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Robert Hewison’s plenary talk on ‘Creative Britain’: myth or monument? given at the Cultural 
Trends International Conference 2010:  A ‘Golden Age’? Reflections on New Labour’s Cultural 
Policy and its Post-Recession Legacy  

Recorded at the Institute of Archaeology, University College London, 12th November 2010. 

Welcome. I’m Robert Hewison, I teach at City University London, I’m an Associate at Demos, 

and I’m on the Advisory Board of Cultural Trends, which is why I’m flattered to be offered this 

pole position.  

“Creative Britain”: myth or monument? 

‘”Culture” . . . . is a bit like the word “socialism”, I suppose: it can accommodate as little or as 

much as the user wants’ (Smith 1988.35). 

I think when the devisors of this conference lighted upon the title “A Golden Age – question 

mark” as the rubric of the day, they could not have foreseen just how nostalgic that expression 

might become. It was used, of course, by Tony Blair, and you could treat this conference as a 

first draft of the cultural history and cultural policy of the Blair-Brown years. Two of the principal 

actors, Blair and Peter Mandelson, however, have got their retaliation in first, with their 

memoirs. Sad to say, culture hardly appears in either memoir, a discussion of cultural policy not 

at all. It is as though the ‘golden age’ of culture that Blair evoked in his speech at Tate Modern in 

2007 had never existed. 

It is not possible for me in half an hour to attempt a complete account of 1997-2010, but let me 

begin by evoking some madaleines of memory: 

Cool Britannia 

Dumbing Down 

The Dome  

People in smelly trainers 

Judgement, not Measurement 

The papers that we are about to hear range widely across the cultural landscape, but I want to 

explore a prominent feature of that geography: “Creative Britain”. The phrase serves as book-

ends to the period: In 1998 Creative Britain was the title of a paperback, fashioned from 
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speeches by the Secretary of State for the newly named Department for Culture, Media and 

Sport, Chris Smith. In 2010 Creative Britain was the title of the Labour Party’s cultural manifesto, 

launched by Gordon Brown just six days before the election.  

There was a prescient Damien Hirst ‘spin’ painting on the cover, but Chris Smith’s little book was 

largely derided, Labour’s cultural manifesto was completely ignored. Nonetheless, the frequency 

with which ‘Create’, ‘Creative’ and ‘Creativity’ appear so often in the title of official documents 

reveals the strategic aim of the Blair-Brown years. The rhetoric of creativity is New Labour’s 

binding cultural theme. 

 ‘Everyone is creative’ Smith states in his introduction to Culture and Creativity: The Next Ten 

Years, published in 2001 (DCMS 2001.5). If everyone is creative, the argument goes, then 

creativity must be democratic. Smith wrote that Creative Britain, his book, was ‘about bringing 

democracy to culture’ (Smith 1998.2). Of course, this is an echo of: ‘Democracy is the key to 

cultural value’ (CoA 1994.1), the epigraph to Creative Nation, the Australian government’s 1994 

cultural policy document which shaped the 1997 Labour cultural manifesto, titled Create the 

Future.  

But New Labour’s democracy was the democracy of the market. The hegemony of Thatcherite 

values survived New Labour’s rebranding. ‘Creativity’ suggested freedom and personal 

autonomy, positive values associated with what was increasingly understood as the postmodern 

economy of signs and symbols. Culture was a commodity whose consumption was in itself an 

expression of identity – that of the citizen consumer of Cool Britannia. The key themes of New 

Labour policy, wrote Smith, were: ‘access, excellence, education and economic value’ (Smith 

1998.2) – a ‘profoundly democratic agenda’ (Smith 1998.3). 

The agenda was democratic because the market would resolve the ancient problem for the left 

that hierarchies of taste – even when reframed as ‘excellence’ – were built on cultural capital 

and were expressions of social power. The market replaced hierarchy with a benign pluralism: 

‘access and excellence go hand in hand’ asserted Smith (Smith 1998.4). ‘They do not – as some 

have assumed – contradict each other’ (Smith 1998.50). But access to this market required both 

economic power and cultural capital. The hope was that education would enable you to enter 
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the cultural economy of signs, while excellence, which, Smith said, involved ‘the exercise of 

perpetual innovation’ (Smith 1988.145), would attract the many, not just the few. 

