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Abstract

This  paper  sets  out  to  present  Project  e-ma,  a 
doctoral  research  project  carried  out  within  the 
School of Education at The Queen’s University of 
Belfast  from  2013  to  2016.  Project  e-ma  used  the 
theoretical  frame  of  Paulo  Freire’s  Critical 
pedagogy (FCP) to explore the potentiality of the 
Japanese  cultural  artefact  e-ma  as  a  means  to 
engage with the key tenets of FCP: dialogue, praxis, 
transformation,  problem-posing,  disruption,  and 
conscientização,  undergirded  by  democratic  values 
and social justice, and also the wider theme of hope. 
The  research  was  conducted  in  a  site-specific 
working-class  community  of  South  Belfast;  the 
Donegall Pass (the Pass). Although traditionally it 
was customary to write one’s hope on e-ma, this has 
changed in  recent  years,  and it  has  now become 
common to see illustrated e-ma hanging at shrines 
alongside traditional written ones. It is this second 
incarnation  which  the  research  seeks  to  explore, 
with an emphasis not on art per se, rather, on mark-
making  as a means to explore hope and FCP. This 
mark-making  occurred  at  intimate  workshops 
conducted across the community, at which various 
groups  and  community  members  coalesced  to 
engage with hope. These hopes which were coded 
and grouped,  were  numerous  and included such 
themes as: safety, community, friendship, and identity. 
Through exploration of the tenets of FCP, the act of 
collective mark-making, and through the discourse 

which arose with self and with others, both during 
the  workshop  and  afterwards  when  e-ma  were 
displayed  in  public;  e-ma  proved  to  be  effective 
pedagogical artefacts which produced two distinct 
types  of  data  -  visual  and  oral.  The  research 
developed a collaborative participatory process in 
the  community  that  culminated  in  an  arts-based 
installation  the  ‘Wall  of  Hope’  -  the  e-ma  from 
which were then ritually purified (burned). 
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Introduction

This  paper  explores  the  use  of  an  arts-based 
methodology as a means of engaging citizens with 
notions of hope. This study was situated in a site-
specific  community  called  the  Donegall  Pass, 
located  only  a  short  walk  from  the  Queen’s 
University  of  Belfast,  which  is  an  historically 
deprived, predominantly Protestant working-class 
area  of  South  Belfast,  Northern  Ireland.  Located 
within the broader spectrum of visual Arts-based 
Educational  Research (ABER) methodologies,  this 
research sought to explore the potential  of  visual 
arts as a conduit towards an other, i.e. an objective 
positioned outside of art  as an endpoint in itself. 
Here the other would refer to engagement with and 
on  the  theme of  hope.  This  discourse  on hope is 
explored  via  means  of  the  Japanese  cultural 
artefact,  e-ma  -  a  wooden  votive  tablet  from  the 
Japanese indigenous belief system Shinto. 

Exploring Hope 

The central theme explored in this research is hope. 
Although the idea of hope is left open throughout 
this  paper  and  ultimately  considered  in  a  very 
generalised manner within the sphere of arts-based 
community  explorations,  it  is  still  necessary  to 
understand   what  is  meant  by  hope  and  how it 
relates  to  other  concepts  such  as  belief,  optimism, 
positivity, or longing, as well as its antonyms: doubt, 
hopelessness,  or  despair.  Although  Snyder  (1995) 
defines hope as ‘the process of thinking about one’s 
goals, along with the motivation to move towards 
those goals (agency), and the ways to achieve those 
goals (pathways)’ (1995: 355), the concept of hope is 
a  curiously multidimensional  idea which spans a 
vast array of loci,  stretching from the micro level 
(individual hope) (Pettit, 2004; Snyder, 2000, 2002; 
Shade, 2001) right through the macro (collective or 
community  hope)  (Rorty,  1981,  1998;  Gutiérrez, 
2001;  Marmarosh,  Holtz  &  Schottenbauer,  2005). 
Even  at  the  macro  level,  however,  it  could  be 
defined as small  group hope,  or  large group;  the 
interpretations  and  definitions  of  which  are 
endless. The problem is further compounded if we 
ask the question:  what is  hope? ‘Is  it  an emotion 
(Lazarus,  1999),  a  cognitive  process  (Waterworth, 
2004),  an  existential  stance  (Crapanzano,  2003),  a 
state  of  being (Fromm, 1968),  a  disposition  (Day, 
1969),  an  attitude  (Dauenhauer,  2005),  a  state  of 
mind (Pettit, 2004), […] an instinct (Mandel, 2002), 
an  impulse  (Ricoeur,  1970),  an  institution 
(Polkinghorne,  2002),  […]  or  a  subliminal 
‘sense’ (Taussig, 2002)’ (cited in Webb, 2013: 398). 
Hope,  therefore  is  not  only  a  multiplicitous 

