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The Arts, Governments and Money: Do the Arts have any Value if
they don’t make Money?
Jo Caust, University of South Australia, South Australia, Australia
Abstract: Over the past two decades the notion that public sector support for the arts is naturally a ‘good thing’, has been
challenged and in some cases rejected. Art itself has been subsumed into the broader framework of ‘culture’. Williams and
others promoted the rationale for government support of the arts as a way to support arts practices that were not market
oriented (Williams 1989). However this notion has now been turned on its head. Arts practice that primarily focuses on the
business of making money, is seemingly more likely to receive support from governments. In an age framed by the centrality
of the economy (and one that embraces the concept of the ‘cultural or creative industries), what value does arts practice
have, if it has no ‘commercial’ value? This paper explores arguments around how the arts are framed and valued within
current times and what this may mean for artists, consumers of art and governments.
Keywords: Arts, Value, Economic, Intangible Benefits, Government

Government and the Arts
T HAS BEEN observed that support for the arts
has become ‘instrumentalised’ in some Western
countries such as the United Kingdom and the
United States of America (Dorn 2004; Gray
2000; Selwood 2006). This means that arts activity
is funded for political, financial or social objectives
rather than for its intrinsic merit. So for instance, arts
activity that is not commercially driven, that is
breaking new ground, that is about community engagement, reflects a minority taste, or is ‘art for art’s
sake’, may not receive any support. This change to
the underlying rationale for arts funding has had an
impact on factors including: the evaluation of arts
activities; the profile of those who make decisions
about arts funding; the language that is used by both
the funders and the arts organisations/artists; the expectations of both funders and arts organisations/artists; the ratio of the funding between earned
income and subsidised income; and the performance
measures for providing arts funding (Caust 2003,
2005). When government provides financial support
for arts organisations/ artists, there is a need for accountability in the transaction. But it is the nature of
that accountability, the way arts activity is assessed
and the outcomes that this produces, that this paper
addresses.
In Australia, government support for the arts became widespread in the 1970s with the establishment,
at the federal level, of the Australia Council in 1972
and the state arts funding agencies through the seventies and early eighties (Stevenson 2000). Dr H.
C “Nugget” Coombes, a critical force behind the
establishment of the Australia Council and its first
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Chair, noted in 1969, that ‘The Council sees itself
not as a source of direction, not as a source of artistic
policy, but as a kind of enabling body…’(Stevens
1998:10). In the establishment of a national arts
funding agency, there was a perception from the
founders that the role of the agency was to ‘facilitate’
arts activity without providing direction as to what
should happen or what art is. Yet, from the beginning, by their action of subsidising some work and
not other work, the Australia Council defined what
it values or believes is ‘art’. Scholars have noted,
for instance, that in the seventies the notion of ‘excellence’ was funded, then ‘access’ in the eighties,
then the concept of ‘industry’ was introduced into
the funding language in the nineties, accompanied
by the necessity to be seen to generate income and
broaden the audience, as well as make art (Anderson
1992; Brook 1995; Horne 2003; Stevenson 2000).
Since the nineties therefore, an economic framing
of the arts has dominated the discourse about arts
funding, combined with the use of a creative or cultural industry model (Stevenson 2000; Bennett &
Carter 2001; Brokensha 1996). The impact of government on the sector has meant an expanded role
in relation to the concept of accountability and performance indicators (Brokensha 1996; Gilhesphy
1999; Throsby 2001; Turbide & Laurin 2003). The
development of the ‘cultural industry’ or ‘creative
industry’ model began to dominate public cultural
funding discourse (Boorsma & van Hemel 1998;
Greenhalgh 1998; Pick & Anderton 1999; Throsby
2001). The language of industry and business was
introduced to the cultural sector (Anderson 1992;
Pick & Anderton 1999; Tusa 1999). Managerial
terms such as ‘entrepreneurialism’, ‘market brand-
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ing’, ‘performance indicators’ and ‘customer service’
became commonplace (Caust 2003; Gray 2000;
Palmer 1998). ‘Bottom line’ arguments were used
by funders, governments and critics to argue the
merits or otherwise of cultural activity (Holden 2004;
Nugent 1999; Selwood 2002; Stevens 1996). Arts
funding agencies were restructured to reflect a
‘market’ driven agenda rather than an ‘arts’ driven
agenda (Kimbis 1997; Pick & Anderton 1999;
Stevenson 2000).
The arts sector in Australia began to identify itself
as an industry in the mid-1980s, ostensibly to maintain government support in a period where economic
performance criteria were given ascendancy (Anderson 1992; Palmer 1998; Rowse 1985; Stevenson
2000). The notion that all arts organisations are in
fact ‘businesses’, and should operate as such, has
been part of this paradigm (Nugent 1999). This
means that the arts are seen as creators of employment, producers of income and generally creators of
economic benefit, if they are worthy to be funded.
In addition they must operate from a viable business
plan and be advised by business people. The evidence
of the dominance of this approach can be seen at the
highest level. The current and previous two Chairs
of the Australia Council are business people. The
present membership of the Australia Council is
largely dominated by corporate individuals. All arts
organisations are expected to have several business
people on their boards, and to receive funding, must
sign off on an agreed business plan (Caust 2005). So
the arts are seen just like everything else. They need
to prove that they are contributing to the economy
if they are going to receive support from government
to exist.
Previously government intervention has been justified for various reasons including ameliorating the
impact of the marketplace, the intrinsic value of arts
to society and for reasons of access and equity
(Cummings & Katz 1987; Horne 1986; Rowse 1985;
Stevenson 2000; Williams 1989). However, as the
economic paradigm has become more dominant in
the discourse of governments in western democracies
(Hutton 1996; Putnam 2000), the arts sector has developed various methods to describe itself, so that it
can be seen as an economic success (Anderson 1992;
Bjorkegren 1996; Caves 2000; Throsby 2001). While
this has been useful in arguing for arts activities in
a climate that favours economic objectives above
all, it has also been problematic because it naturally
favours arts activities that can produce income as
their major goal (Brokensha 1996; Glow & Johanson
2006). As the cultural economist Throsby (2001:163)
has noted, an exclusive emphasis on the economic
benefits of the arts skews the discourse and ignores
the fundamental essence of what the arts are about.
Increasing bureaucratisation (or adherence to rules)

