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On 7 October 2015, I awoke to the news that £870,000 had officially been 
slashed from the Arts Council of Northern Ireland’s annual budget. While 
this may seem a small occurrence in the grand scheme of Northern Ireland’s 
political and economic affairs, and while this amount may not, at first glance, 
seem comparatively large, the event sent shockwaves through the Northern 
Ireland arts sector, among whom I had been researching for the previous 
year. It was a grim day for this community of artists, made darker still by the 
fact that the budget cut, occurring midway through the fiscal year and thus 
throwing pre-planned annual budgets into chaos, came fast on the heels of a 
cut of £1.38 million that had just been implemented in January of the same 
year.1 

The arts in Northern Ireland are primarily funded through the public 
purse, with the Arts Council of Northern Ireland (ACNI) serving as the pri-
mary channel through which these funds are distributed. At that point in 
time, the October budget cut of £870,000 represented 6% of the ACNI’s An-
nual Funding Programme funds.2 Arts funding cuts are situated within a 
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private fees-based and for-profit rock music schools. Her first monograph, The 
Cracked Art World: Conflict, Austerity, and Community Arts in Northern Ireland, will 
be published by Berghahn in 2022. 
1 Robbie Meredith, ‘Arts Council of Northern Ireland Facing Further Budget Cuts 
This Year’, BBC News, 11 September 2015, accessed 12 September 2015, 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-34224303; Robbie Meredith, 
‘Northern Ireland Arts: 32 Groups to Have Stormont Funding Restored’, BBC News, 
19 November 2015, accessed 20 November 2015, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-
northern-ireland-34869007. 
2 The Annual Funding Programme (AFP) is generally considered to be the top level 
or gold standard of ACNI funding, as it provides for an organisation’s operational 
costs, whereas most of its other funding streams provide only for specific projects, 
and thus cannot cover day-to-day operations and expenses such as salaries. As the 
bulk of the ACNI’s funding and the source of the largest single grants to organisa-
tions, the Annual Funding Programme has been the primary target of austerity cuts, 
and thus has been of primary concern to arts anti-austerity campaigners in Northern 
Ireland. Prior to the October cut, the 2015-2016 AFP budget was £13,558,132. For 
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broader programme of austerity in Northern Ireland and the UK, and 
frankly constitute only a very small portion of the austerity cuts enacted in 
the region.3 As such, despite the vast and growing literature on austerity pol-
icies and anti-austerity protests in the UK and throughout Europe, arts fund-
ing austerity and protests against arts funding cuts have remained largely 
unexamined.4 This article seeks to address this gap within the austerity liter-
ature by presenting in-depth description and analysis of the workings of one 
such social movement protesting against arts funding austerity. 

Less than a week later, on 13 October 2015, a call began to circulate on 
social media, urging those involved in Northern Ireland’s arts sector to for-
mulate a collective response to the budget cut. The call, put forth by the or-
ganisation Arts Matter NI, which coordinates and leads the arts sector’s anti-
austerity lobbying activities, was accentuated by a rather ominous image, 
reading, ‘RED ALERT: State of Emergency’. This was followed by a tall, 
stylised exclamation point, and the entire image was superimposed over a 
bright red background. The ‘State of Emergency’ logo headed Arts Matter 
NI’s call for concerned individuals to attend a public ‘emergency meeting’ 
that coming Friday (16 October) to discuss the sector’s response to the most 
recent budget cut. 

In this article, I address the special issue themes of ‘performance and 
politics, power and protest’ through a detailed ethnography of this emer-
gency meeting - specifically through an examination of the artists’ delibera-
tions over how best to address and protest this budget cut. In so doing, I 
have borrowed the ‘framing’ perspective from social movement studies, an-
alysing frames and framing within this one ethnographic moment as a way 
of examining in detail how performance, politics, power, and protest inter-
lock and intersect within this one particular anti-austerity social movement. 
While the focus and scale here are small - minutely small, in fact, in the face 
of global austerity - I argue that detailed ethnographic analyses of this nature 

 
comparison, in the prior fiscal year (2014-2015), the AFP budget was £14,434,768. 
Total funds disbursed across all ACNI programmes in 2014-2015, including AFP, 
project grants, Lottery funding, and small grants to individuals and community 
groups, was £21,220,786. List of Annual Funding Programme recipients, 2015-
2016, Arts Council of Northern Ireland, accessed 18 April 2015, 
http://www.artscouncil-ni.org/images/uploads/AFP2015_16(2).pdf; ‘2016 Previous 
Awards’, Arts Council of Northern Ireland, accessed 19 March 2016, 
http://www.artscouncil-ni.org/funding/previous-awards. 
3 See Colin Coulter, ‘Under Which Constitutional Arrangement Would You Still 
Prefer to Be Unemployed? Neoliberalism, the Peace Process, and the Politics of 
Class in Northern Ireland’, Studies in Conflict and Terrorism 37, no. 9 (2014); Chris 
Gilligan, ‘Austerity and Consociational Government in Northern Ireland’, Irish Stud-
ies Review 24, no. 1 (2016). 
4 An exception is Serafini’s brief treatment of London-based protest group Arts 
Against Cuts. Paula Serafini, ‘Subversion through Performance: Performance Ac-
tivism in London’, in The Political Aesthetics of Global Protest: The Arab Spring and Beyond, 
ed. Pnina Werbner, Martin Webb and Kathryn Spellman-Poots (Edinburgh: Edin-
burgh University Press, 2014), 327, 329. 
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have much to teach us about the local effects of austerity, and about the on-
going small-scale, grassroots resistance to austerity whose efforts have not 
captured international attention. 

This article is divided into three main sections: theory, ethnography, 
and analysis. In the first of these, I introduce more detailed background in-
formation on the social movement under consideration in this article, pre-
senting it through the lens of social movement theory and the framing ap-
proach. I detail the ways in which I personally will be employing the framing 
perspective in this article, and the ways in which my own anthropologically 
based application differs from mainstream understandings employed by so-
ciologists of social movements. In the second section, I present ethnographic 
data from my own participant-observation at the meeting, examining in de-
tail the ways in which processes of framing played out via face-to-face inter-
actions and debate among the gathered members of the social movement. 
Throughout this section, I describe and interrogate the ways in which many 
approaches and suggestions are whittled down to a few, and a collective pro-
test response coordinated semi-democratically from the opinions of a multi-
tude of individuals. In the third and final section, I then turn to analysis, 
examining the ways in which framing processes intersect and interconnect 
with notions of performance, politics, and power within protest movements. 
I will also discuss some of the crucial ways in which this particular anti-aus-
terity social movement diverges from its more prominent - and thus more 
academically studied - European counterparts, and in so doing points to 
global flows and hierarchies of power and protest. 
 
1. Theory 
 

1.1 The Arts Anti-Austerity Movement in Northern Ireland 
 

Social movement scholars della Porta and Diani identify three characteris-
tics of social movements. Social movements: 
 

1) ‘are involved in conflictual relations with clearly identified opponents’, 
2) ‘are linked by dense informal networks’, and 
3) ‘share a distinct collective identity’.5 

 

Let’s work backward through della Porta and Diani’s list to address how 
what I will call ‘the arts anti-austerity movement in Northern Ireland’ fits 
into this concept, and thus, more broadly, into social movement scholarship. 

First, there is ‘collective identity’. Most of those who attended the emer-
gency meeting identify as ‘artists’ or members of the local ‘arts sector’ - ‘sec-
tor’ being, in my experience, the most common word they use to express 
their collectivity, and thus the term I will employ in this article. By their 
presence at the meeting, they all clearly share a common political interest 
and point of view, namely, a belief that the arts ought to be funded (at least 
in part) by government, and a concern with the effects that austerity has had 

 
5 Donatella della Porta and Mario Diani, Social Movements: An Introduction, 2nd edn. 
(Malden: Blackwell, 2006), 20. 
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on the local arts sector. Della Porta and Diani write that collective identities 
in social movements are formed when individuals make connections between 
their own concerns and situations and those of others, so that they come to 
‘regard themselves as inextricably linked to other actors’.6 At this point, sev-
eral years into the systematic reduction of the Arts Council budget in the 
name of austerity, it is highly unlikely that anyone in the room had not been 
affected by the budget cuts in some way or another. Having seen a collective 
£2.25 million slashed from an already small ACNI budget in that year alone, 
those present were clearly aware that their fates, under austerity, were ‘in-
extricably linked’ to one another, and that collective action was necessary to 
address the new ‘state of emergency’. 

This collective identity is further reinforced by the geopolitical particu-
larities of the Northern Ireland state. Separated geographically from the rest 
of the United Kingdom by the Irish Sea, and separated politically from the 
remainder of the island of Ireland, Northern Ireland exists within a relatively 
small geographical area (a little over 5,000 square miles), with a relatively 
small population (approximately 1.8 million people).7 At the moment, there 
is freedom of movement on the island of Ireland, via an open border between 
Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland; however, questions about the 
nature of the border after ‘Brexit’ (the UK’s exit from the European Union) 
still remain to be answered, since the Republic of Ireland remains an EU 
member state. Despite these close linkages between the two states on the 
island, the political and, especially, funding concerns of artists in the North 
are frequently not the same as their counterparts in the Republic. Austerity 
has affected both regions, but it has played out in different ways, with dif-
ferent consequences for their respective arts sectors. Northern Ireland has a 
limited number of artists, and they tend to band together. This is further re-
inforced by the tendency of arts organisations to be headquartered in one of 
Northern Ireland’s two main cities - Belfast and Derry/Londonderry. 

