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Introduction

‘Migration, the growing importance of community cohesion, and
our better understanding of the way in which race interacts with
class and other factors, such as religion, have all changed the
terms of the debate and made promoting race equality a much

more complex challenge,

John Denham, Tackling Race Inequality (2009:5)

‘The effect of mass migrations has been the creation of radically
new types of human being; people who root themselves in ideas
rather than places, in memories as much as material things;
people who have been obliged to define themselves — because
they are so defined by others — by their otherness; people in
whose deepest selves strange fusions occur, unprecedented unions
between what they were and where they find themselves. The
migrant suspects reality; having experienced several ways of

being, he understands their illusory nature,

Rushdie (1991:124).

Tackling Race Inequality: A statement on race pointed
not only to the importance of both integration and
community cohesion but also a decisive factor in the
changing world of migration and the development of
communities: the central importance and recognition of
increasingly complex identities around race, faith, social
class and gender. All of which contribute to a notion

of unique identities but which can also be understood
as both a threat to static, unchanging identities and
communities (or those who see themselves that way
more importantly) and those, like ourselves, who

recognise the range of possibilities, opportunities and
strategies that can emerge from a positive engagement

with those notions of complex identities.

The Aspen Culture Project, part of the North of England
Refugee Service’s Youth and Communities department,
is funded by the Tackling Race Inequality Fund of the
Department of Communities and Local Government.
The Aspen Culture Project is aimed at tackling cultural
inequality within vulnerable women’s groups in the
North East region especially those from Black Asian
Minority Ethnic (BAME) communities. It also aims to
set out our strategy for overcoming Race inequality
through integrated work in communities — new
communities and host communities and to particularly
stress the fusions and hybridities that occur both in the
mixing of cultures but also in the mixing of ethnicities,
generations, sexualities and histories of migration. The
work covers three strands — a research program into
cultural inequalities and barriers to equality for BAME
women communities, a groupwork program around arts,
culture and citizenship, and the development of a national
training program and conference which develops the
themes that we have uncovered in the research, which has
formed the basis of our groupwork programme.

The Aspen tree was chosen as a symbol of the project
as it has many resonances for women and communities.
It is the second most diffused tree in the world that can



take root in almost any climate and also grows better in
a community of trees than on its own. The name ‘Aspen
culture’ reflects the project’s stress on migration, cultural

integration and fcmininity.

The research constituted the first part of the project
(October 2009-March 2010). A team of eleven
researchers from different backgrounds worked together
to find creative ways to investigate cultural barriers

and women’s perspectives on culture. The broad aim

of the research, conducted using a comprehensive

range of qualitative methods, was to work with and
engage migrant and refugee women across the region

to investigate their evolving engagement with and
understanding of local culture, in addition to identifying
ways in which their new cultures can interact and fuse
with other cultures in the North East and wider United
Kingdom. Active citizenship and cultural citizenship have
been important priorities for the project. The group of
female volunteers acquired facilitating and research skills,
increasing their level of knowledge and expertise with
positive outcomes in terms of self-esteem and better
prospects in education, employment and volunteering,

We were passionate about choosing methodologies
appropriate to women understanding themselves and
their own communities and hence a user led, peer
research model was chosen. We developed this in a way
adequate to the kinds of information we needed to collect

but we also wanted to use it as an empowering tool for
the women themselves — particularly taking on board
the complexity of the communities and the diversity of
needs amongst the women. A key interest of the research
was the ways in which women interacted with each other
around things like art, landscape, photography and all
aspects of material culture but also how they interacted
with the material culture itself. This had a major impact
on looking at barriers to equality and will have a key
resonance with public bodies such as museums, arts

and heritage organisations that are already recognising
the terms of these debates and developing strategies for

thinking about the needs of new communities.

It is also important to stress the responsibilities of new
communities and particularly BAME women around the
agenda of cultural engagement. Integration is not just a
one way process but multiple processes around respect,
understanding and profound engagement. If we are truly
serious about tackling community cohesion, preventing
violent extremism in new and host communities and
forging a truly fused, multiple and pluralistic culture
then it means that new and old communities have a
serious, active responsibility and a history that is there

for the making.



2. Integration, identity and cohesion

2.1 Integration and cohesion

“New alignments made across borders, types, nations, essences are
rapidly coming into view, and it is those new alignments that

now provoke and challenge thefundamenta]])/ static notion of
identity,” Edward Said (1993:xxviii).

“The UK has a heritage of welcoming refugees in which it can
take pride. And refugees can make a huge contribution to the
enrichment of our national life. A genuinely strategic approach
to the integration of refugees is in the interests of the host
population and of refugees themselves. This is a strategy for the
integration of refugees. .. By ‘integration’, we mean the process
that takes place when refugees are empowered to achieve their
full potential as members of British society, to contribute to
the economy, and to become fully able to exercise their rights
and responsibilities that they share with other residents,”

(Integration Matters 2005:5).

One of the central effects of migration in recent years
has been the ways in which identity has been made
problematic — particularly when it comes to culture, art
and politics. New shifts in geography have transformed
the terrain of identity — making problematic any focus on
an unchanging static sense of personality, morality and
politics. History and migration have, as some scholars
have noted, left within us ‘an infinity of traces without
leaving an inventory,” ( Gramsci 1971:324, Zubaida
1972). When we try to construct an inventory we
inevitably tell a story about who we are — composing

and recomposing identities. In many ways our identities
are assigned at birth but very often, often due to mass
migration, identities become elective, shifting and plural
(Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1992). As both Homi Bhabha
and Edward Said have pointed out - the migratory self

is changeful and hybrid. We are, as migrants neither one
thing nor the other, less than one but double and treble,
hyphenated ethnic and national identities. And those
identities become even more complex when we look at
class, gender, sexuality, age and so on. Previous research
by us has uncovered the links between migrant identities,
art and photography (Hudson 2000, Hudson 2002). We
clearly found that people mediate their identities through
culture creating radically new types of being and identity.
As Kevin Robins had earlier pointed out;

“Older certainties and hierarchies cf British identity have been
called into question in a world of dissolving boundaries and

disrupted continuities. In a country that is now a container gf

African and Asian cultures the sense of what it is to be British
can never again have the old confidence and surety. Other

sources of identity are no less fragile. . .Is not the very category of
identity itself problematical. Is it at all possible, in global times,
to retain a coherent and integral sense of identity? Continuity
and historicity of identity are challenged by the immediacy of
global cultural confrontations. The comforts of tradition are
fundamentally challenged by the imperative to forge a new
self-interpretation based upon the responsibilities of cultural
translation,” (Robins 1991:41).