and emphasis on income generation are seen as the
critical performance indicators for the practice of art,
not the quality of the art itself (Hall quoted in Brown
2001). The development of the concepts of the ‘cultural industries’ or the ‘creative industries’ has also
influenced how the arts are viewed or even made
invisible in the debate (Jeffcutt, Pick & Protherough
2000; Pick & Anderton 1999). Thus, the tendency
to describe all cultural activity as an industry has
meant that, at times, the term ‘art’, particularly in
relation to arts organisations, is not mentioned in the
discourse (Dorn 2004; Tusa 1999).

Economic versus Intrinsic Benefits
Arguments
Timms (2004:54) argues that the ‘quality’ or ‘success’ of artwork is determined by the amount of
money it can sell for, rather than its inherent value.
He says that,
Today the relative importance of artists is determined not by the inherent quality of the work
they produce, since nobody can agree what that
is anyway, but on their availability to marketing
- their ability to generate wealth. (Timms 2004:
57)
Cowen (2000:37) goes further in asserting that the
US is the leader in contemporary art because it relies
on the market place. The US has seen itself as representing capitalism at its most developed and everyone,
including artists, has to be competitive in that marketplace (Cowen 2000). It is perhaps another reason,
that the notion that government should provide support to enable artists to do their work, is not widely
supported in the United States (given massive reductions in government support through the late eighties
and early nineties during the ‘Culture Wars’)
(Brustein 2001; Kimbis 1997).
This point of view contrasts with the rationale
behind providing government support as espoused
by Williams (1989). This rationale argues that government funding is there to ‘ameliorate’ the impact
of the marketplace (Williams 1989:143). In Williams’ view government funding is provided so particular arts activities can occur that the market place
cannot or will not support. Mirza (2006) and Holden
(2004) both believe that the arts are now framed instrumentally by governments in particular, with the
outcome that any intrinsic value of the arts is seemed
to be irrelevant or elitist, unless it can demonstrate
a value adding benefit to other activities. Selwood
(2006:40) comments that, in the United Kingdom,
performance criteria for arts evaluation is based on
meeting government objectives. In Australia, it has
been observed that to receive government funding,
there has been a shift from the ideology of public
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support for the arts as a ‘public good’ towards proving that the arts provide tangible economic or social
benefits (Glow & Johanson 2006).
Over the past decade or more, some cultural policy
literature has promoted the notion of the economic
value of the arts industry (Bennett 1993; Cunningham
1994). The focus of much of this research has been
an analysis of the benefits of a market-driven cultural
industries model which, it is argued, is democratic;
secures government and public support for culture;
bestows political power upon cultural creators; and
represent a worthwhile national investment given
the capacity for the highly exportable “cultural industries” to draw in profits (Bennett & Carter 2001; Pratt
2004; Roodhouse 2001; Smiers 2003). Goodall,
while debating the positioning of cultural studies and
the ‘rejection’ of high art in the cultural studies
construct, notes that:
It is a matter of common observation that different texts or practices fill different roles in culture at different times, that the popular work of
one period becomes the high art of another, and
vice versa. For this reason it seems important
that the categorisation of culture should not be
reified. (Goodall 1995: 171)
Thus the debate about high or popular art according
to Goodall’s view, is always in a state of flux, and
in his view, therefore, trying to draw boundaries and
make definitions is not helpful. However, the intervention of the industry and a business paradigm into
the discourse about the value of arts, the changing
role of government towards the arts, the necessity
for accessibility and the role of popular culture, are
impacting on the way the arts sees itself (Caust 2003;
Gray 2000; Pick & Anderton 1999; Protherough &
Pick 2002). There has been an absence of a critical
assessment of cultural (rather than economic) value
within much of the literature about the cultural or
creative industries. Several commentators have observed this absence, particularly its focus on framing
the arts in an industrial model (Anderson 1992;
Chong 2003; Horne 1988; Gray 2000; Pick & Anderton 1999, Tusa 1999). These writers resist a ‘normalising’ of the arts into an industrial framework, arguing that this approach is a highly problematic, if
not a destructive approach, for arts practitioners.