This point about the small nature of the sector lends itself well to della 
Porta and Diani’s second characteristic of social movements: ‘dense informal 
networks’.8 In addition to their collectivity in protest and lobbying, members 
of Northern Ireland’s artistic community are connected through a dense web 
of professional, social, digital, and personal linkages. Many are close friends 
or relations. Many collaborate regularly in their artistic efforts, or attend lo-
cal conferences and training events related to their work and interests; it was, 

 
6 Della Porta and Diani, Social Movements, 21. 
7 ‘The Countries of the UK’, National Archives, archived 8 January 2016, accessed 
2 March 2019, https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20160108051201/http:// 
www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/geography/beginner-sguide/administrative/ 
the-countries-of-the-uk/index.html. 
8 Luger has noted similarly dense interconnections among artists and activists in the 
island city-state of Singapore. Jason Luger, ‘“Awaken the Dragon”: Participatory 
Art-Making and the Grassroots in Authoritarian Singapore’, in Public Art Encounters: 
Art, Space and Identity, ed. Martin Zebracki and Joni M. Palmer (London: Routledge, 
2018). 
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in fact, by attending such events that I successfully made my first initial con-
tacts and built up my own research network among the local artistic com-
munity. Additionally, members of the arts sector are closely interlinked on 
social media, friending one another, participating in social media groups spe-
cific to their interests, and following and sharing the work and opinions of 
their fellows. Because of this, the use of social media platforms – particularly 
Facebook and Twitter – became a crucial part of my research, so much so 
that by the end of my research period, arts sector workers I had not yet met 
would, upon hearing my name or seeing my face, identify me instantly as a 
researcher from Queen’s University Belfast who was working on community 
arts. 

Della Porta and Diani’s third and final characteristic of social move-
ments is what they call ‘conflictual collective action’.9 According to these au-
thors, the key difference between a social movement and collective action 
more generally is that the former ‘requires the identification of targets for 
collective efforts, specifically articulated in social or political terms’.10 Under 
austerity, the members of this social movement have made their ‘targets’ very 
clear, perceiving themselves as being clearly ‘involved in conflictual rela-
tions’11 with the Northern Ireland state and its policymakers, particularly the 
recent string of Culture Ministers under whom austerity policies against the 
arts have been consistently implemented.12 The ‘target’, or ‘clearly identified 
opponent’,13 of this meeting was specifically and obviously then-Culture 
Minister Carál Ní Chuilín, whose role as ‘target’ was reinforced by individ-
ual participants throughout the meeting, in ways that I will detail below. 

The arts anti-austerity movement in Northern Ireland, then, fulfills all 
of the criteria to constitute not only a collective group, but a social move-
ment. It is certainly small in scale and, as we shall see, looks nothing like the 
larger-scale, more broadly defined social movements that caught the atten-

 
9 Della Porta and Diani, Social Movements, 20-21. 
10 Della Porta and Diani, Social Movements, 21. 
11 Della Porta and Diani, Social Movements, 20. 
12 The Minister responsible for the arts sector was, at the time, the Minister of Cul-
ture, Arts and Leisure, who headed the state Department of Culture, Arts and Lei-
sure (DCAL). Among members of this social movement and the arts sector more 
broadly, this title was often shortened to ‘Culture Minister’ in conversation. 2016 
witnessed a large-scale administrative restructure in the Northern Ireland govern-
ment, in which the duties of DCAL and its Minister were incorporated into the 
much larger Department for Communities (DfC). See Steven Hadley and Clive 
Gray, ‘Hyperinstrumentalism and Cultural Policy: Means to an End or an End to 
Meaning’, Cultural Trends 26, no. 2 (2017): 101-104. 
       During the period of my research, this role was filled by Carál Ní Chuilín of 
Sinn Féin, who served in the position from 2011 to 2016. For more on Carál Ní 
Chuilín, her predecessor and successors, and their relationships with the Northern 
Ireland arts sector, see Kayla Rush, The Cracked Art World: Conflict, Austerity, and Com-
munity Arts in Northern Ireland (New York: Berghahn, forthcoming). 
13 Della Porta and Diani, Social Movements, 20. 
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tion of the public - and certainly of the academic world - in 2012 and be-
yond.14 The question of scale means that, while we can successfully apply the 
analytical frameworks of social movement studies to this movement, this ap-
plication will take a slightly different form, given the more individual, an-
thropological focus to which smaller movements lend themselves more nat-
urally. 
 
1.2 Frames and Framing in Social Movements 
 

In their recent review of what they call the ‘cultural turn’ in social movement 
studies (specifically as it appears within sociology), Rohlinger and Gentile 
identify several dominant newer directions in the sociological social move-
ment literature: emotions, collective identity, and ’frames’ or ‘framing’.15 It is 
this last perspective that lends both its name and its analytical shape to this 
article. Before diving into a frame analysis examination of the ‘emergency 
meeting’, I must delineate what I do (and do not) mean by frames and fram-
ing within this article. My goal in this section is twofold: first, to situate read-
ers unfamiliar with the framing perspective within the existing literature on 
the topic, and second, to note the key ways in which my own anthropological 
application of frames and framing will diverge from more dominant under-
standings within social movement studies. 

Social movement studies takes the basis of its framing approach from 
Erving Goffman’s 1974 book Frame Analysis, an influential, if at times some-
what inscrutable, attempt to outline and theorise approaches to the question, 
‘What is it that’s going on here?’16 For Goffman, a ‘frame’ encompasses the 
‘principles of organisation which govern events … and our subject involve-
ment in them’, building up the ‘definitions of a situation’.17 Or to put it an-
other way, quoting from Anders Persson’s insightful commentary on Frame 
Analysis, ‘A frame demarcates something from something else. Within the 
frame exists or is created a certain meaning. One might think of the frame of 
a painting that frames and thus emphasises one thing and excludes other 
things’.18 

In other words, frames are sense-making devices, and framing the pro-
cess by which each of us contextualises our everyday experiences. This is 
fundamentally a curatorial practice, one of selecting what is included within 
the frame, and what excluded. In the words of artist and cultural theorist 

 
14 See, e.g., Manuel Castells, Networks of Outrage and Hope: Social Movements in the In-
ternet Age (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012). 
15 Deana A. Rohlinger and Haley Gentile, ‘Sociological Understandings of Social 
Movements: A North American Perspective’, in Handbook of Social Movements across 
Disciplines, 2nd edn., ed. Conny Roggeband and Bert Klandermans (Cham: 
Springer, 2017), 15ff. 
16 Erving Goffman, Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience (Hard-
mondsworth: Penguin, 1974). Cf. Anders Persson, Framing Social Interaction: Conti-
nuities and Cracks in Goffman’s Frame Analysis (London: Routledge, 2019). 
17 Goffman, Frame Analysis, 10-11. 
18 Persson, Framing Social Interaction, 52. 
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Mieke Bal, ‘The frame determines the whole of what can be seen at any given 
moment. By delimiting what is present, the frame also stipulates what is ab-
sent’.19 Frames are individual, as each of us makes sense of our own life-
worlds; but they can also be collective and negotiated. It is this latter type of 
frames and framing that are of interest in this article, though of course the 
first is implied: as its author I have imposed my own frames, my own under-
standing of what it is that’s going on here, on the case study presented herein, 
just as each of my readers will do when approaching its arguments and sub-
ject matter. 

The concept of frames and framing has been subsequently taken up by 
social movement researchers, and in that context used more specifically to 
describe the ways in which arguments, claims, or demands are chosen, pre-
sented, and performed by social movements and their members.20 The fram-
ing perspective can provide insight into ‘(1) how grievances are constructed, 
(2) why some mobilization efforts succeed and others fail, and (3) how 
movement strategies, targets, and goals are determined in relation to larger 
publics’.21 It can also help us better understand how social movements move 
from initial response - from ‘outrage’22 - to collective action. In other words, 
frame analysis, when applied to social movements, is interested not only in 
‘What is it that’s going on here?’, but also in ‘What is it that’s to be done?’ 

A good portion of the framing literature has concerned itself with iden-
tifying specific types of frames, and from among these attempting to discern 
‘master frames’ that broadly link social movement actions.23 Such, however, 
is not my concern in this article. By taking a micro-level approach, limiting 
my focus almost entirely to the frames and framing found within a single 
event, I am interested not at all in frame identification, but rather in probing 
the mechanisms by which framing is carried out within the context of a small 
anti-austerity social movement, and in the conflicts, the workings of power, 
and the very conceptions of performance and politics exhibited and negoti-
ated during the course of this meeting. 

