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In this paper I am going to talk about ‘diversity’ in the craft sector. At the moment I
am involved in a postdoctoral project with Crafts Council UK, which is funded by the
AHRC, and I am looking at developing social media skills among makers, particularly
women of Black and Minority Ethnic (BAME) origin. It is a 12-month project, and
involves interviews and two social media workshops.
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Who Makes? (2018)
 Who Makes? (2018) Suggests that people working in craft
occupations are:
 More likely to be male compared to all occupations, more likely to be female
if self-employed
 More likely to be older than those in all occupations
 More likely to be from white ethnic groups than those employed in all
occupations

I have chosen BAME women because diversifying the craft sector is a priority for
Crafts Council UK. The lack of diversity is highlighted in a report by Crafts Council in
February 2018, called Who makes? Which suggests that people working in craft
occupations are:
More likely to be male – around four fifths are male compared to just over half of
employment across all occupations; but more likely to be female if self-employed and
part-time
More likely to be older than those in all occupations
More likely to be from white ethnic groups than those employed across all
occupational groups
Julia Bennett of Crafts Council UK notes that “craft remains connected to materials,
processes and techniques from its past” (2018:108). Glenn Adamson evidences this in
the craft reader, the various chapters highlighting that such techniques, materials and
processes originate from all around the world, and inspire the makers of today. For
most of the women in my research, such traditions have a direct influence on their
practice, through their families, upbringing and cultural background. Yet, as the ‘Who
makes?’ survey demonstrates, such diversity is not reflected in the UK craft sector as
recognised by Crafts Council.
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Creativity for all/parity of participation

Parity of participation: “social arrangements that permit all
(adult) members of society to interact with one another as peers”
(2013:184)

In the past few years there has been a surge of research and commissioned reports
highlighting inequalities in the UK creative and cultural industries. Such work
generally argues that the workforce across all creative industries is unequal, and
there remain barriers to access. Mark Banks in his book Creative Justice argues for
parity of participation, which is defined by Nancy Fraser as “social arrangements that
permit all (adult) members of society to interact with one another as peers”
(2013:184)”. Banks calls for policy and industry to work towards ensuring parity of
participation in culture, both in production and reception. Anyone, regardless of
background, age, ability, gender identity or sexual orientation should be able to
access opportunities to be involved in culture. This is also an argument in the report
‘Towards Cultural Democracy’ by researchers at King’s College London. In their view
of cultural democracy, they propose that research and policy should appreciate all
types of ‘everyday’ creativity, taking place around the country. They propose the need
to foster cultural capability – the ability and opportunity for anyone to create
culture.This spans across music, video, writing, art and craft.
The inclusion of craft is significant here, as it is not often mentioned in research and
reports on diversity in the creative industries. It is not often mentioned in cultural
policy either in reference to the creative industries, however Julia Bennett of Crafts
Council points out that the craft sector contributes £746 million gross value added
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(GVA) to the UK economy. The Crafts Council identify that lack of diversity in the craft
sector is a problem. At least, a lack of visibility of diverse forms of craft and diverse
makers.
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Crafts Council UK on diversity
 Crafts council aim to ‘increase and diversify the audience for contemporary craft’.
 Diversity policy – “We believe that everyone should have an opportunity to make, see, collect
and learn about craft”
 Promote diversity of creative content in our exhibitions programmes, showcases and
publications by working with diverse makers, curators and organisations, nationally and
internationally.
 Build a more diverse, inclusive, and representative craft workforce by offering accessible
learning and talent development programmes, and opening up access routes through
apprenticeships.
 Develop inclusive, diverse audiences and markets for craft by working in partnership with
diverse organisations nationwide to reach new audiences, and by designing marketing
materials that appeal to people from diverse backgrounds.
 Lead the sector in best practice in creative, workforce and audience diversity and equality and
embed it in every aspect of our programmes, in active partnership with diverse cultural and
non-cultural organisations.

