A View on Diversity and Culture (2006)
Thirty years on from The Art Britain Ignores and there are 83 publications in the ACE library at Great Peter Street under the category “Cultural Diversity.”  So why is it that we have failed to fully engage with diversity and ensure as a profession there is talent at every level in line with UK demographics?  This question is begged by headlines of articles like, “White blokes rule the British film industry” or “Report discovers obstacles for minority led companies.”  Why is it that initiatives that begin with an unashamedly anti-racist agenda, like Eclipse, that was conceived by 7 black practitioners backed by the Nottingham Playhouse board in response to the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry, become appropriated to celebrate cultural diversity and audience development.  Are we so coy that we cringe at our collective failure?  

As long as we think about diversity in audience development terms I hypothesise we will never see real progress toward equal opportunities in or through the arts.  As long as we see ethnic minorities as training fodder there will be no serious inroads into the bastions of artistic power.  The truth is creativity and diversity is one long lesson in learning.  Most of our white leaders use this argument to substitute training themselves.  It would indeed be interesting to see the training records of our arts moguls, particularly since learning is accepted now as a pre-requisite for effective leadership.  As long as our leaders exempt themselves from the equal opportunities agenda progress towards diversity will only be lip service.

I believe in an individuals’ ability to empower themselves and shape their own destiny through the release and application of their talent and creativity.  The clues they leave behind and the doors they open, light the way for others to pass through and go further.  

As a society we could do better at forging partnerships between those holding diverse views.  Culture has an advantage over other mechanisms available to achieve this because we can see and explore other views in the light of reflecting on our own and build bridges towards a cohesive society, with shared values.  The holy-grail that our political leaders seek.  However, if we see a distinction between high art, that is made by important white people in landmark buildings and community art made more often by black people in other spaces then we devalue the contribution of ethnic groups and diminish their opportunities for a stake in society.  Leaders who say they value both should be seen to be engaging in both.  Please let me know when Nick Hytner or David Hare make a move to present a play at my local school or community centre.  
Diversity become not about ethnic groups but about how art can reach audiences in a visceral way on a personal level.  Do we have the structures and infrastructures to achieve this and are leaders willing to make the compromises necessary to allow equal opportunities to achieve this?  This is what understanding and managing diversity is about not box ticking for ethnic faces.
By 2010 less than 20 % of the working population will be white, male and under 45.  We will need to live with an aging population.  There will be an intolerable struggle over resources, power and the British identity if we continue to inhibit particular groups.  Here we can to look to statistics from outside our sector for graphic illustrations if it too painful to examine our own sector.  Bangladeshi men earn on average half that of their white counterparts.  1000 women a year take action because of pregnancy discrimination.  Although the white make population is dwindling, part time women workers have their salary penalised by 40% against full time made counterparts.  Since 1997 we have seen boardrooms sourced from an increasingly elite group.  It was revealing that Blair’s recently published dinner guest list from Chequers, drawn from “those who could assist with policy making”, contained only 2 black/Asian individuals who were present in their own right, i.e. not as donors or spouses.  Does “Look who came for Supper” bear any resemblance to “Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner?”

Until those from ethnic minorities, with different abilities and different management types and styles and ideas – ways of doing things - can play on a level paying field with voices in every hierarchy of every decision making forum we will not reflect our communities and try as we might we will struggle to release the potential of artistic participants whether as makers, managers or audiences. They will just keep opting out.  People need to feel valued and have a stake in the UKs creative future.
 For those who raise these issues with little effect, don’t give up.  Are we given the support to make the business case for the implementation of coherent diversity policies? We know there are huge benefits to unlocking diverse talent; reduced costs; new markets; new talent pools; greater efficiency, reputation enhancement; more interesting places to work; becoming the employer of choice, let alone the moral and social case.  From my own experience I would say we are still not given the support to advocate for good policy.  If I want to champion the case for my own employer to embrace Diversity as one of its core values I get the message I need to do this in my own time with no organisational resources.  If we are serious about change we need to drive it from the top.  So I have started an award initiative that will encourage a wider perspective on internationalism and diversity at leadership level.  So leaders of the future can better balance their personal and wider aspirations and better prepare their workforce for the future they face.  Not by what they say but by what they do.  I fear it will take a rather more rounded view of the world and rather more risk appetite than most evaluators metrics allow (in my experience) to assess this initiative properly.  Despite both risk and an integrated view being implicit in my organisations (NESTAs) existing core values.   I want to challenge the art to build respect and cohesion by supporting talent first as a complement to the various ethnic schemes that provide those valuable photo opportunities.  

I prefer not to talk about social exclusion in this case as it is the arts organisations and leaders that are in fact cut off from what is happening in the society around them.  They just happen to hold resources.  So let’s talk about denial of access to resources, without sounding too militant!

Various action plans alert us to “the diversity of diversity”, whilst using success indicators such as X number of Black and Asian projects and X million earmarked for Black and Asian projects or X funds directed to work with refugees.  This increases the pressure on artists from ethnic groups to access resources from these funds (sometimes by well meaning funders) when all they want to do is make work, some of it little to do with their ethnicity or funding category.

Debate is good.  “Issues moving steadily up the agenda” is good, “no doubt we have made progress,” is good.  Naseem Khan’s report in December 2002 set out the 7 principles that could underpin positive change (not all of which I agree with) but will it take another 500 years to reach true equality?  I for one don’t want to wait that long. 
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