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FOREWORD

This book is about the delightful nooks and crannies of where art
finds itself in academia, exploring questions of where art lives in the
university sector and how it interacts with the outside, how it
reaches beyond its boundaries.

And as I am writing these passages, or rather adding to the
book’s content which had been relatively stable until 2019 when the
pandemic appeared on all of our horizons, I find myself going
through the entire content and adapting it to a post-pandemic view
of the world. And whilst I am changing all verbs from present tense
or simple past to past perfect, amending policy references to denote
the political and social rupture, with various flingings onto the pile
of policies made irrelevant by the pandemic, adding sections to
make sense of the truth in a completely new crises moment in
modern history, I realise how the matter of this book has become
even more important.

This book was largely conceptualised pre-COVID, at a time
when the belief in the power of rationality seemed under constant
threat – and with it, our universities’ core knowledge-related
activities in understanding what it means to be human. And my
personal belief was that when rationality seemed to stop working,
art can reach on an emotional level, important to ensure our mes-
sages have reach and impact, and thus arts in Higher Education
became increasingly important as it contributed so heavily to the
essence of what it meant to be human.

But this pandemic horrifically gave us back an urgent sense of
the need for rationality, experiencing on a daily basis how various
nations relied heavily on their scientists to steer us through this
calamitous moment. Facts and scientific statistics, presented regu-
larly in governmental press briefings, provided one of the strongest
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arguments for us all needing to understand the importance of
experts, research and the need to scrutinise, reflect and interrogate
the world of facts in order to embed its implications in policies that
are geared towards keeping us all safe.

Simultaneously, a locked-down public came together in diverse
virtual worlds to keep sane through creative engagements, artistic
tasks and active cultural participation online. The number of
audiences reaching for smartphones, laptops and computers to
access arts and culture exploded, and creative and cultural pro-
fessionals stepped up to support access to engaging and trans-
formational arts activities in a multitude of diverse ways.

In my words, governmental pandemic policies might have kept
us safe, but arts and culture kept us sane.

However, the long tail-end of the age of post-truth
un-rationality, and its potential international impact, kept us up
during the 3 November 2021 US presidential elections. It provided
a brusque awakening on the day after the end of the Brexit tran-
sition period on 31 December 2020 and its related EU-UK Trade
and Cooperation Agreements (TCA) and shocked us with the 6
January 2021 US Capitol Riots.

The latter will, in my opinion, end up representing the climax of
a moment in time where the post-truth era reared its ugly head and
let us know how long-term damage can be wrought when we, in
our respective societies, do not attend to nurturing critical reflection
in our educational systems, when we ignore to assure our social
connectivity mechanisms are fit for purpose and maintain diversity
in our public democratic spaces. This rupture of our global com-
munity has come at a time where in all its bleakness, it also pro-
vided a slimmer of hope that we might utilise to rethink how we
might come back stronger, more resilient and more sustainable.
What should a green, creative and resilient recovery look like?

We live in this time, a time where we – as the earth’s most
thinking and creative species – have to overcome our own
man-made, most pernicious ecological challenges. This was
happening – apparently coincidentally, but we know it to be very
much linked – to a time when a substantial part of our society
seemed to discount that same rationality and critical thinking which
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would allow us to solve the growing number of disruptions in the
political, economic, societal, as well as ecological sphere.

And from the place where I am writing, in the United Kingdom,
during 10 years of Hunger Game austerity and three years of Brexit
Blindness, and then more than one year of COVID-19 calamity, the
government still seems to be struggling to understand the role and
value of universities for our future societies and relying on its
chumocracy and a hyper-marketised ideology, failing continually to
resolve the most pernicious problems that the natural world is
throwing at us currently.

Pre-COVID-19, overarching policy and regulatory frameworks
seemed to afford a risk-minimising conformity rather than
innovation-resulting experimentation, contrary to various explicitly
formulated policy aims, thus simply demonstrating some helpless
flailing as part of the adding to the layer cake of various failed
policy interventions. During COVID-19, the risks to individual’s
vulnerabilities and whole sectors became even more substantive.
The result of this we will feel in decades to come, both in terms of
family members lost to the pandemic and our economic situation in
a post-pandemic and post-Brexit and pre-climate catastrophe UK
world.

