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> CASE STUDY

There ain’t no Black
in the Union Jack
Shabnam Shabazi on how intercultural arts
can put the black into the Union Jack
rowing up in the 1980s and
1990s and by virtue of
coming from an immigrant
background, I became
increasingly interested in mixing for
survival; mixing ideas, cultures and art
forms to create new hybrids, new ideas
and ultimately a new kind of theatre.’
Shabnam Shabazi, Project Director,
Pan Intercultural Arts

‘G

Could we think of the story of the
Tower of Babel as marking the
beginnings of interculturalism? When
we started to speak many languages
as opposed to one. With different
languages come different cultures,
traditions, etc. … But how do we
celebrate, interact and reconcile the
similarities and differences under the
same banner of the Union flag?
The notion of interculturalism is
about the meeting place or
crossroads of different cultures. It is
about the ‘meeting point of cultures,
and at meeting points, there is always
some sort of exchange’ (John Martin,
The Intercultural Performance
Handbook, Routledge).
However, sometimes this sort of
exchange needs to be encouraged
and facilitated. Therefore
organisations like Pan Intercultural

Arts (Pan Arts) fulfil a very necessary
role. Pan Arts see the arts as the most
effective tool for building bridges,
celebrating and overcoming
differences as well as seeking out
similarities so often neglected.
Interculturalism in this instance is
about bringing different artists from
different cultural backgrounds and
walks of life together to work with
participants from a wide range of
cultures, facilitating self-expression
through themes, ideas, and visual and
musical motifs that are relevant to
their ever-morphing identities,
influenced by a range of cultures and
ways other than the ones they are
born with.
We are also a little like sociologists,
archaeologists and architects,
investigating and constructing new
ways of working that give the voiceless
a voice. We are very aware that in
Britain a new generation is emerging. It
is a generation that is born here and is
familiar with the interplay between
cultures and nationalities.
In the mainstream there have been
reports such as the McPherson
Report, and more recently the
government commissioned a report
by Runnymede Trust on the future
of multicultural Britain.
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These reports have contributed to the
debates about Britain’s identity and
its emerging redefinition as an
intercultural society. We now have a
British Citizenship Test which all
immigrants and children must abide
by, triggering questions such as: what
does it mean to be British?
It is against the backdrop of this
social and political climate that There
ain’t no Black in the Union Jack was
born. This is a two-year project that
Pan Arts has been running in
association with Adfed, facilitating the
voices of young artists and young
people to be heard within the
framework of this national debate. It
is an interdisciplinary, inter-artform
project that engages the skills of
performers, digital artists, musicians
and writers to create pieces of work
investigating notions of Britishness.
There ain’t no Black in the Union
Jack at its heart supports cultural
development awareness and through
its inclusive approach seeks to
undermine the notion of survival of
the fittest. The participants will own it,
as they will define its content and
shape its development from
beginning to end with support from
Pan Arts, demystifying the creative
process through mentoring and
apprenticeships.
The project is aimed at enabling
young people to develop their skills
through a series of collaborative
workshops while working alongside
experienced professionals and
through an inclusive process,
eventually producing a film, a
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publication and a live event
(7–17 July 2008 at the Hackney
Empire Theatre, London).
The artists leading the sessions will
be from a wide range of cultural and
artform backgrounds therefore
creating a diverse range of interartform and intercultural dialogue.
The main reason for putting
together such a diverse range of
artists is to create a ‘mix-up’ and
encourage the blurring of artforms
and artform boundaries, creating ‘new
fusions’ and hybrid forms of theatre,
which is what interculturalism offers.
As the work created is varied and
often mixing form, this is reflected in
the audience it attracts.
There is even more of a need for
intercultural work today. It is a little
like the chicken-and-egg argument:
how can we talk about communities
without audiences and vice versa?
To nurture intercultural audiences,
we have to develop intercultural
work, commissioning and producing
new work, which in turn encourages
new audiences.
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