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Abstract 

This paper contributes to our understandings of the relational role of art practice as part of 
rural development. Community-led initiatives are common place in the governance of rural 
areas, and well discussed within ideal models of local development, such as neo-endogenous 
rural development. We argue that beyond efforts to conceptualise and valorise the role of art 
within so called ‘creative’ rural economies, the effects of art in rural community development 
has received little attention. In this paper we seek to address this omission by tracing the way 
art works in practice as part of community governance. Theoretically, we draw on relational 
understandings of the practice of art from art studies as well as on Ruth Liepins’ framework 
for ‘reading communities’. Empirically, the paper utilises data collected through a one-year 
participant-observation in the community of the Holy Island of Lindisfarne in 
Northumberland, one of the most remote rural areas in England. By directing our 
consideration of art via a ‘reading’ framework, we reveal art practice itself as a way to ‘read 
relationships’. As a relational practice, we describe how art builds community relations, but 
more importantly perhaps, reveals disconnects, community fractures and contested 
community identities. Rather than a tool for solving community problems, we conceptualise 
art practice as a ‘community diagnostic’. Finally, instead of understanding art as a panacea in 
rural development, we call for reflection on the limitations as well as the possibilities of art in 
community contexts. 
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1. Art practice amidst governance 

How can we better articulate what art does in rural community contexts? Drawing on a one 

year study of the role of art as part of the governance practices of the Holy Island of 

Lindisfarne in North East England, this paper makes an empirical and theoretical contribution 

to our understandings of the role of art as a way to reveal rural relationships.  

 

Community-led initiatives in planning and development are common place in the governance 

of rural areas. These are well discussed within ideal models of development known as neo-

endogenous or networked rural development (Lowe et al., 1998; Shucksmith, 2000). The role 

of art in rural community governance, however has received little attention beyond efforts to 

conceptualise and valorise the role of local cultural recourses within so called ‘creative’ rural 

economies (Ray, 2001). In rural policy discourse art is usually discussed in economic terms, 

as a tool in support of positive development (i.e. Arts Council England, 2005). However this 

literature does not account for art as a practice on its own terms. Through our 

interdisciplinary study of art practice, our paper makes a specific contribution to the 

understanding of art in governance. Through tracing the micro relationships of art in rural 

development, we propose art as a ‘relational diagnostic’.  

 

Our study draws on ‘relational’ perspectives of art practice from the field of art studies. As 

proposed by Hennion and Grenier (1998: 351) instead of looking at works of art, we rather 

shape our study to trace the way artworks work. To contribute a nuanced articulation of the 

effects mobilised by art in rural community development, through participant-observation we 

trace practice at the micro level. After introducing the inter-disciplinary literature (section 2) 

and research design (section 3), the empirical contribution of our paper (section 4) is guided 

by Liepins’ framework for ‘reading community’. Through following our relational 

perspective we are introduced to the complexities of community. In tracing associations, we 

notice how ‘community’ meanings, practice, and spaces and structures are made amidst 

complex relational networks. In describing these networks, rather than locating people at ‘the 

centre’ of community (Liepins, 2010), we suggest there is a more complex story to be told.  
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2. Community, rural and the arts 

 

Rural community  

 

Community has been a popular research theme in rural studies (and, wider, in social 

sciences), reflecting on both communities of interest and geography, on issues of 

representativeness (‘who is’ the community?), and, increasingly, discussing heterogeneity 

and difference within communities (Buller and Wright, 1990; Day, 1998; Panelli and Welch, 

2005). Ruth Liepins (2000a) reviews a large body of literature in the field and argues that 

there have been four main approaches to conceptualise community in rural studies (see also a 

summary in Woods, 2005). Firstly, the structural-functionist perspective identifies 

communities as ‘discrete and stable phenomena with observable characteristics (structures) 

and demonstrable purpose’ (p. 24). As Liepins argues this approach treats the notion of 

community as fixed in terms of its form and function, paying little attention on how 

community might be produced. Secondly, the ethnographic approach seeks to discover and 

document the lived or authentic ‘essence’ of communities. Associated with ethnographic 

explorations of community life, Liepins criticises this model because it assumes that 

‘community’ already exists; it merely needs to be described ethnographically. Thirdly, the 

minimalist approach refers to either a particular ‘local’ scale of inquiry or a term uncritically 

used to provide a sense of social collectivity. Fourthly, researchers have focused on the 

socially constructed meanings and symbolism attached to the term community, in line with 

the ‘cultural turn’ in rural studies. The treatment of community as a social construction 

highlights contested experiences and understandings of community. However, as Liepins 

argues it downplays the significance of material practices and spaces in enacting and 

exercising community.  

 

Liepins’ contribution lies in analysing community as ‘a social collective of great diversity’ (p. 

27), a social phenomenon that entails four elements: people, meanings, practices and spaces. 

People constitute a central notion of community, reflecting tendencies of people to form 

groups which have both discursive meanings and social functions. Liepins places people at 

the centre of the community; she also, however, draws attention to other external actors and 

social groups having power to exert influence on understandings of community. In that 

regard, research has explored ‘actors’ or ‘agents’ and marginalised ‘others’, who interact 

within ‘groups’, ‘classes’ or ‘networks’ in a given community. According to Liepins 
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‘people’s participation in, or challenge to’ community can be studied along the lines of 

meanings, practices, and spaces and structures which provide objects and processes ‘from 

which we can create readings of ‘community’’ (2000a, 31). 

