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‘A Plague upon Your Howling’ [1]:  Art and Culture in the 
Viral Emergency 
 

Mark Banks (University of Glasgow) and Justin O’Connor (University of South Australia) 

 

Before the Deluge 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic is global, but the globe is not homogenous. Whilst we all 

recognise the signs from the newsfeeds – lockdowns, flattening curves, flat-out 

medical services, first and second waves, disrupted travel, disrupted employment, 

masking/not-masking, solidarities/ scapegoating – these are refracted through very 

different political-cultural configurations. Readers will no doubt be all too familiar with 

the immediate and devastating impact of the crisis on the arts and cultural sector, 

and the wide range of responses (or not) by governments, and by various actors 

from the sector itself, across the globe. This Special Issue can only be a highly 

selective set of snapshots on the run. Written in August, by the time it is published 

things will have moved on. Perhaps ‘snapshot’ is the wrong metaphor; these are 

diagnostics, aetiologies, tentative prognoses. For what this crisis is illuminating, in 

all-too-lurid detail, is how we think about and value art and culture; how we argue for 

their importance; how governments and public policy actors understand and value 

them, what they are prepared to do, on what grounds and with what capacity.  

 

In this Special Issue we provide a selection of national and regional accounts, 

outlining how professional arts and culture have been affected by the crisis, some of 

the state responses to it, and what these might hold out for the future. The common 

backdrop has been a resurfacing of the fundamental questions as to the purpose of 

the state and the capacity of common solidarity, and an unsettling exposure of deep-

seated social faultlines. As Camus wrote in The Plague, ‘the pestilence is at once 

blight and revelation’.  Four themes have floated to the surface in these very different 

accounts of the impact of the viral emergency on art and culture: infrastructure and 

ecosystem; public value; an ethics of care rather than competiveness; and new 

forms of political economy. From Argentina, Germany, China, South Africa, Australia, 

and the UK [2] – these all speak to the damage wrought by the virus on livelihoods 

and institutions, the inadequacies and often degradation of ways of speaking about 
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art and culture, and how any new language of value must be part of a fundamental 

rethink not just of of the purpose of art and culture but of their connection to the 

values of a wider political economy, and ultimately, politics and a common ethos.  

 

Workers in arts and culture were confronted with a rapid collapse of jobs due to 

venue closure and social distancing rules, this coming after a long period of declining 

wages, increasing precarity, high indebtedness, and with complex employment 

patterns making ‘catch all’ social security support patchy. Other sectors – hospitality, 

travel and tourism, retail – also suffered. How cultural workers, businesses and 

organisations are treated, qua workers, businesses and organisations in dire 

economic need, is crucial. This treatment will speak to the wider question of how the 

crisis is addressed: whose interests are being prioritised, which policy settings are 

being used, what capacity for action do states actually possess? The 2008 Global 

Financial Crisis (GFC) stands as salutary warning that the massive involvement of 

the state in the economy does not necessarily herald the return of Keynesianism, let 

alone social democracy, and can work in favour of elites whilst damaging the life 

chances of large swathes of the population (Tooze, 2018; Mann, 2013). The current 

crisis has revealed a serious lack of response capacity amongst many wealthy 

states, and primarily those who have espoused neoliberalism, as well as a skew 

towards corporate rather than citizen bailouts (Brenner, 2020; Mishra, 2020).  

 

Important as it is to address the immediate economic needs of cultural workers, 

companies and organisations, the focus needs also to be set wider. In part this 

means looking at how the cultural sector stood going into the crisis, what made it so 

vulnerable over and above the particular impacts of the virus. After 2008 the cultural 

sector was deemed ‘resilient’, and this forms the title of UNESCO’s global series of 

seminars currently aimed at the sector (UNESCO, 2020). Yet ‘resilience’ (already a 

problematic term) was often confused with survival, evoking a gritty determination to 

hang on in there which sat awkwardly with claims made by UNESCO and 

governments across the globe, that the cultural sector was to be a driver of global 

economic development.  

 

Such claims have been part of the problem. One the one hand the cultural sector 

has increasingly positioned itself as an industry, wheeling out statistics of 
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employment growth and innovation effects, providing goods and services to 

businesses and individual consumers, whose cumulative spending provides the 

requisite weight to impress (or not) the politicians (O’Connor, 2020; Oakley and 

Banks, 2020). On the other, it has sought ongoing government funding, invoking 

‘market failure’, or presenting as an ‘ecosystem’ requiring public subsidy, with art as 

public ‘R&D’. Or, as in the case of the ‘creative industries’ or ‘creative economy’ 

reducing any special value for culture to its privileged possession of ‘creativity’, 

available as a catalytic input across the economy. At the same time, culture 

continues to assert its public value beyond its economic weight, and seeks out 

government subsidy in order to deliver such value. This industry/ public service 

dilemma results in the kind of confused public advocacy so apparent in this crisis in 

many parts of the world;  the needs of the cultural sector frequently overlooked 

because rhetorically it is both public service and cutting-edge industry, and such 

ambiguity is not something with which Treasury departments are comfortable.  