To address this, the Crafts Council outline the following policies in relation to diversity
–
In their strategic aims, Crafts Council aim to ‘increase and diversify the audience for
contemporary craft’. This is a concern given what I perceive as an increasing emphasis
in policy on diversifying ‘audiences’, more than producers, in cultural production. This
is also evident in the recent government reports such as ‘culture is digital’. However,
Crafts Council’s actual diversity policy does make reference to diversifying the
workforce, for example they say:
“We believe that everyone should have an opportunity to make, see, collect and
learn about craft”
Promote diversity of creative content in our exhibitions programmes, showcases and
publications by working with diverse makers, curators and organisations, nationally
and internationally.
Build a more diverse, inclusive, and representative craft workforce by offering
accessible learning and talent development programmes, and opening up access
routes through apprenticeships.
Develop inclusive, diverse audiences and markets for craft by working in partnership
with diverse organisations nationwide to reach new audiences, and by designing
marketing materials that appeal to people from diverse backgrounds.
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Lead the sector in best practice in creative, workforce and audience diversity and
equality and embed it in every aspect of our programmes, in active partnership with
diverse cultural and non-cultural organisations.
Here the language of diversity and inclusivity apparent throughout. The craft sector is
important to analyse here because of its dominance by freelancers and women. Most
critiques of diversity have focused on race in the media industries, particularly film
and TV, such as the work of Anamik Saha, Clive James Nwonka and Sarita Malik. This
work provides an important starting point for thinking about the politics of diversity
policies and discourse in the cultural industries, in this case craft.
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The problems with ‘diversity’ discourse
“For some, diversity means disability; for others, class; race; gender; sexuality. But in all these
cases what emerges is the reification of difference. These groups are defined against the
supposed norm - that of the white, able-bodied, middle class, heterosexual man.
“The “I” which measures or discerns difference is invariably white, male, economically secure,
able bodied and heterosexual. And it is from his position of power that he discerns difference,
and defines that which does not look like him as diversity. Thus diversity becomes a narrative
that continues to pigeon hole and limit people who do not speak from this normative
position.
“And this narrative of superiority is woven into several diversity initiatives which seek out and
patronise “diverse” talent. […] The problem of underrepresentation is parked firmly at the feet
of the “diverse” who have up until now lacked the “skills, knowledge and experience” to be
senior leaders. Unconscious bias and institutional prejudice has no part in this account of their
exclusion.”
Faruqi (2017:27-28)

So in policy and industry, diversity is seen as a common ‘good’. But critique of policy
argues that diversity discourses actually obscure the real problems of inequalities in
the creative and cultural industries. Nwonka describes the policy genesis of diversity
in the creative industries which originated in New Labour policies. In the wake of the
Stephen Lawrence murder and subsequent Macpherson report, New Labour sought
to address racial discrimination in particular. One of the ways they did this was by
pursuing the diversity agenda in cultural production and particularly film production.
He argues that in this context, “diversity policy is both political and depolitical;
political in the sense that it is influenced by discourses of social inclusion and
multiculturalism, but depolitical in the sense that it manoeuvres away from credible
interrogations of discrimination into concepts of underrepresentation.” (2015:82).
So in scholarship there is the idea that diversity discourses exacerbate issues around
inequality in the creative industries. For example, Faruqi, who wrote an interesting
report on race in the UK creative industries and the genesis of certain terminologies
used, such as BAME, ethnic minority, and so on, highlights the ambiguity of the term
‘diversity’ and how its use could actually reinforce patriarchy:
Faruqi (2017:27-28) “For some, diversity means disability; for others, class; race;
gender; sexuality. But in all these cases what emerges is the reification of difference.
These groups are defined against the supposed norm - that of the white, able-bodied,
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middle class, heterosexual man.
The “I” which measures or discerns difference is invariably white, male, economically
secure, able bodied and heterosexual. And it is from his position of power that he
discerns difference, and defines that which does not look like him as diversity. Thus
diversity becomes a narrative that continues to pigeon hole and limit people who do
not speak from this normative position.”
“And this narrative of superiority is woven into several diversity initiatives which seek
out and patronise “diverse” talent. […] The problem of underrepresentation is parked
firmly at the feet of the “diverse” who have up until now lacked the “skills, knowledge
and experience” to be senior leaders. Unconscious bias and institutional prejudice
has no part in this account of their exclusion.”
I’m going to come back to that final point later. These points, about institutional
prejudice and unconscious bias are raised by Banks in Creative Justice, Jo Littler’s
book Against Meritocracy and many other accounts of inequalities in the creative
industries.
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Diversity discourse as technique of power
 ‘Creative diversity’ initiatives collapse race, ethnicity, gender
identity, disability, sexual orientation and class into one “politically
neutral notion of diversity, preferably conceived in terms of market
goals contributing to the continuing upward redistribution of
resources” (Saha, 2018:107).
 Sara Ahmed (2012): diversity discourse obscures inequalities, equal
opportunities and social justice

