
© 2005 François Matarasso All rights reserved. 

HOW THE LIGHT GETS IN:  
The value of imperfect systems of cultural evaluation 

François Matarasso 

Vara Konserthus, Sweden 4 October 2005 

 

 

Introduction  

he rise in the importance of the arts to European societies has been paralleled by a 

growing interest in their evaluation. In the past, when cultural patronage was a mat-

ter of personal power, value judgements were simple: if the patron was satisfied, the artist 

was paid, if not, there might be trouble. But when the patron is a democratic state, theo-

retically representing the will and values of the society that elects it, such simplicities fall 

away. The contract between purchaser and supplier is complicated because the state buys 

on behalf of its citizens, and yet has few and limited ways of knowing either what they 

want, or how satisfied they are with what they get. The situation is further complicated 

when the state tries to distance cultural decision-making from politics by establishing 

‘arms length’ bodies which it none the less controls. Thus, in a mature system like Brit-

ain’s, the public purchasing of artistic products and experiences – which is what subsidy 

means – involves a complex process of negotiation in which the government, because of 

what it believes the public wants or should want, provides funds and policy directions to 

the Arts Council, which in turn finances artists to produce work that it believes the public 

wants, should want or will want. This system has operated largely unchanged since its 

creation in 1946, although, as the sums involved have grown enormously since then, both 

the complexity of its operation and the expectations of all those involved (including art-

ists and audiences) have changed substantially. It has produced an immense growth in the 

supply of artistic and cultural goods, a situation that, alongside an equally large growth in 

the commercial supply of these goods, has transformed the artistic life of Britain: the old 

saw, that this was a land without music, would be absurd today. 

But despite this success, supply-side investment has been much less creative in its ap-

proach to nurturing demand and, crucially, in developing ways for its intended beneficiar-

ies – the people on whose behalf the money is being spent – to express their views of the 

policy or its results. Citizens may attend galleries and concert halls and take part in com-

munity cultural activities, or they may not: in neither case is it possible to know what their 

T 
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decisions mean. Certainly, people’s responses to the offer are difficult to translate into 

policy about what artistic production should be supported, where and by whom, and still 

less about what the purpose of doing so might be. Instead of a network of relationships, 

in which all stakeholders can influence and be influenced by each other’s thinking and 

values, the existing European model of public cultural funding remains essentially linear 

and paternalistic. It empowers those who are considered to have the greatest knowledge, 

expertise or taste to make decisions on behalf of the rest. That is normal, as far as it goes: 

society needs to trust its experts to make judgements and do work on its behalf or it 

would grind to a halt with the burden of collective decision-making. But the legitimacy of 

this model depends on those charged with such responsibilities having effective ways of 

knowing how their decisions are received, so that society as a whole, and sectional inter-

ests within it, can influence their thinking. That is difficult even in fields like planning, 

health care or transport; it is much more so in culture, which is, above all, the space 

within which the different members of society contest and negotiate their fundamental 

values and beliefs.  

A creative engagement with arts evaluation could be a way to respond to this chal-

lenge, but in practice it is currently much less interesting than that. Instead of being 

guided by the possibility of opening debate about culture within democratic society, arts 

evaluation is little more than an extension of private sector managerialism to a public 

service. Since the 1980s, and partly in response to the diminishing returns apparently pro-

duced by mature welfare states, different governments have imposed on the public sector 

management processes imitated from business, with mixed results. The introduction of 

public service agreement targets, and thus of simplistic performance assessment, has 

been, for the arts in Britain, an unhelpful process that has undermined trust with little 

positive effect either on accountability or learning. In the 2002 BBC Reith Lectures, the 

philosopher Onora O’Neill set out her critique of the spread of this thinking in British 

public life: 

‘In theory, the new culture of accountability and audit makes professionals more accountable to the public. 

