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MAKING THE CONNECTIONS:

ARTS, MIGRATION AND DIASPORA REGIONAL NETWORK

WORKSHOP ONE
FINDINGS

What is Art? A seminar on Eurocentric and diasporic processes of art practice

VENUE: THE PEEPUL CENTRE, LEICESTER

12.30pm – 4.30pm 3rd November 2006

Convened by Utkarsha Joshi,

Arts Council East Midlands 

Chaired by Pawlett Warner, 

Artistic Director of the Peepul Centre

‘Findings’ edited by 

Maggie O’Neill and Phil Hubbard

1.0 INTRODUCTION (Maggie O’Neill and Phil Hubbard)

The idea for this first workshop (and the remaining nine workshops) emerged from discussions among the 75 people from across the region who participated at the Making the Connections network launch event at the Y Theatre in Leicester in April 2006.

The AHRC Diaspora, Migration and identities programme funded Loughborough University £20,500 to support Making the Connections – a regional network exploring arts, migration and Diaspora.   Achieving this funding was one more step in the development of work conducted in the region with new arrival communities that includes a focus upon integration, community cohesion, access to education, training and employment and towards a cultural strategy for working with refugees and asylum seekers.  The network will identify collaborations between new arrivals, arts organisations, artists, policy makers, practitioners, and academics. 

Maggie stated that she is personally committed to participatory ways of working and the transformative role of art – not simply as a tool in fostering processes of integration and belonging – but in and of itself.  Art brings something new into the world, it is constitutive and it can change lives. Through participatory action research and participatory arts we can connect critical thought to research and practical, political action.  

The aim of the Making the Connections network is hence to explore the transformative role of arts and culture in fostering integration and belonging for new arrival, building upon the strong work ongoing in the region in order to:

· enhance the lives of recent arrivals in the East Midlands

· stimulate high-quality inter-disciplinary research and the production of art works

· facilitate connection, communication and feed into public policy and

· contribute to public awareness of the  issues facing new arrivals

· feed into an end of programme conference in July 2008 to celebrate and disseminate our collaborations.

Over the next 18mths we will facilitate a series of workshops on the themes of: the alternative media; therapeutic arts; un-accompanied minors/young people; education; employment; women; migrants in isolated or rural spaces; and artists in exile.
The principles underpinning the network are those of PAR and PA: 

· participation - partnership working that is based on common goals and shared  ownership 

· inclusion 

· valuing all voices

· democracy

· methodological innovation/creative collaboration

· ethical research - creating safe spaces for dialogue, based on mutual recognition and respect

Hence, PAR is both a process and a practice directed towards social change with the participants.  It is interventionist, action oriented, and interpretive. It involves working together to create change.
2.0 WELCOME (Utkarsha Joshi)

Utkarsha Joshi (Arts Council East Midlands) welcomed all present and introduced the theme of the workshop stressing that he hoped that the seminar would go someway to unravelling What is Art? Eurocentric and diasporic processes of art practice.  He added that the ACE commissioned and published a research report in 2000 entitled “Arts – what’s in a word” related to ethnic minorities and the arts. The report was concerned with arts attendance and collated many statistics about participation and audiences from BEM populations. In defining the ‘arts’, many people said that the arts consisted of opera, ballet, Shakespearean theatre, classical music and arts in galleries – which many from BEM backgrounds found off-putting and elitist and  ‘white’. 

Black, Asian and Chinese people who were/are not interested in mainstream  arts ( as defined above) were however interested in arts related to their own cultural heritage – which they did not regard as ‘arts’ first and foremost.  The main recommendation of the report was the importance of consulting with local communities.

Utkarsha then went on to set out the importance for the regional network of the Arts Council England’s agenda for the arts 2006-8: 

“Arts Council England’s ambition for 2006 to 8 is to put the arts at the heart of the national life and people at the heart of the arts.  Two of the agendas relevant to today’s discussion are internationalism and celebrating diversity.”  

For Utkarsha, ‘Celebrating diversity’ is based on the premise that “Race, ethnicity and faith will remain a major preoccupation in the country.  And the arts are fundamental to such debates” and that “the arts help us to develop a sense of identity of ourselves as individuals, as members of our communities and as a nation.”

