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Introduction: A Rope
Comprising Several Cords

Matthew Reason and Nick Rowe

The participatory arts are driven by a deeply held belief in their
powerful and potentially transformative impact upon both individuals
and communities. Often produced in the context of tight budgets,
low pay, lack of respect and other constraints, it is this belief that
motivates and underpins the vibrant practice of committed and skilful
practitioners. First-hand experience provides tangible examples of
how the participatory arts can provide new opportunities, change
lives and forge community connections across a diversity of contexts,
from education to hospitals, mental health to prisons. However, while
participatory arts practitioners are frequently able to produce stories of
tremendous impacts, in the context of reduced and competitive budgets
they are also asked for more and to produce ‘evidence’ about the impact
and outcomes of their work.

The origins of this book rest in a symposium that we coordinated at
York St John University, UK, in 2014 titled Elusive Evidence. Inviting
contributors from across the United Kingdom and guests from the
United States, this research event aimed to bring together a diverse
range of approaches to documenting and researching arts in health,
education, community and social contexts. During this event we
explored how practitioners and researchers can document, measure
and evaluate the impact of participatory arts practice.

This book does something similar, although despite enjoying its
alliterative rhythm, we have ditched the title. Our premise — no doubt
naive, although we suspect fairly widely held - was that the problem
holding back the participatory arts in making its case was a lack of
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evidence. The evidence, we implied, was hard to find or not easy to
capture through measurement or verbal documentation. It was perhaps
situated and difficult to generalize. It was most likely rooted in very
particular participatory relationships, the product of the particular
approach to facilitation, the particular art form, the particular people
involved. The evidence, we implied, was elusive and — moreover - that
whatever was presented was never enough.... But if we could capture it,
then all would be (re)solved.

The premise was mistaken in all sorts of ways, not least because
far from being elusive (in the sense of being rare), there can often
appear to be a surfeit of evidence. Instead we discovered that the
challenge was more subtle and perhaps more intractable, located not
in the ‘elusive’ but in the less evocative yet more meaningful word
‘evidence’ The situation is more accurately described by Theo Stickley,
who writes in the context of arts and mental health that there is ‘much
evidence continually being produced that supports arts and health
practice. ... But until the right kind of evidence is produced for the
NHS, the evidence that is produced often remains marginalised and
will continue to be the subject of criticism within the scientifically
dominated health care arena’ (2012: viii).

Something does remain elusive within this context, but it is more
discursive than the magic bullet solution implied by our original title.
Any ‘answer’ — we are sorry to say — is not as simple as commissioning
more research and producing a particular kind of evidence. Rather
the issue is more fundamental, concerned with reconfiguring the
philosophy, the ethics, the discourse of how we conceive of evidence
within the context of participatory arts practice.

It is this that our collection seeks to achieve, engaging with a
diversity of contexts, locations and art forms - including theatre, music
and fine art - to bring together theoretical, political and practice-based
perspectives on the question of ‘evidence’ in relation to participatory
arts practice. This collection is a unique contribution to the field,
focusing on one of the vital concerns for a growing and developing set

of arts and research practices. It asks us to consider evidence not only in
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terms of methodologies but also in the light of the ideological, political
and pragmatic implications of those methodologies.

A short word on terminology

As authors and editors neither of us is particularly predisposed to
get mired in what can become overly inward-looking questions of
terminology. Often, as soon as you step outside the discipline itself,
the difference between terms - say ‘arts for health’ and ‘arts and
health’ or ‘participatory arts’ and ‘arts in social context’ - reduces to
less than zero. Nonetheless we did find ourselves needing to settle on
some shared terminology for this book. Our conversations about how
to resolve this crossed between the purely pragmatic and the more
conceptual and meaningful. The question was simply what should we
label the activities that we are talking about, with the options variously
including community art, socially engaged art, art in social context,
applied practice, art as social engagement and participatory art.

The question does, of course, matter, and not just for reasons
of consistency. In a paper on art in health, Raw, Lewis, Russell and
Macnaughton discuss how in the specific context of arts and health the
terminologies and definitions in use are fragmented and disputed, with
a plethora of different terms used and defended by different groups,
nationally and internationally’ The consequence, they argue, is a lack of
‘visible identity’ that results in a less impactful and less cohesive body
of research (2012).