[…] But underlying this ostensible aim of accountability to the public the real requirements are for account-

ability to regulators, to departments of government, to funders, to legal standards. The new forms of accountability 

impose forms of central control – quite often indeed a range of different and mutually inconsistent forms of 

central control.’ (O’Neill 2002:52-53 – italics in original) 

There has, so far at least, been less effect on the arts than on other more politically 

important sectors such as health and education, but the approach is inherently damaging, 

both in its erosion of trust and in its essential crudity. This is illustrated by the govern-

ment targets set for English Heritage, the non-departmental body responsible for historic 
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sites in state care. Among these is a goal of attracting ‘100,000 visits to heritage attrac-

tions by new users aged 20yrs and above from “priority groups”’, by which is meant 

‘people from ethnic minorities, people on lower incomes, young people, and people with 

disabilities’.1 Engaging the interest of people who do not currently go to historic sites is a 

laudable aspiration, but such a simplistic target shows little understanding of the complex 

reasons underlying different people’s existing relationship with heritage. It is also unclear 

what substantive difference achieving it would make to whom. Above all, this approach 

fails to understand the heart of cultural activity: its connection with meaning and values. 

Since historic monuments cannot change, any alteration in what they offer and how peo-

ple respond to that offer, must occur in how they are understood, interpreted and pre-

sented. That involves important and challenging debates about history, identity, values 

and culture – not something that can be usefully expressed in a simple numerical target, 

and not something of which there is any evidence of government thought. 

There is, of course, a place for good management processes and the use of basic 

quantitative indicators in cultural policy, though imposed and one-sided targets will al-

ways present problems. But the way that these ideas are being approached not only leads 

to the perverse results observed by O’Neill, but also fails to see the potential of evalua-

tion in developing a broad democratic debate about cultural policy and a country’s artistic 

life. Such a debate is both possible and important because culture is, above all, the ex-

pression of values. It is the result of how people create meaning in their lives, deliberately 

or unconsciously, and make that meaning clear to themselves and to others. Art, at least 

in its European evolution, is a highly sophisticated and self-conscious means of creating 

and expressing meaning. That is why people now find it is so hard to agree on what it is. 

Since Europeans have a much smaller shared value base than in the past, they respond 

very differently to the widely divergent values expressed by artists working today. If they 

lack the confidence or knowledge to assess a work’s technical or aesthetic aspects, and are 

unwilling to engage directly with values they perceive as hostile to their own, people tend 

to fall back on questioning whether it is, or is not, art. That is not a very helpful question, 

not least because, even if a work were to be categorised as ‘not art’, neither it, nor the 

values it expressed, would go away: to claim that a disliked work is not art is an ineffec-

tive way of rejecting it. In fact, though art’s forms and values change, the kinds of ques-

tions provoked by any effort to evaluate it remain largely constant, turning as they do 

around a core of technical and philosophical debates. But, in the context of public in-

vestment in art, which must also be concerned with notions of value for money, oppor-

tunity costs and the effectiveness of policy, among others, these questions must be en-

                                                        
1
  http://www.english-heritage.org.uk/upload/pdf/Community_Projects_outreachstrategy.pdf (accessed 2/9/05). 
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larged. From this more directly practical perspective, there are at least four distinct areas 

in which it is possible to make a judgement about an artistic work or programme. They 

are the ‘quality of execution, in the sense of how well an activity is done; quality of expe-

rience, or how the activity is received; quality of outcome, or the impact that experience 

produces; and artistic quality, or the intrinsic value of work as an artistic creation’ (Mata-

rasso 2002). 

Evaluation and the arts 

This list begins with fairly straightforward questions in relation to which more or less ex-

plicit standards exist. Norms and conventions, ranging from artistic practice to manage-

ment theory, exist to help in the assessment of how well something has been done. But as 

soon as we move away from this technical area and begin to consider experience, things 

get more difficult. The arts are all about experience, but experience is insurmountably 

personal. Someone who has seen many operas may be less impressed by another Don 

Giovanni than a person attending for the first time: indeed, two newcomers to Mozart may 

respond in completely different ways. A person’s mood or physical state, to say nothing 

of their background and education, will shape whether they are moved or bored by any 

artistic experience. So, it is difficult to imagine a genuinely objective assessment of the 

worth of a performance or work. If we turn to the outcomes, or the impact that is pro-

duced by an experience, things become even less stable. A person may not perceive an 

impact on them, but their friends or parents may; or the impact may not be evident for 

months or even years to come. The impact itself may be thought positive, negative or 

both by different people, and that judgement will not necessarily relate to whether the 

experience itself was perceived as good or not: a poor performance might put someone 

off theatre, or send them in search of better work. And that is before considering the dif-

ficulties of isolating the impact of an arts experience and establishing a causal link based 

on a plausible theory of change. Finally, of course, there is the vexed question of artistic 

quality, for which we are far from having even a common language for discussion.   

