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S p e c t rality may be an ove r w rought trope for the
left today, but it is hard to ignore its re s o n a n c e .
E ven in its safest havens the haunting of capital
t a kes on more ex u b e rant forms and the links
b e t ween different kinds of question are made
m a n i f e s t . For the millions in Europe who march e d
against the war in Iraq over the past ye a r, t h e i r
engagement owed at least something to an adja-
cent sense of diminishing freedoms on home terri-
t o ry.Th e re might, after all, be some re l a t i o n
b e t ween the violent and illegal stripping of Ira q i
public assets on behalf of (mostly) American cor-
p o rations and, s ay, the morning crush on suburban
c o m muter tra i n s .1

It is now nearly three decades since a Lab o u r
a d m i n i s t ration first publicly capitulated to mone-
tarist ‘ re a l i s m ’ . Under pre s s u re from fin a n c i a l
m a rkets and the International Monetary Fund,
James Callaghan subjected the we l fa re state to £5
billion of spending cuts befo re Marg a re t
Th a t ch e r ’s redoubled assault on the public sector
f rom 1979. Since then our common wealth has
s t e a d i ly been ero d e d , with the global re s t r u c t u r-
ing of capital fo rcing the logic of market fo rc e s
into eve ry aspect of public policy.2 To d ay, t h e
resulting social crisis extends pro fo u n d ly, m a rke d
by escalating global inequality, the collapse of our
e c o s y s t e m , and the fa i l u re of social democra t i c
politics to staunch the influence—not least in the
media sphere—of powe r f u l ly
a n t i - d e m o c ratic fo rc e s .With the
waning legitimacy of the Blair
re g i m e ,p r ivatisation more clear-
ly marks out the terrain of
domestic opposition, a l t h o u g h
the capacity of trade union lead-
e rs to capitulate means that the
weight of British dissent has
p roved slight compared with
I t a ly, France and most re c e n t ly
G e r m a ny. In cultural terms, t o o,
we are living out what Cornelius
Castoriadis once described as a
‘ p ro t racted agony for the ex i s t i n g
institution of society’.3

These texts attempt to
anatomise that agony, e a ch
a n a lysing in detail the encro a ch-
ment of private interests into the
public domain of culture ove r
the last three decades.Th ey constitute a new wave
of academic critique, exceeding the more ambiva-
lent response to privatisation that fo l l owed fro m
the collapse of the Soviet system after 1989.4 E a ch
has a different disciplinary and descriptive optic:
Wu examines empirically the partial take over of
public high art institutions by private capital in
Britain and the United States since the early
1 9 8 0 s , whilst Rectanus engages more with the pol-
itics of re p resentation underpinning corp o rate cul-
t u ral interests in America and Germany. S m i e rs ’
book is global in its scope and is most closely con-
nected to a body of cultural policy, n a m e ly
U n e s c o ’s strategies for protecting artistic dive rs i t y
d eveloped during the 1990s.Ta ken together they
p e r form a va l u ab l e ,i n d e e d ,s h o cking diagnosis,
although none promises mu ch in terms of steps
t owa rds meaningful political tra n s fo r m a t i o n .

Since the rise of mass-mediated societies dur-

ing the inter- war period, capitalism has show n
scant interest in promoting cultural democra cy.
The tendency of Western states since 1945 has
been to ‘ d e m o c ratise’ culture from ab ove ,d evo t i n g
the majority of public ex p e n d i t u re to high art
forms and centralised professional bodies. Po p u l a r
c u l t u re has, on the whole, been left to the marke t-
place and gra s s roots arts programmes have suf-
f e red a precarious ex i s t e n c e .The historic
inequalities of cultural provision are seen most
d ra m a t i c a l ly in the media sphere .B eyond the
p a ro chialism of community radio and telev i s i o n ,
no Western nation has fo s t e red an ex p a n d e d
realm of intera c t ive and democra t i c a l ly - c o n t ro l l e d
mass commu n i c a t i o n .5

Wh a t ever the inequalities of cultural stra t i fic a-
t i o n ,p o s t - war public funding offere d , for a select
f ew, a degree of cre a t ive autonomy. It is the
decline of that margin of freedom over the last
quarter century that these histories interrog a t e .
This is alre a dy to hint at their limitations (the
p o s t - war cultural compact they appear to defend
was always structured in dominance), but in their
own terms they provide a useful contribution to
c u l t u ral wo rke rs’ understanding of their contem-
p o ra ry agency. In the arts sector, as well as in high-
er education, the scope of that agency is ra p i d ly
d i m i n i s h i n g . Caught between the spectacularising
p re s s u res of commercial incorp o ration and the
c o n t rolling logic of social inclusion policy, t h e
a u t o n o my—and hence cre a t ive and critical capaci-
ty—of cultural wo rke rs is being fast ero d e d .

