
From Chapter 4: Anthems, Erotics, and Human Rights  

 Of course music with its near-infinite potential to stir affect has been closely tied to human 

rights and the erotic.  Anthems uplift and empower.  For instance, Nina Simone’s classic “To Be 

Young, Gifted, and Black” written with her bandleader Weldon Irvine Jr., connects joy, pride, 

and subjectification.   

“To be young, gifted and black, 

Oh what a lovely precious dream 

To be young, gifted and black, 

Open your heart to what I mean” 

Written in 1969, the song became an anthem of the Black Power movement with its 

hopeful and joyful vision of the future, especially of its call to the “billion boys and girls” 

around the globe “who are young, gifted and black” (See Redmond 2014, 199-219):   

Oh but my joy of today 

Is that we can all be proud to say 

To be young, gifted and black 

  Is where it's at! 

 Moving large-scale concerts or concert series have been organized for human rights causes 

such as the Amnesty International concerts of the 1980s and 1990s featuring performers like 

Sting, Peter Gabriel, U2, Senegalese star Yousou N’Dour, Bruce Springsteen, Joan Baez, 

Santana, and others.  Gabriel’s song “Biko” deserves special mention as it honors Stephen Biko, 

activist, intellectual, and a leader of the Black consciousness movement in South Africa.  Biko 

was tortured and killed in South Africa’s prisons at the age of 30.  While performing “Biko” 

Gabriel would be accompanied by N’Dour, the Ugandan singer Geoffrey Oryema, and South 



African musicians.  “Biko” repeats the Xhosa lyrics, “Yihla Moja" – which translates as “Come 

Spirit,” and the song was bookended on his albums with moving anti-Apartheid anthems such as 

“Senzeni Na?”  Gabriel often would close his sets with “Biko,” leaving the audience chanting in 

Biko’s honor.  

Yihla Moja, Yihla Moja 

The man is dead 

The man is dead 

And the eyes of the world are watching now, watching now 

 

 Sting, for his part, had learned of Chilean women under the Pinochet regime who danced 

alone with pictures of their disappeared love ones, the only form of protest allowed.  They had 

found a space to express resistance and imagine a new reality.  Sting wrote his haunting song 

“They Dance Alone” (Ellas Danzan Solas) in their honor and regularly performed it at the 

Amnesty International shows.  

It's the only form of protest they're allowed 

I've seen their silent faces scream so loud 

If they were to speak these words they'd go missing too 

Another woman on a torture table what else can they do 

 

At a 1988 show, he invited on stage several members of The Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo who 

had lost their children in Argentina’s dirty wars and had staged similar protests.  Sting danced 

with each of the women.  The groundbreaking 1990 Amnesty show in the Estadio Nacional in 

Santiago de Chile concluded with Sting joined by Peter Gabriel and twenty of the Chilean 

women with pictures of their loved ones.  Sting and Gabriel danced with each woman in turn:  



“They no longer danced alone. Now they were dancing with Sting... with Peter Gabriel... with 

100,000 people in the stadium... and with millions of people around the world who were grieving 

for their loss and heartened by their courage” (Amnesty International n.d.).    

 Well-known Mexican queer performance artist, director, activist, and rebel, Jesusa 

Rodríguez has for decades been challenging and transgressing social norms and political 

violence by staging plays and cabarets, organizing creative performance art, protesting against 

the Mexican government and neo-liberalism, and supporting other artists and marginalized 

groups. She “has been called the most important woman of Mexico” (Taylor and Constantino 

2003, 209).  Erotics and transgression, along with finding appropriate spaces to tap into social 

erotics, have been central to her work.  Like Audre Lorde, a not-insignificant part of her 

transgressive power has been breaking down categories that define identities and genre.  She 

famously stages "espectáculos" that are innovative tapestries weaving traditional opera, cabaret, 

sketches, vaudeville, and more traditional theatre.  Her work queers Mexican art and Mexican 

society by tapping into the roots of the Mexican people and pre-Hispanic culture, and she does so 

in a joyful, mocking, often risqué manner.   

 …Rodriguez plays the clown or fool in many of her works, taking on numerous characters: 

as she says, “I like being a buffoon because I can ridicule in all possible ways” (Rodriguez 

2000).  Her works have challenged patriarchy, consumerism, U.S. immigration policies, 

globalization, neo-liberalism, censorship, genetically modified seeds, narco-terrorism, and 

government corruption.  Continuous deconstruction of our identities and our ideas, including 

those of the playwright and performers, are at the heart of her theatre.  Theatre, with its repeated 

performances, is especially good at re-thinking and re-creating, especially when it escapes mass 

culture and is free to transform itself on a nightly basis.   



