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CULTURE IN CHANGING TIMES

I

It was one of those suggestions that seemed

like a good idea at the time. When a thousand
of the nation’s ‘best and brightest’ gathered
at Parliament House for the 2020 Summit,
in the early days of Kevin Rudd’s short-lived
prime ministership, Canberra was glowing
at its autumnal best. The air was alive with
possibility as an unlikely assembly of people
imagined a future almost within reach.
Those invited to participate in the ‘Towards
a Creative Australia’ stream were a diverse
group. In the cartoons the facilitators drew
to capture their work were famous faces,
corporate players, deep thinkers and edgy
creatives. The energy and sense of anticipation
in the government party room they occupied
was harder to capture, but every bit as tangible.
The discussion that occurred over that
weekend has reverberated ever since as policy
makers, politicians and those with a stake in
the cultural sector have attempted to develop
a national cultural policy. Creating a policy to
encompass and celebrate Australian culture was
an ambitious idea, and much more complicated
than imagined.
The promise of that sparkling April weekend
has been lost in the more mundane and less
edifying reality of Australian politics for the
past ﬁve years. The summit participants put
artists at the centre of culture, but imagined a
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world in which culture grew in many diﬀerent
directions to enrich lives both materially and
through the spirit.
For something so essential to who we
are, how we live and learn, how and what
we communicate and celebrate, culture is
frustratingly amorphous. Though intrinsic to
humanity, it is hard to deﬁne in the workable
shorthand essential to public discussion.
The carefully crafted deﬁnitions developed
by UNESCO, embodied in international
agreements and promulgated by scholars,
are invaluable but the tinge of bureaucratic
legalism, or academic jargon, makes them too
cumbersome for general use.
Rather, for most people culture is
something you know when you see it: art and
entertainment in all their forms, heritage,
tradition, belief, language and an ethos that
informs, shapes and deﬁnes identity.
Culture enriches lives, helps provide
meaning, joy and insight. A thriving society is
one in which its culture is more than the sum
of its parts.
This has always been the case, but is likely to
become more pronounced and important in the
twenty-ﬁrst century. In his ground-breaking
work The Empathic Civilization (Viking, 2012),
drawing on insights from brain research and
child development, Jeremy Rifkin argues that
our newly and intimately interconnected
world is creating a ‘dawning realization that

we are a fundamentally empathic species with
profound and far-reaching consequences for
humanity’. Technology and communication,
accompanied and driven by revolutionary
scientiﬁc understandings and the challenges
of resource depletion, are at the heart of this
transformation. Culture will make it manifest.
The twenty-ﬁrst century promises to be
signiﬁcantly diﬀerent to those that preceded
it, driven by the positives of knowledge,
connection, education and mobility; modiﬁed
by the uncertainties of global warming and
shifting geopolitics. The nature of these
changes will only become clear in the future
but, like all periods of rapid change, our time
feels tentative and unsettled. In addressing
current issues, old templates and familiar
formulas are of limited utility. Making sense of
these issues, deﬁning them, enabling people to
see and understand them, increasingly is a task
that falls to artists, creatives, communicators
and other cultural workers—including scholars,
researchers and educators.
Pointers to the patterns that deﬁne the times
and help shape the future will emerge with
varying degrees of clarity. But they cannot be
predetermined, even if today we can identify
some of the contributing factors.

cultural cringe is a thing of the past. The
cultural economy is strongly connected to
many other areas of economic activity, a
sector experiencing signiﬁcant economic and
employment growth, with more intersections
with a wide range of government agencies
and activities, and with more people seeking
cultural work than ever before.
The opportunities of digitisation and
globalisation are considerable—the old
tyrannies of distance and population size
are no longer the impediments they once
were. The challenges technology presents to
traditional business models of many of the

