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I n t ro d u ct i o n
In 1993 the independent re s e a rch org a n i s a t i o n
C o m e d i a , on behalf of the Arts Council of Gre a t
B r i t a i n ,p roduced a discussion document on the
social impact of the arts (Landry et al., 1 9 9 3 ) .Th e
s t u dy was fo l l owed in 1995-1996 by an empirical
re s e a rch project focused on the social impact of
p a r t i c i p a t o ry arts progra m m e s ,c o - o rdinated by
François Matarasso for Comedia, p roducing the
i n fluential report Use or Ornament? The Social
Impact of Pa r t i c i p ation in the Arts ( M a t a ra s s o,
1 9 9 7 ) .The re s e a rch programme included, a m o n g
o t h e rs , the wo rking paper How the Arts Measure
U p ( Wi l l i a m s ,1 9 9 7 ) , an updating of a re s e a rch pro-
ject on the social impact of community arts
(C re ating Social Capital, 1996) carried out in
Au s t ralia in 1994-1995 with support by the
Au s t ralia Council for the A r t s . Williams’ study pio-
n e e red the methodology developed by Matara s s o
in his re s e a rch .

While earlier publications on the social impact
of the arts had attracted re l a t ive ly little attention,
M a t a ra s s o ’s study has played an important role in
e s t ablishing a near-consensus in Britain among
c u l t u ral policy - m a ke rs .The re s e a rch was cited by
the then Secre t a ry of State for Culture , Media and
S p o r t , Chris Smith, in speeches at the Fab i a n
Society conference at the Playhouse Th e a t re ,
L o n d o n , on 19th September 1997, and at the
U n ive rsity of Hertfo rd s h i re in Hatfield on 14th
Ja nu a ry 1998 (Smith, 1 9 9 8 ) .

M a t a ra s s o ’s re s e a rch has thus become political-
ly important and wo r t hy of critical analy s i s .I t
d evelops the complex theme of the social impact
of the arts from a particular ideological pers p e c-
t ive .This is partly due to the author’s strong desire
to be re l evant and useful to the policy process and
to contribute to decision-making, but such re l e-
vance seems to have been ach i eved to the detri-
ment of the quality of the re s e a rch wo rk .

In the first part of this paper I will concentra t e
on analysing the quality of Matara s s o ’s re s e a rch .
My critique will focus on methodological issues
and will try to show that the re s e a rch project is
flawed in its design, execution and conceptual
b a s i s . I will then deal with political issues such as
whether using participatory arts as a form of gov-
e r n a n c e , under the heading of promoting social
c o h e s i o n , is actually worthwhile and desirab l e .
Fi n a l ly, I will frame some suggestions for possible
f u t u re re s e a rch .

A short description of Mat a ra s s o ’s
s t u d y
The subject of Matara s s o ’s study is the social
impact of participatory arts programmes “ b e c a u s e
it is to this area of the arts that social benefits are
most commonly attributed in policy discussion”
( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 9 7 , p. i i i ) .The re s e a rcher has deliber-
a t e ly avoided studying the social impact of the
p rofessional arts. In fa c t , in the fo rewo rd to his
re s e a rch pro j e c t ’s final report he re c o m m e n d s
reve rsing the traditional logic of funding: “ B r i t a i n
d e s e rves better than the exhausted prejudices of
p o s t - war debates over state support for the arts”;
the new objective should be “to start talking
about what the arts can do for society, rather than
what society can do for the arts” ( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 9 7 ,
p. iv ) .

The objective of the re s e a rch is to advocate fo r
the funding of participatory arts programmes on
the grounds that they can produce positive social
effects which are “out of proportion to their cost”
( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 9 7 , p. 8 1 ) .S u ch objective is ach i eve d
by generalising the results of the cases ex a m i n e d .

The study cove rs 60 projects in different con-
t exts (rura l , urban and metro p o l i t a n ) .The main
s u rvey was conducted through a questionnaire
made up of 24 questions with a set of thre e
response categories (yes/no/I don’t know ) .1 Th e
q u e s t i o n n a i re was given out to 513 participants.

The 50 findings (i.e. the 50 hypotheses which ,
a c c o rding to Matara s s o, h ave been proved right by
the re s e a rch) are structured in six principal
themes taken from the eight areas of social
impact identified in the discussion document by
L a n d ry et al. (1993): personal deve l o p m e n t ,s o c i a l
c o h e s i o n ,c o m munity empowerment and self-
d e t e r m i n a t i o n , local image and identity, i m a g i n a-
tion and vision, health and well being.2

Methodological pro b l e m s
My first criticism is that Matara s s o ’s study has no
internal va l i d i t y, i . e . the data collected cannot sup-
port conclusions about the hypotheses of the
re s e a rch pro j e c t .

M a ny of the 50 hypotheses are ex p ressed as
relationship between ab s t ract concepts which are
not observab l e , nor measurab l e . For example: par-
ticipation in the arts “can give people influ e n c e
over how they are seen by others ” , or “can help
validate the contribution of a whole commu n i t y ” ,
or “can help people extend control over their ow n
l ive s ” , or “can help community groups raise their
vision beyond the immediate”.The author has not
explained what people are expected to do when,
for ex a m p l e ,t h ey have gained influence over how
t h ey are seen by others , or when they have
extended control over their own live s .3 M o re ove r,
the 24 questions which make up the participants’
q u e s t i o n n a i re are not related to the hy p o t h e s e s .
Th e re fo re it is impossible to guess what legiti-
mates Matarasso to say that if people answe r
“ ye s ” to some specific questions, it means that,
because of participation, t h ey have raised their
vision beyond the immediate, rather than hav i n g
gained influence over how they are seen by others .