 

The cultural sector has inserted itself as ‘industry’ into an economy that has been 

relentlessly redefined over the last forty years as ‘the market’, turning industry policy 

into the facilitation of maximum corporate profitability. It should come as no surprise 

that the cultural sector has become increasingly unequal, with super-profits at the top 

of the pyramid and low waged precarity at its base. Economic success became 

synonymous with GDP, this highly problematic figure becoming all one needed to 

know about the basis of prosperity and the good life (Raworth, 2017; Mazzucato, 

2018). Publicly provided services, based on models of what T H Marshall called 

‘social citizenship’ (Marshall, 1963), were relegated to a peripheral economic 

position, an unproductive drain on the wealth created by the private sector. At the 

same time, these services were either privatised outright (e.g. utilities, transport), 

sub-contracted to the private sector (e.g. social services, parts of health care, 

prisons) or redefined as private user-pays goods (education) (Foundational, 2017). 

The cultural sector is between a rock and a hard place; asking to be treated as an 

industry driven by profit maximisation and ROI (Return On Investment), and as a 

public service viewed either as mendicant ‘welfare’ or self-funded human capital 

investment.  
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Going into this crisis advocacy for the cultural sector was deeply confused about its 

value. For example, in the UK, a decade of austerity had strongly undermined local 

cultural production, yet, as part of the creative industries – seen as a motor for high-

tech, consumer driven product innovation – it was admitted into Theresa May’s 2018 

UK ‘industrial strategy’, a return to a pre-Thatcherite conceit in the face of Brexit and 

the rise of China (Hemphill, 2020; UK Gov, 2018).  Such contradictions have made it 

extremely hard for the cultural ‘sector’ – if we can call such a sprawling collection of 

activities such – to articulate its material requirements, in terms of support, 

development and long-term aspirations. This was the other side of an equally 

problematic issue, that of the wider public value of art and culture. After forty years in 

which ‘essential services’ such as health and education were holding on only with 

difficulty to their description as ‘public goods’, and even prisons, parts of defence, 

and large sections of social security were privatised – how was culture to conceive of 

its societal value? Was individual taste in cultural goods, expressed through market 

preferences, not the quintessential consumer economy?  

 

The question we might ask of art and culture then, in this paper and the others in this 

special issue - what might be their contribution to a post-pandemic world and how 

does the support they’re currently receiving help them make this contribution in the 

most healthy and sustainable way – is by no means straightforward.  

 

Weathering the Storm 

 
In early 2020, as the crisis took hold, the arts and cultural sector began to issue 

urgent distress signals. At stake was both preservation and safe passage. Yet the 

first challenge to face was the impossibility of guaranteeing a return to plain sailing in 

ordinary time. For one thing, in those countries most badly affected by the virus, it 

remained uncertain when audiences would be permitted (or feel confident enough) to 

return to live arts with significant crowds of others. And even if – and when - an 

effective vaccine arrived (this year, next year, or some time beyond?) it was further 

unclear how many venues will have survived to stage performances or which 

workers would be there to stage them. Those working in community settings, in 

schools and neighbourhoods, or in co-working spaces and other close proximity 
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environments faced similar uncertainties about the return of regular work. In most 

countries, arts and cultural leaders began to  argue that comprehensive financial 

support from central government was needed to cover the collapse in income and 

revenues, at least for the coming months ahead.   

 

What was first revealing was the different range of approaches taken by national 

governments to supporting art and culture. Where some led, and offered substantial 

and robust measures, others dragged their feet, or failed to provide any kind of 

targeted aid at all. Implied in all cases, however, was some sense of the different 

and specific values invested in arts and culture within each national context. On the 

one hand, ‘bailouts’ [3] were justified on the grounds that art and culture were 

providers of social vitality and community, as well as (now) providing publics with 

succour and consolation during the pandemic; on the other they were simply a 

collapsing industrial sector like any other.  Yet while supporting the arts community 

could be used to signal a commitment to cosmopolitanism, diversity and multiculture, 

it might just as easily be used to reinforce the primacy of national symbols and 

institutions that have tended to deny the possibility of inclusive variety.  Also 

revealed was the existence of some shared, cross-national assumptions about the 

financial value and purpose of arts and culture, as a continued ‘driver’, or leading 

feature in post-industrial late capitalism. These assumptions not only shaped the 

ways in which ‘bailouts’ were framed and formulated but provided further signals of 

how the leading capitalist nations retained an unswerving faith in the recoverable 

future of their deeply sub-optimal and faltering (pre-COVID) economies.  

 

New Zealand was amongst the first to be lauded for its positive action in May in 

announcing a NZ$175 million rescue package for arts and culture, which included 

some immediate support for organisations and for workers who had lost income. 

This package was offered on top of the $57 million that has been previously 

announced to support national museums, galleries and arts organisations and 

Creative New Zealand. Cultural workers were also able to quite quickly access the 

national Wage Subsidy Scheme which had been opened up to self-employed and 

freelance workers from mid-March. Here, then, was the sense of a centre-left 

government acting under decisive leadership and somewhat more quickly attuned to 

the immediate demands of professional arts and culture, not least through having 
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witnessed its plural and vital role in aiding the recovery from previous crises (see 

Ardern et al, 2020)  

 

If this support could be seen as part of the Labour government’s desire to promote 

New Zealand as a progressive, cosmopolitan and liberal nation - at least more so 

than conventionally cast - then in Europe’s traditional bastions, a more established 

culture machine clicked quickly into gear.  Germany – with a history of sustained 

generosity in support of the arts - unveiled in March a remarkable €50 billion scheme 

of aid, primarily to guarantee continuity of operation for cultural organisations and 

employment, and compensation for artistic workers (See Dümcke, this issue).   