It is with this sense of cultural translation, of women
translating each other around language, culture and
faith that Aspen Culture is most concerned with and its
findings and recommendations are set out below. Yet as
we see possibilities opening up over the horizon many
people in both old and new and merging communities
see their static sense of their own identity under threat.
As identity becomes more complex and unsure there
are generational problems over language, dress and
religious mores. There are religious issues over sexuality
and other aspects of personal conduct. There are racial
issues around the way we look and present ourselves
and what this means to community cohesion and shared
social spaces. All of this brings into question issues of
citizenship, extremism across communities, and the kinds

of future we are looking for.

One thing we are certain about is that we want an Aspen
future — one in which communities can grow and in
which individuals flourish, where there is an equality
amongst the members of a community and across
different communities, and where culture is local, global
and dispersed like the reality of all of the communities
we live in today. An Aspen future is not easy, but it will
be the reality of the future unless the reassertion of
essentialist, static, fundamentally oppressive identities
win the day —and that may have grave consequences for
cohesion in the development of extremist identities who
feel assailed by newness and change.

There are three negative struggles that we think are
important here around the whole sense of cultural
identity and if we do not maintain a commitment to
integration and fundamentally shared futures then these
struggles will be victorious. I think we can express it

as struggle against otherness in the self, the struggle

against otherness in the territories we share, and the



struggle against otherness in territories outside of our
own — 50 against the interior other, the internal other
and the exterior other. The first is a problem of personal
identity and psychology, the second one of identity and
ethnicity, the third one of identity and nationalism. Now,
we will never wish those identities away but they must
become part of more pluralistic, complex identities as
the world changes and this is something that our research
clearly points to — that art and culture has no borders
and no border police, it has no community leaders,

its extremism is an extreme of dedication, love and
criticism, its terrain a cultural terrain and not one of

violence.

2.2 Description and project aims

“The experience and needs of refugee women are often distinct
and frequently over looked by policy makers and practitioners.
As women, refugees may have  faced persecution related to their
gender, such as sexual violence and exploitation, but have been
left to grapple with reception arrangements that are not sensitive
to these experiences. Socially, refugee women are more likely than
men to experience isolation and poor access to employment and
services,”(Refugee Council quoted in Integration Matters
2005:26).

Central to the process of the recognition and
recomposition of identity in recent times has been the
role of women. Many of the projects we have engaged in
- in partnership with other organisations and refugee and
BAME communities — have been around the engagement,
confidence and mental health of women. We feel that the
role of active and cultural citizenship could be best served
by looking at the cultural lives, experiences and skills of
women in BAME communities — and not just the project
workers observing in some detached methodological
sense — women looking at themselves and understanding

each other in the act of cultural translation.

The Aspen Culture project is based in Tyneside and the
Tees Valley and is aimed at engaging women, especially
from refugee and migrant backgrounds with those from
local host communities — particularly thinking about
local culture, new cultures, and how new identities in
both settled and new communities tend to the revision
and rethinking of the concept of Britishness. Promoting

integration and community cohesion means taking

seriously both the differences and the similarities and
shared terrain of women of culture — leading to new
concepts of cultural citizenship and leadership.

The research was carried out over an initial four month
period and the spectrum of research methodologies
which supported it were mixed to provide a
comprehensive qualitative approach to women'’s
subjective experience and interpretations of culture.

The main research methods employed were integrated
focus group facilitation, participant observation

and participatory photography. As noted we were
particularly concerned to uncover and understand
women’s subjective experiences of culture so we worked
on choosing appropriate and adequate methodologies for
this — including feminist methodologies — methodologies
which do not downplay the valid role of objective,
scientific research but focus upon perhaps a more
qualitative and rich field of operation and data collection.

The research was aimed at taking forward the Cultural
Equalities agenda in the North East with specific
outcomes in the following areas — finding out about
women’s cultures, uncovering women'’s subjective
experience and engagement with material culture and
art, understanding how women connect with each

other around culture, how women access or do not
access cultural spaces, understanding the barriers to
culture, cultural citizenship and cultural translation,
understanding how culture can contribute towards
citizenship, preventing extremism and community
cohesion. An added concern was to develop the women’s
confidence and self-esteem, creating safe spaces, fostering
leadership, and promoting personal development skills —
all of which was linked to the user-led research process,
which would have been impossible without reflecting
upon the needs of women — particularly those who

have experienced trauma in their countries of origins,
their migration routes or social isolation as women in
minority and new communities. The needs of the women
as women were also reflected through their subjective
experience of wider structural and personal issues
around social class, sexuality, faith and community issues.

As part of the funded project of the Tackling Race
Equality programme, the research findings have also
been used as a resource for the development of a training

package created by a team of six women from different



cultural and personal backgrounds. They worked
together to bring voice to, render visible and elaborate
women’s needs and points of view around different

perspectives of culture and levels of engagement.

The training package, utilising various techniques
including drama, explores topics such as: the

asylum process, awareness-raising of issues affecting
refugees, women’s relationships with culture and
artefacts, citizenship and belonging, access to cultural
environments, culture outside art venues and the
evolution of British culture. The training package

has been delivered to 30 people during two training
sessions, one in the Tees Valley and one in Newcastle, to
different organisations including refugee organisations,
universities and schools, community groups and religious
communities.

The research has also been supported by a wide range of
networks, partners and projects internal to NERS such as
the Brighter Futures project, the Community Belongings
Project, the All Points North project, The EHRC
Capacity Development projects, the Capacity Builders
project and the NERSV project all of whom provided
guidance and developmental support.

