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Presentation at European Cultural Foundation seminar, Chatham House, 28.1.05

“Whose Europe? The challenge of the Other” 

Prakash Daswani, Chief Executive Cultural Co-operation 

My first experience of Europe was as an outsider, arriving here about 40 years ago from India. My parents had brought me to Britain as an infant for reasons that might nowadays classify me as a “medical refugee”. They themselves had been forced to abandon their natal homes as religious refugees 10 years earlier. 

We returned to India after a few months but then made the journey back to Britain 3 years later, coming this time as “economic migrants” - to use the familiar modern label - and have lived here ever since.  

Tri-lingual when I arrived, I went on to learn a further 4 modern European languages – French, Spanish, German and Portuguese - plus 3 archaic ones, Latin, Old Icelandic and Anglo-Saxon.  Despite this and despite having been permanently settled here for approaching half a century, many indigenous Europeans - even those much younger souls who have shared in the continent’s triumphs and tragedies for far fewer years than me - still consider me as an outsider, just another of Europe’s now 25 million strong body of “Others”.  

With 10 languages under my belt, I suppose I could at least be commended for having acquired some degree of so-called “inter-cultural competence”, nowadays an apparently essential attribute of any aspiring European citizen. I must confess, however, that lack of opportunity and practice – key elements of cultural erasure – have left me unable to speak and understand more than just the single language in which I’m addressing you now.  

My inter-cultural sensitivities have had to be cultivated instead through my professional career, which has spanned over 25 years in international and cross-cultural arts projects.

The last 18 of those years have been as director of a non-profit independent arts charity, Cultural Co-operation. I co-founded this in London in the 80’s with my late friend and colleague Robert Atkins.  

I’ll say more in just a moment about Cultural Co-operation and its work in Britain and beyond, but would like before that to share with you the first of two short extracts, each of which involves fairly well known non-European spiritual leaders. These extracts, chosen intuitively out of scores of equally suitable ones, may help illuminate some aspects of this afternoon’s deliberations. 

The first is from the medieval Muslim world, that place in the imagination that has once again become the source of so many of Europe’s and the west’s deepest fears about the Other. The leader in question is the apocryphal Holy Fool known as Mullah Nasruddin. 

“From the pulpit, the Mullah Nasruddin asked his congregation: “Do you know what I’m going to preach about?” “No” they replied.  “In that case” said Nasruddin, “there is no need for me to say more”.

The next day, he ascended the pulpit once more and asked the same question.  “Yes” the people replied, determined to put him on the spot.  “In that case” said Nasruddin “there is no need for me to say more”.

The following day he put the same question yet again: “Do you know what I’m going to preach about?”  But this time the congregation was ready to corner him “some of us do, and some of us don’t” they answered.

“In that case” said Nasruddin “let those who know tell those who don’t”.

I’ll return to this extract in a while.  

Meanwhile, let me tell you briefly about Cultural Co-operation and our work. 

For two decades we have immersed ourselves, along with our various publics in Europe, in learning at first hand about a wide range of the world’s cultural traditions.  We have enjoyed the extraordinary privilege of working with – and bringing together in Britain and in continental Europe - nearly 3,000 artists from 60 or so countries, mostly, but not exclusively, countries outside of Europe.  

These projects have focused on the dynamic living cultural traditions of major geographic regions and countries as well as, more recently, on transnational themes - such as Sufism, world sacred music and diaspora - that have united non-European and European artists.   

Whilst the subject area has changed each time, the projects have always comprised a regular free admission summer festival of performing and visual arts.  These events have been flamboyant and manifestational in nature yet also quietly didactic; community-oriented and participatory, yet also high-brow and reflective. 

Thousands of people of widely differing national and faith backgrounds and socio-economic status have enjoyed them. The events have represented our conscious effort to recognize, acknowledge and welcome the challenge of the Other, as a way of testing the resilience of our individual senses of anchorage in one or other set of cultural affiliations, and of broadening our individual identity horizons, by allowing us to compare and contrast the divergent customs and world views on offer.  The results have often been life-changing.

Our audience base over the last 20 years or so has grown to be just as - or even more - culturally diverse than the range of world cultures being featured in the event. So much so that, to be honest, we often lose track of exactly who is on which side of the boundary delineating the “Other”.

In addition to our public access work through the festivals, over the last 10 years we have gradually also built up what is now a thriving year-round educational programme that unites schools, museums and specially trained heritage animateurs in participative residencies that explore the world’s cultures. 

More recently, we have developed a new online network, aimed at helping recently arrived, as well as comparatively well-established, diasporic artists based all over London.  This network, known as London Diaspora Capital, aims primarily to connect them with other such artists so as to encourage mutual learning but also, if there is a spark of mutual interest and if resources can be found, cross-cultural artistic collaborations between them. The results have often been spectacularly successful. 

Our service to these usually isolated artists starts at the most basic level of affirming their existence as fellow human beings, and then treating them with the same amount of dignity and respect that we ourselves would hope for from strangers.  The next step is to enhance their visibility in the public domain using high-quality, professional techniques not easily available to them. The resulting personalized audio-visual profile of them, that we then host on our website, makes each one feel that they belong to a wider collectivity.  It also has the effect of demystifying them as Others.  

We charge these artists nothing for this service.  Yet this very act of gift giving invariably generates a sense of reciprocity on their part.  We encourage them to re-invest this in the network by being willing to lend a hand to others also in it who might, one day, need a particular skill or experience they have, but can’t afford to pay for it yet. The rest, to use the succinct phrase of former Minister of Culture for Romania, Andrei Plesu, “is mere administration”.