Regionally, this will enable Arts Council East Midlands to be actively engaged with the growing network of confident, entrepreneurial, diverse artists, both regionally and internationally.  Moreover, ACEM are interested in the academic outputs and outcomes resulting from the network, on the basis that ACE would find it helpful to have some academic rigour to the information they use to develop policies.  

Utkarsha stated that despite earlier waves of migration to the region there is not much documented information regarding what obstacles were faced, the successes achieved, and the unresolved issues. Such information could prove invaluable for recent new arrivals.  Finally he hoped that the workshop will “enable us all, not just the Arts Council, to shape the development of the future, create and drive a vision for the future and distil the arts from other issues”.

3.0 PRESENTATIONS

· John Perivolaris (photographer) The Democratic Image: Photography and Self-Representation in the Digital Age.

· Harminder Singh (Photographer)  What is Art? Diaspora of Ideas.

· Kevin Ryan (Photographer and Director of Charnwood Arts  community arts organisation) What is Art? Razor blade mandalas and all the shades of green.   

The presentations can be found in full on www.makingtheconnections.info. 

The presentations focused upon diasporic processes of arts based practice  in photography, the democratic image and possibilities for transgressing the divide and outmoded concepts of high and low art practice,  the vital importance of creativity to processes of belonging, the empowering role of art  and the innate ability of people to be artistic,
3.1 The Democratic Image: Photography and Self-Representation in the Digital Age (John Perivolaris)

John gave a comprehensive and stimulating talk about the potential of the democratic image within the context of the 21st century revolution in image-making technologies. He argued that the  “current state of photographic practice”  given  “the collaborative processes enabled by digitisation should put an end to the subjection by photography of ethnographic ‘others’ and open up egalitarian spaces for dialogue and representation like never before”:

The Twenty-First Century revolution in image-making technologies will have to be matched by one in our sensibilities, as well as in the politics of representation both in society at large and cultural institutions. Such a revolution inevitably will take place on a global, postcolonial stage. It will also have to engage with the social and cultural experiences of newly self-representing groups beyond traditional metropolitan artistic and media elites. The democratic image of our age brings together all these constituencies through the unique creative potential of contemporary photographic practice to document the realities, even dreams, of all sectors of society. By so doing, photography might constitute an unprecedented public space of egalitarian representation.

John is currently involved in organising LOOK07 (www.Look07.com), a year-long Manchester-based series of photographic exhibitions, workshops with under-represented groups, and events funded primarily by the Arts Council of England, Manchester City Council, and the Paul Hamlyn Foundation. The project will culminate in The Democratic Image, a two-day symposium in Manchester that will examine issues relating to the following questions and themes: 


1. Who is making photographs in the 21st Century?
2. Who is looking at photography in the 21st Century?
3. How is photography mediated and by whom in the 21st Century?
4. How might new egalitarian spaces for dialogue be created between photographers and their subjects in a globalised world?
5. How might expectations of what might be considered valuable photographic work be expanded beyond institutional parameters, the agenda of cultural gatekeepers, and the limits of established genres?

For John, photography: 

“increasingly occupies space alongside the fine arts on the walls of the most prestigious galleries, museums, and other cultural institutions.  In this context, the democratic image emerges from the radical evolution of photography since the end of the Twentieth Century” 

Moreover, “this moment of accelerated photographic evolution is of crucial importance to migrants, refugees and asylum seekers, as well as the majority world in genera”.  For the  “ digital image revolution has not only redrawn the parameters of who is making photographs and how they are viewed but also how they are collected and archived”:

 I hope that an indicator of the shape of things to come is that the foremost photography website in the world is Zonezero.com, which is based in Mexico City, run by the internationally renowned photographer and digital pioneer, Pedro Meyer. Photographers from Latin America, Africa, and Asia take their rightful place alongside a who’s who of American and European photography, all displayed and curated to the highest standards.

