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Abstract: Based on two research projects in the Brussels-based artistic workspace and NGO Globe
Aroma, this paper shows how artists with a (recent) migration background make sense of the arts and
the space in which they are produced. Born out of a need to counter the dominant presence of men in
this artistic workspace and create a welcoming environment, textile-making and live radio were used
as means of reclaiming space, fostering solidarity, and sharing personal narratives. Textile-making,
traditionally associated with domesticity, was repurposed for public exhibition, challenging the
dichotomy between private and public spheres. Furthermore, the projects challenged neo-colonial
dynamics and traditional research methodologies. While asking which (micro-)political meaning
these artists give to their works and practices, the paper also reflects on the cultural thresholds
experienced by migrant artists wishing to access hegemonic arts institutions.
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1. Introduction

Culture is notably hard to define. Since the 1950s, an explosion of “cultures” has
attempted, with varying degrees of success, to capture the lifestyles and expressions of
certain social groups (De Backer 2019). “Youth culture” was first used as a concept by
Talcott Parsons (Parsons 1942) in order to describe a set of professedly unique, distinctive
patterns among young people. Later, the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies (CCCS) developed a structuralist framework for understanding “subcultures”, with
the word “sub-culture” indicating a responsive, bottom-up initiative against “hegemonic”
culture and its values (Hall and Jefferson 2006). Since the 1990s, studies concerning young
people have given rise to terms such as “club cultures” (Thornton 1995), “nightlife youth
culture” (Hollands 2002), and “lifestyles” (Miles 2000)–a series of terms often grouped as
“post-subcultures”.

Meanwhile, a more normative understanding of “culture” remains present in the
background, referring to dominant values of “civilised” community (Clifford 1988). An-
thropologists have expressed concern about how this notion of culture tends to generalise
and homogenise; culture and arts are presented as being solid and timeless (see Abu-
Lughod 2008; Appadurai 2013; Marcus and Fischer 1986). Such a notion aspires towards
coherence in a shared canon (Abu-Lughod 2008), a perspective which may be said to be at
odds with the complexity of today’s world.

Culture also features as a normative concept in political discourse, referring to tradi-
tional Western cultures and a set of convictions, values, and habits that newcomers should
internalise in order to be accepted in their host country. In practice, this view on culture
materialises in the context of integration courses, in which newcomers learn about the
habits and rituals they are expected to adopt. This phenomenon, in which the state takes
control over everyday cultural practices, is reminiscent of what we called “micromorality”
elsewhere (De Backer 2017; Eeckhout 2013), and which Foucault would refer to as “gov-
ernmentality” (Burchell et al. 1991; Foucault et al. 2010). Indeed, according to Foucault,
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governments operate to educate desires and configure habits, aspirations, and beliefs (Li
2007). Although this sometimes happens very explicitly and overtly, governmentality usu-
ally operates covertly, arranging things so that people, following their natural inclination
and self-interest, will act as they ought to (Scott 2005).

While their everyday cultural practices are disciplined to a certain extent, migrants
are also confronted with barriers when it comes to accessing to the art centres and arts
institutions of the Western middle classes. These remain out of reach for financial reasons,
e.g., because migrants do not have the economic stability and basic social wellbeing to
be producers or audiences of art (see Sayad 1991; Martiniello 2022), or because their
limited social and cultural capital affects their artistic expression. Furthermore, one can
argue that immigrant artists are confronted with Western artistic frameworks, with a
potential bias with regard to ethnic, cultural, and gender identity. It may be the case, for
instance, that there is a hidden expectation towards artists with a migration background to
express themselves using ‘migrant’ vocabularies or stereotypes. These elements are “major
challenges relating to the politics of visuality, which focus on the way that certain identities
become visible” (Keshmirshekan 2013, p. 151).

The above observations lead us to formulate the following questions:

How do artists with a migration background in Brussels experience their artistic work and
its relation to the NGO in which it is made?
What roles do artistic and cultural NGOs, as well as invited professional artists, play in
creating and inviting inclusive spaces and practices?
What (micro-)political meaning do these artists give to their works and practices?
To what extent does their artistic practice consist of resistance against the cultural and
artistic norms in Europe?

