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	 				in	the	room

A report on the African, Caribbean and  
Asian visual arts sector in the West Midlands



Seeing is a skilled social practice – what we see and 
how we see it is intricately connected with the forms 
of social organisation within which we are all located 

and with which we have a matrix of connections 
(Jenks,1995). 

The inherent racial affinities, loyalties and prejudices 
inform all decisions of those who work within the 

[visual arts] sector, which like British society at large is 
not free of bias.   

(Raimi Gbadamosi, Spiked OnLine) 

 

This report was commissioned by Arts Council England, West Midlands in order to 
map the opportunities and barriers facing the region’s African, Caribbean and Asian 
visual arts sector, which includes artforms such as crafts, photography, digital media, 
film and fine art. The research was carried out between March and September 2007 
by Hybrid, hybridconsulting.org.uk
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In 2006 Arts Council England published its national 
strategy for the visual arts, Turning Point, which 
provided the strategic framework for this research 
together with the Arts Council’s Race Equality 
Scheme. In addition, this research is intended to 
inform a programme of work that will take forward 
the legacy of decibel, Arts Council England’s major 
cultural diversity programme which draws to an end 
in March 2008. 

Since 1988 there have been a number of policy and 
strategy initiatives in the West Midlands that have 
addressed African, Caribbean and Asian arts or the 
visual arts, but this is the first report specifically 
focused on African, Caribbean and Asian visual arts. 

Nationally, there has been an increasing emphasis 
over the past seven years on the importance of race 
equality, in the wake of the MacPherson report, 
which followed the Stephen Lawrence enquiry. The 
Race Relations Amendment Act (2000) placed a 
legal obligation on all public bodies to make race 
equality central to their work, although specific 
cultural diversity initiatives in the arts long pre-date 
this, including The arts Britain ignores: the arts of 
ethnic minorities in Britain, Naseem Khan (1976). 
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Research	approach	

In addition to the strategic context outlined  
above, some key socioeconomic factors should  
be considered:

•  The West Midlands metropolitan area has the 
highest concentration of African, Asian and 
Caribbean people outside London

•  African, Asian and Caribbean people, in general, 
are more likely to suffer economic disadvantage 
for example, unemployment amongst people of 
African, Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi 
backgrounds is three times greater than for  
white people 

•   In higher education, the art and design  
sector generally has lower recruitment from  
Asian, African and Caribbean people than for  
other disciplines  

•  There is a significant lack of non-white people 
within the workforce of the contemporary visual 
arts sector and within museums 

However, some recent publications have contested 
the effectiveness of cultural diversity provision or 
questioned the validity of labelling artists in ethnic 
specific terms, such as Take away the label produced 
by Morris, Hargreaves and McIntyre (2005) or 
Richard Hylton’s The nature of the beast (2007).  

The intention of the research was to explore issues 
of values and difference, heritage and culture, both 
in the context of current policy and debates and 
drawing on earlier strategic interventions. The aim 
was to identify practical solutions that could benefit 
African, Caribbean and Asian artists in the  
West Midlands. 

It was also important that the context 
acknowledged the barriers and difficulties facing 
African, Caribbean and Asian artists across all  
levels within the visual arts sector, not only 
challenges within community practice but issues and 
barriers facing artists seeking to engage with more 
conceptual work, including socially  
engaged practice. 
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Methodology

The brief for the research required a mapping 
exercise in relation to the experiences of African, 
Caribbean and Asian visual artists which addressed 
key areas including existing networks, exhibition 
opportunities and relationships with key partners 
such as local authorities and galleries. 

A diverse research approach was used, with action 
research by a group of five African, Caribbean 
and Asian visual artists at the heart of the process. 
Action research was chosen to shift the gaze from 
the artists as passive interviewees to proactive 
researchers and to ground the research in the 
decisions and challenges facing individual artists. 

The action research team included artists at 
different stages of their career, from different 
cultural backgrounds and visual arts disciplines.  
The artists undertook a series of one to one 
interviews with other artists as well as  
micro-research projects, involving meetings with 
curators, and discussions on how to develop their 
profile nationally and market work that is culturally 
specific and also innovative. 
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that their work was perceived as folkloric and 
not of interest to gallery curators. Many felt that 
their practice was seen to be solely relevant to an 
educational or community context. 

The artists consulted identified similar professional 
development needs to other artists, but felt that 
the external climate in which they work is more 
challenging due to their ethnic background. 

Artists whose work draws on religious beliefs 
find a particular difficulty in gaining recognition 
for their work, and feel that there is a secular 
fundamentalism in operation in the contemporary 
arts sector. Artists from a Muslim background 
particularly identified a general suspicion of Islamic 
culture operating in society as a whole. 

The research recognised the challenges facing 
artists who work within socially engaged practice. 
There are few institutions that are open to work 
that raises questions which could be perceived as 
political or social in nature. 

There was a strong desire for more opportunities 
to come together both to share information and 

The process also included interviews with a 
number of artists, a series of three critical debates 
involving curators, academics and other visual arts 
professionals, interviews with galleries, training and 
support agencies, local authority staff and other 
stakeholders and a survey of existing research.

Key	findings	(Artists)

From the artists’ survey and from the critical 
debates, a clear view emerged that Asian, African 
and Caribbean artists do feel that their work is 
ghettoised and that they face barriers in accessing 
the mainstream art world. However the majority 
of them did not suggest that there should be 
separate specialist provision, but that the existing 
infrastructure must broaden its horizons and be 
more receptive to a wider cultural framework.

The majority of the artists surveyed identified their 
cultural heritage as significant within their work, 
although not necessarily in an explicit way. Given 
that there is such a strong emphasis on conceptual 
work within the contemporary arts world, some 
artists felt that the use of cultural references, or 
working in a more traditional medium, meant 
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