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Abstract

Most accounts of research methods in academic journals give an impression that research progresses in an orderly, logical and linear manner. Yet, in reality it is often more ‘messy’ than we admit. This paper reports on an experiment on the use of visual photographic methods in a study of Kurdish migrant workers in London who have had problems at work. The aim was to understand the type of problems workers faced and how they attempted to solve or deal with the issues they encountered. We were interested in the extent to which workers looked to local communities for support and if or how their identity impacted on the actions they took. The use of participant generated photography developed while the research was in progress and was utilised in addition to individual and group interviews in order to explore if this was helpful (to us and to research participants) in explaining issues, such as identity and community, which can often be difficult to verbalise or articulate. As a first foray into incorporating visual methods we struggled at first with ways to explain to participants the type of data we wanted, before learning that it was important to ‘lose control’ and allow participants to ‘speak’ for themselves using the lens of their cameras. The paper explores theoretical justifications that influenced our approach in our first attempt at participatory photography. It will look at the use of images constructed by research participants and how these were used in a focus group situation to explore how or whether individual meanings of work, identity, community and belonging have resonance in the wider Kurdish community. 
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Introduction

‘We live in a society where visual images have proliferated…our ways of seeing and our experiences of and responses to visual spectacles are central to our understanding of who we are and where we belong.’ (Ali 2005: 266) 

Ever-increasing numbers of people have access to television, movies, internet, digital photography and video cameras, and these developments, have, in turn, caused social scientists to experiment and explore the ‘the visual’ in innovative and exciting ways. Since the 1990s we have seen a much greater use of visual methods in research across a wide diversity of fields such as sociology, anthropology, geography, film studies, medicine, media and cultural studies, social psychology and educational research to study a wide variety of topics such as identity, culture, community, power, class, gender and spatial relationships. This has led to an explosion of different types of visual methods being used in recent years in increasingly novel ways (see Banks 2001; Emmison and Smith 2000; Knowles and Sweetman 2004; Pink 2006; Prosser 1998; Rose 2006; Stanczak 2007; van Leewen and Jewitt 2001), but there is still much to learn from this relatively new visual turn in the social sciences, particularly as technological advances are continually challenging our ways of working. 

The use of visual materials for contemporary social and cultural sociological research has become an exiting research approach for those seeking to move beyond data as text and we too have been challenged by this in our recent research in trying to understand the importance of community, identity and belonging in relation to people experiencing problems at work. We note, however, that academics in the field of employment relations and the sociology of work, our areas of study, have largely neglected this ‘visual turn’ (Strangleman 2004) and our aim in this paper is to explore the potential of using visual material to study notions of identity, community and belonging among migrant workers in the UK. The paper looks at the issues we faced in incorporating the visual within a traditional interview approach and the type of material we were able to gather from working with research participants who were given a free hand to provide us with data that they thought was relevant to them based on some basic questions and themes. Our work was experimental, so a degree of reflexivity is necessary as we report some of the findings to see how visual data differs from that from our interviews and what the use of visual methods adds to our text-based data. Prior to that, we will take a brief look at how and how some researchers have incorporated visual methods in their research design, particularly as it relates to the attempted sharing of power in the research relationship, before providing some background information on Kurdish diasporic workers in London – the participants in our research project.

Empowering communities: the use of visual methods for contemporary social and cultural research 