Before going into the research projects upon which this paper draws, we provide some
literature and philosophical reflections on the interplay between migration and arts, the
aesthetic experience, the meaning of art, and the potential for micro-political expression.

2. Theoretical Background: Micro-Politics and Art

Discussions of art and aesthetics often introduce a distinction between art and craft.
This division has roots in a rather animated debate held throughout much of Western history
about what constitutes aesthetics. One dominant view in this regard has argued that artistic
objects are primarily intended to stimulate thought. Therefore, the artistic experience
requires a disinterested state of mind (Kant [1790] 1951). In this view, everyday objects
cannot be considered as potential objects of philosophical inquiry. A subject engaged
in functional and practical activities cannot be in a “disinterested” state of mind, and,
therefore, cannot attain a purely aesthetic experience. This analysis coincides with the
distribution of artistic production and consumption along socio-economic lines, as the
productions of the middle and upper classes are presented in different forms and places
and are labelled “art”, whereas the more practical productions of the lower classes are
considered “crafts”.

In a recent contribution, Pierre Nicolas Bourriaud (2002) turns this Kantian analysis
upside down by considering the aesthetic experience an “interested” activity, as it creates
social value. This is in line with Ranciere’s argument that the subversive power of aesthetics
has, for a long time, been explored mostly in the context of artworks. Yet, it is only quite
recently that the discourse of everyday aesthetics has been reaffirming its potential to affect
the perception of the sensible (Vihalem 2018). Aesthetics has a double function: on the one
hand, it allows us to perceive; on the other hand, it helps us to give sense to the perceived
(Fajardo 2022). That is why, in Rancière’s (1999, 2004) analysis, aesthetics is embedded in a
discussion of politics, where political practice is regarded as an operator of emancipation,
trying (in vain) to escape from the “police order” that attempts to “keep everyone in their
place” (Epstein 1996, p. 202). The political subject is constituted in its relation to the social
order through staging a dissensus (Schaap 2012). Bourriaud’s and Rancière’s respective
analyses allow for a broadening of the artistic sphere and incorporating more diverse
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materials and practices. It opens new ways for experimentation, interdisciplinary work,
and political transformation.

Who is allowed to be visible and who is not is essentially a political question that
materialises in the symbolic public spaces of parliamentary and media debates or arts
institutions and historical canons, as well as in actual physical public spaces (Brighenti
2010). In both symbolic and physical public spaces, one group can consolidate power and
hegemony over another group (Asad 2018), or groups of people can be marginalized and
their right to the city denied (Mitchell 1995, 2003). In order to deal with this gatekeeping,
one is presented with several options: one can abandon the negotiation or conflict by
building alternative spaces and communities (e.g., Negri and Hardt (2000) and their notions
of “Desertion” and “Exodus”), or one can engage in agonistic politics, in the belief that
ignoring the existing art institutions and their hegemonic spaces limit the multiple avenues
to open political engagements and subversion (Mouffe 1999).

A third option is presented in the model of collaborative methods, which has been
widely applied in order to empower "subaltern" social groups. Some scholars criticise
this approach as reproducing the hegemonic Western colonial ontology, neglecting the
individual agency of these social groups (Mohanty 1988), or as potentially essentialising
identities and relations (Cornwall 2003). Since the 1970s, the rhetoric of emancipation and
empowerment has also been part of the rhetoric of art practices, first employed by the old
avant garde that promoted the union of art and life, and then by curatorial programmes
during the 1990s (Bishop 2004). Often, the impacts of these collaborative practices are
limited to artist circles and a small number of gallery goers. In recent years, anthropologists
like Appadurai (2013) have supported collaboration and believe that co-creation is about
creating a social form. This approach has also been a main source of inspiration for design
anthropology, according to which design takes place in a social context and can play a
role in addressing societal issues (Resnick 2019). For design anthropology, this approach
does not only contribute to the design of particular objects or services, but also creates
new techniques and instruments for social engagement (Buur and Sitorus 2007; Halse 2013;
Murphy and Marcus 2013; Suchman 2011).

