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Abstract

This paper examines the potential of co-produced arts-based methodologies
through the lens of a social cohesion project, from the perspectives of five
artists. Arts methodologies can be useful in working across different disciplines
and across university and community boundaries to create equitable knowledge
production processes. The ways in which art is used in community settings as a
mode of collaboration are explored, using the reflections from five artists who
were involved in the social cohesion project together. This paper argues that co-
producing artistic approaches to social cohesion is a complex, multilayered and
sometimes fragile process, but that recognizing and discussing understandings of
the role of power and voice within co-produced projects enables effective team
communication.

Keywords: co-production, participation, arts-based-research, social cohesion,
power, voice
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Key messages

* Itisimportant to engage artists in co-produced research from the beginning,
to recognize the variations of power held in a project and to take steps to
empower artistic voice.

* Valuing the artists is central; artists can offer an alternative perspective on
community relationships and social cohesion. The arts offer the power of the
imagination, the creative freedom to see beyond a current reality, in order to
build a vision of social cohesion.

e Co-producing artistic approaches to social cohesion is a complex, multilayered
and sometimes fragile process, but recognizing, discussing and sharing
understandings of the role, power and voice within the co-produced voice
enables effective team communication.

N\ J

Introduction

In this paper, the relationship between different arts methodologies as a method
of building social cohesion is examined, through the lens of a co-produced arts
project. The paper discusses this from the perspectives of the artists on the project.
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Social cohesion is a contested term. Various definitions of social cohesion exist,
drawing on notions of trust, identity, belonging and dialogue (Jones, 2015). Social
cohesion, therefore, is ‘a descriptive multi-faceted and gradual phenomenon
attributed to a collective, indicating a quality of togetherness’ (Schiefer and Van
der Noll, 2017: 2). For the purpose of this paper, social cohesion can be broadly
defined as:

... a state of affairs concerning both the vertical and horizontal interactions
of society as characterised by a set of attitudes and norms that includes
trust, a sense of belonging and the willingness to participate and help, as
well as their behavioural manifestations. (Chan et al., 2006: 290)

The potential of co-produced arts methodologies to build social cohesion is under-
theorized. In recognizing multiple knowledge forms, using artistic-based approaches
to social cohesion seeks to create a space that values non-academic knowledges
(Vasudevan, 2011). By using arts-based practice to reduce the focus on the written
word and foregrounding other means of communication (Foster, 2012), the arts
allow a diversity of representation (Goodman, 1968). Using arts-based approaches
to social cohesion allows participants to enter discussions at the point at which
they feel most comfortable expressing their knowledge (Kumasi, 2011). In valuing
multiple knowledges — experiential, artistic and academic — artistic methodologies
offer the opportunities to produce different kinds of knowledge (Facer and Pahl,
2017). This knowledge can be important for expressing notions of belonging and
identity, which can be explored using arts-based methodologies to build social
cohesion.

This paperbeginswith a critical reflection on the potential of arts methodologies
to contribute tosocial cohesion. Then, through aseries of interviews and a participatory
reflection workshop with artists involved in a co-produced social cohesion project,
the paper specifically reflects on how artistic methods can contribute to the building
of social cohesion, looked at from an artist's perspective. lllustrative examples from
artists are used in order to explore the issues in the project, including the relationship
between co-production and artistic methodologies. Various themes emerged from
the research, including the importance of foregrounding artistic understandings and
prioritizing artistic relationships with communities. Many of the artists involved in
the project had ties of trust and strong existing relationships with communities, and
could contribute their whole selves (not simply their artistic selves) to the project.
Developing shared understandings was important throughout the project, which
included defining participants’ roles as artists and establishing a strong artistic
voice within the three settings used by the project. A further key theme was that
of valuing specific arts specialisms, including community art, poetry and music.
The issue of art as a process or product was a tension for the project. Whether the
process of using arts-based methodologies held value for social cohesion, or whether
communities in fact valued as important an artistic product at the end of the process,
was a contested issue for the artists involved in the project. This paper recognizes
the history of socially engaged and community art (Pool, 2018), and seeks to reflect
on this tension from the perspective of the artists involved in the project. The paper
explores the aspirations of an arts-based approach, arguing that co-producing artistic
methodologies to build social cohesion is a complex, multilayered and sometimes
fragile process. However, in recognizing and discussing understandings of the role
of power and voice within co-produced projects, effective team communication can

be enabled.
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Creating potential for arts methodologies to create
space for social cohesion

This paper explores the aspirations of a co-produced arts-based approach to build
social cohesion. Co-production draws on a variety of approaches to collaborative work,
such as action research and participatory research, which highlight the importance
of collaborative knowledge creation (Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2014). Research
methodology greatly influences both the research process and its research outcomes
(Datta et al.,, 2015). Arts-based approaches can refocus power and control into the
hands of the community (Finley, 2008: 72). Co-produced arts methodologies respect
and engage the experiences of people, offering research participants more control
over the research process and influence over how findings are used.

