynamics di-
rectly influence the activist potential of any festival event (Robinson 2015,
11). According to Robinson, participatory festival models elicit a meaningful
mode of social and political celebration in that they afford audience members
asense of control and, hence, a feeling of being part of the performance. When
barriers separating performers and spectators dissolve, a more egalitarian
ethos emerges, which is crucial in the creation of flow states and new forms of
community. As Robinson suggests, participatory dynamics enhance political
action across festival contexts. Insofar as participants experience pleasurable
egalitarian modes of interaction (communitas), and insofar as these experi-
ences facilitate the enactment of new coalitional communities, so too might
we imagine participatory action as a significant resource through which his-
torically marginalized, vulnerable, or oppositional groups might feel and act
as if “part of the performance” (Robinson 2015, 11). In this way, participatory
action plays an important (if not essential) role in both successful festival
practice and political transformation.

Pleasure

What makes participatory action such an important resource for festival ac-
tivism is the way it engenders egalitarian social interactions through pleasur-
able experience. The pleasures of participation lead to a continuity of involve-
ment and enthusiasm for collective action. Pleasure, in this sense, is more
than a fortuitous byproduct of participatory festival experience: it is a key
resource for political intervention. As several contributors to this volume
note, festival activism emerges from the creation and manipulation of public
intimacies through a politics of pleasure. Similarly, Jocelyne Guilbault writes,
live performances “do cultural work in ways that cannot be reduced solely
to the grid of resistance or solely to the outcomes of capitalist reproduction”
(2010,17). Rather, “the political” in festival practice arises from the “politics of
pleasure” that animates “distinct skills, knowledges, and civic values” (2010,
17). “Pleasure is not innocent,” Guilbault argues, “it transforms audience
members . . . into subjects of community and . . . in so doing, pleasure then
becomes a productive force of power” (2010, 22).

Guilbault’s insight is shared among the contributors to this volume. Plea-
sure holds activist potential in that it facilitates and sustains the coalitional
intimacies necessary for collective action. And while pleasure (like festivity)
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is often dismissed as ephemeral escapism, we argue that ephemeral escap-
ism is not trivial. As the authors in this volume demonstrate, pleasure brings
people into public spaces, calls them to action through feelings of collective
intimacy, and sustains enthusiasm beyond festival spaces and into daily life.
The politics of pleasure may be subtle, but they nevertheless remain effective
tools for activist intervention, for it is in moments of pleasure that political
desire and egalitarian thinking can be articulated.

Assembly

The inherent pleasure of the festival experience entices crowds to assemble
in novel, often fortuitous, configurations. And it is in that act of assem-
bly that festival holds its greatest potential for activist intervention. Just
as political demonstrations and other protests take place conspicuously
in public spaces, in festival practice, bodies assemble; they move, act, and
speak collectively; and, in so doing, they performatively define a public and
lay claim to the spaces they occupy. At times, these spaces are provided
(through permits, agreements, legal authorization), and at other times they
are spontaneously taken or occupied. In each instance, there is an inescap-
able though limited claim of sovereignty. Festivals by their very nature are
acts of assembly, and assembly is an act of sovereignty. As Butler writes, the
concept of assembly captures how “embodied actions of various kinds sig-
nify in ways that are, strictly speaking, neither discursive nor pre-discursive.
In other words, forms of assembly already signify prior to, and apart from,
any particular demands they make. Silent gatherings, including vigils or
funerals, often signify in excess of any particular written or vocalized ac-
count of what they are about. . .. The gathering signifies in excess of what is
being said, and that mode of signification is a concerted bodily enactment,
a plural form of performativity” (2015, 8).

Simply in their assembly, festival participants embody a kind of coalitional
politics and activist potential. The spatial proximity of participants, the move-
ment of bodies, gives a sense of public intimacy and collective belonging.
Indeed, as Butler notes, when festival participants assemble, they exercise a
plural form of performativity. Their assembly enacts and defines the contours
of the (provisional) public, asserts a fundamental right for that public to ap-
pear, and, in occupying public space, makes demands on its behalf. These
demands are made prior to and apart from any musical/linguistic gesture,
statement, or claim. They may be explicit or implicit. Yet in each case, the
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signifying effect of assembly lies in the constitution and legitimation of those
assembled. Coordinated action is its own form of political action. Especially
when it involves bodies normatively excluded from public appearance, as-
sembly can be a particularly effective form of calling into question dominant
hierarchies of exclusion and privilege. Probing the dynamics of assembly,
the chapters in this volume offer an opportunity to explore unique relations,
interdependencies, and discourses that inform festival practice. What does
it mean for particular bodies to assemble in particular spaces at particular
times? What types of interventions are made in the act of assembly?

