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Culture is a human right

Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural 
life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in 
scientific advancement and its benefits.

Article 27. (1) Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) 



Why make cultural participation 
a human right?



Human rights into policy

The steps to be taken by the States Parties to the present 
Covenant to achieve the full realization of this right shall 
include those necessary for the conservation, the 
development and the diffusion of science and culture.

Article 15. (2) International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (1966, 1976) 



From the person to the state

The Declaration is concerned with a person’s right to 
participate in the cultural life of the community.

The Covenant is concerned with state actions in 
provision of culture.



Policy implications of the Covenant

The Covenant can be interpreted to support the 

democratisation of culture, or a laissez-faire cultural policy.

Opera Bastille, Paris) Photo François Matarasso



Democratisation of culture

El Sistema, Venezuela and elsewhere
(Photo Creative Commons)



What’s the problem?

London 2012 Olympics (Creative Commons)



What’s the result?

Museum Insel (Berlin)) Photo François Matarasso



The Sharing Arts Society (Utrecht, NL)

What’s the solution?



TRACTION
Opera co-creation and production

Immersive and interactive digital media

Social inclusion and impact



Three community opera trials

EL GRAN TEATRE DEL LICEU

Spain

Urban neighbourhood

Opera house

People with disabilities, students, people 
with a migrant experience, former sex 

workers, residents of Raval

Opera house 

Co-creation space
Co-creation stage

IRISH NATIONAL OPERA

Ireland

Country

Opera producer

Irish speakers living in remote areas, 
teenagers in rural communities, adults 

in Tallaght and South Dublin 

VR and festivals

Co-creation space
Virtual reality

SOCIEDADE ARTÍSTICA 
MUSICAL DOS POUSOS

Portugal

Provincial city

Music school

Young prisoners, family members, 
former inmates, guards, residents of 

Leiria, justice ministry officials

Prison and concert hall

Co-creation space
Co-creation stage



Focus on Portugal

SAMP (Traction) Photo Joaquin Damaso



SAMP Project

SAMP (Traction) Photo Joaquin Damaso



SAMP Project

Co-creation Stage allows the project to include people inside 
and outside the prison in the co-creation of a new opera  

SAMP (Traction) Photo Joaquin Damaso



‘Nós. Vocês. Toda a gente.’

A 40 minute performance linking a concert hall in Lisbon 
with the Leiria youth prison on 2 and 3 June 2021

SAMP (Traction) Photo Joaquin Damaso



How is this different?

SAMP aims for cultural democracy – not cultural democratisation.

SAMP (Traction) Photo Joaquin Damaso



How is this about human rights?

SAMP (Traction) Photo Joaquin Damaso



How is this person-centric?

Traction shifts the focus from access 
to cultural goods and services to 

people’s capabilities for 
participation in cultural life

SAMP (Traction) Photo Joaquin Damaso



Traction and the 2020 Rome Charter

THE RIGHT TO PARTICIPATE FULLY AND FREELY IN CULTURAL LIFE 
IS VITAL TO OUR CITIES AND COMMUNITIES



Cultural capabilities

to express yourself through 
what you’ve learned

to find out about yourself 
and learn about others

to show what you’ve done 
and participate in cultural life

to appreciate, distinguish 
and make your own taste

to cherish and preserve what 
has been made so that it can 

be discovered again



Just a beginning

Traction’s thinking about opera co-creation, the right to participate 
in the cultural life of the community, and cultural capabilities as a 

foundation of human rights is work in progress.
SAMP (Traction) Photo François Matarasso



Thanks for your attention

https://www.traction-project.eu


