HUDDERSFIELD – From Big Society to Little Society and back again, and how diversity can help…
November 18 2010.

I came to Huddersfield 35 years ago, at a very particular point in my life. ‘The Arts Britain ignores’ had been recently published and it had generated a flurry of attention here and there. Not a massive national wake-up call, I must admit, but a series of responses here and there from people who recognised and welcomed the picture – or the reality - it sought to present. It mirrored their experience and some of them saw an opportunity to crystallise their own arguments, and make a shift from the personal to the political.

I had been invited to Huddersfield by a group of women who were very active in local public life, and who were very alert to the area’s changing demography. They had established an early platform for the arts that reflected that change and – as I recall – had managed to raise funds for a conference and a new commissioned theatre piece.

I had no idea as I travelled up to Huddersfield on that occasion in 1976 – or to South Yorkshire and other centres, soon after – that these invitations to speak were early cracks in a landscape that had long been taken to represent quintessential Britishness. [

Of course cracks don’t appear suddenly just like that. There is a Buddhist teaching that refers to breaking a rock with a feather – you just have to go on striking the rock with it for a few million years. The changes in Britain and its cultural identity did not have so long a gestation period, but the ground was being invisibly prepared for quite some time. Many forces had been operating on the landscape – metaphorically, winds, sun, storms and landslides – slowly amassing the conditions for change. 

It Is not hard now to see why ‘The Arts Britain Ignores’ had the impact it eventually did. It was part of a groundswell of discontent with the old conventions that were no longer in step with how things were. There was an excitement at the potential and dynamic of new developments, enhanced by the new presence of an enlarged student population with the energy to challenge and explore.  

It was not the only sign of change. Cultural life was experiencing upheaval. The new fringe theatre turned its back on the tradition well-made text-based play in which Britain had excelled. It brought in foreign influences – physical theatre from Eastern Europe, new explorations from the American underground. It looked for non-theatre spaces in order to rediscover that fierce and fundamental magic that can arise between audience and performers. ‘The new place cries out for a new ceremony,’ wrote director Peter Brook, in ‘The Empty Space’ in 1968. And the new arts that exploded in the 60s and 70s sought vigorously for those ‘ceremonies’.

They took place in non-traditional spaces – woods and warehouses, beaches and bookshops, libraries, garages, tube trains and even – in one instance – in a motorcycle sidecar. Rituals and ‘happenings’ and improvisations and processions. Some of it was silly, some of it was rubbish, but some of it was gold.  But even just the act of enquiry – asking the question, ‘Why not?’ – had its value.

Our government currently talks of ‘the Big Society’, and holds it out as an aim. But the world that began in its uneven energetic way at that earlier time was in the process of changing Britain from its more hidebound Little Society – a society of niceties and certainties -  into a Big Society.

It was a time when – for all its faults (and it is important not to over-romanticise ) when new ideas were welcomed, new cultures and demographies were seen as assets and old hierarchies of class were crumbling.

Diversity – cultural diversity, cultural difference – whatever you call it – played its part in that democraticisation and the opening out of Britain at that time. We should be extremely proud of what we did. But today I want to look at the fate of that Big Society, of the way in which Britain appears to be currently morphing back into a Little Society, and seed some thoughts as to not only diversity’s role but the role of the arts as a whole in today’s unpromising landscape. 

One thing I need to do however before we move on, is to correct any impression that diversity was responsible for injecting only colour and energy into Britain’s cultural life. That is a lesser benefit.

Let me take you to the Museum of Garden History – a seemingly unlikely place to find a message about immigration. But there was certainly a lesson of sorts among the traditionally-planted beds at the back of the museum, with their very familiar flowers – tulips and roses, geraniums and lavender and much else. It looked like a chocolate box and it looked very English. But look closer and you’d have seen that each plant bore a label that detailed the first time it had been recorded in annals or archives. It was plain to see that all the brightest and loveliest plants came from overseas – via trade, exploration, conquest and empire. Martin Hoyles’ ‘the Story of Gardening’ provides a sharp look at the connection between plants and politics and acts as a corrective to the commonly innocent view of the garden. But the Museum of Garden History’s display made it apparent that the native ecology – take away the immigrants – was basically green and plain.

