
universities use in their admissions 
processes. Investments in training 
admissions staff and faculty to have 
cultural competence in reviewing 
portfolios, providing feedback to 
interested students at portfolio 
reviews throughout the recruitment 
process, and building opportunities 
for a broad diversity of young artists 
and designers to develop their 
work before the admissions process 
are the keys to success for all arts 
and design schools and college-
level programmes. Again, many 
institutions are already doing these 
things, and I expect we’ll continue 
to see even greater investments in 
these areas. 

Yes, the Supreme Court decision 
feels like a step backwards in the slow 
progress that our country has been 
making towards racial justice. But it 
should not deter those of us in the 
creative fields, and such institutions, 
from continuing to work for a more 
equitable future. 
• Deborah Obalil is the president and 
executive director of the Association of 
Independent Colleges of Art and Design
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For anyone who works 
in higher education, 
this has not been a 
typical summer. We’ve 
had more news from 
Washington, DC, 

impacting our sector in just the past 
few months than we’d typically see in 
a full year. The most public, of course, 
has been the ruling by the Supreme 
Court of the United States that race 
can no longer be used as criteria by 
colleges and universities in making 
admissions decisions.

While this might seem like a 
straightforward ruling, it is anything 
but that, when taking into account 
the actual processes different types 
of institutions use for admissions. 
As president of the Association of 
Independent Colleges of Art and Design 
(AICAD), I’ve been asked many times 
over the past few months what the 
impact will be on specialised schools of 
arts and design. 

I have many reasons to believe 
that the impact on arts and design 
institutions will be minimal and 
that the institutions in AICAD’s 

We must prevent 
politicians from 
becoming trustees of 
UK museum boards. 

From 2009 to 2013, 
I was an artist trustee 

of the Tate. During that time there 
were no members of government or 
active politicians on any of the boards 
of the big museums. I am sure many of 
the Tate’s board were Conservative or 
Labour supporters, perhaps members 
of these parties and probably donors, 
but there were no actual agents of 
political parties involved.

One of the duties of a trustee is to 
appoint other trustees. I interviewed 
one candidate who was in the Labour 
hierarchy at the end of the Gordon 
Brown era. They professed to have little 
interest or knowledge of the arts.

It occurred to me that the benefit 
of board membership was all in their 
direction. Much better to be seen as 
a champion of the arts than a rump 
member of a sinking ship.

BOB AND ROBERTA SMITH

Politicians must not be trustees of museum boards in the UK

DEBORAH OBALIL 

Lowdown on Supreme Court’s ruling against affirmative action
membership will continue to centre 
the values of diversity, equity, inclusion 
and justice in their operations. 

This Supreme Court decision does 
not require any institution to change 
its stated values and mission to educate 
a diverse student body. Now is the 
time for institutions to lean into their 
commitment to diversity, equity, 
inclusion and justice, not shrink away. 
The Supreme Court decision eliminates 
only one tool in our sector’s toolbox, 
and for most it wasn’t a tool they  
were using.

The vast majority of AICAD 
member institutions are not highly 
selective, or as some say “highly 
rejective”, institutions. They are 
admitting 50% or more of those who 
apply to their institutions. When you 
are admitting a high percentage of 
the applicant pool, the diversity of 
who you enrol is determined by who 
applies. Thus, recruitment practices 
that centre diversity and equity are key. 
Developing relationships with high 
schools and community organisations 
that serve a broad diversity of students, 
particularly those that might otherwise 

Needless to say, that person was 
not appointed. However, in that period 
James Purnell jumped from the Labour 
government eventually to land a well-
paid job at the BBC, and later Tristram 
Hunt gave up on Labour in opposition 
to become director of the V&A. My 
suspicion is that as the David Cameron 
era came to an ignominious end its 
proponents saw Purnell and Hunt as 
pathfinders to redemption in the arts. 

Erosion of “arms length” principle
So, the former Conservative chancellor  
George Osborne became chair of the 
British Museum via a spell at the Evening 
Standard, and the former Conservative 
culture secretary Ed Vaizey (at least with 
some credentials) has recently become 
a trustee of the Tate. This erosion of 
the “arm’s length” principle, which 
has frowned on politicians meddling in 
the arts, has now been shredded by a 
group of political policy hawks who see 
museums as “Blob headquarters” to be 
infiltrated and neutralised. 