 
19 Mieke Bal, ‘Exhibition as Film’, in Exhibition Experiments, ed. Sharon Macdonald 
and Paul Basu (Malden: Blackwell, 2007), 86. 
20 See especially Robert D. Benford and David A. Snow, ‘Framing Processes and 
Social Movements: An Overview and Assessment’, Annual Review of Sociology 26 
(2000); and Rebecca Kolins Givan, Kenneth M. Roberts, and Sarah A. Soule, ‘In-
troduction: The Dimensions of Diffusion’, in The Diffusion of Social Movements: Actors, 
Mechanisms, and Political Effects, ed. Rebecca Kolins Givan, Kenneth M. Roberts, and 
Sarah A. Soule (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
21 Rohlinger and Gentile, ‘Sociological Understandings’, 19-20. 
22 Castells, Networks; Carole McGranahan, ‘An Anthropology of Lying: Trump and 
the Political Sociality of Moral Outrage’, American Ethnologist 44, no. 2 (2017). 
23 Robert D. Benford, ‘An Insider’s Critique of the Social Movement Framing Per-
spective’, Sociological Inquiry 67, no. 4 (1997): 414; Graeme Chesters and Ian Welsh, 
‘Rebel Colours: “Framing” in Global Social Movements’, The Sociological Review 52, 
no. 3 (2004): 315-316. 
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Anthropology, and in particular its participant-observation methodol-
ogy, offers the potential to move the framing perspective toward new, poten-
tially more dynamic paths than it has previously trod, precisely through this 
process of shifting the focus to the micro-level, to individual negotiations of 
frames rather than collective representations thereof. A detailed ethnogra-
phy of a protest planning meeting reminds us that frames are not monolithic, 
but are rather the results - we might even say ‘compromises’ - of long nego-
tiations and emotional labour enacted first on the individual and small group 
level, before they are presented to the social movement’s targets and the pub-
lic at large. 
 
2. Ethnography 
 

As with social movements, art, and everyday life, so too the article is framed: 
as its author, I have carefully chosen what is included and what excluded, 
and I have grouped and arranged these data in ways that suit my purposes 
and arguments. This second section of the work, in which the bulk of my 
own ethnographic data is presented, has been arranged according to a tem-
poral frame, broken up into what I identify as different sections of the meet-
ing that changed over time. These boundaries are somewhat artificial; while 
they do mirror the shape of the meeting, it is likely that another attendee may 
have identified the meeting’s stages differently. 

I have broken up the account of the meeting in this manner for two 
reasons. The first of these is entirely practical: the account is simply very 
long, and breaking it up into sub-sections provides an order and a rhythm 
that would be lacking in an unbroken account. The second is more analyti-
cal: I believe that these stages, whether obvious or subtle, demonstrate a 
quasi-linear framing process by which the voices of the many become those 
of the few, and eventually the (relatively) unified voice of the social move-
ment entire. My goal, then, is to mimic not only the meeting’s rhythms, but 
also the trajectory by which the framing process took place, and in so doing 
to identify the various stages through which that process moved. 
 
2.1 Calling the Meeting to Order: Establishing Basic Frames via Pre-Framing 
Work 
 

Friday, 16 October 2015. 2 pm. 
 

On the day of the meeting, the interior of Belfast Community Circus School 
was arranged differently than its usual state. The ropes and sashes hung from 
the high ceiling had been tied up out of the way, and the thick blue tumbling 
mats stacked against the cement walls. Two long rows of black, hard plastic 
folding chairs were arranged in a semicircle that stretched across the room, 
whose wide-open space resembled a warehouse or a large garage. More than 
a hundred people crowded into the Circus School, many of whom I recog-
nised from my research with the local arts sector. The meeting room buzzed 
with activity; everyone had something to say about the most recent events, 
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about the most recent arts budget cut that had hit the local sector, and about 
the longer string of austerity cuts that had been slowly marching forward. 

The meeting was called to order by a man wearing a purple Belfast 
Community Circus School t-shirt, a well-known and highly respected local 
community arts practitioner. He welcomed all of us to the Circus School, 
then announced, ‘I’m not gonna say too much, because I’m gonna assume 
that you’ve all come down here because you saw an opportunity to fight the 
cuts, and to take some action’. Having said this, he instructed us to split into 
groups of ten to discuss together what was to be done about the most recent 
arts funding cut. 

While the man’s opening statement was brief, and may even seem trivial 
upon first glance, it comprises a first and vital step in the framing process. 
An official, structured meeting invariably opens with some sort of framing 
activity, a call for the assembled members of the social movement to 
acknowledge or take on a shared frame, a collective understanding of ‘what 
is going on here’. The length and formality of such introductory framing ac-
tivities might vary wildly, of course, but the action itself is always present. 
The case of the emergency meeting is unusual, and interesting, inasmuch as 
its host purposefully bypasses all but the most minimal framing activities in 
his introduction. A shared frame is already assumed: ‘I’m gonna assume that 
you’ve all come down here because …’ 

This already shared frame was very obviously developed prior to the 
meeting, primarily through the use of social media. The ‘RED ALERT’ call 
for participation in the open meeting served as an important step in this pro-
cess - clearly and unequivocally framing the most recent budget cut as an 
‘emergency’. However, this is not the only means by which this pre-framing 
was employed. The shared understanding with which participants attended 
the meeting was also fashioned via pre-existing membership within the social 
movement, including (but not limited to) social media practices. Prior to this 
particular budget cut, members of the social movement had framed their 
conversation on social media through Facebook groups specific to artists in 
Northern Ireland, and through the use of the Twitter hashtag #ArtsMat-
terNI. As mentioned previously, ‘Arts Matter NI’ is also the name of the 
lobbying organisation who had been leading, and continues to lead, the arts 
anti-austerity social movement in the region. In a sense, then, the terms - 
which is to say, the frames - of the meeting had been set before the mid-year 
budget cut was finalised, or even suggested; these are pre-existing frames 
adapted for and applied to the particularities of the October 2015 situation. 

Of course, for more than one hundred individuals to attend a meeting 
such as this and share a specific and exact idea of ‘what is going on’ is highly 
unlikely, if not impossible. And slight frame differences did present them-
selves over the course of the meeting, as it emerged throughout the after-
noon’s conversations that some attendees (including myself) lacked pieces of 
what many others felt were crucial information. When such disconnections 
occurred, fellow meeting participants quickly filled them in, so that the 
shared, collective frame for the whole group began to come more sharply 
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into focus as the meeting progressed. Additionally, while the frames address-
ing ‘what is going on’ were largely similar, and were honed quite quickly and 
with minimal debate or compromise, the frames for future action - ‘what is 
to be done’ - were far more contested, and required significant discussion 
over the course of the meeting’s two and a half hours. 
 
2.2 Small Group Discussion: ‘Democratic’ Approaches and the Voices of the 
Many 
 

As attendees trickled into the Circus School space, one in every ten or so 
was handed a black clipboard and pen. After being welcomed to the meeting, 
all of us in attendance were directed to move our chairs into smaller groups 
of ten around each of these clipboard holders, where we would first discuss 
our thoughts and possible responses individually, and then return to the 
whole group with a summary. For the most part, attendees circled around 
the nearest clipboard holder, so that groups were comprised of mixtures of 
familiar and unfamiliar faces, and related and unrelated areas of work and 
practice. My own group was a motley bunch, the majority of whom were 
previously unknown to me. My group-mates represented such diverse artis-
tic genres as filmmaking, dance, visual art, and theatre. Nearly all worked in 
Belfast. Some were artists, some administrators; others were educators or 
volunteer board members for various arts organisations. Many fulfilled two 
or more of these roles, whether through length of involvement in the sector 
- thus, being a recognised practitioner, but also heading their own organisa-
tion; the necessities of freelance work, cobbling together a living through a 
variety of jobs, such as both teaching and performing; or the realities of 
board membership and organisational structure - in my own experience, in-
cluding serving on the board of a Northern Ireland theatre company, board 
members for arts organisations are often themselves artists, and are fre-
quently recruited from within the arts sector and for their arts sector 
knowledge; this last point is also a result of the ‘dense informal networks’ 
within the sector, described above. 

Working in these smaller groups allowed members of the social move-
ment to first work to align their frames on a smaller scale, posing their own, 
individual answers to the question ‘What is it that’s going on here?’, and 
comparing them to those of others on a person-to-person level. This was, 
moreover, an opportunity to compare their own conceptions, their own un-
derstandings, against a collective standard: this time was also used to catch 
others up on the frames that had already been established through previous 
discourse on social media. For example, some of the pre-established frames 
had formed around a recent appearance by Carál Ní Chuilín on local televi-
sion show The View, in which the Minister had discussed her perceptions of 
arts funding; having neither a television nor a television license, I had been 
unable to watch this and was largely unaware of the Minister’s comments on 
the show. The small-group format allowed me an opportunity to better un-
derstand what had been said and how it was understood and mediated by 
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members of the social movement, and thus to better align my understanding 
of what was going on with those of my interlocutors. 

Several of the members of my small group had come very prepared, 
with specific, detailed ideas as to not only what was going on, but also what 
was to be done. One group member mentioned a Facebook post made by a 
well-known local artist, which had received quite a bit of attention over the 
past few days. This man stated that he believed the post’s author should ap-
pear on The View, where they might confront the Culture Minister directly. 
This shows the limitations of social media framing, as this post was private 
(that is, set so that only Facebook users who were friends with its author 
could view it); so while many of those at the meeting had viewed it, and thus 
it had played an important role in framing the day’s discussion, it was not 
part of all of our understandings of the matter at hand. 

One framing that quickly emerged, and which was shared by many 
throughout the meeting - certainly by everyone within my own discussion 
group - was the politician perceived as being behind this particular budget 
cut, effectively considered an arch-enemy of the arts anti-austerity move-
ment in Northern Ireland: then-Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure Carál 
Ní Chuilín. Ní Chuilín was repeatedly described as ‘handing down’ cuts, 
seemingly as the sole arbiter of who does and does not receive public fund-
ing. One man described Ní Chuilín’s role in arts budgeting using these 
words: ‘She’s handing down cuts like …’ he paused to search for an appro-
priate descriptor. ‘Santa Claus!’ one of the women cut in. ‘A feudal duke!’ 
the man finished his thought. The others in the circle nodded in agreement 
with both of the speakers; clearly this idea was not a new one to these social 
movement members. 