Fig 01: Liepins’ model for reading community (2000a) 

 

 
Meanings refer to explorations ‘into the ways people discursively create sets of shared 

(and/or contested) meanings about their connections and identities (2000a, p. 31). A key point 

here is that these meanings might be diverse and not universally held by all members of a 

community. In rural studies these meanings are usually discussed within contested 

representations of lay, policy and political ruralities constructed across different community 
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stakeholders (from local residents, to lobby groups and policy makers) (see for example 

Halfacree, 1993; Jones, 1995). Practices and activities refer to the material manifestations in 

which members of a community participate. This includes formal and informal ways that 

people interact with each other. Examples of practices provided by Liepins include social 

exchanges, such as the exchange of goods and services at a local store, the operation of a 

local government boards, the creation of a social group, etc.  Spaces and structures refer to 

the sites where community can be exercised and enacted. These can be both physical sites 

(i.e. schools, libraries, the town hall, meeting places of community), but also metaphoric 

spaces (such as newspapers and the internet).  

 

Essentially, Liepins (2000a) model is understood to provide a useful vocabulary for exploring 

the dynamics of rural restructuring and change. In particular, this paper adopts Liepins 

‘reading’ model for analysing the role of arts practice in rural community governance. We 

therefore aim to explore: the impact of art on meanings around community and how contested 

these are; how art practice influences community practices; and, finally, the impact of art on 

community spaces and structures.  

Community and governance in rural development  

 
The discourse of governance is moving from an idea of power rooted in a particular 

institution, to a ‘more dispersed notion of power and authority based on pluralism’ (Taylor, 

2000: 1022). This shift to governance has been central to the participatory ideologies that 

widely inform contemporary development and planning processes (Nadin, 2007; Albrechts, 

2004; Tewdwr-Jones et al., 2006). Healey (2006:72) for example describes spatial planning 

as focusing attention not only on the individual organisations charged with policy 

responsibilities, but also on the ‘relational webs’ supporting the collective management 

between them. These new governance arrangements also sought to challenge professional 

planning and development expertise (see also Davoudi and Atkinson, 1999). No longer ‘the 

expert’, the planner’s role is more so now to be understood as engaging professionals and 

local communities in decision making. More than simply getting stakeholders in a room 

together, Rydin (2007) proposes that the development process involves the fostering of 

‘translation’ towards mutuality. 
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In rural policy these shifts are exemplified by the formation of new institutional arenas, 

focussed on regional planning approaches, rather than traditional regulatory control of land 

use and development, which are implemented via multi-level governance systems involving 

partnerships with relevant agencies and community participation (Jones and Little, 2000; 

Scott, 2004; Shucksmith, 2009; Shortall and Shucksmith, 2001; OECD, 2006). Such 

approaches on community participation and collaborative planning, have shaped an 

established policy discourse that puts communities at the heart of the development process, as 

this is exemplified with the EC’s ‘LEADER approach’ and is also discussed in academic 

literature through the (ideal) models of endogenous and neo-endogenous (or networked) rural 

development. The model of endogenous rural development was promoted as a response to 

urban-led and urban-biased policy models that were applied to rural contexts with minimal 

community input (a top down model discussed in academic literature also as exogenous rural 

development, see Lowe et al., 1998). The key point of endogenous rural development is to 

implement a local area approach inclusive of: a territorial and integrated focus; the use of 

local resources; and local contextualization through active public participation (see also 

Moseley, 1997; Ray, 1997, 2000).  

While endogenous models have been widely embraced across Europe (Ray, 2000), a number 

of studies have recognized limitations of this approach (e.g. Barke and Newton, 1997). 

Research for example has highlighted issues of participation and elitism (Shucksmith, 2000; 

Shortall and Shucksmith, 2001; Storey, 1999). Shortall (2004) points how emphasis should 

be given not only to achieving economic development, but also civic and social inclusion, as 

these have remained more ambiguous objectives in rural development policy discourse. It has 

also been argued that authentic endogenous development is not a practical proposition in 

contemporary rural Europe, in the context of globalisation forces and international 

competition (Ward et al., 2005, p. 5) and therefore there is a need of a hybrid model that goes 

‘‘beyond endogenous and exogenous modes’, by focusing on the dynamic interactions 

between local areas and their wider political and other institutional, trading and natural 

environments’ (Ray 2001, pp. 3-4). Ray (2001) consequently proposed the term neo-

endogenous development to describe an approach to rural development that is locally rooted, 

but outward-looking and characterized by dynamic interactions between local areas and their 

wider environments. Without undermining the interests of local communities, neo-

endogenous development brings attention to the role of extra-local factors (i.e. the nation 

state, the supra-state, forces of globalisation) in shaping the future of local areas. The key 
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challenge here is the ability of local areas to mobilise networks of both local and non-local 

actors for their own benefit (see an example: Atterton and Thompson, 2010). Gkartzios and 

Scott (2013) recently summarise the characteristics of neo-endogenous rural development, 

framed by objectives of social justice, participatory governance and responding to ongoing 

crises (such as economic and environmental crises). 

