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Response to East Midlands Cultural Strategy Document: ‘The Place of Choice’

Colleagues did not respond very positively to the use of the slogan: ‘The Place of Choice’ as some thought it sounded more appropriate to a restaurant. However, no constructive alternatives were suggested, other than ‘The Place to Work, Learn, and Play’ which is probably no better.

Definitions of culture should not detain us too long. Even if an anthropological understanding of culture as a whole way of life which encompasses the material, spiritual, moral and emotional dimensions of everyday living is accepted, there are, necessarily, limits to how far any cultural strategy can intervene at levels beyond the publicly manifest forms of cultural activity. In the wider sense, economic, political and social strategies are needed to sustain culture as ‘a whole way of life’ but, in terms of a specifically cultural strategy, a more restricted and instrumental version of culture is acceptable, one that refers to both producers and consumers (although it is acknowledged that this a distinction that is becoming blurred). In this case, a strategy could be seen as enabling, positioning, and facilitating shared, public cultural participation in a range of activities. In a region that has no immediately recognisable identity as such, it is important that the East Midlands (EM) takes root in people’s imagination, locally and beyond, as a more visible and notable centre for creativity, cultural development, the arts and urban/rural design. Culture, in this sense, can be a resource for transformation, but landmark events and sites are needed in addition to all the quite dynamic and creative, if smaller and more modest, activities that already take place. The strategy should, presumably, make the conditions possible for creativity to thrive. There is talk now of ‘citizen’ journalism’; the region needs to be known also for its ‘citizen culture’ embedded in every corner of the region as a cultural resource for social interaction. 

It is difficult to think about a cultural strategy in isolation from the wider economic, political, environmental and social profile of the region. This is particularly true if one thinks of the social inclusion agenda which, if it is to be anything other than mere rhetoric, has to be seen in the broader context. Physical and economic renewal cannot be separated from social and cultural renewal, or from health and inequality issues. The East Midlands is no different from any other region in the UK in having an arbitrary social fabric in which the ‘hourglass’ effect is all too apparent. By this is meant that the economy, and the creative economy in particular perhaps, has produced relatively high-paying creative occupations and too many, lower-paying, less secure service jobs. It would be surprising if the regional employment statistics did not bear this out, but the university could contribute to an analysis of this income inequality as well as helping to map the regional ‘talent exchange’ – who is moving out and who is moving in. The university would also wish to be involved with the Regional Cultural Observatory to assist in ensuring that it is just not a data-storing facility but has the capacity to develop a framework for critical and analytical work and to become a source for commissioning and carrying out research and a resource for policy and knowledge management.  
Added to all of the above, questions of housing affordability (for the ‘creatives’), social stratification (by class and geographical zone), proximity to cultural ‘spaces’, and transport infrastructure have to be factored in. If the region is not able to address the growth of the low-end service economy, then it may be hard to reproduce the buzzing ecosystem, found in a few, select areas, throughout the region.  In other words, a cultural strategy cannot be expected to paper over serious cracks but must be seen as an integral part of a holistic approach by the region in all its aspects, to enhance its status and reputation as an open, diverse and, tolerant place to live. To this end, just to give one example, all immigrants – not just high-end, skilled people – must be welcomed and supported. One region in the USA offers a useful model: the greater Minneapolis region. It has a strong creative economy – presumably one of the ambitions of the EM – combined with low rates of poverty and unemployment, affordable housing, and a balanced income distribution. It also has relatively large, recent immigrant populations, a high level of micro-level racial integration, thriving gay/lesbian communities, and high growth in its knowledge and education clusters (with a number of good universities). Low crime, good schools, safe streets, added to social cohesion and stability, all contribute to a milieu in which it is possible to ‘grow’ a dynamic and buoyant cultural experience. Good physical and social space is also needed for creative and economic opportunities, and the EM region has a plentiful supply of buildings from its industrial era which can be converted to new purposes. As the American urban planner, Jane Jacobs, said: ‘New ideas require old buildings’.

The eight universities in the region can all act as ‘talent magnets’ and contribute significantly to the creative infrastructure. Ideally, universities are characterised by openness to ideas, people and practices not always considered mainstream and, as such are places of ethnic, socio-economic, and cultural diversity. At the same time, universities have also got to open up their spaces and facilities to the whole population and not simply build luxury, hi-tech, 18-25 ghettoes, which exclude the very young and older generations. Open, welcoming campuses and 24 hour universities, colleges and schools keep communities alert and alive. Universities have the opportunity to become cultural ‘beacons’, offering incentives, post-graduation, to graduates to stay in the region (through incubation initiatives etc.), providing space for cultural leadership and entrepreneurship seminars and programmes, disc-jockey schools etc. The single paragraph reference to higher education in the Cultural Strategy document seriously undervalues the potential role of universities but, to be fair, it may also reflect a perception in the region that these institutions have not been that proactive in leading cultural initiatives. It might be possible, for instance for each university, in partnership with other providers, to help set up Creative and Media Enterprise ‘hubs’, where they do not already exist in the region.

