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Successes and Limitations in the Democratization of Art
Dustin Kidd, University of Virginia Department of Sociology

Abstract: This paper uses democratic theory from political science as a framework for 
evaluating the success of the National Endowment for the Arts as an experiment in the 
democratization of art.  The paper claims that the NEA has been successful in providing 
expressive mechanisms to groups of Americans who have been marginalized, exploited, 
or oppressed, and that NEA activities have even encouraged new forms of art.  However, 
the NEA has failed to generate a narrative about these new artists and new forms of art 
that would allow all Americans to recognize them as such.  As a consequence, these 
forms of art have been used as markers of difference rather than symbols of commonality.  

Introduction

The enabling legislation of the National Foundation on the Arts and Humanities, 

the group that founded the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), declares in its 

opening lines: “The arts and the humanities belong to all the people of the United States,” 

(Public Law 89-209).  At various points in American history since the founding of the 

NEA, some Americans have attempted to revoke their ownership of some of the art that 

resulted from NEA funding.  From the feminine sexuality of Erica Jong’s book Fear of 

Flying, to the urine-encased crucifix of Andres Serrano’s photograph Piss Christ, many 

NEA-funded works have sparked national controversy and raised doubts about public 

funding for the arts.  

At the heart of public funding for cultural programs in the United States is the 

issue of democracy.  The first national-scale public arts program was the Federal Art 

Project (FAP), one of Roosevelt’s four initiatives in the Works Progress Administration 

(WPA), founded in 1935.  Oliver Larkin described FAP as “the greatest experiment in 

democratic culture the world has ever seen.”1  His observation is reflected in the 

catchphrase of FAP, ‘art for the millions’.  Chin-tao Wu describes the role of democracy 

1 Quoted in Selz (1968), p. 458.  
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in the practices of FAP in her comparison with the British Council for the Encouragement 

of Music and the Arts (CEMA):

[T]he administrators of both the CEMA and the FAP, such as Thomas Jones and 
Holger Cahill [respectively], did share the aspiration of what can only be 
adequately expressed through the concept of ‘cultural democracy’.  Both 
programmes sought to achieve its seminal element, that is, cultural access for the 
public, not only by sending exhibits to various parts of the country, or installing 
murals in locations that were more accessible to people, but also through the 
fostering of community participation.  This, in particular, was Cahill’s approach, 
influenced by John Dewey’s idea of ‘art as experience’, which aimed to make the 
arts not only physically accessible, but also ‘intellectually and emotionally 
accessible’.  It is through the process of redefining art by changing the very terms 
of reference used by the dominant culture that the relationship between the public 
and artists can be re-mediated and re-negotiated.  Thereby opening up the range of 
possibilities for the role of the arts in a democracy.”  (Wu 2002, pp. 35-36)

In practice, Cahill’s program of cultural democracy relied on a deliberate absence of 

restrictions.  As one participant observed, “They took just about anything—some really 

bad work,” (Townsend 1985), but Cahill offered a sound defense: “In a genuine art 

movement a great reservoir of art is created in many forms, both major and minor,” 

(Cahill 1936, 471).  In keeping with Cahill’s embrace of Dewey’s ‘art as experience’ 

notion, FAP sought through its funding decisions to lift the rigid boundaries surrounding 

the fine arts and to blur this category with those of the popular arts and the practical arts.  

The Federal Art Project closed down at the outbreak of the Second World War, 

but the impetus for federal funding of the arts lingered.  In 1965, the National Foundation 

on the Arts and Humanities was established under the legislative leadership of Senator 

Claiborne Pell and Representative Frank Thompson.  President Johnson swore in the first 

awards committee; six months later, the Foundation divided into the National 

Endowment for the Arts and the National Endowment for the Humanities (Alexander 

2000).  



3

The National Endowment for the Arts has faced many controversies since its 

inception, but none as strong as those that began in 1989 when the Reverend Donald 

Wildmon caught wind of Andres Serrano’s Piss Christ.  Wildmon, the founder and head 

of the American Family Association, began a campaign to expose what he viewed as 

irresponsible funding decisions by the NEA.  Wildmon’s activities found support in the 

US Senate from Jesse Helms (R-NC), who then attempted to remove the NEA altogether.  

Wildmon and Helms grew more furious with the NEA when it was revealed that a 

traveling retrospective of the photographs of Robert Mapplethorpe had received partial 

funding from the NEA.  Although many of the photographs were of flowers, and others 

were portraits, there were also a handful of sexually explicit photographs, many with 

homoerotic themes.  

