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John Holden - How we value arts and culture

What I want to do is to argue that we need to rethink what we mean when we use the word culture, and that we need to have a more sophisticated approach to how we value the arts and culture, one that takes into account both the several types of value that are embedded in culture, and also the plural perspectives and interests of different groups in society. 

There was a time, about forty years ago, when the value of the arts was pretty much taken for granted, and the subject did not cause too much anxiety. There was a reasonable political consensus that the arts were necessary, although they were marginal and not part of the real business of politics which was all about the economy and foreign relations. 

Back then, culture was principally used in two senses, and many people still think of it in this way. On the one hand it meant ‘the arts’– and the arts were an established canon of art forms (opera, ballet, poetry, literature, painting, sculpture, music and drama). These arts each contained their own hierarchies, and they were enjoyed by only a small part of society, a part of society that was also generally speaking well educated and rich. This social group defined its own social standing not just through money and education, but through the very act of appreciating the arts, and thus artistic consumption and social status became synonymous, causing the arts to be labelled as elitist.  

But culture also had a different meaning than the arts, an anthropological meaning that extended to include everything that we did to express and understand ourselves, from cooking to football to dancing to watching television.

These two meanings of culture led to much confusion because they were essentially oppositional. Culture in the sense of the arts, and popular culture were mutually exclusive: one was high, the other low, one refined, and the other debased. As an individual, you could aspire to high culture, but by definition, high culture could never be adopted by the mass – if it was adopted by everyone it would no longer be high culture.

Let me try to explain how I see this new reality.

I think that now, for practical purposes, there are three, deeply inter-related, spheres of culture: publicly funded culture, commercial culture and home-made culture. They are not separate or oppositional, they are completely inter-twined, but they are different from each other in important ways.

In publicly funded culture, culture is not defined through theory but by practice: what gets funded becomes culture. This pragmatic approach has allowed an expansion of what culture in this sense means, so that it can now include things like circus, puppetry and street art as well as opera and ballet. Who makes these decisions about what to fund, and hence to define this type of culture, is therefore a matter of considerable public interest. For example, official responses to the cultural production of different community, social, ethnic and faith groups carries deep significance in terms of validating or accepting different cultures within the definition of what government sees as culture.

Commercial culture is equally pragmatically defined: if someone thinks there is a chance that a song or a show will sell, it gets produced; but the consumer is the ultimate arbiter of commercial culture. Success or failure is market driven, but access to the market — the elusive ‘big bucks record deal’ of Bruce Springsteen’s Rosalita, the stage debut, or the first novel — is controlled by a commercial man​darin class just as powerful as the bureaucrats of publicly funded culture. So in publicly funded culture and commer​cial culture there are gatekeepers who define the meaning of culture through their decisions.

Finally there is home-made culture which extends from the historic objects and activities of folk art, through to the post-modern punk garage band and the YouTube upload. Here, the definition of what counts as culture is much broader; it is defined by an informal self-selecting peer group, and the barriers to entry are much lower. Knit​ting a sweater, inventing a new recipe, or writing a song and posting it on MySpace can be done without much dif​ficulty — the decision about the quality of what is produced then lies in the hands of those who see, hear or taste the finished article. 

In all three of these spheres, we, as individuals take on posi​tions as producers and consumers, authors and readers, performers and audiences. Each of us is able to move through different roles with increasing fluidity, creating and updating our identities as we go. Artists travel freely between the funded, commercial and home-made sectors: for instance publicly funded orchestras make commercial recordings that get sold in record shops and exchanged on file-sharing websites; street fashion inspires commercial fashion; and an indie band may get a record deal and then play at a publicly funded music venue.

The rapid and enormous ex​pansion of the internet as a space for cultural communication and as an enabler of mass creativity has changed the possibilities for all three spheres of culture and all forms of cultural expression within them, presenting across the board, a wealth of new opportunities (such as new audiences; new art forms; new distribution channels) but also a set of questions (what to do about intellectual property; investment in technology; and censorship for example). 

Crucially, it has changed the debate about quality, from being one where the arts are naturally superior to popular culture, to one where quality is debated in niches, wherever it is found – is that a good TV programme? was that a fine performance of Othello? how do these jazz players rate? and so on. 

The internet is credited with driving the mass creativity that is found in home made culture, but in reality it is only one of the factors that explains it. Cheap musical instruments, the availability of digital camcorders instead of expensive film, new public investment in galleries and theatres, the education system – all these things have played a part.  And as you can from that list, the public, the commercial and the home made have become inextricably linked and inter-connected, feeding off each other. We have an overall culture where these three spheres are intensely networked.

Now, does all this matter?  Is this switch - from a binary model of the arts and popular culture, to a triple model of funded, commercial and home-made culture - anything other than a nice theoretical exercise?

Well, as you might guess, my answer to that is very definitely yes. It is profoundly important.

Let me explain why. Under the old model, politics could confine cultural policy to a very narrow field, and hence it had a very low value in the pecking-order of governments. 

In the old model, popular culture could be left to its own devices. On the contrary, if we understand culture in the terms that I have outlined - as a networked activity, where funded, home-made and commercial culture are deeply inter-connected – then we can start to appreciate the wider value of culture in and to society.

Let me give you three examples:
1. The first relates to the economy.  Creative work, brain work, added value from design and from cultural production are increasingly important features of successful economies.  Indeed it is this part of the economy that has shown the most rapid growth over the last twenty years across the OECD. In London for example, the creative economy is now equal in size to the financial services industries and employs just as many people, something that twenty years ago would have been unthinkable. In fact, these are old figures, and given the turmoil in the financial industries, it’s likely that the creative and cultural economy is now relatively even more significant.

This strikingly successful performance in things like film, fashion and music has created enormous prosperity and huge economic spin-offs. Significantly, the areas of the economy that appear to be weathering the credit crunch best are related to the cultural and creative industries. Try getting a ticket to the national theatre in London, try booking a good restaurant. Tourism is holding up. What’s happening? – well, I think that people are valuing experiences, and the things that give their lives meaning. They are letting go of the consumption of goods sooner than letting go of their consumption and production of culture.

So, even looked at and valued from just this economic perspective, culture has become much more important in its own right, and also across a much broader economic canvas.

2. The second example of somewhere where culture has become much more important is in foreign relations. Mass tourism, 24 hour news, cheap flights, internet news and citizen journalism have combined to shrink the world. We are all having much more interaction with and exposure to other people and other nations. We encounter difference at every turn, and what happens on the streets of New York one minute can lead to riots in Islamabad the next. In these circumstances we understand each other, and misunderstand each other as well, through the medium of culture. Which is why, for example, the way that a museum deals with objects from another country, or the fact that Israeli and Palestinian musicians can play music together, or the way that ancient Persians are portrayed in a Hollywood Film, become significant way beyond questions of aesthetics or artistic quality. They affect the ability of nations to deal with each other.
3. The third example of the increasing importance of culture is in relation to identity, where we now define ourselves not so much by our jobs – because those come and go – and not so much by our geography – because we commute and move around – but by our cultural consumption and production. I am who I am, and you are who you are, because of what we watch, read, listen to, write and play. 