John also argued that image makers and artists from both host societies and migrant groups “have a role to play in working closely with newly arrived groups to enable them to use the new media effectively”.  He went on to highlight the work he is leading on in collaboration with the Somali Afro-European Media Project (SAEMP) based in Leicester under the auspices of the Image Makers’ Sub-Group of the AHRC-funded Arts, Diasporas and Migration Regional Network (East Midlands):

“The project will use photography, video, sound recordings, and text to produce, primarily, a web-based documentary archive. This will be able to serve as a resource for subsequent exhibitions and publication on the significance of certain objects to Somali migrants on their journeys around the globe and to migrants in general. Documenting these objects will give access to the multiple narratives of their owners. Through these narratives will emerge personal, family, community, and national histories about Somalia across the generations and connecting points of departure in Somalia itself with the global diaspora of Somalis, particularly those residing in the East Midlands. In this way, the project would facilitate the creation of a public space for constructing a collective memory of the Somali diaspora”.
3.2 What is Art? Diaspora of Ideas (Harminder Singh) 

Harminder introduced the audience to his current artwork ‘Karate: Dance or Discipline’ –   and explores   the “cultural transmission of a culturally alien product (karate) and its adoption by culturally diverse communities in the East Midlands area” in relation to understanding art through concepts of diaspora:

“Diaspora is that it brings with it ideas and these impel us to reflect on the way we think, act and behave”. 

In learning Karate what appears as:  

“alien and strange is readily adopted through doing, through engagement. And what also happens is a transformation not only of the body through the activity but also the mind – the practitioners (karataka) feel they belong to it and expand their horizons to encompass Japan, as the country of origin, but also all other karataka…I can go to any part of the world and there is a bond, a level of communication and a welcome based on shared understandings. It is the movement of karate that creates kinship and transcends linguistic boundaries.” 

Like John, Harminder is interested in the ways that art can challenge inequalities, such as discrimination and promote democracy and shared understanding:

 “My work has brought me to a conclusion that discrimination is best understood as both the limitation placed upon groups and the limits we place upon ourselves because we come to believe that some things are not for us. To that extent Art is a way of expressing ideas currently hidden from us, it has the sense of uncovering. It is a way of showing us that what is natural is often the word to describe that which is simply familiar to us”. 

Harminder cautions that for “the new diaspora communities it is a matter of safety first” and sometimes ‘seeking safety and shunning risk’ may be articulated through the turn to heritage based art.

 “It is perhaps why much art arising from diaspora communities is heritage based and indeed there is a resistance to anything emerging from the interaction of cultures with much talk of what is authentic”. 

Ultimately, for Harminder, art: 

“transcends language and reaches into the core that connects all of humanity.. Art is truth and can therefore be dangerous because it forces us to see the world differently it can also lead to change… 

Art is about exploration and in particular that area in-between us, our cultures and our ideas. ..Art is not about liking or disliking… Art fights against definitions, it gives us an insight into the in-betweeness of people and things and gives it tangible form...Art gives us the gift of QUESTIONS –and the giving of these questions which transcend language, help us explore the world of the in-between between the familiar and the truth. It doesn’t help us decide, it doesn’t give answers but it does allow us to have choices we did not even know existed. “

3.3  What is Art? Razor blade mandalas and all the shades of green  (Kevin Ryan)

Kevin began his talk with a performance of karate moves to show that the performative can sometimes communicate an excess above the representational with the stylised performance  of the body a particularly emotive and communicative act.

Kevin proceeded to think about the innate ability of people to be artistic, suggesting that those who contend they lack artistic ability overlook how simple it is to draw – lines, curves and dots being the basis of communication and language:

Our ability to draw dots, straight lines and curves in different combinations enables us to engage in processes which bridge differences in understanding and beyond shared physical space over time.

Kevin suggested that despite a lack of photographic training he was able to produce photographs that communicated (for example) the conflicts over space evident in Jerusalem. He also displayed images he had created of street life in Leicester, suggesting his own images have as much artistic value as those which are celebrated in some notable expositions and gallery spaces. His argument here was that to tell someone they are not artistic is to tell them their point of view is not worth hearing.

Kevin thus talked through examples of his work as facilitator and advocate for Charnwood Arts:

Out of ignorance of what art is, can be and of how essential it is for people to participate in I was told in effect to shut up. My growing indignance with this state of ignorance led me to dedicate my life to encouraging others to draw…out their creativity…their voices…their abilities…in whatever art form or form of creativity or combinations of creativity they chose. 