To understand art practices as socio-culturally and politically transformative practices,
we can also draw from the notion of everyday micro-politics, which one of us has explored
earlier (De Backer et al. 2019; De Backer 2022b). This concept draws attention to mundane
and everyday acts of political, cultural, symbolic, and social agency. While authors such
as Mitchell (1995), Iveson (2013), Hou (2010), Holston (2009), and Houssay-Holzschuch
(2016) have reflected on explicit forms of political behaviour and the explicitly political
function of public spaces, the notion of “everyday” or “micro-” politics refers to mundane
behaviour as sites of political expression, even if they are not explicitly intended as such.

Many theorists, when talking about politics, refer to these phenomena of political
participation, which involve representative and deliberative systems, including “new
forms of social organization—as transnational labor organizing, indigenous rights, and
environmental justice movements [. . .which] are always creating alternative new spaces of
and for public political expression” (Low and Smith 2013, p. 16). The study of micro-politics
thus distinguishes itself from the study of politics with a capital “P” (Himada and Manning
2009). The latter, which is usually constituted as “the real deal”, operates in a sphere of
representation in which precomposed bodies are already circulating, uncontested, already
formed and final. In other words, “[t]he micropolitical is that which subverts this tendency
in the political to present itself as already fully formed” (Himada and Manning 2009, p. 5).
The notion of micro-politics also resembles what Scott (2012) has dubbed “infra-politics”,
with political agency existing in everyday acts and behaviours and building up towards a
massive effect.

3. Methodology

In 2017, the Brussels capital region numbered 1,191,604 inhabitants, with estimates
adding another 120,000 inhabitants unaccounted for: asylum seekers, students, and em-
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ployees of the European institutions (Hermia 2018). In 2024, the total number of inhabitants
has risen to 1,222,6371. In order to provide an adequate estimate of the ethnic composition
of the Brussels capital region, we can only rely on the available data on “nationality at
birth” since the latest census data were collected in 2001. These data suggest that, among
people with a non-Belgian nationality at birth, Moroccans form the largest group (12.6% of
the population), with the French (5.7%), Rumanians (3.4%), Italians (3.1%), and Turcs (2.9%)
completing the top 5. The most recent data, collected in 2017, also show that only 44% of
Brussels inhabitants were actually born in Belgium, meaning that, since 2016, Brussels has
become a “minoritarian” city, in which no single ethnic group forms a majority. Not count-
ing the 44% of the population originally born in Belgium, 25% were born in another EU-28
country, and 31% were born in a non-EU country (Hermia and Sierens 2017). Furthermore,
the Brussels capital region is characterised by an enormous gap between the rich and poor.
In addition to this social division, the region is also divided across topographic lines, with
wealthier areas literally rising above poorer neighbourhoods (Corijn and Vloeberghs 2009).
This demographic divide takes the form of a sickle-shaped area covering the northwest of
the city, which is commonly referred to as the “poverty crescent”.

This paper is the result of research conducted in Brussels between 2019 and 2022
in an NGO called Globe Aroma. This NGO is an open arts house for artists and other
individuals with a background as a refugee or asylum seeker. Its audience consists of
professional and aspiring professional artists, as well as amateur artists or visitors seeking
out culture or artistic workshops or simply looking for a convivial, homely atmosphere.
This non-profit organisation, which is funded by the Flemish Government and the Brussels
Region, and which is located in the Brussels city centre, offers a workspace to newcomer
artists, functions as a meeting point for creative immigrants, introduces newcomers to
what Brussels has to offer on a cultural and artistic level, and involves them in co-creation
projects together with other Brussels organisations and the in-house artists of Globe Aroma.

The authors of this paper were involved in two of the NGO’s projects, which ran
parallel to each other. The first author collected her data in a co-creative project called
“Getting softer”, conducted between 2021 and 2022. During the project, she strongly
invested in collaborative practice as a methodological approach to research. The focus of
her project was to investigate how participants’ artistic skills empowers them and enables
them to create inclusive artistic practices. During 16 consecutive workshops, a collaboration
was set up with other artists and practitioners with the goal to create a textile patchwork.
Conversations and informal interviews were conducted with 10 women aged between 24
and 60, from diverse origins and socio-economic backgrounds, and with varying degrees of
education, all of whom had a migration background. Analyses were based on transcriptions
of the observations, interviews, and field notes during the meetings, collaborative works,
and the moments when the project’s outputs were presented.