In reading the literature on the use of visual methods in the social sciences, one is struck by the way a central element of much of the work in this area shows researchers exploring and experimenting with different ways to engage research participants so as to decrease the power differentials that are often so evident in the research process (see for example, Chaplin 1994; Pink 2006; Prosser 1998; Wang et al. 1996). It was also illuminating to read extensive methodological sections in papers where authors were unafraid of discussing the problems and difficulties they face in ceding control of data gathering and presentation (Packard 2008)  – something that many researchers prefer to gloss over – yet issues that were pertinent to our own research agenda.  Clearly, there are many ways of introducing ‘the visual’ into the research process and these can range from the mere illustrative on the one hand, to the production and analysis of visual data by research participants on the other. Although, Castleden et al (2008: 1393) quite rightly argue that ‘photography in academic research is not a novel approach’ and that it has been an accepted tool of fieldwork since the 1920s, it is, nevertheless, the case that it has not been widely adopted in academia to the extent that might have been expected
. As these authors note, while visual data is increasingly recognised, its reference in academic literature remains sparse, particularly beyond the specialist visual journals. Yet, since the 1990s, there has been a growing interest in developing and incorporating visual methods across a range of academic disciplines, particularly among researchers undertaking participatory research. The use of photography, in particular, has opened opportunities for the engagement of research participants in data production, interpretation and analysis. Such participatory research methodology is used in an attempt to minimise the traditional power imbalance of researcher and participants as well as to generate new types of knowledge. Caroline Wang and Mary Ann Burris (Wang and Burris 1994) developed the concept of ‘photovoice’ as a participatory action research method designed to engage with theoretical literature on education for critical consciousness, to draw upon feminist theory and non traditional approaches to documentary photography and to challenge assumptions about representation and documentary authorship (Wang 1999). As Wang explains, photovoice ‘is a process by which people can identify, represent, and enhance their community through a specific photographic technique’ and its three goals are to record and reflect a community’s strength (from people’s own perspective), to promote critical dialogue and knowledge through small group discussion of their photographs and to reach policy makers (Wang 1999: 195). The advantage of such an approach, is, as Gauntlett (Gauntlett and Holzworth 2006) makes clear, that it is ‘an enabling methodology’ giving research participants much greater control over the research process and at the same time allowing for much greater reflection and thoughtful ways to communicate their own meanings and understanding. Lorenz and Kolb (2009: 272) also describe how by ‘giving cameras to participants or asking them to draw pictures shifts the power differential between researcher and participant and provides a mechanism for participants to teach researchers and policy makers.’ It is these ideas that appealed to us in our research among Kurdish workers in London, as we wanted to understand issues of identity, community and belonging amongst this diasporic community. These are subjects that interviewers and interviewees often find difficulty articulating in the ‘unnatural’ interview situation, where discussions can feel abstract and detached. It is in such situations that participant-employed photography becomes particularly useful in that the participant’s own explanations of identity, community and belonging helps to convey significant social and cultural perspectives that may remain hidden using other methods (Castleden et al. 2008). Importantly, and this was an issue in our research where we had a professional photojournalist (external to the community) working on the project as well as Kurdish participants (internal to the community) taking photos, it is believed that participants are more likely to take in and carefully analyse their own surroundings and that this ‘explicitly forces the individual to determine what is to be included in the short and what is to be omitted’ (Garrod 2008: 385). The advantage of this form of research is to ‘offer an opportunity to collect data through a process that is essentially participatory, being driven by research subjects themselves. It is also fundamentally reflexive, encouraging participants to consider their views and experiences in depth, and enabling them to express feelings and ideas they may find hard to verbalise’ (Garrod 2008: 382). 

As Packard (2008) has noted, images have not always been accepted as empirical evidence in their own right and that it has been argued that they cannot be considered as ‘objective’ data. However, critical/radical social research agenda are ambivalent to claims about ‘objective’ truth that are often advanced within positivist research approaches and instead assert that all knowledge is created by social processes and is dependent on the positionality of the researcher and the researched. Elizabeth Grosz, summarises this position well when she says ‘the conventional assumption that the researcher is a disembodied, rational, sexually indifferent subject – a mind unlocated in space, time or constitutive interrelationships with others, is a status normally attributed only to angels’ (quoted in McDowell 1997: 107). In other words, as individual researchers (or research participants) our ‘knowledge’ is categorised using often unconscious assumptions based on society’s constructed norms, dominant ideologies and our own lived experiences, rather than merely accumulated as data reflecting an ‘objective’ reality. Feminist epistemology emphasises that knowledge production is specific to time, place, person and experience and is therefore ‘grounded’ and ‘situated’ in what Liz Stanley (1997: 204) refers to as ‘epistemic communities’ – groups of people who share ideas about what constitutes knowledge. According to Stanley, these ‘communities’ develop a ‘grounded objectivity’, rooted in an acknowledged viewpoint. In this case, the researcher, in acknowledging a ‘point of view’, does not claim privilege in their knowledge production (or that of the research participant), but recognises how their roles impact upon the collection, content and interpretation of data. 

