RESEARCH CONTEXT TO THE SENSE OF BELONGING EXHIBITION

The Sense of Belonging  exhibition forms one strand of activity and is part of a larger project ‘Beyond Borders: making connections’ funded by the arts and humanities research council (AHRC) knowledge transfer scheme. 

Beyond Borders is a partnership between Loughborough University, Charnwood Arts, City Arts, Long Journey Home, Soft Touch and is supported by Nottingham Trent University, Derby University, Dreamers and Refugee Action. It is an outcome of a successful two year programme of workshops and seminars entitled Making Connections http://www.makingconnections.info also funded by the AHRC that in turn grew out of previous AHRC and locally funded participatory action research and participatory arts practice with asylum seekers and refugees. 
Our partnerships build upon the strong regional work of many artists, community arts organizations, voluntary and statutory sector agencies and researchers working with new arrivals, community groups and the regional making connections network.  
We aim to better understand the experiences of exile and displacement as well as facilitate processes and practices of inclusion and belonging with new arrivals by encouraging collaboration and exchange of ideas among artists, practitioners, academics, policy makers and new arrivals in the East Midlands. 
Our collaborations examine how the arts - defined in their broadest sense - might help mediate and represent the experience of arriving in a new country and what it means to feel a sense of belonging as well as deliver cultural, social, and economic  benefits to new arrivals in the East Midlands region. This includes developing a web site and a data base  of exhibiting artists to connect with each another  as well as to programmers, schools  and regional community and participatory arts organisations  seeking artists for their  projects and programmes in schools and community settings, see  www.beyondbordersuk.org   Thus highlighting the impact of arts and cultural activity for social policy agendas in participation with new arrivals.  

A ‘Sense of Belonging’  arts/research project was launched with a series of guided walks in June 2008 based on the arts practice of Misha Myers (www.homingplace.org and consultant to the walks)  followed by a series of arts/research workshops led by City Arts, Charnwood Arts, Long Journey Home, Charnwood Arts and Soft Touch Arts. Post walk workshop discussions led to the connecting themes for the development of the arts practice. The arts practice tells of what belonging means to those participating through their experiences and meanings about home, place making, belonging, friendship, what it is like to live in Nottingham, Derby, Leicester  and Loughborough  and the perilous  journeys people make to seek freedom and safety.  The emotional and physical impact of these journey’s,  and the experiences of  ‘double consciousness’ and being ‘home away from home’ are represented alongside the rich cultural contributions and skills migrants bring to the region’s cities, towns, cultures and communities.
Using film, sculpture, mixed media textiles, painting, photography, music and performance the artists, both individually and collectively, synthesize issues of cultural identity, displacement, relationships to surroundings, personal reflections on the process of exile and belonging with a celebration of the rich cultural contributions refugees and asylum seekers bring to cities and communities. 

The exhibition represents the perilous journeys people make to reach freedom both physically and emotionally, the places left behind and what makes people feel a sense of belonging – a sense of being  ‘home away from home.’

“I have been divided into two pieces like two soul in one body”.

“The UK  is very important to me as well because after twenty-seven years I breathe in freedom air. This is something special, as well being in freedom,  I married here in this country, my baby was  born in this country, I got all my rights in this country”.

“Just because you are born here doesn’t mean you feel like you belong”.

“When you leave your country because of problems – at first you are lonely but then you make friends and it feels more like a home. ‘Freedom of speech’– not being controlled by the government.”

“I am from here I am  from there, we are exactly nowhere, we are from nowhere.  I feel I completely belong here, this is my home. The day after I feel differently, I feel absolutely I do not belong and there is no connection between me and everything around me including people, my house and everything”.

“One day you feel everything is yours here, it doesn’t matter and another day you don’t and that is my personal experience and when it comes to art you can’t avoid this ‘double consciousness’ that one day this belongs to me and another day it does not”.

“All of us are at the cutting edge of a new type of identity, no longer rooted in a place or country but a series of places and journeys meeting temporality and going off, we do it in the way we communicate with each other and interact”.

“We were in the lorry for 57 hours with no space to move or stand up. Boxes all around us. There are many, many stories and each person will have a different story”.

“Yes, yes it’s a difficult decision you know for freedom isn't it, yes a really difficult decision”.

“It was very hard to find our life here but we really worked hard on it and me and my husband really we built up our life here with the very, very hard working”
The viewer is presented with a rare opportunity to witness the ‘double consciousness’ of trans national belonging, where ‘art’ may be used as a tool for social and political activism.

The exhibition includes contributions from visual artists Aria Ahmed, Jasim Ghafur and Thaer Ali; sculptors Obediar Madziva and Emmanuel Changunda; filmmaker and musician Gaylan Nazhad; and participants working with community arts organisations – Charnwood Arts in Loughborough; City Arts in Nottingham; Long Journey Home in Nottingham and Derby; and Soft-Touch Arts in Leicester. Curated by John Perivolaris photographer, Nottingham Trent University.

The exhibition will be open from 10th  to 30th  January 2009, Mon- Friday from 10am to 5pm and Saturday 10th, 17th and 24th 10am to 4pm.

Press Launch. 9th January 2-4pm

Private View. 16th January 5-9 pm

A Sense of Belonging  is exhibited at the Bonington art gallery in Nottingham 10 - 30 January as well as on-line at http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/society+content/gallery 
Contacts in each partner organisation:  
Dr Maggie O’Neill, University of Loughborough. m.oneill@lboro.ac.uk  

Stuart Brown, Long Journey Home  stuartbrown236@btinternet.com Tel: 07891 701133

Karina Martin, Long Journey Home, Derby  karina-martin@ntlworld.com  Tel: 07957 587735

Amy Edwards, Charnwood Arts  amy@charnwood-arts.org.uk 01509 822558 / 07816504446

Kevin Ryan, Director, Charnwood Arts kevr@charnwood-arts.org.uk  01509822558

Gaylan Nazhad and Alma Cunliffe, City Arts- Tel: 0115 9782463
 gaylan@city-arts.org.uk alma@city-arts.org.uk
Helen Pearson, Soft Touch Arts   helen@soft-touch.org.uk    Tel: (0116) 270 2706 

Dr John Perivolaris, Curator and NTU john.perivolaris@ntlworld.com Tel:  07905057101 
