Dundee University art show becomes platform for protest against job cuts
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A fine art student from Dundee's Duncan of Jordanstone College of Art and Design is using his degree show as a platform to protest the university's plan to implement significant job cuts in response to a £35 million budget deficit. This year’s degree show, a prominent event that typically attracts thousands of visitors, will not only celebrate artistic talent but also serve as a canvas for dissent, featuring posters throughout the exhibition that convey the collective discontent of students regarding senior management's financial decisions.
Initial plans indicated that upwards of 700 staff members might lose their jobs, a figure that has since been negotiated down to around 300 full-time equivalent roles. This drastic reduction has caused considerable concern among faculty and students alike, particularly as the proposed cuts threaten to upend educational quality and stability at the institution.
The protesting students, led by the initiator of this vibrant form of activism, have collaborated with campus unions to compile a range of materials that depict the financial crisis encountered by the university. Their display aims to encapsulate not just the statistics of job loss but also the human stories behind it, including "misleading" communications from senior management, and the tangible anxiety felt among the staff and student body.
Mr Millar, the art student leading this initiative, expressed a desire for the degree show to make a lasting impact on the institution’s future. “This is an opportunity for our year to not only save the jobs and livelihoods of those who have taught and guided us but to ensure future students receive the best education possible,” he stated. His sentiments echo broader concerns raised by various stakeholders—local politicians, faculty members, and student unions—who have urged the university’s administration to reconsider its approach to managing this financial crisis.
The activism surrounding the degree show has captured the attention of prominent figures, including Maggie Chapman, the North East MSP and rector-elect of Dundee University. Chapman reiterated the essential role of art in activism and urged the university to heed the students’ message as a call for reform.
The situation reflects a wider trend within the higher education landscape in Scotland, where institutions are grappling with budget constraints and the repercussions of financial mismanagement. The University and College Union has pointed to these cuts as a form of "academic and economic vandalism," warning that they carry dire implications for both the university and the city of Dundee. The Scottish government has provided emergency funding in an attempt to alleviate some of the pressure, though continued advocacy is necessary to safeguard jobs and educational standards.
Criticism of the university's plans has intensified, with staff voices echoing concerns over the potential for compulsory redundancies—a prospect that the university has claimed will be a last resort. Nevertheless, the scale of the proposed cuts, which could see nearly one in five positions axed, has led to fears about the future viability of Dundee University.
As the DJCAD Degree Show commences on May 24 and runs until June 1, it becomes clear that this will not just be an exhibition of artistic expression but a potent act of resistance advocating for the preservation of educational integrity within the university. The collective effort of students to merge art and activism serves as both a powerful statement and a poignant reminder of the critical intersection between education, financial sustainability, and community engagement.
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