2.3 Research Methods and Approaches

The research was conducted using a broad range of
qualitative methods in order to provide the participants
with different spaces of expression and discussion.
Commonalities and differences between the women
were identified and an understanding of diversity

was facilitated by a team of trained researchers.

The research methods were based on: focus group
sessions, participant observation, questionnaires and
participatory photography. A mixed approach reduces the
disadvantages present in each technique— and suited the
wider structural needs of the participants and project.

The use of focus group interviewing provided different
perspective on selected topics, offering the participants
opportunities of debate and discussion. The participants
shared their views on the research topics, improving their
understanding of the cultural barriers and hypothesising
possible solutions to overcome them.

The researchers used observation as a research tool
during the focus groups. Linked to the focus group

was the use of observational methods by the women
themselves. They were delivered during the focus group
session or during the following workshops - taking
advantage of the presence of a pre-organised event.

The use of participant observation provided additional
reflections and external points of view aimed at providing
a comprehensive overview and at exploring the level of
interaction between the participants and the degree of
consensus on the suggested topics.

The nature of the focus group technique makes it difficult
to abstract the individual point of views from the group
view and some of the participants faced the disadvantage
of being less articulate in English or less confident
expressing themselves in public. The moderators were
trained to reduce those problems, developing their
leadership and facilitation skills. Linguistic support was
used within the groups to encourage every member of
the group to participate.

Questionnaires were supplied to each researcher at the
beginning and at the end of the process. The researchers
were used a representative sample group to conduct a
deeper analysis on the topics, tracking at the same time
the benefits they gained being involved in the project.
One to one interviews with the researchers contributed
to the data collected from the focus group. These avoided
emotional interactions between participants were an
opportunity to obtain individual feelings, attitudes and

thoughts.

The use of participatory photography was involved

the whole research process allowing to create a visual
representation of the analysed issues. Participatory
Photography (PP) is a participant focused process that

is generally used for one of three primary aims: for
education, therapy, or research in advocacy projects. The
Aspen Culture project is an advocacy project which has
used PP primarily as a research tool. Advocacy projects
are in pursuit of an intended outcome that secks to effect
social change. Many of the women have been through
traumatic experiences but apart from supporting the
construction of social networks, confidence and self-
esteem and shared social spaces we did not see our project
as therapeutic in any substantial sense although we are
firmly convinced that narrative work and storytelling
about ourselves in terms of identity can support positive
mental health (Bal 1985).

Photography may be inspirational for people to catch,
represent and describe a material experience with a
richness that could not be recalled in verbal expression.
Images are used to stimulate reflections, reflections evoke
images and the combination of the two catch an individual
perspective of reality. The research used this kind of visual
exploration not only to document and describe processes
but as a witness or testament to fundamental cultural



issues. In this sense we can use the term temoinage — the

act of witncssing processes or experiences.

2.3.1 Focus Group

Focus group research was used as a qualitative research
method, relying on interaction between a group
facilitated by moderator, to collect rich data on women’s
experience of culture and cultural barriers. Volunteer-
researchers were trained to develop their skills to act as

moderators and assistant moderators.

The use of focus group, compared to other interview
techniques presents advantages such as:

* The participants experienced a sense of emancipation
through speaking in public and increased their level of
self esteem by realising their views are valued

* Compared to other forms of group interview, the
focus group promotes interaction between participants
allowing them to ask questions of each other

* Interaction allowed the participants to share points of
view and knowledge as well as to reconsider and re-
evaluate their opinions

* The use of focus groups encouraged the women to
participate as they were given an opportunity to voice

their opinions and to collaborate with researchers

* The participants were allowed to take part in data
analysis being asked to identify or to list issues according

to their importance

We were particularly concerned to develop and work
with social spaces which were of concern to the women
and not proposed and invented by funders, projects
managers or workers. We consulted widely on these
issues amongst the women themselves and also through
partner projects. It also had to take seriously the fact that
the research work was to take place through the winter
of 2009-2010 so many of the issue we wanted to explore

around national parks and landscape were made more
difficult by geographical and temperature considerations
and also by women working on research in isolated rural
areas. The research was therefore developed around four
main cultural themes: fine arts, food, festivals &heritage,
and performing arts with each of the focus group sessions

incorporated in a different cultural visit and social space.

Box 1 provides a description of the cultural activities
organised for the participants, the visits are listed in

chronological order (see below).

The questions for the focus group were developed to
explore barriers to access both traditional and alternative
cultural spaces and to stimulate the participants to think

about ways of overcoming them.

A total of 68 witnesses were collected during four focus

Toup sessions.
group

The country representation includes 17 countries; India,
Nepal, Iran, Afghanistan, China, Ivory Coast, Zimbabwe,
Congo, Ethiopia, Poland, Finland, Armenia, Italy, Bosnia,
Czech Republic, Latvia and the UK. The age range of
the participants was between 16 and 80 years old with
an average range of 25-35. English was used as language
for communication although women facilitated for each
other using their mother tongue at times.

2.3.2 Participant Observation

Participant observation techniques were a key part of the
research process and we tried to use them in a way that
differs from usual social-scientific techniques in two ways
— researchers and user-researchers in a fairly traditional
sense engaging in participant observation of groups and
women themselves acting as participant observers of
groups. This had the aim of fostering confidence and self-
esteem amongst the women by engaging them into the
heart of the research experience — explaining all aspects
of the process and ensuring inclusion. It also had the aim
of micro-gathering information that traditional research

Box 1: the Aspen Culture Research Project Cultural visits

MAIN THEME VENUE ACTIVITY
Fine Arts Hatton Gallery, Newcastle Thinking about material culture
Food Salsa Café tapas bar, Newcastle Interacting around global food

Festivals, Landscape Sunderland Museum &

& Heritage

Winter Garden, Sunderland

Uncovering global heritages

Performing Arts

Teesside University, Middlesbrough

Open Clasp Theatre Company

Thinking about theatre and
women’s experiences




techniques would not be able to address by documenting
detailed information about for example how women
talk about themselves. However there are key problems
in reliability and replication from using such qualitative
methods but this is more than made up for by the validity
of the data around women’s experiences and subjective
understandings. Participant observation in this way
reached further and the kinds of themes that were then
extrapolated from the research provided a core part of
our understanding of the processes we were trying to
document.