While the literature has explored and criticised in depth governance shifts in rural 

development processes, there is little work on the role of art on rural development theory and 

practice (compared at least to equivalent research in urban studies). Other than a few 

examples of studies undertaken by art practitioners (e.g. Crawshaw and Bowman, 2007), 

academic studies tend to focus on opportunities for regional economies from artists and 

creative industries (i.e. Herslund, 2012; Harvey et al., 2012), or on valorising the role of local 

cultural resources within a so called creative economy (Ray, 2001). Disconnects between the 

creative sector and rural development policy are identified in both academic and policy 

literature (i.e. Bell and Jayne, 2010; Arts Council England, 2005; Hunter, 2006). In exploring 

the contributions of the ‘creative sector’ however, the literature makes little connection 

between the fields of art studies, and that of community development. There is a lack of 

understanding about the relational qualities of art, and what art does in practice. Gibson 

(2010) argues that deeper and more nuanced studies of creativity may reveal ‘the 

communitarian purposes to which creativity can be put’ (p.8) beyond the ubiquification of 

creativity as a profit-maximising activity that drives economic growth.  In this paper we make 

a specific contribution to understanding the relational nature of art practice. 

Art, community, governance: relational relatives 

The role of art in society has been debated for many millennia. Belfiore and Bennett’s (2008) 

taxonomy for what the arts ‘do’ makes division between ‘pragmatic’ theories for arts having 

a function to fulfil in society, and ‘autonomous’ theories proposing the value of the work 

resides in the aesthetic sphere. The level to which art can be seen as an ‘instrument’ to social 

and economic policy has been well debated in the literature of cultural policy (Belfiore, 

2012).  The rapidity by which culture ascended the urban policy agenda was ‘extraordinary’ 

(Miles and Paddison, 2005; Garcia, 2004; Mooney, 2004). Key ‘culture-led regeneration’, 

cases comprising public art, galleries and museums, innovative engineering, performances 

and festivals include Glasgow (see Mooney, 2004) and Newcastle/Gateshead (see Coaffee, 
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2005).  In making claims on the public purse, the arts must produce evidence to measure 

against policy objectives. Shortfalls in approaches to ‘measuring’ social and economic impact 

of the arts are well documented (e.g. Merli 2002). In recognition of the complexity of arts 

practice, there is increasing interest in how to account for the ‘non-visible and unquantifiable 

elements’ (Vickery, 2007: 16) of art.  

Art practices outside of galleries and museums are generally termed ‘public art’ (Miles, 1997: 

12).  Rather than making ‘physical’ work, practices that are more specifically focused on 

engaging relationships with individuals and communities are variously termed ‘new genre’ 

(Lacy, 1994), ‘participatory’ or ‘socially-engaged’. In the literature of critical art studies it is 

argued that participatory art has the capacity to support discourse that enables us to imagine 

our world anew (Bishop, 2012; Meskimmon, 2011): to connect, through ‘dialogue rather than 

monologue, to our response-ability to our responsibilities within a world community’ 

(Meskimmon, 2011: 08). Artists and curators often discuss their work as being ‘dialogic’ or 

‘conversational’ (Bowman, 2013). In understanding art as a process of engaging multiple 

relationships, the curator and critic Nicolas Bourriaud uses the term ‘relational art’. He 

suggests that artistic practice resides as ‘a bundle of relations in the world’ (Bourriaud, 2002 

(1998): 14). Practitioners and theorists of art practice are careful to note that art’s 

relationships do not solve problems, but rather generate debate (Deutsche, 1997). In 

acknowledging that community development projects take place amidst a political, economic 

and social context (Liepins, 2000b), ‘relational’ is a useful lens through which to consider the 

role of art within community development and governance. Rather than seek to support 

arguments for art as a tool in support of governance objectives, we rather set out to trace the 

full range of effects as played out in practice. As well as explicating how art as a relational 

practice might support governance, we will also account for art’s limitations.  

The pragmatist John Dewey notes that it is common to understand that physical materials are 

changed through the experience of art, but not commonly understood that our ‘inner’ human 

selves are also changed (1934: 77). To trace the relationships between ourselves and physical 

materials, Dewey suggests we study art in ‘the raw’ (1934: 03) as part of our everyday. As a 

form of experience, politics revolves around what is seen and what can be said about it 

(Rancière, 2009 (2004): 13); depending on the position and ability of the individual. Art is 

not an exception to other practices; art reconfigures the distribution of activities.  
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Institutional theories (Danto, 1964) promote art as bestowed ‘art-ness’ via the conventions of 

art ‘personnel’ in an ‘art world’ (Becker, 2008 (1982): 194). We are not concerned with 

conventions of art; but how art makes changes in broader networks of relationships. Drawing 

on Mauss’s (1954) study of Maori custom, anthropological theories of art account for 

relational bonds as made between people and objects-as-people. It is ‘things-in-motion that 

illuminate their human and social context’ (Appadurai, 1986: 5). Art is a ‘domain’ where 

‘’objects’ merge with ‘people’: by virtue of the existence of social relations between persons 

and things, and persons and persons via things’ (Gell, 1998: 09). Focused around notions of 

agency and transformation, the art ‘index’ is ‘action-centred’ (Gell, 1998:06). As relational 

networks, artworks ‘mediate between domains of existence’ (Morphy, 2009: 08). As 

mediators they become part of everyday processes, ‘an integral part of the processes that 

socialize people into ways of seeing things’ (Morphy, 2009: 15). We therefore see art as a 

function of the social-relational matrix in which it is embedded.  