The reader of Use or Ornament? is info r m e d
f rom the ve ry beginning that objectivity should be
set aside, because it is an “ i n a p p ropriate aspira-
tion in evaluation of social policy ”( M a t a ra s s o,
1 9 9 7 , p. 4 ) , while the only interesting data are the
s u b j e c t ive points of view of participants, w h i ch
a re “an appropriate response to the nature of the
arts and the complexity of its social outcomes”
( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 9 7 , p. 4 ) .Yet there is no systematic
re c o rd of such subjective points of view in the
final re p o r t ,w h e re we can only read “ ye s / n o / I
d o n ’t know ”a n swe rs to the re s e a rch e r ’s pre d e t e r-
mined questions.4

M o re ove r, to what extent is the subjective per-
ception of the participants re l i able or, on the con-
t ra ry, does it re flect only their (unsatisfie d )
d e s i res? As Bourdieu (1979) arg u e s , it is possible
that the re s e a rch e r,

because of the dissy m m e t ry of the survey situation and
his social position, is invested with an authority which
e n co u ra ges the imposition of legitimacy (...). T h e
imposition of legitimacy in the course of the survey is

such t h at , if one is not c a re f u l , one may, as many cultura l
s u rveys have done, p ro d u ce d e c l a rations of principle
which co r respond to no real pra ct i ce. (...) it is no acc i d e nt
t h at i t is the culturally most d e p r i ve d , the oldest, t h o s e
f u rther from Pa r i s, in short those least l i kely really to go
to the t h e at re , who most often acknow l e d ge t h at ‘t h e
t h e at re e l evat e s the mind’ ( p p. 3 1 8 -9 ) .

The wo rding of questions in Matara s s o ’s question-
n a i re may actually have led respondents to biased
a n swe rs . For ex a m p l e , the question “ Was being
able to ex p ress your ideas important to yo u ? ”
( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 7 7 , p. 101) implicitly assumes that
eve ry b o dy had a chance and was able to ex p re s s
his or her ideas. In add i t i o n ,f rom the re s p o n d e n t ’s
point of view, a n swering “ n o ” to this question
means either not having been able to ex p re s s
o n e ’s ideas (this is bad in terms of personal deve l-
o p m e n t , thus some respondents may answer “ ye s ”
o n ly in order not to look or feel undeveloped) or
not appreciating the fact of having been able to
ex p ress one’s ideas (this is socially undesirab l e ,
thus some participants may answer “ ye s ” even if it
is not necessarily what they think).The same hap-
pens with other questions, for example: “ Wa s
doing something cre a t ive important to yo u ? ”a n d :
“Since being invo l ved did you become more confi-
dent about what you can do?” (If one answe rs
“ n o ” it might seem that one was not able to gra s p
the opportunity of doing something cre a t ive and
becoming more confid e n t , thus some re s p o n d e n t s
m ay answer “ ye s ” just to protect their own sense
of self-wo r t h ) .

Under these circ u m s t a n c e s , it is by no means
certain that Matarasso is re a l ly measuring what
he claims to measure .Th e re is a distinct possibili-
ty that he is measuring something else, s u ch as
the social desirability of the ab s t ract concepts of
“ h a p p i n e s s ” ,“ e m p owe r m e n t ” and “ c o n fid e n c e ”
used in the questionnaire . Social desirability can
in fact behave as a moderator va r i able which mod-
i fies the intensity of the dependent va r i ab l e s .I t s
i n fluence can even make it the decisive factor in
the re s e a rch fin d i n g s .H oweve r, the author of the
re s e a rch fails to note the possibility of the ex i s-
tence of social desirability bias and consequently
does not control its ex t e n t .
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In add i t i o n , some of the questions unintention-
a l ly fo rce answe rs to unfold from indifference to
p o s i t ive values only. For example: “Since being
i nvo l ved have you felt better or healthier?” ( eve n
by answering “ n o ” the respondent cannot at any
rate mean that he is feeling wo rs e , but only that
he has not experienced any change); and also:
“Since being invo l ved have you been happier?”
( even answering “ n o ” the respondent cannot in
a ny case mean that he is more unhappy or miser-
ab l e ,b u t , at most, that he is just as happy as
b e fo re attendance).The consequence is that the
author of the re s e a rch can rule out possible nega-
t ive impacts.

The reason why Matarasso does not eva l u a t e
the negative side of activities is, he claims, t h a t
the artistic experience is so important for the indi-
vidual (according to whose criteria?), that it is
a lways worth taking the risk (howeve r, this should
h ave been decided by the participants and not by
the re s e a rch e r ) .Thus he judges other people’s
quality of life according to his own standard . In a
multi-ethnic society and in projects which invo l ve
people with different cultural back gro u n d s ,t h i s
way of wo rking seems rather inappro p r i a t e .

Fa c t o rs which appear to be fa i rly secondary in
relation to the hypotheses are examined by at
least four of the 24 questions: “Has taking part
e n c o u raged you to try a ny t h i n g e l s e ? ” (is there
a ny social value in just trying anything else? Wh a t
about trying a mu rder?); “Do you feel differe n t
about the place where you live ? ” (is there any
social merit in just changing one’s feeling ab o u t
w h e re he or she live s , or does this question imply
that befo re attendance people must have felt nec-
e s s a r i ly negative about their place of re s i d e n c e ? ) ;
“Has the project changed your ideas about any-
t h i n g ? ” (is there any social worth in just ch a n g i n g
o n e ’s ideas ab o u t , for ex a m p l e ,l i p s t i ck colour?).
These questions do not seem to refer to indicators
l i n ked to the social issues and problems which ,
a c c o rding to Matara s s o, p a r t i c i p a t o ry arts should
a dd re s s .This shows quite clearly that Matara s s o
has not devised the questions in relation to the
hy p o t h e s e s .

