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Opening Statement

Hon. Beverly Oda P.C., M.P., Minister of Canadian Heritage and the Status of Women; other distinguished Ministers gathered here at this auspicious gathering of highest authorities of culture of the hemisphere; representatives of civil society; representatives of local authorities of this beautiful city of Montreal; cultural practitioners, artists, all.  Good afternoon.

First let me take this opportunity to express our gratitude for the invitation to attend this meeting and the role played by our gracious hosts in facilitating our presence here.  At the same time, I want to express regrets on behalf of Hon. Aloun NDombet-Assamba who was unable to attend although it was her very strong desire to be here.  

She has asked that I extend to our Canadian hosts as well as the team from the Department of Education and Culture of the OAS our deepest gratitude for the recognition and support that has been demonstrated to Jamaica over the period since we were elected Vice Chair.  Thanks for the confidence you demonstrated through our election.

I must also take time to thank the Ministers from Ecuador and Quebec, Canada, for collaborating with Jamaica on this theme.

Background/Rationale

Madam Chair, like so many of our Caribbean and Latin American neighbors, Jamaica has a painful history and a complicated present.  First, there is the legacy of colonialism, slavery and imperial exploitation that has resulted in the displacement of huge numbers of people leading to varying dimensions of dysfunction and fractured identities.  This has been even more greatly aggravated in the circumstances of women. This level of adversity within which so many of our people have lived and continue to live has caused various levels of indignity and frustration as seen in the daily nightmares we read of in media across the region: Crime, violence, poverty.

As we continue to grapple with these adversities, we are compelled to reflect on our mission as Ministries with responsibility for culture and to play our part in the search for solutions that will result in a better quality of life for our people.

Simon Mundy in his work Cultural Policy: A Short Guide had this to say about the potential of culture to transform societies and the lives of people:

[Culture] can be a useful industry.  It is at the heart of humanist education.  It can glorify the times and enliven daily living.  It can act as the repository of the heritage, whether private or collective.  It can be an aid in the transformation of declining or moribund centres of population, raising the expectations of citizens and turning an image of forlorn desolation into one of interest and potential prosperity.

The role of culture in the enhancement of the identity and dignity of our people must therefore be considered on two levels:

· The role of culture in identity construction and the promotion of dignity through  education processes,

· The role of cultural industries in the reduction of poverty without which the dignity of the people cannot be substantially assured and sustained.

The Discussion

In this regard then, we may ask the following:  What can organizations, ministries and agencies of culture do to reduce or eliminate the adversities mentioned above?  How can they raise the expectations of citizens and promote more dynamic and stable communities?

Arts and culture have served as mechanisms for social and economic development in many cities and countries of the world.  To achieve this, they have been integrated with other sectors to enhance the outcomes of those sectors and produce a more relevant and dignified citizenry.

Culture and Education

Education must be acknowledged as one of the foremost means by which our people attain knowledge of self and build the capacities that will allow for the attainment of dignity and positive identity.  Jamaica’s National Hero and the principal exponent of the cause of positive redemption for African peoples, Marcus Mosiah Garvey, was very definitive in this view of education when he stated:

Education is the medium by which a people are prepared for the advancement of their particular civilization and the glory of their own race.

Here, it must be stated that when we speak of education we do not only refer to the formal processes with the various channels of education delivery: primary, secondary, tertiary, etc.  Rather, we also refer to all the processes and mechanisms, informal and non-formal, by which our people gain knowledge of themselves, such as the media, entertainment, as well as the way in which communities organize themselves.  All these must be addressed if we are to ensure that the positive identity of our people is assured.

For many poor and underserved communities, education can be an effective development tool, but it will always depend on the way in which education is configured and delivered.  Having our children appreciate the work of local artists will serve to reinforce their positive identities.  Providing them with opportunities to develop and showcase their own artistic abilities will enhance their personal and collective dignity.  Therefore national galleries and museums as well as festivals and concert halls must be an important element of education delivery for the enhancement of identity and dignity.

Art and culture are essential elements of civic education, allowing children to be better able to observe, reason, learn, discuss, disagree, and think for themselves, all essential pre-requisites to the creation of a positive, informed and committed citizenry.  The provision of opportunities for critical thinking and creativity will contribute to the kind of communities that we create as a region and will impact on the assurance of the maintenance of democratic values and traditions.