 

3. Art practice as part of rural development 

 

The design of this study supports our understanding of the practice of art in a rural 

development context. Inspired by pragmatism (Dewey, 1934), the research sets out to 

illuminate the effects produced by art as a relational practice. To account for what art does in 

a community governance context, the research is designed to account for art practice on its 

own terms.  

This case study is part of Northumbrian Exchanges, a knowledge exchange partnership 

between Newcastle University and partners across rural Northumberland. On Holy Island, the 

research partner was the Holy Island Partnership. Off the Northumberland Coast, the Holy 

Island of Lindisfarne has a population of 120. Residents are joined by thousands of visitors 

every year. A place of environmental and historic significance, its importance is reflected by 

the number of strategic agencies engaged in ‘managing’ the physical and heritage landscape. 

Holy Island Partnership was formed in 2009 by the local community and governing agencies 

operating on the island: Natural England, English Heritage, National Trust, Northumberland 

Coast Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty Partnership, Northumberland County Council, 

Holy Island Parish Council and the Holy Island Community Development Trust. The aim of 

the partnership is to coordinate the management of the island with specific interest in: ‘visitor 

management’; ‘landscape’; ‘community and cohesion’.  
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Our paper is an interdisciplinary collaboration between academics of art and rural studies. As 

a practitioner-researcher of art practice, in February 2013 the primary author was invited as a 

‘creative thinker’ to pilot arts activities: to engage residents with governance objectives and 

resolve community tensions. To engage with the island’s perspectives, she became a 

participant-observer of a community governance group focused on ‘access and learning’. As 

a member of the community group, she undertook a series of short (four to seven night) 

monthly residential periods on the island. From her ‘collaborative’ (Holmes and Marcus, 

2008) position, the research developed in three strands via:  continued residential visits; the 

coproduction of arts workshops with, and for, island residents; the participation in these 

workshops, and (as illustrated in the photographs below), the development of an exhibition to 

present the work produced – ‘Island Perspectives’. Of the 120 residents, twenty attended at 

least one of the workshops, with around four hundred residents and visitors attending the 

final exhibition over a four-day period.  

   
 
 Photo 1: Evening reception for residents of Island Perspectives. JC, 2013. 
 Photo 2: Map locating workshop activities included in the exhibition. JC, 2013. 
 
The workshop commissioning process included: the writing of a brief for the artists based on 

‘mapping the island’, initial visits to discuss ideas and possible locations with residents, 

further discussions about the final workshop design and resourcing (where and what was 

needed), advertising the workshops through email and leaflets through doors, and finally the 

delivery of four to six sessions by each artist. Their disciplines included: photography, dance 

and movement, theatre and performance, sonic mapping and drawing and painting. One of 

the artists was island-based. One had a second family home on the island. Three were based 

elsewhere across Northern England and Scotland. All were professional artists. Making 

artworks for or with audiences and participants: four are recognised as leading practitioners 

in their field. The fifth had recently graduated from art school. Field data from each of these 

research strands is drawn on in the next empirical section.  
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4. Across the tide 

 

Guided by Liepins, we consider the fieldwork material against: people as being ‘at the 

centre’; then ‘meanings’, ‘practices’, and ‘spaces and structures’. The section draws on a field 

diary, photography and video footage, which were collected by the primary author of this 

paper. When material from the field is presented as a direct passage, the material is presented 

in the first person. The analysis of the data resulted from the cross-disciplinary collaboration 

of the two authors. 

PEOPLE  

Liepins notes that for ‘simplicity’s sake’ (2000b: 327), people are located in a central 

location; however, it is important to recall that they may be located in positions beyond ‘the 

community’ in question. By presenting these passages, we introduce the people of Holy 

Island: some as located in a ‘central location’, and some beyond the immediate ‘community’. 

We also introduce the influence of nature, especially the tide: 

 
Monday 15th April  2013 

I drive across the causeway holding a video recorder on the dash. I drive on to the island 

through the village and park in the space next to the school where I have on previous 

journeys. I look at the map to remind myself where I think the B&B I am staying is. It is 

2.30, so I am a little early for checking in. The information states check in is at 3pm. 

However I had had an email exchange with the owner who explained, ‘in reality’, it 

depends on the tide. So I presume it will be ok. The owner is there to welcome me. She 

shows me through the double doors of an extension. There is a double bed in the bedroom, 

a shower room and a little sitting room at the rear which looks out to the garden. (Field 

Work Diary, p.11) 

 

Tuesday 16th April  

It is extremely windy. We start to climb up the side of the hill. It is rocky and the wind is 

so strong I might be knocked over. My coat has become a sail. I am pushed up the bank by 

the wind. I notice a man in our group seems distressed. He is looking at the ground. He 

touches the grass. He has lost his glasses. I stand still and look around me. I see grass, soil 

and rock. Others start looking. The wind will have pushed the glasses further. They are 

gone. It is futile. (p.21).  
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As the first passage implies, tourism is an important activity in the island. There are B&Bs, 

two hotels and accommodation for religious pilgrims. The second passage is during a 

LEADER exchange visit, including participant visitors from Latvia and Greece, regional 

stakeholders and island residents. The day was designed and directed by the coordinator of 

the Holy Island Partnership with a senior Natural England officer. The coordinator has 

responsibility for mediating the governing agencies and island community towards island 

development. Natural England has specific responsibility for the natural environment. These 

officers have designed how the visitors are introduced to the island. As Liepins suggests 

(2000b: 327), they have powerful roles in ‘constructing (and constraining)’ understandings of 

the island. They are beyond ‘the community’ in question, but exert significant influence. We 

are also introduced to the draw of the natural environment. Visitors have come to share best 

practice in support of environmental protection. The island attracts environmental tourists, 

religious pilgrims as well as heritage enthusiasts. 