Helms led the senate through a series of hearings and debates to determine the 

fate of the NEA.  An amendment was passed—known as the Helms amendment—that 

restricted the NEA from funding artists whose work might be deemed obscene.  Over the 

years that followed, federal appropriations for the NEA stagnated, and were then severely 

cut in 1995 (for the 1996 fiscal budget).  The first fiscal appropriation for the NEA, for 

1966, was $2,898,308.  This rose steadily, (with a few blips) to $169,090,000 in 1989.  

Increases then slowed, due to the Mapplethorpe and Serrano controversies, even as the 

appropriation reached an all-time high in 1992 at $175,954,680.  Cuts occurred thereafter, 

and the budget for the NEA fell to $99,494,000 in 1996.  However, the NEA was not 

destroyed, and over the years since these controversies it has worked to rebuild its budget 

and its reputation.  
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The controversies surrounding the NEA in the period 1989-1992 were more than 

an issue of religion vs. art.  Indeed, it is incorrect to characterize any portion of these 

debates under such a heading.  Religious groups were active on both sides of the 

argument, with the American Family Association and the Moral Majority speaking out 

against the NEA, and People for the American Way defending the actions of the NEA.  

Likewise, political, legal, civic, and even artistic organizations were to be found on both 

sides of the controversy.  These ‘Culture Wars’ in the arts divided American institutions 

as various organizations used public funding for the arts to fight a variety of social 

battles.  

If, as this paper has suggested, the NEA was founded as an experiment in the 

democratization of culture, then the occurrence of a national-level controversy over the 

products of this experiment suggests an important moment to pause and evaluate the 

success of the NEA in terms of its democratic aims.  To achieve such an evaluation 

requires the guidance of a theory of democracy.  This paper turns to the political science 

of Mark Warren, who provides a set of distinctions about the kinds of social practices and 

social goods that help and hinder democracy.  After a brief summary of Warren’s 

framework, the paper then employs that framework to evaluate the practices of the NEA.  

Using Warren’s theory, an ideal-type model of democratic artistic goods is used as an 

evaluative tool in comparison to those artistic goods that have been produced by the 

NEA.  

Democratic Distinctions

In his political theory text Democracy and Association (2001), Mark Warren 

identifies the important distinctions that need to be made—but are generally ignored—in 
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any discussion about the role of association for furthering democracy.2  Warren’s work is 

a response to that of Robert Putnam, Robert Bellah, Michael Sandel, and other theorists 

of democracy who have emphasized the importance of associational life for the success 

of democratic practice.  While these early arguments about association make simple and 

largely positive connections between associational life and democratic efficiency, Warren 

takes the analysis of this relationship further by arguing that the kind of association 

matters.  He provides a complex framework for mapping out the democratic potential of 

any particular form of association.  Warren’s careful distinctions are grouped into three 

headings: 1) the ease of exit from the association, 2) the constitutive media of association, 

and 3) the constitutive goods of association.  The first set of distinctions refers to the 

degree of voluntarism engendered by the association.  Families, for instance, are 

essentially non-voluntary, whereas community sports leagues are highly voluntary.  The 

second set of distinctions refers to the form of those structures that hold the association in 

place.  Warren distinguishes those groups that are largely held together through social 

media—specifically norms and communication, in Warren’s terms, but more generally 

through relationships—from those that are held together by either economic or legal 

means.  

Warren’s third set of distinctions, the constitutive goods of association, refers to 

the ends around which the association is formed.  It is this set of distinctions that provides 

the framework through which this paper evaluates the democratic success of the National 

Endowment for the Arts.  Warren explains these constitutive goods as follows: “The 

2 The concept of association refers to any attachment that is formed for a specific purpose, and includes 
families and friendships at the primary level, civic organizations and other organizations that bring 
members into direct contact with one another at the secondary level, and lobbying groups and other 
organizations that rarely bring members into contact with each other at the tertiary level (Warren 2001, 
p39). 
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manifest purposes of an association—the goods they seek to achieve—will have an 

impact on their democratic effects, independently of the effects accounted for by [ease of 

exit and the constitutive media of association]” (123).  Four fine distinctions are utilized 

here.  First, Warren distinguishes between associational goods that are located at the level 

of the individual and those that are located at the level of the social.  Food, for instance, is 

an individual good.  Although people often eat in social situations, any particular bite can 

only be enjoyed by one person.  In contrast, sports are enjoyed primarily at a social level.  