essentially  contested  concept  (Gallie,  1956),  with  an 
array of interpretations and meanings, it is also an 
idea  which  exists  in  three  dimensions.  These 
dimensions are the epistemological  or ontological 
stances  one  adopts  in  viewing  the  subject;  for 
example  whether  one  places  the  power  for  hope 
within the individual, or whether one defers this to 
an  alternate,  supernatural  force.  There  is  also  a 
further  political  dimension  which  places  the 
individual  within  a  power  structure  and 
determines to what extent they are agentic or not. 
Hope in  this  context  is  much more  of  a  guiding 
beacon than a defining goal or outcome. As Marcel 
(1962) notes, ‘hope is not interested in the how, and 
is not searching for a concrete solution to life’s trials, 
for  the  technical  question  of  ends  and  means  is 
alien to the character of hope’ (Marcel, 1962: 51-52) 
[italics in original]. 

E-ma, Shinto and hope 

E-ma performs a cultural function similar to a New 
Year’s Resolution in the West; that is to record the 
hopes,  dreams  and  aspirations  of  people  in  the 
desire  that  they  will  come  true.  Fundamental  to 
shinto  and hope is the idea of cyclicality, whether 
this presents itself in seasonal festivals and rituals 
(Arai  et  al.,  1981;  Reader,  2007;  Yamakage,  2012; 
Llewellyn-Evans,  2002)  or  in  once  yearly  ritual 
purification (burning). The significance of this new 
beginning, where new hopes are recoded afresh, is 
an important motif in Shinto. As Arai et al (1981) 
note: ‘Shinto, as a faith system, includes the belief 
that the kami are freshly vitalised with the coming 
of each new year’ (1981: 35). One very interesting 
shift, and something which is a point of departure 
for this research, is the transition from written hope 
to drawn hope. Despite the fact that traditionally 
all hopes would have been written on e-ma, it has 
become  de  rigueur  in  recent  years,  especially  for 
younger visitors to shrines, to now draw their hope 
on e-ma. This, along with the shift in language and 
protocol (from the formal to the casual), can be seen 
as part of a turn towards a more individualised and 
multiplicitous  response  to  e-ma  and  a  further 
reflection  of  a  shift  in  the  role  which  overt 
individualism now plays in Japanese society. 

Employing  the  Concepts  of  Paulo  Freire 
(Theoretical framework)

The  theory  which  undergirds  this  research,  and 
which  provides  not  only  the  theoretical 
underpinnings,  but  also  the  political,  axiological, 
and pedagogical framework, is FCP.  For Freire, the 
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key tenets of FCP coalesce around the core theme of 
democracy  or  democratic  values  (e.g.  1970,  2013: 
47,  53,  75)  which  are  viewed  from  a  Marxist 
perspective. The term democracy is seen not as an 
inert  action,  like  casting  a  ballot,  but  should  be 
viewed as a means of  progression towards social 
change  and  betterment  for  the  working-class; 
something  perhaps  better  expressed as  democratic 
values or democratic practice. Besides these it must be 
imbued with an inherent sense of social-justice too. 
As Dewey (1916) notes on the subject, ‘democracy 
is more than a form of government; it is primarily a 
mode  of  associated  living,  of  conjoint 
communicated experience.’ (1916: 87). It might also 
help  to  view  Freire’s  democracy  as  a  micro 
construct  at  the  grass-roots,  working  towards 
incremental  shifts  in  consciousness,  rather  than 
being  a  macro  construct  headed solely  for  large-
scale  change.  Social  justice  with  its  outer  ring  of 
democratic practice forms the central core to which 
all  other  tenets  thread  backwards,  and  is  the 
keystone,  which essentially informs all  of  Freire’s 
teachings.  In  addition  to  the  central  core  of 
democratic  values  and  social  justice,  there  are  a 
further seven constructs identified as being key to 
the theory; tenets which need to be engaged with 
and explored if the theory is considered to be truly 
Freirean in nature. The tenets of FCP are: dialogue, 
praxis, transformation, problem-posing, disruption, 
and conscientização.  Whilst  the  majority  of  these 
terms  are  self-explanatory,  it  is  perhaps  worth 
dwelling on the two most important words which 
Freire gave to the pedagogical lexicon; praxis and 
conscientização.