Co-productionisthe co-creation of knowledge with participants of a research project
(Facer and Pahl, 2017). Co-production as an approach values multiple viewpoints and
creates space for differences of opinion to be recognized and included within the research.
In co-produced research, participants are encouraged to construct their own knowledge,
and consider the power dynamics with which knowledge is used by the dominant cultures
(Reason, 1998). In enabling the authorship of an artistic process to sit collaboratively with
a team of authors, co-production holds the potential to develop a conversation that
recognizes multiple viewpoints and points of difference (Hirsch and Miessen, 2012). In this
project, co-production and artistic practice were combined. Arts-based approaches here
included visual and written art forms, including portraiture, poetry and collage. There are
challenges to the artistic process of co-production, and recognizing the contested nature
of terms such as ‘social cohesion’, ‘community’ and ‘socially engaged art’ is important to
understanding the multiple knowledge brought to the artists’ discussions. The project was
developed in areas of Sheffield and Rotherham experiencing racial tensions (Campbell
et al.,, 2018). Using arts-based approaches to develop social cohesion was seen to hold an
emancipatory research purpose (Facer and Pahl, 2017).

Social cohesion: A contested term

The project sought to develop the potential for arts-based practice to create a space for
social cohesion. It should, however, be recognized that ‘social cohesion’ is a contested
term, which can be discussed from three linked yet competing perspectives. The meaning
of social cohesion is fluid and shifting, often context specific and linked to broader notions
of identity, belonging, power and inequality (Jones, 2015). Social cohesion can be viewed
from the perspective of inclusion or exclusion from society, as a study of institutions and
governance, or as a study of networks and belonging (Schiefer and Van der Noll, 2017).
Despite its frequent politicization, there are two broad approaches to understanding
social cohesion: the first emphasizes the shared values that bind a community, and the
second emphasizes the quality of these social relationships (Delhey, 2007). Social cohesion
is perhaps one of ‘those hybrid mental constructions’ (Schiefer and Van der Noll, 2017:
579) that is adaptable to a variety of situations but lacks a clear definition.

Cohesion can be multilayered with identity, belonging and power holding
different meanings for members of the same community of varying genders, sexualities
and community status. Using artistic approaches to building social cohesion allows a
consideration of layered identities; to view questions of identity in visual, poetic and
narrativized ways that offer an alternative perspective on identity (Facer and Pabhl,
2017). Notions of belonging, trust and reciprocity can be addressed through visions of
melting pots, bricolage, salads and mosaics, allowing a visual exploration of situated
meanings of social cohesion (Pahl and Goldstraw, 2018).
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Community: A contested term

Throughout the paper, the terms ‘community’ and ‘community practitioner’ are referred
to. The paper seeks to frame the concept of community and community development
around Etzioni's (1993) notion of communitarianism. Communitarianism argues that
with rights come responsibilities; citizens need to engage with these responsibilities in
order to create a better society. Etzioni's (ibid.) communitarianism aims to reinvigorate
citizenship to help to reshape the social, philosophical and political agenda. It is these
connections between people that build social cohesion. Here, arts-based approaches
can make a contribution to building safe spaces that value multiple knowledge
forms, developing connections and building societal ties. In the context of this paper,
community practitioners are engaged in community development, framed around
the notion of communitarianism, with communities. The concept of community and
communitarianism (Putnam, 2000; Etzioni, 1993) has aimed to ‘formalise a cogent and
coherent defence and celebration of community life’ (Sage, 2012: 2). The project upon
which this paper is based developed a collaborative methodology that saw community
practitioners working alongside artists and academics, using arts-based approaches
to building social cohesion. This paper discusses the use of artistic practices for social
cohesion with communities and community practitioners.

It is important to recognize that ‘community’ is also a contested term. People
have multiple identities and networks that reach beyond their neighbourhood (Sparke,
2008). The term ‘community’ can be discussed in terms of communities of geography
and communities of identity (Sparke, 2008). ‘Community’ as a term can be critiqued
here for its failure to recognize the intersection of multiple inequalities (Walby, 1990;
Hancock et al., 2012). Gender and intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) are fundamental to
considering inequalities within communities. However, it is arguably naive to consider
communities as ‘communities of mythic unity’ (Kwon, 2002: 118). The term ‘community’
viewed in terms of community cohesion is arguably the ‘ontological equivalent of
kitsch” (Kocur and Leung, 2005: 11). Communities are diverse within themselves and
conflicted, and arts-based approaches can enhance reflexivity and encourage self-
criticism within and beyond communities of geography, interest and identity.

Socially engaged art: A contested term

In using arts-based practice to build social cohesion, art can become a social form
(Bishop, 2004), and can therefore hold political and emancipatory functions. Artistic
methodologies, however, have complex histories (Kester, 2004). The history of art as a
social process (Pool, 2018) can be tracked to the art of the Enlightenment, to the avant-
garde, to relational and dialogical aesthetics. In Conversation Pieces, Kester (2004)
provides a detailed exploration of this movement of art from a document to a dialogue
with the present. This approach has deep and complex roots in the history of art and
cultural activism (Kocur and Leung, 2005), and it is part of a new genre of public art that
reflects the hybrid liminal nature of this artistic approach. In revisiting and reflecting,
arts methodologies can ‘call for and resist a usual kind of picture’ (Goodman, 1968: 33).
Through this revisiting and re-experiencing, alternative meanings can be developed,
and new understandings can emerge. Arts-based approaches enable a diversity of
experience to be shared that can 'disrupt common sense understandings and act as a
reminder that there are possibilities for things to be otherwise’ (Foster, 2016: 1).
Arts-based research, understood here as socially engaged arts practice (Pool,
2018), can offer an alternative lens through which to consider social cohesion (Facer
and Pahl, 2017: 3). Arts-based approaches can offer a more inclusive approach, creating
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space for social cohesion, a space that recognizes that voices may be silenced to
account for the differentials in power within the groups with which they work (Norton
et al., 2001). When taking a co-produced artistic approach to building social cohesion,
it is important to consider power differentials to understand whose voice is heard,
whose voice carries power. The power relationships linked to the variety of forms of
difference can be uncomfortable to voice (Jones, 2015). Power and inequality are
important ethical considerations. The use of art ‘does not necessarily mitigate the
power relations which can even infiltrate progressive movements’ (Foster, 2016: 25).
Voice, and the opportunity to share opinion, link to power and inequality within co-
production projects. Yet co-produced arts practices often reveal the interconnections
between power and access to resources, and they can offer an opportunity not only
to acquire new knowledge but also to re-evaluate the knowledge that they have
acquired through more formal research methods. The importance of reflexivity — which
this research has sought to engage through reflective semi-structured interviews and
through the participatory workshop — is that it can create a space where issues of
contested voice, power differentials and artistic identity can be explored.