Thus Packard (2008: 69) argues that that both the act of photography and the photograph itself are each a source of data in their own right and together with other methods such as interviews, ‘the sum is greater than its constituent parts’. In his use of the ‘photo-elicitation’ method he describes how photographs taken by research participants and then using those photographs in interviews elicits a more detailed responses, which might otherwise have ‘gone unspoken as mundane or irrelevant’ (Packard 2008). Others concur that this method thus helps create more depth of knowledge or new knowledge when participants are allowed to ‘speak’ for themselves (Bolton et al. 2001). As such, the use of a participatory visual research methods approach appeared particularly suited to our form of study.

Methods and visual data collection

This research began as a 3-year research project asking to whom do ethnic minority workers turn for help, support and representation when they have problems at work. We were interested to find out if people turned to work-based communities (managers, colleagues, trade unions); support organisations in local place-based communities (e.g. CABx, Law Centres); social networks within ethnic communities (family, friends and members from constructed ‘ethnocultural’ background); or other forms of community organisations (e.g. faith, cultural, political, social groups). Our research methods were clearly mapped out at the start and we aimed to conduct 195 face-to-face interviews with workers in three minority ethnic groups in three London boroughs: Kurds in Hackney
, South Asians (originating from the Indian sub-continent) in Ealing and people of Black Caribbean descent in Lambeth
. And, although we engaged a photojournalist to record events in order to build archives for the future, as well as to provide visuals for websites and a photographic exhibition, we had not at this stage envisaged using participatory photographic methods with research participants. 

It was while undertaking the interviews and struggling to articulate questions around identity that we began to think about other ways of gathering the data we required. Our research was designed to investigate the way that collective identities are constructed among differentially racialised workers in distinct and different ways and explore what impact this has on the ability to access support for workplace problems. One of our lines of enquiry was the extent to which identity construction was important among minority ethnic groups, particularly among those who look inward for help and support. In nearly all interviews with research participants about workplace problems the issue of identity came to the fore and focus group discussions opened out to include lively debates on community, belonging and politics of identity and the impact this had on employment and the type of work that was available.  It was while undertaking these interviews that we came across an exhibition of photographs taken by a local Kurdish photography group and we approached them to see if they would be interested in taking part in the research to get an insight of daily life from within the Kurdish community. When discussing the project we explained that we would like them to take pictures that they felt expressed Kurdish identity in everyday life in London. Our main questions were, what do Kurdish communities in the UK ‘look like’ through the lens of your camera? And, is there a sense of Kurds having a clearly identifiable strong Kurdish community in the UK, if so what does it look like and how is it represented? 

The photographers were first generation migrants and had all been living for at least 15 years in the locality and either worked in local Kurdish businesses or active in local Kurdish community organisations. While too few to be ‘representative’ of the community as a whole, their daily lives and lived experience, as diasporic workers, were similar to many other first generation migrants living in this tightly knit local community. Photographs focused mainly on working class life, images of work, time spent with their family and visits to local Kurdish cafes and community centres. Each of their photographs was accompanied by a written explanation to explain why they had taken it, or what they felt the picture represented. The photojournalist we commissioned was also given a brief to record aspects of Kurdish daily life in the north London borough of Hackney where many Kurds live and work and he produced around 60 photographs of public aspects of Kurdish life from street scenes of Kurdish businesses, such as cafes, barber shops and local stores to community centres where people were drinking tea and socialising, taking part in education classes and advice sessions, but he was recording daily life as an outsider of the community
. Using photographs from both sources we were interested in responses to the meanings and significance behind or hidden in the images and to that end we held two focus groups to explore the issues. 

We collaborated with the Kurdish Studies and Students Organisation to find Kurdish focus group participants from different age groups, gender, educational, and occupational backgrounds for one of the focus groups. We wanted to see the extent to which the visual representations produced by first generation Kurdish migrants ‘travelled’ to those who were raised and educated in the UK and who had little or no experience of life in Kurdistan. The titles of images were removed and merely numbered in order not to influence the participants. The focus group discussion lasted 1 hour 40 minutes. It was recorded, transcribed and analysed alongside the interviews with individual workers. The second focus group was held with the Kurdish photography group and lasted about 1.5 hours. Following a brief background to the Kurdish communities of north London the paper will move on to discuss how the photographs were interpreted and debated among the research participants. 

