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· In this short time, I want to briefly reference the starting point, and the paradigm that saw diversity in broadly polarised terms; 
· I want to argue that the arid nature of the debate is partly down to a confusion between social and cultural agendas,

· and that new developments – so-called Super-Diversity - have eliminated a pattern that many people, for many different reasons, have started to find unacceptable.   
· Super-Diversity offers the chance to escape from over-simplicity and reliance on ethnic categories, but it comes with caveats that Homi Bhabha with his formulation of ‘enlightened obscurity’ references.
When I was writing ‘The Arts Britain Ignores’ many years ago, I came across a quote from a 7th century Tamil scholar called Kamban, who was describing his feelings at taking on a study of the great Sanskrit author, Valmiki.
From Ocean to Minefield
‘I am truly like the cat,’ he wrote, ‘sitting on the edge of an ocean of milk, hoping to lap it all up.’  At that point in time it seemed not a bad image for the expanse of diversity that was just revealing itself. It was boundless, self-contained, unmapped. Nowadays we are confronted with a very different sort of landscape that is rife with contradictions and challenges. A maze might be a better geographical image, or a minefield. Certainly not the calm impenetrable quality of an ocean of milk.

The shift is profound and dynamic. To move from a world in which the arts were accepted by practitioners and outsiders alike as ‘ethnic minorities’ communities’ arts’ equals challenge. Accommodating the new is not a matter of ceding space but of reconfiguring space.

‘All roads led to the mainstream’
The mechanisms devised to address that task continue to exercise power – assimilation, integration, inclusion, cohesion. Each decade in Arts Council history has seen a different formulisation for the arts concerned – minority arts, ethnic arts, black arts, cultural diversity. But what they have all had in common has been the fixed idea of a central homogenous culture into which difference and diversity should eventually be absorbed. As Professor Andreas Wimmer described it ironically, in a study for Compas: the belief that ‘All roads lead to the mainstream’.

That route-map has become even more cited as the ideal after 9:11, and amidst widespread alarm about heterogeneity – or ‘sleepwalking to segregation’ in Trevor Phillips’ memorable and dangerous phrase. We have met increasing calls for migrants and incomers of however long standing to sign up to so-called British values, and display this allegiance in taking on local language, customs and dress.

Cultural agendas and Social agendas
But there is a problem. It Is not just alarmists that have pointed away from a recognition – or validation - of cultural difference. It is tempting to shy away from the contortions of the race debate, and to see it as an undesirable (self-segregation and stereotyping) or as an irrelevance (time brings equality and integration). The debate also no longer seems to have the same energy and passion that it once had. It has become arid and mean-spirited and tired. I believe this is because, in the terms on which it is stated, there is and can be no solution. There is a paradox at work, springing from the way in which cultural themes and social needs have come to be conflated. 

To take an example – consider the different ways in which the museums sector engages with diversity. An admirable initiative has been going for some time designed to increase the representation at an upper level of museums management. Set in motion by the Museums Association, it saw the lack of ethnic minorities as an empoverishment as well as possible evidence of invisible barriers. The scheme, Diversify, created targeted bursaries specifically for ethnic minority graduates, and had of course to involve quotas and ethically-defined targets. It responded to a social rather than a cultural need. Artists on the other hand have a different take on their relationship with museums, and collections. Sonia Boyce, Rita Keegan, Ansuman Biswas and many others have created interventions that have been inventive, playful, challenging and provocative: in which identity is the start rather than the end of the conversation.

There is of course an overlap, but not a total identification. A range of statistics around employment, education and health tell us clearly that society is unequal. And in the cultural field, even though Chris Ofili is at Tate Britain and Roy Wiliams at the National, the underlying infrastructure that nurtures, develops and legitimises creative talent is still uneven. The landmark conference ‘Whose Heritage?’ some years ago with Stuart Hall’s coruscating keynote speech pointed out the conditioned nature of cultural values. 

In a word, race matters and also race does not matter. Social and cultural needs and aspects need to be teased carefully apart.

Super-Diversity’s way to greater subtlety
Unexpectedly Super-Diversity offers an opportunity to tackle that paradox. New migration patterns have forced a recognition that the old polarities - exclusion and inclusion, minoritarian and majoritarian, and Wimmer’s ‘road’ – are no longer practicable.  Many factors are at work here. European enlargement has given inhabitants from a wide range of different countries the right to come, work and settle. Famine, wars and civil unrest have led to an expansion of refugees and asylum seekers. Within each of these groups a quantity of varying situations exists – from urban and rural backgrounds, with the right to settle or not, with the desire to settle or not. To quote Wimmer again, the unreality of the belief that ‘the social world is made up of different kinds of peoples, each characterised by a unique culture and, at least, initially, a separate social universe’.  There are foreign nationals from the EU, people with permits to work from outside the EU, social schemes such as SAWS - Seasonal Agricultural Workers’ Scheme that in 2004 included people from 48 different countries and the SBS or Sector Based Schemes focussing on bringing in people to work in hotels and catering that brought people in from 40 different countries within just the first half of 2004. How can all these diverse situations and needs be contained within one ethnic category? What degree of commonality exists even within one language group?  The variety of background, age, education levels, linguistic skills, not to mention legal rights, surely shows that 

· Culture, community and identity are not interchangeable terms

· The ideal of all difference being absorbed into a mainstream whole is – even if it were desirable – impractical.