Reflexivity and co-production: Contested terms

The collaborative and co-produced artistic approaches to building social cohesion
recognize research as co-constituted. In the context of this paper, reflexivity refers to
the process of engaging in co-produced reflexive analysis; however, ‘its subjective,
ambiguous nature is contested’ (Finlay, 2002: 531). Reflexivity ‘involves reflecting on
the way in which research is carried out and understanding how the process of doing
research shapes its outcomes’ (Hardy et al., 2001: 534; Holland, 1999). In the context
of the project, reflexivity was an important means of providing a space where the
delicate negotiation between professional and personal identities could be explored.
This formed part of recognizing the importance of context as a researcher within the
research, of each participant as part of the narrative of interpretation (Angrosino, 2005).
For this reason, it was important to make known the multiple roles and membership
identities within the collaborative team of community practitioners, artists and
academics. During the course of the project, negotiating multiple roles was aided by
reflexivity, and a commitment to open and honest dialogue with project participants.
Taking this collaborative approach foregrounded issues of power and trust within the
wider project that were key to the willing interaction of creativity.

Research methodology

This paper draws on data and findings from the Taking Yourself Seriously project
(described below). The project sought to use artistic approaches as a method of
building co-production in three project settings: a school, a community group and a
play area. The project began in February 2017 and emerged from a broader Connected
Communities Programme that was launched in 2010. The aim of the Connected
Communities Programme was to ‘fund research projects, partnerships and networks
that would create a deeper and richer understanding of “communities” in all their
forms and in all the roles they play and have played historically in our lives’ (Facer
and Enright, 2016: 10). Drawing on this, the Taking Yourself Seriously project aimed to
rethink the ways that art is described in community settings, using co-production as a
mode of collaborative art. The project aim was framed around artists going into the
three community spaces to explore how social cohesion could be re-imagined using
arts-based approaches. The project worked with poets, a musician and visual artists

Research for All 4 (2) 2020



262 Katy Goldstraw et al.

to explore participants’ ability to take themselves and, in so doing, social cohesion,
seriously.

The Taking Yourself Seriously project involved artists working with community
practitioners in three settings — a school, a community group and an adventure
playground — to co-produce art and enact social cohesion. Each setting enacted a
variety of artistic approaches to building social cohesion. A partnership was developed
with the school, working with Year 8 students. The project developed creative poetry
and visual arts workshops to extend and deepen definitions of success. Students were
encouraged to create poetry and portraiture that reframed their school and their
own experiences as successful, and to reimagine their identity as young people of
Rotherham. The community group explored ways in which artistic methodologies
supported community-led research, with a focus on the life trajectories of women
from Pakistani heritage backgrounds. Poetry and other artistic methodologies were
utilized to connect three generations of women'’s family histories, creating a sense of
being between generations. The project used arts-based practice to give deserved
recognition to the contribution migrant communities have made to social, cultural
and economic life. Collages, artefacts and poetry were points of creativity and
reflection for the women, who shared their memories and experiences of Rotherham.
The adventure playground community research project explored the idea of social
cohesion as created in everyday playtimes. A pirate ship was created as a piece of play
equipment, enabling the team to look at ways in which visual modes achieve impact
with community groups, and to reflect on how arts methodologies can be used with
communities in more effective and ethical ways. This was art as play. The pirate ship
was a physical manifestation of building social cohesion, in its offering of a piece of
play equipment for young people within a multicultural location.

The artists

Within this paper, the experiences of five artists within the three project settings are
explored. The artists are three poets and two visual artists.

The two visual artists are Zahir Rafig and Steve Pool. Steve Pool trained in
sculpture and now works across multiple visual art forms. He is interested in how
art and culture can bring people together and be a part of promoting change. His
recent work has explored the idea of an artist's residency as a research method, and
the role of creative practice in co-producing knowledge. He works with collaborator
Kate Genever within Poly-Technic (poly-technic.co.uk). Their innovative social practice
is recognized nationally. Within this project, Steve worked with Pitsmoor Adventure
Playground in Sheffield, developing collaborative visual art and play equipment. Zahir
Rafig is an artist from Rotherham, South Yorkshire. He specializes in contemporary
Islamic art, where he fuses traditional Islamic motifs with Western artistic styles. With
this approach, he sought to express not only a new way of looking at Islamic art, but
also his own identity as someone being brought up as a Muslim in Britain. Within this
project, Zahir worked in the school, developing self-portraiture with the students as an
expression of success.