On the whole, M a t a ra s s o ’s survey only allow s
him to know s o m e of the ideas, attitudes and
intentions of re s p o n d e n t s , not to evaluate re a l
m o d i fications in their daily conditions of ex i s t e n c e
in relation to specific social issues.Th e re fo re the
author has only measured a change in the ideas
and the values of participants, a change which
s e e m s , at least in part, to coincide with the degre e
of acculturation of participants to his own ideas.
S t ra n g e ly enough, M a t a rasso has devoted a whole
chapter of his methodological wo rking paper
( M a t a ra s s o, 1996) to ethical issues, but has just
t o u ched upon the possibility that a patro n i s i n g
attitude is developed on the part of the eva l u a t o r.
In any case, in the empirical re s e a rch he seems to
h ave done nothing to counter the risk of imposi-
tion of the re s e a rch e r ’s values and ideas on partic-
i p a n t s .

The re s e a rch design also has no control gro u p s ,
nor a longitudinal dimension, w h i ch would have
a l l owed the re s e a rcher to control possible ex t ra n e-
ous va r i ables and to ascertain the existence of a
casual link or a correlation between the activ i t i e s
examined and the measured effects.The indepen-
dent va r i able (arts participation) has not been
manipulated along time, because the question-
n a i re was only distributed once. M a t a rasso actual-
ly worries about the fact that the phrasing of
questions such as “Do you feel differe n t ly ab o u t
w h e re you live ? ” did not take into considera t i o n
h ow people might have felt befo re they took part
in the project (Matara s s o, 1 9 7 7 , p. 9 6 ) . He notices
that something has not gone we l l ,o n ly because
some participants have answe red “ n o ” to such
q u e s t i o n .H oweve r, apart from the fact that just
feeling “ d i f f e re n t ” does not mean anything pre-
cise in terms of social impact, the underly i n g
s t r u c t u ral problem is clearly the absolute lack of

b e fo re-after comparisons in the re s e a rch design.5

The author of the re s e a rch does not eve n
attempt to establish a causal link because, h e
a s s e r t s , the difficulty is so deeply rooted in social
re s e a rch methods, that it is not possible to solve it.
Against possible criticism to his methodolog i c a l
ch o i c e s ,M a t a rasso puts fo r wa rd the rather eva s ive
a rgument that in any case the determination of
causal links does not answer the question “ Why
the project has been a success or a fa i l u re ” ,w h i l e ,
he points out, it would be ex t re m e ly important to
be able to do so by analysing “the causal mech a-
nism triggered by a given progra m m e ”( M a t a ra s s o,
1 9 6 6 , p. 2 0 ) .H oweve r, he himself does not analy s e
s u ch mech a n i s m .

Not having tackled the problem of the causal
l i n k , or at least of a corre l a t i o n ,M a t a rasso lists
the results of the re s e a rch with the sentence: “ t h e
s t u dy shows that participation in the arts can:” ( a
list of 50 effect fo l l ow s ) . It is like reading the lab e l
on a bottle of mineral water: “it can be diure t i c ” .
N o b o dy knows if this is a threat or a wish, but in
a ny case the advertised effect cannot be guara n-
t e e d .

To sum up, it is quite clear that the data col-
lected by Matarasso cannot support conclusions
about his own hy p o t h e s e s . In other wo rd s ,h i s
re s e a rch has no internal va l i d i t y.

H ow does the author deal with this pro b l e m ?
He justifies himself with the argument that inter-
nal validity is unattainable in the evaluation of
artistic programmes because “ c re a t ive initiative
cannot have internal validity (...). But that is their
s t rength—it is in the cre a t ive u n p re d i c t a b i l i t y o f
their outcomes that arts project add an essential
tool to the range of social action” ( M a t a ra s s o,
1 9 9 6 , p. 2 1 , my italics). L e aving aside the fact that
internal validity is not an attribute of real life ini-
t i a t ives but of pieces of re s e a rch only, the author
should have inferre d ,f rom his own pre m i s e s ,t h a t
the impact of arts programmes cannot be studied
by using pre d e fined indicators . In fa c t ,p re d e t e r-
mined indicators are methodological tools not suit-
ed to the task of discovering the unpre d i c t ab l e
results of activ i t i e s .Yet Matarasso does use pre d e-
fined indicators — i . e . in this case, i n d i c a t o rs which
a re constructed by the re s e a rcher and agreed with
p roject partners without pre l i m i n a ry discussions
with the people who have taken part in the activ i-
t i e s .

Let us now suppose that all the findings of the
re s e a rch are va l i d .Th e re are still some pro b l e m s .
The author does not investigate whether he is
dealing with lasting results or rather with only
t ra n s i t o ry or even evanescent effects. For ex a m-
p l e , what will people do when the arts pro-
grammes are over? A l s o, the author does not
attempt to understand whether participants in the
a c t ivities under examination are actually economi-
c a l ly deprived and socially excluded people,
rather than affluent people who perhaps we re
feeling somewhat bored befo re participating.