In addition to aligning frames, working together in these small groups 
offered a chance for every participant’s voice to be heard within the meeting. 
As hearing from every single one of more than a hundred people in attend-
ance is virtually impossible within the context of the entire group, these 
smaller groups allowed an opportunity for more hesitant or less recognised 
voices to come through for consideration. Such efforts to include all and 
make sure every voice is heard are not uncommon among anti-austerity and 
other global social movements, in which ‘democracy’ and ‘participation’ are 
often upheld as core values.24 The small groups thus allowed, in theory at 
least, for all social movement members to have a say in the framing process. 
Of course, hierarchies of power remain in place even in this performatively 
democratic space: in my group, at least, as I suspect was the case elsewhere, 
those who spoke most and whose voices were afforded the most respect (as 
evidenced by attentive listening and further discussion of their ideas) were 
the longest-serving artists in the group and those with the most prior 

 
24 See, e.g., Chesters and Welsh, ‘Rebel Colours’; Oren Livio and Tamar Katriel, ‘A 
Fractured Solidarity: Communitas and Structure in the Israeli 2011 Social Protest’, 
in The Political Aesthetics of Global Protest: The Arab Spring and Beyond, ed. Pnina 
Werbner, Martin Webb, and Kathryn Spellman-Poots (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2014). 
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knowledge, who were thus most closely aligned to the pre-established social 
movement frames. 
 
2.3 Sharing and Feedback with the Whole Group: Narrowing the Frame 
 

After thirty minutes of lively discussions, the small groups were called back 
together to summarise and share their collective thoughts. Plastic chairs 
were carried and scooted back into roughly their original semicircle shape. 
One by one, in an ordered fashion directed by a facilitator from Arts Matter 
NI, each group’s note taker was passed a microphone and asked to read their 
notes aloud to the assembly. The facilitator made summary notes on a large 
flip chart at the front of the room, filling pages upon pages with ideas and 
thoughts shared by the ten or eleven total groups. As he took notes and re-
sponded briefly to the comments, the facilitator asked people to focus on 
concrete ‘actions’ that could be taken in response to the funding cuts. 

Suggested responses shared during this portion of the meeting were 
widely varied and, in many cases, highly creative. Several groups suggested 
forms of legal action, such as initiating a vote of no confidence in the Culture 
Minister, suing her for a breach of contract or a violation of human rights,25 
or even forming a new political party with the arts at the centre of its mani-
festo. Others recommended creating informative videos highlighting the 
contributions of the arts to social, cultural, and economic life in Northern 
Ireland. 

Many of the suggestions were performative, and these tended to fall into 
two different camps: performances of presence, i.e., those that foregrounded 
and made visible the arts sector’s role in Northern Ireland society; and per-
formances of absence, i.e., those that acted out the consequences of decreas-
ing public funding for the arts. Suggestions in the latter category included 
cutting plays or concerts short by a certain percentage, meant to represent 
the percentage of the ACNI budget being removed, or turning out the lights 
for a set period of time in art galleries, theatres, and bars, especially in Bel-
fast’s downtown ‘Cathedral Quarter’ area, which is home to numerous arts 
organisations.26 Turning out the lights was presented as the visual equivalent 
of a respectful moment of silence for a loss; several speakers variously de-
scribed this as ‘Lights Out’ or a ‘cultural blackout’. 

Suggested performances of presence, meanwhile, included flash mobs, 
celebrity advocates, and sharing photos of the artists’ work on Twitter via a 

 
25 This refers to Article 27 of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, which declares ‘the right to freely participate in the cultural life of the com-
munity, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific advancement and its benefits’. 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, United Nations, accessed 23 May 2017, 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Documents/UDHR_Translations/eng.pdf. 
26 Cf. John McCarthy, ‘Regeneration of Cultural Quarters: Public Art for Place Im-
age or Place Identity?’, Journal of Urban Design 11, no. 2 (2006): 252-256; Sheelagh 
Colclough and Sarah Feinstein, ‘Reimaging, Reimagining or Reimagineering: Re-
branding Ulster’, in artWORK: Art, Labour and Activism, ed. Paula Serafini, Jessica 
Holtaway, and Alberto Cossu (London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2018), 36-39. 
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dedicated hashtag, tagging Ní Chuilín in each one.27 Several groups inde-
pendently suggested designating performers to follow Ní Chuilín around, 
interpreting her actions through performance. As one advocate of this ap-
proach described it, 
 

Somebody mentioned following the Minister around? Was that men-
tioned earlier? [laughs] I really, really love that idea of a band, or an 
interpretive dancer, or a mime artist, or a painter, all just following her 
around all day like. But in seriousness that actually could be really 
newsworthy, cause she’d just have this melter28 behind her, in her opin-
ion… Interpreting her, what she’s saying. 

 

There was a lot of vitriol directed at the Culture Minister personally 
during the meeting, referenced in some way by nearly every one of the rep-
resentative speakers from the small groups. As one woman put it, ‘In our 
group there’s a lot of rage about what Carál is saying’. Many more of the 
speakers referred meaningfully to ‘her’ and ‘she’ without mentioning the Min-
ister’s name, and those gathered knew exactly who was meant; statements 
and phrases like these reinforced the pre-established framing of the Culture 
Minister as the social movement’s key target or opponent. The language by 
which this targeting was accomplished was, at points, quite extreme: for ex-
ample, one speaker informed us that their group had discussed publicly com-
paring the Minister to famous dictators from history, like Hitler or Pol Pot. 
Given the context and the social movement’s goals, it is highly unlikely that 
this latter suggestion would have been implemented, and in fact it was pre-
sented in a semi-humourous manner, drawing laughter from the audience. It 
does, however, underscore just how villainously Ní Chuilín was portrayed 
and viewed by the arts sector during her tenure, particularly during the latter 
years, as she oversaw more and more austerity cuts to the ACNI budget. 

A key theme that arose during this discussion was the idea that some-
thing needed to be done to combat the Minister’s ‘lies’ about the sector. These 
arguments were specifically made in reference to two public statements Ní 
Chuilín had made earlier that week, the first on local television show The 
View (mentioned above), and the second at a Queen’s University Belfast 
event entitled ‘Voices for the Voiceless’. In both appearances, she had 
claimed that the arts did not sufficiently serve ‘communities’, especially 
working-class communities such as her own home community - now also her 

 
27 This is similar to, and was perhaps inspired by, the #ImInWorkJeremy Twitter 
hashtag that was strategically deployed several months prior, in July 2015, in re-
sponse to comments from UK Health Secretary Jeremy Hunt suggesting that doc-
tors were opting out of working on weekends, and thus putting patients at risk. Us-
ing the hashtag, NHS doctors shared photos of themselves at work on weekend 
shifts in an effort to disprove Hunt’s claims. See Gareth Iacobucci, ‘Doctors Take 
to Twitter to Refute Hunt’s Claims that NHS Has Weekday Working Culture’, The 
BMJ 351 (20 July 2015): h3950, accessed 13 June 2019, https://www. bmj.com/con-
tent/351/bmj.h3950. 
28 In Northern Ireland slang, ‘melter’ refers to a person, or less commonly an event, 
that is perceived as highly annoying – so  much so that they ‘melt your head’. 
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political constituency - in North Belfast. For example, in her ‘Voices for the 
Voiceless’ speech, a recording of which was published online by a local cul-
ture blogger,29 Ní Chuilín spoke of the role of art during the Troubles, asking 
(rhetorically), ‘Why in the mouth of some of the biggest human rights abuses 
– in my opinion – did the whole notion of resistance not transcend to art, and 
why did art turn its back on communities?’ She also quoted a line from re-
publican hunger striker Bobby Sands’ poem ‘The Crime of Castlereagh’: 
‘The men of art have lost their heart’.30 The Minister justified her comments 
by declaring that the arts had failed working-class communities, stating that 
access to the arts was limited by ‘a glass ceiling for working-class areas’. 

Occurring less than a week after the mid-fiscal-year budget cuts had 
been finalised, these comments provoked outrage among this group of artists 
and arts stakeholders, among whom were many community artists who have 
worked long-term – and some who live – in working-class and socially de-
prived neighbourhoods, including those in North Belfast. Many of the 
speakers stressed the need to compile and share ‘evidence’, ‘data’, ‘stats’, and 
‘facts’, in order to oppose the ‘lies’ and ‘myths’ being perpetuated by Ní 
Chuilín.31 Suggested data ranged from numbers of local residents served by 
arts projects; to numbers of sector workers and volunteers whose involve-
ment or pay would be affected by the cuts; to the social, political, and eco-
nomic return on public ‘investment’ in arts programming; to the average an-
nual income for artists in Northern Ireland versus that of politicians. Most 
agreed that whatever protest action was decided ought to involve ‘the com-
munities’ that arts groups work with, not only to expand involvement in the 
protest beyond the artists gathered in the room, but also to combat these 
claims of the Culture Minister’s, which they perceived as blatantly incorrect 
and devaluing of their work.  