This book seeks to draw together an even more disparate and
interdisciplinary body of material, stretching across not just arts
and health but also education, prisons and community contexts and
embracing a diversity of art forms. While not seeking to construct a
singular identity for this research we are certainly hoping to increase its
visibility and certainly arguing that as a body of research it is strongest
considered collectively - as a rope comprising several cords, an image

we will return to in a moment.
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It was in this context that as editors we have adopted the wording
‘participatory arts) in order to signal our focus on the active, creative
doing of art-making that concerns us in this book. ‘Participatory arts’
also evokes a broadening and widening of who is making the art,
from a narrowly defined and even elitist specialism of The Artist to an
inclusive and radical proposition of anybody and everybody. What is
the impact - in various social contexts — of doing art? What kinds of
evidence support these claims to impact?

This is not to ignore the sizeable aesthetic or ethical discourses
and dilemmas surrounding notions of participation. Within the arts
Tom Finkelpearl describes strands of participatory practice including
‘interactive, relational, cooperative, activist, dialogical and community-
based” (2014); while from the social sciences have emerged various
typologies, including most famously Sherry Arnstein’s Ladder of
Participation, first published in 1969. We return to some of these
questions surrounding participation in Chapter 4, which explores
among other things the relationship between participatory arts and
participatory research practices when it comes to questions of evidence.
We want to reflect on this theme here as well, while also returning to
what we hope to achieve by bringing together the various voices present
in this book.

The death of the expert

At the febrile height of the 2016 Brexit referendum in the United
Kingdom, Conservative politician Michael Gove declared ‘people
in this country have had enough of experts’ In this blurt of invective
Gove was calling for voters to trust their own experiences, to trust their
own perceptions and own values, over the ostensibly more informed
or more evidenced claims of those anointed experts. Moreover, he was
doing so in the context of what could be called a (flawed) process of
participatory decision-making.
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There are, no doubt, multiple reasons for this growth in scepticism,
including a general dislocation with various forms of authority. More
particularly, the suspicion of experts — and of the evidence that experts
provide — has grown as a result of a suspicion of the possibility of
impartiality and the existence of a neutral place from which to observe.
In part this has taken place in the context of a conscious effort among
academics and activists within the progressive movement to resist or
overturn the claims of ‘objectivity’ that accompany scientific certainty.
Exemplary of this is Donna Haraway’s influential text ‘Situated
Knowledge: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of
Partial Perspective’ in which she seeks to unmask ‘the doctrines of
objectivity because they threatened our budding sense of collective
historical subjectivity and agency and our “embodied” accounts of
the truth’ (1988: 578). The radical and genuinely liberating power of
this movement has been in its giving voice to previously ‘subjugated’
or marginalized perspectives, including feminist, postcolonial, queer,
disabled and mad. These, Haraway writes, are all ‘marked bodies,
possessing ‘situated knowledge’ that have historically excluded the
pseudo-objective positions of truth. One of the great achievements of
the progressive movement has been in giving validity to the particularity
of such individual and collective lived experiences.

Yet it is immediately possible to see how the celebration of lived
experience presented here might morph in different and less progressive
contexts. This is the focus of Bruno Latour in his essay ‘Why Has
Critique Run out of Steam?), where he observes how his philosophical
objective had always been to ‘emancipate the public from prematurely
naturalized objectified facts’ and combat ‘ideological arguments
posturing as matters of fact’ (2004: 227). An unintended consequence
of this, however, has been the adoption of similar processes of critique
from other, less progressive and even reactionary perspectives. If
critique has invited us to question the stability of any claim, if there is
‘no sure ground anywhere, then the result is a potentially dangerous

position of absolute relativism where any perspective — Latour is
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particularly focusing on climate change denial - warrants equal respect
and equal airtime.