My second criticism of Matara s s o ’s re s e a rch is
that even if we assume that the findings are va l i d
in relation to the specific activities ex a m i n e d ,t h e
re s e a rch has no external va l i d i t y.The results can-
not legitimately be generalised because the sam-
ple is not re p re s e n t a t ive of the wider population
and of all participatory arts activ i t i e s . It simply
includes all participants in initiative s ,w h i ch ,i n
terms of re s e a rch methodolog y, a re selected in an
accidental way.This would not be a problem in
i t s e l f, if the author of the report clearly stated
that his sampling pro c e d u re only provides a ve ry
weak basis for genera l i s a t i o n — w h i ch Matara s s o
fails to do. Although he may consider his sample
to be typical of participatory arts activ i t i e s ,h e
does not provide any explanation of why the sam-
ple itself is a typical one. Pa r t i c i p a t o ry arts and
the people who attend them (and thus, p re s u m-
ab ly, their impacts) are not the same in differe n t
p l a c e s , times and contex t s .

M o re ove r, in 75% of the activities studied the

q u e s t i o n n a i res we re not re t u r n e d . In this situa-
t i o n , the alre a dy weak basis for generalisation is
further undermined. If it we re pre c i s e ly the fa i l e d
p rojects (and hence the dissatisfied indiv i d u a l s )
not to return the questionnaire s ,q u a n t i t a t ive ev i-
dence could be interp reted as a 75% negative
re s u l t .These underlying doubts are stre n g t h e n e d
by the author’s statement: “ E f forts we re made to
extend the net beyond the enthusiasts, and speak
with those who, so to speak, we re inclined to slip
away silently. N e u t ral and dissenting views we re
a c t ive ly sought from (ex - ) p a r t i c i p a n t s ,m e m b e rs of
the local community and professionals with know l-
edge of the pro j e c t s ”( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 9 7 , p. 9 8 ) .S t i l l ,
the negative points of view are not discussed in
the final re p o r t .Th ey are only mentioned briefly
in Chapter 9, under the title “ C o u n t e r we i g h t ” ,
w h e re unfavo u rable criticism is tellingly cate-
gorised as “dissenting vo i c e s ” and dissatisfa c t i o n
is mistaken for cynicism: programmes where “ i n i-
tial optimism had dissolved and been replaced by
a further layer of cynicism about the possibility of
ch a n g e , because nothing had happened since”
( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 9 7 , p. 75) are safely restricted by the
author to “one or two cases”.

On balance, it is fa i rly obvious that the
“ re s u l t s ” of the re s e a rch on the specific activ i t i e s
examined cannot be genera l i s e d .

At the same time, M a t a rasso does not ex a m i n e
c r i t i c a l ly the projects which possibly failed to
a ch i eve their objective s , but ascribes fa i l u re to the
c i rcumstances that the “ e m p l oyment conditions of
artists who wo rk with people are lamentab l e ” ,
materials and equipment are limited, and “ o n c e
or twice problems seemed to arise from inex p e r i-
ence of the artist(s) concerned” ( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 9 7 ,
p. 7 4 ) .The scarce re s e a rch material concerning
the difficulties and negative effects of participa-
tion is placed by Matarasso in a section of the tex t
under the (again ve ry telling) title “ The cost of
ch a n g e ” ,w h e re the author simply re a s s u res the
reader that “costs of participation in the arts, as in
l i f e ,m ay be indicators of richness and engage-
m e n t ”( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 9 7 , p. 7 6 ) .

C o m e d i a ’s discussion document (Landry et al.,
1993) drew attention to the concept of opportuni-
ty cost used in cost-benefit analy s i s .The opportu-
nity cost is the value of the benefits which wo u l d
h ave been offered by fo regone alternative pro j e c t s
with the same costs. In a study on the social
impact of the arts, the application of cost-benefit s
a n a lysis might show, for instance, that the value of
the benefits produced by participatory arts activ i-
ties is higher than the value of the benefits pro-
duced by other types of intervention with the
same costs. On the other hand, it might show that
p a r t i c i p a t o ry arts programmes have lower costs if
c o m p a red with other types of interve n t i o n ,w h i ch
p roduce the same benefit s . But Matarasso cannot
d evelop this issue, because he has not proved that
s u ch benefits ex i s t .S t i l l , he asserts that “arts pro-
ject can provide cost-effective solutions (...).Th ey
re p resent an insignificant financial risk to public
s e rv i c e s , but can produce impacts (social a n d e c o-
nomic) out of proportion to their cost” ( M a t a ra s s o,
1 9 9 7 , p. 8 1 ) . He just considers this assertion to be
s e l f - ev i d e n t .N eve r t h e l e s s , for impacts to be out of
p roportion to their cost when such impacts are not
p roved to ex i s t , the cost of participatory arts pro-
grammes should be just ze ro.This is not a ve ry
good result for Matara s s o ’s advo c a cy.

The theory of social change implicit
in Mat a ra s s o ’s research
My last point of criticism is that the re s e a rch is
flawed in conceptual terms. In brief, I will try to
s h ow that the theory of social change implicit in
M a t a ra s s o ’s re s e a rch is questionab l e .

The interest in participatory arts which
M a t a rasso shares with some policy - m a ke rs seems
to be the ex p ression of a particular philosophical
attitude towa rds society. M a ny intellectuals have
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started looking at society as a mere f a c t: they do
not ve n t u re questions, h a rd criticism and struggle
a ny more; they incre a s i n g ly behave like “ n ew mis-
s i o n a r i e s ” , who play guitar with marg i n a l i s e d
yo u t h , the disabled and the unemploye d ,a i m i n g
at mitigating the perception which they have of
their own ex c l u s i o n .H oweve r, this benevolent atti-
tude does not seem to be capable of solving pro b-
l e m s .I n d e e d , it does not seem that “ f e e l i n g
d i f f e re n t ly ”( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 9 7 , p. 101) about the
place where one lives will tra n s form slums into
wonderful places, nor that just helping “ t ra n s fo r m
the image of public bodies” ( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 9 7 , p. x )
will tra n s form the reality of public bodies, n o r
that having “a positive impact on how people
f e e l ”( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 9 7 , p. x) will change people’s
d a i ly conditions of existence—it will only “ h e l p ”
people to accept them.6 H oweve r, making depriva-
tion more acceptable is a tool to endlessly re p ro-
duce it. Social deprivation and exclusion arg u ab ly
can be re m oved only by fighting the structura l
conditions which cause them. S u ch conditions will
not be re m oved by benevolent arts progra m m e s .