If there is anything interesting about theatre it is that every single day one starts 

anew. It is not easy to repeat something or to put the tape back on the machine. So 

if you no longer adhere to something, it is difficult to go on representing it 

onstage. Every day you are obliged to rethink it (Taylor and Morales 1994, 172).   

 Much of the work Rodríguez has done with her Argentine wife Liliana Felipe has 

been to experiment with and provide places for such performative transgressions.  Early 

on, Rodríguez performed plays in nearby caves, and later they bought their own theatre 

space, paying the rent with revenue from an attached bar.  She concludes bluntly: “the 

only way I can do what I want to do without making any compromises is to have a theatre 

of my own, and keep it going any way I can because anything else is just a lie; it means 

eating shit” (Taylor and Morales 1994, 168).   

….   

A fascinating trend in recent social protests has been the resurrection of the clown as 

social activist. The clown, usually in the guise of a jester or fool, in addition to providing 

entertainment for nobility previously played a significant role in politics, often being the 

lone dissenting voice to despotic rulers. 

 In the late 1960s, clowning for human rights became fashionable again with absurdist anti-

war protests, such as when activists Abbie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin created a media event in 

1967 by claiming that they and their fellow protestors were going to exorcise and levitate the 

Pentagon.  After speeches and a concert at the Lincoln Memorial, a large crowd marched to the 

Pentagon with the purpose of conducting the much-needed exorcism.  As they explained to the 

flocks of gathered media: “by chanting ancient Aramaic exorcism rites while standing in a circle 

around the building, they could get it to rise into the air, turn orange and vibrate until all evil 



emissions had fled. The war would end forthwith” (Hoffman 2009, 3).  Alas, the war in Vietnam 

continued for another eight years and the Pentagon remains.  

 Since then, clown protests have ballooned.  Groups have sprung up around the globe 

including Clown Bloq which targeted G8 protests seeking “to provide hilarity in the face of a 

humorless police state and to provide a fool’s critique of organized and militarized repression of 

the people, their voices and their best interests” (The Guardian 2012). The Amsterdam Rebel 

Clowns performed at Tahrir Square in Cairo.  Circus Amok in New York works on numerous 

social justice causes “bringing its funny, queer, caustic and sexy, political one-ring spectacles to 

diverse neighborhoods throughout the city…. , inviting the audience to join them in envisioning 

a more empowered life of community interaction while enjoying a queer celebratory spectacle” 

(Circus Amok, n.d).  A particularly memorable example of clowns holding leaders accountable 

for their actions can be found in The Magic Lantern theatre (Laterna Magika) in Prague during 

the Czech “velvet revolution.”  During lengthy debates and strategizing about next steps for the 

movement, a group of students appeared on the stage calling themselves the “Committee for a 

More Joyful Present” dressed in clownish outfits.  During the performance, they handed mirrors 

to each of the soon-to-be leaders of their country, including then playwright Vaclav Havel, 

asking them to reflect on themselves and “to make sure that you don’t turn into another 

politburo” (Ash 1990, 112).   

 Clowns without Borders (Payasos sin Fronteras; cf. the similar organizations Patchwork 

for Peace and Serious Road Trip; and Wilding 2006) is a relief organization run by clowns that 

has performed in hundreds of locations around the globe under the banner “no child without a 

smile.”  CWB was formed in 1993 in Spain by the professional clown Tortell Peltrona, real name 

Jaume Mateu, who started his career clowning during the Franco regime and so not surprisingly 



he would claim “being a clown is a revolutionary act” (UNHCR 2011).  He was invited to 

perform in Croatia during the Balkan Wars with the encouragement of Spanish children who had 

just completed an exchange program.  The refugees in Croatia told the Spanish children, “You 

know what we miss most? We miss laughter, to have fun, to enjoy ourselves" (UNHCR 2011).  

Soon, CWB partnered with UNHCR and organized multiple trip to perform for refugees in the 

Balkans.  

When we started, it might have seemed like a joke to some people.  An NGO with 

clowns in the middle of a war! It was surreal. At first we wondered what we were 

doing, but after the first experience it was such a powerful and emotional feeling. 

There was a very warm welcome and the visit was very helpful for the children 

(UNHCR 2011).  

 CWB now has branches in several countries including in the U.S., throughout Europe, and 

South Africa with several new ones being formed and thoughts about an international federation, 

“but they are all clowns, so it's difficult to organize anything” (UNHCR 2011).  Their volunteer 

clowns have performed in dozens of countries including some notorious “hotspots” such as: 

Ethiopia, Colombia, South Sudan, Kenya, Israel, Palestine, Zimbabwe, and the Philippines.  

They have performed after major disasters such as Hurricane Katrina and Typhoon Haiyan and 

during the current immigrant crisis in Greece.   