Appearance

Through assembly, newly constituted (provisional) publics appear—and in
their appearance, festival participants can make significant political demands.
In this way, appearance is a political effect of assembly and a significant re-
source for festival activism. As the chapters in this volume note, the public
appearance of festival participants is in many cases a political act, rendering
visible unique configurations of marginalized bodies normatively denied pub-
lic recognition while disrupting the discourses responsible for their exclusion.
A festival’s activist potential is not only to facilitate feelings of solidarity or
belonging among diverse participants, nor is it to enable the articulation of
transgressive ideas and values. Rather, the activist potential of a festival lies
in the constitution and legitimation of transgressive bodies, the manipulation
of the external gaze on those bodies, and the reclamation of public space on
behalf of those bodies. In this way, the signifying potential of a festival activ-
ism lies in its capacity to define communities and legitimize their appearance
within and against conflicting (and often violent) conditions of erasure (Ar-
endt 1958; Ranciére 1999; Butler 2015). As curated public spectacles, festivals
inherently engage in the politics of appearance, and appearance is a powerful
resource for intervention. Staging artists, choosing venues, and soliciting au-
diences are curatorial acts that manipulate the appearance of bodies and the
ideas they signify.
Tactics of Intervention

In surveying the case studies presented in this volume, we have come to un-
derstand that festival activism emerges from the strategic mobilization of

inherent festival key resources (participation, pleasure, assembly, and appear-
ance) for a desired political effect. Indeed, these festival resources do not nec-
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essarily translate into festival activism and can be manifested for other ends.
Festivals can be commercialized and commodified, restricting a community
from engaging in activism through festivity that is not directed toward a profit
motive (though activism can itselfbe commercialized). They can be co-opted
by dictatorial regimes or channeled toward right-wing activism, a topic largely
unexamined in this book but deserving of its own analysis. And, while we
show how festivals are spaces in which activist projects can be articulated, it
is important to recognize the fragile and precarious ecosystems of festivals,
especially those attempting to embrace noncapitalist logics or those of mar-
ginalized communities. In many cases, activism is directed at guaranteeing
the conditions for a festival’s very existence—the foundation for allowing
communities to assemble and appear that is the basis for articulating other
activist projects (Snyder forthcoming).

But we suggest that, when these four resources are mobilized in response
to situated social, cultural, and political circumstances, they manifest festival
activism through various tactics of intervention, which we summarize in five
interrelated and overlapping concepts: disruption, refuge, renewal, deliberation,
and futurity. We find these five tactics of intervention to be a useful organizing
framework for understanding and analyzing how festivals can directly engage
and transform political fields. We stress that this list is not comprehensive,
nor are these terms necessarily used by the contributors themselves. These
are recurring themes worthy of reflection and are starting points for critical
inquiry and analysis.

Disruption

Writing about experimental festivals that challenge musical life in Paris,
Filippo Bonini Baraldi asks a fundamental question: “How can art produce
ruptures in [the] consensual habitus of being in the world?” (p. 66). The an-
swer, he argues, lies not in straightforward political messages or demands but
rather in the activation of “dissensual regimes of sensoriality” (p. 66). Quoting
Ranciére, Bonini Baraldi describes “the efficacy of disconnection” in festival
activism as “a rupture in the relationship between the productions of artistic
activity and defined social ends, between sensible forms, the meanings that
one can give to them, and the effects that they can produce. We can put it
another way: the efficacity of dissensus. What I mean by dissensus is not the
conflict ofideas or feelings. It is the conflict of several regimes of sensoriality.
It is through this that art, and the regime of aesthetic separation, finds itself
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touching on politics” (Ranciére 2008, 66, qtd. on pp. 66—67; emphasis added).
For Bonini Baraldi, reconfiguring musical space, movement, and interaction
“can be the fundamental fuel for activating changes in socio-political do-
mains” (p. 67). Activist potential is linked to, and the product of, “dissensual
dispositions and sensorial experiences” (p. 67).