The “ n ew missionaries” also think that social
p roblems can be tackled through top-down social
cohesion and integration stra t e g i e s . In a publica-
tion by the Centre for A n a lysis of Social Exclusion
at the London School of Economics, M a rk
Kleinman (1998) criticises the fa s h i o n able re c o m-
mendation of fighting exclusion by simply pro m o t-
ing inclusion:

the curre nt vogue is t h at (...) socially excluded are a s
d o n’ tj u s t need jobs and better homes—appare ntly t h ey
need community ce nt re s, s e l f-help gro u p s, vo l u nt a ry
o rga n i s ations and community businesses. I don’ tq u i t e
fo l l ow the logic here , as these seem to be things which
better off areas don’ th ave , or at l e a s td o n’ th ave t h at
much (...). The danger is t h at the emerging ideology of
social inclusion will lead to the imposition of modes of
b e h aviour on the poor, which the re s t of society has
re j e cted (Kleinman 1998, p p. 1 0-1 2 ) .7

M o re ove r, for Kleinman a social cohesion stra t e g y
as a tool for preventing potential social conflicts is
o n ly a “ ch i m e ra ” .To prove this, he reports the
results of a study carried out by the A m e r i c a n
s o c i o l ogist Mary Baumgartner on the calm sub-
urbs around New Yo rk (The Moral Order of the
S u bu r b, 1 9 8 8 ) ,w h i ch concludes that the sense of
social cohesion is actually opposed to social ord e r
and lack of crime:

the order (...) does not arise from intimacy and
co n n e ct e d n e s s, b u t rather from some of the ve ry t h i n g s
m o re often presumed to bring about co n f l i ct a n d
v i o l e n ce — t ra n s i e n c y, f ra g m e nt at i o n ,i s o l at i o n ,
ato m i s at i o n ,and indiffe re n ce among people (...). I f
people in such places cannot be bothered to t a ke act i o n
a ga i n s t those who offend them or to enga ge in
co n f l i ct s, neither can t h ey be bothered to help those in
need (Baumga rt n e r, quoted in Kleinman, 1 9 9 8 , p. 1 1 ) .

On the other hand, the “ n ew missionaries” h ave a
notion of their wo rk as an instrument to tra n s fo r m
the culture of the studied communities and make
it more similar to their own culture and va l u e s .
Th ey know what is good for people, what their
“deep sources of enjoy m e n t ”( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 9 7 , p.
68) should be, and how such sources should be
p rov i d e d .Th ey know what levels of “ p e rs o n a l
d eve l o p m e n t ” and “ c o n fid e n c e ”( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 9 7 ,
p. 14) people should possess and what should be
done in order to raise them.Th ey even claim that
people should “widen their horizo n s ”( M a t a ra s s o,
1 9 9 7 , p. 16) and explain how this should be accom-
p l i s h e d .8 S u ch a commitment to changing people’s
ideas and behaviour does not solve pro b l e m s
because it leaves the structural conditions of
d e p r ivation untouch e d .A n d rew Sayer (1992) right-
ly questions re s e a rch appro a ches where the criti-
cal attitude is aimed at influencing and ch a n g i n g
the people whom it studies, because this is not, i n
itself a sufficient condition for social change and
disillusionment might lead to unexpected nega-

t ive effects:

in primarily leading a life of re f l e ct i o n ,i t is easy for t h e
re s e a rchers to fo rge tt h at changing people’s t h i n k i n g
m ay leave the world of pra ct i ce largely unchange d ,
although a re l ation of dissonance may be induce d
b e t ween the t wo (Saye r, 1 9 9 2 , p. 2 54 ) .

R e s e a rch aimed at the emancipation of the
re s e a rch e d ,c o n t i nues Saye r, would invo l ve an
elimination of the division between the re s e a rch e r
and the re s e a rch e d .H oweve r, s u ch division is
d e e p ly rooted in our society and thus the intere s t s
of the re s e a rcher are far from compatible with the
i n t e rests of the re s e a rched; on the contra ry,

in these circ u m s t a n ces the deve l o p m e nt of ce rtain t y p e s
of know l e d ge may (and often does) have the effe ct of
re i n fo rcing domination and subord i n ation and hence
opposing a ge n e ral emancipation (Saye r, 1 9 9 2 ,p p. 2 54 -
2 5 5 ) .

Social stability as “ n ew ”o b j e ct i ve
At a first re a d i n g ,M a t a ra s s o ’s final report awa k-
ens the enthusiasm, typical of the seve n t i e s , ab o u t
the idea of active participation of people in cultur-
al activ i t i e s .N eve r t h e l e s s ,f rom a deeper inve s t i-
gation a fundamental difference emerges betwe e n
M a t a ra s s o ’s conception of participatory attitudes
and the original phenomenon of community arts.