 The performers too are shocked by what their body is able to do.  They have the capacity to 

change the potentiality of others in ways they never imagined possible, what one clown calls “the 

power of the nose”:  

I really make my mark with this red nose. From behind the nose I see many 

things. I look, when I'm performing, at the people; I look at the fragility and also 



the good things and the sad things of humanity. In this situation, you see the best 

and the worst in humans. One of the things that I remember from the early 

expeditions was that after we did a performance, people from different ethnic 

groups would eat together. This made me start to think about the power of the 

nose (UNHCR 2011). 

From Chapter 7: Human Rights Winners 

By far this was the hardest chapter to conceptualize.  I was uncomfortable with the 

original title “joyful victims” as I was hesitant to ascribe either victimization or joy to those who 

had survived human rights abuses.  But then my good friend former Eritrean political prisoner 

Semere Kesete who wrote this volume’s Foreword said in a videoconference with my Human 

Rights Voices class that he did not consider himself a victim, or even a survivor, but a winner.  

By living, by being successful, he is defeating the regime that tried to destroy him.  He and his 

wife just had a baby girl, so I would say he is a huge winner.  My friend Brooke Elise Axtell who 

is a child sex trafficking and domestic violence survivor conveys the same sentiment in one of 

her poems:  

This is my story and in my story I rise without shame, without apology. 

I know what it is to live in terror, exiled from the stunning reality 

of my own worth. But I did not just survive, 

I thrive as a creatrix of change. I am a warrior for peace 

and this peace is more powerful than anything they forced 

on my body. I am a freedom fighter, taking a stand 

for those who are not yet free... 



To subjectify is to do what was previously unfathomable.  It is expressing a voice from 

where a voice is unexpected and thought impossible.  The voice had been silenced by the 

system, either by actively suppressing it, attempting to crush it, or ignoring it…. 

All too often, human rights movements want their victims to be only victims.  They want 

them to show their helplessness, their need for help.  Consider the difference between the 

medallion of the abolitionist forces in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, especially in 

juxtaposition to the “I AM a Man” protests from Memphis in 1968.  The abolitionist medallion 

designed by the famous potter Josiah Wedgwood featured the image of a kneeling slave in 

supplication to white abolitionists above the rather meek question "Am I not a Man and a 

Brother?"   

Similar images are ubiquitous in the anti-trafficking crusades of the past two decades 

with images of helpless women tied up and commodified calling out to be saved by what has 

derisively been called the “rescue industry” (Agustín 2007).  Migrant sex workers, in one study 

are only portrayed as victims having no agency: “as tremendously disadvantaged: poor, 

oppressed, coming from violent societies, having no choices.  They are never described as 

feminists and rarely as political active or possessing consciousness of their own situation” 

(Agustín 2007, 179).  Thankfully, numerous activists like Brooke Axtell practice survivor 

leadership in their anti-trafficking work.  In this model, survivors are not only empowered 

through self-expression and creativity but valued as those with the knowledge and skills to lead 

organizations and movements.   



 

Figure 9.  Josiah Wedgewood’s Abolition Medallion “Am I Not a Man and a Brother” 

Medallion designed by the famed potter Josiah Wedgewood in the 1780s for the Society for 

Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade.  The medallion and the image were widely 

circulated serving as effective marketing tools for abolitionism.  Public Domain.  

 



 

Figure 10.  I AM a Man, Memphis 1968.  Photo of sanitation workers striking in Memphis, 

Tennessee in April 1968 with their famous placards. 

Source: http://www.ozy.com/flashback/from-i-am-a-man-to-black-lives-

matter/61443.  Photographer Unknown.  

 

…  Reverend Ralph Jackson one of the leaders of the Memphis movement said it even more 

forcefully after one of the marches: “I am sick and tired of Negroes getting on their knees and 

begging the great white father for the crumbs that fall from his table” (Estes 2005, 137).  To 

announce I AM a man was to subvert the racist society that denied manhood to African 

Americans, reinforced by calling grown African-American men by the term “boy”.  Martin 

Luther King recounts the story of driving with his father while growing up:   

One day, when the two were driving together, a white traffic cop pulled them over 

and demanded of King’s father, “Boy, show me your license.”   

http://www.ozy.com/flashback/from-i-am-a-man-to-black-lives-matter/61443
http://www.ozy.com/flashback/from-i-am-a-man-to-black-lives-matter/61443


“Do you see this child here,” King’s father replied defiantly, referring to his son. 

“That’s a boy.  I’m a man.  I’m Reverend King.” (Estes 2005, 138).   

A couple of weeks after Dr. King’s assassination a rally was held in his honor in the parking lot 

of the Lorraine Motel with a number of protestors carrying their “I AM a Man” placards that 

could now be read as “I AM STILL a Man”.   

….  