THE PUBLIC POLICY CHALLENGE
This context has made the challenge of

crafting a national cultural policy more complex.
For those with an ideological bent culture
is a tool for control—a directed assertion of
identity and value. Australians have had two
signiﬁcant ‘cultural’ policies in recent decades,
Paul Keating’s aspirational arts-lead vision of
Creative Nation, and under John Howard the
grinding experience of the so-called ‘culture
wars’ and competing interpretations of history.
Setting aside the particularities of domestic
politics, which have leached optimism and
fostered cynicism, the cultural economy is
quite diﬀerent to what it once was.
In the two decades since the last Australian
cultural policy, Creative Nation, the cultural
economy has grown to become much bigger
and more diverse. The defensiveness and
sense of threat from abroad, which pervaded
that document, is no longer relevant—the

most successful creative and cultural industries
also cannot be underestimated, adding another
layer of uncertainty to the policy development
framework.
This is tricky terrain. Even getting culture
onto the policy agenda is something that has
long been resisted. The so-called ‘culture
wars’ that dominated the Howard years, when
culture became a synonym for a certain sort
of politics—rather than signifying larger
engagement with humanity—sapped the spirit
of many. The narrowing of ‘culture’ to a pointscoring debate about interpretation of history
made many nervous about the terrain. As a
result cultural policy has the potential to be
tainted by ideology, patronage and controversy.
In a diverse and democratic society,
clearly culture cannot be determined by
government. Culture is an expression created
by a community, drawing on the capacity of
the people who embody it, not owned by one
Humanities Australia 09
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group or another. Thus, there is a clear place
for government to play an enabling role, and a
need to recognise more expansively how getting
a cultural policy right could deliver results that
have an impact with multipliers across the
society and economy.
Government can enable culture to ﬂourish
by providing resources for education and
training, resources to facilitate the creation
of works, and by introducing policies and
regulations that enable businesses to become
established and grow. Government can
place culture at the centre of international
diplomacy, support the preservation of cultural
heritage, and foster national institutions
essential to the distribution and dissemination
of cultural products.
One useful description of the role of culture
in successful societies is as one of four essential
pillars—the others being land, people and
institutions. The importance of land and
people are well understood, as generators of
wealth, security and identity. Accordingly these
have received a great deal of policy attention.
Similarly the importance of robust institutions
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is well understood, and an extraordinary
amount of energy and thought has been
focused on developing and maintaining them.
But culture has languished, as a virtual nogo area for policy makers, too hard to measure,
subject to manipulation and dispute. Yet
culture is the glue that binds the other three
pillars together—as a product of them, and one
with its own demands and disciplines.
The arts undoubtedly lie at the heart of
culture, but they are not its only expression. One
of the challenges faced by those involved in policy
discussions about developing a national cultural
policy—since that need was identiﬁed by the
Creative Australia Stream at the 2020 Summit—
was to ﬁnd a way of broadening the understanding
of the cultural economy and its value.
The intrinsic value of art is widely accepted.
The economic value of the creative industries
is considerable, and measurable by wellestablished rules of accounting and economics.
The social value of culture stretching beyond
this is intuitively understood, but inadequately
measured, especially as it relates to delivering
public value and building national identity.

When the government released a discussion
paper on the proposed National Cultural
Policy in the second half of 2011 there was little
expectation that the process of turning the
colourful Discussion Paper into a serious policy
would be so complex and protracted. In part
this was due to the responses—hundreds of
very detailed submissions, an extensive online
engagement and an active reference group—
which challenged those involved to think more
expansively about what a cultural policy might
encompass and how it might intersect with
other areas of policy and government.
The submissions pointed to new directions.
More than anything, they demonstrated that
those with most interest in the policy wanted
an expansive and strategic engagement.
They wanted culture to be recognised as
including the arts, but going much further.
As the Academy of Humanities wrote in its
submission:
A national cultural policy for Australia needs
to employ a more expansive, plural sense of
culture than is currently constructed in the
Discussion Paper: one that is attuned to the
diﬀuseness and distinctiveness of practice
and expression in Australia; acknowledging
the centrality of Australia’s Indigenous
culture and operating with the principles of
cultural diversity as a touchstone. A policy
framework for cultural development should
support cultural heritage, creative industries,
cultural maintenance and tradition at all
levels—in research, in education, within
public institutions (including public
broadcasters), within media and content
development industries.
The process of thinking about culture in this
way is not something that those involved
in politics or public policy have had a lot of
experience with. Even before the creation of the
Australia Council forty years ago, governments
have enjoyed dispensing the baubles of the arts.
This support while modest has been bipartisan.
At times it has been driven by patronage,
or recognition of the civilising beneﬁts of
engagement with the arts, the creation of
community engagement, economic beneﬁt,
national identity.

