
‘Arts for All’ and ‘In Search of Cultural Democracy’, 2012

Then Secretary General of the Arts  Council of Great Britain, Roy Strong’s 
‘Arts  for All’ supported the idea of widening access  to the arts on the basis 
of the democratisation of culture.  This was, essentially, about expanding 
appreciation and enjoyment of received and established culture, i.e. the 
‘the Great Tradition of European Art’.

Following the 1984  publication of ‘Community Art and the State, Storming 
the Citadel’ [Comedia, 1984], Owen Kelly  wrote ‘In Search of Cultural 
Democracy’, a direct attack on Roy Shaw’s notion of ‘Arts for All’.

“From a distance, the idea of ‘arts for all’ sounds  like a good idea.  It might 
be the kind of notion that could bridge the gap between the interval at 
Sadler’s  Wells and half-time at the Kop.  Close up, however, the idea 
evaporates. I certainly do not believe in it, neither do many others  within 
the community arts movement.  When we hear the phrase ‘arts  for all’ we 
want to know just what ‘arts’ are being referred to, and why. We want to 
know what it is  about these ‘arts’ that is  so important that everybody needs 
to have them.  When Roy Shaw says that I dismiss  ‘the Great Tradition of 
European Art’ as ‘an ideological construction of the imperialist climax’, he 
misses  the point.  It is  not the art that I am dismissing, it is  the ‘Great 
Tradition’ which claims the right to say what is  and what isn’t art.  It is  not 
what is  being graded that I  am condemning, rather it is  the method of 
grading” [Owen Kelly, 1985].
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