The research conducted by the second author took place between 2019 and 2022 and
was part of a broader European project funded by Humanities in the European Research
Arena (HERA). The project included fieldwork in Newcastle, Amsterdam, Leipzig, and
Brussels and investigated the everyday experiences of young refugees and asylum seekers
in public spaces (EEYRASPS). In the project, a multidisciplinary conceptual framework
was complemented by several, parallel methodologies: literature study, analyses of urban
migration histories, museum ethnographies, media analysis, and ethnographic fieldwork
(including interviews with young refugees and asylum seekers, as well as creative methods,
such as walking interviews, mental mapping, digital storytelling, photo diaries, live radio
shows, participant-on-participant interviews, etc.).

The second author conducted 13 interviews with young asylum seekers and refugees
in other Brussels-based contexts. Additionally, diaspora artists in the NGO interviewed
other artists as part of a co-creative radio show, which focused on these individuals’ artistic
practices and their affective, social, and material ties with the history and infrastructure of
the Globe Aroma arts house. Many hours of ethnographic observation also contributed to
the findings from the interviews.
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The following sections are dedicated to the findings that emerged from both re-
search projects.

3.1. The Meaning of Artistic Practice and the Art Workspace: Radio Globe Aroma

For the second author’s research project, artists in the Brussels-based NGO Globe
Aroma participated in the making of live radio, including the learning of interviewing
skills, live sound mixing, and so forth. This project was set up to reflect on the art works
that had been created in the NGO over previous years, a huge bulk of which was still
stored in the various rooms and cupboards of the organisation. The collaborative project
asked artists to reflect on their own work and how it interacted with the artistic space itself,
i.e., with the human, affective, and material context in which their works took shape. In
the preparatory sessions and during the live radio shows, artists interviewed other artists
about these issues: how do they give a meaning to their artistic practice and how does that
interact with the space in which art works are produced?

When talking with diaspora artists about their art and how they give meaning to their
artistic practice, several of them stress the importance of art as an emotional outlet. Some
also point out that sometimes art is merely something to be enjoyed.

C: “I start from my emotion. We all have something we need to get rid of. It is
good to let go of something”.

H: “I am a landscape painter. As simple as that—I just love landscapes”.

I: “I create for myself and for the pleasure of painting. It gives me peace”.

Some artists would hold that their artistic production does not necessarily serve a
higher purpose. This position mirrors the conviction in French artistic circles at the end of
the 19th century, summarised in the slogan L’art pour l’art, or art for art’s sake. This is a
conception of art that states that the sole purpose of art is intrinsic. A work of art comes
about autonomously and has no moral, didactic, or utilitarian function.

For others, producing art is closely related to belonging and claiming a place. J, for
instance, places art in a historical perspective: “for 100,000 years people have been trying,
it’s the frescoes in the caves, it’s a way of saying I was here and I belong to this place and
I’ve been here. I’ve shared my story with people, I’ve left my mark somewhere in the city”.

For some, it is about giving a voice to themselves or to a specific group or community.

B: “It was one of the first paintings I did in a more abstract style. But I didn’t do
many in that style because I want to communicate something through my art.”

T: “It’s difficult for me to dedicate my energy to making drawings and paintings
just for myself. I cannot put my soul into it”.

Lastly, there are artists who use their art to talk specifically about (autobiographical)
stories of migration, though the theme of migration itself is definitely not a dominant one.

S: “These works have to do with what exists inside of me, but also with the
external reality, my experiences, my asylum request, the asylum centres I lived in.
Also the boats in the Mediterranean which are related to my own stories and the
things associated with it”.

M: “Some of my paintings and photos thematise the subjects of drugs and vio-
lence, showing people who suffer these difficulties. I have seen these things in
the squats where I have observed people in this situation. My aim is to show
this reality”.

Importantly, the artistic practice is also described in relation to the space in which it
is produced. This particularly holds true in the case of Globe Aroma, the Brussels NGO
in which a part of our research took place. The art space is an affective space, it has an
emotional impact. H: “For imagination to work you need a peaceful place. I came to Globe
Aroma to find that place”.
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But this NGO is more than a place for making art works. It is a material place that
offers support to artists in terms of earning a wage. It is a space of social contact:

H: “Working together with S. was one of the most important things that hap-
pened for me at Globe Aroma, because I learned a lot and it connected me with
the space”.

