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Introduction 

This book is concerned with the growth of a community arts 
movement in Britain during the last fifteen years. Community arts 
began as one strand of activism, among many dur~".g the l~te 
1960s, and community artists claimed to share the pohtlcal, SOCIal 
and cultural goals of those other movements: the underground 
press, organised squatting, free festivals, the yippies and the Black 
Panthers. Yet I believe that community artists have, in the main, 
moved away from these goals, and are now further away from 
achieving them than ever. The community arts movement faces 
several major problems which it has consistently failed to 
confront. If it does not face these soon, it will become just one 
more worthy branch of whatever this government chooses to leave 
of the welfare state. Meals on wheels, homemade scones, 
inflatables and face painting: the kindly folk who do good without 
ever causing trouble. 

Community arts is a general term for a group of cultural 
activities which the practitioners recognise as having common 
features but whose precise boundaries remain undrawn. The 
activities referred to usually include mural painting, community 
photography, printing, community festivals, newsletters, drama, 
video projects and the like. However, not all examples of the above 
would be recognised by all community artists as community arts. 
The community arts advisory panel of the Greater London Arts 
Association has produced a policy paper which contains a 
provisional definition of community arts, which it calls its 'terms 
of reference'. This will serve as a starting point to indicate the 
field with which this book will be concerned. 

This paper says that 'the term community arts does not refer to 
any specific activity or group of activities; rather it defines an 
approach to creative activity, embracing many kinds of events and 
a wide range of media ... The approach used in community arts 
enjoins both artists and local people within their various 
communities to use appropriate art forms as a means of 
communication and expression, in a way that critically uses and 
develops traditional arts forms, adapting them to present day 
needs and developing new forms. Frequently the approach 
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involves people on a collective basis, encourages the use of a 
collective statement but does not neglect individual development 
or the need for individual expression ... Community arts proposes 
the use of art to effect social change and affect social policies, and 
encompasses the expression of political action, effecting 
environmental change and developing the understanding and use 
of established systems of communication and change. It also uses 
art forms to enjoy and develop people's particular cultural 
heritages . .. Community arts activists operate in areas of 
deprivation, using the term "deprivation" to include financial, 
cultural, envronmental or educational deprivation.' 

The first major problem which the community arts movement 
faces is that it has no clear understanding of its own history. It has 
neither documented its own history, nor drawn any conclusions 
from it. Community artists have therefore failed to develop a 
consistent set of definitions for their activities, with the result that 
the movement has staggered drunkenly from one direction to 
another. In effect, the policies of the funding agencies have 
determined who was, and who was not, perceived as community 
artists. Knowledge has not been passed on, and each crisis that 
community artists have faced has been faced as though for the 
first time. This is not to say that community artists have faced 
these crises badly. On the contrary, they usually acquitted 
themselves well, and often won real victories. What they were 
prevented from doing, however, was drawing on a knowledge of 
their own history in such a way as to predict crises, and thus 
circumvent them. They were reduced to reacting each time after 
the event. 

The first section of this book is a historical view of the 
developmen.t of community arts. In this section I have deliberately 
opted for a tight focus which highlights some aspects of this 
history, and misses out other aspects altogether. It is not meant to 
be a comprehensive history, and it is certainly not an objective 
one. Instead it concentrates on a number of key moments which I 
believe served to detennine subsequent events in ways which are 
central to my overall argument. For this reason I have greatly 
simplified the often exceedingly complex, and labyrinthine, chains 
of events which actually took place. I have similarly drawn 
distinctions between different strands of the movement which are 
much more schematic than they would be in a balanced history. In 
reality, people held complex and changing positions, and there 
were very few consistent villains. Nonetheless, the distinctions I 
have drawn represent the way that events were acted out as I 
perceived them. I believe, for example, that a liberal pragmatism 
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served, early on, to cripple the political development of the 
community arts movement, and to yoke it to those agencies who 
had shown interest in funding it. 