 

Similarly, in France, in May, Macron’s government guaranteed that the dedicated 

social security protection scheme for artists and cultural workers (the intermittent du 

spectacle) would be automatically extended for all eligible workers until the end of 

August 2021. The arts and cultural sectors were also built-in as eligible claimants for 

a €7bn general fund for freelancers, small businesses and enterprises. Significant 

emergency contributions to the arts were also made at regional level. In June, 

Culture Minister Franck Riester announced the further consolidation and ‘exceptional 

mobilisation’ of €5 billion for national arts, culture and media to respond to the 

economic consequences of COVID-19.  

 

However, while in dirigiste Europe the picture tended to be of swift action gratefully 

received, this should not obscure that – wherever disbursed – bailouts have come 

laden with controversy about their scale and scope. That the richest nations have 

avowed their capacity to ‘save’ culture does not obviate the need to critically assess 

the decision-making processes that have led to only some being deemed worthy of 

rescue, with others left abandoned.  We suggest that to understand these bailouts as 

mere fiscal interventions, without politics or ideology, is to misrecognise a key 

dimension of their purpose and function. In this respect, each bailout needs to be 

treated as its own complex and (partly) unique case, where a set of claims is being 

made about both the current status of arts and culture and its imagined contribution 

to the post-pandemic future. We can illustrate this in the example of the UK, to which 

we now turn.    
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The Slow Boat to Bailout 

 
While some of its neighbours had begun to identify specific supports for the art and 

cultural sector during March and April, in the UK there seemed only indifference and 

silence. Aside from some early intervention by Arts Council England in the form of a 

£160 million package of emergency funding (mainly to its established beneficiaries 

and partner institutions), the responsible ministry of the Department for Digital, 

Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) and wider senior Government appeared to be 

doing very little to support professional arts and culture. Ministers could hardly claim 

ignorance of the likely damage the pandemic would cause. A report published in May 

by Oxford Economics (2020), commissioned by the Creative Industries Federation, 

warned that over 400,000 creative industry jobs were likely to be lost in 2020, and 

the sector would lose £74bn as an immediate consequence of the crisis. These were 

not trifling sums - and clearly arts and culture would be amongst those most strongly 

affected. 

 

In addition, throughout April and May, many prominent cultural leaders were making 

their own dire predictions. Rufus Norris, the artistic director of the National Theatre, 

claimed the organisation was ‘haemorrhaging money’ and further warned that many 

arts organisations simply won't be able to survive’ as the prospect of work had 

‘completely dried up’ [4]. The Society of London Theatres (SOLT) predicted that 70% 

of theatres would run out of money by the end of 2020, while the Music Venue Trust 

was claiming that over 90% of music venues would be out of business by October. 

Philippa Childs, head of the media industry technicians’ trade union Bectu [5] called 

for an urgent and ‘comprehensive’ recovery package. Caroline Norbury, the head of 

the UK’s Creative Industries Federation similarly urged ‘the creation of an 

emergency fund to help those arts organisations and cultural institutions in crisis’ and 

a commitment to ‘ongoing reinvestment in our arts and cultural sector’[6].  All 

interested parties were, for once, singing in unison. In mid-June, over 100 prominent 

artists and performers, and the leaders of major cultural organisations and trade 

unions combined to write an open letter to the UK Government  imploring them to 

recognise the urgent plight of the cultural sector, calling for an immediate 

‘Emergency Relief Fund’, and a new ‘national pledge for culture’. 
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By the end of June, it seemed that all these efforts had come to nought. The 

Government’s Culture Secretary, Oliver Dowden, seemed more preoccupied with 

ensuring the smooth return of Premier League football than addressing the concerns 

of the arts lobby. When he did eventually present a thinly drawn ‘roadmap’ that he 

thought would allow cultural venues to re-open, it was widely derided for failing to 

mention any means of interim financial support or identified timescales. The 

frustration in the sector was palpable - and a wave of institutional closures seemed 

inevitable.  

 

Finally, however, in early July, the bailout arrived.  The UK Treasury (Finance 

Ministry) and the DCMS announced what appeared to be a generous £1.57bn 

package of financial support. The bulk of the funding was to be focussed on 

providing emergency support to maintain established cultural institutions, with some 

additional support for capital projects, as well as money for arts in the devolved 

administrations of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Within this, a pecking order 

was to be established. When interviewed by the BBC, Dowden confirmed that the 

bailout would first ‘prioritise those institutions that need it most, starting with the 

crown jewels of our national life – Royal Albert Halls and so on [7]’, before adding 

parenthetically that his Department would of course be ‘also making sure it reaches 

every part of the United Kingdom’. The message, however, was quite clear; the 

biggest and richest (and therefore mostly London-based) ‘jewel’ institutions would be 

first in line for the bailout, and the minor gems would need to compete for whatever 

remained.    