 Whether this rhetoric really did solve the ancient conflict between excellence, which implies 

hierarchy, and access, which implies availability to all, will be considered later. But it impelled a 

change of title for Chris Smith’s department. Out went ‘National Heritage’. As Smith explained, 

they wanted: ‘a name that captured more accurately the new spirit of modern Britain, that 

signalled the involvement of all . . . . that, for the first time ever in a British administration, was 

not afraid to use the title “culture”’ (Smith 1998.2).  

This change was profoundly ideological. The deployment of ‘culture’ was more democratically 

embracing than the implicitly elitist term ‘the arts’, even if this suggested that sport – an 

important popular signifier in the title – was not culture. Dropping ‘heritage’ meant that 

throughout the Blair-Brown years heritage organisations – notably English Heritage – felt 

unfairly treated. It was Liz Forgan’s great achievement, as chair of the Heritage Lottery Fund 

between 2001 and 2008 to redefine ‘heritage’ along New Labour lines. Finally, the word ‘media’ 

in the departmental title was not simply a reference to the Department’s role as a regulator. The 

economic and technological convergence between culture and media was the driver of what 

Smith described as a ‘whole industrial sector that no one hitherto has even conceived as 

“industry”’ (Smith 1998.26), the ‘creative industries’ (Smith 1998.2).  

Of course, we all know that the term ‘cultural industries’ had been in use for some time, first, 

negatively by Adorno and Horkheimer, but then positively by the Cultural Industries Unit of Ken 

Livingstone’s Greater London Council, and then more generally as part of the Thatcherite 

‘enterprise culture’ that used the arts and heritage for urban regeneration. The rapid growth of 

the cultural industries naturally attracted the government’s attention, but ‘creative industries’ 

sounded more dynamic, artist and producer-driven, more New Labour.  

It was also a convenient narrowing of definition when it came to setting up a Creative Industries 

Task Force. This concerned itself only with activities that created copyright, and excluded 

designs and patents, which, together with copyright, generated Intellectual Property, the 

commodity form of creativity. When assessing the economic contribution of the creative 
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industries, however, in the mapping documents of 1998 and 2001, however, copyright allowed 

the inclusion of computer software, which made possible considerable over-claiming for the size 

of the creative industries sector.  

Well, the task force has disbanded, and the definition of what really constitutes the creative 

industries remains arbitrary. More than a decade’s worth of reports has failed adequately to 

define its parameters, establish its financial contribution, or satisfactorily work out the economic 

gearing between the expressively oriented ‘arts’ and business related ‘industry’. But what was 

important is that, in John Hartley’s memorable phrase, the invention of the creative industries 

brought ministerial responsibility for creativity, I quote: ‘from the back door of government, 

where it had sat for decades holding out the tin cup for arts subsidy . . . to the front door, where 

it was introduced to the wealth-creating portfolios, the emergent industry departments, and the 

enterprise support programmes’ (Hartley 2005.19). ‘Culture’ in fact, was most successful in 

terms of urban regeneration, and attracting European Community funds. 

Economic value was the fourth pillar of Smith’s cultural policy, and he was quite blatant about 

trying to reposition the DCMS at the front door of the Treasury: ‘One of the things that always 

saddened me in the past was the way . . . the Department of National Heritage was written off 

by many commentators as an add-on to the main economic business of government. That 

perception’, he claimed in 1998, ‘is now changing rapidly’ (Smith 1988.147).  

