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Since the Second World War, the government has financially 
supported the arts in Britain, primarily through the Arts Council. 
Like other aspects of the welfare state such as the National 
Health Service and council housing, public funding for the arts 
was seen as a public good, something that benefitted society as 
a whole. There have always been some who saw arts funding 
as a misuse of taxpayers’ money, which they thought would be 
better spent on things like schools and hospitals – or indeed not 
taken from people as tax in the first place. Nonetheless, there has 
long been a political consensus that some level of state funding 
for the arts is a good thing. To the extent that there has been 
controversy, it has concerned whether it is right to fund ‘elite’ 
artforms like opera and ballet, which are disproportionately 
enjoyed by more privileged sections of society, or indeed 
whether the scope of arts funding is too broad, supporting work 
of dubious artistic merit. In May 2010, then Culture Secretary 
Jeremy Hunt announced significant spending cuts to the Arts 
Council and various other institutions responsible for distributing 
public money to the creative industries [Ref: Evening Standard]. 
This led to uproar within the arts, and the ensuing debate 
has seen a variety of arguments for and against state funding. 
Broadly, these arguments are social, economic and artistic.
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http://galileo.rice.edu/lib/student_work/florence96/jessdave/patronage.html
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/philanthropy
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-11405840
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_media
http://www.standard.co.uk/news/bonfire-of-red-tape-as-jeremy-hunt-orders-cuts-for-arts-budgets-6471174.html


NOTES

© AcAdEmy Of IdEAS LTd 2013 
dEBATING mATTERS
www.dEBATINGmATTERS.cOm

DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
GUIDES

ARTS fUNdING: 
“State funding of the arts is essential to a civilised society”

 2 of 6ThE ART fUNdING dEBATE IN cONTExT

A public good?
The Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts (which 
later become the Arts Council) was established in 1940. Even, 
or perhaps especially,  in the context of the Second World War, 
it was felt that funding the arts was justified because of the 
role they might play in boosting national morale. Moreover, 
there was a feeling that while ‘high art’ had previously been 
the preserve of the elite, it should be made available to the 
nation as a whole. The forerunner to the Arts Council was set 
up in a similar spirit to that of the BBC, famously described by 
its founder Lord Reith as having a mission to ‘inform, educate 
and entertain’ and to raise up the cultural level of the common 
man. For some, the arts continue to be a force for civilisation 
and a means of self-improvement. Others see this view as old-
fashioned, patrician and elitist, and certainly no justification for 
public funding. A different case for art as a public good was made 
in the Department for Culture Media and Sport paper, Museums, 
Galleries and Archives for All, published in 2000. It defined 
cultural spaces as ‘centres for social change’, and stressed art’s 
role in combating ‘social exclusion’ and fostering ‘community 
involvement’ [Ref: National Archives]. This helped form the 
criteria under which funding applications would be appraised 
for much of the next decade – potential for social improvement 
and a diverse audience being among the most essential [Ref: 
Arts For Health]. Nevertheless, critics see this approach as overly 
instrumental, reducing art to a means to an end and neglecting 
its true value [Ref: spiked].

Is art good for the economy?
The proposed 100 per cent cut to Newcastle’s arts budget in 

January of 2013 brought out a different side to the debate – that 
of the creative industry’s economic value [Ref: BBC News]. Many 
have argued that, especially in cities where other industries have 
dwindled, Britain’s thriving arts sector has boosted the economy. 
Citing the success of the Lowry Centre in Salford [Ref: The Lowry] 
among others, proponents have emphasised the opportunity 
new arts ventures provide for regeneration. Others emphasise 
the contribution of the creative industries to the UK economy 
more generallly in terms of employment, ‘cultural tourism’ and 
VAT. In her recent keynote speech on the issue, Maria Miller,  
the current Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport, 
argued that the arts must make the case for public funding by 
focusing on the economic – not artistic – value of culture [Ref: 
BBC News]. Some even present arts funding as investment rather 
than subsidy [Ref: Guardian]. Nevertheless, others suggest 
the economic impact of the arts is skewed by the numerous 
tangential professions counting as arts – such as graphic design, 
gaming and arts journalism – that come under the ‘creative 
industries’ umbrella. Critics also point to costly failed ventures, 
such as the National Centre For Popular Music in Sheffield [Ref: 
National Archives], as proof that economic gains are far from 
guaranteed. Others insist that as a matter of principle, art cannot 
be appraised on purely economic terms, regarding this trend as a 
philistine distraction from valuing art for its own sake. Some see 
the recent closure of the much-loved Byre Theatre in St Andrews 
as an illustration of what happens when such institutions focus 
on economic success by investing in social spaces and cafe 
refurbishments etc. One commentator argued, ‘The Byre started 
to fail when the building became more important than what 
went on inside it’ [Ref: Scottish Review].