 

The following passage introduces the first day of the photography workshops. After learning 

to use a camera, participants shoot the landscape. The facilitator of the workshops is island 

based. If the researcher had got stuck in her car against the tide, the facilitator would have 

saved her; she volunteers for the lifeboat service: 

Saturday 29th June  

4am. I get close to the causeway and see water. The island looks different. Water. I need to 

get on to the island for the first photography workshops. I drive forward. I hear the car 

submerge. Dumphfff. Oh, no. It’s deep. I hear the wheels struggle. I have made a big 

mistake. I might get stuck. It is a lot deeper than I thought. I drive forward and feel the 

weight of the water. The alarm signals chime on the car! Flash. Flash. Flash. I keep going. 

I can’t turn back now. I feel stiff.  

 

Relief. I feel the weight lifting. I drive to the car park. It is empty apart from a lawn 

mower with a man on top. Slowly, methodically, cutting the grass…. I lie down in the 

back seat. I sleep. I dream. The car park fills with water. It laps against the window. I 

wake feeling stiff.  Go to the office. I work for an hour on my laptop. We set up for the 

first photography workshop (p. 39). 
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Through these passages we have introduced the people of the island community: residents, 

representatives of governing agencies, and a range of visitors. In acknowledging power 

relations, Liepins (as Fig 01 earlier) situates community amidst ‘terrains of power and 

discourse’. As well as people, this material introduces nature as part of the terrain of power. 

International environmentalists are visiting to discuss how to protect the natural environment. 

As actors themselves, we also hear how the tide and the wind exert influence on the 

community. Liepins’ model understands community as a collective interaction and enactment 

of ‘community’ by people (original emphasis). Here, however, we cannot avoid the tide. The 

island is tidal. The tide enjoys control, arguably more than the people she surrounds. You can 

only get on and off when the water lets you. The tide can physically stop you. The wind can 

take off your glasses. There is no boat operating with a time table to take you to the mainland. 

The force of water effects all operations. Nature influences how people, both residents and 

visitors, act. 

MEANINGS 

Liepins suggests people ‘develop shared meanings about their connectedness in ‘community’ 

via local discourses and activities’ (2000b: 327). Drawing on diary exerts, we ask: What 

‘makes’ this community? How is it viewed by the island residents? What functions, interests 

or activities are emerging as important for the community? How contested are they? In 

reflecting on our expanded understanding of power relations, we also consider: How official 

voices play a role? And, how nature and other non-human actors perform?  

	
Monday 18th March 2013 

While visiting a resident, they tell me the island is tired of ‘outsiders’ coming to tell them 

what to do. There was an outcry after one of the development documents had suggested 

‘pop up artworks’. ‘I mean, what do you think we thought of that?!’, they ask. ‘This place 

is wild, and we want to keep it that way’.  

They suggest I meet a fisherman who is a bit grumpy but might be persuaded to talk to me. 

A woman at the post office who is interested in crafts. Someone who makes bird boxes. 

People who paint. The driver of the Castle Shuttle minibus who takes photographs for the 

community archive group (p. 29).  

*** 
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At a meeting, a resident suggests that rather than importing skills from elsewhere, 

developing workshops is an opportunity to investigate the creative skills of the island. 

There was a lively discussion about how it would be interesting to share the traditional 

skills, such as: making lobster pots; dry stone walling; needlecraft and flower arranging. It 

was agreed that whatever happens, we shouldn’t introduce the workshops as being 

anything to do with ‘art’, because people will be put off by that. We should rather use 

‘creativity’.  It would be important to be inclusive: for everyone to know that whatever 

they do or make, they can take part (p. 29).   

Monday 15th April  

A resident asks me where I am staying. I tell them the name of the B&B. ‘Ahh’, she says, 

‘you realise that they were part of the whole development thing’.  

I tell her I am worried about missing the tide. She tells me to look at a stone in the sea. 

When the water is at a level, I will have ten minutes left. ‘The stone will tell you’ (p. 12). 

*** 
 

During the LEADER visit the visitors discuss the island with residents. The visitors 

suggest that the ‘islanders’ need to decide what tourism they want. ‘You need to find a 

logo’. ‘A brand?!!!’, retorts a resident in a tone of disgust. Someone says: ‘You know 

what you don’t want. You want it to remain spiritual, remain wild’. One of the visitors 

says that they think the problem is ‘the partners’ (of the Holy Island Partnership) because 

they each have different views. ‘Everyone has a different agenda’ (p. 20). 

Wednesday 14th April 

At breakfast, the owner comes in to the B&B kitchen. He tells me that it is tough on the 

island. He used to be the Chair of the development project but not anymore. He had 

received hate mail. He has stepped down (p. 23). 

Thursday 25th April  

The barman tells me that tourists ask how they cope when the tide comes in and they can’t 

get off. He laughs. He says: ‘we tell them that they are looking at it the wrong way round. 