Employment issues and Kurdish communities in north London

Any study of the Kurdish communities of London needs to be understood in a transnational/diasporic context where the political background to a Kurd’s refugee status is central to who they are and how they live their lives in the UK (for discussion see, McDowall 2004; Vali 1998; van Bruinessen 1999; 2000; Wahlbeck 1999). From the 1950s onwards, refugees and asylum seekers from the disputed territory of Kurdistan have been arriving in the UK, many of them settling in the north London boroughs of Hackney and Haringey. However, most of the community today have arrived since the late 1980s as a result of the war between the Kurdish workers party (PKK) and the Turkish state. Feelings of identity, displacement, exile and belonging – common among refugees groups – create what Wahlbeck (1998) has described as a strong sense of identity and feelings of displacement, exile and belonging among Kurds, which he refers to as a ‘diasporic consciousness’. By which he means that their status and background are central to who they are and how they behave in the diaspora. Political refugees, for example, differ from other migrants in that they retain a strong political orientation towards their homeland with the hope that they will be able to return one day. In this sense, the reinforcement of identity, culture, community and political organisation from the homeland becomes central to the way life is lived in the diaspora. Others have described how ‘ethnic entrepreneurs’ use the notion of a ‘politicised ethnicity’ to cohere Kurdish identity around community centres to build and reaffirm solidarity for the struggles in Kurdistan (Içduygu et al. 1999).

Today, north London has become the main areas for Kurds from Turkey and there are large Kurdish communities living, working and socialising in the north London boroughs of Hackney and Haringey. Early migrations of Kurds arrived in Hackney and established restaurants, supermarkets and small textile factories in this area because of its low rent and cheap housing, resulting in later waves of migrants choosing to settle where they had kinship links. All along the local high streets of Hackney and Haringey are Kurdish shops and businesses – cafes, groceries, bakeries, hairdressers, pool halls, flower shops and the ubiquitous kebab shops. The Kurdish communities have created localised spaces where they reproduce their economic, ethnic and political identities. The community is noted as being one of the most self-sufficient minority ethnic communities in London, with its numerous community centres, local newspapers, TV and radio, and highly visible social and cultural events held in local parks (Enneli et al. 2005). 

However, despite this self-sufficiency and the vast number of Kurdish local businesses there is also the considerable poverty, which is often found in refugee communities. Many Kurds are not integrated into the wider London communities and an inability to speak English (as well as a lack of education and relevant skills) means that unemployment is high and those workers who are employed tend to work within the ‘ethnic enclave’ for long hours and low wages. Some, without papers, work in the grey economy and tend to work in small businesses working extremely long hours for low pay. In general, employment among women, particularly those without education, is very low. Those who do work can often be found working in restaurant kitchens or family businesses, but increasingly younger female workers tend to get work outside of the community. The purpose of our research was to find out how workers in this community respond when they are faced with problems at work and in this paper we explore how notions of identity and community is expressed and represented by these workers.

Focus group and photographs: a response from Kurdish workers

During the course of the focus group we showed eleven photographs, eight of which were taken by individuals from the Kurdish photography group and three by the photojournalist. We asked participants, ‘what do these photographs say to you’ and ‘what do you feel they represent’. The discussion was lively and there was little input from the research team other than to periodically move on to the next photograph. Most of the pictures produced by the photographers were taken in public spaces, representing street scenes, shops, community centres, Kurdish communal, social, cultural and political gatherings, but the majority of images were of cafés or restaurants
. This is interesting from several perspectives. Firstly, as noted earlier, most shops, cafés and business in a particular part of Hackney are immediately identifiable with the Kurdish community. As you walk along these streets it is almost possible to imagine yourself in a different country as you listen to the different languages spoken in the hustle and bustle of this distinct community. These businesses provide the main source of work for people within the community, particularly first generation migrants and it is, therefore, perhaps unsurprising that there these should be a particular focus for the photographers. In interviews many workers spoke about how ten and twelve-hour days were the norm, how pay was below the national minimum wage and that paid holidays were non-existent. Yet, for others in the community, these places also represented important diasporic spaces where social and cultural events took place and where Kurdishness was reproduced and maintained to recreate feelings of nostalgia for the homeland. For example, Image 1 was taken by Deme, a 40-year old Kurdish bank worker, and 6 of her 7 photographs were taken in different Kurdish cafés. She described this image as ‘symbolising adaptation to a new culture in London’ where the ‘atmosphere gives a sense of home with handmade crafts hanging on the walls’ which themselves represent ‘belonging as well as traditions within rural life in the homeland’. She talked about how common it was to see handmade crafts hanging on walls in Kurdish houses in villages. The mock gaslights and wall hangings in the photograph are ‘associated with Kurdish history through which the sense of identity and nationality is reflected’. 