Freire (1996: 33) defines praxis as, ‘reflection 
and action upon the world in order to transform it.’  
He  goes  on  to  state,  ‘the  praxis  which,  as  the 
reflection and action which truly transforms reality, 
is  the  source  of  knowledge  and  creation’  (ibid: 
81-82).  Praxis  therefore,  is  not  only  a  key  term 
which,  like  so  many  others,  in  part  replicates 
similar sentiments expressed in the CP corpus too, 
but  is  the  point  of  departure  towards  cyclicality 
and the  concept  of  action research.  As  Rahnema, 
(1992) quoted in Jones, (1995: 588), notes ‘Genuine 
participation is not represented through its external 
and hence inevitably co-opted guise, but instead by 
inner creativity and spiritual qualities, through an 
awakening  of  self-realization,  step-by-step 
transformation, or praxis.’ 

Whilst praxis concerns itself with the cyclical 
or non-linear nature of enquiry feeding back into 
itself, it does not, however, offer us any endpoint, 

rather  it  provides  a  leaping-off  point. 
Conscientização,  or  the  raising  of  critical 
consciousness, on the other hand takes us towards 
the  endpoint  of  cognitive  emancipation  and  a 
revelation  in  that  we  ‘learn  to  perceive  social, 
political, and economic contradictions, and to take 
action  against  the  oppressive  elements  of 
reality.’  (McMasters,  2008:  17).  Conscientização,  is 
therefore,  the  strongest  indicator  of  Freire’s 
Marxist,  or  revolutionary,  credentials  and  the 
strongest indicator that the purpose of process of 
education  was  subservient  to  an  endpoint  of 
emancipation,  which  itself  was  only  the  point  of 
departure  towards  different  endgoals  such  as 
societal change, equality, reform, and social justice. 
Conscientização indicates that education is not an 
end but the means to achieve the end.  For ABER 
research  like  Project  e-ma,  conscientização  is  a 
prime objective which it is hoped occurs in many 
ways  as  an  incremental  process  of  change  and 
development. The open-ended nature of e-ma as a 
recorder  of  hope,  the  arts-based  ‘mark-making’ 
approach of  recording the  manifestation of  hope, 
and  the  lack  of  definitive  outcomes  all  aspire  to 
open  up  possibilities  of  guiding  participants 
towards  a  state  of  clarity,  or  self-realisation, 
Japanese: satori. The ultimate aim of this clarity is 
for  the  secondary purposes  of  raising the  critical 
consciousness of the participant and attempting to 
manifest their hope.

The function and purpose of  e-ma in  exploring 
FCP

Regarding  the  utilisation  of  e-ma,  there  are  three 
key points of interest. Firstly that e-ma belong to a 
non-sectarian tradition which is neither Protestant 
nor  Catholic,  secondly,  that  their  function  is  to 
record hope, and thirdly, that as tabula rasae,  they 
lack predetermined outcomes. In the first instance, 
any process, practise, or artefact which is going to 
be used in the context of Belfast must perform two 
primary  functions;  that  it  must  aim  to  be  non-
sectarian, and that it must be multiplicitous and not 
provide a platform which allows metanarratives to 
dominate. In addition, as stated above, at the core 
of  Freire’s  teachings  lies  democratic  practice  and 
social justice. The commonality undergirding these 
tenets is hope, for without hope all is lost and FCP 
would  serve  no  function  because  hopefulness  is 
integral  to the tenets.  Whether hope manifests  as 
hope for change, for improvement, for betterment, 
for transformation, for justice,  or for equality,  the 
desire of the educand expressed through their hope 
surely underpins all of the other constructs.