Diversity in the arts did not just cheer up British uniformity. That wasn’t the point – though very interestingly there was actually a concerted attempt to present it in that light.

Back in the 1960s, there was one network that consistently offered outlets to the new arts and the new incomers, and this was not an arts one. It was a network of local, regional and national offices set up to identify and counter discrimination. They were the community relations councils, under the leadership of the Communities Relations Commission – now morphed into the Commission for Equality and Human Rights. The ‘Race Relations industry’, it was popularly termed, and it was powerful. Spread out across the country and centrally and locally funded, they also funded and promoted culture. E.J.B. Rose describes them in his authoritative ‘Colour and Citizenship’: ‘Mixed social gatherings. “international” exhibitions or events, functioned as symbolic offers of welcome to immigrants, and could provide mild propaganda for the host population if they were attended by local dignitaries. No commitment to a policy more specific than harmony and friendship was required.’ The evenings were colourful – a mix of ‘turns’ – Ukrainian choirs, maybe, with a Caribbean limbo dancer, Cypriot folk musicians and Indian classical dance items. It had a colourful enjoyable aspect and could be seen as a way of reassuring local people about their new neighbours.

This was the top dressing to the councils’ real work – to tackle discrimination at a local level: in employment, housing, social justice and so on.

There are times when I increasingly wonder if this old coupling of culture with social rights has not seeded a problem or perception that has come to germinate and sprout further down the line in our own times. The current debate around ‘multiculturalism’ – that I’ll come onto in more detail later – centres around anxieties about conflicting customs and values, and the struggle to find a resolution. In the process, both sides contend for the high moral ground and logic gets lost on the way.

But there is a distinction to be made between social rights and cultural voices – between what we need to survive physically and what we need to survive in society – the way we connect, communicate, understand each other. One is building blocks, you might say, and the other is mortar. And you know what happens to a wall when there is no mortar, Confusing the two creates problems. And most importantly it also prevents us seeing the vital impact that cultural diversity has offered and offers.

The arts and new perspectives brought more than colour, variety and exoticism to the British cultural garden. They challenged set and less examined ways of doing things. Even common everyday bits of terminology. Philip Hedley always longed to make the staff of his Theatre Royal in Stratford, East London, represent the diverse society outside its gates. But when he had advertised once for a Box Office Manager , he had been disappointed when only white people applied. Why, he wondered, and he asked black students who came on a visit if they would be attracted by it. They looked at the ad and shook their heads– how do you manage a box, they asked. Philip explained. ‘Ah, they said, as light dawned, ‘You mean ‘Tickets Sales Manager’? Oh yes, we’d apply for that!’   

A homogenous society may be stable, but it can also be a static and uncreative one. Diversity brought in a new kind of dynamism:  engendered the useful qualities of self-enquiry and self-doubt. Who were the British, and what was the British culture? New forms and voices were no longer visitors but settlers. When the great pioneering Indian dancer, Ram Gopal, dame to London in the 1930s, he was feted and even invited to take tea with Queen Mary. But when he tried to settle and establish his own school of classical dance, he found it impossible. Britain at that time was able to make no place for him. Contrast that with Shobana Jeyasinghe, a current dancer and choreographer, who was asked to define her avant-garde work that then set Indian dance moves together with scores by Western young composers. ‘I suppose it’s British,’ she mused, ‘because I live here.’ 

The energy brought by the new has powered Carnival – the largest street festival in Europe and a trigger for invention and creativity. Britain’s diversity has brought not only new writers – Mustafa Matura, Alfred Fagon, Hanif Kureishi, Salman Rushdie – but with them a new and sometimes highly critical view of Britain. The secular and spiritual popular forms that have emerged, wrote Paul Gilroy, ‘have handled the anxieties and dilemmas involved in a response to the flux of modern life.’

They have challenged structures in the arts sector. The Arts Council’s difficulty in encompassing diversity originally was partly structural. Its work was organised around art-form specific departments in the 1970s – Music, Drama and so on. When different cultures came on the scene, with their tendency to integrate art forms into one piece, they provided a problem. This was partly solved when the new Community Arts department was established, in response to an upsurge of that area of work, but it was not a satisfactory solution.