One woman, Biu, finished her life-story narrative by referencing carnival in a spiteful and 

joyful way:  

‘No, Nancí, I won’t cry’, she said. ‘And I won’t waste my life thinking about it 

from morning to night. My life is hard enough. One husband hung himself and 

another walked out on me. I work hard all day in the cane fields. What good 

would it do me to lie awake at night crying about my fate? Can I argue with God 

for the state that I’m in? No! So I’ll dance and I’ll jump and I’ll play carnival ! 

And yes, I’ll laugh and people will wonder at a pobre like me who can have such 

a good time. But if I don’t enjoy myself, if I can’t amuse myself a little bit, well 

then I would rather be dead (2008, 50).  

 

Similarly our expectations of those who have been victimized are socio-culturally 

inflected.  Assuming that someone who has endured abuse has been damaged beyond repair or 

must be suffering from PTSD or related symptoms as is so often done today risks silencing them.  

To label them as victims risks re-victimizing them to reduce them to the torments that they were 

subject to….  It is to work against their opportunity to change their symbolic order, to change 

their identity, to take away the chance they can be victors.   



To have the opposite expectation, that individuals should just move forward with their 

lives and work together to build a better future for everyone also reduces their experiences and 

their suffering.  Many like Holocaust survivor and writer Jean Améry are unable “to join in "the 

unisonous peace chorus all around him, which cheerfully proposes: not backward let us look but 

forward, to a better, common future" (Améry 1980, 69).  Also, to focus on those, like Jacques 

Lusseyran who can be labeled as human rights winners can be “an insult to survivors’ 

experience, and does nothing to help us understand what it means to survive atrocity, what it 

means to live a life shattered by mass violence, and to be silenced by terror” (Oppenheimer 

2014a).   

Those who have endured such abuses are survivors, autonomous individuals who are 

seeking to move forward, they are trying to find meaning and make the best of a tragic situation.  

They have agency and they are usually able to pursue their own goals.  They often realize 

possibilities in their lives beyond what human rights activists and workers are able to envision….   

I call for us to embrace the joy of doing human rights work. I encourage professors of 

human rights to incorporate more joy into their classrooms, for activists to embrace their 

victories, for victims to seek routes to joy, knowing that everyone’s route to recovery and 

fullness is different.  One of the joys of my life is to meet human rights winners.  They serve for 

me, like Jeremy Regard served for Jacques Lusseyran as springs that I am drawn to and can be 

refreshing.  Thus, I conclude with testimonies from a good friend who constantly inspires me… 

Concluding Section (Written by Brooke Elise Axtell) 

There is no greater joy than knowing our worth as human beings.  

We learn this worth in community when we are heard, respected and celebrated. A 

hunger for human rights is a hunger for our voices, our desires to finally matter. 



As Martin Luther King Jr. said, “The aftermath of violence is the Beloved Community.” 

For me, true community is the key to enduring joy. True community moves beyond a mere 

collection of people tied by similar interests to the creation of sacred space, where I know myself 

as Beloved.  

In the end, I find joy in the face of injustice through a return to love, that vast, wild 

compassion that includes us all.  

It is the restoration of connection when connection has been severed. It is the great 

remembering of who we are, our unconditional value and dignity. The war waged against my 

basic human rights taught me to reverence the power of radical intimacy, the kind of relationship 

that bears luminous witness and shows me I no longer have to carry my pain alone.  

Radical intimacy with other survivors helped me transmute my pain into healing wisdom 

and soul medicine. This is the irresistible alchemy of walking our path together. 

When I face human rights violations in my work as an advocate, it is my community that 

reminds me it is safe to grieve, to have my heart broken open and, then, to laugh again, to let all 

the emotions of being human pass through me. Happiness depends on circumstances. Enduring 

joy is closer to aliveness, a willingness to be with all that is and still sing because I know love 

will have the last word. 

As a woman who has overcome child sex trafficking, sexual assault and domestic 

violence, my path to joy has been has been a path of self-definition. As poet and activist Audre 

Lorde said, “If I did not define myself for myself, I would be crunched into other people’s 

fantasies for me and eaten alive.” Abuse taught me that other people’s fantasies for me could 

consume and destroy me. Telling the truth about my life saved me from that erasure. 



Here is how I define myself. I am not a victim or even merely a survivor. I am a leader, 

poet, performing artist and human rights activist deeply devoted to helping women and girls 

reclaim their worth. Joy is my birthright and my resistance. I am a woman who has learned my 

pleasure is sacred, my worth undeniable and my untamed laughter is part of what makes me a 

force of nature. When I am in circle with survivors of human trafficking, I do not ask them what 

they are grieving. I ask them what they are celebrating. We have made our peace and danced 

with our sorrows. Now it our time to rise. 

 

 

 