New Ideas in East Asian Studies 2017 (2) !3



Project e-ma

Figure 1: The first incarnation of Project e-ma; 
graduation show at NTU, summer 1999. 

By the beginning of June 2014, I had arrived at a 
working model for what Project e-ma was going to 
be in terms of both its aims and objectives and its 
visual output. Figure 2 below, which  taken from 
my sketchbook of  that  period,  demonstrates how 
the  initial  idea  took  shape  and  what  it  was 
intended to resemble. As mentioned earlier, one of 
my aims was to challenge the hegemonic murals as 
the dominant community ‘art’ du jour, and offer a 
more democratic alternative; to look at the future, 
rather than the past. My ‘multiplicitous mural’, as it 
was then called was intended to be constructed of 
single e-ma; one each being given to all members of 
the community surrounding the display site.  The 
individuals  would  then  paint  or  write  onto  e-ma 
their  hopes,  dreams,  or  aspirations,  and  these 
would then be hung on hooks drilled into the wall. 
Because  the  hooks  would  be  drilled  in  a  grid 
format close together, when e-ma would be hung on 
them,  the  collected  e-ma  would  look  like  a  giant 
Dalivision artwork. As the wind blew they would 
also move slightly, giving the artwork a sense of life 
which  was  further  manifested  in  the  form  of  a 
subtle  wind-chime  noise  which  would  give  an 
added  dimension  to  the  artwork  and  position  it 
away from being a static, unidimensional artwork 
like the murals.  

There  was  also  an  element  of  possible 
interaction built  into the final display,  and I  held 
romantic ideas that people would take e-ma off the 
wall  and  begin  ‘talking  back’  (hooks,  1989)  by 
perhaps  writing  or  drawing  a  response  on  the 
reverse  side;  and  that  somehow  the  wall  would 
become  a  focus  for  community  dialogue  and 
interaction. Given that I have lived for so long in 
Japan and am, to a large extent, defined by my time 

in that culture, I wanted to not only acknowledge 
my positionality – to use an approach which was 
derived from my extended cultural identity, but I 
also wished to continue on the work I had begun 
researching  at  NTU.  In  addition  to  this  and  the 
aforementioned  stance  against  murals  I  was 
mindful that if an artefact was to be successful in 
Belfast  as  a  conduit  to  engage  the  citizenry  and 
explore  an  other,  it  should  be  positioned  well 
outside  any  familiar  cultural,  social,  religious,  or 
political frame. In Belfast I found that Japan, and 
Japanese  culture,  occupied  a  peripheral  position 
with  a  very  neutral  perception  that  was  non-
threatening and for  the most  part,  conjured up a 
genuine  inquisitiveness  in  participants.  The  fact 
too,  that  e-ma  are  tactile  artefacts  with  a  familiar 
shape (almost gable-end shaped) and are cut from 
wood  with  all  of  its  associated  properties  and 
olfactory  responses,  not  only  helped  inspire 
participants but also initiated an entirely different 
response to a mundane artefact like a postcard. 

Figure 2: Initial sketch of how the wall would 
look and how it would compare to a mural. 

At this stage the project was really weighted 
towards  being  a  visual  artform  that  would  be  a 
public pedagogical event.  Because my ideas were 
not fully formed, and were constantly being honed 
through  interaction  and  discourse  in  the 
community  with  potential  partners,  and  through 
engagement  with  the  literature,  the  educative  or 
pedagogical elements were not yet worked out. In 
the early stages of development, it was conceived 
that  conscientização  (the  raising  of  critical 
consciousness) would occur mainly as part of the 
interaction with the artwork, a posteriori,  and that 
from this interaction and dialogue, transformation 
might occur. As will be discussed later, however, I 
gradually  began  to  focus  more  on  the  social/
pedagogical element and less on the art because it 
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is indirectly through this process that I was able to 
explore  with  participants  the  tenets  of  FCP  and 
ultimately have participants engage with hope. 