The presence of diversity also exposed racial stereotypes for the nonsense that they were. When I was young, very few people in Birmingham had seen Indians (my father was one of the first Indian doctors to practise in the city). But they did know about the Empire and the British Raj and the fabulous life lived by the Maharajahs. Consequently my father had to regularly disabuse his patients who were convinced he must be of royal blood. (To be fair, he did not seem to me to try terribly hard.) But the stereotypes of the foreign Other are well-embedded into the psyche from childhood up. I remember a series of books that were popular at school about children in other lands. Each one featured a child and described their life: Nils Lives in Norway, Henke lives in Holland, Carla lives in Columbia and so on. It is possible that children of those countries would have had trouble in recognising their ambassadors -  Nils in furs with his snowshoes, Abdul of Egypt with his companion, a camel. The existence of individuals from other countries, living side by side with locals, the people next door maybe, put paid to those colourful stereotypes. 

So, with all these benefits, all this richness, how is it that ‘multiculturalism’ has become so vilified? Vilified it certainly has been. If it was a person, it would be reeling around punchdrunk: biffed on one side by Trevor Phillips (‘Multiculturalism was a mistake’) and on the other by Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, kicked in the back by Munira Mirza, hit on the head by Prospect Magazine and by a copy of Samuel Britain’s “Clash of Civilisations’. What can this all be about?

Like all the most subversive arguments, it approaches you with reasonableness and even a claim to the high moral ground. And it has gained even more credence in the popular press by the fact that a number of people stepping forward to condemn what they see as ‘multiculturalism’ are themselves black or Asian.

In many cases they present their own history as proof of the unnecessary nature of a focus on diversity. If they can make it, then that must show that society is fair and offers opportunities to the determined and the talented. Even worse, special treatment is retrogressive and insulting, they claim. It preserves difference, it creates ghettoes, it undermines a sensual of cohesive Britishness and at its very worst is a breeding-ground for Islamic terrorism. 

Sounds convincing? It can actually be tempting because it plays on the desire of all of us for a society that is cohesive, collaborative, understandable and safe. So how can we square these two facts – these two versions of multiculturalism? It is bad or it is good?

Instead of addressing that full-frontally, I am going to do something different, and show you a 6 minutes video. 

You might find yourself puzzling over the connection with the big question that I have posed. But be patient. All will come clear. In the meantime, enjoy this small film.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p0YuBNP4RNQ
I’m going to use this story as a case study, as a way to explore the central question about diversity in our society: to see what this example has to tell us about the development of a truly Big Society, and the tools that that important transition needs. 

First – the background. As you’ll have gathered, this is a project by developed a primary school with a majority of Asian children, around something called ‘Arnold Circus’.

What you will not know is the context. The school is called Virginia Primary School, and its significance for our purposes is two-fold.

Firstly it is located in an area of East London that is officially an Area of High Regional Deprivation. Its unemployment rate is higher than the borough average, and so is the percentage of young people. Its access to green open space is also lower than the borough average. Lastly it is an area where diversity dominates, especially people whose origins lie in Bangladesh.

Secondly, it is an area of high historical significance. You’ll all be familiar with the image of Victorian London that featured in Dickens’ novels, in particular ‘Oliver Twist’. This was the model for much of that. In the 1880s, it was known popularly as ‘the Old Nichol’ – a maze of small interwoven streets, unsanitary conditions, extreme poverty and high crime. Policemen didn’t dare enter the Old Nichol when a criminal fled into its warren of streets. And every fourth child died before its fourth birthday. It was a notorious area, an eyesore and – the first all-London government that was formed in the 1880s, considered, a shameful reflection on a city that was at that point – with the new wealth coming from the Industrial Revolution – aspiring to be a world-leader.

So one of their very first acts was to pull the whole area down. If you see maps from that time, they show a huge white space where the hundreds of little dwellings had been crammed. The Old Nichol had gone, and in its place the Boundary Estate – the very first social housing estate in the whole of Europe was due to be erected.