In 2019 I wrote that at the heart of the then Higher Education
policy thinking seemed to be the simple and basic question of how
we can make our universities more impactful whilst not breaking
the bank (Boehm, 2019a). This would be a relatively benign way of
representing a political and ministerial mindset in which our uni-
versities have increasingly become the scapegoat of choice, as David
Sweeney suggested in December 2017 at a SRHE (Society for
Research into Higher Education) conference keynote. Over the
years, various government officials seemed to have washed their
hands of the responsibility for the mess in which our nation finds
itself, comprehensively outlined in George Monbiot 2016’s jour-
nalistic explorations of class, inequality, environment, growth
obsessions and financial crises (Monbiot, 2016) or Brown’s aca-
demic analysis of The Inequality Crisis (Brown, 2017). Perhaps
exactly because universities are one of the few sufficiently ‘public’
funded institutions left that cover the whole country, they have
increasingly been the focus of ministers, allergic against anything
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statehood-ly, wanting to turn the last available public levers to
make all of our nation’s miseries disappear.

And this process of scapegoating continued through the
pandemic era, as government ministers were too quick to blame
anyone but their leadership in safeguarding their own standing.
Focus from universities drifted elsewhere at times, though, as the
number of scapegoats increased. From blaming returning students
for spreading the virus, blaming schools for not delivering adequate
online learning, blaming civil servants in slowing interventions
down, to blaming the public for loving their freedom too much.

So as much as I would like to bounce the blame back to the
gaggle of fast-changing ministers in Westminster to solve the misery
that they have created, I do passionately believe that universities are
the key to ensuring that our future societies will cope with the
substantial challenges ahead (Boehm, 2019b).

And one of the reasons for my confidence (or possibly desperate
hope) lies in the knowledge of universities holding that magic
ingredient that allows us to fix various fissures in our broken
societies, that potent magic glue found in the power of arts and
creativity. We seem to live at the end of the long era of modernity,
the long end of the age of enlightenment, a tail-end increasingly
tainted by a darkness where we had stopped trusting in the power
of rationality. It is a point in our social evolution where we still just
remember how we trusted in the power of facts, the power of
knowledge, and with it the role that universities as knowledge
patrons held. But that trust had fragmented to such an extent that
politicians and critics (and even our own academic art philoso-
phers) were even questioning why we needed experts and univer-
sities in the first place, and so the education editor of The Times
reported that

Sir Roger Scruton, the philosopher and writer, has said
that getting rid of universities would be a way of ending
the discrimination faced by conservatives on many
campuses. He said that universities were state-sponsored
institutions and that the hostility faced by conservatives
indicated that “we have completely lost control”.

(Bennett, 2019)
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With this distrust came the forces that we in Higher Education
all experienced, pushing universities into the form of workforce
production industries, all geared towards – what I would suggest –
becoming neoliberal fantasies of globally sovereign markets to the
detriment of the health and well-being of our societies all around us.

However, this pandemic gave us a halting point in this
neo-liberal, unhinged trajectory built upon decades of high indi-
vidualism without sufficient balancing with a critical mass of
collectivism. Pre-COVID, discussions increasingly centred on the
reasons for the demise of our democratic institutions in the era of
Trump and Brexit, and whether we were experiencing the end of
the age of reason. This pre-COVID era included how our current
realities were shocked and shaken by the likes of Brexit and Trump,
including the existence of inhumane detention centres, the ad
hoc-ness of the Windrush Scandal and constant failings to adhere to
basic human rights, all providing an environment where science and
facts seemed to not be sufficient anymore to turn minds and hearts
of our democratically elected representative towards leading us
(ideally with integrity) towards a more sustainable common shared
wealth and well-being.

We lived in a time where rationality, science and evidence
seemed not enough.

But the pandemic, through its deep disruption, has also brought
new ways of thinking to the fore, struggling with the old ideologies.
From reconsidering what the future world of work needs to look
like, from understanding the effective impacts of nationally
different socially oriented approaches to the pandemic, from
reconsidering our basic fabric of society, our buildings and what we
use these for, and what a sustainable and environmentally recov-
ered society could look like.

But these debates struggle with the political reality of the gov-
ernments of the day, formed from a pre-pandemic age, still
immersed in climate catastrophe denial, British superiority and class
inequality and with all that still situated in a politically deeply
divided society with regressive electoral tendencies pushing us down
various existential dead ends.

We still live in an era where the partisanship of political life has
become so divided that it made way for, as an example, the political
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expediency of a Mitch McConnell (US) (McConnell, 2016), legis-
latively enabling the corporate influence into electoral systems in
order to retain political power above all else, or the disdainful
pragmatism of a Dominic Cummings (UK) (Wikipedia Contribu-
tors, 2019) allowing voter manipulation within a referendum as an
acceptable means to achieve an end. This is also mirrored by an
electorate who have – to a scarily large proportion – encultured and
normalised the attitudes of politicians wanting to be on the winning
side, no matter the cost, ‘do or die’ (Boris Johnson on TalkRadio,
2019), taking the right to be right by brute force rather than being
right, as the Capitol Riots in January 2021 have shown.