Community comes through Experience, not Roots
This enormously expanded profile of diversity has to put paid to the concept of the unified homogenous culture. The idea of nationality and what binds us has to be less to do with common roots now and more to do with common experience. Common experience in its turn has to do with shared space, opportunities and forums. The local has come to have increased importance as the site for engagement and identification, more than the large and iconic flagship forums. It is here – at this interface - that the arts and artists have a unique place.

I have two examples to cite.

Arnold Circus
A project that started a couple of years ago, just a stone’s throw from here turned out to illustrate that process. It was organised by a community-generated charity whose aim is to rehabilitate the gardens and bandstand of Arnold Circus, that were built by the London County Council a hundred or so years ago as the country’s very first social housing estate. The local population was in the process of change, from historic old East End residents to Eastern European Jewish refugees. By 1914, 97% of the children at Rochelle School adjoining the Circus spoke Yiddish. Now around 97% of the children at Virginia Primary School opposite it are of Bengali origin.

Mostly the Virginia children had little to do with Arnold Circus – it was seen as dark, hostile and inhabited by gangs. In 2006, the charity raised money for artists to work with the children on projects centring on the Circus. They drew, designed, invented maquettes of benches, took photographs, banged on trees for bugs and much more, every week for four years. At the start a short survey of their attitudes to the place took place, and after a year was repeated.

Within that time, their perspective had changed. And as the activities have continued so did the relationship, with all children coming up twice a year to plant as well as taking part in an annual carom-board championship and an archaeological dig to see what was really underneath the mound of the Circus. Sense of ownership are jargon words, but staff report a change, children stop and point out flowers they had planted. And the persistent group in the first survey who said it would be better to pull it down and build houses had changed their minds. ‘It used to be threatening,’ said one girl of 9, ‘but now it feels like home.’

Shared History in the Moment
What the group – and the artists - had managed to do was to create investment and a shared history, despite the absence of ancestral roots.  Engaging the imagination leads to a far greater fact of community and belonging than any passport or identity card can provide.  

Creativity’s asset is the way in which exploration and uncertainty is central. 
Connecting Flights

More or less my last act at the Arts Council was to conceive and establish an international conference that was intended to demonstrate the fact of a shared creativity – and of what Stuart Hall at that conference termed ‘globalisation from below’. Called ‘Connecting Flights’, it had been inspired by two quite minor and separate conversations. I had been told of a dance company from India who had embarked on a tour of the States, starting on the West Coast. By the time they had reached the Mid West, blogs and diasporic and social networking had built their audience for them without any recourse to advertising. And secondly, Ghislaine Boddington of Body Data recounted the substantial tour of  European venues she had set up, totally without the support of the usual mechanisms like the British Council, again through the internet.

It was clear that the diasporic connections of the Indian community in the US shared something with artists who were finding common ground and linking internationally. ‘Connecting Flights’ explored that way of locating communities without borders. In order to provide a set of case studies, it established a number of preliminary and ad hoc partnerships. One of them resulted in new work created by South African dancers with H Patten’s British company; another had Delhi young architects working around homelessness with Britain’s students on the same quest, web students in the Bronx worked with others in East London.

No Harmony
But the fact of linkage was valid, the overall project could not claim to produce harmony or a brave new world. It revealed something far more complex. The partnerships often resulted in struggle to find a common language, and a growing awareness of the specificity of each ones values and assumptions. They posed the need to translate at a deep level, and to accept with humility the likelihood that full understanding might never arise. Mystery and privateness are potent elements and not threats; they should not be eradicated. Interculturality at whatever level still carries the risk of cliché, and a desire to find an outcome or a comfortable total fit. Difficulty and incomprehension are important, close to what Homi Bhabha has termed ‘enlightened obscurity’. Total understanding or homogeneity are not exciting or creative - locally, nationally or globally: culturally or socially. The conversation is the point. 

Meaningful Exchanges
A number of commentators are starting to talk about the nature of ‘meaningful exchanges’. Leonie Sandercock for instance commends the ‘daily habits of perhaps quite banal intercultural interaction’. Raj Isar has talked about ‘ the agreement to disagree agreeably’.

Super Translators
I would like to suggest that Super Diversity needs artists and those who work in the imagination as translators, not to solve but to engage. We are all amalgams of different identities – some more than others -, and our daily lives are lived negotiating shifting sites of identification.  It is in this complex, subtle and highly nuanced process that art and artists are needed and diversity resides.
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