
 
 

Report about the f2f & online workshop culture & migration of 4 September 2018  
 

The workshop was a milestone in the smARTspace project culture & migration which involves a SDC-

internal learning process on how to link culture and migration at operational level. The workshop aimed 

at creating a platform for peer-learning and exchanging experience concerning the question of how 

culture and art can be a chance for social cohesion in migration contexts. 13 SDC members from the 

field working in different countries joined the workshop via skype, while six persons participated at the 

headquarters in Berne. The participants work in different thematic areas such as culture, migration, 

education and conflict and human rights, which enriched the exchanges and corresponded to the inter-

sectoral approach of the smARTspace project culture & migration. Lively discussions arose and many 

interesting examples of the field have been shared by the participants. The expertises of the SDC Focal 

Point Culture Matters, Géraldine Zeuner and the Focal Point of SDC’s Migration and Development Net-

work, Yvonne Diallo-Sahli, as well as the practical knowledge of the invited speaker Romain Darbellay, 

Head of Cooperation in Tunis, made the workshop even more informative and exciting. The workshop 

was organised by Esther Mühlethaler from the GPMD and SDC Culture team, facilitated by Marie 

Marchand from the Knowledge-Learning-Culture Division and technically supported by Helvetas. 

 

Culture and art for social cohesion in migration contexts 

All societies are confronted with questions of participation, inclusion, equal rights, unequal power rela-

tions and structural inequalities. Human mobility can exacerbate sit-

uations of exclusion and cause specific issues relating to social co-

hesion. People who are leaving, arriving, staying behind or coming 

back often face challenges regarding their social inclusion, social 

capital and/or social mobility. These three dimensions – being key 

elements in the OECD definition of social cohesion1 – can be 

strengthened by promoting culture and art in respective contexts, 

as it has been underlined many times in this workshop. Culture and 

art, both in an anthropological sense and as a means or way of ex-

pression, can be of big importance for social cohesion as it may play 

a bridging role between members of a society, strengthens the re-

silience of groups of marginalized people and has inclusive and par-

ticipatory effects. It furthermore can strengthen social relations, in-

teractions and trust, which are according to UNDP2 other indicators 

of social cohesion. 

 

How can culture and art strengthen social cohesion in 

migration contexts? 

Many relevant projects have been presented and dis-

cussed by the workshop participants3. Possible positive 

effects of culture and art promotion and/or cultural and ar-

tistic activities for social cohesion in migration context can 

be summarized as follows:  

- Helping people forced to live outside of their regions 

of origin to keep their ethnic identity and find them-

selves in the new environment 

- Making migrants visible, better known, better heard 

and better understood 

                                                
1 https://www.oecd.org/site/devpgd2012/49067954.pdf 
2 http://www.africa.undp.org/content/dam/rba/docs/UNDP%20Social%20Cohension_web.pdf 
3 More details about the shared examples can be found in the annex “Good Practice Examples” 
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workshop on «What is social cohe-
sion?» 



 
 

- Outlining the human elements of migration stories 

- Creating a common understanding and acceptance 

- Addressing issues of exclusion, identity and memory, biases and stereotypes 

- Reclaiming public space as a platform for free cultural expression, dialogue and inclusion 

 

What do we have to consider to attain positive effects of art and culture for social cohesion in 

migration contexts without doing harm? 

- It’s important to enable joint emotional experience and to create a common language 

- Make sure that other human rights are not being violated, meaning respecting peoples traditions 

and not judging different culture. But be aware that different values and attitudes which are not 

compatible and mutually understood due to different cultural background might even have a nega-

tive impact on social cohesion  

- Creating space for art and culture where people meet without being categorized allows the emer-

gence of a new narrative and mutual understanding beyond categories 

- Creating together is key: positive impact may be fostered if there is a safe atmosphere or safe space 

to perform and to contribute to different processes of the project 

 