The following passage from Latour illustrates the investment of the
intellectual progressive movement in the concept of critique, and his
fear of the unintended consequences:

Entire PhD programs are still running to make sure that good
American kids are learning the hard way that facts are made up, that
there is no such thing as natural, unmediated, unbiased access to truth,
that we are always prisoners of language, that we always speak from a
particular standpoint, and so on, while dangerous extremists are using
the very same argument of social construction to destroy hard-won

evidence that could save our lives. (2004: 227)

As writers and researchers we come from within this uneasy tradition,
from within the progressive movement with its invested belief in
political empowerment through the positive validation of stories of
individual lived experience and from within a tradition of critique that
has sought to doubt and question voices of authority. Yet as writers
and researchers we also recognize the value of expertise, of rigorously
uncovered evidence and of the insight and knowledge that come from
education and learning.

These ideas warrant a far more subtle and nuanced discussion than
we can give them in these brief paragraphs, particularly as we also want
to map a way forward within the context of evidence and impact within
the participatory arts. Here some of the issues can be situated within
the framework we have uncovered, particularly a tension between a
drive for impartial, objective, authoritative evidence on the one hand
and the validation of invested, subjective and partial lived experience
on the other.

To help us move forward, we draw upon the work of Phillip Kitcher,
who argues that neither the exclusive elitism of the expert nor the
‘tyranny of the ignorant’ is a sound base on which to found research.
He calls for a ‘well-ordered’ science within an ‘enlightened democracy’
in which tutored judgements are made by experts and non-experts
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through democratic processes (cited in Faulkner 2004: 2). To Kitcher’s
concept of ‘tutoring’ we might add other processes that have sought to
unite the evidence that comes from expert knowledge with the insight
and democratic validity of participatory processes. Examples include
the development of ‘citizen juries’ within participatory action research
or, to give a specific example, the Irish Constitutional Convention of
2012. What both these processes share is the establishment of a ‘jury’
consisting of a random or representative cross-section of society which
is required to hear, cross-question and consider expert witnesses and
evidence before producing a collective conclusion.

The explicit parallel is of course with the far more familiar legal jury
system, where a random selection of peers considers and weighs up
the evidence presented to them. What is interesting for our purposes
here is that this enables a disparate range of types of evidence to be
considered and enables the non-expert to engage in considering and
balancing evidence.

Crucially, among the kinds of evidence that become admissible
within the jury system are those described as both hard and soft, both
absolute objective facts and different forms of more or less subjective
testimony. Testimony is rooted in experience, in the body, in the self,
in the position of first-hand witness. In the context of participatory
arts practice, testimony documented through words, pictures or video
has a particular value in making the lived experience visible. There is
movement in this direction, as Olivia Sagan writes, “Testimony from
people is increasingly regarded as a valid form of “evidence” despite the
continued clarion call to positivistic means by which to count, measure
and offer statically significant proofs of X’ (2015: 6-7). Testimony in
this context is knowledge rooted in the personal, in the subjective story
of experience. Such testimony is also easily dismissed as subjective,
individual, even ‘anecdotal’ (to use a word that is almost anathema in
the context of evidence).

Yet testimony as evidence has an utterly vital and indisputable
function. Within the law, personal testimony represents a cornerstone

of our justice system, as a form of evidence that might not always stand
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onits own butis not neglected orignored. Instead, cases are built through
the careful joining together of multiple testimonies, with one classic
articulation of testimony as being ‘like the case of a rope comprising of
several cords. One strand of the cord might be insufficient to sustain the
weight, but three strands together may be quite of sufficient strength’
(Pollock CB, R v Exall (1866) 4 F & F 922, 929).

This cumulative construction of evidence through the weaving of
multiple strands seems a valuable way forward, and, in a small way,
this is what we hope to present across the three sections in this book,
adopting conceptual, analytical and practice-orientated relationships to
the subject. In Part One, we begin with four short chapters that seek to
frame reflections on evidence and impact in the participatory arts; Part
Two brings together eight full-length chapters by invited international
contributors that present analytical perspectives on the question of
researching the participatory arts; Part Three contains nine shorter,
more practice-orientated case studies, again with international scope.
Short section introductions will seek to draw connections between
these chapters. Across all these chapters the evidence accumulates, with
your task as readers being to weave together the cords, the perspectives,
the knowledge and the evidence, and over the course of the collection
as a whole reach your own conclusions.