Although Australia has been an active
member of UNESCO and a signatory to
international covenants assuring citizens of
their rights to culture and to participate in its
creation and dissemination, this has not been
incorporated into legislation. Leigh Tabrett
has illustrated the limits of the policy-making
framework in Australia in her recent Platform
Paper, It’s Culture Stupid (Currency Press, 2013).
THE ENABLING STATE
Discussion about Australia’s cultural policy
has rightly focused on the arts, as an area in
which the government has a legitimate and
long-standing interest, but it has gone further.
The discussion is couched less in terms of
‘doing’—culture is not something a democratic
government can or should mandate—and
more in terms of ‘enabling’. This means
providing resources and a regulatory and policy
environment that fosters the best, educates
practitioners and audiences, builds resilience
and sustainability and provides opportunities
for participation and engagement.
This is important because when we talk
about culture, the art that lies at its heart, and
the steps that need to be taken to enable it to
thrive, we need to think about what culture
means. How might we deﬁne it in a way that
keeps it alive, open and innovative, able to
celebrate the best, recognise our remarkable
diversity and fulﬁl our human capacity?
The process of developing a national
cultural policy is a signiﬁcantly diﬀerent
task to that which applied at the time of
earlier interventions—the creation of the
Commonwealth Literature Fund, the support
for national theatre companies and state
orchestras, the ABC, the Australia Council, Film
Australia, training institutions, all building to
Creative Nation nearly twenty years ago.
These past initiatives have all been
important and created the rich texture in which
we operate. But the world and Australia are now
very diﬀerent: more diverse, more connected
and the place of culture is becoming recognised
as something much more than a civilising
gloss. The elements of culture which shape how
we communicate, how we celebrate, how we
cohere, how we imagine and dream, are not a
Humanities Australia 11

Sunday special, but increasingly recognised as
a part of daily life which we both create and
participate in.
The mid-twentieth century perception of
Australia as a cultural desert, a craven place
where the life of the mind was not valued,
now belongs in the past. Over the past few
decades we have learnt more about Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander cultural expressions
across millennia, a heritage which is today
providing new inspiration. Since the earliest
days of European settlement artists and writers
have been deﬁning, describing and shaping
what has become an increasingly distinctive
Australian sensibility. In the global village
there is no longer a need for a cultural cringe,
and a cultural strut is equally inappropriate.
Australians conﬁdently perform on a global
stage and create cultural experiences that are
unique and valued here.
Australia has developed a diverse, adaptive,
democratic, inclusive culture and its creative
expression holds the key to success in the
twenty-ﬁrst century. The importance of
cultural expression, about what we have to
oﬀer, has the potential to provide a beacon that
illuminates the distinctiveness of the country.
(above)
Vision for a Creative
Australia, Australia
2020 Summit,
20 April 2008.
PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY
OF THE DEPARTMENT OF
THE PRIME MINISTER AND
CABINET