2.3.3 Researcher Questionnaires

We were always aware that a more triangulated field of
research would offer us more reliable forms of data as
the data could be crosschecked and measured against
different forms of collection techniques. The researchers
questionnaires allowed us develop and hone the kinds

of research questions and themes that were developing
through the research process and again, uncover some

of the key significances for women around cultural
translation and artefacts. It also allowed a measure of
confidentiality away from the group work situations.
Overall the key benefit of using this research tool was the
capacity to compare accounts across questionnaires and
measure up experiences and responses across our diverse

group of women.

2.3.4 Participatory Photography

Participatory photography is a community based research
method that we thought would be extremely useful in the
identification of issues of cultural inequality experienced
by women from BAME communities in the North

East of England. PP aims to shift the balance of visual
representation by putting the camera in the hands of
marginalized communities, those who are traditionally
the subject of photojournalism. By doing so PP aims

to address social inequalities. PP empowers participants
by developing a range of skills, from thinking skills to
teamwork, and as a result builds participants’ self esteem,
providing them with the confidence and voice to develop
as individuals and act as advocates for their communities.
Photography can be used to explicitly develop a kind of
liberatory, anti-oppressive tool for marginalized migrant
communities.

A team of eleven volunteer-researchers were trained

to develop their literacy in photography and develop
facilitating skills. Various techniques and materials
(videos, PowerPoint, handouts) supported their learning
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process, encouraging their participation and developing

their creative and analytical skills.

The project used PP as a tool for the researchers to
explore their views about cultural inequality. This was
achieved through two steps. Firstly, the researchers used
photography to explore the issues that they believed
could be causal factors in cultural inequalities. They were
given three predefined themes to focus on; museums
and galleries, food and festivals. In the process of making
the images, the researchers had the opportunity to draw
upon their experience from three cultural visits on the
predefined themes.

Secondly, the images were used as a catalyst for discussion
about cultural inequality. This took place at the editing
sessions which were held at regular intervals throughout
the project. This was a key part of the process which
helped the researchers develop their understanding of
the subject and refine their message through editing and
captioning the images. These sessions were extremely
important in activating the sense of women capturing
themselves in cultural translation and were social spaces
of reflection where women could explore their ideas and
their passions about aspects of culture.

A selection of the final portfolio of images has been used
as part of a Refugee Awareness Training Day to engage
the participants in a discussion about issues of cultural
inequality. The images will continue to be used for
advocacy purposes in a postcard campaign, on the Aspen
Culture Project website and in inclusion in the NERS
Refugee Awareness Training package.



3. Findings

“Active citizenship could be nurtured and encouraged with
positive images and communication. . .Public bodies. . .need to
demonstrate cultural sensitivity, show appreciation and build
capacity through positive action, mentoring, shadowing and
other development opportunities,”(Tackling Race Inequality
2009:45).

The following section analyses in detail the relevant
findings collected through the whole research process.
The analysis includes quotes from the focus groups,
comments from the participant observation notes and
from the questionnaires and participatory photography
material. The images included are meant not to describe
the process but to act as findings themselves, identifying
key issues through the perception of the photographers.

The findings are presented according to two main themes
which refer to the different stages of the projects; Project
Participation having had as subjects the volunteers
involved as researchers and the Cultural Inequalities
highlighted during the sessions with participants and

volunteers.

3.1 Project Participation
3.1.1 Composition of the Group

The women involved in the group were from a range

of local host communities and new and emerging
communities — both communities overwhelmingly
comprised of BAME women. The age range and the
nationalities of the women have been listed above.
There were also many other needs around age, sexuality,
language, disability, confidence, and mental health

that the project needed to understand and factor into
the research process. There was also a question about
whether to create spaces in which men could participate

and we chose to create a women only space.

3.1.2 New Skills & Opportunities

The Aspen Culture project as a whole is about
understanding cultural inequality of women and moving
toward active citizenship of women in communities.

But active citizenship is much wider than what we have
called cultural citizenship around art, language, food and
so. Active citizenship means a real engagement with UK
society and enhancing volunteering, employment and
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social prospects including leadership skills and skills for
life. Many of the women in the group are not working
and feel socially isolated, often with low self esteem

— so developing their capacity as individuals and as a
community of women was a central aim of the project.
The women’s intervention in and contribution to the
project also means that they have enhanced opportunities
for further volunteering and employment initiatives
including further work as researchers for some of them
— particularly as the academic training given to us by
professional researchers was the first time that many of
the women had experienced the context of further and
higher education in the UK. It was also important for the
women who had experienced education but due to family
support issues had found themselves socially isolated.

In this sense our project served to reintegrate many of
the women back into social theory, research and debates
around culture — intellectual processes which were a
source of real confidence and importance for the women
themselves. We tracked and supported the development
of the women using a mental health tracking device that
could measure their levels of well-being at different
stages through the project and document positive
outcomes for the women as part of the project process.

3.2 Cultural Equality: Barriers & Solutions

The cultural inequalities identified have been grouped
together into three key categories:

1. Physical Barriers
2. Social Barriers

3. Personal Barriers

The use of a broad range of methods was aimed at
achieving a list of categories as comprehensive as
possible. The stretched schedule time and the qualitative
nature of the research may have limited our abilities to
generalize the findings to the whole female population
of refugee and migrants in the North East of England
but we still think the findings are of some significance.
The participants in this research are presented are a
representative sample of BAME women in the North East
of England. The research itself is meant to be a starting
point and an exploratory stage of the study. We would
also like to recognize the positive action that heritage

and arts organizations are taking to engage with BAME



communities. We see this research as a contribution to an

ongoing debate about active and cultural citizenship.

The presented images were originally created in response
to an issue within one of the themes (museums and
galleries, food and festivals), but in the present report
they are aimed at supporting the findings raised through
the other qualitative methods. They signify an important
set of processes in our research as the women think about
images connected to themselves and the artefacts that
they are interested in thinking about.