art activity compromised by art objectives outside the purposes of art itself. (Dorn 2004: 146)
So in Dorn’s view, ‘art for art’s sake’ is central to
the making of art. Recently the Australia Council
published the results of a survey, Don’t Give up your
Day Job, reviewing the position of artists in Australia, (Throsby & Holister 2003). This report observes that despite the existence in Australia of federal and state funding for artists for over 30 years,
and despite the existence of the industry framework
in the sector for at least ten years, artists still remain
at the very lowest end of income distribution nationally. It is noted,
Half of the artists in the survey had a creative
income of less than $7,300 in the 2000-01 financial year (Throsby & Holister 2003: 45).
Thus despite the ‘industry construct’ and the arguments for the capacity of income generation by the
cultural or creative industries, most artists remain
impoverished. So is something going wrong? Is
funding being channelled in the wrong direction; is
funding immaterial to the capacity of artists to make
a living, or is the ‘industry construct’ not reflecting
reality for the majority of artists?
The traditional approach for a visual artist to succeed is articulated by Bowness, a former Director of
the Tate Gallery. He notes that,
There are four successive circles of recognition
through which the exceptional artist passes on
his path to fame. I will call them peer recognition, critical recognition, patronage by dealers
and collectors, and finally public acclaim.
(Bowness 1989:11)
This view essentially describes a cycle which ensures
that the ‘genius artist’ emerges come what may. But
does that happen? In the contemporary context there
are many more graduates of arts schools, drama
schools, dance schools and music conservatories than
can be integrated or employed in the sector or ‘ possibly discovered’ in the way Bowness describes. To
make a living in the arts requires ingenuity and capacity for survival within an increasingly competitive
and reducing field. One new artist comments that
while her art school taught her techniques about art
making, it did not tell her how to,

What about the Artists?
Interestingly the views of artists in a discussion about
arts policy, arts funding and arts activities are often
not heard. Dorn comments in this context that:
The basic goal of artists and art institutions is
to remain true to themselves and to honour no

…get an individual exhibition or a studio, write
submissions, apply for grants and cope with all
the other factors that are part of an artist’s daily
professional life. (de Williams qtd. in Holt &
Jones 2000:31)
Another artist notes,
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The existing system is, however, one that places
an unfair emphasis on the artist’s generosity
and allows other participants to be too passive
(Bullock qtd. in Holt & Jones 2000:29)
So in this artist’s view it is the artists who largely
subsidise themselves (by taking other work outside
the arts, by paying for all their upfront costs, by even
paying to be seen) to get an exhibition or an audition,
that may lead if they are lucky, to a commission or
a job. Publishers are being asked by booksellers to
pay for the privilege of selling their books, in addition to the profit made on the sale (Bourke 2007).
Commercial galleries for instance often ask an artist
to pay the costs associated with mounting and exhibiting their work, in addition to taking a 30-40%
commission on any work sold. On a salutary note,
Throsby and Holister also observe that,
Over the long term it is apparent that in financial terms the relative disadvantage of artists
compared to other occupations has worsened
rather than improved over the last 15 years.
(Throsby and Holister 2003: 51)
Thus while Australian society in general has improved in terms of living standards and earned income, the situation for artists has continued to decline
in relative terms. Does this mean that the practice
and outcomes of art are given less value than in previous times?