Teammates benefit from the actions of others, fans benefit from the skill of the players.  

Social goods are not reducible to individual units.  

Second, Warren distinguishes associational goods in terms of excludability.  Non-

excludable goods can be enjoyed by all citizens in roughly the same way.  In contrast, 

excludable goods may be accessible to only a small group within society.  Or, it may be 

that only a small a group can enjoy them fully while others are allowed only limited 

enjoyment.  Warren gives the example of roads to illustrate a non-excludable good.  

Provided they require no toll, anyone with a car is able to drive on a road and all arrive at 

the same destination.  Shopping clubs, such as Sam’s Club, which require memberships 

and often limit membership based on specific qualifications, would qualify as producers 

of excludable goods.  

Warren’s third fine point about distinctions within the constitutive goods of 

association is the separation of material goods from symbolic/psychological goods.  

Food, clothing and shelter are the obvious examples of material goods.  Symbolic or 

psychological goods include “recognition, self-identity, and symbolic resources such as 

language, culture, and lifestyle,” (125).  This latter set of goods is important to the 
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production of what Warren calls ‘civic virtues’, particularly for their ability to engender 

commonality amongst those who enjoy these goods.  An important example is found in 

those practices and symbols that are often given the label ‘civic religion’: the American 

flag, the pledge of allegiance, “The Star Spangled Banner”, etc.  In principle, these 

symbolic goods are available to every American and the framework through which they 

are understood is shared by every American in roughly the same manner.  In other words, 

the wealthy should not have a different understanding of these goods from the poor, nor 

should other markers of identity produce differing access or differing interpretations of 

these goods.  However, similar symbolic goods exist for every identity group, and such 

goods are often integral to identity formation.  

Warren’s final distinction is between scarce and nonscarce goods.  Scarce goods 

are those for which supply is limited, while nonscarce goods are readily available to all.  

Warren explains the importance of this distinction as follows: “Here, the operative term is 

strategic: scarce goods bias associations towards strategic bargaining,” (126, emphasis in 

original).  Warren goes on to explain that these strategies can be corrosive to democracy 

when the associations involved are able to avoid public accountability for their activities.  

One need only think of Enron and other recent corporate scandals to find examples of the 

antidemocratic effects of the pursuit of scarce goods.  

The next section reviews the types of goods that are produced by artistic 

endeavors.  This is followed by a summary of the types of associations involved in the 

production, distribution, and consumption of art.  These two sections provide a 

foundation for the application of Warren’s distinctions to the artistic goods that have 

resulted from the democratizing experiment of the NEA.
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The Goods of Art

What does it mean to treat art as one of the goods of association?  Art, as a good, 

has several dimensions.  The first and most obvious sense in which art is a good, or 

product of association, is found in actual individual works of art.  These may be 

consumed by individuals or families, who purchase them and place them on their walls, 

or they may be consumed by entire societies who enjoy them in museums and other 

public spaces.  Artistic performances are consumed by audiences, social groups who 

share a social experience in their enjoyment of art.  In some cases, as in literature or 

photography, works of art can be mass-produced and mass-distributed, such that there is 

no single authentic consumption experience, but rather a multitude of possible 

experiences that are all authentic.  

But art has other forms of ‘goods’ beyond individual works.  Most importantly for 

this discussion, art has narratives—whole systems of interpretation that place art into a 

larger frame of meaning.3  Many of these narratives—ranging from postmodernism to 

Christianity to formalism—extend beyond the bounds of the sphere of arts into other 

social dimensions, but art is always one of the tools by which such narratives are 

produced and maintained.  Narratives are important to this discussion of the political 

dimensions of publicly funded art because narratives are the most strongly social good of 

art.  Those who share a narrative have a strong sense of commonality.  They may never 

view the same specific works of art, but they nevertheless share the same assumptions 

about the definition and purposes of art.

3 Narrative is preferred here over the similar term aesthetic because the concept of a narrative lacks the 
specific focus on beauty that is implied in aesthetics.  This focus on beauty is a useful approach for much of 
the art that humans have produced, however, it is too limited in the contemporary context when many 
artists explicitly reject the concept of beauty.
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Other goods of association that fall under the heading art include distribution 

systems such as publishers and galleries, valorization systems such as museums and 

awards, consumption mechanisms like the internet or the theater, and knowledge 

structures like the education system and research institutes.  All of these types of goods 

must be considered in the evaluation of art’s relationship with democracy, not just the 

individual works of art.  