Several speakers stated that their groups had rejected the idea of a pro-
test rally or march, primarily because they felt it would cast the art world in 
a negative light in the media: ‘We feel like there’s too much of that going on 
in terms of protests and things’, one woman put it. The woman’s statement 
was a reference to several recent high-profile local protests with explicitly 
political aims. These included the ‘flag protests’ against Belfast City Coun-
cil’s decision to reduce the number of days on which the UK flag would be 

 
29 Alan Meban, ‘Carál Ní Chuilín on Arts Equality and QUB ICRH’s #Voic-
esForTheVoiceless Reflection on Culture and Resistance’, Slugger O’Toole, 15 Octo-
ber 2015, accessed 18 October 2015, http://sluggerotoole.com/2015/10/15/caral-ni-
chuilin-on-arts-equality-and-qub-icrhs-voicesforthevoiceless-reflection-on-culture-
and-resistance/. 
30 For an elaboration of the view of art expressed by Ní Chuilín, see Danny Morri-
son, ‘Introduction’, in Hunger Strike: Reflections on the 1981 Hunger Strike (Belfast: 
Bobby Sands Trust, 2006), accessed 13 May 2017, http://www.bobby-
sandstrust.com/multimedia/hunger-strike-book. Notably, the volume in which Mor-
rison’s reflection appears was, at the time of its publication, sold exclusively through 
the Sinn Féin bookshop. 
31 Cf. McGranahan, ‘Anthropology of Lying’. 
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flown annually over City Hall,32 and a multi-year, round-the-clock protest 
over a Northern Ireland Parades Commission decision regarding a local 
Twelfth of July parade route at North Belfast’s Twaddell Avenue.33 The im-
plicit goal of not staging a march, then, was to distance the social movement’s 
aims from divisive local politics, and to present the artists as largely apolitical 
- or at least non-sectarian - within the context of Northern Ireland’s specific 
politics. There is also a subtle class undertone, in that both of the protests 
mentioned were considered to reflect working-class (in these cases 
Protestant) interests, whereas arts are often perceived as a middle-class pur-
suit, as reflected in Ní Chuilín’s statements. 

In this portion of the meeting, then, we see the ongoing work of framing, 
at a depth rarely available to us in the study of social movements or protests. 
The framings begun in small knots of movement members are further re-
framed and aligned as each of the groups’ speakers distills their prior discus-
sion for the benefit of the whole assembly. The ideas of one hundred individ-
uals are narrowed down, refined, funneled into these ten responses, and we 
begin to make connections among the group’s ideas: all of the suggestions 
listed above were put forth separately by two or more of the groups. It is 
reasonably clear from the discussion and the proffered suggestions that the 
pre-meeting framing via social media (as well as prior social movement ac-
tivities) was relatively successful in establishing a shared set of frames: a 
general anti-austerity stance, the specific enmity of the Culture Minister, the 
notion that the arts sector was being misrepresented by the statements and 
ideas of its representative politicians (especially Ní Chuilín), and, most of all, 
the idea that something must be done. 
 
2.4 Open Discussion: Framing ‘Big Picture’ Issues 
 

What, specifically, was to be done, though, had not yet been established at 
this stage. The many suggested ‘whats’ that emerged from the group discus-
sions still needed to be narrowed down to the single ‘what’ to be enacted. To 
move the meeting in this direction, the facilitator next introduced an open 
discussion, in which anyone could respond to what had been said already 
and offer their own opinions as to how the protest action ought to be moved 
forward. 

 
32 Kevin Hearty, ‘The Great Awakening? The Belfast Flag Protests and 
Protestant/Unionist/Loyalist Counter-Memory in Northern Ireland’, Irish Political 
Studies 30, no. 2 (2015); Donna Halliday and Neil Ferguson, ‘When Peace Is Not 
Enough: The Flag Protests, the Politics of Identity and Belonging in East Belfast’, 
Irish Political Studies 31, no. 4 (2016). 
33 Elizabeth DeYoung, ‘Lest We Forget: Observations from Belfast’s Twaddell Av-
enue’, Streetnotes 25 (2016); Kayla Rush, ‘“Lifting the Cross” in West Belfast: En-
skilling Crucicentric Vision through Pedestrian Spatial Practice’ in Ethnographies of 
Movement, Sociality and Space: Place-Making in the New Northern Ireland, ed. Milena Ko-
marova and Maruška Svašek (New York: Berghahn, 2018); Kayla Rush, 
‘Cross(ing) the Peace Walls in West Belfast: Imitation, Exemplarity, and Divine 
Power’, Religion 49, no. 4 (2019). 
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One of the statements offered during this portion of the meeting 
summed up much of the movement’s feelings (and, to an extent, previous 
statements) about the Culture Minister’s role in implementing repeated 
budget cuts to the arts sector. Partway through the open discussion, one of 
the men in the audience spoke up and stated, ‘This isn’t a Tory cut, it’s a 
Carál cut’, to which many others verbally assented. The man noted that, this 
being the case, the social movement then could, and in fact should, differen-
tiate this from previous budget cuts, thus enabling them to fight this cut dif-
ferently. The idea that this particular cut was a vindictive action of the Min-
ister herself, and not one dictated by UK austerity measures, was common 
among those assembled, and increasingly shifted into the frame that the so-
cial movement members were constructing during the meeting. The cut, 
then, could be combated in different ways than austerity, as it operated on a 
smaller scale (i.e., was not ‘handed down’ to Northern Ireland from West-
minster) and was perceived as separate from a broader programme of aus-
terity-led funding cuts that affected multiple government departments. 

This statement, and the general agreement among those assembled, af-
fects the social movement’s framing process in two key ways. First, and per-
haps most obviously, it further sharpens the focus on the Culture Minister, 
painting her as the arch-enemy of the arts sector in Northern Ireland, and 
the social movement’s primary target for action. Second, it brings the discus-
sion back explicitly to austerity, but in fact reinterprets this particular in-
stance as non-austerity - as something that exists alongside austerity and uti-
lises its language, but is in fact separate from (or, perhaps more accurately, 
in addition to) ongoing austerity measures within the United Kingdom at 
large. This re-framing is particularly important in light of the fact that Ní 
Chuilín had repeatedly stated that the arts funding cuts over which she pre-
sided during her term as Culture Minister were the will of Westminster, and 
went against her own personal beliefs and those of her party, Sinn Féin. 

Richard Dunphy’s comments on Sinn Féin’s position vis-à-vis the 
broader anti-austerity social movement in the Republic of Ireland are in-
structive here, and they can help us place Ní Chuilín’s position within its 
more general political context. Dunphy notes that, while Sinn Féin positions 
itself as an opponent of austerity - to the extent of ‘explicitly’ presenting itself 
as ‘the Irish equivalent of [Spanish anti-austerity party] Podemos’34 - this 
claim is viewed with suspicion by Irish anti-austerity activists for several 
reasons, including that Sinn Féin’s ‘ministers in coalition government in 
Northern Ireland have actually implemented austerity politics …’.35 Thus, 

 
34 Cf. Donatella della Porta, Joseba Fernández, Hara Kouki, and Lorenzo Mosca, 
Movement Parties against Austerity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2017), 152-162. 
35 Richard Dunphy, ‘Beyond Nationalism? The Anti-Austerity Social Movement in 
Ireland: Between Domestic Constraints and Lessons from Abroad’, Journal of Civil 
Society 13, no. 3 (2017): 279. 
For more on anti-austerity protests in the Republic of Ireland, see Francis O’Con-
nor, ‘The Presence and Absence of Protest in Austerity Ireland’, in Late Neoliberalism 
and Its Discontents in the Economic Crisis: Comparing Social Movements in the European Pe-
riphery, Donatella della Porta, Massimiliano Andretta, Tiago Fernandes, Eduardo 
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Ní Chuilín’s rather ambivalent position toward austerity (ambivalent, at 
least, in the eyes of others) is part of a wider-reaching, more prominent issue 
with which her political party is dealing,36 and in fact has international reso-
nances, affecting perceptions of Sinn Féin across the border in the Republic 
of Ireland. 

One key debate that emerged during this period of the meeting bears 
particular scrutiny, given how closely it is tied to ideas of performance and 
protest, or performance in protest. During the open discussion, a woman in 
the room spoke, stating that she believed the social movement ought to do 
something to present themselves as ‘serious’ professionals, as opposed to a 
‘stunt’ that could be written off by politicians, the media, or the general pub-
lic. One of the men spoke up in response to this, arguing that he thought the 
response should, in fact, be a ‘stunt’. The language of a ‘stunt’ caught on 
rapidly in the discussion, sparking significant debate among those assem-
bled. These two speakers argued back and forth a bit, and others in the meet-
ing spoke up in favour of one or the other side, with ‘stunt’ as the linguistic 
anchor around which these debates moved. 

At this stage in the framing process, then, the social movement’s frames 
continue to narrow, to close in on possible answers for ‘what is to be done’. 
Simultaneously, though, we also see the social movement members begin to 
frame some of the movement’s bigger-picture questions. In this portion of 
the discussion, they began to move beyond the immediate crisis at hand 
(though it still remained their primary focus), examining in addition such 
topics as the presence and nature of austerity (or non-austerity) within the 
budget cut, notions of self-perception, and the desired relationship between 
protest and performance - this last exemplified by the ‘stunt’ debate. Via 
these wider debates, we can begin to catch glimpses of this social movement’s 
global connections (though these were ultimately quite minimal), and its 
place within the wider context of global anti-austerity protests. 
 