The economic argument was important, because if culture was to be democratically available ‘to 

the many, not just the few’ (Smith 1988.49), more resources were needed. Smith and his 

successors did well in terms of Departmental funding. We are of course here talking about 

England – Scottish, Welsh and Northern Irish cultural policy had already been devolved ahead of 

fuller Scottish and Welsh devolution in 1999. It may have been forgotten, in fact, that sticking to 

Conservative spending plans for the first two years of New Labour meant an actual cut for the 

Arts Council, but this allowed the Creative Britain manifesto to state in 2010 that Arts Council 

funding had increased by 90 per cent since 1997.  

More money for the arts did translate into more activity, and more audiences, as demonstrated 

for instance by the additional funding for theatre following the Boyden report in 2000. The most 
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direct intervention in terms of access was the introduction by December 2001 of free entry to all 

national museums and galleries. The Creative Britain manifesto reports an increase in visitors 

from 24 million in 1997 to over 40 million in 2010, while the Renaissance in the Regions 

programme, begun in 2002, boosted regional numbers. The numbers alone, of course, don’t 

actually tell us who these visitors were.  

In addition to increasing departmental funding – although this still only represented less than 

half of one per cent of total government expenditure – New Labour reformed the workings of 

the National Lottery. The chief beneficiary of the 1998 Lottery Act was New Labour, for by 

creating a new ‘good cause’, The New Opportunities Fund, a third of the total funds available 

would be used for government promoted schemes, while arts, sport, heritage and charities 

would have their proportion reduced to one sixth each. This manoeuvre was repeated in 2006 

when the amalgamation of the New Opportunities Fund with the Charities Board created the Big 

Lottery Fund, taking fifty per cent of the money, while the original good causes were further 

raided to pay for the Olympics. 

Since the National Lottery has generated more than £24 billion to date, the erosion of lottery 

shares for culture, in spite of the massive theft that the coalition government has promised to 

rectify, I think that erosion is less important than the sums that were made available. You’ll 

remember that Mrs Thatcher built nothing of cultural significance, apart from the new British 

Library. The importance of the 1998 Lottery Act was that lottery distributors were allowed to be 

pro-active and were no longer limited to capital projects. The National Lottery has made 

possible a transformation of the United Kingdom’s cultural infrastructure – and has therefore, of 

course, substantially increased the costs of maintaining it. Significant financial and 

administrative crises at a number of major institutions provoked by Lottery projects encouraged 

efforts to improve cultural leadership during this period. 

The 1998 Lottery Act dovetailed with Smith’s white paper A New Cultural Framework, published 

at the end of that year: this established three year funding agreements for Non-Government 

Departmental Bodies, and created some new ones, mainly by merging older quangos: The 

Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment; the Film Council; and the Museums, 

Libraries and Archives Council. Perhaps we should have a minute of silence, because all three 
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New Labour creations have been given the chop by the coalition. The Film Council appears to be 

going for ideological reasons, for it has proved a success, but the Museums, Libraries and 

Archives Council was an unhappy miscegenation, and it mishandled its role in the important 

Renaissance in the Regions programme, which for the first time directed central government 

funding to regional museums. Two other institutions did not last even the life of New Labour: 

regional cultural consortia, abolished in 2009, and the DCMS’s own Quality, Efficiency and 

Standards team, QUEST, which was abandoned after a miserable three years. 

At first, the potentially most interesting institution, born of the 1998 Lottery Act, was the 

National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts, which was imaginatively funded by a 

Lottery Endowment, and whose very title articulates the creativity agenda. This is not really 

surprising, for the first chairman of what Smith called this ‘National Trust for Talent’ (Smith 

1988.30) was David Puttnam, whose resources had supported New Labour’s cultural policy 

development in opposition. The sorry fate of NESTA demonstrates the extent to which creativity 

was appropriated by an economic agenda as cultural policy was captured by economic policy.  

After Puttnam’s departure in 2003, as chairman, the ‘arts’ element in NESTA’s activities shrank, 

and following a restructuring in 2006 ‘creativity’ was supplanted as policy buzzword by business-

friendly ‘innovation’, whose outcomes are cash, not cultural value. Significantly, NESTA’s 

sponsoring ministry ceased to be the DCMS and became the Department for Business, 

Information and Skills (BIS). And, of course, now it has to try to survive market forces on its own, 

as an independent charity. 