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20081007163053/http:/www.mla.gov.uk/policy/responses/socchng?print=print
http://www.artsforhealth.org/resources/Big_Society_Arts_Health_Wellbeing.pdf
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php/site/article/3987/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-20464576
http://www.thelowry.com/press-releases/2001/04/03/world-renowned-lowry-puts-salford-on-the-map
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-22267625
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/feb/27/arts-funding-reasons-subsidise-creativity?INTCMP=SRCH
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110118095356/http:/www.cabe.org.uk/buildings/pop-museum
http://www.scottishreview.net/KennethRoy53.shtml
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 3 of 6ThE ARTS fUNdING dEBATE IN cONTExT cONTINUEd...

does state funding make for better art?
Some argue state funding of the arts is necessary to support 
more innovative and challenging art that is less commercially 
viable. Left to the market, they suggest, only safe and pedestrian 
mainstream fare can succeed, which makes cuts to state arts 
funding philistine [Ref: Evening Standard]. But when announcing 
the cuts, Jeremy Hunt pointed out that other sources of 
funding are available, such as the American model of cultural 
philanthropy by wealthy benefactors [Ref: BBC News].  Critics 
of the government counter that this model, like corporate 
sponsorship, leaves artists beholden to their powerful patrons. 
The sense of anxiety surrounding the influence of big business 
was reflected in the protests outside the Tate galleries in 2010, 
when it was revealed they were receiving much of their funding 
from multinational oil company BP [Ref: Daily Mail]. From this 
point of view, state funding is necessary to support more left-
field or risky art and ensure artistic autonomy from corporate 
influence. Nevertheless, others counter that grant applications 
for Arts Council funding actually involves highly prescriptive 
criteria and implicit political influence [Ref: Huffington Post]. 
Moreover, state funded art can also be safe and predictable: one 
writer reflects that the late UK Film Council had a reputation 
for ‘backing mainstream work that would surely find funding 
elsewhere’ [Ref: Evening Standard]. For some, it would be best 
for the public to ‘vote with their wallet’ about which artists are 
worthwhile [Ref: Economist]. Others insist that state funding 
allows arts institutions to raise the public’s horizons by exposing 
them to art they would not always choose as consumers.