This pragmatism led the movement to seek money whenever it 
could find it and to imagine that this money came without any 
strings attached. Naively, community artists imagined that they 
could take the money and run, although this turned out to be far 
from the case. This pragmatism is at the heart of the second 
problem which the movement faces. Entranced by the apparent 
short term gains, in terms of funding and recognition, which this 
pragmatism had brought, the community arts movement has 
refused to construct any theoretical framework for its work, and 
has ignored any attempts that have been made to do so. Instead it 
has relied on the kind of 'common sense' definitions which can be 
manipulated and twisted, with the result that community artists 
are increasingly told what to do, and how to do it, by people 
whose motivations often directly contradict the alleged aims of the 
community arts movement. We have become foot soldiers in our 
own movement, answerable to officers in funding agencies and 
local government recreation departments. 

Without a theoretical framework, it is impossible to judge 
success or failure, and impossible to set goals. Instead everybody 
'knows what they mean' although nobody has the vocabulary to 
express it, and being unable to express it they have no way of 
finding out if it does, in fact, make sense. In refusing to analyse 
our work, and place that analysis into a political context, the 
community arts movement has placed itself in a position of 
absurd, and unnecessary, weakness. 

The second section of this book sketches out such a framework, 
and suggests a context within which the goals of community artists 
make an important kind of sense. This is not a theory of 
community arts, with rules about what we should and should not 
be doing. It is a map of the terrain within which community arts 
finds itself, with notes about those landmarks which seem, to me, 
important or relevant to our future development. In doing this, I 
propose a series of definitions for, among other things, community 
and art, which are attempts to indicate ways in which we might 
use the terms constructively. They are, at best, provisional defin
itions, and I am under no illustion that they are exhaustive or 
complete. 

In this section I have described the network of social forces within 
which community arts takes place, and with which it interacts. I have 
tried to describe this network in such a way that its power is seen as 
considerable, but not total. This network, which includes the state and 
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what I shall refer to as the information industry , determines the way 
that we act, and the ways that we think , but it does not totally 
determine them . People are determined, but they also determine the 
institutions that they create. They are not robots, programmed to 
carry out particular tasks , but neither are they free to shake off their 
limitations and , in some voluntaristic manner, wipe the slate clean 
and start again . We operate within constraints, which we are free to 
change. but we are not free to abolish the principle of living within 
constraints. 

Because the community arts movement has no coherent sense of its 
own history, and no political framework within which such a history 
could be located , it has been unable to construct any programme 
which might give effect to its aims . This is the third major problem it 
faces. I am not suggesting here that the activities of individual 
comm unity artists. or community arts' groups , have been aimless. Far 
from it. Much carefully constructed work has been executed by 
community artists, for clearly conceived purposes , with important 
and tangible results. This work has never been coordinated pro
grammatically , however. as a part of a unified strategy. Local gains 
have remained local. and have thus been subjected to subsequent 
erosion through the constant pressures executed by the centralised 
state . Although individual groups may very well have programmes, 
the movement as a whole has never admitted to one , and has been very 
reluctant to admit the need , or the possibility , of one. Instead, ·it has 
concentrated on administrative and bureaucratic issues, or on issues 
of simple finance. It has preferred to beg for more money rather than 
to evolve a programme which might strengthen it beyond the need for 
begging. 

The third section of this book suggests the basis for a programme, 
and the possibilities that such a programme would open up for our 
subsequent growth and development. This is not a detailed programme 
which I am attempting to foist on to other community artists. The 
construction of such a detailed plan of action must be a collective act 
by the movement , openly debated and agreed . Instead, I aim to show 
the limits and constraints within which I believe such a programme 
would have to operate, to point out clearly those attitudes and 
activities which would contradict our declared aims , and to indicate 
those areas in which we might usefully focus our attention. I am not 
concerned, for example, to explain how to take photographs, or how to 
produce posters 'correctly', but rather with establishing the limits 
within which these activities can take place , and within which these 
activities will be useful in adding to collective understanding. 

This book is written from the point of view of a participant, and it 
expresses my opinions about my participation in the community arts 
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movement. It is not , as I have said, an objective view and nor does it 
set out to be. It is, perhaps , an idiosyncratic view, and it may well be 
that there are many people who think of themselves as community 
artists who recognise almost nothing of their work within these pages. 
If that is the case , then I think they should tell their story before it is 
too late. I am concerned here with the ideas and motivations of 
community artists, and with the working methods we have evolved to 
bring these ideas into practice. I am not interested, therefore , in 
describing the day to day activities of specific community arts groups, 
and I have no interest whatever in embarking upon some kind of 
unofficial assessment procedure, which tries to pass comparative 
judgements on the work of named groups. 