But the problems do not end there. In each of these areas, two things should be evi-

dent. First, that a judgment is required: after all, the word evaluation means determining 

the value of something. Secondly, that different people make different judgments, based 

on their personalities, experience, tastes, ideological views, relationship to the object of 

assessment and other determinants. Making judgments is a constant human activity, 

through which people aim to satisfy their needs and achieve their aspirations. It is not 

difficult, though some people are better at it, in subjective and objective terms, than oth-

ers. Making judgments is also a central part of democracy: citizens have the right (and in 
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some states the duty) to choose between candidates or policies, according to their as-

sessment of what is best for them and for the common good. Again, they may be more 

or less effective in exercising that right – for instance in terms of how well informed they 

are – but that is a separate matter. It is a central democratic value that everyone is allowed 

to be wrong, because the right to be right, as others see it, is no right at all.  

If this is true of democratic society in general, and of the specific judgments that citi-

zens must make about the education of their children, about the care of those who can-

not make their own decisions or even about going to war, then there seems to be no 

good reason why the arts should be considered the one area of public life in which citi-

zens are held, like children, to be too immature to know their own interests. And yet that 

is the position of many cultural conservatives, who claim that art must be judged only 

against some supposedly universal standard and that only those with an adequate training 

and sensibility are capable of making correct assessments. Yet, in the absence of divine 

authority as a guide, the idea of a ‘correct’ assessment of the value of a work of art is ab-

surd. As John Carey argues, ‘Value […] is not intrinsic in objects, but attributed to them 

by whoever is doing the valuing’ (Carey 2005:xii). The worth of something is not inde-

pendent: it can only be assessed in relation to something else. To take any action is to 

reject an alternative; to invest in one artist, or one area of policy, is to accept the oppor-

tunity cost of not spending the same money elsewhere. The value of things is relative, and 

personal.  

 This is not, in any sense, to advocate an artistic relativism. Values are not the same, 

and are not worth the same. A judicial system which permits the torture of suspects is not 

equivalent to one which guarantees their human rights; an ideology which gives some 

citizens more rights because of their sex is not equivalent to one that treats them equally; 

a film that celebrates fascism, such as Triumph of the Will, is not equivalent to one that ex-

plores human responsibility, such as La Grande Illusion. But it is a critical error to leap 

from arguing rationally in favour of certain values or art works, to claiming that what one 

believes or likes is universally true and applicable; and it is worse than error to want to 

impose those beliefs or tastes on others, except through the reasoned argument of de-

mocratic discourse.  

Judgements must be made, by individuals and by institutions, but the first step in 

evaluating even a single artistic event, to say nothing of a cultural policy, must be to ac-

cept the subjectivity and complexity of the task. There are things that can be assessed and 

compared, such as performance standards, and there are those that can be assessed but 

not usefully compared, such as people’s individual experiences; and there are things that 

can be understood but not proven scientifically, such as the results in people’s lives. Fi-

nally, as Donald Rumsfeld famously pointed out, there are also ‘unknown unknowns – 
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the ones we don't know we don't know’, and much of the interaction of art and people 

must fall into that category.2 In the face of all these obstacles, it is easy to see why it is 

often argued that the arts are beyond meaningful evaluation. But that is not a realistic 

option when it comes to public expenditure: so, what is to be done?  