2.5 Action Planning: What Is to Be Done? 
 

At four o’clock – two hours after the meeting had commenced – attendees 
started to filter out of the Circus School, and consequently the discussion 
began to wind down. Around this time, the facilitator from Arts Matter NI, 
who had been taking notes on the flip chart at the front of the room through-
out the discussion, took the microphone and offered his own thoughts on the 
topic. He told us that he thought we ought to plan a march to or rally outside 
the Parliament Buildings on the Stormont Estate, where the Northern Ire-
land Assembly meets. He argued this because, as he said, this was the only 
method that he had seen work effectively in the past. While this idea had 
initially been resoundingly rejected by those gathered, as he spoke the re-
maining audience were slowly persuaded to his point of view. A rally was 

 
Romanos, Francis O’Connor, and Markos Vogiatzoglou (Cham: Palgrave Macmil-
lan). 
36 Cf. Gilligan, ‘Austerity and Consociational Government’. 
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agreed, tentatively for some time early in November. A woman in the audi-
ence offered to look into ‘tabling a motion’ with the Assembly, so that fol-
lowing the march a group representing the arts sector could formally present 
their requests and complaints to the Culture Minister. ‘Tabling a motion’ re-
fers to the practice whereby Members of the Legislative Assembly (MLAs) 
may officially pose - ‘table’ - a ’question’ to a Minister, in order ‘to ask for 
information or to press for action’.37 Doing so allowed the social movement 
to present their grievances through formal political channels, ensuring that 
the issue was brought to the attention of the Assembly at large. With the 
action decided, the meeting then dispersed. 

The precise date for the rally was set sometime after the meeting, by the 
steering committee of Arts Matter NI. The date chosen was Tuesday, 3 No-
vember 2015, as this was a day when the Committee for Culture, Arts and 
Leisure met, and thus when Carál Ní Chuilín, as DCAL Minister, would be 
formally available to answer questions from MLAs in the Assembly.38 The 
date, time, and structure of the protest were again disseminated via social 
media, and a local community arts organisation hosted workshops at which 
social movement members could craft unique signs and banners in advance 
of the protest itself. These workshops were also publicised via social media. 

On 19 November, sixteen days after the protest and thirty-four days 
after the ‘emergency’ meeting, Minister Ní Chuilín announced the reinstate-
ment of the majority of the in-year cut to the Arts Council budget. The 
amount returned comprised the £620,000 that had been taken from organi-
sational core grants, to be returned to the thirty-two organisations whose 
budgets had been slashed to accommodate this cut.39 The £250,000 cut that 
the ACNI had applied to its own operational budget remained in place. The 
arts sector’s response to this announcement was pleased, but hesitant: Arts 
Matter NI opined in a Facebook post, ‘The arts are still underfunded and 
we all have much work to do to safeguard a future. But this is very good 
news’. 
 
3. Analysis 
 

So why present what is ultimately a fairly mundane process in such great 
detail? Why share so extensive and in-depth an ethnography of the planning 
process and eschew an account of the protest itself? What does this add to 
our knowledge of the arts anti-austerity movement in Northern Ireland, and, 
more importantly, how does this address the core special issue themes of per-
formance and politics, power and protest? There are two key reasons for 
which I have chosen the particular approach I take in this article, and which, 
I argue, make this work both unique and potentially valuable to the future 

 
37 ‘Questions for Answer’, Northern Ireland Assembly, accessed 11 May 2017, 
http://archive.niassembly.gov.uk/questions.htm. 
38 I present a detailed ethnographic description and analysis of the 3 November pro-
test in Rush, The Cracked Art World. 
39 Meredith, ‘Northern Ireland Arts’. 
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of social movement studies, and to scholarly examinations of performance 
and politics more generally. 

First, the in-depth ethnography of protest planning presents an unusual 
and as yet underdeveloped approach to the study of social movements. In its 
treatments of frames and framing processes, social movement studies tends 
to present framing more generally, with an eye to identifying and analysing 
the specific frames at play, as discussed previously in this article. In other 
words, social movement studies’ focus has tended more toward the macro 
than the micro. Framing is, however, a human process; frames do not appear 
fully formed out of nowhere, but rather emerge through micro-scale, human-
to-human interactions. Thus, this study provides a new and different type of 
insight into the framing process, focusing on the collaborative, negotiative, 
and interpersonal nature of framing. This is an approach that the discipline 
of anthropology and the methodology of ethnography are uniquely poised to 
offer to contemporary social movement studies. 

Second, my approach herein highlights the deeply performative nature 
of social movements and political protest, and in fact of politics in general, 
within the framing process itself and beyond. As has been demonstrated and 
argued throughout this special issue, protests and other political acts are fun-
damentally performative. Within social movements, performances of politics 
and protest exist within, and are constructed by and through, the social 
movement’s frames. At the same time, framing - this negotiated and often 
fraught process of choosing an approach, of agreeing targets and aims and 
of deciding not only ‘what is going on’ but ‘what is to be done’ - is highly 
performative in and of itself. In other words, framing is performed, and per-
formance is framed. 
 
3.1 Framing Is Performed 
 

Framing, as a person-to-person process like that described above, involving 
and negotiating among individual ideas and views, is inherently performa-
tive, both as an interactive event and as a necessary activity of social move-
ments. Eyerman provides insight into this latter claim, that social movements 
are inherently performative in and of themselves, arguing, ‘Social movement 
is a form of acting in public. Movements are political performances which 
involve representation in dramatic form, as they engage emotions inside and 
outside their bounds while attempting to communicate their message’.40 That 
social movements are performed has perhaps become more obvious in recent 
years, as global protests have taken on increasingly performative tactics.41 

 
40 Ron Eyerman, ‘How Social Movements Move: Emotions and Social Movements’, 
in Emotions and Social Movements, ed. Helena Flam and Debra King (London: 
Routledge), 43. 
41 See, e.g., Christine Garlough, ‘Folklore and Performing Political Protest: Calls of 
Conscience at the 2011 Wisconsin Labor Protest’, Western Folklore 70, no. 3/4 (2011); 
Pnina Werbner, Martin Webb, and Kathryn Spellman-Poots, eds., The Political Aes-
thetics of Global Protest: The Arab Spring and Beyond (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2014); Paula Serafini, Performance Action: The Politics of Art Activism (London: 
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For the former aspect - the performed nature of person-to-person inter-
actions – Goffman is once again our guide. In his influential volume The 
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Goffman argues that interactions between 
individuals are performed not unlike a drama on stage, with the key differ-
ence being the role of the audience, the watchers of the interaction: 
 

[O]n the stage one player presents himself in the guise of a character 
to characters projected by other players; the audience constitutes a 
third party to the interaction … In real life, the three parties are com-
pressed into two; the part one individual plays is tailored to the parts 
played by the others present, and yet these others also constitute the 
audience.42 

 

In the ‘scene’ described in this article, each speaker addresses an assem-
bly which constitutes both their audience and their interlocutors. This is true 
both within the small-group discussions and when speaking before the whole 
assembly; the nature of the performance changes, by virtue of its audience 
and purpose changing, but the fact that it is performance remains the same. 
This performance is deadly serious, and each of its players deeply in earnest, 
but it is performance nonetheless, one whose players each ‘implicitly re-
ques[t] [their] observers to take seriously the impression that is fostered be-
fore them’.43 

Interestingly, while Persson argues for the uniqueness of Frame Analysis 
among Goffman’s oeuvre,44 that later volume actually links closely to 
Goffman’s previous work via its fifth chapter, titled ‘The Theatrical Frame’.45 
In ‘The Theatrical Frame’, as in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, there 
are envisioned three players, or three roles: performer, interlocutor, and au-
dience. In the latter work, it becomes clear that it is the observed nature of 
the interaction that is key to an event being identified as performance; an 
audience is implied throughout the performance, and this is what gives it the 
quality of a performance. Within the ‘theatrical frame’ proper - that is, per-
formance on stage within the aesthetic context of the theatre - the audience 
is separate from the interaction, ‘respon[ding] indirectly, glancingly, follow-
ing alongside, as it were, cheering on but not intercepting’.46 While the ‘the-
atrical frame’ and ‘everyday life’ are fundamentally different contexts, their 
performativity and their quality of having an audience (whether implicit or 
explicit) are constant, and this we see throughout both of these works by 
Goffman. This, as well, has been argued throughout the course of this special 
issue, and is key to the analysis that my co-editor and I, along with our fellow 
contributors and collaborators, seek to put forth. Like theatre, like everyday 

 
Routledge, 2018); Paula Serafini, Jessica Holtaway, and Alberto Cossu, eds., art-
WORK: Art, Labour and Activism (London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2018). 
42 Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 
1959), 9. 
43 Goffman, Presentation, 28. 
44 Persson, Framing Social Interaction. 
45 Goffman, Frame Analysis, 124-155. 
46 Goffman, Frame Analysis, 127. 
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life, framing is performative, and it is performed. It is presented to others, 
who are asked to take it seriously; these others, in turn, perform themselves 
and their opinions within the negotiative framing process. It is through such 
performances that social movement frames emerge, and are either affirmed 
or contested. 