Anamik Saha goes one step further to suggest that diversity discourse in cultural
policy is a “technique of power, which obscures and suppresses the experience of
racism” (p.87). He argues that this is because policy attempts to increase diversity in
the creative and cultural workforce is increasingly rationalised in neoliberal terms
that stress the benefits of diversity for competition and economic growth, rather than
ethical or moral reasons. For Saha, diversity discourse is increasingly framed in terms
of creativity and innovation, with less emphasis on addressing actual inequalities. He
argues that ‘Creative diversity’ initiatives collapse race, ethnicity, gender identity,
disability, sexual orientation and class into one “politically neutral notion of diversity,
preferably conceived in terms of market goals contributing to the continuing upward
redistribution of resources” (p.107).
Saha’s argument is influenced by the work of Sarah Ahmed, who argues that diversity
discourse is an institutional speech act which becomes routine and allows cultural
organisations and policy makers to pay ‘lip service’. Therefore, the language of
diversity is limited in its potential to destabilise dominant power structures. She
argues that diversity discourse obscures issues such as inequalities, equal
opportunities and social justice. For me working in this area now, with an
organisation such as the Crafts Council and with a view to potentially informing
policy, the politics of diversity as a discourse puts me in an interesting position, where
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I need to negotiate the language of ‘diversity’ used in policy and industry to achieve
certain goals, whilst being very aware of its critique and potential detrimental effects
towards equality in creative and cultural work.
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For this project I carried out 17 interviews with women makers from a black and
minority ethnic background. I also ran one public workshop in London, which had 14
attendees, some of which I had already interviewed. The workshop was in a
knowledge exchange format; before this postdoc project I worked in social media
marketing for a number of years for various organisations, so I shared some
knowledge and tips with the group, but a large portion of it was a group discussion
related to some of the challenges of using social media for makers, and potential
solutions, and the discussion from that was crudely recorded here.
From the outset I wondered which terminology was best to use – the Crafts Council
use the term ‘diverse’, there is BAME, ethnic minorities, women of colour. As Faruqi
points out, all of these terms have their problems. Many of them, particularly
‘diversity’ and ‘BAME’ can be ineffective, ‘catch all’ terms. Fundamentally, they single
out certain groups as ‘other’. Yet as a researcher I felt I had to adopt this language in
order to work on this project. I had to use it to recruit participants. ‘Diverse’ can be a
foggy term, but because the Crafts Council were using it I started using it initially to
describe what I’m doing, and it is in the official project title. However, when it came
to recruiting participants I was constantly asked what I meant by ‘diverse’. This led to
the decision to focus the terminology to women from BAME backgrounds. This focus
is mostly informed by my previous work, in which I looked at how artists signal
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expertise on social media.
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In a chapter published in 2017, which is free to access, I describe some of the
gendered forms of online sharing and collaboration among the women artists in my
research. I describe this as ‘mutual aid’, which is a term originally used be de Peuter
and Cohen, which I have adapted to characterise the activity of women sharing each
other’s work online, more so than promoting their own, and I suggest this activity
could facilitate collective action towards greater online visibility of women’s art. For
this project I wanted to see how this could work in the craft sector. I focus on ethnic
minorities because as Susan Luckman (2015) notes in her work on Etsy, and other
craft-oriented online spaces, tend to be dominated by white, ‘hipster’ aesthetics.
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This also came out in my workshop for this project, where a number of participants