This growing resource, built from scratch over the last 5 years, and initially with no budget whatsoever, currently comprises more than 250 ensembles and individual artists from some 70 national and faith communities, around 600 creative practitioners in all.  As yet we have no regular revenue stream for this initiative, but we know that it will come - and we are getting ready for that moment.  Perhaps one day soon we will also be able to connect London Diaspora Capital to similarly created networks in Paris, Marseilles, Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Berlin, Geneva, Sarajevo and other historic sites of diasporic migration in mainland Europea.  We have like-minded friends in these places and others, so perhaps it will happen.

Whenever we come to a new subject area for our programmes, it is usually with little more than intuition at first, together with a restless yet respectful curiosity.  We initially have only a vague awareness of the topic and typically assume it at first to be more or less discrete, self-contained and, when seen from a distance, fairly uniform.  

Put more simply, we start with some hazy noble intentions coupled with a set of not very carefully examined stereotypes - good and bad – about a particular subject area and, at a certain level, expect to have these prejudices largely confirmed.  

However, we are acutely aware that as a publicly funded cultural organization with a particular mission, we also have a responsibility both to ourselves and to our audiences and patrons to be ready to have these cultural stereotypes challenged and to revise our long-held certainties as necessary. Its just as well that we come ready to have our hearts and minds changed, because this is what invariably happens - and we are all the richer for it, however uncomfortable it might have been in the process.

Experience has taught us that each “culture” represents the fruits of a unique convergence of some of the vast range of cultural attributes generated by the human condition.  

Even so, we’ve found it hard over the years to resist the temptation of trying to boil this awe-inspiring world cultural diversity down into some easily identifiable, unifying essence, perhaps a set of core values, or a shared modality of spiritual belief or some ever-present collection of basic cultural or social principles that is common to all the world’s peoples. 

For a long time, this became, and to an extent remains, an obsession of ours, an obsession of the kind that fellow cultural anthropologists will probably recognize.  

In that recently evolved social science, the quest for an overarching, universal, irreducible principle of cultural organization and social behaviour, one shared by all of humankind, has gone to the farthest corners of the earth and into the depths of antiquity.  It invariably ends in the same way: in the realization that no such single principle exists - not even the incest taboo - that beyond the simple fact that people everywhere are born and later die, the only universals about the human condition are contradiction and paradox (the engines of human creativity, perhaps?)

That said, we have slowly come to realize through our regular, continuous working contact with artistic representatives of the world’s major and not so major cultural traditions, that a noticeably greater emphasis seems to be given in several non- or extra-European societies - too many such societies for it to be a mere coincidence - to what might be termed an “under-arching” principle.  

This is a principle that countless world communities appear to have in common, even those that are at times mutually antagonistic. But of course this principle, or perhaps a better word than principle is “quality”, doesn’t apply to non-European peoples to the exclusion of Europeans: it simply cloaks itself differently here (sometimes, perhaps, a little too well).   

The definition I have chosen for it is from sub-Saharan Africa, the imagined locus of another of Europe’s favorite nightmares of the Other, this time of an apparently rampant, never-ending flood of uncontrolled immigration by millions of dispossessed, desperate and diseased human beings, a deluge that threatens the very fabric of the post-war European welfare consensus. 

Presenting another side of this particular Other is Archbishop Desmond Tutu of South Africa, where the term for the elusive quality I’ve referred to is Ubuntu:

“Ubuntu” says Tutu “is about the essence of being human. It embraces hospitality, caring about others [and] being prepared to go the extra mile for the sake of another human being.  I believe that a person is a person through other persons, that my humanity is caught up, bound up with yours.  When I dehumanize you, I dehumanize myself.  The solitary human being is a contradiction in terms.  Therefore, one seeks to work for the common good, because one’s humanity comes into its own through belonging.”

Yesterday’s 60th anniversary commemorations of the death day of the most destructive of the Nazi death camps included these words by Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, a spiritual leader of another of Europe’s long hated Others, words that echo the Archbishop’s sentiments:  “Love the stranger, for how we treat the stranger is the test of our humanity.”

Both statements point to the essential inter-dependence between one human life and another.  And of course Europe itself, this continent that has emerged out of the successful amalgamation over several centuries of its multiplex populations, cultures, languages and customs - this archetypal continent of Others - is itself and always has been inter-dependent with other continents and civilizations for its growth, enlightenment and prosperity.  

Sadly, it seems to me, this is a narrative that doesn’t really get told anything like enough.  Certainly Europe has its own terms for Ubuntu, such as peace, equality, & freedom or decency, respect & welfare. But, when the great construct that is Europe, grandiloquently espouses such values, does it genuinely intend to embrace all its populations as equals in its expanding project?  I often wonder.
What the earlier anecdote from Mullah Nasruddin’s teachings encourages us to consider is whether Europe, as a continent-wide political and cultural mission, really has begun seriously to look beyond its pre-conceptions, whether it truly is prepared to step outside its comfort zone.  

Nasruddin, it seems to me, is also encouraging us to look beyond the mere words he utters, and to be alert to what he doesn’t say.  Perhaps he is asking us listen to and converse with voices that speak but that usually remain unheard; to look out for those who are invisible to public gaze but are actually there, right in front of one’s eyes, and to go beyond superficial differences in order to perceive underlying unities.  

The alternative is to take everything at face value and remain in ignorance.  With the extraordinary potential of what lies ahead for a truly integrated, just and fair Europe, that seems an unnecessarily dangerous position to adopt.
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