All three texts document similar tra n s i t i o n s
since the late 1970s: the reduction of state fund-
ing and the expanded intrusion of private capital
into the public realm; the introduction of tax sub-
sidies for the culture of the rich (including corp o-
rate pro p a g a n d a ) , enhancing its my s t i fication; the
rise of a promotional ‘ event’ culture and the shift
f rom a philanthropic engagement in the arts to

the more aggre s s ive marketing of
c o rp o rate identity; the wielding
of corp o rate censorship and insti-
tutional self-censorship of criti-
cal projects; the maintenance,
and in some cases bolstering, o f
nepotistic systems of institution-
al governance; the conglomera-
tion of media ow n e rship and a
s h a rp decline in the dive rsity of
distribution outlets; the use of
public sector institutions more
ex p l i c i t ly for maintaining capital-
ist social re p roduction (not least
t h rough social inclusion policy ) ;
the mu rder of critical reason by
consumer sove reignty (seen in
the rising influ e n c e ,a m o n g s t
other symptoms, of the celeb r i t y
critic); the collab o ration of the
p ress in the marke t - d r iven seduc-

t i o n , rather than critical engagement, of public
opinion; and an increasing uniformity in the con-
tent of acquisitions and displays (the rise of the
‘ b l o ckbuster’ ex h i b i t i o n ) .The incursion of the
l ogic of accumulation into the cultural ‘ l i f ewo rl d ’
a dvances globally with incre a s i n g ly detrimental
c o n s e q u e n c e s .

As Wu in particular points out, British gove r n-
ments since the 1980s—often in direct collab o ra-
tion with commercial intere s t s — h ave been ke e n
to promote these processes at a time when va r i o u s
forms of anti-capitalist politics pose a mounting
t h reat to neoliberal legitimacy. From Philip
M o r r i s , to A r m a n i , to American Express and
Absolut vo d k a ,t h e re is nothing disintere s t e d
about today ’s corp o rate sponsors h i p. What is strik-
ing about all these books is their empirical densi-
ty: under sheer weight of ev i d e n c e , it seems, t h e
l i b e ral self-congratulation of the early 1990s has

mutated into a clear-headed understanding that
the capturing of public culture for private inter-
ests undermines democra cy. Facing mounting com-
m e rcial pre s s u re s ,c u ra t o rs and artists become
uncritical bro ke rs of consumption-led identities,
further flattening the political contours of social
i n e q u a l i t y. Managerialism and the corp o rate wo o-
ing of the ‘ s ch o l a rly business manager’ place lim-
its on the ability of organisations to stimu l a t e
critical questioning vital to the wellbeing of
d e m o c ra cy. Public discourse is delimited by insti-
tutional branding and artists are recruited to va r i-
ous vacuous conceptions of cre a t ive
‘ e n t re p re n e u rs h i p ’ . As Rectanus puts it, ‘ c o rp o ra t e
c u l t u ral programming fre q u e n t ly diverts attention
f rom a more rigorous and critical examination of
its own institutional interests in local and global
public policies’ (p. 9 7 ) .

Whether cultural democra cy is a situation to be
grasped now, or a condition to struggle towa rd s ,i s
a question of political strategy these books—with
the partial exception of Smiers — c a re f u l ly avo i d .
To this extent their contribution to the immediate
repositioning of cultural policy is limited.
C e r t a i n ly, the tendency of recent ye a rs to re g e n e r-
ate urban areas by erecting cultural institutions
has been dominated by anti-democratic policies
that could be reve rsed politically to immediate
c o l l e c t ive gain.The most striking example of this
is the expansionism of the Samuel R. G u g g e n h e i m
Fo u n d a t i o n , a private trust with a base in New
Yo rk and six satellite museums across Europe and
A m e r i c a . Buying into the Guggenheim brand has
c e r t a i n ly cost taxpaye rs dear. As Rectanus points
o u t , its Bilbao museum deprived local and re g i o n-
al governments of $100 million in construction
p ay m e n t s , not to mention unknown ongoing opera-
tional and administra t ive expenses; $50 million fo r
a new Spanish and Basque art collection for the
museum; and $20 million in the form of a tax fre e
‘donation’ to the Foundation as a ‘ rental fee’ (p.
1 7 8 ) .This prodigious gerrymandering of collective
re s o u rc e s , outwith the normal paraphernalia of
public accountab i l i t y, has little to do with cultura l
d e m o c ra cy, although doubtless it attracts the
tourist euros and taste-seeking sensationalism of
the managerial class.The destructive social impli-
cations of such re g e n e ration pro j e c t s — i n c l u d i n g
in many cases the expulsion of the poor to the
c i t y ’s margins—demand a more politicised engage-
ment with urban and cultural policy than these
w r i t e rs , for the most part, a re able to supply.