Conclusion 

The various discussions in this workshop first of all highlighted that culture and art as such can be 

beneficial to social cohesion in migration contexts. Even if projects of culture and arts promotion aren’t 

designed in relation to any migration agenda, they can have a positive impact on migration related issues 

of social cohesion. The SDC Culture Percent is a suitable instrument to fund projects, which encourage 

people with different backgrounds – be it migration related or not – to come together, to discover simi-

larities and to build up a common language through culture and art. As highlighted in the workshop, 

the way people communicate with each other is as important as the message itself. In relation to migra-

tion, this means that although it is helpful to commit to more positive messages regarding migration, the 

most important task is to support that the messages are coming from the communities themselves and 

that the people have the means to express freely and to reach a broad audience. Another important 

insight of the workshop relates to categorization: culture and art can crate non-codified space and allow 

to disconnect people from categorization such as “migrants” or “refugees”. Letting somebody primarily 

speak as person and as society member rather than talking about him/her as part of a group helps to 

overcome mechanisms of exclusion. It is the role of SDC to create safe spaces where cultural expres-

sion can emerge without being politicized. When designing a project addressing issues of social cohe-

sion, it’s furthermore important to analyze the local specificities of social cohesion first and to take in 

consideration the situations, values, attitudes and needs of all the different societal groups. Understand-

ing the context and knowing what role mobility and diversity play in a society allows to support inclusive 

processes and to avoid negative contributions to social cohesion issues. The SDCs role is here to nav-

igate the balancing act on the narrow line between the safekeeping of a person’s identity (what makes 

him/her as person) and addressing what makes this person different and excluded from the rest of a 

society. As global actor, SDC has also the possibility to tackle transnational issues of social cohesion 

as they arise for example through international migration (e.g. migrant workers abroad are also part of 

the social fabric in their home country). Shared frameworks such as the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development and the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration can serve as reference 

frames for this purpose. 

 

All these reflections will feed into other ongoing 

discussions about social cohesion within SDC 

and are expected to trigger further analysis re-

garding potential opportunities of linking culture 

and migration at operational level.    

 



 
 

 

Annex 

Culture and Art as Chance for Social Cohesion in Migration Contexts 
Good Practice Examples 

 

Ukraine – “Preservation and promotion of the cultural traditions and modern arts of the indige-

nous people of Crimea with focus on Crimean Tatars” 

This project aims at helping people forced to live outside of their regions of origin to keep their ethnic 

identity and find themselves in the new environment (also by creating new jobs, especially for the artists). 

The project was implemented by the NGO Alem, which was established by IDPs from Crimea. By means 

of arts and culture, the project makes Crimean Tatars visible, better known, better heard, and better 

understood: various workshops on traditional dancing (with singing, music), traditional cooking, henna 

painting, establishing special pages on Wikipedia dedicated to Crimean Tatars, opening of the Crimean 

Tatar culture section at the Minor Academy of Sciences of Ukraine (for pupils, juveniles), etc. are quite 

popular and people of other nationalities actively participate in the workshops. An article about this pro-

ject was published in the recent issue "Eine Welt, pages 38-40. 

 

Bangladesh – “Best Years of my Life” 

A photo story (presented through a photo exhibition as well as a coffee table book) outlines the various 

facets of the lives of Bangladeshi migrant workers in Malaysia. The stories followed the lives of migrant 

workers in Bangladesh (before departure), while in Malaysia as well as upon their return to Bangladesh. 

The book made an emphasis to outline the human elements of the migration story of the workers as 

well as their families. The project was commissioned at the backdrop of the Andaman Sea crisis in which 

1000’s of Bangladeshi and Rohingyas were killed with thousands rescued while trying to reach Malaysia 

by sea for a better future. The crisis created a negative image of Bangladeshis in South East Asia. The 

project helped to humanize the migration experience of Bangladeshi workers to the world. It was pre-

sented/launched during the Dhaka GFMD in 2016 and again during the Berlin GFMD of 2017 which 

helped the story to reach out to a global audience of policy makers. 