O: “The interaction with the others was also important. It was influential to meet
other people at Globe Aroma. It became like a kind of family”.

I: “Because the works are exhibited in Globe Aroma, they still have a life. They
bring people into contact with each other”.

And, as many comment, that social contact in itself acts as a resource. S, referring to
the work of the deceased fellow artist G., emphasises: “you see, life really is nothing. G.
gave me a lot of materials and a lot of information. As artists we always need to be in touch
with others—it’s a necessity”. N: “We are human, we are here, we learn together, and we
move forward together”.

In fact, this combination of a vibrant art workspace and a place of practical support is
highlighted by S: “Globe Aroma is very exceptional as an organization. There aren’t many
places that are similar in that they offer a place for artists to work, meet each other and
store works. They really offer support to artists”.

3.2. Everyday Textile Making and Personal Archived Photos as Mediums and Mediators for
Inclusion in Art Creation and Art Space

Around the same time as the project described above, the first author was also involved
in research at the Brussels-based NGO Globe Aroma. The space had been increasingly
dominated by men hanging out, without contributing to any of the artistic projects or
to the conviviality of the place. Rather on the contrary, their presence was experienced
as threatening for women and non-binary artists wanting to use the space. A field note
recorded by the second author on 5 November 2019 states the following: “Globe Aroma
feels more and more like a waiting room. Ten men are hanging out, scrolling the computer
or their smartphones. Nobody is doing arts. There’s just been a conflict between [artists]
D and E. There was some shouting and now E has run off. Bizarre”. A second field note,
written on 18 December 2019, runs like this: “Globe Aroma has become a hypermasculine
semi-public hang-out spot. We just had a conversation [with the NGO staff] about how the
dominant presence of this group has made this space much less hospitable for the artists”.

As a result of this conversation, the Globe Aroma staff and the first author set up a
project entitled “Getting Softer”. “Getting Softer” was a textile-based project in which the
first author collaborated with other immigrant women who met every Thursday. The project
utilized participants’ textile-making skills along with materials containing signs, symbols,
and images to transform the space in such a way that it would literally and figuratively
become softer. The following paragraphs discuss the connotations and functions of these
materials and how they facilitate the creation of inclusive spaces and art practices.

The researcher chose textile-making because it is an age-old practice of care for women
all over the world. From conversations with the female participants, it can be deduced
that textile-making includes a transfer of skills, knowledge, and power, from mothers
and senior female weavers to their younger counterparts within the community, enabling
them to create textiles for constructing domestic or communal spaces, such as tents, or for
covering domestic spaces and bodies. Textile practices are deeply linked to body and space.
According to these participants, the knowledge and skills of textile-making have been vital
for everyday survival and have become a part of the heritage of many ethnic groups, as
well as the cultural heritage of women.

In this project, through the continuity of textile practices, the participants built friend-
ships and experienced a sense of community over the course of a year (the group was called
“espace fxmmes”, which translates to “fxmale space”, with “x” signifying the inclusion of
non-binary people). For example, every Thursday, while the group was creating textile
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pieces to be used as curtains or for other purposes, they did not only discuss their creations;
they also shared personal experiences and life difficulties, learning from each other and
offering advice. The first author recalls a moment when one participant was experiencing
difficulties in her relationship with her daughter, and others offered advice. In another
instance, the women assisted a participant who was facing housing problems. Moreover,
they claimed ownership of the space and made it their own through their presence, textile
creations/experiments, by cooking and eating together, and by presenting their pieces.
This resonates with some of the findings mentioned in the previous section, where the
participants explained how the arts space, as well as the art production itself, had a social
function and contributed to feeling supported (also on a material level).

For the textile project, personal photos and the textile-making processes were em-
ployed to draw attention to the boundary between the past and present, image and story,
the personal and the collective, and between private and public spheres. The integration
process in the West, one could argue, attempts to persuade immigrants that upon arrival,
they should start anew, including in the production of everyday socio-cultural practices.
Particularly in the lives of immigrants, their cultural practices are to be abandoned or
restricted to the private sphere. One technique used in the workshops was to integrate
a private picture, with very personal layers of meaning and memory, into a present-day
and public work of art. For example, personal photos of one of the participants and her
daughter were incorporated into a patchwork art piece. In the artwork, the hands of the
mother were extended beyond the picture’s frame, allowing her to touch her daughter’s
hands, by using embroidery. These new visual elements juxtaposed the private and public
while expressing the “soft” affective relations between mother and child through the use
of textiles.