The three poets are Zanib Rasool, Helen Mort and Andrew Macmillan. Zanib
Rasool is a doctoral student at the University of Sheffield and works for Rotherham
United Community Sports Trust; her interest is in using creativity and art to engage
the voice of young people and other socially excluded groups. Zanib was community
researcher on the Imagine project funded by the Economic and Social Research Council
(ESRC). She is co-editor of a book published by Policy Press called Re-Imagining
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Contested Communities: Connecting Rotherham through research (2018). She was
researcher on Threads of Time, a co-produced participatory arts project funded by the
Arts and Humanities Research Council’s (AHRC) Connected Communities Festival 2016.
Within this project, she has worked in the community setting with three generations of
Muslim women, facilitating the development of visual art alongside another artist, and
writing poetry with the women on the project. Helen Mort is a poet who has won the
Foyle Young Poets Award five times. She has received an Eric Gregory Award from the
Society of Authors, and won the Manchester Poetry Prize Young Writer Prize. Helen was
also the Derbyshire Poet Laureate for two consecutive years. Her collection, Division
Street, won the Fenton Aldeburgh First Collection Prize in 2014. Andrew McMillan is a
South Yorkshire-born, Manchester-based poet and academic. His work for the AHRC
and in the community is focused on re-centring narratives and destabilizing presumed
authorities of certain stories. His own poetry deals with ideas of class, masculinity and
physicality. Within this project, Andrew and Helen worked with the school, developing
collaborative and individual poetry with the young people.

Co-producing analysis
Conversations with artists

The interviews with the artists were semi-structured telephone interviews conducted in
autumn 2017, towards the end of the Taking Yourself Seriously project. The interviews
offered an opportunity for the artists to reflect on their experiences within the project.
A participatory workshop held in winter 2017 sought to discuss and consider the
themes that had emerged from the interviews with the artists, and to add the artists’
in-depth reflections on these themes. The semi-structured interviews were focused on
a short set of five aide-memoire questions that were adapted to suit the interviewees’
own understanding and confidence. The defining characteristic of semi-structured
interviews is that they have a fluid and flexible structure. They can be differentiated from
more formal structured interviews, where the same questions are asked in the same
way to all interviewees (Mason, 2010). The five questions considered how the artists
felt that they were enacting social cohesion within the project, how co-production had
worked within the project, and what might have been done differently. The individual
in-depth interviews offered the opportunity to ‘delve deeply into social and personal
matters’ (DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree, 2006: 315). The semi-structured questions
enabled the artists to reflect on the role of co-production within the project, and on
what their learning from the project had been in terms of co-producing knowledge and
art. Notes were taken during each interview, and a transcript was written up from these
notes. This transcript was then emailed to each artist, and they were invited to update
the notes to ensure that they accurately reflected their memory of the conversation.

Participatory workshop

Once some initial themes had been identified from the five semi-structured interviews,
a participatory reflection workshop took place. This was aimed at developing co-
produced reflections on the research themes and feeding back artistic perspectives on
these themes, with a view to developing them or constructing new themes depending
on how the session went. This workshop was attended by 12 practitioners from a
mixture of artistic, community and academic backgrounds. The role of participatory
research in the context of this research paper was to engage the artists to co-produce
the research analysis. This workshop shared each of the emergent themes from the
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semi-structured interviews on large AO-sized yellow paper circles. The artists were then
asked to respond to the themes using their choice of artistic method. Paints, glue,
plasticine and calligraphy pens were supplied, and time was allowed for the artists to
respond in their chosen medium. Some artists chose poetry, some paint and others
drawing.

Coding and drawing themes

This paper is a piece of co-produced work, and, as such, the coding of the themes
that emerged was a reciprocal process. Themes were discussed and debated during
the participatory workshop with the artists, where terms and significant issues for the
data analysis were identified through a collective contribution process (Datta et al.,
2015). In taking a co-produced approach to analysis, the research has aimed for ‘a
more critical understanding of the low-lying assumptions, motivations and values
that inform research practice’ (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999: 1). As a piece of participatory co-
produced research, it was important that the research ownership sat with the artistic
community — that the artists retained control over the data analysis (Datta et al., 2015)
— which reflects this paper’s co-produced research methodology. Having considered
the artistic and co-produced approaches to research and the research methodology,
the paper will now move on to discuss research findings.

Research findings and discussion

The themes that emerged from the research centred on foregrounding artistic
understandings, the value of artistic relationships developing shared understandings,
the value of the relationships artists held with communities, the importance of the
specificity of artistic knowledge, and the challenges in referencing art as a process
over creating an artistic product. The power of the artists within the project is explored
throughout the discussion of the findings, exploring artistic control of the project, and
how in many cases this was boundaried control. Artistic voice within the project was
another theme linked to the development of artistic role. Tensions between community
development and artistic perspectives became a further theme, which was linked to
how the artists defined roles.

A participatory workshop was held towards the end of the project, in winter
2017. It was attended by the majority of practitioners on the project, the principal
investigator, research assistant, artists and community practitioners. The session was
framed around the five themes that emerged from the semi-structured interviews.
They were written onto five large paper circles and participants were invited to discuss
them in groups. This formed part of the group analysis. The participation workshop
was an act of co-produced analysis, collaboratively analysing the findings from the
semi-structured interviews and drawing additional conclusions from the themes
that emerged within the interviews. The workshop reinforced the importance of the
agency of each project practitioner (artist, community or academic). The workshop
collaborative discussion reinforced the experience of art generating feelings of
discomfort, but it was agreed that it was important that practitioners did not feel
unsafe. The workshop reinforced the importance of artists working within their
community and the value of feeling centred in community, of holding the heart of
the community. Power, control and voice were also important; the project did not
always get these right, and the reflections at the participatory workshop illustrated
this. Power, control and voice are difficult to negotiate within projects, and this is
reflected in the research findings of this paper.

