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   Instrumental v Intrinsic:  Social Impact and the Arts 

‘The instrumental/intrinsic debate has tended to polarise on class lines: aesthetic values for the 
middle classes, instrumental outcomes for the poor and disadvantaged’   

John Holden, 2004.33 

Intrinsic 
The debate surrounding the ‘intrinsic’ or ‘instrumental’ value of art is one of the oldest in history. 
Intrinsic usually referring to something of value in itself or for its own sake (e.g. Art for arts’ sake): 
instrumental referring to wider impact in terms of the social, economic and cultural environment. 
Plato being one of the first to point out what he saw as the inherent dangers of art (and artists) to a 
civilised society, while Aristotle offered a counter argument: the case for art’s capacity (through 
catharsis) to act as a force for moral good. This debate was compounded in the 18thcentury in 
Western philosophy by Kant’s insistence on the ‘intrinsic’ or aesthetic value of what he terms ‘fine 
art’: art that contains within it an innate worth or value that is beyond question.  

This focus on the ‘intrinsic’ value of certain kinds of ‘high art’, Schusterman34 suggests, places it, 
‘apart from and above the realm of instrumental value’ and ‘essentially distinct from reality or life’.  
The idea that art might also have ‘instrumental’ outcomes being generally understood as 
something promoted by those who wanted to bring art to the masses: an activity largely favoured 
by interfering governments or those politically concerned with social change.   The polarisation 
often happening, as Holden35 points out, ‘on class lines: aesthetic (or intrinsic) values for the 
middle classes, instrumental outcomes for the poor and disadvantaged’.   A two-tier system often 
replicated in terms of arts funding.  

Instrumentalisation? 
The establishment of the Arts Council post-war, followed by the rise of community arts in the ‘60s 
and ‘70s and the GLC’s participatory programme in London in the ‘80s, encouraged a late 20th 
century consensus that, ‘instrumental’ and ‘intrinsic’ might be aspects of the same thing.  The arts 
were increasingly asked to justify public funding in terms of their contribution to public life. 
Comedia’s The Social Impact of the Arts conducted detailed case studies of projects funded by 
Regional Arts Boards, the Scottish Arts Council and local partners to demonstrate exactly how this 
was being achieved across the UK.  

The findings from this research form the basis of Matarasso's Use or Ornament? The Social 
Impact of Participation in Arts Programmes36. 

In Use or Ornament Matarasso provides us with a seminal touchstone for the ‘instrumental’ value 
of participatory or community arts: placing them firmly within governmental agendas of personal 
development, social cohesion, community empowerment, self-‐determination, identity, health and 
wellbeing. Citing examples from projects he feels illustrate participatory arts transformational 
process; he concludes engagement brings about a range of social benefits.  His fifty examples 
include the possibility to ‘(1.) Increase people’s confidence and self-worth’, ...‘(16). Promote inter-
cultural contact and co-operation‘(34). Improve perceptions of marginalised groups’.  Despite 

                                                
 

33 Holden, J.  (2004) Capturing Cultural Value. Demos 
34 Shusterman, Richard, (2002) Pragmatic Aesthetics: Living Beauty, Rethinking Art, 2nd edition, Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers. 
35 Holden, J.  (2004) ibid 
36 Matarasso, F. (1997) Use or Ornament? The Social Impact of Participation in the Arts. Stroud: Comedia 
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such wide-ranging and often difficult to prove claims, for artists working in the field, he offered a 
much-needed framework from which to argue the instrumental case. 

Delivering Government Agendas? 
New Labour was quick to recognise this potential and the arts and culture became one of the 
cornerstones of government initiatives to combat social exclusion and encourage regeneration of 
inner cities. Merli, in her critique of Matarasso37, suggests it was this, ‘strong desire to be relevant 
and useful to the policy process and to contribute to decision-making’ that finally negates the 
research. The blurring of boundaries between government social policy and artistic outcomes 
becoming part of the on-going tension around the role and meaning of participatory practice, 
especially in the neo-liberal political climate that has prevailed for the past 25 years.   While 
earlier participatory practice, Merli suggests, was often focused on bringing about ‘emancipation 
and liberation from any form of social control’ the need to meet funding criteria inevitably 
involved compromise. In her view, Matarasso’s desire for the arts to, ‘contribute to a stable, 
confident and creative society’ is in total contradiction to artist’s potential to bring about radical 
solutions to social problems.  Or what David Edgar recently suggested as their role as, ‘the voice 
of criticism, provocation and dissent’.38  

Merli, along with Belfiore39, also criticises the flawed nature of Matarasso’s methodology, noting, 
‘Many of the 50 hypotheses are expressed as relationships between abstract concepts which are 
not observable, nor measurable.’ More recently Matarasso himself has acceded it was probably, 
‘... a mistake to transfer the word “impact” from an economic discourse to a social discourse 
where it is simply not appropriate’.40  What Belfiore does concede41, is the value of Matarasso’s 
work in ‘striving for an alternative evaluation model to the output driven ‘Performance Indicator’ 
model favoured by the Arts Council’. As such Use or Ornament lays down a marker for taking 
social impact seriously: despite making participatory arts vulnerable to being equated solely with 
‘instrumental’ outcomes. 