Image 1. Kurdish coffee shop with artefacts [Dunde 4]

Focus group participants responded similarly to this image. There was a murmur of recognition, from some who frequented the particular café and from others who did not, but recognised it as a Kurdish space. One person talked about how Kurdish cafés were a ‘replacement’ of home for Kurdish migrants where people go to ‘seek the atmosphere which is missing’. Many Kurds in the community have never seen ‘home’ or been back to their towns or villages in many years and these cafés have become reconstructions of Kurdish interiors or representations of village life. A number of participants described how the image created feelings of familiarity, of home where it was ‘cozy and nice’. The decorations on the walls are like those in auntie’s house, said one, and I feel like I am with my relatives when I go to such places. While to ‘outsiders’, this café may look like a general Middle Eastern or Turkish café, to our participants the particular artefacts and symbols made it distinctly Kurdish. ‘Outsiders’ could, however, be forgiven for thinking the majority of Kurdish businesses in Hackney are Turkish. Indeed business names, the labelling of products and café menus, for example, are Turkish and while this may appear to an ‘outsider’ as understandable given that that Kurdish migrants arrived with Turkish nationality in their passports, in reality the situation is more complex. Most Kurds reject the Turkish identity that was imposed upon them by the Turkish state and instead strongly assert their Kurdish identity. The community has campaigned and lobbied hard in the UK for recognition as a distinct national and ethnic group and not to be subsumed as Turkish or Turkish-speaking community. The director of the Halkevi, a Turkish and Kurdish community organisation, which publishes a weekly newspaper in both Kurdish and Turkish, explained: ‘Kurds are very different from Turkish culture, Turkish identity. Our language is different from the Turkish language. We are two different ethnicities. We are not the same ethnicity, nor is Turkish the nationality that covers everyone. I mean, back in Turkey, on the passport it’s written ‘Turkish citizenship’ but that doesn’t mean you’re Turkish. That’s a big problem’ (Thomson et al. 2006: 5). So why is it then that most business appear as Turkish? The answer appears to lie in an accommodation to Western or British lack of understanding of Kurdish culture. One interviewee explained that while many people in the UK may have a basic understanding of Turkish food or culture as a result of general knowledge or holidays to Turkey, there is less experience of Kurdish food or culture and therefore Kurdish shops and restaurants have ‘Turkified’ their business to fit with what is expected by UK customers. 

Five of the photographs shown in the focus group showed different representations of food preparation – reflecting how predominant these were in the collection of photographs as a whole. As noted earlier, kebab shops are dotted all along the high streets and along with barbers, flower shops, cafés and social clubs and together they are the most visible representation of Kurdish community working lives in the UK. The photojournalist produced Image 2 and the focus group was asked about their thoughts on this picture as a representation of Kurdish identity in north London.

Image 2: Workers in a kebab shop [Jim’s photo – 2 men in shot]

Many of the workers we interviewed worked in kebab shops, cafés and restaurants – often working long and unsociable hours. Most were working for less than the minimum wage and had little option as finding alternative work due to lack of English language skills or requisite educational qualifications. Image 2 was, therefore, a fairly stereotypical image of working life within the Kurdish community, yet, focus group participants rejected it for precisely that reason. It was, they argued, another example of Turkification of Kurdish businesses and they objected to being stereotyped in this way. While it depicted they way many Kurds live their lives in the UK, it was dismissed as unrepresentative of Kurdish culture. Further, it was used as an illustration of how Kurdish culture was being changed by people living in London and being integrated into the different communities of London. As one focus group participant said, ‘I think we are losing our Kurdish identity. We don’t have anything in ourselves and we all copy and are influenced by people around us. Basically we are mixing our culture with theirs. We have melted down our culture.’ The messages being conveyed were that this image depicted an external view of ‘Kurdishness’, which was not accepted from within the community. Indeed, despite the predominance of food-related photographs – both from the photojournalist and the Kurdish photographers – none of the Kurdish photographers produced an image of a kebab shop as a representative image of Kurdish identity in London – even though many Kurds work in such places. One participant in the first focus group expressed how he was ‘annoyed’ by the images as they presented only one side of Kurdish working life – ‘we are [presented as] all kebab owning, tea drinking, barber shops’. Where are the photos of the teachers, doctors and students, said another? Another from the photography group remarked; ‘if someone from outsider of the Kurdish community wants to take a photo of Kurds then the first thing they do is to come to the street where there are 10 or 20 kebab shops around – this is the easiest way’.