Figure 3: Graphic illustration of how the wall 
would look in situ. 

Project e-ma: Pilot workshops

The  workshops  which  became  the  methodology 
through which FCP was practised and hope was 
explored,  began  with  pilot  workshops  and  then 
progressed  to  a  more  structured  undertaking.  I 
began by commissioning T.R.E.E.,  a local training 
centre,  for  at-risk  youths,  to  produce  a  full-size 
frame, and several hundred e-ma. One goal of the 
Project had always been to ‘shop local’ to support 
local businesses and enterprises where possible so 
as  not  only  to  make the  Project  genuinely  grass-
roots, but also to offer a counter-model to the way 
many  community  art  projects  work,  not  just  in 
Belfast,  but  as  a  general  rule.  That  is,  when 
materials are sourced from wherever is cheapest or 
where purchase orders can be spent, the artist and 
facilitator  are  brought  in  from  outside,  and  very 
little of the funding actually gets spent in the local 
economy. This use of local enterprise also seemed 
to mirror the Japanese model where e-ma are often 
sourced locally hence one reason for the lack of a 
consistent and defining shape for e-ma nationwide 
in Japan.

The bulk of  the research was conducted at 
community  workshops,  during  which 
approximately  one-hundred  and  sixty  five 
individuals from a broad spectrum of backgrounds, 
gender,  ethnicity,  and  class  coalesced  at  small, 
intimate  workshops  to  paint  their  hopes.  These 
workshops  were  held  in  a  variety  of  locations 
including  the  Donegall  Pass  Youth  Club,  the 
Community  Centre,  and  one  inside  the  local 

Church,  St.  Mary  Magdalene  (Church of  Ireland) 
who were very welcoming and supportive of the 
Project,  eventually giving over their two-hundred 
year old outside wall to house the frame for e-ma. 
Onto this wall which faced the local park a full size 
frame  was  to  be  placed,  and  a  local  joiner  was 
contracted to  produce this.  Following this,  rather 
than having frame pre-painted, I decided to have it 
delivered to the Donegall Pass Youth Club so that 
the  youths  could  undercoat  and  gloss  it.  The 
inclusive nature of this painting further cemented 
the Project as a genuine attempt to build a grass-
roots  community  endeavour,  where  all  could 
participate. I encouraged the youths to take part so 
that they could generate a sense of ownership and 
pride in the Project. By inviting the young people 
to take charge of the painting, they were investing 
their own time, energy, and emotion in the frame 
and would, it was hoped, not damage it. This latter 
not  only  proved  to  be  the  case,  but  also  created 
many  opportunities  for  the  young  people,  both 
male  and  female,  to  showcase  a  variety  of  their 
skills including painting, leadership, coaching, and 
mentoring.  It  is  important  to  note  that  this 
empowerment and sense of ownership, which are 
core  constructs  of  FCP,  also  contributed  to  the 
discourse on hope by allowing individuals to see 
their own potential.

After the children had painted the frame it 
was then hung on the Wall in the Park along with 
an  explanatory  panel.  The  panel  performed  the 
function of serving as a continuous reference point 
for  the  Project  in  the  community,  and  also 
contained a ‘questions and answer’ section which 
addressed  common  questions  about  the  Project. 
This was included so that visitors to the Park could 
understand  the  Project.  In  addition  to  this, 
information  about  social  media  and  the  website 
URL  were  provided  along  with  the  logos  of 
supporting groups. Because the playfulness of the 
red frame with brightly painted e-ma contrasted so 
strongly with the austerity of the granite wall, and 
because it had a sense of other-worldliness about it, 
it  fitted  the  space  well  and  local  residents 
concurred that it did not seem out of place, and as a 
piece  of  public  artwork,  it  became  a  focus  for 
hopefulness.

Rather  than  simply  putting  e-ma  on  the 
frame, I felt that it was important to try to bring the 
community  together  in  a  celebration  of  what  we 
had achieved, and so, having finally got the frame 
on  the  wall,  a  celebration  event  was  held  in  the 
Park  where  many of  those  who had  helped  and 
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invested  time  and  energy  in  the  Project  came 
together  to  celebrate  as  a  group.  Because  of  the 
fragmented nature of the community, many people 
had been involved in  small  parts  of  the  process, 
often from disparate groups, and this was the first 
time they were all together. The launch event was 
also well attended by people from outside the area 
including  academics  from  Queen’s  and  a  local 
politician, Lily Kerr.

