What We Learned from the Shakti Project
· At the beginning of Shakti it quickly became apparent to Sangini members that the project would be addressing complex issues and ones that would have wide reaching consequences for both those involved in delivering the work and for the participants themselves. Trustees, steering group members and staff faced a steep learning curve to become fully informed of the issues involved and to develop the skills to address them. The steering group took part in a number of training days with a qualified domestic violence advisor, and these were also attended by the visual artist. During these sessions it became clear that domestic violence is part of a wider range of issues affecting the BME community such as forced marriage and honour killings, and this realisation led Sangini to an awareness of broader definitions and interpretations of violence against women. As the project progressed the content of the workshops presented challenging issues for Sangini and in particular for the artists, and we addressed this by working in partnership with local organisations that could provide volunteer listeners. Their involvement proved invaluable not only to group members but also to the artists when inevitable tensions arose within the groups
· Another key lesson for Sangini was the value of the partnership between ourselves and the artists, and of having the artists involved from the inception of the project. The ZENDEH theatre group was involved with development of the project idea prior to making an application for grant funding. This was the first time that ZENDEH and Sangini had come together in this way and ZENDEH’s input proved invaluable in articulating the creative framework for the project as well as in planning the organisational delivery. At this stage it was about sharing ideas for practice in this area of work whilst maintaining the voice of Sangini as the lead organisation. Separate conversations and planning with ZENDEH and poet Shamshad Khan informed how the creative process might include their particular art form and how the collaboration might take place. Once the work was under way the value of collaboration between all the artists was also apparent. Visual artist Josie Taggart was able to share the challenges and outputs of the work she had carried out in the earlier stages of the project and her experience informed the approach taken by the other artists. The feedback provided by Shamshad Khan from her earlier taster sessions was also key to further refinement of how to proceed. 

The artists also hightlighted the benefits that they themselves had gained from being involved in Shakti.  

“The Shakti project has had a positive learning impact in my role as Artistic Director of ZENDEH in that it has been an opportunity to collaborate with Sangini with whom we share many values to name a few celebrating the diverse voices of women, promoting equality and creating socially aware artistic experiences for artists, participants and audiences. It has been an important journey in revisiting my expertise in working with women in both community and refuge contexts and indeed deepening this creative practice with continued imagination and sensitivity. There was an openness to sharing expertise artistically, in planning and in ethos, as well as safety of artists and participants.” Nazli Tabatabai-Khatambakhsh 

“ Shakti deepened my experience of working with women who   have experienced domestic    violence and particularly my experience of working in a refuge setting.  It reinforced my working knowledge of the creative process and working with women on sensitive issues……….  

We had interesting discussions about how to work from a place of “not knowing” in terms of a creative process.  In my own practice I have had exciting and successful outcomes from working in this way.  To be able to work in this way with another artist raises issues of communication and common understanding. There was a trust and understanding that developed between us in how to deliver effectively and noticing each others strengths.  For me there is a sense that there is more room to explore this dynamic and the questions raised.” Shamshad Khan

· Shakti highlighted the challenges involved in engaging women in activity that focuses upon issues relating to violence against women. Immediately in engaging South Asian women in the visual arts element of Shakti it become apparent that there was a need to be particularly sensitive as to what the consequences could be for them in their own domestic and community situations if it became known that they had taken part in an activity focusing on domestic violence. Those who participated did not want to be publicly identified with the art they created and this caused Sangini to reflect on how the 
project might be promoted to women and whether a change of emphasis might be  appropriate, with a focus upon love and marriage and how power plays out within    relationships. This shift in approach was discussed with the writer and dramatic artist and provided for a more universal approach to be adopted as a basis for their work.
Aswell as flexibility in their overall approach the artists had to be readily able to adapt and to work within with prevailing constraints. Attendance at workshops could fluctuate as women took time out to deal with pressing personal concerns, and sometimes there were unexpected occurrences as this instance shows;-

“One workshop had an unexpected arrival. We had just developed a poem together and that day one of the participants had become a grandmother – she had been on tenterhooks all session and then had come in with the newborn. We were at that time coming together to read the poem aloud as a chorus. She stood in the centre and the women created a circle and performed the poem to the newborn and grandmother.”
· For Sangini the sensitivity of engaging women on the issue of violence against women meant that original timescales for the project were called into question. It was important that the project engage with BME women, both those who had experience of domestic violence and those who might have covert knowledge of it within their communities. There was also a tension between recognising the value of working with established groups that might already have experience of creative activity or be well supported by a dedicated worker and the wish to broaden participation, which would inevitably take longer to achieve. Working through these considerations led to a revision of timescales and the use of taster sessions to try to identify potential participants. 
· Another lesson to emerge from the work was the potential benefit to staff, who work with or support women who have experienced violence against women, of participating in the creative sessions. The taster sessions highlighted an underlying unmet need for staff in terms of creative expression generally and in terms of themes of domestic violence in particular. The involvement of the staff, including listeners, in the subsequent workshops also allowed them to have an immediate experience of the positive impact of the sessions for participants, and supported their own professional development.