This means that I am deliberately choosing to take some things for 
granted and to assume that they do not need spelling out. I am not 
prepared to say in this book that Prints hop A is better than Prints hop 
B, and I am therefore unwilling to provide specific examples, in every 
instance, of 'bad practice '. At the other extreme, I am taking for 
granted that the community arts movement is operating against a 
number of dominant assumptions and that, for this reason, its work 
often takes place in a hostile climate, and is rarely easy. I am not 
interested, within the context ofthe argument I am advancing here , in 
awarding campaign medals or brownie points . I recognise that many 
community artists campaign actively against the manifestations of 
racism and sexism, and on behalf of oppressed or disenfranchised 
groups , and I recognise that this work is difficult and sometimes 
dangerous. This is what we expect, and I don't feel the need to 
congratulate myself, or the people with whom I work , for struggling 
against these oppressions . 

This book is written primarily for those working in community arts, 
for those who have regular contact with this work, and for those 
political activitists whose aims and objectives parallel those of the 
community arts movement. It is one more step in a debate which has 
been continuing for some time, and it arises out of the many 
conversations and debates in which I have participated . It represents , 
I hope , an exposition of a set of beliefs held by at least one tendency 
within that debate, and although I accept responsibility for this 
particular exposition , I do not claim authorship ofthe ideas which are 
dtscribed here. 

The analysis within the book is materialist; that is, it is based on a 
sense of interaction. In the words ofRaymond Williams , it is based on 
a sense of people 'working on physical things and the ways they do 
this, and the relations they enter into to do it, working also on "human 
nature" which they make in the process of making what they need to 
subsist' . It has been written from the starting point of my personal 
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experiences as a community artist, and from the experiences of those I 
know and trust within the movement, and filtered through a set of 
theoretical assumptions and beliefs which we have endeavoured to 
test in the course of our practice. 

There are many assumptions made in the arguments here which 
remain incompletely demonstrated. Some of these are dealt with in 
considerably more detail than would be possible here in other books 
and articles, which I have used as source material, and these are 
discussed in the footnotes. Others need further research. I do not 
apologise for including them, where they seemed relevant, or necessary , 
to stimulate further discussion. I have endeavoured to write a book in 
which the argument is open, rather than closed, and which provides 
the subject matter for further debate, rather than a collection of 
prescribed solutions to be swallowed whole. My hope is that this book 
can contribute towards the construction of a language with which we 
can fluently, and powerfully, discuss the specific contributions which 
the community arts movement has mage and might make in the future , 
to the struwefor a more equitable society. Above all , in this book, I 
have tried to describe accurately the shapes of the rel~vant citadels, 
and to indicate both the importance, and the real possibility, oftaking 
them by storm. 

Owen Kelly, 
JUly 1984 

Part One 

A partial history of 
community arts 



Chapter One 

The age of Aquarius 

The community arts movement began in the late 1960s. It had no 
definite starting point since from its beginnings it was a movement 
loosely based on the retrospective recognition of the similarities of 
aim and method in the work of its founders. There was no manifesto, 
no official proclamation and no conscious attempt to establish an 
exclusive membership. Instead there was a fluctuating group of 
(mainly) young artists who were working in ways which were, at that 
time, unorthodox. Having recognised common threads in each 
others' work, they began to work more closely together, and to meet 
and discuss. 

The work that they were doing was one part of the outpouring of 
apparently radical cultural activity that occurred from about 1967 
onwards, when for a short time political activity, popular music, 
recreational drug-taking and new methods of contraception 
coalesced into a keenly felt desire for world peace and self
determination. This outpouring took many forms, from free festivals 
and re~emergence of the Fifties' best poets in kaftans, to the 
flowering of the underground press. It was one ofthe cultural aspects 
of a sustained economic boom which people had come to believe 
was permanent. Class conflicts, it was believed, had been 
superceded and a new classless politics was being instituted which 
would aim at giving power to 'the people'. Community arts was one 
of the ways in which these beliefs were made practical, and it was 
concerned with taking art 'into the streets' and 'giving it back to the 
people' . 