3.2.1 Physical barriers

The term ‘physical barriers’ refers to those external
obstacles which prevent or make it difficult to access
culture. Physical barriers may be specific to the
individual, for example lack of time or it could be about
structural organisational practices, for example poor
provision of information specifically relevant to BAME

communities of women.

The triptych below, ‘“Where there’s a will, there’s a way’
explores the idea that accessing culture is a two way

or even a multiple process and relies on the attitude of
the individual as well as the cultural organisation. The
individual must be determined and inquisitive enough to
overcome the barriers that are put in their way to find a
way into ‘culture’. The organisation must be aware of the
barriers that exist to enable them to reduce the barriers
to accessing the cultural experience they provide.

Money and finance was identified during all the

__No Access to

focus group sessions as a key barrier to access
culture - especially in terms of conventional
cultural venues (museums, galleries, theatres,
cinemas). The cost of tickets and entrances is regarded
to be restrictive for the majority of the people not just
women from BAME communities. But there are also
issues about perceived costs — some participants were
concerned at prospective costs of museums and were not,
perhaps, aware of the fact that many experiences were
free. The most interesting aspect of this is what kinds of
cultural experiences are restricted and what are made
possible. It may be that access is allowed by finance to art
galleries, some museums (if they are travelable to) and
street theatre. It is also clear that access to other aspects
of UK national culture is restricted — opera, theatre,
classical music, music venues, heritage sites (English
Heritage and National Trust) — which many people who
might claim themselves to be cultural citizens take for
granted. Again there is an intersection with social class
here as there may also be many BAME women who have
unrestricted access to these cultural facilities. In this
sense we might talk of a kind of public sector/private
sector split in culture which is ironic as many of the most
expensive cultural experiences are all those which receive

a great deal of government and lottery funding.

“...I've got a full time job and everything but I think it’s quite
expensive, I mean, [ keep saying that but I really think it’s so
inaccessible it costs you like at least £12.50 to go to a theatre
performance and I think it’s a lot of money.”(Quote from a

participant in a focus group exploring issues of cultural

incquality in pcrforming arts)

Where there’s a will there’s a way. Mandana Mashayekhi, Aspen Culture Project
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The problem existing for those migrants who have jobs
is worsened for asylum seekers who rely on vouchers for
support:

“...an asylum seeker could not have enough money every week
to kind of buy food so really one of things really would like to
get involved in a music group but the music group that they
want to get involved in cost five pounds a week to get involved
so that could be kind of cultural inequality.” (Quote from a
discussion between volunteers exploring the meaning of
cultural inequalities”)

The cost of transportation may affect the access
to free venues, in this case locations can be
considered as a restrictive factor. Most of women
tend to prefer local venues as public transport is
very expensive. One of the consequences is that most
of landscape and heritage sites are inaccessible to them.
Museums such as Bowes museum near Barnard Castle
explicitly set themselves the task of supporting a global
collection of artefacts but due to its rural location it is
not easy for those without private transport to access and
even if there was time for women with families to attend
during the school week, the transport time would be a
prohibitive factoring.

Time was another key factor for the participants.
The time factor may be broken down in terms of
personal time to dedicate to leisure and cultural

activities and of venue opening times.

M: “So you used to go out of the city in your free time? Do you
usually go out qf the city or do you prgfer to stay in Newcastle?”

P: “I don’t have like a lot offree time ...”

(Quote from the focus group session at Sunderland
Museum and Winter Garden, dialogue between the
moderator and one of the participants)

The images below consider that it is the lack of time,
rather than the lack of interest, that is the more prevailing
reason for not visiting a cultural organisation. Opening
hours of museums and galleries often coincide with the
working day and as a result it is often difficult to fit a visit
into the day.

British weather is regarded as a barrier for
many women, especially for those from milder
climates. Again, as noted above, visiting the country is
often difficult, even more so in the winter. In summer
women may often have additional child care burdens
and are not able to access rural landscapes during more
temperate conditions.

“...you don’t have summer in this country” (Quote from
an [ranian woman participating in a focus group at the
Sunderland Museums and Winter Gardens).

“I came here (Sunderland) to watch the air show but because of
the weather it was cloudy and we couldn’t see anything but I
saw this whole exhibition so i was just once and it wasn’t very
successful....” (Quote from a participant in a focus group at the
Sunderland Museum and Winter Gardens).

Language barriers represent another key issue.
In regard to conventional cultural spaces the
terminology may be difficult to understand for

We won’t make it today, maybe some other day.
Subrakhali Mandal, Aspen Culture Project



people without a good command of English.

The use of academic or technical terminologies may
constitute an additional barrier as it requires a specific
knowledge to be fully understood. Many women even in
local, host BAME communities which have been in the
UK for generations, can still have language difficulties.
These are serious issues for active citizenship and point
to the responsibilities of communities to integrate and
respond to each other’s languages and cultures. But often
the most vulnerable communities are those which are
newly arrived and can have specific language issues. Over
and above this the language of art and heritage can be
both technical and at times deliberately obfuscatory;

“I think more explanation like there was one on the wall which
was very helpful to approach the art then you know what it
actually means but it’s very, very difficult for people who are not
art specialists, art historians, you know Iots of difficult words
lots of very difficult construction and maybe like - it’s good to
have it because it teaches you something new, you might learn a
new word you might learn something new but also it’s good to
have maybe - maybe two versions, one difficult one as a challenge
and one very simply words about the same but for people to
better understand in a single word what this art is actually
depicting...” (Quote from one of the women participating
in a focus group during the visit at the Laing Gallery in
Newcastle)

3.2.2 Social barriers: Those barriers we identified as
‘social” are external, internal, or both depending on the
issues. Although most of them are deeply interrelated
they have been broken down to provide a more detailed
analysis. Some of them are created by society and some
are created by the people themselves consciously or
unconsciously. Social barriers are particularly related to
an individual’s perception —they therefore have a strong

subjective connotation.