 

The announcement of support was generally well-received by arts institutions and 

leaders.  Amongst the most enthusiastic were the representatives of those ‘crown 

jewel’ cultural institutions that had been most vocal in the lobbying, and whose 

institutions could no doubt look forward to securing significant benefit from the 

disbursements to come. On the day of release, luminaries such as Alex Beard (CEO 

of the Royal Opera House), Neil Constable (CEO Shakespeare’s Globe), Sir Simon 

Rattle (Music Director of the London Symphony Orchestra), Andrew Lloyd Webber, 

Lord Grade and a host of others were quick to offer their fulsome support for this 

‘significant investment’ (DCMS, 2020). Outside of London the intervention was also 
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broadly welcomed by the owners, managers and members of those communities 

most attached to local and regional theatres, music venues and arts centres who 

could now entertain the prospect of at least an immediate and interim survival for 

their imperilled buildings and organisations. Dowden was effusive about his 

Department’s achievement in persuading the Treasury to open up the coffers:  

 

Our arts and culture are the soul of our nation. They make our country great 

and are the lynchpin of our world-beating and fast growing creative industries. 

I understand the grave challenges the arts face and we must protect and 

preserve all we can for future generations. Today we are announcing a huge 

support package of immediate funding to tackle the funding crisis they face. I 

said we would not let the arts down, and this massive investment shows our 

level of commitment (Dowden, cited in DCMS 2020). 

 

Yet, there were also questions to be asked about the bailout. Not least, why had it 

taken so long to arrive? Throughout, Dowden had cited the deep ‘complexity’ of 

negotiations, yet the eventual package was a commitment to a set of ordinary grants 

and loans, apparently no more complex than any of the comparable and counterpart 

schemes already up and running overseas. It’s hard to see where the difficulty lay in 

the actual construction. It is more likely that the complexity – and the delay – was 

attributable to the difficulty of establishing some justified grounds for economic 

support, and then persuading the Treasury (and wider Government) of the need to 

intervene. As outside observers, it is of course difficult for us to know fully the 

different factors that were in play and how were they weighed and assessed in situ; 

but, hypothetically, the following factors may have been significant:  

 

• Perhaps the initial delay stemmed from the arts lobby and DCMS (always 

under-funded, and lacking political leverage) striving to persuade the Treasury 

that devising a rescue package was actually necessary at all. Compared to its 

major European counterparts public funding for the arts and culture in the UK 

remains both low and of low priority. It is quite conceivable that no specific 

bailout for arts and culture was ever factored into Treasury projections at the 

beginning of lockdown – nor would it be automatically supported once the 

need for it asserted itself.  Less than two weeks before the bailout was 
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announced journalists were being briefed by government sources that a 

support package was ‘not imminent’ [8].   

 

• This was not a call to save the ‘creative industries’ as a whole, but the arts 

and cultural sector specifically –yet the economic case for bailing out the arts 

and culture was (is) far from clear-cut.  Likely, one of the more ‘complex’ 

arguments that had to be made was the one where arts and culture become 

economically significant only as ‘drivers’ or ‘catalysts’ of the wider creative 

economy ‘ecosystem’ or infrastructure, and of tourism, for on their own  – at 

least in terms of national statistics [9]– they barely register. Yet this argument 

has always been one difficult to evidence or make convincingly to finance 

ministers, government funders and industrial strategists [10].      

 

• Alternatively, it’s conceivable that any government reluctance to sanction a 

bailout would’ve been less about the actual costs (or potential gains) to the 

public finances and more about the precedent occasioned by appearing to 

give in to special pleading. If the arts could receive their own exceptional 

bailout, then why not other parts of the creative industries, and other sectors 

too?  Claims for specialness did of course rest, in this case, on the 

impossibility of most of arts and culture operating under conditions of 

lockdown and social distancing, but they needed to rest on other exceptional 

claims too – about their public and social value as a whole. In fact, it’s hard to 

see from any UK government perspective how a bailout only on economic 

grounds would actually be justified – other non-economic factors would need 

to be given weight in the negotiation; hence perhaps the ‘complexity’. 

 

• If the economics carried only so much weight, does this mean an abiding 

governmental love for the arts and culture was one of the motivating factors 

for bailout? Possibly – but beyond perhaps some of the more dedicated 

professionals of the responsible ministry, it’s hard to see where this might lie.  

After a decade of stringent funding cuts, the gradual easing out of arts 

subjects from school curricula, the regular derogation of arts and humanities 

university subjects by Government minsters, advisors and associated think-
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tanks, resentment towards so-called liberal and metropolitan ‘elites’ [11] and 

antipathy towards public funding for broadcasters such as the BBC, the 

Conservative Government’s disdain for arts and culture has stemmed from 

the top (e.g. see Crouch, 2020; Davies, 2020). Prior to the pandemic, heavy 

rumours had been in circulation about the imminent closure of the DCMS, with 

arts and culture to be hived off as a sub-division of the Department of 

Education. In such a climate, one might even wonder why the UK government 

would be inclined to give any kind of bailout to the arts at all.      