First, we should adjust our expectations and learn to live with uncertainty, partial 

knowledge and provisional solutions. Richard Feynman, the American physicist, wrote: ‘I 

can live with doubt and uncertainty and not knowing. I think it’s much more interesting 

to live not knowing than to have answers that might be wrong. I have approximate an-

swers and possible beliefs and different degrees of certainty about different things’ 

(Feynman 2000:24). Feynman argued cogently for what he called ‘a satisfactory philoso-

phy of ignorance’ on the grounds that ‘if you know that you are not sure, you have a 

chance to improve the situation’ (Feynman (1998:28). The key word here is ‘philosophy’: 

Feynman is not in favour of ignorance but, recognising its reality, he wants an intellectu-

ally coherent approach to it. 

We need a similar philosophy for evaluating the arts. The methods by which work is 

monitored and assessed, for instance in accordance with the four areas already outlined, 

should be as rigorous and objective as possible, because they are intended to gather reli-

able information about what has happened and what its consequences have been. But 

such a philosophy, recognising both the complexity and partiality of the data gathered, 

will remain critically alert to new insights and ideas. It will also understand the nature of 

the knowledge it offers and the limitations of its use. The purpose of collecting that in-

formation is to enable a judgement to be made, a judgement that will involve compari-

sons with other possible goods and which, because it can only be personal, cannot be 

made without reference to the values and subjective experience of the judge. An effective 

evaluation process will aim, therefore, to produce good quality data, while remaining self-

critical and aware of its own limits, and recognising that judgement is a separate, political 

step. It will also understand that both art and its evaluation will necessarily be contested, 

and it will have the capacity to contribute to, indeed to improve, the debates about art 

and cultural policy that are such an important part of a healthy democratic society. 

What should be evaluated? 

If the purpose of arts evaluation is practical, for instance to inform and ideally to improve 

decision-making about public expenditure on the arts, rather than a theoretical, albeit im-

portant, pursuit of knowledge independent of such considerations, then we must con-

                                                        
2
  Secretary of Defense Donald H. Rumsfeld, speaking at US Department of Defense News Briefing on 12 Feb. 2002. 

http://www.defenselink.mil/transcripts/2002/t02122002_t212sdv2.html (accessed 3/1/05) 
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sider the nature and extent of the processes that might be used. What is it necessary to 

know, and what is worth spending to know it? Jorge Luis Borges, in one of his briefest 

stories, tells of the paralysis that can result from an over-reliance on scientific exactitude 

and the pursuit of an unattainable ideal of knowledge. Obsessed with accuracy, the car-

tographers of certain land eventually  

‘…struck a Map of the Empire whose size was that of the Empire, and which coincided point for point 

with it. The following Generations, who were not so fond of the Study of Cartography as their Forebears 

had been, saw that that vast Map was Useless, and not without some Pitilessness was it, that they deliv-

ered it up to the Inclemencies of Sun and Winters.’ (Borges 1998:325). 

It is possible, in theory at least, to evaluate arts programmes very thoroughly, to survey 

every audience member and interview every participant, to collect and analyse every piece 

of factual data, but what would be the point? The result would simply be a vast body of 

information, of little interest to most people, and within which it would be all but impos-

sible to find real knowledge. Furthermore, the cost of gathering it could not possibly be 

justified by the value of that knowledge. Most important, perhaps, the process of doing 

so would threaten the artistic experience that the evaluation was ultimately supposed to 

improve. People do not go to the theatre to fill in questionnaires, or take part in amateur 

drama to speculate on their motives and gains. Excessive evaluation is burdensome, 

wasteful and ultimately destructive; and yet it is commonplace. After many years of not 

evaluating the arts, it has now become usual for funding agencies to require an evaluation 

report in respect of the smallest grant. The quality of what results is questionable, but 

since the reports are little read and less acted upon, that may not matter much. What does 

matter is the waste of energy, and the interference in the artistic process of such heavy-

handed approaches to evaluation.  