A false polarity? 
Building on Putnam’s Bowling Alone42 challenge to arts institutions to contribute to the lives of 
their communities, the Rand Foundation’s report Gift of the Muse: Reframing the benefit of 
participation in the arts offers a framework which melds ‘intrinsic’ and ‘instrumental’ benefits. 

                                                
 

37 Merli, P. (2004) Evaluating the social impact of participation in arts activities A critical review of François Matarasso's Use 
or Ornament? Variant Issue 19 
38 http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2012/jan/05/david-edgar-why-fund-the-arts 
39 Belfiore, E. (2002) “Art as a means of alleviating social exclusion: does it really work? A critique of instrumental cultural 
policies and social impact studies in the UK.” International Journal of Cultural Policy, Vol.8 (No.1). pp. 91-106 
40 Matarasso, F. (2010) Full Free and Equal: on the social impact of participation in the arts 
http://www.demandingconversations.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/08/Full-free-and-equal-Matarasso.pdf 
41 Belfiore, E. (2002) International Journal of Cultural Policy, 8.1. 
42 Putnam, R. (2000) Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community New York: Simon & Schuster 
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‘Common sense’, as Glenn Lowry, Director of MoMA noted, suggesting ‘the instrumental value 
of the arts is in direct proportion to their intrinsic value and the greater the former the more 
significant the latter’.43 

A concept Tim Joss 44 in New flow: A better future for artists, citizens and the state, (2008), 
develops further by suggesting a ‘false polarity’ has grown up between ‘intrinsic’ and ‘instrumental’ 
in the arts debate.  The difference for him being that the intrinsic is concerned with the personal 
and individual and the instrumental with delivering a broad realm of benefits to society and civil 
life.  ‘From an arts funding standpoint,’ he suggests, ‘the success of arts organisations and arts 
programmes in intrinsic terms is an essential precondition for instrumental success.’    

Referencing Brown & Novak’s study, Assessing the intrinsic impacts of a live performance he cites 
their ‘six key intrinsic impacts’: ‘captivation, intellectual stimulation, emotional resonance, spiritual 
value, aesthetic growth and social bonding.’  Many of them mirror those suggested by RAND, 
although they might be said to be as subjective and difficult to evidence as Matarasso’s social 
outcomes.   

Re-inventing the language? 
The solution may lie in re-inventing instrumentalism (in terms of artistic and public good) as Knell 
and Taylor45 suggest or, as McCarthy et al propose, developing ‘the language for discussing 
intrinsic benefits’.46 Highlighting the ‘limitations of the research on instrumental benefits,’ they 
note the difficulties involved in the arts trying to adopt the ‘social science model that focuses on 
measurable outcomes’; and advocate moving towards qualitative as well as quantitative models.  
Or, as Holden suggests in ‘Capturing Cultural Value’47, it might rest in becoming more confident 
in our use of existing vocabulary.  Where, Business schools happily refer to ‘case studies’ as 
evidence of effective practice, the arts, he notes, are accused of producing ‘anecdotal evidence’.  
Even by those working within them. ‘When Government pays commercial private sector 

                                                
 

43 Glenn Lowry, (2005) Director MoMA. Is there a Better Case for the Arts? Arts Journal.com. 7 March 2005 
44 Joss, T. (2008) New Flow - A Better Future for Artists and citizens and the State. Mission Models Money 
http://www.missionmodelsmoney.org.uk/resource/new-flow-better-future-artists-citizens-and-state-tim-joss-2008 Accessed 
Nov 2013 
45 Knell, J and Taylor, M. (2011) Arts funding, Austerity and the Big Society RSA London 
46 McCarthy, K. and all. (2004) Gifts of the Muse. Reframing the Debate About the Benefits of the Arts. Commissioned by 
The Wallace Foundation RAND: Arthur Books 
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2005/RAND_MG218.sum.pdf 
47 Holden, J.  (2004) Capturing Cultural Value. Demos 
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companies for R&D,’ he goes on to state, it enters into a contract resulting in experimentation, but 
in the cultural sector the same thing is called upholding the ‘right to fail’. 

Dewey, despite the fact he was writing in 1934, might offer a possible starting point.  Repudiating 
the ‘conception of art’ that ‘spiritualises it out of connection… with concrete experience’ he argues 
the role of the art philosopher is, ‘to restore continuity between the refined and intensified forms 
of experience that are works of art and the everyday events, doings, and sufferings that are 
universally recognized to constitute experience...”.48 In that context, the intrinsic and instrumental 
work of the participatory arts practitioner is clearly part of the same continuum. 

  

                                                
 

48 Dewey, J. (1934) Art as Experience Perigree Trade 