The Associations of Art

It may seem odd to think of the practices of art as forms of association.  This 

section will briefly list a few ways in which art acts as a form of association.  The goal is 

to generate some examples of art as association, but not necessarily to be exhaustive.  

Any attempt at an exhaustive list might be misleading for that, as the associations 

invoked by art are many and diverse.  For the sake of brevity, the associations are listed 

with a short description.

1. Training: socialization into artistic work
2. Artistic communities: networks of artists sharing common goals and resources
3. Ritual: art that involves audience participation and/or blurs the distinction 

between artist and audience
4. Public Art: art that provides a symbol of commonality for a geographic 

community
5. Control: boards and committee that direct arts organizations, charities, and awards
6. Co-display: the event of providing a shared context for works of art that would 

otherwise have no connection
7. Audiences: participants in a shared social and artistic experience
8. Co-production: networks of creative persons who join together in the production 

of specific works
9. Organizations: employees and volunteers in the formal associations that are 

central to much of the arts
10.Meaning production: the construction and maintenance of the frameworks 

through which art is interpreted and given particular meanings
11.Knowledge employment: the use of cultural knowledge in social situations
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Art as an Associational Good

Warren’s discussion of the constitutive goods of association provides the 

language and tools to make fine distinctions about what associations produce, do, or work 

towards.  Warren’s four-dimensional set of fine distinctions about these goods, discussed 

above, produces eight ideal types of goods.  Of these eight, only six have actual relevance 

to democracy (Table 1).  Three of these remaining six are relevant categories for art in a 

democratic society, and specifically for art in the post-war United States.  

The first and most obvious category of good that is relevant to art is what Warren 

calls “Status Goods”—portrayed as social, symbolic, scarce, and excludable.  Art is 

social in that the consumption of an individual work is not like the consumption of an 

individual hamburger.  Many can consume the same work of art, even doing so at the 

same time, without the good being divided up between them.  Further, art produces such 

things as meaning and ideas that are shared by groups of consumers, and are therefore 

social experiences.  For these meanings and ideas to reach an audience, that audience has 

to share a narrative—a framework for interpreting the work of art.  These narratives are 

social constructions that are maintained by social practice.  Art is symbolic in that it 

functions at that level of meaning and ideas.  Although individual works of art are in fact 

material, such as a painting on a framed canvas, the value of the work is not reducible to 

the paint, canvas and the frame.  The value is found rather in the ideas and symbols 

engendered by the composition.  

Is art scarce?  On the one hand, it must be said that there is plenty of art and 

artists.  In the words of one art historian: “Never in human history have people, enjoying 

so much leisure, partaken of so much art, whether music, television drama or the 
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persuasive language and imagery of advertising” (Welch 1993).  However, such a 

statement misses an important character of how art works.  Few say, “I have art.”  They 

say rather, “I have a Monet.”  Art is not scarce, but Monet is.  In that sense, art has long 

insisted on a character of scarcity, even in periods like today when art is widely available.  

As for excludability, many social-scientific approaches to art have emphasized the role of 

art as a tool for social exclusion.  Sociologist Michele Lamont demonstrates how French 

elites use the possession of art to demonstrate the legitimacy of their success (Lamont 

1992).  The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu has demonstrated how knowledge and 

experience with art is a tool for social reproduction, specifically reproduction of class 

structures  (Bourdieu 1983). All of this work amounts to a clear demonstration that in at 

least some circumstances in societies such as the United States and France, art is an 

exclusive good.  

When art, which is always symbolic and social, is also scarce and exclusive, it 

serves as a status good.  At such times, art is only available to those with large resources, 

and it used a symbol of the power that such resources carries.  Warren warns of the 

corrosive effects of status goods in terms of democracy.  “[A]ssociations pursuing these 

goods are unlikely to contribute to the public sphere or to democratic processes of 

representation, and they are more likely to reinforce uncivic attitudes than civic virtues.  