Figure 4: Launch party, June 18th 2015. 

The culmination of Project e-ma, occurred on 
July 11th 2015 with the go-ma, or ritual purification/
burning of e-ma. In Japan, in accordance with shinto 
lore,  e-ma  are  burned  once  a  year,  although  the 
exact  origins  of  why  e-ma  are  burned  remains 
unclear,  however,  it  is  likely  a  combination  of 
starting  over,  removing  old  debris,  sending  the 
wishes  to  the  ether,  or  as  Benjamin  (2010)  notes 
‘(because) the earliest works of art originated in the 
service  of  ritual  –  first  the  magical  and then  the 
religious kind’ (2010: 19). 

Burning  things  in  Northern  Irish  culture 
carries  additional  baggage  on  both  sides  of  the 
(Catholic/Protestant) religious divide, especially so 
if  the burning takes place in a Protestant area on 
July  11th.  That  established,  however,  had  a 
Republican/Nationalist  area  been the first  one to 
host  the Project,  I  would still  have liked to  have 
continued the Japanese tradition and burned e-ma, 
the only difference might have been a change in the 
date.  Given  the  attempt  to  use  e-ma  as  a  bridge 
artefact, to transcend culture, usage, and ownership 
- to in some small way continue the natural idea of 
cultural  assimilation (Japanese:  kongo)  seen across 
time and loci. It was decided, after due consultation 
with  my  community  partner,  South  Belfast 
Alternatives,  and other key stakeholders,  that the 
misogi would take place on the evening of July 11th 

as part of the wider cultural celebrations to which 
all stakeholders and participants were invited. The 
ritual burning not only helped create further buy-in 
from the local community because it  was seen as 
paying  homage  and  respect  to  the  rituals  and 
culture of the Protestant community, but it also had 
an added purpose of breaking the linear model of 
research, introducing cyclicality, and bringing into 
the  fore  the  idea  of  revisiting  one’s  hopes  and 
considering the future. 

Sadly, a lot of the conversations, politics, and 
visual arts in Northern Ireland are about locating 
discourse through the lens of the Troubles (1968 – 
1998),  firmly  in  the  past;  and whilst  this  is  fully 
understood  given  that  the  country  is  still 
transitioning to lasting peace, it is arguable that we 
should not forget to also look to the future. One of 
the key points about devising this Project  was to 
configure a piece of public pedagogy/community 
art, which was focused on hope; hope, which is by 
its  very  nature  a  forward  looking  construct. 
Furthermore, I wanted to push against a finite or 
linear model  for  research and community-arts  by 
incorporating Mertens et al’s idea of cyclicality into 
action  research,  and  expressly  did  not  want  to 
replicate  pre-existing  models  of  research  or 
community  arts,  which have a  start  and an end-
point. So by burning e-ma, it was intended that this 
should  not  be  the  end,  but  the  start  of  the  next 
cycle,  and  by  building  this  process  into  the 
methodology, I would at least in part be embracing 
my theoretical and pedagogical underpinnings.

Figure 5: E-ma ablaze. 

Findings

Having  discussed  the  process,  the  following 
sections will now present and discuss the product; 
the outworkings of Project e-ma, and discuss some 
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of the data produced. To give a very brief overview, 
the  actual  oral  data  generated  two  examples  of 
monologue data,  two of discursive data,  and one 
example from a focus group which are presented 
below, all transcribed verbatim from film footage or 
audio  recordings  with  the  ethical  consent  of  the 
participants.

Monologue Data

The following examples of monologue data 
were recorded direct to camera by participants of 
an international women’s group which meets each 
Thursday in the St. Mary Magdalene Church Hall, 
Donegall Pass.

Figure 6: "Prosperity" (Suchita, Indian female, 
aged thirty). 