found it difficult to connect with other women of colour in the craft community,
because they just couldn’t find them. This was evident in the workshop when
afterwards I had to leave, and everyone was chatting away, I left them to network.
Some participants afterwards told me how they valued the opportunity to connect
with other women with experiences similar to them.
So while there is this criticism that using terms such as ‘BAME’ can potentially ‘other’
people, the participants in my research found the term useful, because it attracted
them to the workshop and the opportunity to sit in a room with women they can
relate to. This is important and I sensed the community in the room when I was
there. I asked them to come up with a hashtag for the day and they came back with
#BAMECraftUK. Though not everyone likes it, that particular term is used often,
people know what it means, and it has proven for me to be the best way to recruit
the participants I needed for this research.
As a researcher working with an organisation such as Crafts Council UK on addressing
inequalities in cultural work, I am negotiating between academic critique and the
requirements of the collaborating organisation and by extension, research funding
bodies and policymakers, who are all adopting the discourse of diversity. While I am
very aware of the critique, in order to get the funding for this project, and to work
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effectively with organisations such as the Crafts Council, I had to use this discourse.
Another criticism of diversity initiatives is the idea that by targeting minority groups
with special schemes and skills development, it denotes a lack - of skills, or hard
work, and disavows the structural barriers and institutional discrimination which
permeates most industries, as highlighted by Faruqi in the quotes earlier. This indeed
could be what this project is accused of – because I am working on social media skills
development among BAME women.
However, my workshop suggests that there is a need for the type of space, offline and
online, that I facilitated. My approach was not a prescriptive one because I am not a
maker, and instead I aimed to draw out the existing expertise in the room, creating a
space for makers to share ideas, connect with each other and form potentially
fulfilling relationships. Bringing people together in this way, through the use of
workshops and social media, can then provide a platform moving forward for women
and minority groups to mobilise, help each other, promote greater visibility of each
other’s work, and provide potential for collective action and resistance. I wouldn’t
have been able to bring these women together without utilising some of the existing
structures. The challenge now, is moving forward and connecting with those who are
not a part of the Crafts Council, or Craftspace in Birmingham.
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Conclusion

 Amplifying the voice and experiences of creatives and makers
 Participants recognise and use the terminology such as BAME
(hence #BAMECraftUK).
 Opportunity now for collective action

What we need to remember, as researchers and policymakers, is the experiences and
needs of people working within the cultural industries, in this case, makers. From my
research so far I have found that the women interviewed are very passionate about
what they do and want to be a part of the craft community, but they really want to
connect with other ethnic minority women, which is important in a sector which is
still dominated by white people.
Academic criticism of diversity policies and cultural policies which are instrumental
and couched in neoliberal agendas also needs to acknowledge the motivations and
pleasures that workers actually gain from participating in these economies. In the
case of craft, there are issues around lack of representation of diverse makers and
products, acknowledged by Crafts Council UK. There are structural barriers which
simply being online and participating in mutual aid as I have described cannot solve.
But this present moment, when ‘diversity’ is near the top of the agenda, despite the
problems with the terminology, now is a good time to harness this policy moment
and utilise the possibilities for collective action, to begin making positive changes
towards parity of participation and social justice in the cultural industries.
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