M a t a rasso claims that the “ real purpose of the
a r t s ” is “to contribute to a stab l e ,c o n fident and
c re a t ive society” ( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 9 7 , p. v ) . This point
is crucial, because it reveals the new trend in the
rev iva l .While the original phenomenon was a
spontaneous move m e n t , its rev ival is a dev i c e
“ o f f e re d ” by the gove r n m e n t . While the fo r m e r
was directed to the ex p ression of confli c t s ,
M a t a ra s s o ’s vision is directed to social stab i l i t y
obtained by means of “ p e a c e f u l ” popular consen-
s u s , the underlying inspiration seemingly being
that whereas the rich are doing the “ r i g h t ”t h i n g s ,
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the poor should be soothed through “ t h e ra p e u t i c ”
artistic activ i t i e s .While in the seventies the aim
was emancipation and liberation from any form of
social contro l , also (and ab ove all) by means of
artistic cre a t iv i t y, in the rev ival of interest in par-
t i c i p a t o ry arts advocated by Matarasso the aim is
the re s t o ration of social control using the same
t o o l s , although otherwise dire c t e d .

H e n c e , the issue of what the arts can do fo r
s o c i e t y, p roposed by Matarasso as an innova t i o n ,i s
s i m p ly a new way of ach i eving the old “ c iv i l i s i n g ”
o b j e c t ive of cultural policy.9 This is quite ev i d e n t
in some of his hy p o t h e s e s ,s u ch as: participation in
the arts “can promote tolerance and contribute to
c o n flict re s o l u t i o n ” , or “can provide a route to
re h abilitation and integration for offenders ” ,o r
“can help people feel a sense of belonging and
i nvo l ve m e n t ” , or “can be an effective means of
health education” or “ can extend invo l vement in
social activ i t y ” .H oweve r, the old “ c iv i l i s i n g ”
o b j e c t ive is used for new aims: “to develop a soci-
ety of responsible risk take rs ”( H ab e r m a s , 1 9 9 9 , p.
53) who are willing to accept, in a constructive
and self-reliant way, the process of dismantling the
we l fa re state.This is clear in some of Matara s s o ’s
hy p o t h e s e s ,s u ch as: participation in the arts “ c a n
p rovide a forum to ex p l o re personal rights and
re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ”( w h e reas the we l fa re state—
a c c o rding to its critics—had accustomed people to
focus on rights only ) , or “can encourage people to
accept risk positive ly ” (while the we l fa re state
had tended to minimise risks for people).

Conclusions and suggestions fo r
possible future research
I have tried to show why and how Matara s s o ’s
s t u dy does not produce a we l l - founded under-
standing of the social impact of the arts.Th e
re s e a rch design is flawe d , re s e a rch methods are
not applied in a rigorous way and the conceptual
bases are questionab l e .

R e s e a rch on the social impact of participatory
arts should thus aim to develop new appro a ch e s .
Publications on social impact assessment can be
e s p e c i a l ly interesting even though they do not
c o n c e n t rate on participatory arts progra m m e s ,
b u t ,m o re genera l ly, on the social consequences of
p o l i cy fo r mulation and implementation. For ex a m-
p l e , Fi n s t e r b u s ch (1980) provides a conceptual
f ra m ewo rk for social impact assessment, d evo t i n g
as many as 25 pages to definitions of the concepts
of “ c o m munity cohesion” and “ n e i g h b o u r h o o d ” ,
to a historical analysis of the functions of neigh-
bourhoods and their tra n s formations in the twe n-
tieth century, and to methods of measurement of
c o m munity cohesion and neighbourhood attach-
m e n t . Fi n s t e r b u s ch ,L l ewe l lyn and Wolf (1983)
h ave edited a collection of essays on social impact
assessment methods, including a stimulating dis-
cussion on causes and corre c t ives for erro rs of
judgement in social impact re s e a rch . Fi n a l ly, t h e
chapter “ Towa rds a methodological fra m ewo rk ”i n
C o m e d i a ’s discussion document (Landry et al.,
1993) offers methodological guidelines and c av e at s
w h i ch can be ve ry useful in designing an empiri-
cal re s e a rch project about the social impact of arts
a c t iv i t i e s .1 0 The document lists five differe n t
m e t h o d o l ogical appro a ch e s , explaining the con-
t exts in which each of them would be more appro-
p r i a t e , and stresses the need to give re l a t ive
weights to each va r i able that is going to be eva l u-
a t e d ,a rg u i n g , for ex a m p l e , that in order to legiti-
m a t e ly declare that an artistic programme has
i m p roved the quality of life of participants it is
n e c e s s a ry — first of all—to know what are , in the
opinions of participants, the main constituents of
“quality of life” and the re l a t ive weights attrib-
uted to them.

H oweve r, one of the major problems of
re s e a rch into the social impact of participation in
arts activities is that it has no strong theore t i c a l
gro u n d i n g .The argument that the arts d o h ave
social effects (which there fo re just need be mea-
s u red) is far from being substantiated.
F u r t h e r m o re , it is not tenable that any kind of
p a r t i c i p a t o ry arts activity in any kind of commu n i-

ty and culture would have identical social impacts.
D i f f e rences are expected to exist and it is neces-
s a ry to know more about this. Without know i n g
what the re a l ,s p e c i fic effects of the arts are ,a n d
in which circumstances they occur, the re s e a rch e rs
a re only going to measure what they would like to
be there , for example—as in Matarasso—a re d u c-
tion of crime and vandalism: “the commu n i t y
police officer argued that active participation of
residents in the life of their community was essen-
tial to maintaining order on the estate”
( M a t a ra s s o, 1 9 9 7 , p. 3 5 ) . We should there fo re capi-
talise on—and develop further—through an inter-
d i s c i p l i n a ry appro a ch , the contributions of other
important fields of re s e a rch .M o re ove r, we should
p roceed along clear lines and make explicit the
theories underpinning our re s e a rch .