Bonini Baraldi’s argument captures a fundamental tactic of festival activ-
ism: for festivals to make any kind of sociopolitical intervention, they must
first intervene in fields of normative dispositions and sensorial experiences.
That is, they must cause a disruption. This first order of intervention may oc-
cur across several fields. Festivals intrinsically involve a kind of disruption
of everyday life. In the act of assembly, they constitute disruptions to public
space, and, in the ephemeral emergence of coalitional communities, they dis-
rupt spheres of appearance governing which bodies may appear. But Bonini
Baraldi’s argument goes further, citing the strategic disruption of “relational
geometries” in musical space, movement, and experience as the “fuel” for
sociopolitical change.

Deonte Harris similarly argues that activist intervention in London’s Not-
ting Hill Carnival celebration emerges first from disruptions caused by Black
cultural visibility and audibility. London’s carnival celebrations are politically
contentious sites, he writes, given that they are predicated on and emerge from
Black presence in Britain. In taking over public spaces and in the appearance
of Black bodies in those spaces, carnival celebrations index Britain’s history
of large-scale migration and resettlement of Caribbean and African peoples
in relation to the very precarious position of Black people and Black culture
in contemporary British society. The disruptions caused by Black cultural
visibility and audibility throughout festival season create opportunities for
“individuals or collectives... to bring critical awareness of particular political
issues and injustices” to distinct audiences within the festival space, and “ul-
timately advocate for social change of some sort through art or performance”
(pp- 29-30).

In each case study, festival activism emerges from an act of disruption,
opposition, or disturbance to the dominant social (or sensorial) order. Fes-
tivals are mechanisms through which marginalized groups assert their pres-
ence through the appropriation of public spaces and resources. For the artists
chronicled in Harris’s chapter, festival performance enacts a disruptive inter-
vention into the spheres of appearance by constituting and legitimizing Black
culture; enabling the visibility and audibility of Black bodies; and manipulat-
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ing the public gaze on those Black bodies. The resulting visibility and audibil-
ity solicit support by drawing attention to their concerns, raising awareness of
their presence, and displacing dominant relations under the guise of festivity.
Disruption occurs in both form and content. The festival itselfis a mechanism
of disruption along with its performative content.

Given that festivals are often viewed as pleasurable, positive, and (ideologi-
cally) harmless escapes from daily life, their ensuing disruption is often posi-
tively construed and tolerated. Moreso than traditional protest marches or
antagonistic occupations of public space, festivals are surreptitious means of
drawing attention to and galvanizing support for the concerns of marginalized
communities. Festivity often cloaks its disruptive politics. And, just as Black
carnival street performers entice revelers to participate, they compel their
predominantly white interlocutors “to reckon with the historical continuum
of Black trauma: the legacies of slavery, colonialism, and Empire, as well as
the realities of contemporary Black oppression in the UK” (p. 46). Playful,
performative, and creative resistance illuminates “the history of trauma that
Black people in the UK have had to endure . .. while also affirming Black hu-
manity and the potency of Black cultural and political presence in postwar
Britain today” (p. 47). These festival activists intend to oppose exploitation
and oppression through disruption of the status quo, appropriation of public
space, and pleasurable disturbance of dominant discourse.

Refuge
While the disruption of public space invariably involves the establishment
and demarcation of oppositional boundaries, those boundaries form a kind
of protective enclosure wherein marginalized, excluded, targeted, and other
precarious groups may seek refuge from everyday forms of violence. Indeed,
the refuge provided by festival is an often-overlooked tactic of intervention;
as such, it is a theme that extends across many of the chapters in this volume.
Filippo Bonini Baraldi’s discussion demonstrates how festivals may pro-
vide refuge to musicians marked with illegal citizenship status. Festival orga-
nizers hosted workshops to stimulate “dialogue among different communities
that [are] victims of social stigma, in order to produce cohabitation, recog-
nition, reciprocity, and exchange of good practices” (p. 63). Transylvanian
Roma and Italian transgender performers quite literally took refuge from
authorities within festival spaces, simultaneously seeking resources to chal-

lenge public stigma and blatant prejudice.
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Within the chaotic street carnival scenes of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, Andrew
Snyder documents ways in which the ensemble Orquestra Voadora, made up of
around fourhundred performers, has sought to provide refuge to participants with
disabilities. Organizing with disability rights groups and adopting a public stance
of anti-ableism, the group has argued that it must not accommodate people with
disabilities only on the margins but rather must fundamentally transform festive
practices by adapting pedagogies, designating accessible spaces in parades, and
directly advertising participation in the group to people with disabilities.