These performances are always indelibly shaped by hierarchies of 
power. While the structure of the meeting was democratic, and did allow for 
a multitude of voices to be heard, as in all social movements certain voices 
become privileged and are granted more weight than others in framing de-
liberations. The meeting’s location and appointed leadership heavily fa-
voured voices from Belfast, meaning that perspectives from those working 
in Derry/Londonderry (Northern Ireland’s other large city and major arts 
hub) and in smaller towns and rural areas were less likely to be able to at-
tend, and less tightly interwoven in the networks of labour and friendship 
that underscore the social movement. Moreover, the timing and structure of 
the meeting, and particularly its overrun past four o’clock, meant that those 
with children to collect from school or other caring responsibilities were 
likely forced to leave before the ultimate decision of what was to be done was 
made. The framing process then, though intentionally broad and multiple, 
still existed within and was shaped by existing divides between, for example, 
urban and rural, Belfast and Derry/Londonderry, those employed part-time 
and those full-time, and those with and without familial responsibilities (or 
with and without partners or other family members on whom to depend for 
childcare when the meeting ran late). 

The most obvious factor within the deliberations themselves was the 
power of experience, and this power was actively deployed in the framing 
performances that attendees gave. Many of the social movement’s members 
have been active within the local arts sector - and particularly within the area 
of community arts practice - for decades. Members of the local arts sector 
recognise and accord respect to such experience, which in turn grants its 
holder a form of power. Notice as well the meeting facilitator’s arguments 
grounded in successful past protests: he advocated a march to Stormont be-
cause he had seen it work in the past, having been involved in earlier funding 
protests. Those gathered clearly found the speaker’s argument from experi-
ence important and persuasive, as they eventually agreed to his plan. 

The legal side of the agreed protest, moreover - pursuing ‘tabling’ a 
question in the Assembly - came in part from discussions with a former 
MLA, who attended the first part of the meeting and provided suggestions 
for protest actions that would resonate with other MLAs. The former legis-
lator had to leave the meeting early, but the representative from her group 
passed on her recommendations to the rest of the meeting. The MLA’s sug-
gestion to follow official channels and pose a question to the Culture Minis-
ter within the Assembly was also afforded considerable weight, given her 
experience as a politician who had seen numerous protests and social move-
ments, arts or otherwise, targeting the Assembly with their calls for change. 
These experiences are pre-known - once again the product of the social 
movement’s informal networks - but they are also performed; these speakers 
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called upon memories of past successful protests in order to set forth their 
own ideas of ‘what is to be done’, and these performances granted their 
speakers the interest and, ultimately, the agreement of the other members of 
the social movement. 

 
3.2 Performance Is Framed 
 

At the same time that framing is performed, performance is also framed. 
There are two aspects to this. First, the protest performance - the official 
protest action - is chosen and negotiated, decided in advance by the social 
movement, as described in this article. This process is seen when we pay 
attention to what is excluded from the frame: as the frame is narrowed down, 
ideas are rejected, left out, or set aside; they remain outside of the frame, 
eclipsed by that which is within its borders. Of these, several examples stand 
out from my experience at the meeting; there are obviously countless others 
- ideas or frames that were raised in small groups but not communicated 
beyond those, or even things that attendees did not raise or mention, due to 
the workings of power, the pre-framing of the event, or a host of other pos-
sible reasons. 

In my own small group was a man whose area of artistic practice is 
dance. He told the rest of us that Ulster University, a local university with a 
strong reputation for its arts degrees, had recently cut its degree programme 
in dance,47 and that as such his dance students had no local opportunities for 
further education upon completing school. As someone who has an arts de-
gree and who was, at the time, enrolled in a university degree programme, I 
found myself agreeing with the man’s points and hoping these might be ad-
dressed by the social movement. However, his comments about university 
education were not taken up by the small group, nor were they passed on to 
the larger group; in other words, they were pushed out of the frame. This is 
an understandable choice on the social movement’s part, of course, given the 
chosen target of Northern Ireland’s government, and specifically the Culture 
Minister; higher education is outside the purview of this target, and thus this 
concern was understandably excluded from the frame. 

We see other ideas pushed out of the social movement’s frame as well 
throughout the course of the meeting. Turning out the lights in galleries and 
bars was rejected as a ‘health and safety nightmare’, while ‘shortchanging’ 
theatre- or show-goers by ending performances early was determined to be 
more likely to set the public against the artists than to rally them to the aims 
of the social movement. Still more disappeared from the conversation simply 
out of practicality, particularly as the frame for the protest action - the ‘what 
is to be done’ - honed in on activities that were perceived as the most effective 
or likely to succeed (or as the least likely to annoy local policy-makers).48 

 
47 See Maggie Taggart, ‘Ulster University Cutting 53 Courses Due to Budget Cuts’, 
BBC News, 5 February 2015, accessed 13 March 2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/ 
uk-northern-ireland-31154999. 
48 A previous arts anti-austerity protest enacted in late 2014 was widely perceived 
by members of the social movement as having ‘annoyed’ local policy-makers, and as 
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Another suggestion, which arose during the small-group discussions 
and was presented to the whole group, was that all artists and arts organisa-
tions refuse to fill in their ACNI funding application paperwork, replacing 
the laborious written statements with drawings and other visual artworks. 
This was vocally and resoundingly rejected, likely out of a sense that policy-
makers would use this as an excuse to defund the arts entirely, or to channel 
the arts budget into the Culture Minister’s so-called ‘pet projects’, which 
were already viewed as unjustly receiving more than their fair share through 
semi-privately distributed funding channels.49 Other, better-liked sugges-
tions simply fell by the wayside out of practicality and time constraints, for 
to enact all of the creative suggestions, while certainly colourful and memo-
rable, would have simply spread this small social movement too thin, and in 
the process most likely have diluted the strong message they wished to send 
to those in power. 

Secondly, ideas about performance, or rather the concept of perfor-
mance itself, are also framed. This became abundantly clear during the 
whole-group frame negotiations in the planning meeting. Let us return to an 
idea briefly discussed in the ethnography above, in which a number of speak-
ers argued against holding a protest rally or march; as one woman put it, ‘We 
feel like there’s too much of that going on in terms of protests and things’. As 
mentioned above, the artists were keen to differentiate themselves from 
other local protests and social movements, many of which were perceived as 
sectarian, given their association with one ‘side’ of the community (i.e., 
Protestant or Catholic) over another. 

There is, however, something else going on here as well, something 
which has to do with perceptions and connotations associated with the word 
‘performance’ itself. This ‘something else’ becomes clearer when we take into 
account other comments in this vein, of which a number were made through-
out the meeting. For example, while sharing the ideas fostered in the small 
discussion groups, one man reported that his group ‘talked about organising 
a rally, but we thought about the negative side of that through the media, 
how we’d be perceived as sort of sparkly hippie people, you know, making a 
noise’. Another said, 
 

A silent march was also mentioned [in our discussion group], and we 
talked as well about a wake. Staging a wake. But then we thought, 
there was also talk about how staging anything could kind of render a 
march a bit silly or something like that: ‘They’re performing again’, that 
kind of thing. So we thought a silent march might be better, and some-

 
a result having led directly to greater funding cuts to the ACNI in subsequent budget 
cycles. 
49 Adrian Rutherford, ‘Culture Minister Ní Chuilín under Fire over £900k Grant for 
Her “Pet Project”’, Belfast Telegraph, 6 November 2015, accessed 9 November 2015, 
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/culture-minister-n-
chuiln-under-fire-over-900k-grant-for-her-pet-project-34174684.html. 
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thing that didn’t involve any entertainment. Placards with hard evi-
dence? For example, the average artist’s wage versus the average pol-
itician’s wage. 

 

Notice here the contrasts that this speaker draws: on the one side, there 
is ‘staging’, ‘performing’, ‘entertain[ing]’, which he fears will be perceived as 
‘a bit silly’ by those outside the arts sector. Contrasted with these are ‘hard 
evidence’ and a silent, sombre affect, which are meant to be taken more se-
riously. This desire to be taken seriously, both by politicians and by the pub-
lic outside of the arts sector (both online and in person), pervaded this dis-
cussion of what ‘actions’ ought to be taken. This differentiation was also clear 
in the debate over whether the protest action ought to be a ‘stunt’, discussed 
above. In that debate, ‘stunt’ was presented by the initial speaker as the op-
posite of ‘serious’ and ‘professional’ - the same dichotomy as that presented 
by the man who differentiated between ‘entertainment’ and ‘hard evidence’. 
Perhaps more than anything else mentioned at the meeting, then, the framing 
of the very notion of ‘performance’, and perceptions of its appropriate role 
within the social movement’s protest actions, were hotly contested. 
 
3.3 Thinking with Castells: Arts Anti-Austerity and the ‘New Social Move-
ments’ 
 

The relative conservatism of the protest actions chosen by the social move-
ment members during the meeting will perhaps come as a surprise to readers, 
given both the deep creativity of the suggestions offered during the planning 
meeting and, more generally, the performativity that has increasingly be-
come common among both local and global social movements in the twenty-
first century. It certainly came as a surprise to me, for while I was studying 
the arts anti-austerity movement in Northern Ireland and its series of pro-
tests (mainly between 2014 and 2016), the academic world was enamoured 
of a series of high-profile recent protest movements throughout the world, 
including the Arab Spring, the Occupy movement, and anti-austerity move-
ments throughout Europe, among others.50 As I read, for example, Gar-
lough’s account of a highly performative political protest in Wisconsin,51 I 
found myself wondering why the artists with whom I researched seemed so 
hesitant to harness their creativity in similar ways. 