Peer pressure from the communities of origin
may prevent women participating in particular
activities as they may lead to forms of judgment
from their communities. It was difficult for the
participants themselves to recognise this type of barrier.
It is generally difficult to draw a line between genuine
attitude and personal behaviours and external pressures
or preconceptions. The supposed power of community
leaders can be important here even when those
community leaders have no mandate to intervene in how
people engage with art and heritage. It may be that the
perceived presence of a community will or suspicion

of surveillance or governance may be enough to inhibit
participation.

A perceived scarcity of exchange with the host
community emerged as a relevant social barrier.
The problem may be considered as a lack of perceived
interest or as a fear of negative judgments from the host
community. This may reflect a lack of cultural confidence
or fear about being proud of one’s own culture in case of

discrimination.

“I cook Indian food but because I haven’t got any Indian friends
around, but according to (inaudible 00.24.29) my friends faces
I can tell they don’t like Indian cooking so, yeah...”(Quote
from an Indian participant during the session at the Salsa
Café’ in Newcastle)

“I normally cook for other Africans, like people who come from
East Africa and they seem to enjoy my food and my English
friends, it’s hard for - I can’t say they really like the food but
they taste something new it’s like a good thing to them but at
the end of the day I think they don’t like it...”(Quote from
a Zimbabwean participant during the session at the Salsa
Café’ in Newcastle)

On the other hand a positive attitude towards
cultural exchange and a good level of openness
emerged from the majority of the participants
during the various sessions. In general during

the cultural visits the participants expressed a genuine
interest in British culture and its traditions. For a
foreigner it may be difficult to give the correct cultural
interpretation to something not even clear to a native
person. For example, one participant talked about seeing
all the fireworks on Guy Fawkes Night and being unsure
of what the festival was about. When she asked some
local people why the day was celebrated no one really
knew! (Note from the notes taken by a volunteer during

the focus group at Sunderland Museum and Winter
Garden).

Although the identification of what is British may be
problematic (a Congolese participant in the focus group
as the Salsa Cafe pointed ‘pizza’ as her favourite British
food), many participants admitted that living in the UK
give them the opportunity to try different things from
different cultures they never experienced in their country
of origin.

“I didn’t expect I'll go somewhere else, I thought that I would
be at home all day but it was quite a big change so I learnt a
lot today and it was nice and we learnt about other festivals

as well it was nice to know about different things - thank you

»
very much.

“No, I never celebrated Chinese NewYear but I think I'm going

to celebrate it this year because I've started to work in a Chinese
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restaurant and I found today’s session very valuable because

tomorrow I’'m gonna be able to say Happy NewYear in Chinese
and that was very interesting yeah and just to know a little bit
about the very interesting presentation about Chinese New Year,

so it was yeah - quite exciting.”

(Quotes from two different women participating in the
focus group session at Sunderland Museum and Winter
Garden in occasion of the Chinese New Year)

The Aspen Culture Project wanted to explore the
concept of culture in alternative cultural spaces, outside
the formal cultural organisation. Food, a fundamental
part of our everyday culture, was seen as the ideal subject
to explore. The images below show how each individual’s
nationality greatly influences what and how they eat. They
highlight some of the reasons why it is important to be
able to cook and eat food from your home country, from
keeping your culture alive to the emotional resonance of

food.

A strong desire to share things from their native cultures
emerged in all the sessions and food is regarded as an
emotional subject, recalling memories from families and

friends:

“I love having people around for dinner, I like cooking definitely
and yeah people come and try different - from different countries
and also I kind of cook food from different countries for them so
yeah”(Quote from a participant in the focus group at the
Salsa Café in Newcastle)

The women feel generally more confident in

exploring new environments and going for trips
if they are with friends.Therefore a lack of social
networks may represent an obstacle in accessing
cultural venues and landscape and heritage sites.

“But I can’t come by myself because I'd get lost.”(Quote from a
Congolese participant resident in Newcastle when asked
if she would visit Sunderland again-focus group session at
Sunderland Museum and Winter Garden)

The participants said that they would be more willing
to take trips and visit the local heritage in groups.
Being engaged in a college was recognized as a valuable

opportunity to take part in trips and cultural visits.

“They were reluctant to explore surrounding areas if they didn’t
know places or were by themselves. It is often expensive too.”
(Quote from the notes taken by J. during the focus group at the
Sunderland Museum &Winter Garden)

The presence of children may be perceived as an
obstacle in the fruition of culture and cultural
spaces.

Analysing the problem from a deeper perspective the
barriers is not the children themselves, but may be
related to the lack of a family system able to support the
women. Both participants and volunteers basically rely on
relatives or friends to baby sit.

The lack of a supportive family (because those who
traditionally look after the children have to work or
because they are not in England) or of reliable friends
may constitute a barrier for the women in accessing
culture, especially in terms of formal venues.

Another cause may be the lack of awareness of the existing
creche facilities and of the facilities for children present in
the conventional cultural venues (special spaces, baby-
sitting services, tailored workshops). Although many
venues do not exclude children, a better advertisement for

those facilities would be useful for both sides.

I'will be much closer to you, when I eat the same as you. Mandana

Mashayekhi, Aspen Culture Project

Food is home, you can take rgfuge in its smell, taste and colour. Mandana

Mashayekhi, Aspen Culture Project



The project provided to participants and volunteers with
children the possibility of childcare support up to £25
per sessions in order to encourage their participation.
Some of the women were surprised to discover that
children are allowed in museums and art galleries.

The lack of representation in terms of culture
can be analysed as a lack of representation of the
native culture of migrants and refugees or as a
lack of identification of the people towards the
forms of culture proposed in the UK.

“Other cultures not represented often enough/well enough at
museums.”(Example of cultural inequality suggested by a
volunteer in the researcher questionnaire 1)

The definition of a cultural space may vary considerably
depending on a person’s country of origin. Villages and
churches were often identified as popular cultural spaces
by some African participants.

The type of the cultural artefacts and art displayed in
galleries and museums may seem unusual to people
coming from countries where there is a greater emphasis
on historical heritage. The presence of unfamiliar objects
may represent a barrier if informative explanations are
not provided.