RECLAIMING THE INITIATIVE
Many involved in Australia’s cultural sector

nonetheless feel under siege. They express a
sense that they are operating at the margins,
disappointed that the state and society does not
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value them as it might, that support for their
sector is the ﬁrst to be cut in times of crisis.
It is time to reclaim the initiative, to come
up with new ways of explaining, measuring and
fostering cultural value.
Since the 2020 Summit a number of
advisory groups have worked on these
questions, there has been a discussion paper
on cultural policy, inquiries into private sector
support and the Australia Council, the arts
have been slated for inclusion in the national
curriculum, online surveys have sought
opinions, and hundreds of organisations have
invested thought and eﬀort into submissions
advocating the best way of devising and
implementing a national cultural policy.
Key themes from the public submissions
revolved around adopting a more strategic
approach, to leverage the investment already
made, and foster an environment that values
artists and recognises the broader public
readiness to participate in cultural activities.
There are still questions: how to describe
the cultural sector, how to build links, how to
measure cultural value, how to ﬁnd and pursue
cultural solutions, and how Australia might
change in a decade or so if we took culture as
seriously as it deserves to be taken.
One of several elephants in the room at the
2020 meeting was the tension between those
enamoured of the ‘creative industries’—the
commercial end of cultural creativity—and
those artists who saw their role as creating
‘art for its own sake’, who felt that if their

contribution was only measured in dollars the
value of the discipline they had devoted their
lives to might be diminished. Underpinning
this tension was a sense that for a long time
Australia’s arts and cultural sector has been fed
the crumbs falling from the table of national
wealth. This has changed as the cultural
economy has grown and developed, but the
tension between diﬀerent groups and interests
spoke to the uncertainty that many artists feel
about the public value of their work.
Resolving this tension was a task assigned to
several people who have been thinking deeply
about this area for a long time. Their conclusion
was that works of intrinsic value created by
the most brilliant artists lie at the heart of the
whole cultural sector, that the work of these
exceptional individuals was central. This is
not a zero sum game where someone’s gain is
another person’s (or organisation’s) loss.
This begged another series of questions—
how to describe, diagnose and support the full
range of cultural endeavour as it intersects

with other areas of society, the economy and
government. We needed to ﬁnd new, more
expansive ways of deﬁning, measuring and
assessing the impact of the cultural sector.
MEASURING CULTURAL VALUE
At one level the numbers are known: the

cultural economy employs more than half
a million Australians, growing at three
percent between the 2006 and 2011 censuses.
The cultural economy is a huge contributor
to our GDP—bigger than agriculture and
energy generation. We need to do better at
communicating the signiﬁcance of this.
A paradigm shift is needed in our thinking
and talking about culture and creativity. Those
of us in the cultural sector need to learn from
other areas which have become mainstream,
but were once at the margins of policy
agendas—women, the environment, people
with a disability, and the First Australians.
This demands new ways of deﬁning and
measuring, and new approaches to
removing obstacles. As part of this,
we must reﬁne and develop more
appropriate measurement tools—
so that the real value of culture
and its enrichment of society can
be recognised, and so that the
artists and creative individuals at
the heart of this sector are able
to pursue sustainable careers,
where they make both meaning
and money. This challenge is
generating international attention.
Various proxy measurements have
been used in the past—ﬁnancial
proﬁtability of creative enterprises,
tickets sold, audience numbers and
so on. But the value of culture is
not solely a transaction between
a consumer and a producer in
which money changes hands. A
major research project sponsored
by the Arts and Humanities
Research Council in the United
Kingdom is seeking to establish a
new framework that considers ‘the
value of cultural engagement and
the methods by which we evaluate
Humanities Australia 13
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value’. A similar project has also been sponsored
by the National Endowment for the Arts in the
USA.
Professor Mark Moore from Harvard is at
the forefront of new ways of recognising and
measuring public value relating to arts and
culture. Lord Mayor Boris Johnson sponsored
a cultural cities project as part of the London
Olympics, and all around the world—in
developed and developing countries—
governments are trying to ﬁnd ways to loosen
the constraints on creativity, to enable culture
to ﬂower and encourage the soft connections
that make places attractive to others. The dire
state of much of the world’s economy makes
this both a more difficult and urgent challenge.
It is timely to return to a famous statement
by Robert Kennedy from 1968, which helps to
deﬁne the problem and suggests solutions:
Too much and for too long we seemed to
have surrendered personal excellence and
community values in the mere accumulation
of material things … we judge by the gross
national product that counts air pollution
and cigarette advertising, and ambulances
to clear our highways of carnage. It counts
special locks for our doors and the jails for
the people who break them. It counts the
destruction of the redwood and the loss of
our natural wonder in chaotic sprawl. It
counts napalm and counts nuclear warheads
and armoured cars for the police to ﬁght
riots in our cities. It counts Whitman’s
riﬂe and Speck’s knife and the television
programs which glorify violence in order
to sell toys to our children. Yet it does not
allow for the health of our children, the
quality of their education, or the joy of their
play. It does not include the beauty of our
poetry or the strength of our marriages,
the intelligence of our public debate or the
integrity of our public officials. It measures
neither our wit nor our courage, neither
our wisdom nor our learning, neither our
compassion nor our devotion to our country,
it measures everything in short except that
which makes life worthwhile.
In her ﬁne book Double Entry (2012), Jane
Gleeson-White described how the whole
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process of accounting and economics is
man made—constructed for very particular
reasons—and that the method of counting
we use is not preordained. It is capable of
adaptation, and indeed must do so to respond
to a changing world. So we have seen the
emergence of the triple bottom line, methods
of measuring quality of life, attempts to
assess the environmental impact of major
developments before they proceed, methods to
evaluate the cultural impact of traditional sites
before development goes ahead. Each has been
resisted, but accepted over time.
So we need to think more expansively about
culture, and the tools that could be used to
measure its public value—tools that include
traditional economic indicators, but go further,
because culture is about more than just
making money.
VISUALISING THE CULTURAL ECONOMY
Another useful and influential thinker