Jim Haynes opened the Arts Lab in Drury Lane, in the centre of 
London, in July 1967. Shortly after that UFO opened at the Round 
House in Chalk Farm, and the Middle Earth opened in Covent 
Garden. By the end of 1968 there were arts labs open in Brighton, 
Birmingham, Liverpool, Cambridge and Halifax on a regular basis, 
and similar, though less organised, activities in most other major 
towns and cities. These were all concerned with trying to break down 
the restrictions deemed to be inherent in 'straight' social codes and 
structures: in the art world, the education system, the 
communications industry and the nuclear family. Marshall 
McLuhan had uncovered what was allegedly a Balinese folk saying 
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and elevated it into a temporary cosmic truth: 'We have no art, we 
do everything well'. This became one of the guiding notions of the 
nascent community arts movement, along with the idea that 
'everybody can do everything', which was borrowed with a carefree 
eclecticism from 'philosophers' as various as Timothy Leary, 
Wilhelm Reich and Alan Watts. 1 

It was not long before the people organising this growing list of 
activities, centred around but not exclusive to the Arts Labs, realised 
that there was money to be had for cultural activities from the Arts 
Council of Great Britain. 2 They began applying for grants. The Arts 
Council felt obliged to respond in no small part because it could not 
afford to be seen to be obstructing the future. The economic boom 
through which Britain was passing was believed by many not ju~t to 
be permanent, but to be the harbinger of a new age of leisure: the age 
of Aquarius which would result, among many other things, in 'the 
greening of America'. The media were full of people like Charles 
Reich proclaiming that the good times were outside waiting to come 
in, and all we had to do was loosen up for the party. In this climate 
the worst crime a liberal could be caught committing was siding with 
yesterday's men, and so in 1969 the Arts Council formed a 'New 
Activities Committee' to advise it on these applications. 

At the same time as the Arts Labs were flourishing there were a 
number of parallel initiatives being taken by formally-trained artists, 
who had themselves become disillusioned with the limitations of the 
traditional fine art gallery system. This they saw as placing severe 
restrictions on the kinds of work they could do and the kinds of 
audiences they could hope to address. Some artists began to take 
their work out of the galleries to places where they imagined 'the 
people' naturally gathered, in the hope that it would then receive 
attention. Pavilions in the Parks, for example, was formed in 1967 
by a group of visual artists with the aim of designing a set of 
lightweight, portable structures which 'could house a wide variety of 
the arts in parks and open spaces where people naturally take their 
leisure'. During the four years in which these schemes operated, work 
was shown in open spaces in Chelsea, Croydon, Greenwich, 
Swansea, Cardiff and Camden. 

Other fine artists were concerned to develop work which was 
specifically designed to be located in public spaces, and which would 
challenge the expectations of those who saw it there. Robert 
Smithson and Joseph Beuys began to do this within the context of an 
international avant-garde; Smithson, for example, developing land 
art in which he produced enormous patterns in the desert soil and a 
huge spiral jetty in the Great Salt Lake in Utah. Stuart Brisley 
produced similarly public work in Britain, and was instrumental in 
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the development of performance art through his staging of public 
events in which he deliberately pushed himself to the edge of his 
physical limitations. Cornelius Cardew evolved the Scratch 
Orchestra at this time, which gave performances with whoever and 
whatever was to hand, and in 1971 David Hockney was appointed 
town artist at Glenrothes in Scotland, with the task of injecting 
beauty into the architecture and the environment of which it 
stood. 3 

During this period there was an explosion of innovative, locally
based political campaigning. Street politics and community activism 
grew as a part of the hippy dream of an alternative society, but 
slowly moved away from the starting points of free services and 
advice about drugs to encompass a wide range of neighbourhood 
issues, such as housing and claimants' rights. This was the period in 
which Release and Bit were begun and the first claimants~ unions 
were founded. Community activists soon discovered the extent to 
which their campaigns could be made more effective by the injection 
of creative, artistic elements. Posters and exhibitions were valuable 
tools for getting people to meetings, and videotapes were useful to 
trigger discussion once people had arrived. These activities rapidly 
became an integral part of community-based campaigns, and groups 
such as West London Media Workshop began to form4

• They took 
up the local interest in video and photography and concentrated on 
developing it and expanding its possibilities. They realised that the 
equipment and skills that local people had acquired did not need to 
be limited to serving campaigns as they arose, but could be used to 
create projects of their own devising which might themselves lead to 
the creation of campaigns. 