“...Abstract, I don’t like this kind of art you know for me it’s
very complicated, I like more of the old art for everything about
statue, about drawing you know (inaudible 00.22.32). Give me
lots of information about past, about future or about (00.22.41)
so I think, I don’t want you know no respect for this gallery you

know...”

“One of the group members said although she enjoyed looking at
the sculptures on display, the meanings to her might be different
from the way other people might have because in her country,

You’ll have to behave. Cristina Magro & Catherine

Gilbert, Aspen Culture Project

s
Stereow |

I've heard that. .. I'm sure that. Cristina Magro &
Catherine Gilbert, Aspen Culture Project

the presentation of the art in the gallery might have a different
meaning and the drawings would be totally different. She said
it was not very exciting for her to be there though she liked some
drawings and paintings at the entrance. She went on to say, art
in her own country is very informative for the viewers, yet the
one she looked at in the gallery was very complicated and did
not have information for the person looking at it”. (The point
of view of an Iranian participant quoted from the focus
group at the Hatton Gallery and from the related notes
taken by one of the volunteer)

Prejudices and stereotypes of both an individual
and organisation are a significant barrier.

They can be a barrier to taking part in culture,
whether it is a stereotype of a person, nationality
or organisation.

One of the volunteers wrote in her questionnaire that:
“Stereotypes are the first barriers from both sides.”

The series of images at the bottom of this page explore
some of the negative stereotypes one might have of a

gallery.

Although the image, ‘I've heard that ... I'm sure that’
does not directly address the type of language used in
galleries, the image inspired a discussion about how
important the provision of information is to engaging
with culture. Firstly, being able to find out what is
going on in the community, and secondly, being able
to understand the information provided in cultural
spaces. The inaccessible academic language that often
accompanies art exhibitions was viewed as a potential
barrier to engaging with the art.

The researchers felt that there is a lack of understanding
of what galleries and museums offer, and in some
cases they still live up to their stereotypes. This view

It’s only about old stuff....
Cristina Magro & Catherine
Gilbert, Aspen Culture
Project
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was supported by information from the focus group
discussions. Many participants did not know about
additional services a gallery might provide beyond
looking at art.

3.2.3. Personal barriers

Culture is enshrined in daily life and society, therefore
the expression ‘cultural barriers’ can be referred to a
wide spectrum of areas, beyond formal cultural spaces.
We consider as personal barriers those barriers which are
mostly related to a subjective personal perception of an
inequality.

The researchers were asked to define in the
questionnaires ‘what does cultural inequality mean to
you’ and to suggest ‘some cultural barriers which exist in
the North East of England’

These are some of the answers highlighting personal

barriers:
* “What I understand is that people feel inferior to others...”

* ‘It means feeling as a stranger, not be confident in a certain

place’

* ‘That those who live within an environment which is not
native to themselves may fee] that they cannot connect or
engage with the local culture’ (Quote from the research

questionnaires 1)

During a group discussion the volunteers shared personal

ideas on the definition of cultural inequalities;

“...Because of your culture or because of your accent or because

gf)/our background you might not be able to access something in
your life...”

“...You could find the system difficult to understand, you
wouldn’t know where to go or you wouldn’t know how tofind

something in the new culture - in the new society...”

Discrimination may also occur as a result of ‘status’

or social class. People doing particular jobs or coming
from particular countries may be regarded as being less
intelligent or less well educated. Such misconceptions
may be worse in the case of migrants and refugees. The
presence of prejudices and lack of awareness among
the local community may be a causal factor. Although
prejudices are more likely to be defined as a social rather
than as a personal barrier, the consequence may affect
people’s self esteem creating a personal issue,

for example,

“Like for example, like it’s going to be if I'm working in a
restaurant, right, as a waitress or anything, looking at it, to me
people judge me, okay. She is from this critical part of the world
so she doesn’t know anything, she’s stupid, she don’t (inaudible
00.11.41) why is she here? This is from experience, my personal
experience, and many people like me from different cultures do
face these problems, it’s not about - it’s more difficult for people
who are coming here and trying to settle down and leaving the
country and coming here it’s really difficult to do.”(Quote
from a discussion between volunteers)

Language barriers may be hard to break down even for
those with a proper command of English or who come
from countries where English is even an official language.
In this case language constitutes a personal barrier as
related prejudices may affect the integration of the

person.

“I think that another issue especially regarding, well, English
but also French, is that it is the gﬁricia] language gfmany, many
countries so I mean even if pronounce it’s not properly British
like people from countries where English is one of the official
languages and very, very good English in terms of grammar or
expressions or whatever you want, sometimes there’s just kind of
lack of understanding” (Quote from a discussion between

volunteers).

Lack of confidence was highlighted as a
significant barrier to stopping women visiting
an art gallery. This lack of confidence can, of course,
be caused by many factors. The women may not have
experience of engaging with art in a formal space. As a
result they might have a lack of confidence in interpreting
the artwork and feel that it is not for them, as one focus
group participant said:

“What do I think, does it matter?”so to be liberated to make you
think I am good enough is really important.”

Lack of confidence may be due to the presence of
cultural barriers, or may represent a cultural barrier
itself. The collected data show of lack of confidence may
be related to various causes such as gender inequalities,
poor command of the language, a sense of exclusion and
isolation.

The use of participatory photography was particularly
relevant to representing and analyzing personal and
emotional barriers, voicing more private views.
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Subrakhali Mandal, Aspen Culture Project

Henna Asikainen, Aspen Culture Project

Individuality. Egnes Manyena and Harpreet Singh, Aspen

Culture Project
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Three of the researchers explored reasons why an
individual might not have a positive attitude to engaging
with culture in a formal space. The image on the top
left explores one woman’s concerns. She wants to find
out about the art but doubts her own intelligence. The
blurred image could represent the strain of trying to
absorb and understand so much information in a new

place, a new culture and often a new language.

One focus group participant encapsulated this fccling
with her comment:

“Sometimes in ga]]eriesyotlﬁel overwhelmed and you think that
someone is going to judge you g'f)fou don’t give the right opinion

about the exhibition.”