The young architects of the new London County Council or LCC threw themselves into this novel task. The estate that they designed is now Grade II listed, and its beauty and thoughtfulness still remains today. There are 20 buildings, of different sizes and each individually designed so there is none of that faceless uniformity that pertains in today’s housing complexes. Each was built around a large courtyard where people could gather, children could play, women could dry washing. It was designed as an integrated unit, with schools, bathhouse, shops and little workshops for artisans. And to the amazement of locals, it even had indoor toilets – a luxury.

The old existence of the Old Nichol wasn’t totally lost. Some of the rubble was kept, and was formed into a small hill at the very centre of the Estate, with its seven roads radiating out from it like the rays of the sun. The hill was planted, had steps up to its wide flat top, where finally a little bandstand was constructed. The vision was that the new residents of the Boundary would meet, socialise, listen to a twice-weekly band, and ‘flirt’.

This is quite some history. And if you add onto it the role that the area played in immigration, the picture becomes even richer. From the 17th century it had acted as a haven. The persecuted Huguenots fled there from France, and a hundred years later, many Jewish people persecuted in the pogroms of Eastern Europe flocked there.  The Brick Lane mosque that is used now by the Bangladeshi population that followed the Jews had been a synagogue earlier, and before that had been a Huguenot chapel.

But by 2003, this little gem had fallen on hard times. The Estate was showing its age, but Arnold Circus itself, at the heart of the Estate, was even worse off.  The vegetation had grown wild – there was no Council money to maintain the place. The surface was cracked, the steps chipped and the bandstand itself graffiti-ised. It was dirty, disreputable and threatening because it was impossible to see what was going on up on the Circus since the trees and bushes were now so big. And of course anti-social elements took advantage of its natural cover – drug-dealing and prostitution. 

The older East Enders wrote it off. The new Bengali community shunned it. When I came to live I the area, the Circus was a dead zone. I know a lot about this because I was one of a small group who resolved to rescue the Circus. From that small start, it grew to a registered charity with 500 local members. Money was raised to pay for a part-time gardener, Bengali women formed the Pumpkin Club and some of them grew vegetables on the cleared beds. Music came back to the bandstand – not only the old brass bands that the LCC would have recognised, but Bengali music, klezmer to honour the Jewish forebears of the Boundary and acoustic folk too. Little by little, people started to come back to the Circus.

As a local resident, I was very happy to see this unfolding. But as a professional deeply involved with issues around identity and participation, I was keenly interested to see if there were lessons to be extracted from this story. Here we have a site whose roots go deep into local history, where the ghosts of the past hover behind life in the present. And we have a largely new population whose own roots in the area are relatively shallow.

How can new communities and individuals come to feel they share in the history of an area and indeed are part of its ongoing progress? Can people come to feel an identification with an area, even though their forebears were far away? Can an identity be shaped that takes on the local and that provides an anchor or ballast? Citizenship – that vexed state – has to depend on people’s strong sense of local connection, with all the rights and obligations that belonging includes.  

What are the levers that can create a sense of belonging and of citizenship?  Are they citizenship classes? Are they laws that create a framework of expectations and customs?

We set out to use the arts as a means of creating connections and community around Arnold Circus.

The film you have just seen was just one of the projects that took place.  

Much later I came upon an essay by Professor Stephen Frosh in ‘Culture and Citizenship’ that contextualised our aspiration in more formal terms. ‘If citizenship theory is to do more than describe abstract patterns of rights and responsibilities… then it has to engage with the specificity of the relationship between subjects and their communities… That is to say, in the actual world of real human subjects, what one feels about belonging or exclusion, participation or isolation.’ And that area, he argues, needs to base itself on an understanding of the role of ‘fantasy’ or the imagination. This is where the arts, diversity and cultural as a whole score heavily.  If a sense of belonging, identity and ultimately citizenship comes about through the imagination, then the arts and cultural diversity are not marginal, luxuries or top dressing. They are fundamental. 

Let’s look again at the Arnold Circus example and see if we can trace that connection through it.