S i m i l a rly, Wu ’s careful history of the corrupt,
self-selecting committees that comprise the gov-
erning bodies of some of A m e r i c a ’s and Britain’s
major art galleries is not matched by any effort to
describe how they could be re fo r m e d ,o r, i n d e e d ,
whether current institutional structures are
re fo r m ab l e . Although she mentions democra t i c
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c u l t u ral agendas in passing, the position fro m
w h i ch any progre s s ive transition might be
a ch i eved is never considere d . Wh a t ever their
d e s c r i p t ive stre n g t h s , all these texts lack any
wo rk able sense of political strategy or collective
a g e n cy. R e c t a nus’ rendition of a sociological poet-
ics of simultaneous incorp o ration and re s i s t a n c e
amounts to pra c t i c a l ly no resistance at all, w h i l s t
S m i e rs’ main proposal—the global abolition of
c o pyright imposed by international tre a t y — va s t ly
u n d e restimates the interest of capital in maintain-
ing intellectual property re l a t i o n s , not to mention
its ability to do so.Wu ’s book, with its New Left
c re d e n t i a l s ,s u f f e rs from no pro p e rly theorised
f ra m ewo rk and little effort to link the shift fro m
public provision to private sector enterprise with a
wider political economy.To this extent all thre e
books can only add to a growing litany of suppos-
e d ly radical diagnoses premised on the continu i n g
re t reat from wo rking-class agency.6 This is not to
posit some simplistic socialist alternative — a ny
c o l l e c t ive agency in the cultural field will be com-
p l ex ly constituted and must build from a position
of considerable we a k n e s s .H oweve r, it is to suggest
that cultural wo rke rs need to be mu ch more con-
cerned with rethinking the limits of contempora ry
c u l t u ral policy in order to articulate a stra t e g i c
politics of re s i s t a n c e .

Since the 1980s, e s p e c i a l ly in the wa ke of the
abolition of the Greater London Council, left cul-
t u ral policy has been overwhelming pra g m a t i c ,
abandoning hard fought theoretical positions fro m
the 1960s and realigning around progre s s ive ly
we a kened social democratic fo rc e s . Left intellectu-
al re s o u rces for action—Gra m s c i , Fre i re ,B re ch t ,
B e n j a m i n — h ave been displaced in favour of a lib-
e ral articulation of Habermas and Fo u c a u l t .7

Although the dangero u s ly anti-democratic grow t h
of monopolistic corp o rate media continues to
re c e ive scrutiny, c a m p a i g n e rs have failed to
mobilise mu ch beyond the conserva t ive ve s t e d
i n t e rests of the trade unions.8 Doubtless the influ-

ence of cultural studies is partly to blame—pra g-
m a t i s m , as John Roberts has re c e n t ly arg u e d ,c o n-
stitutes its political unconscious—and Fra n c i s
Mulhern is sure ly right to suggest that the logic of
c u l t u ralism—the idea that culture encompasses
the political—leads to the dissolution of politics.9

This crisis of cultural policy is exacerbated in
Britain by the undue influence of private consul-
tancies (and incre a s i n g ly academic departments)
whose vested interests exclude the conduct of crit-
ical re s e a rch . Faced with the dialectics of commer-
cial expansion and social ex c l u s i o n , the mu ch
vaunted ‘ d e m o c ra cy’ of the cultural includers
turns out, in the absence of a socialist politics, t o
be precious little democra cy at all.

The catastrophe of the wo rld at large continu e s
to bear in on culture in all its forms and these
books conv i n c i n g ly describe how, within our life-
t i m e s , the margins of cre a t ive freedom have been
d i m i n i s h e d . One way for cultural wo rke rs to
respond is to extend their activity beyond the pro-
duction of critical artwo rks and fight to re n ew cul-
t u ral policy, to become invo l ve d , in other wo rd s ,i n
gaining powe r.This means combating commerc i a l
vested interests within institutions, m o b i l i s i n g
t h rough trade unions, building cultural pro-
grammes around political issues, and obstructing
state agencies in their efforts to use cultural insti-
tutions to recompose the social relations of pro-
duction (social inclusion policy is a key targ e t
h e re ) . All these strategies imply moving beyo n d
i n s t i t u t i o n a l ly - d e fined artistic pre rog a t ives in
o rder to develop a broader cultural praxis within
the public sector. In this way, c u l t u ral democra cy
could become a powerful tool for action, p re m i s e d
on the importance of critical communication (and
the autonomy that sustains it) for a healthy polity.

As the ongoing capitulation of the Blair gove r n-
ment to neoliberal fo rces confir m s , the fo r wa rd
m a rch of social democra cy is irrevo c ab ly halted.1 0

In the face of incre a s i n g ly frequent and violent
global crises, it is ab ove all a re j u venated sense of

political agency that will allow cultural pro d u c e rs
to sustain their critical and cre a t ive energies in
opposition to the dehumanising and totalising
l ogic of today ’s promotional industries.
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