Part One

Framing Evidence and Impact
in Participatory Arts






Purpose, Outcomes and Obliquity:
To Plan or Not to Plan

Nick Rowe and Matthew Reason

In his book Imagination in Action, Shaun McNiff tells us that those
who work in participatory arts practice, and particularly in arts
and health, need to ‘move between worlds’ (2015: 156). He suggests
that such practitioners journey between worlds that employ very
different languages, epistemologies and practices that can easily
lead to misunderstandings and incomprehension. To pursue his
metaphor: in the ‘kingdom of health’ clear, unequivocal outcomes
are sought, evidence gathered through scientific methods is favoured
and achievement of objective measures uncontaminated by emotion
and individual experience is aspired. In this world single causes are
sought, multiple variables are excluded and treatments or interventions
have clear aims, an approach that is essential in establishing the most
effective medication or surgical procedure. The language and tactic
of the ‘republic of art’ are radically different: it operates on multiple
levels — inspirational, visual, textual, creative, affective, sensual - and
tends to eschew linear causalities, preferring the indeterminate and
multilayered. The benefits that artists may claim for their work are
underpinned by cultural values that often treat subjectivity as an
actively positive marker of experience and perspective.

Although one needs to be cautious of slipping into an unhelpful
binary discourse, which will only serve to reinforce misunderstandings,
the differences are real and deeply embedded. As long ago as 1959,
C. P. Snow, in his highly influential Rede lecture, identified the problem
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of these two cultures. As a scientist and novelist he felt that he was

constantly moving between

two groups — comparable in intelligence, identical in race, not grossly
different in social origin, earning about the same incomes, who had
almost ceased to communicate at all, who in intellectual, moral and
psychological climate had so little in common that instead of going
from Burlington House or South Kensington to Chelsea, one might

have crossed an ocean. (1959: 1)

This polarization is, he told his audience, ‘a loss to us all’ and a
major hindrance to solving the world’s problems. Although Snow was
referring more broadly to the cultures of science and the humanities, his
concerns are clearly evident in the debates surrounding evidence and
impact in the arts. Those of us working in the field have perhaps heard
community artists angrily, and sometimes rather preciously, accusing
those who ask for evidence of not ‘understanding’ the nature of art
processes. We may also have heard medics or policymakers speaking
rather dismissively of the arts as ‘touchy, feely stuft” and of its evidence
of impact as ‘soft, as opposed to the ‘hard data” available through the
scientific method. These shouting matches and dismissive language can
bedevil communication between policymakers and the arts.

In articulating their practice, participatory artists are inevitably
influenced by the historical and cultural claims made for the arts. As John
Carey writes, ‘People in the West have been saying extravagant things
about the arts for two and a half centuries’ (2005: ix). He goes on to list some
of the claims that have been made: art can improve and civilize us, produce
social tranquillity, foment social change, cement social bonds, maintain
the position and status of the elite, help us transcend material limitations,
teach us, help us to remember, increase our aesthetic sensibility, allow us
insight into the experience of another and provide a means to explore our
inner world. In a similar vein, Alain de Botton summarizes the arts as

a vehicle through which we can do such things as recover hope,

dignify suffering, develop empathy, laugh, wonder, nurture a sense
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of communion with others and regain a sense of justice and political
idealism. (2014)

The aims and rhetoric of participatory arts projects can be seen as
emerging directly from this tradition of either idealistic or grandiose
claims. In contrast, the scientific method is in many ways more
sceptical but also less ambitious in its approach. It sets out to test
and indeed, if possible, disprove a hypothesis. There is an insistence
that it can be falsified, that there are circumstances in which it can be
disproved. Indeed, for Karl Popper (2005), falsification is a criterion of
‘demarcation’ between what is scientific and what is unscientific. The
claims for the arts discussed above are in this definition unscientific:
we cannot disprove the claim that arts enable us to recover hope or that
they allow us insight into the experience of another.