Image 3: Kurdish woman making flat bread [picture 25 from Umit]

Image 3 shows a woman sitting in the window of a Kurdish café making bread. This has become a common sight in cafés in Hackney and Haringey in recent years and the picture provoked an intense discussion among all focus group participants, firstly about the commercialisation of Kurdish culture and the co-modification of ethnic food, and secondly about the gendered nature of work in the Kurdish community. A number of participants objected to the way that women were placed in the windows to be observed by passersby as they worked. Women workers were being used to sell an image of a ‘traditional’ Kurdish life, yet the authenticity of such was questioned. In Kurdish villages it is a traditional role of women, but one that takes place in the home rather than in public space. ‘It reminds me of my grandmother making bread’, said one, but at home she would be sitting on the floor at a low table, baking the bread over a fire on a saj, which is similar to an upside down wok, and Kurdistan it is a communal event done outside by the women of the village. Participants did not like the way that Kurdish identity is being commercialised to make profit and that women are being exploited in this way. One said; ‘I agree, using women for these sorts of things really disturbs me’. 

Kurdish women’s participation in the labour market in London is very low, most, particularly first generation migrant either do not have any paid work and those who do, can often be found working in restaurant kitchens or family businesses. Some saw the fact that women were able to entering the labour market by doing this type of work as a good thing. It made them less reliant on husbands and male family members and they had an opportunity for a life outside of the home and the community. However, one woman in the focus group described how her friend worked as baker in a café window and that she worked extremely long hours for low pay and suffered back pains. She explained, ‘when I walk and pass by I look at their faces and they never look happy, they look tired, but when women do this at home they are happy doing it. I think here they are forced to do it and I don’t like to see women showcased in such coffee shops. It is the attention gathering politics of business people.’ This photograph therefore raised many issues such as the co-modification of women in the labour market and their use in marketing a particular product – in this case food served in the restaurants. The ‘business people’ referred to above is significant as is the very gendered nature of work within the Kurdish community. It is estimated by one community leader that only 5-10 percent of Kurdish business are run by women and, as mentioned previously, women’s participation in the labour market is low, due in part to issues of language and skills, but also due to strong patriarchal values within the community, which places women primarily in the private sphere of the home.  The image of women bread makers displayed in restaurants windows thus introduces many questions about the contested nature of home and work and how these relationships and representations differ between the UK and Kurdistan. The traditional idea of home (and its gendered nature) is often a central theme with diaporas (Brettell 2006; Manuh 2003) and in this picture, and others in our collection, we see some of these notions beginning to be disturbed as Kurdish migrants create and re-create Kurdish identity and culture in the UK.

A number of the images taken by the Kurdish photographers focused on outside communal events, such as Newroz celebrations, protests, concerts and other cultural events.  Image 4 is a photograph of a Kurdish demonstration in Trafalgar Square in central London on May Day – international workers day. The flag in the picture is of Abdulla Öcalan, who founded the Kurdish Workers Party (PKK) and who since his capture in 1999 has been held in prison by the Turkish State. 