Research for All 4 (2) 2020



Co-producing artistic approaches to social cohesion 265

Foregrounding artistic understandings

Recognizing the complexity of the project, and that the contested nature of the terms
‘social cohesion’ (Jones, 2015) and ‘co-production’ entails multiple meanings (Coghlan
and Brydon-Miller, 2014), was an area that artists felt could have been developed.
Clarifying definitions and understandings of these terms for the artists, recognizing also
that artists themselves are not a homogeneous group, was an important reflection from
the project. Foregrounding artistic understandings in relation to artistic roles was key to
the collaborative foundations of the project. The research found that developing shared
understandings of the meaning of terms such as ‘social cohesion’ and ‘co-production’
among artists and community members was important. Both terms — ‘social cohesion’
and ‘co-production’ — are used with multiple meanings, and they can be interpreted
in a variety of ways by artists, community development workers and academics alike.
Clarifying understandings enabled the project to refocus power and control away from
the academic voices and into the hands of the community artists (Finley, 2008). For one
artist, there was a fear that the term 'co-production’ could be seen as tokenistic, used
for the purposes of obtaining research funding rather than as an egalitarian approach
to the research process. This is evidenced by his artistic reflection:

Co-production can be tokenistic and an excuse or a smokescreen or a
buzzword. Co-production in the sense of art has its own histories and
problems — the single authored work or text is still pretty central to all
accepted art production. (Steve Pool, visual artist)

The project found that foregrounding artistic understandings and building a common
language would have been helpful from the beginning of the project. Where this did
not happen, confusion often emerged, as this artist’s reflection illustrates:

Next time, put the artists at the centre of the arts methodologies so that
they understand the boundaries and the ethics, so they understand the
history, and relationships to process and product; coming in at a later
stage means people have different understanding of the project. (Zanib
Rasool, poet and community practitioner)

Co-production of the research aims and methods is important to ensure that the
framework of the research is co-owned and shaped by the community (Bell and Pahl,
2018). The importance of building shared co-produced understandings is evidenced
by the artists’ reflections:

| hope that we are using the same definition of social cohesion as the
project ... I've not been to the Critical Thinking Group. | might be using
the term as a lay person, rather than in the sense that it was intended.
(Helen Mort, poet)

Co-production from an artistic perspective can mean different things depending on the
artform; forexample, ifitis a collaborative poem or a shared portrait. Indeed 'unpicking
assumptions around collaboration, participation, equality, non-hierarchy and divisions
of labour are important’ (Bell and Pahl, 2018: 105). In developing new co-produced
relationships, especially in the school environment, sharing an understanding of what
the term ‘co-production’ meant was helpful. On reflection, the need to establish this
understanding earlier on in the project was a key learning point:

Managing understandings was interesting, what do the school understand
by co-production? ... it was nailing down what they [the school] wanted ...
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| don't think anyone actually asked the school that ... What did they think
co-production was or could be? (Andrew McMillan, poet)

Agreeing how contested terms are understood among artists and community
practitioners was key. Recognizing power differentials, and using the power of
institutions such as universities to facilitate benefits for the co-produced project, was
seen as a positive for the Taking Yourself Seriously approach to co-production:

Try to get them [the school] to make space for something to happen, we
have had to be very pliable and flexible to their needs and just do what
we are told to a certain extent, and it's what they needed us to. (Andrew
McMillan, poet)

Avrtistic freedoms were in some settings hampered by process-driven understandings
of terms such as ‘co-production’ and ‘social cohesion’. An area for development was
how the project has engaged with the artists and how, in the school project in particular,
co-production was perceived as having been successful between individual artists and
the school, but that between the artists there was further opportunity to co-produce:

There hasn't been so much co-production between arts practitioners.
I'm in a different position, I'm from the area, and know the kids and can
identify with them. That's the advantage that I've got when | walk in. The
other artists were newcomers to the area. We could have done more, and
discussed more how we could work together. We should sit down and talk
more about how we encourage art work. (Zahir Rafig, visual artist)

The participatory workshop that co-analysed the interview findings reflected that the
capacity of the artists, due to their commitment to help the project and willingness to
work flexibly, enabled the project to use artistic approaches to social cohesion. Without
this strong goodwill towards the project, and the unwavering commitment of the artists,
the project could not have moved forward. Foregrounding the understanding of terms
such as ‘co-production’ and ‘social cohesion’ early in the project could have ironed out
misunderstandings early on, making for a smoother experience for the artists involved
in the three projects. Here, clarifying the terms of the research methodology would
have been helpful, reflecting how important the research methodology is to the overall
research project (Datta et al., 2015). The group that discussed this workshop question
shared that the artists they had worked with had not attended the initial two-day
workshop at the start of the project. For these artists, working on the project had then
been quite hard. One participant made a plasticine flower to illustrate the delicacy of
working with the artists. The workshop participants discussed a sense of bewilderment,
of unexpected emotions that were brought to the surface by their involvement in the
project, and that at times they felt out of their depth. This reflection reveals the fact
that taking co-produced approaches to refocusing the power and control with the
community (Finley, 2008) is a contested process. It also reflects the complex, layered
senses of belonging and identity that emerge from definitions and discussions of
social cohesion (Jones, 2015). At one point, one artist withdrew from the project and
was brought back into it through extensive mentoring. In terms of artistic control, the
artists shared that they had felt challenged by the co-produced process.