There is no simple, conclusive answer to this question, but perhaps the 
most straightforward is to note that the arts anti-austerity movement in 
Northern Ireland simply does not fit the mould of these other social move-
ments, or at least the mould - or rather the frame - into which their scholarly 
narrators have placed them. Manuel Castells, a well-respected and well-
known scholar of social movements and global networks, identifies a number 
of the characteristics of what he calls ‘new social movements’ in his Networks 

 
50 See this article’s bibliography for a selection of the many available works on these 
and other twenty-first-century social movements. 
51 Garlough, ‘Folklore and Performing’. 
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of Outrage and Hope.52 In perusing Castells’ list, we can see that, apart from its 
strategic use of the internet, the arts anti-austerity movement actually bears 
very little resemblance to the protests and social movements that Castells 
describes. These divergences from Castells’ formula are highly instructive, 
particularly if we are interested in expanding our knowledge and under-
standing of anti-austerity movements outside of their highly publicised main-
stream. 

The arts anti-austerity movement in Northern Ireland lacks, for one, 
the ‘horizontal’, almost rhizomatic, networking that mimics the ‘viral’ spread 
of ‘Internet networks’,53 having instead a set of leaders and a steering com-
mittee, in the form of the Arts Matter NI organisation. While it experienced 
a clear resurgence through the outrage its members felt at the mid-fiscal-year 
budget cut, this social movement is not newly formed; unlike Castells’ net-
works, the arts anti-austerity movement in Northern Ireland is not ‘sponta-
neous in [its] origin’.54 It is, rather, rooted in decades of perceived struggle, 
born out of a collectivity forged in the latter days of the Troubles, and led by 
many of the same individuals who headed previous, pre-austerity calls for 
changes to the public arts budget. Furthermore, the movement is ‘program-
matic’, its aims highly focused instead of disperse.55 This movement has a 
single, sharply honed goal - more public funding for the arts in Northern 
Ireland - which has remained largely the same throughout the years, even as 
the vicissitudes of politics and public funding have shifted. 

Perhaps most noticeably, though, this social movement is not ‘local and 
global at the same time’.56 The movement lacks global interlocutors or allies, 
and its frames have not travelled (neither exported nor imported) in the ways 
that other European anti-austerity movements’ have.57 The arts anti-auster-
ity movement is geopolitically isolated, limited to the borders of Northern 
Ireland. There are many reasons for this, the majority of which are, I believe, 
largely beyond the control of the social movement’s membership. Northern 
Ireland is, simply, quite small, and relatively politically marginal, as dis-
cussed in the opening of this article. Its government is unique, and its specific 
concerns and approaches often differ from those of its neighbours. 

But the movement is also limited in its interaction with states to whom 
it could reach for these global interconnections. Its closest allies would be arts 
anti-austerity movements in the rest of the UK - England, Scotland, and/or 
Wales - or those to the south in the Republic of Ireland. However, not only 
has austerity run a somewhat different course in each of these states, aligning 
with one over the other(s) could potentially run the risk of positioning the 
movement to one side or the other of Northern Ireland’s political divide: a 

 
52 Castells, Networks, 221-228. 
53 Castells, Networks, 224-225. 
54 Castells, Networks, 223-224. 
55 Castells, Networks, 227. 
56 Castells, Networks, 222. 
57 See, e.g., Britta Baumgarten and Rubén Díez García, ‘More than a Copy Paste: 
The Spread of Spanish Frames and Events to Portugal’, Journal of Civil Society 13, 
no. 3 (2017). 
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partnership with fellow artists in England, for example, could be seen as too 
Protestant, or with those in the Republic of Ireland as too Catholic. Such an 
alliance could, even unwittingly, upset the politically neutral position of the 
social movement.58 

To remain intensely local in aims and membership is not, of course, an 
inherently negative choice, for this or any social movement; the deeply and 
densely localised nature of the movement’s knowledge and experience is one 
of its strengths, as its members, and particularly its leadership, have a long 
history of practice and protest within the region. As noted above, arguments 
rooted in this length of experience shaped the final form that the protest 
took, and the protest was ultimately successful in its specific aim (though not 
in halting the march of austerity more generally). Turning our attention to 
highly localised movements promises interesting new insights into the nature 
of anti-austerity protests, insights that might potentially topple received 
scholarly wisdom about anti-austerity social movements in the twenty-first 
century. 
 
4. Conclusion: From Outrage to Hope (or Not) 
 

A final point from Castells serves as an appropriate denouement for this ar-
ticle. At the core of his volume is an emotional journey, a process through 
which he sees new social movements, and in fact all social movements, pro-
gressing: a transformation of fear into outrage, and of outrage into hope. As 
he writes, ‘At the individual level, social movements are emotional move-
ments. Insurgency does not start with a program or political strategy… 
[T]he big bang of a social movement starts with the transformation of emo-
tion into action’.59 

We can identify this emotional trajectory, to an extent, within the arc of 
the ethnography presented in this article. Outrage is certainly the key emo-
tion at play in the course of the emergency meeting. It seeps into every sen-
tence, every discussion; the artists were, above all else, angry. The framing 
process, encompassing both the digital pre-framing before the meeting and 
that occurring during the meeting itself, plays a vital role in the formation 
and transformation of this anger. What could, perhaps, be a private emotion 
- fear for one’s job, one’s livelihood, one’s life’s work - is collectively trans-
ferred into outrage as the social movement’s members confer with one an-
other, as they compare their experiences and combine the force of their emo-
tions. Together, this outrage is sharpened, it is targeted, it is aimed, and emo-
tion is converted into action. 

 
58 Thank you to a commenter in the panel ‘Creativity in Crisis: Arts in the Age of 
Austerity’ at the 2018 conference of the Association of Social Anthropologists of the 
UK and Commonwealth (ASA). This scholar’s question about international linkages 
(or lack thereof) for the arts anti-austerity movement in Northern Ireland prompted 
the reflections in this paragraph. 
59 Castells, Networks, 13. 
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For Castells, the further movement from outrage to hope, which trans-
formation he sees as the trigger that sparks revolution,60 is accomplished col-
lectively: ‘[I]t is through togetherness that people overcome fear and dis-
cover hope’.61 It is a product of social movements, and, as he presents it, of 
the framing process itself. In his discussion of the characteristics of new so-
cial movements, Castells writes, ‘The transition from outrage to hope is ac-
complished by deliberation in the space of autonomy. Decision-making usu-
ally happens in assemblies and committees designated in the assemblies’.62 
This ‘space of autonomy’, a ‘decision-making’ space, is fundamentally a fram-
ing process. For Castells, then, framing is not only a process of negotiation 
and ‘decision-making’; it is also an emotionally transformative process, one 
whereby fear becomes outrage, and outrage is transformed into hope. 

Castells’ volume is nothing if not itself hopeful; written in the wake of a 
series of exciting social movements which many of us in academia, myself 
included, wished to see succeed, it holds forth a strong hope for the future 
of the world. Reading it, as I did, in late 2018, while working on the text of 
this article, it felt depressingly optimistic, perhaps even naive. When Net-
works of Outrage and Hope was authored and published, there was no Brexit, 
no Donald Trump in the White House. Can Castells’ emotional trajectory 
hold true even in more cynical times? 

In the course of the planning meeting, I think we can certainly see the 
glimmers of hope, as a relatively formless outrage is given a concrete plan of 
action. We left the meeting feeling, at least, that something was to be done, 
that there was a potential way forward for arts anti-austerity in Northern 
Ireland. The mood of the protest itself was certainly celebratory, mingled 
with white-hot anger; hope was present, if never overpowering enough to 
drown out the outrage of the protesters. And the announcement that the ma-
jority of the cut funding had been restored was certainly a hopeful event, if 
one tempered with extreme caution. 

But hope from this one event cannot sustain the movement forever. In 
the years since, the march of austerity cuts has continued, unimpeded, and 
no other funds have been restored to the Arts Council budget. Increasingly, 
the artists and social movement members with whom I speak are, more than 
anything else, exhausted. They are fighting an uphill battle, and it is taking 
its toll. It is exceedingly difficult to sustain hope, and sometimes even out-
rage, in light of subsequent events and projected future ones, as there seems 
to be no definite end to the current state of affairs in Northern Ireland and 
its arts sector. 

This is, perhaps, a very depressing end to this article. As someone who 
has come to care deeply about the arts and the arts sector in Northern Ire-
land, I certainly find it depressing. And this reaction, this considerably less-
than-ideal future for the social movement, should be instructive to scholars 
of social movement studies. We all love to study movements that we care 

 
60 Castells, Networks, 81. 
61 Castells, Networks, 225. 
62 Castells, Networks, 224. 
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about; we love it even better when they are successful, when we narrate a 
classic underdog story, and our movements of choice ultimately ‘win’. But 
not all movements do. In plenty of European states (and elsewhere), anti-
austerity movements of all stripes have failed, or been less than successful. 
And these failures, or less-than-successes, have received far less academic 
attention.63 If we are to better understand anti-austerity social movements, 
their politics and their performances, we must pay attention to the smaller-
scale, the less successful, the geopolitically marginalised. We must pay atten-
tion to those that target billion-dollar budget deficits and issues of interna-
tional scope, and to those that protest over less than a million pounds, those 
with far narrower aims, such as public funding for the arts. 
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