 

• In this respect, it is quite possible that a delay was effected in order to 

maximise political capital. Not only would an eleventh hour reprieve guarantee 

the unquestioning gratitude of the arts lobby, it would reinforce further to 

‘liberal elites’ that their lives and livelihoods are being made subject to the 

hardening priorities and whims of a right-wing government. Yet one of the 

deciding factors here was perhaps another kind of PR and political optics. 

Even if senior Government did have any reservations about a bailout, then the 

combined effects of a highly co-ordinated celebrity-led campaign, the almost 

entirely favourable media coverage for the idea, and calculating the likely 

costs in terms of PR and goodwill that would almost certainly accrue from not 

offering a package, might well have been instrumental in persuading the 

government to intervene. There was also some further political pragmatics to 

consider. The consequences of a whole slew of major (often iconic) cultural 

institutions closing down, on Conservative watch, would certainly be difficult to 

recover from, politically.  But the world was also watching. In the fervid 

political heat of post-Brexit Britain, what kind of soft power message would it 

convey if there were to be no more Royal Shakespeare Company, National 

Theatre or English National Opera? After all, as Dowden had opined, the ‘soul 

of the nation’ was at stake.  

 

At the time of writing, these remain hypothetical suggestions rather than known facts 

[12].  We would venture, however, that the delay was not necessarily a signal of the 

pensive reflection required to construct a package of measures to adequately convey 

the UK Government’s deep admiration for the multipart goods of arts and culture. 
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Rather, the UK arts bailout had all the hallmarks of the government pragmatically 

seeking what Raymond Williams had once termed a ‘phased advantage’ (Williams, 

cited in McGuigan, 2015, p. 196); an expediential securing of the moment, rather 

than a principled alleviation of the crisis. What we saw was less an ideological volte 

face in favour of the arts and more a calculated necessity; ‘a rational mutation within 

an already existing and clearly foreseeable extremity of danger’ (ibid., p. 196). 

 

However, while established cultural institutions were at least offered some kind of 

deal to maintain their immediate survival, the bailout was less favourably received by 

cultural workers - since no specific measures were announced for the protection or 

subsidy of wages or incomes. Dowden was quite clear as to why:   

 

Freelancers are already able to benefit from the freelance furlough scheme. I 

have to say that the essence of this package is about preserving those cultural 

institutions (Dowden, cited in Masso, 2020 n.p.) 

 

From the point of view of the Treasury, it was doubtless argued that cultural workers 

were already adequately covered under the generic national schemes of wage 

subsidy and aid. Yet, for a significant number, this was far from the case.  While 

theoretically eligible for support from the UK’s Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme 

(CJRS) (which enabled furloughing of employees) and the Self Employed Income 

Support Scheme (SEISS), many thousands of cultural workers (of which around 70% 

are freelance) found themselves ineligible for either of these funds. A set of tightly 

discriminating qualifying restrictions, and the mixed and indeterminate employment 

status of many cultural workers saw thousands left without support. In May, the 

workers’ representative organisation Women in Film and TV UK (WFTV) estimated 

that over two-thirds of film and TV workers were likely to be ineligible for SEISS and 

that only around 16% of employers has made efforts to furlough freelance 

contractors under the CJRS scheme. At the same time, the Musicians’ Union was 

estimating that almost 40% of its members do not fulfil all the requirements of the 

SEISS scheme. BECTU claimed that only around 50% of workers in the screen 

sector had been able to access any kind of subsidy or support, other than standard 

minimum welfare payments. Far from being rescued, much of the workforce had 

been left to sink or swim.  
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Additionally, there was no intimation that the conditions of the UK bailout would 

require institutions to make any commitments to retaining existing employees or 

support freelance staff. And the idea that institutions would use bailout to 

preferentially support ordinary workers was quickly exposed as wishful thinking. The 

day after the announcement of bailout, the National Theatre wrote to the 400 staff 

that it already committed to making redundant that there would be ‘no take backs’ as 

a result of the Government intervention. In July, Southbank Centre, the UK’s largest 

arts complex, confirmed that it would be cutting up to two-thirds of its total staff. 

Similarly, the Royal Opera House revealed that its entire roster of casual workers 

would be made redundant, with further voluntary and compulsory redundancies to 

follow. As bailout funds appear, at this stage, to come with no particular strings 

attached, there seems little incentive for institutions to use the money for anything 

other than executive preservation, mothballing and maintenance. How the bailout 

can therefore be said to represent a generative or productive ‘investment’ (DCMS, 

2020) in the cultural sector is somewhat hard to say. And how the cultural workforce 

will survive - beyond a small and privileged core (see Eikhof, 2020) - is a further 

question that bailout fails to address.  

 

Thus, we can see in the UK, as elsewhere, how bailouts have been offered, with 

different degrees of enthusiasm and comprehensiveness, to help underwrite the 

promise of recovery. Yet, the tangents of the virus promise to unseat any 

assumptions about the possibility of ordinary return – including in the arts and 

cultural sector. Even in those countries offering more generous and inclusive 

bailouts, a world recession will cut deeply into recovery. And we should not forget 

that prior to the pandemic most national economies were already either stagnant or 

struggling. It will take some time to recover the cultural sector to anything like pre-

pandemic levels of activity and employment – assuming the virus is cured or 

contained.  But while the future might present a plethora of dangers – it is also 

invites us to think and act differently; something bailouts have generally failed to do.  