on this front has been John Holden of the
Demos Foundation, who sought to measure
both the intrinsic and the instrumental and
industry values of culture, which he felt were
being distorted by an over-reliance on simple
economic indicators. Those involved in the New
Models New Money project supported by the
Centre for Social Impact and Arts Queensland
worked on this model, and linked it to the
UNESCO framework on cultural sectors. This
has produced a very useful descriptive and
diagnostic tool for visualising the creative
economy. It can help reshape thinking and
talking about points of intervention in
the sector, as well as point to new ways of
measuring its value and impact.
Imagine four concentric circles. The inner
circle is that exceptional art which has intrinsic
value, works of great skill and originality that
will endure—the cherry at the centre of the pie.
The next circle represents the institutional
value of culture—the works which help deﬁne us
to ourselves and represent us to others, collected
as part of our living heritage in the national
museums, performed in the centres we have
built as part of national cultural infrastructure.
The next circle represents the instrumental
value of culture—the way art can aid social

cohesion, help people achieve their potential,
build healthier and happier communities, put
children in touch with their imaginations and
dreams.
The ﬁnal circle represents the industry
value—the creative industries which draw on
cultural creativity to make products that have a
signiﬁcant economic value and enrich our lives
as consumers.
Imagine these four circles as a pie, which is
divided into eight segments. These segments
are the eight sectors UNESCO have agreed, for
the purposes of internationally standardised
measurement, make up the cultural sector—
Indigenous, Heritage, Music, Performance,
Screen, Visual, Writing and Design.
So if we take the slice of the pie which
is music, you have at the pointy end of the
triangle—and a sliver of the cherry at its
centre—original works of music composed,
created and performed by individuals and
groups of genius. This includes the whole body

measuring success and outcomes, a diﬀerent
way of engaging with the public sector and
philanthropists, but each informs the other.
There could be no industry without the
intrinsic works, no institutional opportunities
without the instrumental teaching fostering
exceptional musicians and informed and
knowledgeable audiences.
Similarly public money spent in enabling
a composer to create a work, assisting in
the maintenance of an orchestra, training
musicians and educating audiences, helps
create multipliers elsewhere in the sector.
APPLYING THE FRAMEWORK TO THE
CHALLENGE
Applying this tool—or conceptual

framework—to public policy arguments about
the value of culture, reveals a number of
diﬀerent (yet complementary) areas which need
to be measured, and which have a bearing on