When starting this book, in my introductory paragraph, I
expressed my hope that by the time this book was published, some
of the chaos and uncertainty and distrust for our political systems
would have dissipated. My assumptions were simultaneously right
and wrong; right that we were seeing sudden shifts in debates –

completely new alternative futures that before had been considered
unrealistic and delusional. But wrong that we had reached the
pinnacle of chaos, and I had come to accept that this would be a
long, painful slog for humanity to work itself back from the brink
of catastrophe.

And this struggle between the forces that see only short-term
gain, such as acceptance of climate apartheid or vaccine nationalism
or a failed economic system, I believe will keep us busy for the rest
of the century. And as the world continues to burn and shudder,
and the political discourses, at least in this country, kept themselves
busy with discourses around economic superiority and sovereignty
(and this word has a complex underbelly), I have continually found
myself asking what cuts through the fog (see also Boehm, 2019b).

I always thought that this is where the power of the creative arts
comes in. When rationality has stopped working, art can reach on
an emotional level. It might appear as the biting image of Canadian
political cartoonist Michael de Adder presenting the real human
disaster at the border crisis and a president’s seeming intentional
ignorance of the humanitarian crisis (de Adder, 2019) that trended
and raised awareness like no factual account could:
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The shocking image of Oscar Alberto Martinez and his
23-month-old daughter Angie Valeria, losing their life
while crossing through the Rio Grande River to get into
the US once again brought the problems of migrants into
a highlight.

(Team Latestly, 2019)

Or take, for example, the depressing imagery of Banksy’s
Dismaland Exhibition (Banksy, 2015) with its almost sinking
dinghies full of refugees painted on grey-brownish walls. Or on a
more positive celebratory moment, the Repainting History Project
of Photographer Horia Manolache, who in detail captured
individual refugee personalities in exact poses and background of
known oil-painted portraitures of European Royals (Gasser Ali,
2019).

And then there is the cleverly put together popular music boy
band The Breunion Boys, with their as cleverly constructed Song
‘Britain Come Back’ (Breunion Boys, 2019), which is as funny as it
is poignant, evoking in any Remainer that yearning back for a
united Europe. Closer to my home of Stoke-on-Trent, there is the
love of a local home as expressed in the DIY songs of Merrym’n
from Stoke-on-Trent singing about past garden festivals and the
local area (Merrym’n, 2017).

The DIY matters here, as Stoke is one of those left-behind places
where residents and citizens have developed a powerful DIY and
can-do attitude, mixed with a powerful creative talent and a
pragmatic work ethos mixed with a strong community spirit that
has allowed Stoke-on-Trent to become one of the most uniquely
creatively driven post-industrial cities that I have experienced. But it
is also known as Brexit Capital and has some of the most
poverty-stricken neighbourhoods whilst being the regional home of
one of the highest paid CEOs in the United Kingdom running a
global gambling business, arguably feeding gambling addiction
(Neat, 2017). Thus in this city, the same extreme opposing forces
play out in social, economic and political life as they do in the
whole of the United Kingdom.

These tensions and ruptures can only be healed by a more
holistic and empathetic understanding of diverse sets of lives and
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their circumstances, and art here is the needed scaffold. Art has the
power to move us in ways no facts or rational arguments are able
to. Art can touch us and with it affect action in times when the
process of normalisation, fear and societal trauma seems to have
paralysed us to the point where we seem to allow the most basic
human civilities to be undermined. And when we feel the most
helpless and consequently are in danger of becoming numbed by
some of the acts of barbarisms forced to be endured by our fellow
human beings, art is often the way we can communicate and cut
through the barriers of partisan divisions to affect change.

Or, formulated in more positive terms than the ones described
above, and coming back to my vision for this book that I started a
couple of years ago, this book is about the delightful ways of
exploring the nooks and crannies of where art finds itself in
academia, and how it helps to engage with the outside world to
shape our collective futures.

Carola Boehm, pre-pandemic first draft, 04/08/2019
(88 days to the 3rd Brexit deadline)

Carola Boehm, intra-pandemic, second draft, 11/01/2021
(during another lockdown)

Carola Boehm, pandemic recovery, final draft, 06/01/2022
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