Diversity / a code of practice (Yasmin Zahir)

Notes on the session by Jane Sillis

The session started with a quiz about issues of diversity there was a very wide-ranging discussion lead by Yasmin which included the following issues: 

The challenge of definitions of diversity

· How is ethnic identity is constructed? 

· It is difficult to define terms such as migrants, refugees and asylum seekers or a notion of community.

· It is a challenge to absorb and process the huge amount information on diverse cultures.

· Can a definition of culture be broader and include disability and class as well as race?

· The language around diversity can in itself be off putting and seem worthy.

Galleries and diversity

Should galleries be ‘fixing’ issues around inclusion?  Does this hark back to the paternalistic C19th model of museums and galleries as instruments for social improvement?  But, contemporary art can approach issues around diversity in a very free way. New models of working could include working with guest curators from ethnically diverse groups e.g. Century City, Tate Modern. It is important not to be afraid to critique cultural diverse contemporary art practice.

Galleries, employment and diversity

It is an enormous challenge to make the arts sector more diverse in terms of both the workforce and audience. Legislation could force the visual arts sector to become more diverse. DCMS have replace cultural ‘entitlement’ with cultural ‘offer’.

Institutional structures need to change in order to embrace more diverse employment practices e.g. in the UK Global Graduates’ research showed that young African Caribbean people are interested in galleries as places of employment once their attention is drawn to them.  In Munich, galleries traditionally employ young people from privileged families and this tends to exclude migrant communities from these jobs (except as front of house staff.)

Research by Leicester University and Arts Council England showed that class and economic wealth are the biggest determinates in terms of accessing employment in the cultural sector.  The same is try in terms of accessing cultural courses in HE.  Young people therefor need support to access employment, training and education in the cultural sector.

Institutional structures and cultural ambassadors

Galleries need to have a clear link between their corporate plan, cultural diversity and audience development.  It is important for galleries to establish practical steps for moving towards more diverse programming in galleries and that galleries play to their strengths and are transparent in the process they employ.  Cultural institutions need to have an ambassador for cultural diversity and access on their staff team and/or board.

Reflection and dissemination

There is a need for reflection and evaluation with in gallery education and for material to be disseminated and shared with peers in the sector e.g. through Tate Journal, GEM, engage review etc.

Diversity, the curriculum and schools

QCA is discussing a new art and design curriculum.  How can galleries support the delivery of cultural entitlement for young people to support the curriculum?  Specialist schools have the potential to develop centres of excellence.