This image was used to stimulate discussion at the
Refugee Awareness Training. Participants thought that
the image illustrated ‘what you come up against’ and
how one can feel ‘shut out’ of culture. One participant
commented that the way ‘the photographer juxtaposes
the hope and optimism of the caption with the bleakness
of the image shows how important one’s own attitude is

to engaging with culture’.

A limited knowledge and understanding of what
a gallery can offer can contribute to the feeling
that the place is not for you. Two of the researchers
concentrated on illustrating different ways in which a
gallery could be used. The image on the centre left shows
the gallery as a place that can be used for reflection.

The two images at the bottom of the page explore how
art can appeal to our individuality. Although we may be
looking at the same image, we will interpret it differently
and be able to take something unique away from the

encounter.



Perception of culture may constitute a strong
personal barrier. The following triptych inspired an
interesting discussion with the researchers around where
culture exists, and where the boundary between an

individual and culture falls.

If an individual is part of culture then they share the
responsibility for cultural equality. Conversely they can
cause cultural inequality; as one focus group participant
highlighted, “We create boundaries around ourselves that we
don’t have to meet this fellow or this person because they’re from

other culture.”

Understanding the physical, social and personal barriers
that have an impact on cultural inequality are of central
importance in understanding the relationship between
the cultural context and the possibilities that the fusing

of old and new community cultures offer in the future.
As the research uncovered the reasoning behind cultural
inequality the women themselves began to offer new
solutions and news ways of thinking about themselves and
the world around them.
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4. Conclusions:
New futures, New Cultures

‘The representation of difference must not be hastily read as the
reflection of pre-given ethnic or cultural traits set in the fixed
tablet of tradition. The social articulation of difference, from the
minority perspective, is a complex, on-going negotiation that
seeks to authorize cultural hybridities that emerge in moments

of historical transformation; Homi Bhabha (1994-:2)

The research undertaken over the winter of 2009-2010
and in a number of locations led to a rethinking for many
of us about the nature of cultural work in the North
East. For some time we had been working on cultural
projects which in many ways had been developed from
above — with varying degrees of success. However the
research process we instituted as part of our Tackling
Race Inequality programme funded by the Department
of Communities and Local Government and the
research results themselves have led to a sea-change in
our perception of cultures and the women making and
responding to them. Central to that sea-change is the
process of participatory research from below — engaging
not just staff but community, user-led researchers in
which women themselves forge a learning, reflexive
project responsive to their needs and passions. The
results — they speak for themselves as the women spoke
for themselves — and display not just a commitment

to cultural engagement and cultural translation but a
commitment that in the very act of uncovering barriers,
transcends them.

Transcending physical, social and personal barriers
also means that those who want to work with BAME
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communities of women have to build bridges and not
borders. There have been too many border’s in the

lives of these women and the barriers that they have
pointed to and elaborated on are barriers that we all
need to take seriously — not simply for cultural pleasure
(although that is reason enough) — but because if we

do not take those barriers and border seriously then it
will have a serious and negative impact on community
cohesion and extremism for another political generation
— where hyphenated identities no longer might want to
describe themselves as British and where more singular,
more exclusive identities might come into play. At the
same time that lack of cultural engagement of new
communities might also mean the reaffirmation of a
sense of British identity which is exclusionary and full of
borders — those who want to resist migration, diversity,

and mixedness. With negative consequences for all sides.

As a beginning it means that arts, culture and heritage
organisations must continue, elaborate and develop
their work with BAME communities and some of

the organisations we work with are doing fabulous
work around engagement and participation for our
communities. We are convinced that the future belongs
to integration work and we stand against the privileging
of single, exclusionary cultures — whether Somalian

or British and that means in an age of globalization

a truly globalised culture that reconnects Empire

with metropolis and the Common wealth with the
common wealth of cultures that stand before us in new
communities.



British identity is evolving but it is still a British identity
and new communities have a responsibility to engage
with British culture if they want to be part of defining
the British identity. But the social content of those
identities mean that it accepts, as it always has done that
that identity has always expressed diversity and difference
— from cricket, to fish and chips, to the Clash (and if
anyone wants to argue for their singular Englishness
then look again). We are redefining Britishness in the
same way that new communities specifically and BAME
communities more generally do — adding to the richness
of faith, ethics, music, art that culture always does. It

is a British identity that has no borders that we want to

reaffirm.

That sense of an open, inclusive Britishness includes a
sense of safety, of asylum, and there are many in new and
emerging communities that have a will to citizenship in
that community - an active citizenship that means a real
and profound engagement with Britain and the British
way of life. In one way multiculturalism has died — we
do not want multicultures but a single culture in which
the values of many communities forge a new relationship
with Britishness and British culture. Communities
standing alone and against one another have led to
violence on our streets and the prospect of worse to
come — we need to move from tolerance to acceptance
to respect to admiration and love for the cinema, music,
architecture of our rich inclusive British culture and its
component parts — whether Sikh or Muslim, Iranian-
British or Cornish.
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The dangers of purity are manifested wherever we see
exclusion, barriers and borders. Culture isn’t pure — it
steals, it intersects, it crosses, it gives birth to new forms,
it creates hybrid identities, it is wonderful and alive. Stasis
and the reaffirmation of an older sense of exclusionary
Britishness or an exclusionary Nigerian identity has gone
in a globalized world where these intersections are just
part of what it is to be human. Cultural organisations

and networks have the ability to be part of the creation
of a society that is inclusive, complex and rich. It is like
watching the genesis of new cultures on our streets and
wherever people get together to do culture —across
sexualities, genders, generations and ethnic identities. It
is the ethnogenesis of a new Britishness in other words.
And that mixedness precludes the kinds of extremisms
and hostilities to other cultures that have led to genocidal
politics in Southern Europe in the 1990s and the fractious
relations between rival faith fundamentalisms today in the
UK.

In conclusion, the overcoming of borders and barriers
means that a field of possibilities opens up before us - to
create an inclusive, diverse, culturally expert community
— where individuals can make connections and explore
the terrain that lies between Northumbrian traditional
music and Iranian hip hop and between women of all
communities. It makes a reality of active and cultural
citizenship. Out of that engagement new cultural
translations, new passions and new communities of
culture will emerge.
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