Developing shared understandings and recognizing tensions between
community development and the artistic contributions were a challenge. Negotiating
ideas of social cohesion and community cohesion while trying to be authentic was
an important consideration for the artists. The notion of failure was important to all
projects; seeing failure through each other’s eyes was an important consideration,
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for when writing poetry, it is necessary to fail in order to get better. The notion of
the wisdom of the group was an important area for workshop participants here. In
the school project, there was a tension between how to use the artists and how they
might negotiate their creative activity while recognizing that the school needed the
certainty of a lesson plan. There was a tension between what was idealistic and what
was practical. The school found it hard to embrace the uncertainty of creativity, seeing
the bubbling excitement of students in collaboratively creating poetry as disruptive
behaviour. The participants spoke of how the Taking Yourself Seriously project had
made them feel uncomfortable; in this sense, the artists had been used within the
projects as disrupters.

The value of artistic relationships: Power of the artists; power and
trust in communities

In negotiating shared understandings of key terms and roles within the project, issues
of power and trust were fundamental. Who is involved in the research process affects
the outcomes of the research (Datta et al., 2015). The artists in the projects were from
a variety of backgrounds. Two of the visual artists and one of the poets were from the
communities in which their research was based; the other artists were new to the area.
This influenced their power within the settings, the levels of trust that they could enact
and their approach to their art. The research established that power and trust are key to
successful artistic co-production in communities. Communities are multidimensional,
and building working relationships between artists and community groups takes time.
Recognizing who personally and organizationally holds power within a co-produced
project allows for a discussion of how this power is negotiated.

The artists were situated and reflexively engaged with the community spaces in
which they were working. The research recognized that the artists in some cases felt
vulnerable working in a community development setting, and, likewise, community
development workers may have felt unsure of how the artists might work. Clarifying
roles and adjusting to the uncertain nature of co-producing artistic roles throughout
the project were often uncomfortable for the artists. Some artists felt more power
than others in terms of their ability to articulate and define their roles within the
project. Here, it is important to reflect that the co-produced aim of refocusing the
power and control back into the hands of the community (Finley, 2008) is not without
its challenges. The role of art in developing social cohesion is to destabilize and
create opportunities for creativity, but this does not necessarily mean that everyone
in the project feels equal power. Recognizing these power differentials, and allowing
time for creativity to blossom, offered an opportunity for discussion, as Zanib Rasool
articulates:

Something that | have learnt about collaborative working is giving the
artist time for creative space. There are stages to co-production, but
collaboration takes time, and it is important to recognize that artists need
time to create. Working in this way gives the artist a lot more freedom and
it gives her an opportunity to think through the art and reflect on it. She'd
never discussed her art previously and she found the opportunity to talk
through her thought process very empowering. (Zanib Rasool, poet and
community practitioner)

In allowing time for creative space in co-production, artists’ experience of uncertainty
can be explored, and vulnerabilities can be shared and discussed. Trust can be built.
This trust can then be extended to the artists’ relationships with the community.
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Care for those involved in the co-produced research process, artists and
participants alike, is important (Bell and Pahl, 2018). This was revealed in the artists’
reflections on the importance of developing trusting, safe spaces in which to empower
their creativity:

Artists are unique, and you have got to work with them in a tentative way;
some artists also lack confidence and if there’s too many people around
them, they can't focus. Knowing the artist has been really important to the
co-productive processes, because the working relationship was already
established. (Zanib Rasool, poet and community practitioner)

Supportive facilitation by key members of the project team, who not only were
experienced in co-production but also had established working relationships with
the artists, was important to the success of the project. As the project developed, it
became clear that managing the collaborative space was a positive way to support and
facilitate co-production, especially when working with artists for whom it was a new
way of working:

There is a need to develop more collaborative space and then leave
the artist to work within their creative space. [| have] taken on the role of
co-production manager — recognizing the various stages of the creative
process and managing that with the artist. Creating space and time is one
of the key areas that are essential to co-production. (Zanib Rasool, poet
and community practitioner)

This development of creative space where artistic understandings of social cohesion
and co-production were foregrounded, allowing for artistic freedom, was key to the
project’s arts-based approach to building social cohesion. Working with artists who
had existing strong bonds of trust within communities added extra depth to the work.
These artists knew their local area, and being local residents added an accountability
to the process of building social cohesion. Trust was a key element to the facilitation of
effective co-produced relationships. Co-production on the project worked best when
the project worked within long-term established relationships, where trust already
existed. This trust enabled open conversation and supportive listening, and it created
a safe space within the project within which the artists felt that they were valued and
that their artistic reflections were welcomed. The artist’s insider roles (Corbin Dwyer
and Buckle, 2009), when foregrounded, were points where trust developed.

The multiple roles of the artists within the project were discussed within the
participatory co-produced analysis workshop. The importance of communication was
reiterated, with communication discussed as taking place at a range of levels. The
participants created multiple plasticine spheres to represent the multiple heads and
roles the artist has within the community. With the insider and outsider identities (Corbin
Dwyer and Buckle, 2009) taken on by the artists working in their own communities, they
mixed their personal and professional roles through the choice to work within their own
neighbourhoods. This involved managing personal opinions and professional beliefs.
In this sense, the importance of holding the trust of the local community, and living and
working within their own community, can speak to an integrity as an artist, but it also
required an awareness and negotiation of local politics. In being of the community,
there was an authentic voice from the artist for the community, which contributed to the
success of the project. An artist can be deeply professional and passionate about their
endeavours, but if they have not got the ear of the community, the community will see
through them. The adventure playground artistic practice was very inclusive, building a
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cardboard model with the children and young people. The additional advantage was
the extra funding that working with the artists enabled the adventure playground to
access. Here, the artists reflected that their capacity for becoming at once an insider
and outsider (ibid.) to the project allowed them to embody multiple roles that reflected
the complexity of the co-produced artistic approaches to building social cohesion.