Creativity, however, survived in Creative Partnerships, the joint initiative between the DCMS 

and the Department for Education that came out of their mutually embarrassed response to the 

1999 All Our Futures report, which argued that the National Curriculum was squeezing creativity 

out of schools. Launched in the most deprived social areas in 2002, after a chaotic start, Creative 

Partnerships managed to get professionally-led cultural projects into 10% of state schools, with 

reportedly positive results. In 2009 the Arts Council hived off the scheme to a new body, 

Creativity, Culture, Education – and now has decided to halve its funding for next year, and after 

that, well... New Labour’s child-centred Find Your Talent has, of course, already been mislaid. 
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As the fate of NESTA shows, increased funding, and a refurbished and extended cultural 

infrastructure, turned out to be a Faustian bargain. Having made its way to the front door of the 

Treasury, creativity had to wear a business suit, or at least carry a clipboard. In accordance with 

the already established principles of the New Public Management, when the money began to 

flow in 1999, the DCMS was bound to the Treasury by a Public Service Agreement that set out 

six policy objectives, to be achieved by meeting twenty-one targets, some specifically numerical, 

some generic. DCMS in turn set specific targets in its own funding agreements with the NDPBs.  

This instrumental approach coincided with the deployment of a fresh set of arguments to justify 

cultural funding, the social benefits of cultural participation laid out in François Matarasso’s 

Comedia report of 1997, Use or Ornament? Although Chris Smith’s Creative Britain does refer in 

general terms to ‘recently published Comedia work’, this aspect is less emphasised than the 

economic arguments in his book. But, by the time the Department’s own Policy Action Team 

reported to the Cabinet Office’s Social Exclusion Unit in July 1999, Smith was using perfect 

consultancy-speak about ‘delivering key outcomes of lower long-term unemployment, less 

crime, better health and better qualifications’ (DCMS 1999.2). And, of course, NDPBs were 

required to follow suit and adopt the same language. 

Although the number of PSA and funding agreement targets gradually shrank (and there never 

appears to have been any sanction if you never actually hit them), the regime of targets, tables 

and testing introduced across government was especially irksome when applied to culture. For 

one thing, it considerably shortened the arms’ length principle upon which cultural policy in this 

country has been evolved. Secondly, it proved very difficult to generate the quantitative 

evidence, let alone the qualitative evidence for social impact, that this regime required. Who 

can forget the crushing final word of the 2002 article by the editor of Cultural Trends on the 

politics of data collection in the cultural sector? The word was: ‘spurious’ (Selwood 2002.72). 

One of the finest cultural judgements, I think, of the decade. 

But the most important point about the instrumental regime was that it was the mortal enemy 

of creativity. As Michael Power pointed out in his book The Audit Society (1999), audit destroys 

trust, and without trust, how was creativity, the supposed voluntary expression of democratic 

freedom, achievable? Under the cosh of the Treasury, the DCMS in turn micro-managed the 
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NDPBs that were spending more than 90% of its money, destroying trust by shadowing their 

policies with a parallel administration of their own. In their turn, cultural organisations were 

over-monitored and under-trusted by NDPBs. 

This, of course, seriously affected delivery. Early on, New Labour’s capacity for delivering a 

cultural project was shown to be inadequate by the waste of £800 million of Lottery money on 

The Dome. The management of the cultural aspects of the 2012 Olympics have been no better. 

In 2000 a peer review of the DCMS described it as ‘The Pale Yellow Amoeba’. This inadequacy 

extended downwards. The MLA was badly led. Arts Council England spent most of the Blair-

Brown years impotently re-organising itself. Having spent years devolving organisations to the 

Regional Arts Boards, in 2003 it turned round and abolished them. Every attempt at downsizing 

appeared to increase staff numbers, and raise senior salaries. The complete loss of trust 

between the Arts Council and the cultural sector was revealed by its own 2005 Peer Review. The 

handling of the results of the 2007 Comprehensive Spending Review, when the Arts Council 

received a better than expected settlement, but decided to cut nearly 200 organisations 

nonetheless, showed that no lessons had been learned.  