For carnival participants like Camila Alves, who is blind, Orquestra Voa-
dora’s moves toward greater accessibility solicit powerful feelings of belonging
and community: “To be in the middle of the band, amid the stilt walkers, to be
among other people with disabilities too . . . this was all very powerful—this
sensation of belonging in carnival” (pp. 85-86). Furthermore, as Voadora par-
ticipant Fernanda Shcolnik argues, the building of a culture with a structure of
accessibility has positive, practical, and political effects for everyone. Accessible
festival spaces are inherently democratic spaces, she says, in that they encourage
participation and facilitate inclusive engagement among diverse groups. Such
acts of refuge redefine the contours of the carnival community for all.

Similar acts of refuge arise in Louise Barriére’s chapter on Ladyfest festivals in
Western Europe, where transinclusive and feminist politics shape festival practice.
Ladyfest organizers give priority to cisgender women, trans people, and nonbi-
nary and intersex people, who have less access and opportunity within male-dom-
inated music spaces. Privileging underrepresented female and queer musicians on
stage isakey element to Ladyfest organizers’ “festivalization of feminism” (p. 100)
and part of a larger effort to militate against patriarchy within the public sphere
and DIY music scenes. Ladyfest’s feminist politics are intended to provide safe
festival experiences to women and sexual minorities; as Barriére argues, these
efforts coalesce into a politically determining context or atmosphere that force-
fully enacts feminist politics and notions of community. Here refuge is provided
not only to precarious bodies but also to the transgressive ideas they represent.

Thisidea of refuge is what James Nissen articulates in his study of the 2017
WOMAD Festival. Nissen notes that within festival spaces intercultural
interactions can also forge intimate connections of empathy, which may
offer emotional support for those struggling against social oppression and
collective shelter for invisible and unheard marginalized voices (p. 203). In
one interactive moment, Nissen evocatively describes how the Tanzanian
Albinism Collective spoke against persecution in Ukerewe. As children
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in the audience jumped onstage to dance alongside the band, social stig-
mas prohibiting such contact dissolved. This moment of transgression and
performative solidarity had an emotional and psychological effect on the
band members. But, perhaps more importantly, such interactions “have a
‘tremendous’ capacity to empower because they can make artists feel safe
while they are performing...and potentially mobilize international support
beyond the event” (p. 204). Nissen suggests that refuge extends beyond the
interactions of festival participants, as WOMAD provides “refuge for cos-
mopolitan worldviews that transgress everyday realpolitik to challenge racist
nationalism and thus disrupt the global political order, offering a safe and
welcoming space that maximizes cooperation and empathy and minimizes
confrontation and harm. By empowering, transforming, questioning, and
imagining, WOMAD discursively insists that another world is possible and
experientially prefigures another possible world” (p. 210).

In each of these examples, activist intervention arises in the refuge pro-
vided to participants normatively marked as precarious. Refuge is an act of
protection, an affordance of safety, and an invitation to participate. Trans-
gressive ideas, worldviews, and perspectives are equally provided refuge
within festival spaces, whether through public performance, informal work-
shops, or collective political action. Opportunities for visibility, legibility, and
action arise both within and beyond festival spaces. But, for many festival
participants discussed in these chapters, refuge means more than temporary
safety. Rather, refuge is an act of survival. As the authors demonstrate, brief
moments of collective legitimation, recognition, and safety have an empow-
ering effect, a political salience, and a psychological impact long after the
festival ends.

Renewal

While festivals necessarily disrupt everyday life and, in that disruption, cre-
ate ephemeral spaces of refuge for transgressive bodies and ideas, an effort to
revive, renew, or sustain communities and cultural practices against external
threat often lies within these spaces. As several contributors to this volume
note, local grassroots festivals offer unique social spaces within which to pre-
serve or sustain traditional values, perspectives, and ideals. Renewal, in this
sense, takes on two very important activist meanings: first, it endeavors to
safeguard communities and environments against displacement and erasure;
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and second, it includes the artful adaptation of traditional forms, practices,
and ideas for contemporary political needs. In acts of renewal, past and often
beloved performance repertories sentimentalize and hence mobilize the po-
litical needs of vulnerable communities and the spaces they occupy. People,
place, and politics are renewed through festival practice. The efficacy of this
form of intervention results from the aggregation of sentimental attachment
to tradition, community-based participatory social action, and resulting forms
of intimacy.