WE NEED TO THINK MORE E XPANSIVELY ABOU T CULT URE , AND THE TOOL S THAT COULD BE USED
TO ME A SURE ITS PUBLIC VALUE … BECAUSE CULT URE IS ABOU T MORE THAN JUST M AKING MONEY.

of heritage works and the new works that open
our minds to possibility.
The next segment is the institutional—the
performance of music in places of national and
local importance, the export of works we consider
especially valuable or representative, the works
that speak to us as Australians in a global village,
as when the Australian Chamber Orchestra
performs the greats or Geoﬀrey Gurrumul
Yunupingu sings with a distinctiveness that
others recognise as Australian.
The next is the instrumental—the teaching
of music, the use of music in health and other
community settings—the place where many of
those most committed to the teaching, creation
and performance of music ﬁnd their vocation.
Then the industry of music, the business of
recording, performing, producing, selling music
which has the world singing along with Gotye
or the singers on Australian Idol setting new
records for iTune downloads.
Each of these segments requires a
diﬀerent business model, a diﬀerent way of

the outcomes of other activities. It also suggests
a way in which the cultural sector might engage
with the whole of government, not just the
ministry of arts.
Clearly there is a link between the
institutional value of culture and foreign
aﬀairs, infrastructure, communications,
tourism, even defence; the instrumental role
intersects with education, health, welfare,
community aﬀairs, migration, Indigenous
aﬀairs; the industry sector intersects
with trade, research, innovation, tourism,
infrastructure, communications and so on.
In the cultural policy discussions we struck
on a notion of ‘cultural solutions’—which
recognises the place of culture and creative
expression in the instrumental ring where a
great deal of public funds are spent. One of
the members of the group, who came up with
this term, described his own trajectory, from
being a tear-away in a poor suburb to one of the
nation’s cultural leaders—it was exposure to a
drama class that turned him around.
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wa There is at
least
as much need
le
to think about the
cultural impact of
major initiatives as there is to think about the
economic dimension. It may be that cultural
solutions are more eﬀective than economic or
legal ones, it may be that doing cultural due
diligence on major projects could make them
more eﬀective.
Few of the biggest projects undertaken in
recent years have attempted to factor in their
cultural impact, and to prepare for it—for
example, Building the Education Revolution,
the National Broadband Network, the Northern
Territory intervention. All would have been
stronger if this had been done before the money
was committed. There is circularity in this—we
need to attempt to assess the cultural impact
of major initiatives before they are undertaken.
But if this is to be done properly we will need
to ﬁnd new ways of measuring cultural value,
as I have outlined. We will have to ensure that
rigorous data is collected and collated and
compared over time, that we work with both
statistics and stories to assess impact.
Think back twenty years—the notion of
an environmental impact statement was
contested—now it is normal. You might
argue with the reports on major projects at
the margins, but methodologies have been
developed which make possible informed
judgements on major projects. Similarly the
process of assessing the cultural value of
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traditional Indigenous sites once would have
been unimaginable; while there is still contest,
ways of measuring and assessing have evolved.
Ensuring that there is no discrimination on the
basis of gender or disability was also contested
and now is accepted—it can be measured and
evaluated and we accept that the public beneﬁt
is greater than the cost.
Of course, it is still easier at a public policy
level to put culture in a small arts funding box
that can be topped up or emptied as desired.
What is needed instead is an approach which
recognises that culture impacts across the
whole of government, and that government
has a role to play in enabling us to realise our
right to create and express ourselves creatively.
In the cultural space we need to be similarly
assertive—to develop ways of measuring that
include but go beyond statistics, that join the
dots and develop a new paradigm for cultural
value that is not apologetic, mendicant or
uncritical but recognises that it is through
cultural engagement that full human capacity
can be realised, and that the beneﬁt of this
is essential to our humanity, of value to our
society and economically signiﬁcant.
This is not something that will happen
overnight—but it is a worthy project, one that
has the potential to beneﬁt us all, and put a
real value on those things that really make life
worthwhile.
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