Just as we should not praise governments too generously for simply attempting to 

maintain the status quo of cultural institutions, nor should we simply accept a return 

to ‘normal’ as the desired goal. Neither should we allow the provision of emergency 

measures to obscure many of the weaknesses and problems within the cultural 
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sector. While ministers can make good copy by bestowing grace and the occasional 

favour to arts and culture, we also know that governments - and many cultural 

institutions themselves - have been less keen to address the many and varied forms 

of inequality, injustice and discrimination that remain prevalent to the sector, as well 

as its complicity in a whole range of social, economic and environmentally damaging 

and unsustainable practices. So far, it is not clear how bailouts in the UK or 

elsewhere will address any of these problems – and they might well make them 

worse. However a bailout ‘deal’ has been framed, we suggest a return to business 

as usual is not what is needed; we need a new deal, not simply the old deal 

upholstered and preserved.   

 

4. The Raft of the Medusa 

 
A new deal for culture is being sought at a moment when market forces, to which 

governments over forty years have looked as the primary provider of good policy 

outcomes, are in abeyance. Faced with catastrophe, we have crowded onto the raft 

of a state no longer simply setting market rules but asked to represent our collective 

social capacity. The return of ‘strong’ government - after the years of the ‘great 

moderation’ when markets seemed capable of running themselves -was one of the 

most visible consequences of the GFC (Tooze, 2018). However, though many 

proclaimed the return of Keynesianism,  both the US and EU refused to bail out the 

victims of the 2008 crisis, those faced with negative equity and foreclosures, and 

instead drastically reduced public spending in the name of ‘austerity’. The state had 

returned but sided with ‘the markets’ at the  expense of ‘the social’ – wages, social 

services, health, education, infrastructure, and public ownership (Mann, 2013; 

Tooze, 2018). This means that while state willingness to intervene in the financial 

system has expanded – as indicated by the rapid injection of funds into that system 

during the current crisis – its capacity (in the West at least) to mobilise and organise 

a coherent social response to the pandemic was severely tested. The Deputy 

Governor of the Bank of England Andy Haldane described social capital as part of 

our ‘institutional immune system’ (Westwood, 2020), yet this immune system is 

precisely what had been undermined over the previous decade. Furthermore, states, 

and their appointed experts, faced doubts not just about their capacity to act 
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effectively but also as to whose interests they might be serving, a rumbling 

‘legitimation crisis’ made worse by the proliferation of a fissiparous social media 

(Davies, 2020b; 2020c). 

 

Taken optimistically, we could perhaps judge this in terms of Polanyi’s ‘double 

movement’, the social reasserting itself after a period of rampant free markets 

(Polanyi, 1957). The call for relief and reform offered echoes of the original 1930s 

US ‘New Deal’, of the launching of the post-war welfare states, and the slow re-

burnishing of social citizenship (Marshall, 1963; Mann, 2012). Of course, by the late 

1970s, the progressive impetus had stalled, many of its gains would be dismantled, 

and its underlying logic refuted by the neoliberal counter-revolution (Mann, 2013; 

Cooper, 2017; Feher, 2018). Thus, if the pandemic does provoke a ‘return of the 

social’ then it returns in a landscape radically different to that of les trente glorieuses. 

Then, to invest in the social was to invest in productive economic growth; indeed, the 

current ‘stimulus’ is framed in terms of Keynesian ‘effective demand’, getting the 

economy up and running again. But ‘growth’ is now a problem in a different kind of 

way. For capitalism, or if you like, this version of capitalism, highly financialised and 

extractive, and predicated on fantasies of continual growth, is in an unsustainable 

relationship with human habitation of the planet (Seaton; 2019; Lele, 2020; Banks, 

2020).  The emergent idea of a ‘Green New Deal’ (GND) (e.g. see Aronoff et al, 

2019) speaks directly to this, linking social injustice and inequality to the need to 

radically rethink ‘the economy’ in the context of wider social need, subsuming so-

called economic ‘laws’ under social, political and ideological-ethical values.  

 

In similar vein, the last decade has seen a radical rethinking of economics as political 

economy, that is, subsumed under wider goals for the common good, whether local, 

national or global (Raworth, 2017; Mazzucato, 2018; Skidelsky, 2012; Mann, 2017), 

and rejecting GDP as the defining metric of this common good. Kate Raworth’s ‘best-

seller’ Doughnut Economics takes this to the mainstream, reframing economics as 

the provision of basic social needs to be satisfied within the ecological limits of our 

shared planetary resources. These ‘social foundations’ are given closer empirical 

analysis in the work of the Foundational Economy Collective (2017) who argue for an 

economy, focused on the satisfaction of basic needs, both material – water, gas and 

electricity, housing, transport, food - and immaterial – health, education, social 
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services. These are judged to be what make life liveable and whose availability 

provide us with far better indicators of quality of life than aggregated GDP metrics. 

Taken as a whole, it is estimated the ‘foundational economy’ can make up between 

40-60 percent of any local economic activity.  Yet an economy based on supporting  

the warp and weft of social citizenship has been under systematic attack for four 

decades, both in the form of direct cuts to public services and its increasing 

subsumption under a system of highly financialised extractive corporations 

(Foundational, 2017). 