Jennie Gubner, for example, explores “sentipensante” performances of tango
in Buenos Aires in which traditional, sentimental performance practices are
strategically layered with carefully curated political messages. She shows how
intimate and romantic music-making experiences become affective vehicles
through which to critique neoliberal urbanism and export-oriented entre-
preneurial politics. Against the backdrop of neoliberal efforts to monetize
Argentinian tango as a tourist commodity, Gubner describes howlocal tango
artists promote new ways of experiencing tango by relocating it within local
neighborhood imaginaries, aesthetics, and everyday practices. In the promo-
tion of neighborhood tango festivals, organizers mobilize romantic feelings
connected to “neighborhoodness” to advocate for alternate models of cul-
tural production. As Gubner eloquently argues, the intimacy of emotional,
romantic, and nostalgic music-making experiences has significant political
potential: “Using nostalgia and romanticized imagery to discuss neighbor-
hood life is common in the classic tango lyrics. By applying these techniques
[to the contemporary scene, festival organizers were] able to cultivate an air of
sentimentalism and romance to promote a localizing politics of tango music
in the urban landscape. By rebuilding affective connections between tango
and neighborhood life, these kinds of narratives promote both [sentimental]
and post-neoliberal ways of imagining tango and city life. In these contexts,
sentimentalism becomes a tool for activism” (p. 138).

Sentimental and nostalgic attachments to neighborhood politics factor
heavily in al-Balad Theater’s social action against neoliberal development in
Jordan. As Jeremy Reed and Serene Huleileh describe, acceleration of neolib-
eral discourse in the past two decades has transformed Amman into what Jor-
danian scholars have apocalyptically, if exaggeratedly, called a “decentered,
fragmented, and privatized” cityscape of “empty buildings . . . and the skel-
etal remains of speculative development” (p. 147). Al-Balad Theater’s various
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testivals intervene by helping artists and audiences navigate shifting neolib-
eral conditions and dynamics of inclusion and exclusion. More than providing
refuge in the form of safe and accessible spaces for artists to present their work,
these festivals shape individual and collective identities and relationships to
place. Al-Balad Theater’s approach is multimodal, promoting music, murals,
and storytelling. But it is also multitemporal in the way it looks to revive,
renew, and reimagine Amman’s downtown neighborhoods as accessible and
inclusive spaces for future generations.

The renewal of established protest vocabularies and narratives can also
work as an effective tool of recruitment, an instrument of community build-
ing, and a lens through which to imagine and enact possible desired futures.
This point is articulated by Miguel Moniz in his examination of Portuguese
festas, a capacious term that includes public village and saint day festivities,
examining creative resignifications of traditional repertories for contem-
porary aims from the early twentieth-century dictatorship to the present.
Though the symbology of cultura popular—that is, traditional and folkloric
representations of “authentic” Portuguese culture—was produced, consoli-
dated, and controlled during forty-eight years of fascist rule until 1974, Moniz
shows that festas featuring traditional vocabularies have become central to
Portugal’s postdictatorship political sphere. In stark contrast to the tactic of
intervention we have termed disruption, or explicitly oppositional politics,
“these creative aesthetic and structural changes occur not by rejecting but by
adapting older forms to meet progressive circumstances, refashioning ritual-
ized cultural behavior, and creating space for older institutional practices to
remain relevant” (p. 183).

Adapting and resignifying traditional elements of the popular, he argues,
canbe particularly efficacious for activist projects because of their conciliatory
guise. By adopting elements of traditional parade forms (marchas populares),
for example, alternative brass bands create social spaces that “teach, inform,
and transform local communities and larger audiences without rupturing
expectations for the public display of popular culture” (p. 170). Finding novel
ways to perform within traditional cultural forms, Portuguese festas create
“norm-rupturing sonic and social spaces that challenge political hierarchies.
However, they do so while generally supporting expectations for performa-
tive structures and folk practices” (p. 169). Gubner and Reed and Huleileh
reinforce this point. They each demonstrate how tradition is mobilized to
reframe public debate on the past, influence people’s views toward present
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political issues, and enact a desired vision for the future. Hence, nostalgia for
traditional forms and practices can bring the publicinto festival spaces, where
it can be recruited in the pursuit of activist goals.