Every session started with looking at these personal photos, selecting them, and
explaining why a specific photo was chosen. These conversations, focusing on the emotional
and affective connection with a picture and with a specific moment in the participants”
lives, were experienced as therapeutic and empowering. Sometimes, these exchanges
allowed people to find moments of healing for their pain, not unlike Derrida’s (1998)
description of the healing property of archival work in his “Archive Fever”. Something
similar was described in Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic metaphor of the Wunderblock,
according to which archives act as processes of remembering and forgetting/healing.
Participants, by sharing what their pictures or symbols reminded them of, either forgot
or relinquished the pain of missed, lost, and erased places, peoples, costumes, and their
(hi)stories. For example, participant and artist A talked about cherries as symbolising
the affective relationship with her mother, ‘’as two bonded cherries”. Another example
involved a participant incorporating pictures of her father during his time in the army,
specifically during the Iran–Iraq war, to commemorate “those difficult days for their family
and many others”. These examples show how publicly presenting these photos in a
collective (work) also creates a bridge between personal and collective experiences. At
times, recounting these stories served as a powerful reminder of significant moments,
empowering the participants through the retelling of images or signs. For example, T, who
has a tattoo of a sheaf of wheat, shared her grandmother’s story and focussed on “the
strength of a woman who farmed wheat”. Incorporating the personal photos of participants
provided moments of healing and empowerment, as well as resistance against forgetting.

While textile-making is typically associated with domestic practice, this project specifi-
cally aimed to exhibit the work publicly. It was also produced in the (semi-)public space of
the Globe Aroma workspace. Furthermore, the initial reason for setting up the project was
to create a new welcoming space for women and non-binaries. The project’s raison d’être
was to transform, modify, and claim by giving a public platform to a typically private activ-
ity, transforming a less welcoming public space into a more inclusive space, etc. These acts,
though not very explicit or eye-catching, have a rather clear micro-political meaning in the
sense that everyday textile-making is repurposed as a disruptive method and practice that
allows participants to claim their rights to a space for co-creation. By exhibiting the work
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afterwards, it also receives monetary value, which is a subtle reference to these women’s
previous occupation as textile professionals and their inability to enter the labour market in
their country of arrival. In fact, as R mentioned, “this was the first time they travelled (. . .)
to Brussels without their family and for a job opportunity”.

“Getting Softer” was a subtle project that used soft fabrics to soften a space, both
literally and figuratively. The NGO’s website claimed that using different techniques of
textile design, such as weaving, batik, embroidery, and patchwork, would “create softer
vessels of hospitality for the community of Globe Aroma, but also an opportunity to share
stories, expertise and life”. The project aimed to transform the space into a safe space and a
platform of artistic creation for women and non-binary people. As one of the participants
mentioned, “Thursdays bring the energy for the whole week, and I am happy to know this
group and Globe Aroma”. After the end of “Getting Softer”, the artistic workspace had
undergone a dramatic change: wooden panels divided the large room into smaller, cosier
pockets, while curtains and cushions welcomed a wide variety of people into the space. On
10 February 2022, the second author noted: “there are more women now, the atmosphere
is softer”. Part of this outcome, at least, was the result of a collaborative thinking process
among staff and with the researchers about the interaction between people and the built
environment, and more specifically, about the effect the design and general “feel” of the
workspace could have on the interactions that take place there.

4. Discussion

How do artists with a migration background in Brussels experience their artistic work?
What role does the workspace play in creating inclusive spaces and practices? During the
fieldwork, numerous examples were found of the participants claiming a space, feeling
empowered and experiencing joy and belonging to a community, all as a result of engaging
in artistic practices. In virtually all of these meanings attributed to artistic practice, the
NGO functions as a facilitator and catalyst. It is a meeting point for various people with
a background as newcomer: some of them are asylum seekers, refugees, or unauthorised
migrants, others have a migration background but grew up in Belgium. Some are gradually
becoming established (semi-)professional artists, while others have just begun to explore
the possibilities. The mix of users brings about the possibility of networking and pooling
resources, while the NGO itself also offers basic materials for artistic production, as well as
a space of experimentation and a safe space for interaction.