Image 4. I want my Kurdish identity [Picture 8 from Umit]

This image, with the girl’s t-shirt that reads ‘I want my Kurdish identity’ above all reflects a central theme of our research findings. At its heart, the Kurdish community in north London, is a political refugee community where numerous social and cultural centres are central to the daily lives of Kurdish diaspora from Turkey. These are not only meeting places where people socialise, find out about work or immigration issues, but they are also places where Kurdish culture and identity is kept alive and reinforced. Political organisations organise and remind Kurds of events taking place in their homeland and nearly all interviewees talked about the importance of these community centres – although interestingly, not in terms of places to seek advice for workplace problems (see Author B et al. 2009 for a discussion about this). Younger interviewees, in particular, expressed concern about the loss of their own identity as assimilates in the UK and the suppression of Kurdish identity back in their homeland. Born and educated in London, these young people were struggling with these issues trying to reconcile feeling of politics and belonging: ‘I think that we see a big problem with Kurdish youth, particularly those who’ve got no experience of life in Kurdistan and who have got no memory of life in their original country, and who are to all intents and purposes English. They’ve grown up here, they’ve got a confused identity’ (worker interviewee). Another young worker added that the Kurdish community centres were ‘crucial because they provide a bridge between the parents who are here, and who are struggling with the change that they are exposed to because of their immigration situation and the younger generation who are struggling to find a common identity between the British identity, the Kurdish identity, and the Turkish identity which has been forced upon them, so they’re struggling with all these identities’. The discussion of the image in the focus group, however, concentrated on this issue of the flag and the picture of the PKK leader and the politics of the Kurdish struggle for independence, rather than issues of identity per se, demonstrates the extent to which the image contributed to a discussion that moved in a different direction to that in the worker interviews.  

Reflections on the use of visual data in research 

While we recognise the many problems with our research approach to collecting visual data in this particular project – an issue we will address in a moment – the knowledge we were able to uncover provided a much greater understanding of questions of identity and belonging among Kurdish workers, that we were able to elicit from interviews alone. Although these issues were discussed, often at length, in interviews, some workers found it difficult to articulate their feelings and indeed, we too sometimes struggled to make clear our questions in this area. The photographs, however, provided a way of introducing the subject without the awkwardness and multiple meanings associated with language. It also avoided putting individuals ‘on the spot’ where they perhaps felt they were suppose to be able to provide a coherent or well argued ‘defence’ of their identity. Instead, as Gauntlett and Holzworth (2006: 83) have reported, ‘it offers a positive challenge to the taken for granted idea that you can explore the social world by just asking people questions’. 

Although the main focus of our research was about how workers experienced and dealt with problems at work and where they looked for help and support, our other concern was the extent to which workers’ identity and their relationship with their local communities impacted on all these factors. What role did their identity play in the way they were treated – what support was available to them either in their neighbourhood or within their (ethnic) community and did this differ among different minority ethnic groups, and if so why? Although we were able to explain this context during interview to those we recruited to discuss their ‘problems at work’ we could not figure out a way to ask research participants prior to interviews to take photographs that might help discuss these issues in interviews. While the visual element was not written into our original proposal, we became interested in visual methodologies while undertaking our literature review. However, by this time we were committed to 195 worker interviews and a tight research schedule. Our main task was therefore to find 195 individuals with problems at work that would be prepared to talk to us at length about the difficulties they had faced. In order to meet our requirements to interview across sectors, age, gender, ethnic group and union/non union members, and the fact the people’s stories were likely to be private and deeply personal, we were limited in the extent we could work via a collective group or organisation. Nevertheless we were intrigued about what ‘the visual’ might add to our interviews and the coming across Renk Art, the Kurdish photography group, opened up an opportunity to experiment with incorporating visual methods within our project. 

