PRAGUE SPEECH

26TH MARCH 2008

Good Morning everyone

I want to set out briefly how I see the relationship between the arts and culture and the wider creative industries, in an attempt to persuade you that the way that practice has changed over the last twenty years forces us to reconceive the role of cultural policy and creative industries policy.

Back in the twentieth century, the word 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’ (SLIDE) – and the arts were an established canon of artforms (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 (SLIDE). 

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, 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.

The confusion was apparent not least in politics, where approaches to culture cut across the left/right divide. historically, you can find the arts attacked from the left for being a middle-class toffee-nosed pursuit, and attacked by the swashbuckling monetarists of the Reaganite and Thatcherite right for being an interference with the market. But you can also find the arts defended on the left for being one of those good things in life that everyone should have access to, and defended on the right as being a civilising and calming influence on society. More recently, one of the primary defences of the arts has been on the grounds that they stimulate activity and creativity in the creative economy and beyond. 

This old model of culture then is an either/or model, pitting high and low, public and private against each other. But we now have to understand a new reality. And that means we’ve got to abandon these old ideas about culture as a set of oppositional binaries of high/low, refined/debased , and elitist/popular. 

The new reality demands a different way of looking at what culture means, and hence new ways of looking at the value of the arts and culture. It demands a shift in the political response to culture, and it requires changes in the way that cultural funders and cultural organizations go about their business. 

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 (SLIDE). They are not separate or oppositional, they are completely intertwined, 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 governments see as culture.

Commercial culture (SLIDE) 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 (SLIDE), which extends from the historic objects and activities of folk art, through to the post-modern punk garage band and the YouTube upload (SLIDE). 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 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 but also exchanged on filesharing websites; street fashion inspires commercial fashion which ends up as a museum display like this one of Vivienne Westwood at the V&A in London (SLIDE); 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? (SLIDE) was that a fine performance of Otello?(SLIDE) how do these jazz players rate (SLIDE)? 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 intextricably linked and interconnected, riffing off each other and feeding off each other. We have an overall culture where these three spheres are intensely networked.

And the result of this shift from a public/commercial model of culture to a tripartite public/commercial/home-made model has been to alter working practices, career paths and business strategies for individuals and organizations. 

Not surprisingly, all sorts of hybrids are emerging. To give you just two examples, in the UK we have literary prizes funded variously by the Arts Council, a phone company and a foundation. And the second example is Jarvis Cocker (SLIDE), the lead singer of the rock band Pulp, whose records sell in the millions, and who curated a series of concerts at the publicly funded Royal Festival hall, which you can see in uploads on Youtube. 

In a publication a couple of years ago called Publicly Funded Culture and the Creative Industries, which is available free here (SLIDE) I describe many more examples of the direct and indirect, simple and more complex relationships that exists between the three spheres.

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. You might want to put some limits on the content of books and films, and censor them, you might want to licence the playing of live music in pubs, but popular culture could more or less get on with it. As for the arts, so-called high culture, well there you might want more people to have access to it, because you think that’s a good thing; you might want to argue that as a matter of national status you should have a gallery and an opera house, but you would conceive of culture as something essentially peripheral, a leisure pursuit, and an ornament to society, something to be afforded and indulged in once the hard business of the day was done.  

And there are many, perhaps the majority of, politicians who still see the value of culture in exactly those terms. Indeed it has become apparent in the current recession that some politicians see the arts and culture as the first place where savings in public expenditure can be made. Now if you have in your head a mental model of the arts and culture as being about recreation and leisure that’s entirely logical.

But under the new model of culture that I have been talking about his reaction – to cut culture as a knee-jerk response – is profoundly mispalced, because cultural policy is no longer confined to a small budget line and a narrow set of questions about art. 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 interconnected – then we can start to appreciate the wider value of culture in and to society.

Let me give you three examples. The first relates to the economy.   We are all aware, at a conference like this, that creative work, brain work, added value from design and from cultural production are an increasingly important feature of successful economies.  I will not dwell on this point because I know that others will explore it fully during today and tomorrow.

But one interesting thing is that 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.

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 beyond its won sphere. 

But the second example of culture’s increasing importance shows how the changing role of culture has effects way beyond its traditional limitations. The second example relates to foreign relations. Mass tourism, 24hour news, cheap flights, internet news and citizen journalism (SLIDE) 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 together, or the way that Ancient Persians are portrayed in a Hollywood Film (SLIDE), become significant way beyond questions of aesthetics or artistic quality. 

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. 

In all these three examples – the economy, foreign relations and identity formation - culture has moved from being something at the sidelines to something at the center.  That profoundly changes how we should value culture, and how we should judge the significance of culture. It also makes cultural policy a lot more complicated. For instance, whereas giving a thirteen year old schoolchild the opportunity to visit a museum might once have been a nice-to-have experience, that brought a civilizing influence to bear on a young mind, now a visit to a museum is an essential part of plugging that young person into the network of tripartite culture. And that will affect that young person’s job prospects, their ability to operate in a globalised world, and their sense of their individual and communal identity. 

And just as cultural policy is now interconnected with wider issues, so too do those wider issues affect what happens in culture. For instance we need to be thinking about how visa policies affect visiting artists and hence international relations, and how planning policies act to create or destroy the growth of creative industries.  Above all, we need to think about how education policy can release the creative talents of everyone, and not just those destined for careers in the arts.

Cultural policy interventions then, are becoming much more complicated, because they need to happen in all sorts of places right across this mix of funded, commercial and home-made culture, and indeed beyond. 

No longer can we think of a cultural policy, or a creative industries policy, without also thinking about every other area of policy with which they interconnect. 

Thank You