Not every NGO in the field will consider this to be its role, but some may also
adopt a more explicit (micro-)political position by acknowledging the everyday prac-
tices of immigrant craftswomen and craftsmen as contemporary art, by making sure that
artists—“amateur” artists—are being paid for their contributions to artistic projects, or by
supporting them to access art centres and galleries. The latter, one can assume, invites arts
institutions to reflect on their gatekeeping policies in setting up their programmes, or the
way professional artists are promoted at the expense of more marginalised artists. The
NGO featured in this paper has adopted the policy of inviting migrant artists as teachers
and trainers in their co-creation projects with other (often migrant) participants.

Which (micro-)political meaning do these artists give to their works and practices?
How does their artistic practice engage in (explicit or implicit) resistance against Western
cultural and artistic norms? As we saw earlier, some artists explained their art in rather
socially engaged or political terms. They considered their art as a means to give a voice
to themselves or to a specific group or community. Some artists used their art to talk
specifically about (autobiographical) stories of migration and the harsh living conditions
after arrival. Yet, this theme in itself is definitely not dominant, as indicated by the
interviews. In line with the “art for art’s sake” school of aesthetics, some artists consider
their art to be valuable in itself, without there being an explicit goal of social change.

However, when looking at the interplay between artists, their work, and the artistic
workspace in which it is produced, one can find hints of what could be called “resistance”.
Take, for instance, the NGO’s specific choice to work with teachers and trainers in vulnera-
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ble situations, with a migration background, and belonging to the working class. These
choices have direct practical and financial implications, but they also have a more political
meaning for an NGO that is constantly looking to further develop and operationalise
its inclusive and empowering mission statement. This decision draws attention to the
power dynamics (and potential neo-colonial dynamics) when it comes to the training and
teaching roles within participatory projects, which often involve a white or Western trainer
transferring cultural paradigms to immigrant artists.

This critique of the neo-colonial transfer of knowledge also has repercussions for
research. For the project, the first author took the position of an apprentice, learning how
to embroider or produce batik. The position adopted by the researcher is crucial here.
We agree with the analysis that the collaborative method can be devised as a means to
ignore the agency of participants or to essentialise their identities (Mohanty 1988; Cornwall
2003). Yet, we also recognise the strengths of a research practice that empowers participants
through the acknowledgment and incorporation of their skills, knowledge, and the (soft)
materials with which they have a strong affective relation.

This model, as Pablo (2011) suggests, requires prior conversations, and has to start
from the conviction that the initiative for setting up a collaborative project must come from
the group. In a painstakingly slow and vulnerable process, the second author negotiated
access to the NGO and consulted with the staff and the artists to find projects that catered to
the needs of latter, and where the interest of the researcher came last. This radical inversion
of the traditional research process, so we felt, was the only way to interrupt neo-colonial
patterns of extraction. Such a radical execution of collaborative work is often at odds with
contemporary practices in research management and ethics procedures (De Backer 2022a).

Knowledge is a vehicle of power, Foucault (1998, p. 261) argues the following:

[I]n a society, different bodies of learning, philosophical ideas, everyday opinions,
but also institutions, commercial practices and police activities, mores—all refer
to a certain implicit knowledge [savoir] special to this society. This knowledge is
profoundly different from the bodies of learning [des connaisances] that one can
find in scientific books, philosophical theories, and religious justifications.

Foucault’s distinction between savoir and connaissance (or “knowledge” versus “un-
derstanding”) gives power to those practical knowledges among communities that are
seldom written down and even more rarely become a part of the cultural or historical canon
of a people or a country. Artistic workshops run by people from minority groups do not
only constitute an important symbolic gesture, they also actively unearth knowledge that
may not have become visible otherwise. Elsewhere, Foucault adds that “savoir refers to the
conditions that are necessary in a particular period for this or that type of object to be given
to connaissance and for this or that type of enunciation to be formulated” (Foucault 2002,
p. 15; see also Ruitenberg 2009). In other words, it takes a certain context for “minor” theory
to become “major”, to borrow Katz’s (1996) terms. Moreover, this context does usually not
appear by itself, nor does the necessary institutional change come overnight. Including
embroidery skills into the project blurs the divisions among art, craft, and design, upsetting
the division of “high” and “low” culture. One could say that mixing these various arts
and crafts criticizes this division “from below”. The norm and the gatekeeping practices
surrounding it are resisted in the micro and the everyday.