Deliberation

If Moniz, Gubner, and Reed and Huleileh point to the various ways festival
organizers pursue political action by repurposing traditional repertories for
progressive aims, it is in festival spaces that nostalgia, romance, and sentimen-
talism become tools for deliberation: emotional cues aimed at transforming
participants’ consciousness and recruiting support. Insofar as festivals are
“fields of action in which both dominant and oppressed are able to dramatize
competing claims” (Guss 2000, 10), they are also psychosocial spaces where
disparate identity formations, cultures, and geographies historically kept and
mapped separately are allowed to interact.

As many of the authors in this volume note, festivals are significant sites of
encounter. Through participation, pleasure, assembly, and appearance, festi-
val participants are solicited to engage in deliberative action: to accommodate
difference, negotiate potential compromise, and seek common ground in the
pursuit of collective goals. Deliberative tactics of intervention may occur ex-
plicitly in pronounced political content (Harris, Nissen, and Barriére) or im-
plicitly in subtle interactions (Ayorinde), performative dialogue (Meadows),
or structural forms (Bonini Baraldi). And while deliberation may arise in both
form and content, in each instance it signals a larger intent to inform, educate,
and transform political consciousness.

James Nissen’s analysis of the 2017 WOMAD festival, for example, consid-
ers three main strategies to engage with transnational politics: protest music,
intercultural interaction, and activist coordination. WOMAD’s artists per-
form songs with direct activist messages, ofter impromptu social commentary
between songs, and engage with transnational politics through workshops,
talks, and interviews. Artists further participate in deliberative action by fa-
cilitating intercultural interactions, which, Nissen argues, can challenge and
resignify racially marked sounds and identities. In their encounter, artists
and audiences communicate political worldviews, participate in translocal
coalition building, and share transnational vocabularies of social justice. His
interviews with festivalgoers “suggest that the processes that underpin these
protest events have the potential to festivalize activism by disrupting alien-
ation and complacency, raising consciousness, and mobilizing participants to
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get involved in transnational activism beyond the festival” (p. 207). Nissen
concludes that WOMAD engenders activist sensibilities by providing mean-
ingful spaces to forge horizontal connections across diverse constituencies.

The resolution of difference and forging of transnational consciousness
through deliberative action is a central theme in Ruthie Meadows’s chapter
on Ifé-Orisa ritual practice. Meadows underscores the role of eastern Cuban
academics in developing the Festival del Caribe in Santiago de Cuba, attesting
to the ways scholar-practitioners utilize festival spaces to assert and validate
controversial forms of ritual and gendered revisionism. Meadows notes that,
for Cuban practitioners, looking to contemporary Yoruibdland in West Africa
as the original homeland for Regala de Ocha-Ifd opened up novel possibilities
for women to be priestesses (iydnifd) and orisa ritual drummers.

She documents how, in 2015, female percussionist Nagybe Madariaga
Pouymird used the academic spaces of the Festival del Caribe to assert
the right of women to play the consecrated batd drums under the tenets of
Nigerian-style Ifa. Through festival, Pouymiré directly intervened into Cuban
ritual practice and, as a result, collapsed boundaries between ritual praxis
and academic study of Afro-Cuban religion. By harnessing the academic le-
gitimacy of the state-sponsored festival to reimagine a ritual practice inclu-
sive of female practitioners, Pouymiré legitimated Nigerian-style forms of
knowledge and her own authority as a babalao (priest) within and beyond
the spaces of the festival.

Meadows’s analysis points to the importance of festivals in shaping public
consciousness through deliberative action. The Festival del Caribe served
as a vehicle to legitimate African-inspired ritual practices and practitioners
through its public visibility and state-sponsored events and institutions. As
Meadows notes, the Festival del Caribe underscores the idea that academic
participation and agency can be a key component of festival activism. She
turther illustrates the important role scholar-practitioners play in festival or-
ganization and performance, dismantling the boundaries between festival
performance, academic inquiry, and ritual praxis.