It would be wiser to strengthen self-evaluation as a normal part of the creative and 

managerial process and to improve practice. Evaluation is at the centre of the creative 

process. Every artist is constantly engaged in assessing progress against the goals that they 

have more or less consciously in mind. The most important arts evaluation is undertaken 

by artists, producers, managers and others involved in the creation of a piece of work. It 

happens all the time, of course, but it is limited and often lacks rigour; more importantly, 

it is normally closed to those outside the creative process. There will be discussions in a 

theatre about a play that doesn’t achieve critical success or good audiences, but they can 

be self-justifying, even naïve. It is difficult, in the present culture, to distinguish between 

justified artistic risks and errors of judgement, between things that are within control and 

those that are not, in short between competent and incompetent failure. Yet this differ-

ence is closely linked to the process of creation, the nature of risk involved and the values 
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of the work produced: it is an absolutely artistic question. Equally, in the celebration of 

success, it is rare for rigorous analysis of the underlying factors to be undertaken, so the 

ability to build lessons into future work is compromised. Many in the arts work on in-

stinct, using unconscious or non-rational guides in their decision-making, and it would be 

wrong to subvert this. At the same time, a deliberate assessment of results, against agreed 

goals and criteria, would enhance understanding of how those results are achieved, and 

help communicate it within and beyond the institution. The introduction of better sys-

tems of self-evaluation would take time and require developments in the curricula of art 

schools, conservatoires and universities to ensure that arts professionals have a better 

understanding of the value and methods of such work. But, as a working process, it 

would ensure that evaluation played a more effective role in the work of arts organisa-

tions. 

Alongside a new culture of critical self-assessment within the arts world, funding 

agencies need an approach to evaluation based principally on external expertise, whether 

from universities, private sector specialists or others. Rather than trying to assess the out-

comes of every grant, public bodies should aim to answer a limited number of key ques-

tions, related to their policy objectives, through effective research into a representative 

sample of their work on an annual, or even a triennial basis. This would help disentangle 

two important areas of confusion in the current practice of cultural agencies. The first 

muddles accountability with evaluation, so that monitoring the proper use of grants in 

accordance with normal standards is merged with questions about the results of the use 

of those grants. The second muddles evaluation, or even research, with advocacy, so that 

the process becomes a hunt for proof of value, rather than an honest enquiry into what 

has taken place and the results it has produced. Given the relatively low importance of 

cultural expenditure within most public administrations, it is not surprising that cultural 

agencies are always looking for evidence of the value of their work in order to secure 

more funds. Research can provide evidence for use in advocacy campaigns: but the two 

activities are fundamentally different and should be kept separate. Such a change in prac-

tice would depend on, and support, a change in the culture of funding agencies, requiring 

them to improve their internal policy making and their capacity to apply the knowledge 

gained through evaluation to their own policies and practice.  

The value of imperfection 

In all this, it must still be accepted that evaluation of the arts will be partial, flawed and 

incomplete. It aims to understand not only what has happened, but also what people feel 

about it, though these feelings are personal and changing. It aims to compare the value of 
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people’s experiences not only with other experiences, but also with other goods pur-

chased through public expenditure. It aims to ascribe value to activities and works that 

express values within a social context marked by sharp divisions over those same values. 

Nonetheless, in a world where public funds are allocated to cultural production, decisions 

have to be made and so they must be based on something. It is not, in the end, the im-

perfection of arts evaluation that matters – it is what people expect of it.  

Commentators who take on the easy burden of identifying the flaws in existing ap-

proaches to evaluation miss the point, as well as revealing a surprisingly old-fashioned 

confidence in the nature of knowledge. Arts evaluation is not meant to be infallible. It 

cannot be infallible. It is human reflection on human experience: imperfect by definition. 

It is the process of arts evaluation not the result that is important. Deciding to evaluate, thinking 

through what to evaluate and how to go about it, planning and undertaking evaluation as 

part of a working process, analysing the results and publishing that analysis to 

stakeholders and interested people – all these are critical parts of the creative process. 

This is what matters because it allows debates that are of lasting value. It is not the prod-

uct – something to be used by politicians or academics – that is important: it is the proc-

ess, which should engage as many people as possible.  

