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Beth Knowles Path With Art Speech - The Fabric of Society 
 

 

Firstly, thank you for having me, it is a true honour to be here with you again 18 months after 

my first visit to Seattle.  It’s also an honor to be here with Path With Art and their artists to 

celebrate their phenomenal achievements over this tumultuous decade and take the 

opportunity to look at where we need to head over the next 10, which may be even more so... 

 
In one of my first meetings with the now Mayor of Greater Manchester, Andy Burnham, he 

asked me if I was sure we could meet our top public commitment to end street homelessness 

by 2020. It had begun to sink in how complex a puzzle it was and how many pieces it 

contained. 

 
I’ll say to you today what I said to Mayor Burnham then; the status quo wasn’t working, the 

silos aren’t working. 

 
Homelessness, is not, one problem and because of that, not only one solution is 

required to address the root causes, it is not, one sector’s responsibility.  

 
No one should be alone in overcoming it. 

 
Childhood trauma, addiction, access to employment, mental health issues, the failing housing 

market, relationship breakdown, stigma, the unjust justice system, regeneration of our cities, 

social isolation, financial exclusion, racism, classism, poverty, politics or a lack of it. All of 

these root causes compound on top of people, pushing them through a creaking safety net, 

until it snaps. The question we have to address is, how we stitch this net back together.  

 

The clue is in the title, homelessness, not, houselessness. What does home constitute to 

you?......... Safety? Security? Community? Somewhere you belong? 

 
From the work I have seen all over the world, the former, a home, is what stabilises people, 

provides what we all want, a purpose and people to share it with. 

 

 
If understanding what makes a real home mentally and physically is the answer, then we 

need to ask ourselves, how do we rebuild this alongside people who have been or are 

homeless? Otherwise, we are doing it for ourselves, not for the human being at the centre 

of the crises. 

 

This week, I have been immersed in the self curated communities that exist in Path with 

Art’s classes and seen how central students are to that design. Creating communities is 

the single most powerful thing we could do to tackle homelessness sustainably, with the 

people effected at the forefront of our minds. 

 

In Greater Manchester the main shift we are embedding in to our practice is co-production; 

people who have been or are homeless, co-designing solutions with all agencies around the 

table, from police to local councils, to businesses, social services and cultural organisations. 
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What we are told consistently, repeatedly, loudly, by the people who have lived it, is, once 

people find an apartment or house they almost immediately feel isolated and the traumas that 

caused or exacerbated their homelessness in the first place, spin them back out on to the 

streets. Without the foundations the person needs to rebuild their lives, time and time again 

their tenancies and lives will crumble. 

 

Rebuilding this community and the stability and support to enable yourself to thrive amongst 

it, are what we need to put at the heart of any programme to address homelessness. 

alongside people’s ability to chose the approach they need as an individual. 

 
Whether employment, education, financial inclusion, legal advice, family mediation, functioning 

mental health support, creative connection. As the support system, we should be doing just 

that, and supporting the long term solution the person needs, not the one that is easiest in the 

short term to provide. 

 
In Greater Manchester, this invokes our ‘whole society response’. 

 
For the first time, our city is recognising we all have a collective responsibility, and a part to 

play in the solution. A stitch to craft, in bringing the fabric of society back together. 

 
_ - _ - | 

 
Path With Art is an organisation that acts as a template for our stitching. They and their 

artists knit people, ideas and spaces together across the schism tearing through the fabric of 

our society. 

 
As the Chair of the With One Voice steering group, I have been lucky enough to have 

traveled the world to see different social structures and models of coping with homelessness 

within cities and cultural organisations. From Montréal to Manchester, São Paolo to Seattle, 

in my experience the most powerful tool in our toolbox is the arts, it is not the only tool, but 

neither is anything else. And from my experience you are one of the luckiest cities in the 

world, to have some of the most expert craftsmen, willing to carve solutions to homelessness 

by your side. 

 
 
All of these organisations have started from the same base understanding, art saves lives, art 
connects, art creates, art supports. Art leads, others follow. 
 
Path With Art combine the programmes, practice, performance and policy behind all of the 
organisations I have seen. This is globally unique . Their ability to measure the impacts and 
showcase them in equal measure, carries great weight for our international movement, meaning 
we ensured that Path with Art  participated in our most recent international exchange to 
Montréal and will be central this November at the Manchester Arts and Homelessness festival, 
sharing their best practice worldwide. 
 
What I see from my international experience is with investment in programmes such as this, 
silos cease to exist, sustainable services are built and solutions created. 
 

Put simply, we speak louder With   One   Voice. 

I have observed that the arts alters three things and seen Path With Art shift them all through 
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brilliant strategy and progressive understanding: 

 
The first is Connection. 
⁃ Your connection to yourself, encouraging healthy self exploration, understanding of who 

you are, why you are and where you are. I have watched this save people’s lives. I 

have watched people switch from self medication to photography, from prescription 

medication to creative production. From disorientation to charting their own path. 

⁃ AND Our Connection to one another. The arts and connection within cultural 

organisations, allow people who don’t speak the same language to converse, either 

literally, like a Rio choir singing Stand By Me to politicians, or metaphorically, like you 

looking in to a piece of art and seeing the world through someone’s eyes you would 

never normally meet.  

 
The second, Voice and Expression. 
⁃ Finding your sense of place and expressing yourself within it. This can be found 

most subtly in a Path With Art writing class with Hugo House, where students 

covertly discuss their inner thoughts in a safe space, or more overtly in a theatre 

class which brings confidence centre stage. This allows people to feel they belong in 

cultural spaces and speak in tandem to break down barriers. 

 
And finally, Perception. 
⁃ Art is a bridge across divides, and the way we perceive one another as human beings 

is the largest divide of all. These poetry banners say more than I can. Their co-creation 

allowed people to shift their own perspectives and once perspectives have shifted, all 

manner of divides can be crossed. 

 
Path With Art wield the arts to stitch back together the fabric of someone’s life, and society in 

the process. 

 
BUT Art is not a root cause of homelessness, I am criticised and questioned all the time for 

putting the arts at the heart of our strategy, for that very reason. But, they are a route out, 

which is precisely why we need to look at how problems begin, at the same time as how we 

solve them. The route we came in on is not always the best route out. 


	I’ll say to you today what I said to Mayor Burnham then; the status quo wasn’t working, the silos aren’t working.