Community arts was woven, then, from three separate strands. 
Firstly there was the passionate interest in creating new and liberatory 
forms of expression, which the Arts Labs both served and fuelled. 
Secondly there was the movement by groups of fine artists out of the 
galleries and into the streets. Thirdly there was the emergence of a new 
kind of political activist who believed that creativity was an essential 
tool in any kind of radical struggle. With the advent of groups such as 
InterAction, Welfare State and Action Space (whose concerns were 
as much to do with the alternative society as they were to do with art) 
these strands were woven into a distinctive pattern of activities. 

This process was by no means unique, and was acted out as a pale 
example of an international upsurge of radical activity. The opposition 
by young Americans to the Vietnam war had acted as a spur to young 
people in France, Germany, Italy and England. In America both the 
nascent women's movement and the Black Panthers were preaching 
messages of liberation and the need to 'seize the time' and put an end 
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to oppression. The Black Panthers, in particular, had a highly 
developed cultural programme, and a revolutionary philosophy which 
emphasised the links between power, economics and culture. All of 
this provided the background before which the community arts 
movement was born in Britain . 

In 1971, the 'New Activities Committee' of the Arts Council of 
Great Britain was wound up after publishing its final report , and was 
replaced by an even newer 'Experimental Projects Committee ' . The 
following year this committee commissioned Rufus Hatris to produce 
a report, Community Arts in Great Britain, in the course of which he 
organised a two day seminar at the Institute of Contemporary Arts in 
London . This was , in effect , the first national gathering of those 
people who had begun calling themselves community artists , and it 
was from this meeting that the Association of Community Artists 
began. 

The founding members of the ACA were Bruce Birchall, Martin 
Goodrich and Maggie Pinhorn , and from the outset they were 
determined to be pragmatic and practical; they saw themselves as 'a 
hardcore group who were interested in organising and presenting a 
united front'. 5 Their concerns were therefore all externally directed. 
They were interested in the possibilities offunding; in finding out what 
money was available and how they could best lobby to make more 
available. Over the next seven years they, and the association they 
founded . were extraordinary successful at this. The ACA became the 
body which the grant-giving agencies recognised as speaking for 
community artists. It grew to have an active membership in all the 
regions of England coordinated by a national steering committee , and 
its members developed the capacity to organise conferences at which 
information could be shared and funding issues discussed. 

It was, however, a very Aquarian organisation; pushy and powerful 
when dealing with simple practical matters, but eclectic to the point of 
sloppiness when it came to questions of theory. The ACA had been 
conceived , by its founding members, as a campaigning group; and 
that , they had decided , meant that they needed as many members as 
possible , in order to appear a credible opposition. This was taken to 
mean that anything which could be interpreted as in -fighting , or which 
could conceivably cause division , was to be avoided. Any idea of a 
manifesto was, therefore, explicitly rejected in favour of a deliberately 
general set of objectives which used terms (not the least of which were 
community and art) which were never defined, or even debated. The 
criteria for membership were negative rather than positive. It was 
what you were against, what you weren't doing, that was deemed 
important. What you were doing was reduced to a topic for discussion 
in the bar after the meetings . It was much easier to get everyone to 
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unite in opposition to the proportion ofthe Arts Council's budget that 
went on opera than to get people to agree on a set of collective goals. 

There were two separate , but equally real, reasons why this was 
accepted, over and above any cynical belief that it was the easiest way 
to get at the money. The first was that, in practice, the distinction 
between what the ACA's initial members opposed and what they 
actually did was blurred. Most of them shared similar ambitions, 
attitudes and lifestyles, and most of them were reacting in broadly 
similar ways to approximately the same forces. More often than not 
they 'knew what the other meant', for they shared assumptions rooted 
in class, educational background and 'alternative' lifestyles. It was 
not until later , when the number of community artists had grown, and 
the variety of work being done and the levels of skill with which it was 
being approached had increased dramatically, that this distinction 
became important. It was later, when community artists could no 
longer be certain that they shared each other's motivations and 
understandings, that the failure to reach any agreed definitions , and 
the consequent inability to affirm anything but the vaguest of aims, 
became a major stumbling block to the movement's growth. 