In relation to this, Kevin spoke of the need to work with a wide definition of the arts, and showed how people from different walks of life had found a voice through different activities, from kite-making to street art, from celebration to mourning, from dance to dress. Themes of fusion, multiculturalism and heritage may be important, but so to is newness and finding a voice. Kevin’s talk thus focused on the empowering role of art in helping people express themselves, not least in the context of a multicultural society. 

“I am committed to do this individually and collectively and to constantly explore and expand what this word ‘art’ can be”.
4.0 WORKSHOP DISCUSSION GROUPS

Participants (40 in total) had been allocated to three groups by ACEM. Rapporteurs of the three groups were: Utkarsha Joshi; Phil Hubbard and Maggie O’Neill.  The groups were asked to discuss emerging themes from the presentations with regard to Eurocentric and Diasporic processes of art practice and to agree five key points to bring back to the plenary that identify ‘What is Art’ given the terms of reference of debate.

4.1 Workshop One – Blue Group (rapporteur: Utkarsha Joshi)  

Discussions on ‘What is Art? Eurocentric and Diasporic processes of art practice’ led to the following points: How do we translate from one culture to another? What is the difference between art and it’s practice? Is Art universal? Discussions focused upon defining the specificity of art and led to the following five key points:

1. Art asks questions

2. Art is about self expression and communication between the creator and the audience

3. Art communicates  heritage and beauty

4. Art transcends boundaries

5. Art Shapes collective values

4.2 Workshop Two - Red Group (rapporteur: Phil Hubbard)
Following brief introductions from the ten participants in this group, discussion quickly turned to the remit of the seminar, with several participants expressing some doubts as to whether the question ‘what is art’ had provided a suitable focus for the event – and whether the three presenters had explicitly addressed this question. One participant proposed that it was vital to have an academic debate about the meaning of art (in relation to beauty and the sublime) if one is to address the question of what is art properly. 

Given the focus of the network is on the role of art in fostering cohesion and identification within and among diasporic groups, it was suggested by others that a more interesting question that ‘what is art?’ is ‘what does art do?’ Examples were provided of the way that art can tell stories about the settlement of particular groups (e.g. the Italian community of Loughborough), with art arguably becoming more important as such groups become more ‘integrated’ and community centres etc are closed down (with art – in a variety of forms – becoming the locus of collective memory). 

Discussion then returned to definitions of diaspora, and the importance of destabilising ‘Western’ notions of art and culture (and associated ideas of taste). In relation to this, the idea that art must challenge existing ideas and explore in betweeness – as proposed by Harminder Singh – was contrasted with the idea of art as celebratory of particular identities. According to some of those present, the latter concept is associated with heritage and a claiming of identity whereas the former is about disrupting the notion of identity itself. Time precluded a further exploration of what forms of art are effective in constructing notions of in-group cohesion for asylum communities, or what art practices might disrupt questions of taste and value. The main points raised by our discussion were thus as follows:  

1. The question of what is art may imply an exploration of what is sublime/beautiful, in relation to debates grounded in Western academia. However, questions of what are does for different communities is something that can be explored contextually 
2. Art may fulfil different purposes for different generations of immigrants and arrivals.

3. There may be important distinctions between individual artistic production (which may challenge stereotypes and fuel controversy) and collective artistic activities (which may celebrate communal identities)

4. We have only just begun to explore what the concept of art means for different communities – and it may be that more focused seminars/workshops under the auspices of the Network are required to clarify what art means in a world of diaspora. 

4.3 Workshop Three - Yellow and Black groups (Rapporteur: Maggie O’Neill) 

The discussions were broad, beginning with the relationship between levels of instability and the creation of art. This point was also discussed in relation to when people really lack a voice,  in times of great personal instability, under what conditions can individuals create art?  It was suggested that for new arrivals “it is safety first, before anything else”. 