http://www.standard.co.uk/news/london/theatre-director-only-philistines-make-arts-cuts-8479932.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-11949426
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1290444/Artists-gatecrash-Tate-Britains-summer-party-protest-BP-sponsorship.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/nathalie-rothschild/when-it-comes-to-the-arts_b_898112.html
http://www.standard.co.uk/news/london/theatre-director-only-philistines-make-arts-cuts-8479932.html
http://www.economist.com/debate/days/view/875
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http://www.economist.com/debate/days/view/875
http://www.spectator.co.uk/arts/arts-feature/6344193/arts-debate-brutal-and-vulgar/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/may/30/agenda-debate-is-austerity-good-for-the-arts?INTCMP=SRCH
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/10320277/As-a-nation-we-cant-afford-not-to-support-the-arts.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/10039930/Arts-Council-report-our-children-will-end-up-barbarians.html
http://www.newstatesman.com/cultural-capital/2012/11/arts-funding-%E2%80%93-what-it-does-and-why-it-matters
http://www.newstatesman.com/blogs/cultural-capital/2010/07/arts-cuts-jeremy-hunt
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/oct/04/blitzkrieg-on-the-arts
http://www.spiked-online.com/newsite/article/13582#.UuO63xBFCUm
http://www.heraldscotland.com/comment/columnists/creative-scotland-was-a-project-doomed-to-failure.19591337
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/columnists/simonheffer/8499571/The-arts-can-survive-and-thrive-without-public-money.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/cutting-edge-radical-arts-funding-2060055.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/7867302/Ignore-the-protests-against-BP-at-the-Tate.-Oil-and-art-get-along-fine.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/7867302/Ignore-the-protests-against-BP-at-the-Tate.-Oil-and-art-get-along-fine.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/10015356/Sir-Nicholas-Hytner-Arts-are-economic-gold-for-Britain.html
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/media/uploads/pdf/RSA-Pamphlets-Arts_Funding_Austerity_BigSociety.pdf
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/media/uploads/pdf/RSA-Pamphlets-Arts_Funding_Austerity_BigSociety.pdf
http://www.theartnewspaper.com/articles/In-an-era-of-austerity-reasons-to-fund-the-arts/21121
http://www.newcultureforum.org.uk/home/pdf/Arts_Council_Report_LO.pdf
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http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/news/uk/scotland/article3803759.ece
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jun/20/argued-for-arts-and-won-philistines-economic-case
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jun/20/argued-for-arts-and-won-philistines-economic-case
http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/2013/apr/24/liberate-tate-arts-bp
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01r5mnj
http://www.scotsman.com/the-scotsman/scotland/tiffany-jenkins-byre-drama-has-consequences-for-all-1-2775078
http://www.scottishreview.net/KennethRoy53.shtml
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2012/dec/18/newcastle-arts-funding-cut-vandalism
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2012/dec/18/newcastle-arts-funding-cut-vandalism
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/nathalie-rothschild/when-it-comes-to-the-arts_b_898112.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/nathalie-rothschild/when-it-comes-to-the-arts_b_898112.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/mark-donne/hunts-glass-slipper-is-fi_b_896858.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/jeremy-hunt/giving-to-the-arts_b_890131.html
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/media/uploads/achieving_great_art_for_everyone.pdf
http://www.guardian.co.uk/film/2010/oct/07/film-season-uk-film-council-xan-brooks
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20081007163053/http:/www.mla.gov.uk/policy/responses/socchng?print=print
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20081007163053/http:/www.mla.gov.uk/policy/responses/socchng?print=print
http://www.artsforhealth.org/resources/Big_Society_Arts_Health_Wellbeing.pdf
http://www.thelowry.com/press-releases/2001/04/03/world-renowned-lowry-puts-salford-on-the-map
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110118095356/http:/www.cabe.org.uk/buildings/pop-museum
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110118095356/http:/www.cabe.org.uk/buildings/pop-museum
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/
http://liberatetate.wordpress.com/
http://www.thersa.org/
http://www.ukuncut.org.uk/
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http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/theatre-news/10436374/Entitled-attitude-to-public-funding-is-unlikeable-says-National-Theatre-executive-director.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/theatre-news/10436374/Entitled-attitude-to-public-funding-is-unlikeable-says-National-Theatre-executive-director.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/culturenews/10040216/Arts-contributes-7-to-GDP-for-every-1-subsidised-report-finds.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-22267625
http://www.scotsman.com/the-scotsman/scotland/holyrood-pledges-support-for-byre-theatre-efforts-1-2781692
http://www.guardian.co.uk/stage/2013/feb/22/arts-cuts-threaten-english-theatre-report
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/news/arts-cuts-so-deep-even-the-tate-may-charge-8498157.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/culture/2013/feb/13/moray-council-cut-arts-funding
http://www.standard.co.uk/news/london/theatre-director-only-philistines-make-arts-cuts-8479932.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/culture/2013/jan/29/culture-cut-arts-funding-newcastle
http://www.scotsman.com/the-scotsman/scotland/sad-day-as-byre-theatre-in-st-andrews-closes-1-2760831
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http://www.thestage.co.uk/news/2012/12/arts-council-to-face-11-6m-of-further-cuts/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-20643806
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-20643806
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-20538921
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-20464576
http://www.standard.co.uk/goingout/theatre/stage-stars-blast-madness-of-cuts-in-arts-funding-at-evening-standard-theatre-awards-8352362.html
http://www.standard.co.uk/goingout/theatre/stage-stars-blast-madness-of-cuts-in-arts-funding-at-evening-standard-theatre-awards-8352362.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/scotland/9761966/Scottish-quangos-spend-113-million-on-PR-overseas-travel-consultants-and-hospitality.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/scotland/9761966/Scottish-quangos-spend-113-million-on-PR-overseas-travel-consultants-and-hospitality.html
http://www.channel4.com/news/bp-protest-tate-should-come-clean-about-dirty-oil-money
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-12924307
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-11949426
http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/2010/nov/28/patronage-british-artists-funding
http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/2010/nov/28/patronage-british-artists-funding
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1290444/Artists-gatecrash-Tate-Britains-summer-party-protest-BP-sponsorship.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1290444/Artists-gatecrash-Tate-Britains-summer-party-protest-BP-sponsorship.html
http://www.standard.co.uk/news/bonfire-of-red-tape-as-jeremy-hunt-orders-cuts-for-arts-budgets-6471174.html
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