Some years ago, I worked with the cultural services department of Essex County 

Council to gather information about the county’s arts activity. We began by inviting arts 

organisations, artists and others to a conference to try to decide what it was that, between 

them, they hoped the county’s artistic life was achieving. That meeting agreed a number 

of mutually compatible objectives, which provided the structure of the information that 

was then gathered through a statistical review of arts organisations’ work, supplemented 

by audience surveys. The results were presented to a second conference, about a year 

later. This was a lively day, during which people discussed what had been found, but also 

pointed out the omissions and the questionable results that had surfaced. Crucially, they 

agreed that the process was rewarding, and the local authorities and the arts sector have 

since developed it further. Changes and improvements have been made and the informa-

tion produced has gradually improved; the Local Government Association has published 

the latest iteration of this process.3 One indicator of its value is the response of the arts 

organisations themselves: in the first year, about 40 organisations, professional and volun-

tary, submitted information about their activities: in the second, the number had risen to 

almost 250. For all its limitations, people found the process worthwhile in focusing 

thought and discussion: in fact, it was its imperfection that encouraged people to contrib-

ute. As Leonard Cohen has written, ‘There is a crack in everything. That’s how the light 

                                                        
3
  http://www.lga.gov.uk/Publication.asp?lsection=0&ccat=28&id=SX6F68-A781C4B0  
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gets in’ (Cohen 1993:373); it was the cracks in this process that enabled people to become 

involved in important debate about the artistic life of the county. 

By launching this as a ‘work in progress’, those involved remained open to the possi-

bility of improvement and legitimised multiple perspectives. Some things can be known 

about the arts absolutely; others can be known relatively; and others still cannot be 

known meaningfully at all. But this recognition of the contingent nature of arts evaluation 

should not licence either an abandonment of the attempt to know better what can be 

known, or a lack of intellectual rigour in the gathering that knowledge. Acceptance of the 

imperfect nature of current knowledge should inspire caution with regard to its use, and 

imagination in looking for ways to improve it.  

A workable approach to cultural evaluation 

The challenge for those concerned to evaluate the results of arts spending is four-fold. 

First, they must recognise the values that shape every aspect of arts practice, including its 

funding and assessment. Secondly, they must accept the limitations and complexities in-

volved. Thirdly, they must develop systems that produce worthwhile knowledge at an 

acceptable cost, in terms of both finance and interference with the artistic activity itself. 

Fourthly, they must foster a dialogue between artists, audiences and politicians – between 

the whole of society in fact – about the meanings produced by their work. This last is the 

greatest challenge of arts evaluation, but should be its ultimate purpose since it offers a 

route to increasing democratic participation in the arts, in the decisions that govern them. 

These challenges are considerable, but not insurmountable, and I will conclude by 

suggesting some key principles that may help in doing so.   

• Usability: It is easy to evaluate, in the sense that coming up with indicators, monitor-

ing systems, audience surveys and similar tools is not difficult; it is also easy for fund-

ing agencies to require evaluation work as a return for their money. For that reason, 

the offices of many cultural agencies are lined with shelves burdened by reports and 

other forms of data – data that is rarely referred to or used to guide policy. Collecting 

information is easy: using it is difficult. It requires analysis, judgement and time, as 

well as management processes capable of responding effectively to evidence. Before 

cultural agencies or arts organisation begin collecting evaluation data, they should 

check that they have systems capable of using it. Universities have a different and less 

utilitarian relationship to knowledge, but as far as the public sector is concerned, it 

should be a principle not to collect data unless there is a clear use for it.  

• Proportionality: An arts evaluation system must be in proportion to its subject. The 

purpose of public arts investment is to support and improve the creation of arts work 



How The Light Gets In: The value of imperfect systems of cultural evaluation 11 

and people’s access to it; the purpose of evaluation is to improve decision-making by 

monitoring its results, and extend participation in debates about decisions made on 

behalf of the public. Assessing and talking about those decisions should not take too 

much time and resource. At the same time, it is most important to invest evaluation 

effort in those activities that receive most money, and those that are most experimen-

tal, risky or innovative.   

• Criticality: Evaluation must foster a constructive but questioning approach to the arts 

and the way in which they are supported through public funds. It cannot be defensive, 

and yet, in a political world that often sees cultural expenditure as a luxury if not a fri-

volity, it is difficult to avoid self-justifying approaches to assessment and research. But 

unless it is genuinely open, inquisitive and honest – which, paradoxically, may be eas-

ier if it assumes the underlying worth of cultural activity – arts evaluation cannot be 

very helpful in its own terms or in wider public debates. Criticality also means devel-

oping evaluation systems that remain sensitive to their own limitations, that test them-

selves and their assumptions, and that are capable of responding to new ideas on their 

own development.  