Secondly, there was the important historical fact that at the point 
when the ACA was being established most community artists were at 
a tentative and exploratory stage with regard to their practice. They 
knew , in general terms , what they were trying to do, but they had as yet 
few clear ideas as to how to do it. This meant that people were often 
reticent to talk about what they actually did, since the difference 
between people's declared aims and what they were actually able to 
achieve in an untried area with little or no money was often laughably 
(but unavoidably) large. It was much easier, and safer, to talk about 
what the work was opposing, and about the potential that it had. 

This, indeed, is how the rapidly-established ACA began to sell 
itself to the Arts Council of Great Britain: as a repository of enormous 
creative and social potential which could only be brought into 
actuality by the granting offunding and resources. When, in 1974, the 
Arts Council set up a working party , under the chair of Professor 
Harold Baldry , to examine community arts, the ACA responded by 
submitting a Directory of Community Artists, which listed 149 
groups and an additional 14 individuals. These were not necessarily 
groups who were being funded lavishly (or at all); nor were they 
groups with lengthy track records. Rather they were groups with 
'potential' , and the ACA's concern was to demonstrate the size and 
scope of that potential, in the belief that the Arts Council would then 
give them the funding they needed to do the work they wished to do. 

In the event this ploy was used against them, and what they got was 
rather different from what they anticipated. They got the money they 



14 Community, Art and the State 

wanted, but it came in forms which directed the community arts 
movement away from the areas of danger in which its founders had 
been dabbling, and towards altogether safer pastures. In this, too, it 
was perhaps typical of those movements which began during the 
shortlived age of Aquarius , and subsequently disappeared , or diluted 
themselves , through the naivety or the short attention-span of their 
membership. Yet even if this is so, it does not invalidate the original 
questions which the community arts movement raised ; questions 
about the role of art in society , and the relationship between cultural 
and political struggle. Nor does the subsequent collapse of the 
community arts movement into the waiting arms of the state make 
these questions any less important. 

Chapter Two 

The Baldry Report 

At the end of 1973 the Arts Council's 'New Activities Committe-e ' 
decided that the projects that it was funding 'seemed mainly to 
come under two categories, which could be described as 
performance art and community arts '. Performance art was decreed 
the responsibility of the Arts Panel , for performance artists, although 
working in a different medium (or in no medium at all), shared the 
goals and ambitions of fine artists, and spoke the same language. 
Community arts was deemed somewhat more problematical, and a 
working party was established to determine what it was, and whether 
or not the Arts Council should be funding it. The Report of th(3 
Community Arts Working Party , under the chair ot Professor 
Harold Baldry, was published in June 1974, and it concluded that a 
community arts panel shOuld be established , for an initial period of 
two years, and that an additional officer should be appointed 'to 
deal with community arts matters '. 

These recommendations were carried out and the panel was given a 
budget of £ 176,000 in its first year , which it awarded to 57 projects; 
and £350,000 ih its second year, which was, distributed among 75 
projects. An Evaluation Working Party was then established which 
pronounced the 'experiment' a success, and recommended its con
tinuation on a more permanent basis . At the same time, worried by the 
political activities of some community arts groups , it pointedly 
reminded the Council that 'there is clearly no justification for funding 
any activity which is not art based'. The Community Arts sub
committee duly carried on until 1979 when , as part of a larger 
restructuring programme , the responsibility for funding community 
arts was 'devolved ' to the Regional Arts Associations. 7 

Although the Evaluation Working Party introduced several notes 
of cautious disquiet about the political aspects of some community 
arts practices it neither added to, nor amended , any oftJie arguments 
about community arts advanced in the Baldry Report, which remained 
the foundation of the Arts Council's policy towards comm~nity arts. 
In many ways this report determined the subsequent growth of 
community arts, and it will pay us to examine its arguments in some 
considerable detail. 

The report begins by stating that , although it was offered many 