When the tide comes in, you can’t get on. We are left in peace, the way we like it’ (p. 29). 
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In exploring meanings of community through Liepins’ lens of ‘connectedness’, we can make 

the following observations.  First, we observe a series of important elements and functions 

that define the island, such as tourism and nature herself. Many islanders are involved in 

tourist activities; however, there is dissatisfaction with branding the island along these terms. 

Islanders are asked to come up with kind of tourism they want, but not to question the 

significance of tourism. Furthermore, the resident-community has a strong connection to 

nature. Residents understand themselves as living within ‘the wild’. In the example of the 

rock in the sea, the rock communicates. It speaks. The rock is associated with them, as part of 

the community. The tide protects them from an outer world that seeks perhaps to spoil their 

serenity. The residents appear to construct a powerful identity around insularity and 

spirituality inextricably interlinked with the tide. 

Secondly, the researcher’s observations demonstrate that there are major disconnects amongst 

the people of the community: more so than the introduction offered at the beginning of the 

research period by the coordinator. A recent development project, coordinated by the Holy 

Island Partnership has been inflammatory. As an ‘official’ professional, one of the roles of 

the HIP coordinator is to develop a visitor management strategy. This strategy is part of the 

larger development project. As with the example of the owner of the B&B, people are 

identified by how they are involved in the project. In the field notes we see many examples of 

frustration and anger between those identified as being supportive or unsupportive of the 

project. ‘There is one thing that needs emphasising’ says a member of a community group, 

‘good communication’ (p. 45).  There is a desire for better communication about the 

development project.  

 

Third, there is an appreciation for valuing and promoting local cultural capital and activities. 

The researcher introduced herself as being interested in art. Art appears to induce conflict or 

elitism; however, through conversations and observations, we hear how the traditional 

making skills of the island are important to the community. How residents can be identified 

by their various crafts. In considering art, residents don’t want artworks to ‘pop up’. Rather, 

they would like to explore their creativity through art. They are interested in exploring the 

way art works as a way to explore creativity, but not necessarily through conventions 

discussed as ‘art’. 
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PRACTICE 

Guided by Liepins this section will consider ‘practice’: the practice of the island; and also the 

practice of the art workshops as interventions as part of island life. Liepins suggests that 

people will enact ‘community’ relations as discursively constructed through meanings about 

‘community’ based on a range of processes or practices: that connect people with key 

activities, institutions and spaces (2010: 328). How are people connected in their day-to-day 

lives? How does the practice of art make connections?  

 
Wednesdsay 6th February 2013 

We go to the village store. I introduce my colleague to the shopkeeper. ‘By the way, the 

buses will be leaving with the tide at four thirty, so I will be closed by five’. ‘How does he 

know the times of the buses?’ my colleague asks. ‘He means the big coaches’ (p. 40).  

 

In the field notes we trace regular practices of the island. How coach trips affect trade. Who 

goes to the pub, when. Who sits on which benches in the village, at what time. The 

conversations people have, such as with the owners of the post office and village store. How 

the post woman uses a little trolley to deliver the post. How, depending on the tide, children 

board at school on the mainland. How the owner of the store will buy items from the 

mainland on request.  

The day-to-day movements of the village are observed as making connections between 

residents. Earlier we acknowledged the significant tensions of the island: between residents 

and the ‘official’ officers. We also acknowledged that people are connected with their natural 

environment. Drawing on the work of Mol, we reveal how island politics shape realities ‘as 

an active mode of performing’ (1999/2005: 75). As philosophies of ‘multiplicity’ (eg 

Stengers, 2010; Latour, 2004, 2007) humans and non-humans operate as part of the ‘terrain 

of power’. How does art operate amidst these power relationships? As a relational practice, 

how does art explicate control? 
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Monday 19th August 
 

The dance and movement workshop facilitator arrived. If the weather was good, we had 

agreed to hold the sessions on the North Shore. Only one participant came for the first 

workshop; the person specifically interested in dance. We got in the car to drive to the 

beach. She laughs. She doesn’t think we can drive there. The tide will have shut the road. 

She is right. We turned back and went to a pebble beach instead. The facilitator asked us 

to stand on the shore and look to the headland. After some preliminary stretching, she 

handed us large bamboo poles. (As the images) we were asked to hold these at each end 

and develop movements in rhythm with the water. We were then asked to hold them out 

straight and trace the headland with the stick. We worked together like this for three hours 

(p. 76).  

	

  

  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Stills from video # 1: Dance and Movement, facing St Cuthbert’s Island, Holy Island.  
JC, 2013. 
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In the second session a different participant took part. This time we got to the North Shore. 

The tide was right out. We started with similar warm up exercises. Instead of large poles 

we were given slim bamboo. Between two of us, then three. We closed our eyes and 

stretched out our arms. We each put a single finger on the end of a bamboo stick.  We 

were connected to each other by the stick. We were then asked to move keeping connected 

with our eyes closed. (As the images), we then connected directly to each other with our 

fingertips and palms. We moved amidst the landscape together, slowly (p. 78).  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

  

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Stills from video # 2: Dance & Movement, North Shore, Holy Island. JC, 2013. 
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Tuesday 20th August 
 

On the second day (as the images), we returned to the North Shore. Both participants from 

the day before took part. We repeated the slim bamboo exercise. Four of us connected in 

the environment. By closing our eyes, I could feel my senses heightened. I could hear 

more. Feel more. I felt connected to the people as part of the environment.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

  

  
 

Stills from video #3: Dance & Movement, North Shore, Holy Island. JC, 2013. 
 