 

The GND, alongside the fiscal and regulatory interventions required for a genuinely 

sustainable economy, necessarily concerns this ‘foundational economy’, upon which 

the infrastructure of social citizenship is built (Gross and Wilson, 2020). The question 

is where does cultural policy fit? Neither Raworth nor Foundational Economy (or 

GND theories [11]) foreground or mention art or culture (though libraries make a brief 

appearance), and indeed culture was left out from the Sustainable Development 

Goals, even after intense lobbying from UNESCO (Garner and O’Connor, 2019). If 

we are to insert culture into a GND, into the foundational economy, we would have to 

first acknowledge how far it has been removed from our conceptions of social 

citizenship, reduced to a consumer good, the lack of which is simply an index of 

economic impoverishment.  

 

We might take a first step by locating the social and economic dimensions of cultural 

practice as part of the foundational economy. Thinking of art and culture as 

foundation or infrastructure, gives a strong policy narrative for a ‘mixed economy’ of 

culture, involving co-ops and mutualism, but also more commercially-oriented 

practices tied to defined social as well as economic outcomes. It links us to the kinds 

of de-commodified and non-capitalist economies outlined by feminist anthropologists 

such as Gibson-Graham (2006) and Federici (2018). So too it allows links to the 

‘new municipalism’, which seeks to provide for local services and economy through a 

range of non-commodified and ‘commoning’ interventions (Thompson, 2020). The 

real weight of this foundational economy, and the interweaving of the cultural sector 

within it might make for a radical rethink of what a cultural economy might be. 
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Nonetheless, the notion of ‘social citizenship’ is something more than a foundational 

economy, it suggests a right to actively participate in society in a way that goes 

beyond access to basic goods and services. It is a political claim, and it is this that 

gave the New Deal and post-war welfare states their radical edge. It was this 

extension of citizenship that set off a series of social and political claims, 

accelerating in the 1960s, stretching beyond the white, male Fordist breadwinner, 

and making redistributive gains at a time of declining profits, that was deemed by 

neoconservatives and neoliberals as a threat to the viability of economy and society 

(Cooper, 2017). These battles have not been won by the putative ‘return of the 

social’, just re-activated and joined anew. 

 

What role can culture play here? Gross and Wilson, in their call for culture to be 

regarded as part of GND thinking, present a revived notion of cultural democracy, 

one which is: 

‘a normative commitment, a system of cultural governance, and a policy 
programme’ … each directed towards the expansion of cultural capability: the 
substantive freedom to give form and value to our experiences of being-in-
relation (Gross and Wilson, 2020: 129).  

 

We don’t really know yet what this would look like – though there are glimmers of 

precedent. The original New Deal launched its various cultural programs under the 

auspices of a public works programme, aimed at job creation through infrastructural 

projects, within which Federal Project Number One rolled out its famous programme 

of art, theatre, music and writing and design archives (Denning, 2011; Hemingway, 

2007). The New Deal programme was, however, temporary; perhaps more pertinent 

for a GND for culture would be the work undertaken under the auspices of the post-

war welfare state in Europe, which transformed large aspects of our public life, in the 

social and physical environment, producing public goods which were ‘everyday’ in a 

non-utilitarian sense. Here, also, was some sense of inspiration and enjoyment, and 

the celebratory re-enforcement of our being-in-common that Kristin Ross (2015), 

returning us to the memory of the Paris Commune,  called ‘communal luxury’. No 

doubt culture too should be part of our ‘Universal Basic Infrastructure’ (Cootes and 

Yazici, 2019).  
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Thinking of how we might provide funding to multiply the sites of everyday cultural 

participation, and to enhance the communal luxury of our shared social and cultural 

citizenship might form the basis of working out how we would like to ‘reboot’ at the 

end of the pandemic. What should we be paying for, supporting and stimulating, with 

what means and to what end? The direct employment of artists to deliver cultural 

programmes would certainly be an improvement on the mothballing bail-outs 

discussed above, but it would require a recovery of an older discourse of public 

value that disappeared in the last 40 years. Thinking of culture as foundational, 

infrastructural, as a mixed economy, and as a site of citizenship claims is, as Gross 

and Wilson argue, essential to cultural policy in a post-pandemic world and a GND.  

 

But we also have to think about the wider political economy of culture. By which we 

mean those parts of the cultural sector which do involve highly capitalised ‘industrial’ 

processes, supply chains, labour inputs, distributional channels and the like. The 

major media and entertainment industries, let us call them, are crucial to social 

citizenship and cultural democracy, but they do not form part of local, participatory 

economies other than as consumption goods. Evaluating the status of these 

industries, their ownership, regulation, labour relations and connections to resource 

and data-extraction and infrastructural geopolitics is vital. This is because, as Nick 

Garnham (1993) warned some time ago, these industries are no longer controlled by 

Bourdieu’s ‘dominated fraction of the dominant class’ but have become part of the 

heart-and-lung system of contemporary financialised capitalism and its political 

clientele network. They are crucial to that ‘social horizon of experience’ that Oscar 

Negt and Alexander Kluge (1993) wrote about way back in the 1970s. Returning 

these to some semblance of social and cultural citizenship would very much test the 

capacity of the re-socialised state. Yet the ‘return of the social’ must clearly involve 

rethinking the public role, regulation and organisation of these vital aspects of our 

common culture.  