The discussion moved on to how art can be understood in relation to capitalism. “Art is that which is shown in a western institution and a lot of cultures do not have a term for ‘art’ it is a western concept”.   During the counterculture movements of the 60s and 70s art was being created in living rooms, garages and community centres. It was suggested that times have changed and for two members of the group art means ‘everything’ and we do not lose focus on ‘art’ if we argue against the notion that art is that which is shown in a western institution. It was suggested in response that maybe we need to differentiate between ‘culture’ (everything) and the specificity of ‘art’.

A lively discussion followed around the bureaucratisation of funding and funding streams and the limitations placed on artists as well as the possibilities. A key question at this point in the discussion was “who are the custodians and who gets funding?”  The position and role of gatekeepers and the setting of agendas were acknowledged as important dimensions.  This point was linked to new arrival communities and the need and possibilities for getting connected to networks locally and regionally, nationally, globally.  The current work of the Somali Afro European Media Project based in Leicester (see objects of migration link on www.makingtheconnections.info and www.saemp.org.uk) was given as an example of networking.

One outcome of the concerns around funding was to focus discussion on the current ‘personalisation agenda’ and the move to co-authorship with  audiences helping to tailor the focus upon what is produced. This led to a focus on ‘What can art do?’ In response participants agreed that art can create social relationships, jolt the viewer into self recognition and recognition of another. Art can provide an invitation to do this and it is a powerful way of creating such an invitation.

In summary the group, five key points emerging were:

1. Art is a dynamic, active concept

2. Art is about the physical as well as the inner/emotional spaces of migration

3. Art is both individual (individualism) and created in association (collective/collaborative) and builds upon, develops what has gone before

4. Art is linked to funding streams, gatekeepers, custodians 

5. Art can be about liberation/transformation it can also be a means of social control

A supplementary and most important point was the relationship between high art and diasporic art and the need to transgress this divide  – but as an issue we were not able to follow this line of discussion due to lack of time.

5.0 SUMMARY

Together, the presentations and workshops posed some interesting questions about the role of art in society – as a cultural practice forging belongingness; as a means of negotiating new identities; as a provocation which questions existing knowledge; as a form of economic reproduction and sometimes as a form of elitism which excludes and represses. Ultimately, this workshop raised more questions than it answered, yet provoked considerable discussion about whether inherited Western and Eurocentric notions of art – and beauty – are sufficiently broad to encompass the range of artistic expression which might be usefully pursued by newly arrived individuals and groups. Many of the issues raised in this workshop will  be explored through later workshops and events,  where we will focus on specific artforms and their capacity to effect change for migrants on an individual and collective basis in different historical and geographical contexts.

After the workshop and after discussions with Harminder, John wrote a supplement to his presentation that acknowledged the role of the network as creating a space for dialogue. We conclude with the following words by John and urge you to read all three  presentations and  John’s supplement on the web-site  www.makingtheconnections.info
“I was heartened by the inconclusiveness of our discussion at the seminar. The failure of the panel of would-be experts, including myself, to define art in a series of bullet points carved into tablets of stone gave way to an afternoon of truly creative exchange among all who attended.. I felt privileged to be able to participate in a discussion that gravitated around an enigma and was set in a hospitable space. Irreducible to summary, art might also occupy, in Harminder’s words, an `unstable’, `in-between’ territory where reflection is shared in a public space between participants, one of whom is the artist. In short, art as a space hospitable to reflective dialogue.”

6. EVALUATION

Evaluation feedback forms were collated by Catherine Bird at ACEM. The majority of the participants rated the workshop good to excellent with three people rating the event satisfactory.  The venue was rated excellent by the majority of participants.  Most enjoyed aspects of the event were the networking and discussions and the presentations (these were pretty much even). Six participants felt that the topic was too broad a question with insufficient time to fully discuss and focus.  Other suggestions for improvements by individual participants included: more chance for questions; smaller discussion groups for breakout discussions (Organisers had to combine  two groups as the fourth rapporteur was not available).  Future topics for discussion/events were: 
· sites of representation and access to these;  
· detailed talks and reports on projects with diasporic communities; 
· what part do faith groups and multi culturalism play; 
·  the power of global networks and the notion of the global village; 
· the politics of display –power and control;  and
·  how to empower. 
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