 

At the end of the session (as the images below) the facilitator asked us to draw the 

landscape with a stick and ink. Each of the drawings used flowing lines. They describe 

movement. How we had moved together as part of the landscape.  
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Photos 5 & 6:  Dance & Movement, Drawings with ink and stick. JC, 2013. 
 

 

Liepins suggests that people will enact ‘community’ relations as discursively constructed 

through meanings about ‘community’ based on a range of processes or practices. She 

suggests practices connect people with key activities, institutions and spaces (2000b: 328). In 

discussing the role of art practice, we have presented a small selection of the documentation 

from the dance and movement sessions. Through the images and field diary, we see how the 

movements exercise community in practice: holding sticks, looking closely, closing eyes and 

moving together, they all make connections between the participants. Art is building bonds 

amongst participants, but also with the natural landscape. The participants are part of the 

landscape.  

 

In planning practice, Healey (2008: 288) suggests it is important to reflect on classical 

pragmatism: to focus attention in the world; in our human experience as social beings in 

association with others, both human and non-human; to gain our experience through ‘living a 

life’ in the flow of engaging with others. Rather than these images drawing people as set apart 

from their environment, they draw an experience of living life. The workshops have 

supported participants to be in the flow of associations between human and non-humans. We 

see fluid marks to describe the participants’ experience of connection.  
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Monday 26th August 

 

We were asked by the performance facilitator to wear ear plugs and not speak. Without 

planning where we were going, we started walking. The three of us together. Without 

speaking, we walked from the school, through the village to the pub, behind The Castle 

and down to the beach facing St Cuthbert’s island. Then to the far side of the beach, up 

past the Church and back to the school.  

 

In the second session we discussed our experience of the walk. How we could really sense 

ourselves together. How we were more conscious of our breathing, of our movements and 

where we were in the landscape. We decided to do the walk again. This time without ear 

plugs. We re-traced our steps. This time, when walking through the village we saw the 

participant’s father. He was waving and trying to speak to us. We walked past the owner 

of the pub. He waved. When we got to the beach, we were met by water. We stood facing 

it together, uncertain what to do. Our path had been closed by the tide. Slowly we turned 

to walk back towards where we had come from. When we returned to the school, we 

discussed how intense the moment by the shore was. 

 

After the walk she asked us to ‘map’ our walk on tracing paper (as below). We plotted 

significant moments on tracing paper and layered it over an OS map. The facilitator 

located the participant’s Dad on her map. She hadn’t thought about how not being able to 

speak would affect the way we would be able to interact with the people in the village.  

 

       
	 
 

Photos 9 & 10: Theatre & Performance, drawings to record a walk of the island. JC, 2013. 
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As with the dance workshops we trace how this performance practice makes connections not 

only between people but also between people and the environment. Through walking in 

silence amidst the environment, the facilitator, researcher and participant come together. 

Through being connected their separate roles as ‘artist-facilitator’, ‘researcher’ and 

‘participant’ become dispersed. Rather than acting as individuals, they perform together.  

As they walk through the village in silence, people and their associations with others are 

revealed. The relational association between the ‘participant’ and her father. Between the tide 

and the group. Her father distracted them. The tide altered their path. When the researcher, 

facilitator and participant sat together to discuss their experience, the participant notes that 

she had lived on the island all her life but had never ‘seen it like that’ (p. 82). The participant 

had lived with the tide every day. It alters the way she goes to school; how she can meet her 

friends on the mainland. Through participating in this performance, however, she remarks 

that she sees the tide: as if for the first time. Further, through participating in this experience 

with her, the facilitator and the researcher also see. Together, they are introduced to the 

relationships of the island.  

In discussing knowledge relationships, Isabelle Stengers suggest that a true diagnosis, ‘must 

have the power of a performative’: ‘It cannot be commentary, exteriority, but must risk 

assuming an inventive position that brings into existence, and makes perceptible, the passions 

and actions associated with the becomings it evokes [it] allows them to think and create’ 

(2010: 12). As an inventive and speculative operation, in Stengers’ terms, together we can 

say that they performed a ‘diagnostic’ of island relationships.  

 

In the workshop programme there were many other examples of what we might call 

‘relational diagnostics’ with a range of participants including ‘official voices’. In sonic 

mapping the Natural England officer put on head phones and remarked how amazing it was 

to hear the complexity of the soundscape: fisherman, dogs, the sea, amidst tourists and other 

people chatting (Wed 21st August 2013). During the drawing and painting workshop, tourists 

and residents discuss their relationship with the mainland, including their mixed feelings for 

wind turbines (Wednesday 28th August). These experimental sessions map the multiple 

relationships of the island. The participatory art practices of the workshops mediated 

understandings of relationships of force: as practiced amidst the associations of human and 

non-human actors.  
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SPACES & STRUCTURES 

 
In this final section of analysis, we consider spaces and structures. Liepins suggests that the 

people, meanings and practices which construct a given ‘community’ ‘will take on material 

and political shape in the form of key sites and organisational spaces’ (2000b: 328). In 

reading our material we have traced the island as a multiplicity of relationships. People and 

nature as intertwined in the making of meanings through practice. As the work of Latour 

(2004) rather than observe people as separate from their surroundings ‘as-prison’, we have 

traced the social world as associations: between: residents, ‘official’ voices, the tide, the wind 

and beaches. In the life of the island we have observed these associations as practiced through 

day-to-day operations: such as shopping, tourists arriving and leaving, and delivering the 

post.  