Creating collaborative spaces: ‘Doing art your own way’

Using specific artistic methodologies, such as poetry and portraiture, to ask questions
and to explore social cohesion offered an opportunity to develop safe spaces. These
specific artistic methodologies allowed artists to offer an alternative way of thinking
about social cohesion. Recognizing that the artistic methodologies have complex
histories (Pool, 2018), these specific approaches developed culturally shaped artistic
approaches, creating a safe form of reflection about the area in which each project was
based. For example, poetry in the school context built a common purpose with the
young people, as this artist reflects:

The poetry workshop space was a safe space to begin to get on with a
common purpose. Through that temporary entry into the space they [the
young people in the school project] begin to see each other as having
similarities that they can use to build on. (Andrew McMillan, poet)

Building positive working relationships in order to enact this safe space was important
to co-production in the project. Some relationships were already established and long
term, such as the women’s community project. Other projects were new relationships,
such as the school. In all cases, co-production involved the development of listening
relationships. For one artist, working specifically in the community in which he lived
reflected a personal ethical movement in his artistic journey:

After so many projects that | felt compromised in, | needed to find a
place where | could work that wasn't so personally ethically challenged.
Forme ... building play equipment for kids to play on in my own community,
a community that sits on a history of violence both here and in people’s
origins, is at a straightforward level useful ... Trying to be embedded
somewhere, and choosing not to make the distinction between art and
community in that sense. (Steve Pool, visual artist)

Taking a co-produced approach and fashioning the projects around the artistic process,
rather than around social cohesion, meant that social cohesion emerged organically as
a theme through the projects, valuing non-academic voices (Facer and Pahl, 2017), as
seen in this reflection:

It wasn't me as a brown artist talking about my ethnicity, but about me
being there as an artist. Not to impose social cohesion on people, but
social cohesion was a side effect of my work. (Zahir Rafig, visual artist)

The specificity of the art forms linked artefacts to poetry to develop safe spaces where
conversations could move towards building a narrative of social cohesion. Using
artefacts to discuss memory and to reminisce offered an alternative means of reflection
for the women'’s group. It also offered a means to facilitate conversation and to draw
memories from everyday objects:

It made me rethink the art around me; art in woven beds and art in pottery.
What things and objects mean and are bits of memories from previous
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generations. We are creating a visual narrative of these women's lives, using
art as a tool to do that. (Zanib Rasool, poet and community practitioner)

Through the use of artistic methods, social cohesion was organic. The use of artistic
methods allowed an alternative perspective on the world (Foster, 2016), opening up
conversations:

In the creation of a temporary space, the meta-role of the project has
allowed the school to see enacted social cohesion within the classroom/
writing group ... A safe space is created away from individual identities.
It is the creation of a safe space to temporarily decide to unite along the
same project. (Andrew McMillan, poet)

Artistic approaches, and the specificity of the art used, such as poetry, opened up
informal spaces of inclusion where social cohesion began to be enacted. The research
found that the culturally shaped power of the specific art forms allowed social cohesion
to emerge organically through the co-produced process of creating art. However, here
a tension emerged. Was social cohesion created in the process of creating the art?

The power difference within the project was discussed often at the writing
retreat at the end of the projects, and the workshop participants referenced this. The
workshop participants felt that it was important to recognize what everyone brought
to the room. A big part of the project had been co-production; however, this was not
the case in the adventure playground. The adventure playground was about the input
of an idea that the artist felt would fire and stimulate the children’s imagination. It
was the act of stimulating their imagination, and what they would do next, that was
the collaborative venture. The adventure playground project used the pirate ship as
a utopian idea (Pool, 2018). For the artistic work at the adventure playground, the art
had been an act of labour; the co-production had been in enabling the play to happen,
and in facilitating the childhood imaginative play. The creation of the pirate ship, not
as a work of art but as a space for creative play, opened up the experience of art to
be perhaps a piece of collaborative theatre, which holds notions of identity, beauty,
feeling and poetry as visual art (Pool, 2018). Other forms of artistic expression may not
hold those in the same way.

A process or a product? Artistic roles

The project questioned the role of art in co-production. As the project was completed,
a further discussion emerged: artists, academics and community practitioners began to
ask, what does art do? The project recognized the history of socially engaged art (Pool,
2018) in choosing to work in a co-produced way and engage the project team. The
artists, academics and community practitioners had a variety of artistic backgrounds:
some were familiar with the history of art, others less so. A tension emerged between
art as a process and the community desire for a physical product as an act of reciprocity.
Choosing to use art as a framework for social cohesion means valuing and holding the
art at the centre of the project. As the project continued, it became clear that working
with the artists offered a way of seeing what might not always be visible (Goodman,
1968). The research reflected upon how artistic methods help us to see things in slow
motion. During the project work, sometimes the variety of voices — from academic to
community development worker to artist — could favour those who were more able
to articulate their views rather than working to value, listen and collaborate to focus
on the art. This is discussed by Foster (2016), who reflects that the use of art does not
always equalize power relations. However, by focusing on the art, the cohesion can
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emerge organically from the artistic method, which is what is so valuable about using
artistic methodologies for social cohesion:

The social cohesion just happened, it wasn't the main factor. It just
happened ... The main factor was talking about my art. Social cohesion
developed from the art. It was the very first time for me, to feel as an artist,
to go into school and just talk about my art ... Because social cohesion
wasn't imposed. | just started with my identity as an artist; my daughter
advised me to just be myself, to just teach what | know. (Zahir Rafig, visual
artist)

Here, tensions emerged about whether it was the process of creating and the use of
artistic techniques that resulted in the co-produced building of social cohesion, or
whether in fact it was as an act of reciprocity, as a thank you for the time and effort
shared by those who participated in the project. Indeed, as discussed earlier, power
relationships are linked to a variety of forms of difference, and they can be hard to
voice (Jones, 2015). For some of the artists interviewed, it was important to create a
product. In the case of the adventure playground, a product — the pirate ship — was
created as part of the artistic process. In the case of the other projects, there was
discussion of missed opportunities to value the work we completed, for example, the
creation of a book of poems or a photographic record of completed activities.

The reality of working on a community project, and recognizing the complexity
of the issues that the community are working through, was an important power
considerationforthe workshop participants. Some artists were based locally; others were
new to the area. Balancing the intersectionality of power relationships was a challenge
at times for the artists. This balancing was discussed in terms of balancing the notion
of artists being used instrumentally and artists as co-producers of knowledge. It was
felt by workshop participants that these roles had fluctuated within the project. There
were several artists involved in the project, and different artists felt different levels of
power at different times. Here it is important to recognize that the unequal distribution
of power within co-produced work can exist despite the best intentions of project
participants (Foster, 2016). Refocusing the power and control back in the hands of the
community (Finley, 2008) is not without its challenges. Workshop participants shared
that they would have liked to feel that they had the power within the project to commit
to an artistic product as part of the process, for example, a booklet of poetry as a thank
you to participants for their commitment to the project. As part of the participatory
workshop, the group considering artistic power within the project created a booklet of
Post-it notes that illustrated the layered intersectionality of co-production within the
projects. They shared that power as a concept within the projects felt very complex
and not easy to express within the experience of the project.

Key themes that have emerged from the research centre on foregrounding
artistic understandings and relationships, valuing artistic expertise, and the tension
between a socially engaged artistic process and community desire for an artistic
product. The importance of recognizing the power of artists, and understanding
the intersectionality of the power inequalities within co-produced relationships, was
identified. Artistic control and the boundaries of artistic power was another theme that
emerged from the research; these were reflected in tensions between the approaches
and experiences of community development workers and artistic contributions. The
importance of facilitating artistic voice within the project and allowing an opportunity
for artistic voice were further themes. To summarize, co-producing artistic approaches
to social cohesion is a complex, multilayered and sometimes fragile process, but
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recognizing, discussing and sharing understandings of the role of power and voice
within the co-produced project enable effective team communication.

Conclusion

This paper has considered arts methodologies as an approach to building social
cohesion. Using arts methodologies as an approach to building social cohesion
is to ask questions and create connections from alternative angles; it is a process
of listening to a community. Foregrounding artistic methodologies on a social
cohesion project has developed consideration of the power that artists hold within
a project (Foster, 2016; Facer and Pahl, 2017). The artistic control of a project can
often be boundaried control. This paper has identified the tensions in the working
approaches between community development workers and artistic contributions.
Defining roles as an artist and establishing a strong artistic voice within a project
were important themes that emerged from both the semi-structured interviews and
the participatory reflection workshop. Negotiating the artists’ roles as insiders and
outsiders (Corbin Dwyer and Buckle, 2009) to the project added a further layer of
complexity. There were tensions between the artists’ wish for artistic freedom and
for freedom of expression, and the reality that boundaries existed within each of the
three projects.

Key themes identified in this paper centre on the importance of recognizing
the power of artists and understanding the intersectionality of the power inequalities
within co-produced relationships. These themes are framed around four linked learning
points. First, the importance of foregrounding artistic understandings early in the co-
produced artistic project. Second, the value of artistic relationships with the community
and the knowledge that they bring. Third, valuing specific artistic practices and the
power and voice attached to perceptions of varying art forms. Finally, the debate over
whether the approach should create an artistic product or if taking artistic approaches
as a process is actually where the value lies. The contested nature of artistic control,
and the boundaries of artistic power, emerged from the research; this was reflected
in tensions between the approaches and experiences of community development
workers and artistic contributions. Co-production is not equal, and power inequalities
exist within artistic methodologies as well as within wider society. The importance of
facilitating artistic voice within the project, and of allowing an opportunity for artistic
voice, emerged throughout discussions with the five artists.

This paper seeks to highlight and discuss these themes, and to offer an honest
consideration of the value and challenges of using artistic methodologies for social
cohesion. The paper discusses this approach from the perspectives of the five artists
involved in the project. The key learning from this research is that it is important to
engage artists in co-produced research from the beginning, to recognize the variations
of power held in a project and to take steps to empower artistic voice. Power and truth
are multidimensional concepts, and when using artistic approaches, knowing whose
knowledge counts and where understandings are located are key to artistic work within
communities (Campbell et al., 2018). Valuing the artists is central; artists can offer an
alternative perspective on community relationships and social cohesion (Pool, 2018). The
arts offer the power of the imagination, the creative freedom to see beyond a current
reality, in orderto build a vision of social cohesion (Foster, 2016). To conclude, co-producing
artistic approaches to social cohesion is a complex, multilayered and sometimes fragile
process, but recognizing, discussing and sharing understandings of role, power and
voice within the co-produced voice enables effective team communication.
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