 

The stakes are now epochal. A GND, or any new deal, of which culture ought to be 

part, must seek to posit a world that challenges the idea of endless economic 

extraction, pollution and waste, injustice and exploitation, and unlimited growth upon 

which much of our industrial civilisation has rested. But the pandemic has highlighted 

another industrial civilizational challenge, what Alasdair MacIntyre called the failure 
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of the enlightenment project, the inability to found the actions of the free ‘sovereign’ 

individual on an underpinning ethical foundation, leaving individual freedom to 

appear as ‘a mere instrument of individual desire and will’ (1981: 61). As Geoff Mann 

(2020) suggests, the neoliberal macroeconomic theory that promotes endless 

compound growth is based on a microeconomic theory founded on individual desire 

as ‘rational utility maximisation’. Here, not only is ‘growth’ increasingly destructive but 

it has less and less connection with the actual quality of people’s lives and our 

‘being-in-relation’. Yet the ‘social’ that is to be reasserted in the face of this market 

logic has itself been weakened, as those who have pointed to the success of the 

‘Confucian societies’ in the pandemic have highlighted (Taggart Murphy, 2020; 

Mishra, 2020; Maçães, 2018). In these circumstances finding a new voice for culture 

can also act as a spur to the reinvention, or the rediscovery of the social, as a shared 

relation in support of common life, rather than a skeletal and waning infrastructure.  

As in other periods of great social turbulence it was art and culture that provided a 

key site on which these transformations could be registered, digested, and a 

response found (Olma, 2016). This is where Williams started in Culture and Society 

and continued in The Long Revolution. As the wreckage from the pandemic begins 

to reveal a landscape of ruins (Lowenhaupt Tsing, 2015) we need to urgently pick up 

his challenge. 

 
 

Notes 

 
1. In Shakespeare’s The Tempest a ship is caught suddenly by a mysterious and 

powerful storm, the provenance of which is unclear; the King and his nobles 

begin variously to panic and pray, cursing the crew and apportioning blame. ‘A 

plague upon this howling!’ chides the Boatswain as he urges the nobles to 

keep quiet or do something useful to support the struggling mariners. While in 

the context of this article, we might infer the cultural worker to be a mariner -  

ill-served by the ineffectual blusterings of government - the implied speaker 

might just as easily be conceived as the government, seemingly indifferent to 

the ‘howling’ of the arts and cultural sector.  
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2. This is a necessarily selective and non-comprehensive set of contributions, 

given obvious limitations of space, and the locations and interests of 

contributors. For  useful resources that outline situations and responses in 

other territories see, for example, https://www.culturalpolicies.net/covid-19/ 

and  https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/culture-shock-covid-

19-and-the-cultural-and-creative-sectors-08da9e0e/ 

 

3.  ‘Bailout’, of course, is a far from neutral term and tends to suggest some kind 

of necessary intervention to address pecuniary negligence, or some self-

inflicted failure. Yet, in this case, artists and arts organisations could not be 

held responsible since it was of course an external agent (the virus) and the 

explicit demands of government that had occasioned lockdown. What was 

dubbed a ‘bailout’ might just as easily been called due compensation for 

diligent co-operation. 

 

4. See: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-52385478 

 
 

5. See: https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2020/jul/03/arts-union-government-

cultural-vandalism-crisis-bectu-freelance 

 

6. See: https://www.creativeindustriesfederation.com/news/arts-funding-isnt-

bailout-its-essential-our-country 

 

7. BBC Breakfast July 6th 

 

8. See: https://www.ft.com/content/40af3f0b-5307-46a9-b540-5d1603a0fa4c 

 

9. Where they are defined as ‘Cultural Sector’, one of 8 designated ‘DCMS 

Sectors’. 
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10. For example, while the most recent UK industrial strategy does recognise the 

creative industries as a priority sector, most of the (fairly minimal) government 

investment has been made to date in technology-driven ventures, digital 

‘solutions’ and business innovation – not in growing the arts and culture per 

se. 

 

11. Such as ‘Oxbridge English graduates who chat about Lacan at dinner parties 

with TV producers’  https://dominiccummings.com/2020/01/02/two-hands-are-

a-lot-were-hiring-data-scientists-project-managers-policy-experts-assorted-

weirdos/ 

 

12. Though we might not be too wide of the mark. In July 2020 a Select 

Committee of MPs reported that, ‘The Government has been too slow to 

respond to the needs of the sectors under the Department for Digital, Culture, 

Media and Sport’s remit during the Covid-19 outbreak. In its response, DCMS 

has been hampered by its overall spending power, a lack of robust data on 

ineligibility for support and a fundamental misunderstanding across 

Government of the needs, structures and vital social contribution of sectors 

such as the creative industries’. See 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmcumeds/291/29102.

htm 

 

13. Similarly theories of ‘degrowth’, ‘post-growth’ and so on currently lack an 

explicit cultural dimension (see Banks, 2020) 
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