Apart from the work already being undertaken in Art and Design at NTU, there is also increasing attention being paid to programmes of media management and media business, as well as extensive work being carried out, through media practices, with the voluntary, and not-for-profit, sector. The university should also be able to contribute to developing a rigorous evidence base for support of cultural and creative activities in the region through its planned Cultural Policy Research Unit.
Apart from the actual departments which attract talent in the obviously identifiable ‘creative’ spheres, each university also needs to acknowledge how wide the cultural and creative ‘agenda’  now is and that most areas of our life have a creative ‘quotient’ (CQ). One possible intervention might be the establishment of ‘creative academies’ throughout the region, set up by universities with other partners. These might operate on a weekly, or monthly basis, in each university, culminating in an annual ’creative university summer school’, held in one or more institutions on a rotating basis. These academies, and summer schools, could be for 11-16 year olds, with perhaps occasional sessions for even younger children. The idea is not just to nurture talent but also to ‘seed’ the idea of the cultural as part of everyday life, to raise aspirations, ambitions and expectations – to make it ‘second nature’. As Raymond Williams, still unsurpassed as the greatest analyst of culture, said ‘culture is ordinary’. To this end, these academies will have no auditions, portfolios, or entrance tests but will be designed to arrest the waste of human potential and to absorb and harness as wide a range of talent as is possible. Football academies, schemes for the ‘talented and gifted’, and the former Central Television Saturday school, all come to mind as models, except that these new academies of creative education would be predicated upon the assumption that all children are talented and gifted. A ‘creative curriculum’ needs to be established and moved nearer to the centres of all education, including higher. In the near future of cultural immersion, we will all be co-producers, co-consumers of culture in the broadest sense: ‘The pervasive media environment is driven by the increased involvement of the media experiencer with content creation via digital media.’ (IBM Business Consulting Services, Media and Entertainment Practice, 2004). Cultural content will be in increasing demand and this is something which the strategy may need to address; is there sufficient entrepreneurial thinking in the region to respond to this challenge? 
There are areas of the region readily identified by their ‘cultural quarters’ but the challenge for any strategy is to extend these quarters throughout the region. Quarters are not just sites and venues but are also characterised by a particular ambience. Although it is probably not possible to reproduce this ambience in every area, the strategy may need to recognise that as many public spaces as possible need to be conceived of as potential cultural venues and we also need to extend the definition of what is understood by ‘cultural product’. We are not talking here of buildings only but also of streets, parks, playgrounds and comparable spaces which need to be seen as places, culture-scapes, where people encounter the cultural as part of their everyday life in the form of public art, performance, even gentle exercise spaces (as in China). The key term here is ‘encounter’, possibly with an element of surprise or the unexpected. It should not be a passive encounter but an open, relational one which is also the basis of an exchange. In other words, this view of culture is not only consumption-based, nor is it ‘cosy’. Indeed, risk-taking might need to be one of the key features of a dynamic cultural strategy. People respond positively to being in a ‘living’ culture, a lived-in culture – visually, aurally, and kinetically stimulating. The cultural ecology of an area should be organic, not imposed, and it should be a focus for community pride and identity, a means of breaking down barriers. Indeed, it might even be a means of creating a sustainable community in the increasing number of places where this no longer exists. Above all, cultural experience must draw upon both indoor and outdoor activity, with niche festivals etc. Without being territorial in a negative sense, people still need to invest in, and own, the territory they inhabit. Neighbourhood Cultural Commissions must draw upon a diverse range of local stakeholders/ inhabitants and strive to produce mixed-use communities, rather than commuter dormitories or resourceless, deprived estates. It may prove economically impossible but it might be a worthwhile ambition, with public and private investment for the region, to think of developing multi-purpose, cultural campuses or ‘parks’ (on the Science or Business model) where education, libraries, art galleries, concert venues, sports facilities, cinemas, creative/expressive workshops and studios, and cafes can all be ‘experienced’ as a complex whole, rather than in discrete buildings and on different sites. This may be of particular value in rural areas, on or near estates such as Broxtowe in Nottingham, or in the southern parts of the region.
In summary, the Cultural Strategy covers a wide range of areas and, perhaps, it could be more focussed. The region possibly needs to attract more cultural entrepreneurs to set up viable businesses with 10-50 employees in order to promote a more sustainable local ecology beyond the SME sector. In the longer term, of course, an ambitious strategy is needed to persuade major players that the region is the ‘London of the future’ for the creative and cultural industries. Combined with this, and this is where the universities may be able to help, the region needs to extend the opportunities for entrepreneurship so that they are open to talent and creativity from all sectors of society. This links with what was said earlier about the creative curriculum, cultural leadership programmes and entrepreneurial seminars. None of this, as was stressed at the outset, can be brought about by a cultural strategy alone but will need changes in the way education, finance and business are configured. The university would underline the need to develop strategies for improving communications and enhancing public awareness, fresh approaches to fundraising and public/private initiatives, a thorough ‘audit’ of urban and rural design, policies for awakening, creating and sustaining vibrancy, or ‘buzz right across the region, the wholehearted commitment of the education sector, and the harnessing, and continued growth, of the creative industries. An East Midlands Cultural Research Panel, together with the planned Cultural Observatory, could help to achieve some of these objectives and NTU is very keen to offer itself, and its human and physical resources, to lead such an initiative.
Linked to the regional economic strategy, the development of cultural and creative activities in the East Midlands might usefully be based upon a consideration of the following categories: competitive businesses; successful people; vibrant communities; effective infrastructure; and the sustainable use of natural resources (see Kate Oakley, ‘Developing the Evidence Base for Support of Cultural and Creative Activities in South East England’, March 2004). Above all, the strategy for development needs to be highly aspirational.
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