The children were virtually all Bangladeshi in origin, and it is fair to say at the start of the concerted programme of arts that we had initiated at the school, had been pretty much alienated from the Circus and the area. They certainly knew very little about its history. A survey taken of pupil’s attitudes, knowledge and skills before the project began recorded not only ignorance of its century-old age (‘ten years?’ suggested one child hopefully) but also lack of attachment to it. A minority had gone up onto the Circus, and a strong opinion agreed with the survey’s suggestion that it would be better to pull it down to build houses. By the end of the project, both those opinions had switched. You’ll have heard and seen the children’s enthusiasm for yourselves in the film.

Something akin to osmosis takes place during creative activity – a process that leads to a person taking in an experience and making it their own. It is quite different to the ingestion of practical facts and it is generally acknowledged that it can be transformative. It allows a person to step into another person’s internal world and experience it from the inside. It develops empathy, a sense of connection, or belonging. It removes barriers and creates identification. We weep at deaths, we rejoice at love found after hardship. We are stirred by injustice, we recognise absurdity.

Another Arnold Circus project confirmed the way that the arts can operate. The place’s reputation had deterred very many Bengali women from using it (and very often there was a taboo).  They were invited up there by a textile artist and they drew and photographed items that took their fancy – trees, railings, bandstand or whatever. Then over the next few months at the community centre they all attended, they turned their drawings into designs that they embroidered – using some traditional Bengali stitching traditions – and put together in a very lovely wall-hanging. The hanging was displayed publicly, and attracted the attention of the director of the Museum of London, who asked if the Museum could display it too. This whole experience changed the women’s views of Arnold Circus, and made them feel that they had contributed to its ongoing history.  

I can cite other examples of ways in which using the arts has resulted in creating linkage between people’s root cultures and a British present. The work of Akram Khan comes to mind, and Carnival and the radio station Salaam Shalom. You will be able to think of more.

So why – given the verifiable impact of diversity and the arts, is multiculturalism currently under such attack?

Let us return to the early days of diversity, and the context I described earlier, in which diversity was sponsored more by race relations bodies than arts bodies.

I want to suggest that we have two discourses here – two types of diversity or multiculturalism – and that what has happened is that the two have become conflated and confused.

There is diversity that concerns social policy – equal rights to housing, employment and so on. There is diversity that concerns cultural policy. And the two are different.

The one is a matter of statistics, monitoring and targets. It acknowledges that society has an inbuilt bias that needs in some cases to be redressed. 

The other is a matter of explorations, using the arts to express, share, converse, debate.

The one results in benefit to the individual. It helps him or her have access to training that might have been denied, jobs, a career ladder and so on.

The other benefits society. It helps it become more complex, empathetic, rich and layered.

The one ends with ethnicity. It records and measures according to race.

The other begins with ethnicity. It is a conversation, not a statement. Ethnicity might write the original agenda but not the conclusions.

Attacking one form of diversity or multiculturalism, the critics lose out on the crucial benefits that come with the other.

Just one example and then we will draw to a close. The Museum Association has been working hard to provide routes for ethnic minority candidates to enter the museum profession. There was a clear statistical need, given the virtual absence of anyone from a diverse background at management levels, rather than at a level of guards or catering staff. The aim is to make the tables representative. This is one side of diversity.

At the same time, you have a number of black and Asian artists working in museums, using their ethnic background to interrogate the collection or to contextualise items. The more successful their work is the more universal their themes become. They talk about belonging, possession, ideas of nationhood. They challenge, expand, tease, inform. It is a conversation beginning with race rather than a statement that ends with race.

If we do not foster this brand of diversity then everyone is the loser. It will miss the expansiveness engendered by not only diversity but the arts as a whole.  It will encourage the move to Little Society where minds get smaller, walls get higher and experience shrinks. 

A government – and sadly, an arts establishment too that is intent on justifying the arts only in terms of income and profitability - misses out on the true vital value of the arts for our times.

Numbers matter, but they are not the reason for our commitment and for the way many of have chosen to live our lives, and we should not go along with a sole focus on this number-crunching instrumentalist defence. Diversity has shown how it can change lives. To go for anything less is a defeat.
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