We write this chapter as occasional travellers between these
two discourses, considering the pragmatic, attitudinal and cultural
barriers to mutual understanding. To do so, this chapter explores
the articulation of aims and purpose in participatory arts practice,
identifying the main problems that lead to misunderstandings and
disappointment. It follows the journey from aims to outcomes, from
the establishment of purpose to the evaluation of impact, detailing
some of the issues that cause problems in the determination of
efficacy. Given the lack of comprehension that can occur, we
suggest the need for a mutually sensitive understanding of these
different cultures; we need to be pragmatic, searching for areas of
agreement and accepting variations in language and emphasis. This
understandable desire is likely to be more problematic in light of
four interrelated problems:

1. The tendency of participatory arts practitioners to express their
aims in broad sweeping terms and a general reluctance to define
the direction of their work too tightly;

2. The communication of aims across a range of stakeholders;

3. The embedded contextual nature of participatory arts practice;

4. The problem of identity.
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1 Definitions of purpose in participative arts practice

The methodological differences between participatory arts projects
and the realms of scientific research are often most clearly evident, and
the problems most acute, in the articulation of the aims of any given
project. As Mike White asserts: ‘A serious and widespread shortcoming
[in arts and health work] is a failure to state and agree clear aims for a
project’ (2009: 204). In Chapter 5 of this book, Stephen Clift similarly
notes the ‘surprising finding’ that many arts projects do not formulate
clearly expressed aims.

Typically, participatory arts practitioners will identify broad aims,
such as to provide access to the arts, to break down barriers or to enable
participants to tell their story. Some concrete examples taken from the
UK will illustrate this. Stepping Out, a theatre company comprising
people who use mental health services, ‘provides a place where people
can participate in the production of high quality, socially-valued theatre’
(2016). The participants are ‘challenged with support to find new ways
of being. Meanwhile, Graeae Theatre Company, which engages people
with disabilities, aims to ‘boldly place disabled artists centre stage’
(2016). Our own project, Converge, states that one of its key aims is
‘to challenge the dynamics of social exclusion that make it difficult for
people who use mental health services to access good quality educational
and employment opportunities’ (2016). We would all perhaps readily
ascribe to these aims and praise their ambition. It is also clear how
they are derived from cultural assumptions about the value of the arts
described above by Carey and de Botton. However, they do not allow
easy verification. They are not falsifiable. It would be very difficult, if not
impossible, to design a method that would disprove them.

The scientific method requires a clearly defined hypothesis to be
tested; it aims to reach conclusions that are universal and generalizable
across large populations. Does this drug reduce blood pressure? What
dosage is most effective? The aim is clear and largely demonstrable
through experimental designs such as a randomized control trial. To
put this rather more vividly: the scientific method takes aim rather like
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an archer does to his target; success or otherwise is easy to determine.
The arts practitioner invites participants to plunge themselves into
an immersive pool of creative experience, trusting that this will have
an effect that cannot be fully predicted at the outset and is likely to
be difficult to define. Indeed, in Chapter 19 of this book, storyteller
and researcher Catherine Heinemeyer provocatively and convincingly
seeks to place positive value on notions of ‘indeterminacy’

In addition to the problem of setting aims that are untestable
through the scientific method, participatory arts practitioners are
sometimes reluctant to define aims at all. This is not surprising given
an understanding of the artistic process as immersive rather than one-
directional. Artists do not usually begin their work with clearly defined
goals. With the exception, perhaps, of strictly defined commissions,
writers, artists, musicians and theatre-makers begin with ideas,
impulses or images that take them in unpredictable directions. Surprises
and changes of tack are to be expected and welcomed. Very often the
final product is multilayered, inviting a range of possible meanings and
interpretations. It is a process of discovery that cannot be predicted
in advance. For many this is the joy and the thrill of art-making. This
desire to remain open to new unexpected directions may lie behind
the resistance of many participatory arts practitioners to set aims and
evaluate their work. It certainly compounds the difficulty of establishing
outcome measures that will convince the scientific and policymaking
communities. This reluctance to set defined aims presents a problem
when external funders call for evidence and evaluation. Against which
aims will the work be measured? If we do not know where we are going,

how will we know if we have arrived?

2 Communicating purpose across
a range of stakeholders

If they are searching for funding or institutional support, arts

practitioners inevitably need to negotiate the aims of their projects. A