Cultural Value
It has been documented that the practice of ‘art’ has
been evident in human society for over 35,000 years
(Morwood 2002). Donald Horne notes that:
In societies where a participatory performing
culture survived, such as that of the Australian
Aborigines, the people, in dance and song, in
instrumental music, drama and recitation, and
in painting, themselves perpetuated the meaning
they gave to the world. The people made their
own ‘art’ (although to them there was no distinction between ‘art’ and the rest of life). (Horne
1986: 5)
There is no separation between art and daily living
in societies such as those of the Australian Aborigines or the Balinese in Indonesia, where art is
central to the society’s existence. Perhaps it could
be said of western culture however that the commodification and separation of art from mainstream society over the past several hundred years, has produced
a gap between the production of art and many
people’s experience of it. Schein, when talking about

the relationship between art and artists to society,
notes that:
… art and artists stimulate us to see more, hear
more and experience more of what is going on
within us and around as … Art does and should
disturb, provoke, shock, and inspire … the role
of the arts and artists is to stimulate and legitimise our own aesthetic sense …(Schein 2001:
81–2)
Schein sees the role of art and that of artists, as
something that essentially has the power to educate
us, as well as being an agent for change. In this
context ‘art’ is seen as transformational, thereby
taking the audience to somewhere new and different.
Are there aspects of life that reflect an artistic practice but are not defined as such? Are conventional
definitions of ‘art’ in the western model limited if
they only include ‘high’ art experiences, such as the
fine arts, opera, ballet, classical music and theatre?
Why do ‘contemporary’ forms of art seem problematic and unproven, and transferring definitions of
‘art’ into the everyday experience, even more controversial? Contrary to the concept of art for art’s sake
or cultural practice having any value, John Carey
proposes that the arts have no value at all, with the
exception of his own field of literature (Carey 2005).
In fact he says,
Anything can be art if we think it is. (Carey
2005: 167)
Is part of the problem therefore related to the arts
not having any recognised value or even being seen
as anything special within a contemporary context?
If anything can be seen as art, and anyone therefore
by definition can be regarded as an artist, then is
there likely to be no respect or value given to both
artists and their work (unless the work can attract a
high market price of course)?
Previously Berger, referencing the work of Walter
Benjamin, noted how art in Western society, is the
preserve of those in power, whether it be the church,
the ruling classes or, in contemporary society, the
corporation and the state (Berger 1972: 32). Bourdieu
also made the point that appreciation of the arts, is
itself completely subjective and dependent on education, class and culture (Bourdieu 1993: 217–27) (and
I would add, gender). So if the making, appreciation
and valuing of art previously in Western society, was
linked to those in power, then if the making and appreciation of art are more democratic and value free
processes in a contemporary industry context, does
this also have the potential to devalue it in real terms?
Holden (2004) describes a present scenario in the
United Kingdom where cultural activity is there as
a means to an end and not an end in itself. The
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funding of arts activity then is done in the context
of what conforms to the government agenda of the
day. This is, of course, quite different to the notion
of ‘arm’s length funding’, but instead, is more reactive to government priorities and potentially servicing
of a government decreed agenda. In a democratic
society it could be concluded that this is highly
problematic because it is does not allow for pluralism. So it would follow that if you want to do artistic
work which is critical of a government’s agenda or
not in agreement with its protocols, then it is unlikely
you will receive any government funding to support
your activity. As Holden notes,
Outcomes are not in reality separate from the
processes or from the systems that produce
them. (Holden 2004:51)
So it could be concluded that if arts activity is entirely contextualized in an economic paradigm, then
only arts activity that supports this model, is likely
to be funded or promoted.
Holden uses the notion of assessing arts in terms
of their cultural value to call for a change in the way
public funding for art is argued and understood.
Holden defines ‘cultural value’ as a range of qualities
- historical, spiritual, aesthetic, symbolic and socialwhich arts practice embodies (Holden 2004:35). In
his definition of cultural value, Holden (2004: 10)
emphasises the ‘affective elements’ of cultural experience which promote a ‘strong’ culture, that is, one
which is ‘confident in its own worth instead of a
weak culture dedicated to the production of ancillary
benefits’. He argues that,
By according status to cultural values, taking
into account professional expertise, and seeing
that institutions gain legitimacy through public

support, the recognition of Cultural Value will
enable the cultural sector to achieve a working
concordat between funders, funded and the
public (Holden 2004:60).
Holden’s overall aim is to ensure that,
…culture is seen as an integral and essential
part of civil society. (Holden 2004:11).
In this way, Holden argues, cultural value asserts the
necessity of a ‘new relationship between funders,
funded and the public’ – a consensus that helps to
build a notion of culture as ‘an integral and essential
part of a civil society’ (Holden 2004: 11).
So if both the tangible and the intangible benefits
of the arts are acknowledged and addressed, than an
evaluation model that considers the full capacity of
arts activities can be developed.

Conclusion
This paper addresses the current framing by governments in particular of the arts in an economic model.
This approach is considered in relation to its limitations. There is comment that the economic and industry framing has not benefited individual artists
who are mostly still at the bottom of the economic
pile. Is there is a way therefore that the arts can be
valued and evaluated to incorporate other values beside their selling price? Holden has attempted to do
this but his model needs much further development
to make it functional within the constraints of any
evaluation model dealing with public funding. If
there is a will to provide government support for the
arts, then approaches that allow for recognition of
core values should be encouraged.
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