Oladele Ayorinde makes a similar argument in his thoughtful reflection on
the Wits Festival Study Group (WFSG). Founded by a team of nine scholar-
practitioners in 2019, the WESG sought to raise awareness, exchange scholarly
ideas, and develop new and more inclusive models of festival practice. The
festival the group created, Jazz Cosmology: Not Another Jazz Festival, was
meant to militate against conventional forms of exclusion and inclusion in
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standard South African jazz festivals by directly involving local communities
in all aspects of festival practice. Ayorinde and his collaborators sought to
revive “the collective experience and sensibilities of the cross-class alliances
thatincubated jazz in South Africa for much of the previous century” (p. 24s;
cites Pyper [2016, 117]).

Despite facing considerable obstacles, the Cosmology Festival succeeded
in bringing together a diverse audience of “jazz aficionados,” the majority of
whom were provided transportation from peripheral townships and villages to
attend. Ayorinde describes how, in a beautiful moment of deliberative festival
activism, several audience members spontaneously ascended the stage to per-
form Diga, a solo improvised dance associated with urban township popular
culture. Through this brief embodied performance on the stage of one of South
Africa’s most exclusive theaters, the inclusive and deliberative logic of the Cos-
mology Festival was fully realized. On stage, the artists performed different and
at times contradictory messages. They expressed diverse beliefs, attitudes, and
commitments, offering competing visions of South Africa’s body politic. In this
moment, deliberation occurred within performance itself, signaling traditional
forms of exclusion while compelling a new and more inclusive understanding of
the community and its needs. The festival created a dialogic space for rethink-
ing and reimagining the national community. Ayorinde’s argument not only
demonstrates the important role academics can play in festival practice, as does
Meadows’s, but further documents how festival planning and organization pres-
ent opportunities for future political intervention.

Futurity

As Ayorinde notes, festivals’ sometimes radical disruption of societal norms
allows organizers to performatively implement goals and values that aim to
transform what society might one day become. Indeed, many of the chapters
presented in this volume draw attention to the aspirational and critical char-
acter of festival activism. Insofar as the various case studies explore themes
of disruption, refuge, renewal, and deliberation, each indexes the ways festi-
vals, in both form and content, move collectively toward aspirational futures.
Indeed, as many of the authors in this volume note, there is world-making
potential in festival practice. Festival participants collectively imagine and
enact (im)possible future aspirations, whether strategically incorporated into
festival design, performed on stage, or seized in public spaces. Disruption
opens spaces of refuge, which in turn facilitate transgressive imaginings of
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selfand other. Such collective imagining articulates a form of possibility that,
while ephemeral, nevertheless moves toward a desired political alternative.
In festival practice, participants collectively embody the unimaginable as a
possible, perhaps even inevitable, reality.

This is what we mean by festival futurity: the diverse ways of collectively
imagining and enacting a desired future through festival practice, as well
as the spatial, logistical, and material resources required to experience that
future in the present moment. Festival futurity is a central theme in David
A. McDonald’s analysis of the Palestine Music Expo (PMX), where organiz-
ers and performers strategically articulate aspirational visions of Palestine
beyond the carceral violence of Israeli occupation. Andrew Snyder similarly
shows how Orquestra Voadora’s efforts to improve accessibility for carnival
participants is “focused on planting the seeds of a more accessible world,” as
the group expressed through its 2023 carnival parade theme, “The future is
anti-ableist” (p. 95). Ruthie Meadows writes that festivals’ inclusion of ritual
practitioners and academics opens up “novel spaces of possibility otherwise
unthinkable within the landscape of Cuban ritual practice” (p. 216). Deonte
Harris considers how Afro-diasporic carnivals are important Black “world-
making projects” that serve as “critical spaces where the freedom dreams
of Black people are expressed through carnival arts” (p. 48). “Protest and
activism are not only a means for artists to speak truth to power in the here
and now,” Harris writes, “they are, in and of themselves, unique articulations
of potential future worlds that are more free and just for people of African
descent” (p. 48). And Kimberly Marshall and Steven Hatcher demonstrate
the ways festival organizers create aspirational spaces of festival futurity in
early design and programming phases of festival production. As Idaho state
folklorist, Hatcher strategically recruits participants into the World Village
Festival for their potential to disrupt white nationalist politics. In so doing,
Hatcher hopes to produce a “heterotopia” where “performers, vendors, audi-
ence, and the geography of the festival combine to create a space ... that models
an alternative to the politically divisive and antagonistic realities of Idaho”
(p-281). In each of these examples, festival organizers, performers, and partici-
pants create spaces for collectively imagining beyond the limits of the present
moment. They endeavor to show the potential of what could one day be and
reveal an activist intent to not only imagine society’s potential but also, more
importantly, actively participate in its becoming. Each of these case studies
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documents futurity as a tactic of intervention and an opportunity to imagine,
embody, and enact something radically new.