• Trust: A self-critical and honest approach to arts evaluation can only develop in a 

context of trust. That culture of trust must extend to the work of artists and managers 

and the judgements that it involves, the reporting and management processes of pub-

lic cultural agencies, and the debates that may be created as a result. Public life, indeed 

democracy itself, can only exist where trust is the norm unless it is shown to have 

been breached. And, in the arts and their evaluation, that trust must begin with politi-

cians, who must demonstrate their confidence in the conduct of public cultural agen-

cies and the artists whose work they support. 

• Consistency: One of the besetting problems of existing approaches to arts evaluation 

is the inconsistency with which they are applied within organisations, between agen-

cies and over time. This is not the result of a commitment to improvement – though 

that also presents methodological challenges to consistency – but of short-termism, 

arbitrariness, changes in personnel and policy and the low priority usually given to 

evaluation, unless it can support advocacy. It is essential to develop a consistent ap-

proach, at least as much in application as in the systems themselves: it is more useful 

to record a limited number of basic things over time than to pursue a range of inter-

esting ideas inconsistently. 

• Diversity: There are as many perspectives on the arts and culture as there are people, 

and an effective system of arts evaluation must reflect that multi-dimensionality. It 

must allow for quantitative and qualitative approaches to gathering information; it 
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must adopt a variety of methodologies that suit the different situations and people in-

volved. And it must report its findings in different ways to engage different audiences 

in debating their meanings and implications.  

• Inclusivity: Finally, it must be inclusive, in the sense of recognising the legitimacy of 

different perspectives and experience. An expert view of an artistic activity is clearly 

different from a novice’s, and the difference is important; but that does not mean that 

the expert is right, or that the novice has neither insight nor legitimacy. Evaluation 

must consider the perspectives of creators, supporters, funders, audiences and those 

who reject any invitation to participate. The promotion, questioning and contestation 

of values through culture are at the heart of democratic society, and people should not 

be excluded from any part of that process. The testing and development of policy, and 

the funding decisions that flow from it, through evaluation offer an important oppor-

tunity to extend involvement in the democratic cultural life of any society. 

There are other general principles of evaluation practice – such as understanding the 

limits on objectivity – but these are less specific to the situation faced by the arts. Even 

those mentioned could be seen as having a general application, but they are worth raising 

here precisely because they seem so often to be absent in existing approaches to evalua-

tion of the arts. Above all, as I have argued throughout this paper, arts evaluation should 

be understood as a continuing and evolving process, not a product and still less a solu-

tion. It should be part of how the settlement implicit in the state funding of cultural fund-

ing within a democracy can be reached. It is always flawed, of course, but that is the 

point: that is how the light gets in. In working towards that, it is worth bearing in mind 

some lines from Samuel Beckett, which should be the guiding principle of anyone who 

wants to understand the arts – which also means understanding humanity: ‘Ever tried. 

Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.’ (Beckett 1983:7). 

 

References 

Beckett, Samuel (1983) Worstword Ho, London: John Calder.  

Borges, Jorge Luis (1998) ‘On Exactitude in Science’ in Collected Fictions, London: Penguin. 

Carey, John (2005) What Good Are The Arts? London: Faber. 

Cohen, Leonard (1993) Stranger Music: Selected Poems and Songs, New York: Pantheon. 

Richard Feynman (1998) The Meaning of It All, London: Penguin.  

Richard Feynman (2000) The Pleasure of Finding Things Out, London: Penguin. 

O’Neill, Onora (2002) A Question of Trust, Cambridge: CUP. 

Matarasso, François (2002) The Weight of Poetry, Address to the UK Evaluation Society, unpublished, available 

from: http://homepage.mac.com/matarasso 



How The Light Gets In: The value of imperfect systems of cultural evaluation 13 

 

 

 