Another important aspect of this, however, must be our recognition of arts and culture as engines of identity formation and dignity for our people.  Arts and culture provide means for economically disadvantaged communities and individuals to create and discover means to self advancement and dignity.  In Jamaica, the Area Youth Foundation is one such organization that has been providing inner city youngsters with new opportunities for positive social and economic reinforcement.  Many of these organizations can be found in other parts of the region.  Many however need financing and other support and we would do well in the region to take an inventory of such organizations and seek support for them through the various existing development financing institutions.

Based on the foregoing, we must seek to promote greater synergies between the education and culture ministries to ensure that our children receive the type of education offering that will allow them to discover their positive identity and grow with dignity.

Cultural Industries

Linked to the promotion of identity and dignity are programmes and activities for poverty reduction and wealth creation.  Poverty must be recognized as one of the most debilitating elements of fractured identities and the indignities that lead to crime, violence and other anti-social behaviors.  Very often poverty leads to cultural vulnerabilities that then foster and promote indignities and adversities very often manifested in our cities and countries.  We refer to them as ghettos or slums or inner cities or depressed communities.  In these locations people begin to exhibit cultural practices that may even counter the very elements of their being or identity.  These are some of the manifestations of this vulnerability.

The issue here must be the promotion of cultural industries as the way forward for economic advancement of our people, resulting in reinforcement of identity and dignity.

One of the residues of past colonial practices has been how we have viewed our own arts and culture and consequently if and how we have developed them as industries.  For a long time, as colonized people, we have seen our arts and culture as the poor relation of Europe.  This has led to undervaluation of and under-investment in our culture and arts products.  Consequently, many of our citizens who have created the most vibrant culture and arts products have done so without support from government, private or financial sector as we have continued to focus on more traditional agriculture, agro-industries and manufacturing in which we have very little, if any, competitive advantage.

The promotion of identity and dignity must be founded in a greater appreciation of the creative force of our people.  Most of us are from societies where our people have created world class cultural products.  For us, there is reggae or dancehall or jerk or Rastafari, for Trinidad & Tobago there is carnival, not to mention Brazil’s samba and carnival.

Yet, notwithstanding, many of our countries do not promote cultural industries.  Currently the Ministry of Tourism, Entertainment and Culture is seeking to promote an energetic and expansive policy that forges collaborations among culture and tourism organizations for the benefit of cultural industries in a way that will provide greater access to these industries by the wide cross section of young people who seek outcomes in this area, whether in fashion, fine arts, culinary arts, theatre as in technical arts such as sound and light engineering, stage management, and others.

For many of our societies, there are many young persons who demonstrate outstanding abilities in the area of cultural with potential for world class presence but whose aspirations are constantly negated in formal education offerings because there is inadequate integration of culture.   So they leave school unfulfilled, creating in our societies a growing malaise of disenchantment leading to varying expressions of indignity. Furthermore there are limited opportunities for them in the larger society. Those who achieve do so through personal will and commitment or through chance discovery.  These persons need consistent support from local, national and regional institutions.

The region will need to engage in meaningful dialogue with regional financial institutions to re-think and re-define approaches to cultural industries that take into consideration the nature of these industries and develop products to support them.  For example, are we willing to see intellectual property as collateral for loans, or, how are we going to develop financial products that will support the development needs of this vital sector?

We have to actively promote changes in the way we have traditionally viewed culture, both in education and in industry.  The mindset that views cultural products and activities as simple recreation but not to be taken seriously must be replaced by one that recognizes the value and power of culture and creativity and the edge we have as developing societies in this area.  We must view these industries as worthy careers alongside those we traditionally service. How about tertiary education in business strategies for culture, cultural marketing, cultural planning, etc.? We must provide loans and development support for these industries in much the same way that we have done in the agricultural, mining and tourism sectors.

Conclusion


There is dignity and identity for an entire people in the establishment of Carlton Brown of Jamaica as a worthy competitor to Calvin Klein or of Jamaican jerk cuisine as worthy alternative to Italian or French. As we celebrate our artists, writers, tradition bearers, we promote our collective identity and enhance our individual and collective dignity.

For this reason, our education offering must recognize these elements of our people’s way of life and willingly include them in their various modes of delivery.  We must as a region engage in this dialogue together.  We must speak with our civil society, private sector and financial sector in order to develop new actions and establish new priorities.  We must present the creative imagination of our people as powerful tools of survival and achievement if we are to reduce or eliminate the present adversities in our societies.

The future of the identity and dignity of our people depends on this transformation in mindset.  We just have to believe in who we are and in our capacity to achieve.
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