Inits experimental, disruptive, and transgressive pursuit of the yet to come,
festival futurity points to (and advances toward) new political horizons. These
case studies demonstrate the agential world-making capacities of festival prac-
tice, moving beyond traditional models that conceptualize festivals as either
microcosms of society or instruments of communitas and instead position-
ing them as forms of direct action and political intervention. Marshall and
Hatcher indeed see their work “to build broad, multicultural coalitions in the
face of rising divisiveness and hate” as a form of direct action (p. 281). They
argue that approaching festivals as direct action allows better understanding
of the deliberate, intentional, and strategic forms of world making at the heart
of festival practice.

Direct action is also a central concept in McDonald’s analysis of the
Palestine Music Expo (PMX). McDonald argues that the greatest impact of
PMX, held under nearly impossible political circumstances, is as a form of
direct action against local Islamist authoritarians as well as the Israeli mili-
tary. Citing David Graeber and others, McDonald describes how festival
organizers, performers, and participants use PMX as “a way of actively en-
gaging with the world to bring about change, in which the form of action—
or at least the organization of the action—is itself a model for the change
one wishes to bring about” (Graeber 2009, 206). As both a means and an
end, PMX imagines Palestinian sovereignty through its enactment. It dis-
rupts and displaces the overdetermining effects of the occupation through
ajoyful celebration of what Palestine might one day become: ignoring the
logics of occupation; assembling Palestinian bodies; and collectively, joy-
fully imagining Palestine beyond the limits of the present moment.

This notion of festival futurity as a kind of direct action rests on the idea
that small moments of ephemeral escapism or aspirational world making
are not trivial. Indeed, as the contributors to this volume argue, festival fu-
turity has both immediate and long-term effects. In seeking new relational
and sensorial notions of community, festivals can be crucial instruments of
political transformation, not merely through the content of performances
(lyrics, chants, social interactions) but as structural forms manifest in the
participatory, pleasurable enactment of a desired future. In their partici-
patory politics and the pleasures that ensue, festivals have the capacity to
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sustain enthusiasm for imagined political realities long after performances
have concluded. Assembling bodies for collective appearance, festivals
offer multisensorial opportunities for the impossible, the nonexistent, or
the ideal to be imagined and enacted. This tactic of intervention reorients
thinking away from a politics of anger, indignation, and refusal and instead
captures and mobilizes pleasure, participation, and assembly for maximum
political impact. This desire-based performance of futurity collectively
manifests new possible worlds beyond festival spaces. And it is in these
efforts that we focus our collective attention to festival activism.

Notes

1. See, for example, Monika Salzbrunn’s application of the term to carnivals in
her European Research Council-funded project “Super-diversity, Creativity and
Political Expression.”

2. Philip Auslander (2002); Lorenzo Ferrarini and Nicola Scaldaferri (2020);
Christine Garlough (2013); Reebee Garofalo, Erin Allen, and Andrew Snyder
(2020); Eileen Hayes (2010); Fabian Holt (2021); Isabel Machado (2023); Andrew
Mall (2020); George McKay (2015); Dylan Robinson (2020); Roxy Robinson
(2015); Matt Sakakeeny (2013); Andrew Snyder (2022); Miguel Valerio (2022); Steve
Waksman (2022); Jonathan Wynn (2015).

3. For details about the conference, see “Curating for Change: The Work That Mu-
sic Festivals Do in the World,” June 23, 2022, https://www.whatmusicfestivalsdo.ca/.

4. For more information on the International Festival Research Network and its
symposium on June 14, 2024, see https://www.festivalresearchnetwork.org/events
/report-st-ifrn-symposium-on-social-inclusion-community-and-belonging.
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