R e l evant contributions include, for ex a m p l e ,
p s y ch o l ogical and sociological theories of cre a t iv i-
ty and art perception and empirical studies in the
field of cog n i t ive psych o l ogy on the effect of the
arts on indiv i d u a l s .

The psych o l ogist Lev Vygotskij re s e a rched into
the phenomenon of cre a t ivity as a social pro c e s s .
He was interested in understanding how indiv i d-
ual cre a t ivity affected innovation at a wider social
l eve l . In his fundamental wo rk on imagination and
c re a t ivity in childhood (1930), he rejected the
romantic conception of cre a t ivity as the product of
a sudden inspira t i o n . He also refuted the idealisa-
tion of ch i l d re n ’s cre a t iv i t y, based on a typically
romantic negative attitude towa rds education. O n
the contra ry, for Vygotskij the products of authen-
tic cre a t ive imagination, in any fie l d , we re ex a c t ly
the results of education and mature imagination.
He showed that ch i l d ren have less cre a t ivity than
a d u l t s , but they believe more in the products of
their imagination because they have less contro l
and critical judgement over such products—this is
w hy ch i l d ren do not feel frustrated with their cre-
a t ive ach i eve m e n t s .H oweve r, as rational thought
gains control over imagination in the process of
growing up, ch i l d ren who do not have a chance to
learn the cultural and technical fa c t o rs which
m a ke mature cre a t ivity possible, gra d u a l ly
become frustrated about their cre a t ive accom-
plishments and stop engaging with imaginative
a c t iv i t i e s .C re a t ivity—in the arts, science and tech-
n o l og y — i s , for V y g o t s k i j , an historical and conse-
quential pro c e s s .I nve n t o rs , even geniuses, a re
a lways cre a t u res of their times and of their env i-
ro n m e n t s .Their cre a t ive capacities are pro m p t e d
by the needs for innovation which had been
formed in earlier times and by the opportunities
o f f e red by the context in which they wo rk . All this
accounts for the disproportion in the number of
i n n ova t o rs in different social classes.The priv i-
leged classes, a c c o rding to V y g o t s k i j , p roduce a
mu ch higher percentage of innova t o rs because
their members enjoy all the necessary conditions
of cre a t i o n .

V y g o t s k i j ’s notion of cre a t ivity can raise signifi-
cant re s e a rch questions. For ex a m p l e , what is the
role of participatory arts programmes in encoura g-
ing this type of cre a t iv i t y, c o m p a red with other
forms of education? In this fra m ewo rk ,a re the
social effects of participatory arts activ i t i e s
attended by ch i l d ren different from the effects of
the same activities attended by adults? In what
ways? A l s o, a re the impacts of cre a t ive activ i t i e s
implemented in ex c e p t i o n a l ly disadva n t a g e d
a reas different from the impacts of the same activ-
ities implemented in other areas? In what way s ?

John Sloboda has conducted important
re s e a rch in the field of the cog n i t ive psych o l ogy of
mu s i c . His book The Musical Mind (1985) is an
e n q u i ry into music as a cog n i t ive skill. Sloboda is
i n t e rested in understanding “h o w music is able to
affect people”. He argues that music has to do
with emotional fa c t o rs , its social functions and
m o t ivations being only secondary to the emotional
fa c t o rs; but, he writes: “the cog n i t ive stage is a
n e c e s s a ry pre c u rsor of the affective stage”:

a listener cannot find a joke funny unless he understand
i t. H oweve r, the affe ct i ve stage does not n e ce s s a r i l y
fo l l ow the co g n i t i ve stat e. A person may understand a
j o ke perfe ctly well without being moved to laughter by

i t. So it is with music. A person may understand t h e
music he hears without being moved by it. If he is
m oved by it then he must h ave passed t h rough t h e
co g n i t i ve stage , which invo l ves forming an abstra ct o r
symbolic i nternal re p re s e nt ation of the music (...).
Composition and improv i s ation re q u i re the ge n e rat i o n
of such re p re s e nt at i o n s, and perception invo l ves t h e
listener co n s t r u cting them (Sloboda, 1 9 8 5,p. 3 ) .

Thus given the “ c o n c e p t u a l ly-mediated nature of
ex p e r i e n c e ”( S aye r, 1 9 9 2 , p. 5 4 ) , does the cultura l
b a ck ground of participants influence the social
impact of the activities? Bourd i e u ’s Outline of a
Sociological Theory of Art Pe r c ep t i o n, first published
in 1968, a rgues that the arts exist only for those
who are able to decipher them:

the recapturing of the wo r k ’s object i ve meaning (...) is
completely adequate and immediately effe cted in t h e
case—and only in the case—where the culture t h at t h e
o r i g i n ator puts into the work is identical with t h e
c u l t u re or, m o re acc u rat e l y, the a rtistic co m p e t e n ce
which the beholder brings to the deciphering of t h e
work (...).W h e n ever these specific conditions are not
f u l f i l l e d , misunderstanding is inev i t a b l e : the illusion of
i m m e d i ate co m p rehension leads to an illusory
co m p rehension based on a mistaken code (Bourd i e u ,
1 9 6 8 ;1 9 9 3,p. 2 1 6 ) .