As suggested by Liepins, through tracing the making of meanings through practice, key sites 

and organisational spaces have been introduced: these include the pub, the village store and 

the post office. From Liepins’ perspective, these places are key to reading this ‘community’. 

Indeed, on the first occasion of meeting a member of the access and learning group, she told 

the researcher that to ‘get to know the island’ she needed to go to the pub (Fieldwork diary, p. 

14). During her residential visits she was careful to ensure that she spent time in each of these 

places. For most of her visits she stayed in the B&B accommodation above the pub. There 

she met fisherman, farmers and other residents, young and old; second home owners; tourists 

and sailors who had come for a quick pint while cooking a chicken in the oven of their boat 

moored in the harbour (FD p. 37). Furthermore, the workshops introduced natural spaces as 

central to the enactment of the community. The North Shore, the pebble beach, the water are 

not distant physical spaces surrounding the community, providing a symbolic and physical 

structure for community meanings and practices to be exercised. They are the community. 

Through staying at the pub, having tea in the post office, and buying provisions at the store, 

we are introduced to ‘meanings’ of community: that relationships between residents and 

governing agencies are fractured; that fractures have been made more intense by development 

plans. Through participation in key sites and organisational structures, we are introduced to 

the coordinator as an ‘official’ voice. As a professional working on the island, he has 

significant influence. He is not, however, integrated as part of the community. His reading of 
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‘the community’ are based on that which is reported by a few community representatives 

occupying positions in particular groups, such as the access and learning group.  

5. Conclusion: Community readings, art and rural development 

Beyond the creation of new local art products and markets of economic significance, we 

argue that art has much to offer to rural development. In tracing the relational qualities of art 

practice, our empirical study reveals the role of art in community governance as a ‘relational 

diagnostic’. Through twenty participatory workshops, including photography, dance and 

movement, theatre and performance, sonic mapping, and drawing and painting, art can be 

understood as an introduction to the complexity of community.  

Liepins offers a useful framework for reading community. Centred on the making of 

community by people amidst terrains of power and discourse, the framework focuses on the 

inter-connected notions of ‘meanings’, ‘practices’ and ‘spaces and structures’. Via this 

framework we might offer a ‘reading’ of the community of Holy Island as being enacted 

through observed day-to-day activities and discussions as taking place in spaces such as pubs, 

shops and the post office: that present the community as connected to the natural environment 

but disconnected from each other, and especially the governing agencies. We view the art 

workshops as an opportunity not only to read the community along the framework suggested 

by Liepins, but more importantly, to actively engage in the performance of the community. 

Furthermore, we argue that the art workshops are particularly valuable in that regard, as they 

provide as series of relational practices that act as a ‘diagnostic’ experience. As a network of 

multiple exchange between ‘inner’ (human) and ‘outer’ physical materials (Dewey, 1934), art 

practice mediates associations amidst people as part of the terrain. Although the discourse of 

‘art’ appears to alienate the residents, through performing acts of art making (but perhaps not 

always conceptualised as art), participants become connected, with themselves, between 

themselves and also with the natural environment (see also Gell, 1998). Through the inter-

flow of relational associations, participants form collective ‘spaces’ for reflection. In our 

study ‘diagnostic’ reflections include:  how the tide influences the thoughts and movements 

of people; the micro relationships between people as illuminated in their environment; the 

multiple layers of voices; complex issues of sustainable energy and landscape management; 

the need to utilise endogenous cultural capital and resources.  
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As a relational practice art therefore offers opportunity for collective reflexivity of ongoing 

struggles, resistances and actions pointing to the need for constant transformation of rural 

governance itself, processes inherently embedded within frames of neo-endogenous rural 

development (Shucksmith, 2009). As such, we argue that art can be central in participatory 

models of rural development, not so much about shaping the goals of rural development, but 

the process of reading the micro-dynamics of communities (see also Healey, 2012). As a 

relational practice, rather than reading overt relationships by looking at a community, we 

suggest art mediates participants to read micro-relationships within communities. Participants 

become part of a network of relationships amidst other people, nature and their political 

context. As such they reveal undetermined ‘diagnostics’ of the complexity of community 

relationships.  

 

Finally, we observe the limitations of art in governance practices. Healey suggests that 

communicative governance should be aware of those fractures as manifest both in overt 

conflict as well as ‘embedded in social routines’ (Healey, 1999: 1132). Our fieldwork data 

demonstrate the role of art practice, inter alia, in realising and voicing such disconnects and 

embedded fractures. Can art, however, remove conflict? Should that be even the role of it in 

first place? In our research we note that the researcher was invited to ‘resolve community 

tensions’. Instead, however, of resolving problems we trace how art reveals community 

relations in support of further debate (Deutsche, 1997). While changes in community 

meanings, practices and spaces will take place, it is not the goal of art to direct these shifts. 

Drawing on this exploratory ethnographic research project, we call for more interdisciplinary 

research to establish the role of art in rural development, and wider in planning and 

development practices. Beyond economics, we view art as a relational process that, like the 

tide in Holy Island, moves and transcends communities, exposing power relations and 

struggles. 
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