“Hi,  I’ve  made  this…  (gestures  towards  tree) 
representing the tree as the tree of life, and health, 
(inhales)  and  er,  (points  to  tree)  heart  can 
represent health, so… it’s like er, (points at e-ma) 
I’ve  put  on  all  the  alphabets  here  so…  e, 
anybody’s  name  starting  with  those  alphabets 
(gestures  towards  tree),  I…  hope  them…  have, 
they have lot of good health and, the roots of the 
tree,  er,  make  them  established  in  life,  and 
prosperity.”

(Participant Suchita, Indian 
female, aged thirty)

Figure 7: "Calm" (Megan, Protestant female, 
aged fifty). 

(Stares at e-ma held in hands for several seconds, 
before starting to speak)
“Ok, these are some of the things that I  (pause) 
wish and hope for my family,  and my friends… 
and above all  simplicity,  and I  particularly love 
daisies (inaudible) simplicity so (pause) simple, calm, 
peace, hope, joy, contentment”

(Participant Megan, 
Protestant female, aged fifty) 

Discursive Data

The  following  two  examples  of  discursive 
data  were  recorded  at  the  Donegall  Pass  Youth 
Club,  these  interviews  were  conducted  the  week 
following their workshop.

Figure 8: ‘Peace & Unity’ (Kev, Protestant male, 
aged eleven). 
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A.R. Woollock: “Alright, can you tell me what you 
painted please?”

Kev: “Erm… I painted a tricolour and the Union 
Jack for represtin’ peace between the two 
communities.”

AW: “Alright, an’ what did you paint in the 
middle of it?”

K: “A peace sign (changes tone) but I kinda 
ruined it!”

AW: “Why did you ruin it?”
K: “I didn’t… well I was colourin’ in the peace 

sign and I wanted a line so I jus’ coloured it a l l 
in red!”

AW: (Laughs) “An’ that’s quite unusual because 
you painted the tricolour as well…”

K: “Yeah…”
AW: “Why did you paint that?”
K: (Pause) “Well I don’t really mind about the 

Protestant an’ Catholic thing, so I do… 
(quieter) I would play football with 
anybody!”

AW: “Aha.”
K: “Um… an’ the same with the Union Jack… 

(pause), so…”

Figure 9: ‘Lab’ (Dan, Protestant male, aged nine). 

A.R. Woollock: “Can you tell me what you drew?”
Dan: (Sniffs) “Er, a lab!”
AW: “It’s a lab, why did you draw a lab?”
D: “’Cos I want to be a scientist when I’m 

older!”
AW: (Pause) “So your, your hope is to be a 

scientist?”
D: “Yeah, an’ ta build robots an’ stuff (peters 

out)”
AW: “OK, that’s nice (jabs finger towards e-ma) 

can you describe what you drew?”
D: (looks up at friend) “ I drew er, a 

laboratory (pause) er… with… with two 
army guards, so it… people couldn’t try 
and burgler, (gestures) take out the 
research that I’ve tried…”

AW: (Laughs)
D: “Or… (more animated) (inaudible) or, my 

robots (smiles broadly) so, yeah, like that 
stuff an’ all…”

AW: “So you need the army guard?”
D: (Nods head) “Yeah!”
AW: (Inaudible) (laughs)
D: “In case maniacs try an’ break in.”
AW: “’Case maniacs try an’ break in?... alright, so in

the future you hope to be a scientist?”
D: (Bows head deeply)
AW: (Smiling) “Alright, thank you very much.”

Focus Group Data

The  following  are  oral  extracts  and  visual  data 
derived  from  an  inter-generational  focus  group 
which  took  place  with  the  Senior  Section  and 
leaders  of  the  First  Irish  Company  of  the  Boy’s 
Brigade (St. Mary Magdalene), Donegall Pass, and 
immediately followed on from the painting of the 
participants’ e-ma. 

Figure 10: ‘Sports’ (Robert, Protestant male, 
aged eleven). 

Mark: Alan! Alan! (pause) Our community 
couldn’t afford anything otheran that.

Alan: Every time they say they’re gonna do 
something, they don’t do it.