Shifting from the London mayor’s 
office as Boris Johnson’s arts adviser to 
become policy head at No 10, Munira 
Mirza also invented a role for herself as 
enforcer of a paranoiac push to destroy 
the Blob’s “wokedom” in a weird self-
styled “culture war”. Mirza, aided by the 
former Conservative culture secretary 
Oliver Dowden, sowed the seeds for a 
situation where the MP Jacob Rees-Mogg 
sits on the National Portrait Gallery 
board as an ex officio trustee, alongside 
his fellow MPs Penny Mordaunt and 
Chris Grayling. The chair of the National 
Maritime Museum resigned because of 
political interference over refusal by 
government to reappoint Dr Aminul 
Hoque as a trustee, and Roland Rudd 
(who messed up the Conservative 
remain campaign) is chair of the Tate.

I recently attended an event 
hosted by Rudd where he boasted 
about how little knowledge he had 
of contemporary art to a group of the 
Tate’s curators. I felt that he was, in 
effect, informing them how little he 

regarded their expertise and reminding 
them how powerful he was. We are 
shifting to an American model where 
the pre-eminent role in the museum 
is the chair of the board, not the 
museum director, and where—because 
public funding is shrinking—private 
collections as exhibitions in public 
museums are becoming more frequent. 
The “publicness” of our museums is 
being destroyed.

In effect there has been a takeover 
of governance of once proudly 
independent boards. When Emily 
Maitlis left the BBC she accused Robbie 
Gibb of being an “active Tory agent” 
who shaped the political output of 
the BBC. My concern is that now 
there are “active Tory agents” littering 
our arts boards. They would say they 
are “redressing an issue of balance”. 
They might claim to be “arbiters of 
impartiality”. Impartiality is a worthy 
goal of a media organisation, but it 
should not be the goal of a museum. 
Museums must be independent.  

be marginalised in our society due to 
race, ethnicity or access to resources, 
is a must. In fact, the guidance issued 
jointly to all of higher education by 
the US departments of education 
and justice specifically highlights the 
importance and legality of targeted 
outreach, recruitment and pathways 
programmes.

Many AICAD institutions have been 
invested in these kinds of relationships 
for years and will not stop now. The 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago 
operates the College of Arts Access 
programme, a bridge programme for 
Chicago Public Schools high school 
students. The tuition-free programme 
helps prepare students for art school, 

including development of their 
portfolio for the admissions process. 
The California Institute of the Arts 
has the Community Arts Partnership 
programme, which it has operated 
for decades. The programme offers 
free after-school and school-based arts 
programmes for children aged four 
to 18 in every discipline taught at the 
institute and covers more than 1,000 
square miles of Los Angeles County. 
Moore College of Art & Design has the 
Young Artist Workshop and provides 
scholarships to local Philadelphia 
students for Saturday and summer 
learning opportunities. These are  
but a few of the examples across the 
AICAD membership.

Portfolio is central to evaluation 
For all AICAD institutions, including 
those that are highly selective, 
evaluation of the artistic portfolio 
has always been, and will continue 
to be, the central component of the 
admissions process. Portfolio review 
allows for a more holistic evaluation 
of prospective students, beyond 
what many other colleges and 

Artists are truth seekers. Truth 
is sometimes found in difficult 
spaces. Museums, their libraries and 
archives are centres of research; 
politicians should have no place in 
their governance, as good research is 
based on facts not political ideology. 
The public should defend museum 
independence. Independence is 
different from impartiality. An 
impartial museum is a vanilla, dead 
space where the public are invited to 
witness “received opinion” and look at 
art that does not frighten the horses. 
As artists we want to make art that 
makes people angry. We need to be 
able to exhibit uncomfortable art. 

It is fundamental to free speech 
that museums remove all MPs from 
boards and restrict board membership 
to only one party: the art party. The art 
party is the only political party I have 
ever been a member of … but everyone 
is welcome.  
• Bob and Roberta Smith (Patrick 
Brill) is a British artist and activist BO
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It eliminates only one 
tool in our sector’s 
toolbox, and for most 
it wasn’t a tool they 
were using