 

Horn of Africa – “Somali Heritage Week” & “Art for Inclusion” 

In Kenya, following the Westgate terrorism attack that took place in September 2013 by Al Shabaab, 

the perception of Somalis especially those living in Kenya was negative. An annual four day festival was 

created called Somali Heritage Week that brings together not only Somalis but also Kenyans, for Ken-

yans to get a feel for the Somali culture through music, food, fashion, story-telling and art but also 

through panel discussions on topics such as security, to create a common understanding and ac-

ceptance of the Somali culture by Kenyans. Participation of Kenyans to the festival has been increasing 

each year and getting a lot of attention by media and participation of opinion leaders.  

  

Another project called Art for Inclusion is targeting IDP communities in Somalia. The project looks at 

approaches in creating alternative views - mental, visual and oral - on the IDP’s situation in Mogadishu. 

It will promote the concept that IDPs are citizens of Somalia, and their settlements need to be seen as 

an integral part of the urban population and the city landscape and focus on topics related to inclu-

sion/exclusion, identity and memory, biases and stereotypes. In a second phase, two public art projects 

will be realized with the aim of reclaiming public space as a platform for dialogue and inclusion.  

  

https://www.eda.admin.ch/dam/deza/de/documents/publikationen/Eine-Welt/eine-welt-2018-3_DE.pdf


 
 

 

North Africa – “The Nile Project” & “Visions réelles” 

The Nile Project brought people together from different countries of the Nile region for a common music 

project. This aimed at showing that people from the region have much more in common than they knew. 

Musical understanding led to cultural understanding which allows to create conversations and to 

strengthen dialogue. More information about the project:  

 

Trailer "The Nile Project" 

Nile Project: Musicians Rise Above Conflict 

2016 Nile Choir Performance: The Tale of the Clouds & the Nile 

 

The film project “Visions réelles” as second example from North Africa addressed the questions of mi-

gration in a large sense and aimed at strengthening social cohesion through cinematographic expres-

sion. Two groups of migrants have been selected: Those who migrated from Europe to Tunisia during 

the last century and those who dream of crossing the sea and building up a new life in Europe. The aim 

was to highlight similarities and differences between these two groups, to encourage dialogue and to 

deepen the understanding of migration reasons. Young people suffering of inclusions problems as well 

as older people who migrated to Tunisia in the past were chosen for the participatory film workshops. 

Linking these two groups allowed to express new migration visions and to exchange information and 

experience.  

 

Uzbekistan – Performance “Airport" 

The theater “Ilkhom” creates a development platform that reflects the diversity, potential and concerns 

of the society and opens up spaces for dialogue. Theater laboratories and performances act as a mirror 

of societal processes and touch relevant subjects of the society. The performance “Airport” for example 

addressed migration related questions in a participative way: “To leave or not to leave?” The answer to 

this ambiguous and nerve-wracking question was sought out by the audience together with the theatre 

actors. The theatre encourages everyone to send in their personal stories related to the airport, emmi-

gration, and goodbyes. Due to the participative and emotional component of this performance, the public 

put themselves in different roles, which allowed to better understand diverse aspects of migration and 

to letting emerge tolerance feelings and unity in face of global processes and migration issues.   

 

Gaza and Westbank – CASE project 

The SDC cultural program in the occupied Palestinian territory aims at promoting citizens’ mobilisation 

and engagement and enhancing effective (participatory and inclusive) dialogue between the society and 

the local community representatives using different forms of artistic and cultural expressions. Artists and 

participants produce Art works after a participatory process of determining community issues. In the 

Palestinian context people are disconnected and often limited in interacting with each other. The project 

helps reconnecting people to each other and letting them feel that their voices are important and that 

they can be fully engaged and contribute to their society.  

 

 

https://youtu.be/dlRL9ZcI_nY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mlS4wdKjBSo&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=enFn9MqlTx0&feature=youtu.be&t=458
http://ilkhom.com/en/plays/аэропорт/

