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   Cultural Hegemony 

‘All art is instrumentalised: everything is contextualised.’ 

            John Hawkes, 2010.38 

Cultural hegemony, like many of the terms associated with participatory practice, is an expression 
rarely heard in the context of the performing arts, except perhaps in the obituaries39 of radical 
theatre makers such as John McGrath (Founder and Director of 7.84 Theatre Company).  
Although originally forged from Gramsci’s desire to explain and, ‘theorise the role of the working 
class in a bourgeois revolution’,40 in cultural terms, it has come to be understood as a means of 
explaining the dominance between what is often defined as ‘high art’ and ‘popular’ culture.  The 
former mostly seen as being of greater cultural value in terms of public funding: an assumption 
that begins with Keynes’ proposal of ‘The Best for the Most’ as the first slogan for the Arts 
Council in 1945 and, some might say, continued in the current concept of offering, ‘Great Art for 
All and Everyone’.  

Baz Kershaw, in his seminal publications of the ‘90s, The Radical in Performance and The 
Politics of Performance celebrates the role alternative theatre movements of the ‘60s, ‘70s and 80s 
played in offering an oppositional view to the ‘dominant culture’: creating work that used ‘the 
nature of their audience and its community’ as its starting point.  By embracing the aesthetics of 
those communities, he suggests these companies (Welfare State International, 7.84, Forced 
Entertainment and others) created performances that were as radical in form as they were in 
content.  

For those engaged in participatory practice it is impossible to ignore the fact that access to the arts 
is still very much a privilege of the ‘dominant culture’. It is equally impossible to ignore that what 
was once considered ‘radical’ in form, content and aesthetics has largely been subsumed – from 
site-specific, to immersive, to participatory work - to the mainstream.   Bell hooks’ critique of hip-
hop in, We Real Cool: Black men and Masculinity41 provides just one example of the way the 
‘transformative power’ of counter culture can be turned around once it is adopted by the 
dominant culture. 

As writer and analyst Meredith Tax notes in the title of her 1972 essay on ‘Radical Perspectives in 
the Arts’42 ‘Culture is not neutral’, not politically, socially or in any other way.  The very existence 
of a dominant narrative within culture, Thomas and Rappaport assert, means most, ‘communities 
are typically excluded from control over the means to uncover, interpret, and create their own 
identity’43.  Participation in arts is one important way, they suggest, of enabling minority 
communities to amplify their experiences of connectedness and empowerment.  Mattingly44 
(2001) concurs with this in her discussion of community theatre with ‘at risk’ teenagers’; stating 
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that being offered increasing input into the narrative of the work increases both one’s sense of 
‘authority’ and one’s ability to define oneself and one’s place in the world. 

In seeking to reveal these stories and validate these experiences, participatory art has a 
responsibility to understand the context in which it sits.  And to continually question whether in 
engaging its participants it is doing little more than imposing its own cultural hegemony or 
legitimising the hierarchical economic, social and political status quo.  As political theorist Nancy 
Fraser, suggests in her essay on cultural ‘recognition’ (1995) in the twentieth century45, ‘Cultural 
domination’ could be said to have replaced, ‘exploitation as the fundamental injustice’ in our 
society: ‘cultural recognition’ or engagement with culture increasingly used as a means to deal with 
inequality and, ‘displace socioeconomic redistribution as the remedy for injustice and the goal of 
political struggle.’ 

  

                                                
 

45 Fraser,  N. (1995) From Redistr ibution To Recognit ion? Dilemmas Of Just ice In A ‘Post -Social is t ’  
Age New Left  Review 
 