However, the process of finding a group of photographers from one of the ethnic groups under study, the commissioning of a professional photojournalist and the use of another group of participants to comment and analyse both sets of data does not ‘fit’ neatly into any of the examples we found in the visual sociology literature (Collier 1967; Gillian 2007; Harper 2003; Lorenz and Kolb 2009; Wang et al. 1996). We would, however, argue that our ‘haphazard’ or perhaps more positively, ‘responsive’ approach provided us with a great deal more rich data that relying on interview data alone. It also gave us the opportunity to compare and analyse responses between those images created by ‘insiders’ (the Kurdish photography group) and ‘outsiders’ (the professional photojournalist). There was a difference in the focus group discussions between the different originators of images as evidence by the discussion around Image 2, the kebab shop. Kurdish participants were more likely to record and present images that reflected their community’s strengths and concerns – and the politics of the diaspora ran deeply through the images that were presented. As Wang (1999) has explained the aim of photovoice is to record and reflect a community’s strength from their own perspective and to a very limited extent we were able to do this through the 60 photographs taken by the Kurdish photographers. What was evident was that the issue of representation was very important. The meaning that individuals attributed to everyday objects and their lived experience helped to explore areas that were sensitive or political and were more difficult to uncover in the interview situation. As Inglis (2005: 2) has reported ‘when someone is called upon to reflect upon and describe their everyday existence, not only is the point of doing that probably obscure…but it is also rather difficult to put into words’.  Therefore using the images in the focus groups allowed participants to raise the issue without direct questions from the interviewers where questioning might have been interpreted in a negative or accusatory way. In refraining from asking questions and allowing the images instead to be used to provoke discussion among the group, we were able to remove ourselves to the background while the debates took place in the foreground. In doing so, not only were important cultural and social perspectives able to come to the fore and be revealed as suggested by Castleden et al (2008) et al, but the collection and most importantly, the interpretation of data had been driven by the participants themselves. The gendered issues of work, home and representation were more easily brought to light as a result of the photographs – highlighting issues that had not been developed or raised in the interviews. The contested gendered representation of ‘home’ and the relationship with work was an interesting finding, which although we did not have space to explore in this paper, highlights the benefit of using visual methodology and raises the potential for future research in this area.

In reflecting on our first experiment in using visual methods we understood the extent to which involving research subject in the process of creating and interpreting data can be a powerful mechanism for not only breaking down barriers but it also provides a means for participants to teach researchers about how to engage in collaborative work (Lorenz and Kolb 2009). The initial idea of using photography as illustration gave way to a much more interesting approach whereby the images became central to our methodological approach and thus intrinsic to our findings. With experience, would we have done this research differently? Probably yes, but we have learnt a lot by having the courage to experiment and accept that while methodologically it was unplanned, we nevertheless responded to events as they arose during the research and learnt from and engaged with our research participants in a much more interesting way than if we had stuck with our original research plan. As one participant from the photography group explained:  ‘when you contacted us and told us there is a project on Kurdish identity I got interested. There is a Kurdish national struggle and movement. We can think of this [project] as a way of announcing ourselves worldwide as Kurds. We have been oppressed and assimilated in terms of cultural and linguistic aspects for many years. I believe that this kind of project would contribute to this struggle, so that’s why we accepted to contribute.’ From this, our collaborative work is continuing with the Kurdish participants. We have begun working on a workers advice project that aims to teach people about their rights at work and how they might collectively address some of the issues we uncovered in the research. The photographs have been used in a number of exhibitions alongside quotations from the interviews. These have been displayed at a workers advice project session which was open to Kurdish workers in the local community who had come along to find out how they might deal with some of the problems they are experiencing at work. While we, as small team of researcher, are unlikely be able to provide a solution to the many problems faced by people who encounter difficulties at work, as Lorenz and Kolb (2009) have said, ‘participants value the opportunity to air their views and this can be a worthwhile goal in itself’. The workers advice project aims to go a little further than this by attempting to empower workers to challenge their exploitation collectively and it is hoped that the data we have collected (both visual and written) can in some way help to contribute toward this end.
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�	 	Exceptions include the journals Visual Studies, Visual Sociology, Visual Anthropology and Visual Anthropology Review, which have been specifically established to report and discuss visual methods.


�	 	This paper will only focus on the interviews with Kurdish workers – papers on the other interviews can been found at www.XXX


�	 	One hundred and eighty-five face-to-face interviews with workers were conducted over an 18-month period between 2008-2009 as well as 64 interviews with key respondents. The latter included people working in third sector organisations such as Law Centres and other advice and advocacy organisations like Citizens Advice, local solicitors, community organisations and faith groups and local council representatives.


�	 	To view the photographs go to www.XXX


�	 	With nearly 120 photographs it would not have been possible to display them all during the focus groups, therefore the eleven photographs shown were chosen by the research team as representing each of these main themes. We began by dividing the photos into each of the themes and we then chose one photograph from each category. We used the photographs to provoke discussion on a wide range of issues including social, cultural and work related matters as it was the integration of these issues that was the focus of our research. We included 3 photographs from the photojournalist as well as the Kurdish photographers to see to whether or to what extent his photographs provoked a different response among the focus group participants. 