The first consequence of Bourd i e u ’s theory
might be that a re a l , deep impact of the arts can
exist only for a ve ry small élite of educated people
who are able to decipher their codes, while for all
those who do not have artistic competence, t h e
main function of the arts is to legitimate social
d i f f e rences: “art and cultural consumption are
p re d i s p o s e d ,c o n s c i o u s ly and delibera t e ly or not,
to fulfil a social function of legitimating social dif-
f e re n c e s ”( B o u rd i e u , 1979; 1984, p. 7 ) .This might
be taken as a grounding theory for an intere s t i n g
re s e a rch on the social impact of the arts. Fo r
ex a m p l e , do participatory arts ove rcome such
d raw b a ck ?

From Bourd i e u ’s theory we can also derive
ideas which have implications on the choice of
re s e a rch methods. As the wo rk of art only ex i s t s
for those who can decipher it,

the sat i s fa ctions attached to this perception (...) are only
a ccessible to those who are disposed to appro p r i at e
them because t h ey attribute a value to t h e m, i tb e i n g
u n d e r s tood t h at t h ey can do this only if t h ey have t h e
means to appro p r i ate t h e m . Co n s e q u e nt l y, the need to
a p p ro p r i ate (...) cultural goods (...) can appear only in



VA RI A N T • VO LU M E 2 N U M BE R 1 9 • S P R I N G   2 0 0 4  •  PA G E  2 1

those who can sat i s fy it, and can be satisfied as soon as
i ta p p e a r s .I t fo l l ows on the one hand t h at ,u n l i ke
“ p r i m a ry ”n e e d s, the “c u l t u ra l ” need as a cultivated need
i n c reases in pro p o rtion as it is sat i s f i e d , because each
n ew appro p r i ation tends to strengthen the mastery of
the instruments of appro p r i ation and (...) co n s e q u e nt l y,
the sat i s fa ction attached to a new appro p r i at i o n ; on t h e
other hand, i t also fo l l ows t h at the awa reness of
d e p r i vation decreases in pro p o rtion as the deprivat i o n
i n c reases (Bourd i e u ,1 9 6 8 ;1 9 9 3, p. 2 27 ) .

Also invo l vement in participatory arts is a culti-
vated cultural need and not a primary need, t h u s
asking people whether they are satisfied with par-
t i c i p a t o ry arts programmes is arg u ab ly not fa i r
unless those who are being surveyed are fully
awa re of their cultural depriva t i o n .Yet because of
the particular ch a racteristics of awa reness of
d e p r ivation identified by Bourd i e u , it is pro b ab ly
not correct to use questionnaire surveys to assess
whether socially deprived people are satisfie d
with participatory arts progra m m e s .I n - d e p t h
i n t e rv i ews might prove to be a better tool because
t h ey offer chances to compensate, though only in
p a r t , for distortions in commu n i c a t i o n ,a l l ow i n g
the interv i ewee to ask questions and obtain info r-
mation from the re s e a rch e r, and enabling the
re s e a rcher to understand—and not simply to mea-
s u re—the ideas and the feelings of the interv i e-
we e . In-depth interv i ews also allow the re s e a rch e r
to control the effects of the re s e a rch re l a t i o n s h i p,
“to perc e ive and monitor on the spot, as the inter-
v i ew is actually taking place, the effects of the
social structure within which it is occurring”
( B o u rd i e u , 1993; 1999, p. 6 0 8 ) . Fi n a l ly, s u ch
m e t h o d o l ogical tool can make interv i ewees feel
f ree to ex p ress and explain ideas and opinions
w h i ch are not being asked to them, thus reve a l i n g
aspects unfo reseen by the re s e a rch e r.
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N o t e s

1  Matarasso asserts that besides the questionnaires
completed by participants,he has also made use
of other tools (questionnaires completed by
observers, field visits,participant observation, for-
mal interviews, discussion groups, observer groups
and evaluation through indicators agreed with
project partners). However, these tools have been
used only in some projects and the results are not
mentioned in the research report.

2 After completing the research under consideration
in this article, Matarasso has continued to work
extensively on the social impact of participatory
arts programmes,drawing on the same method-
ological framework, with only minor changes. The
hypotheses and findings in his more recent works
are very similar to the ones in Use or Ornament?
Some of the results are published in the reports
Poverty and Oysters (Matarasso, 1998a) and Vital
Signs (Matarasso, 1998b).

3  In Vital Signs Matarasso (1998b) includes another
indicator which is not observable,nor measurable:
the “creation of new positive symbols” (p. 34).
Who decides,and according to what criteria,that
the symbols created are positive? 

4 Apart from sporadic,isolated quotations from par-
ticipants’ comments, such as: “It made me realise
that I’m capable of doing anything I put my mind
to, whereas before I never thought that I could do
anything”(Matarasso, 1997, p.15),or “We used to
be worst—now we are the best” (Matarasso, 1997,
p. 50).

5  In the research report Vital Signs, Matarasso
(1998b) introduces a longitudinal dimension in
the analysis of data on cultural infrastructures,
but not in the participants’ questionnaires.

6 Towards the end of the final report Matarasso sur-
prisingly claims that the arts can “reduce public
expenditure by alleviating social problems which
the state would otherwise be obliged to put right”
(Matarasso, 1997, p. 93, my italics).A slip of the
pen?

7  In Poverty & Oysters , Matarasso (1998a) actually
identifies social inclusion as one of the main
hypotheses of impact.

8  In Vital Signs (Matarasso, 1998b) the objective of
changing people’s ideas becomes explicit. One of
the key indicators identified by Matarasso of such
change is, revealingly, the “increased appreciation
of public authorities”(p. 34).

9  For an account of the debates on culture’s civilis-
ing effect, see Bennett (1998).

10 It is quite strange that Matarasso seems to have
almost completely ignored the suggestions given
there.
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