Another example of micro-politics could be observed during the exhibitions, where
visitors were invited to reflect on the stories behind the pictures, and spontaneous conversa-
tions started between visitors and artists about the memories, places, people, and cultural
heritage informing their work. The interactions brought about a deeper understanding
between the visitors and immigrant artists and helped to challenge the stereotypical narra-
tives about migrants, which are typically framed either as fortune seekers or victims (Smets
et al. 2019). The stories told, in interaction with the art works produced, showed an image
of powerful artists, carving out a space for themselves, however temporarily.

The interactions during exhibitions, as well as the creation of a female space during
the arts workshops, resonate strongly with de Certeau’s (1984) understanding of strategies
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and tactics, a distinction that foregrounds how power is always rooted in the (literal or
symbolic, permanent or temporal) ownership of a place for oneself. For displaced people
and newcomers in Western societies, being involved in art and culture can become a tactic,
an action of resistance “in the absence of a proper locus” (de Certeau 1984, p. 37). Art
production and cultural participation disturb what Rancière calls “the police order”, by
allowing those voices that are only perceived as background noise to receive genuine
attention (Pirsoul 2017). Furthermore, this phenomenon of claiming a space also requires
an intersectional analysis, as female artists with a migration background have an even
harder time to engage in a tactic of visibility and place-making (De Backer 2022b).

5. Conclusions

The projects in the NGO Globe Aroma, upon which this paper draws, exemplify the
transformative power of artistic practices, particularly in the context of inclusive spaces for
immigrant women and non-binary individuals. The initiative, born out of a need to counter
the dominant presence of men in the space and create a welcoming environment, utilized
textile-making as a means of reclaiming space, fostering solidarity, and sharing personal
narratives. Textile-making, traditionally associated with domesticity, was repurposed
for public exhibition, challenging the dichotomy between private and public spheres.
Through the incorporation of personal photos into collective artworks, participants found
moments of healing and empowerment, resisting narratives of forgetting and erasure. These
artworks not only softened the physical space but also facilitated emotional connections
and community building among participants.

Moreover, the project’s subtle yet significant impact extended beyond the physical
transformation of the workspace. By foregrounding the voices and skills of immigrant
artists, the project challenged neo-colonial dynamics and disrupted traditional research
methodologies. It emphasized the importance of collaborative approaches that prioritize
the agency and expertise of participants, contributing to a more equitable distribution of
knowledge and power. Furthermore, the project’s exhibitions provided opportunities for
dialogue and understanding between immigrant artists and visitors, challenging stereotyp-
ical narratives and highlighting the agency and resilience of marginalized communities. In
this way, artistic practices become acts of resistance, carving out spaces for visibility and
belonging in a society where displacement and marginalization are pervasive.

The interviews and workshops with the artists clearly show that most artists do not
use their work to directly communicate about their experiences of migration. Rather,
they prefer to communicate as artists and hold very diverse opinions about the meaning
of their art. The findings also suggest that an NGO such as Globe Aroma can provide
space, a network, and resources to individual newcomers, immigrants, and refugees while
supporting them in micro-political action. This contrasts with the difficulties experienced by
diaspora artists in accessing more powerful artistic institutions. The artists in question are
often working-class, experience financial hardship, or grapple with low levels of cultural or
social capital. Moreover, these artistic institutions are inclined to idealise and essentialise
the work of migration artists as migrant art, or as art about migration per se.

Alternative methods like collaborative work and practices, such as combining personal
photos with crafting skills, facilitate moments for exchanging expertise and authorship and
for establishing convergence between the everyday life of immigrants and their artistic or
cultural production. This paper contributes to the growing body of scholarship in migration
studies about the role of arts in shaping a sense of belonging and home. It shows how artists
and cultural workers can play an important role in mobilising and transforming NGOs, art
centres, and individual political agency to create inclusive art and cultural spaces, while
providing alternative, affective spaces in the arrival infrastructure (Meeus et al. 2019).
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