Fortunately the failure of leadership does not extend to most cultural organisations themselves, 

where a generation of senior figures has come to maturity, and who are able to speak with 

authority. Organisations like Tate and the National Theatre have practised the creativity that the 

DCMS preached, and there are regional institutions such as the Birmingham Symphony 

Orchestra and the Sage Gateshead that show this is not an exclusively metropolitan 

phenomenon or achievement.  

As the grumblings in the cultural sector about targets grew, even some New Labour politicians 

became nervous. In May 2004 Smith’s successor as Secretary of State, Tessa Jowell, published a 

very unusual ‘personal essay’, Government and the Value of Culture. In it she admitted the 

government was following a utilitarian agenda, whereas the true value of culture lay 

somewhere beyond targets. It was the old question of excellence again. Jowell tried to replace 

the opposition of high and low art by opposing ‘complexity’ and ‘entertainment’, but it was clear 

that the government’s instrumentalist policy would have to reach an accommodation with the 

excellence that persisted in being recognised and enjoyed mainly by the few. Jowell’s essay 
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ended with questions not answers, her solution to ‘access’ and ‘excellence’ was ‘aspiration’ 

(Jowell 2004).  

It was left to Jowell’s brief successor, James Purnell, to come clean, by commissioning the 

cultural mandarin Sir Brian McMaster to write an essay for the DCMS titled Supporting 

Excellence in the Arts: From Measurement to Judgement, published in January 2008. Purnell 

declared in his foreword: ‘the time has come to reclaim the word “excellence” from its historic, 

elitist undertones and to recognise that the very best art and culture is for everyone’ (McMaster 

2008.4). Well, Smith’s Creative Britain had said exactly the same thing ten years before, nothing 

had changed, except that cultural organisations could now do what they were doing anyway, 

but with a good conscience. The banal and empty phrase ‘achieving great art for everyone’ 

appears to be the latest answer. 

Does this matter? In terms of cultural practice, not in the slightest. Cultural organisations will 

always strive for excellence, but it will be an excellence of their own definition. In terms of 

cultural policy, it matters a great deal. Since July 2005 the DCMS-led survey Taking Part has 

made a concerted effort to demonstrate cultural activity really is for the many, not just the few. 

An analysis of the first year’s findings showed that it was for the very few. True, it showed there 

was no elite group, interested exclusively in the ‘high’ arts, but even using the survey’s generous 

categories for what constituted participation, just 4 per cent of the population were ‘voracious’ 

consumers of culture, a mere 12 per cent were ‘enthusiastic’, 27 per cent attended ‘now and 

then’ and 57 per cent did ‘little if anything’. Education, social status and ethnicity; class, cash 

and colour, continued to be the significant factors in determining membership of which of these 

groups, and therefore how much access to culture (Bunting et al 2008). 

‘Creative Britain’, that democratic space of egalitarian cultural consumerism, where the tension 

between access and excellence would be comfortably resolved, does turn out to be a myth. Yet, 

with supreme irony, the very technological and social forces driving the arts into the arms of the 

creative industries were reconfiguring the cultural landscape in ways that the policy makers 

appeared not to have noticed. While mechanical reproduction was making at least some aspects 

of high culture broadly available, a genuinely democratic culture that exploits the low cost of 

entry to self expression through the new social media, was making creativity accessible to all. 
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Maybe that Blair and Mandelson were right to omit cultural policy from their memoirs for a far 

wider unofficial culture consistently evades capture by cultural policy. This other Creative 

Britain, though still not the many, has exploited the substantial resources that have gone into 

publicly funded culture to co-create a culture of its own. It was these resources that moved both 

culture and creativity closer to the centre of public consciousness during these years. Since we 

are about to enter an age of iron, let us hope that the infrastructure created in the Blair-Brown 

years does not become an ivied monument to a golden age. 

[APPLAUSE]  

End. 

 