Mark: No, no no, Alan, no Alan. The day, I can 
remember the day Lorraine came te all us 
and said what de yees want down as a football 
pitch? […] And we said a 3G, and she sez we 
can’t afford that, ‘cos you have te get 
floodlights, an everything else. And she told us 
the only thing we can really afford is to keep the 
grass or put Tarmac down. (Long pause) So we 
chose to put Tarmac down.
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Figure 11: ‘Money / Resources’ (Jonathan, 
Protestant male, aged eighteen).

Mark: The Markets  is bigger and the Lower 1

Ormeau is bigger so they come first, this is the 
way it is.

Alan: We’re like er the last priority
Mark: We get crap money […] We get crap 
money, crap fundin’ and they get brilliant 
funding.

Alan: We’re like the last (inaudible) […] We’re 
like a puzzle piece can’t be found […]Yeah, 
the… like, they just don’t wanna include us.

	

Figure 12: ‘More Community Police’ (Mark, 
Protestant male, aged nineteen). 

Jonathan:   There’s bigger problems, there’s       
     bigger problems than havin’ floodlights.

Alan: There’s bigger problems…
Mark: There’s drugs dealin’ gone on that we have to 

take care of.

Alan: But they’re causing more problems keepin’ 
people on the streets doin’ nothin’ than, 
th… it’s just…

Jonathan:  Alan, if you want, if you want them 
    community to actually move forward you 
    wanna look at the bigger problems…

Conclusion

This  research  set  out  to  examine  a  number  of 
themes of engagement which were detailed earlier. 
Central  to  this  enquiry  was  to  observe  the 
transposition of the Japanese votive tablet e-ma to 
Belfast, Northern Ireland, and in doing so represent 
it  not merely as a means to simply record hopes, 
but  also  as  a  possible  pedagogical  artefact  to 
engage  citizens  from  a  deprived  working-class 
community to engage with hope. Interwoven with 
this aim was a close examination and re-evaluation 
of  not  only  what  legitimately  constitutes  Freire’s 
Critical Pedagogy, but also how the core tenets of 
this theory may be explored via visual arts-based 
methods in a public pedagogical context. 

 E-ma,  as  pedagogical  artefacts,  revealed 
themselves to be a much more diverse and versatile 
tools  than  initially  expected.  They  also  revealed 
that hope is not only manifested in various ways 
and forms but is able to be expressed and captured 
in  myriad  forms  and  styles  too.  Ultimately,  this 
points  to  the  fact  that  despite  the  prevailing 
pessimism in Belfast, hope is alive and well in the 
Donegall Pass, at least in parts of the community; it 
just isn’t always immediately visible. Perhaps it is 
not visible because people are not looking for it, or 
looking for it in the wrong places; or perhaps they 
are using the wrong tools or methods which are not 
conducive to finding it. Furthermore, perhaps hope 
in the Donegall Pass doesn’t look like what people 
imagine,  or  like  hope  in  other  areas,  orp  erhaps 
people simply don’t want to find it, perhaps in part 
the negative cultural narrative of the Donegall Pass 
is more convenient to believe , because it fits neatly 2

into a preconception which is often reinforced by 
those  in  positions  of  power  (see  McKeever  et  al, 
2013; Delargy, 2007; Chan, 2006), media speculation 
or salacious gossip. Ultimately then, it may mean 
that not only will the citizens of the Pass have to 
come to believe in some small  way in their  own 
agentic  potential,  and the power of  FCP to effect 
change and drive their  own future  towards their 

  The Markets is a predominantly Catholic/Nationalist area located at the eastern extremity of the Greater Pass area.1

 Of course, having internalised the external negative narrative à la Stockholm syndrome, it could also be the case that it 2

is also easier for those on the inside of the cultural narrative to believe what others say about them.
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hopes and aspirations, but also (and this is perhaps 
more  difficult),  there  has  to  be  a  change  of 
perception  on  the  part  of  the  wider  Belfast 
community to allow the Pass to reclaim an identity 
which it defines for itself, to let it be what it wants 
to be, in an open-ended sense, like that facilitated 
by the tabula rasae of e-ma. Ultimately then, it may 
mean that the community outside of the pass has as 
much  responsibility  to  not  stereotype  an  entire 
community, but rather allow it to exercise agency 
and  democratic  rights  to  become  something 
presently unimagined yet hoped for.
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