Whatever trust and empathy they generate will typically be of a particularistic nature, 

limited to those of a similar status,” (130).  In the case of art in the twentieth century—

especially the earlier periods of the twentieth century—art that works as a status good is 

used to legitimize class structure and to exclude those of lower socio-economic status 

from the major institutions of society.  The rule is well demonstrated by its exceptions.  
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Paul DiMaggio found for instance that high school students from low status backgrounds 

who seek out knowledge of high culture experience social mobility.  In other words, they 

advance their status by gaining access to experience with and knowledge of those goods 

that are used for exclusion.  The knowledge and the experience they gain—their cultural 

capital, to use Bourdieu’s term—then legitimize their continued participation in high 

status groups (DiMaggio 1982).

Indeed, no social scientist has done more to demonstrate the particularistic 

character of high culture than Paul DiMaggio.  His study of the formation of high culture 

organizations illustrates the complex process by which economic elites constructed their 

exclusive status through the creation of such exclusive organizations as the Boston 

Museum of Fine Arts and the Boston Symphony Orchestra in the late nineteenth century.  

Prior to the existence of these organizations, elites and non-elites experienced culture 

together.  They attended the same concerts and enjoyed the same theater.  In that sense, 

art was then a non-excludable good.  To make art exclusive, these elites—the Boston 

Brahmins—formed the organizations that in turn classified certain art as ‘high culture’, as 

opposed to entertainment, and framed this high culture as the most legitimate art of that 

society.  Consumers of other forms of culture were thereby trained to think of their art as 

less legitimate, even when it was nonetheless meaningful for them (DiMaggio 1991a).  

The strongly bounded character of America’s high culture lasted through the end 

of World War II.  Since that time, hierarchy in American culture has declined, as new 

categories of art have emerged and artistic authority has fragmented (DiMaggio 1991b, 

also 1987).  America is now in a period of artistic expansion, in which the media and 

genres of art are constantly expanding, new narratives for the interpretation of art are 
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constantly being developed and old narratives re-developed, and elite hold over artistic 

definition is slipping.  Authority in the art world is divided between the art theorists of 

the academy (who are also divided into many camps themselves), the cultural policy 

makers, a variety of privately funded institutes, artists themselves (who claim an ever-

growing right to define interpretation of their own works) and the several other 

institutions of American society—churches, schools, corporations—that each bring a set 

of needs, values, and assumptions to bear on the subject of art.  

One can conclude then that when art is a status good, and therefore that it actually 

detracts from democracy.  What then can be said about the artistic goods that have come 

about as a result of the National Endowment for the Arts?

The NEA was a deliberate experiment in democratizing the arts.  What would it 

look like for the NEA to succeed?  Some postulates can be made based on Warren’s 

distinctions.  For art to make its fullest possible contribution to democracy, it would need 

to be a social, symbolic, nonscarce and nonexcludable good.  As stated earlier, art is by 

any definition social and symbolic.  By using public funds to increase arts education and 

to disperse arts funding to more people of more backgrounds, art becomes less scarce and 

more inclusive.  It becomes less scarce as the frequency of artistic production increases, 

as the availability of financial support for artists increases, and as prestige becomes 

dispersed so that greater numbers of artists hold a lower caliber of reputation.  Art 

becomes more inclusive as the same works of art, and the same interpretive frameworks, 

become available to all.  When art and its guiding narratives are produced and shared at 

the national level, art becomes a symbol of national commonality that bridges individual 

identity differences.  Put another way, while it is important for some art to serve the 
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purposes of racial or generational identity (to name but a couple of the many available 

identities), other needs to serve the purposes of national identity if national democracy is 

to flourish.  

This second form of art—art as national identity—has yet to emerge.  First of all, 

a great deal of art in contemporary America continues to function as a status good.  

Secondly, that art that has developed through public funds functions primarily as an 

exclusive group identity good.  In other words, art has become a tool of identity politics.  

Although there is more art than ever before, the art that exists is the art of specific 

identity groups, in a very exclusive way.  For instance, it was the “gay sensibility” of 

Robert Mapplethorpe’s photographs that first attracted the art critic Arthur Danto to take 

them up as subject matter for his criticism:  

[I]n 1988 I was able to feel that there was no urgent reason to think about 
Mapplethorpe.  I passed up the press opening, as well as the formal opening, to 
which I had been invited, and to which Mapplethorpe himself came…. I finally 
went, at some point well into the show’s run, largely in consequence of a 
conversation I had at a party attended by some people from the Whitney.  One of 
them, asking whether I was going to review the show, said, when I expressed 
doubt, that he felt it was important to.  He felt that there was a kind of gay 
sensibility in the work which it would be worth dealing with.  That all at once 
gave me a reason to think about the show.”  (Danto 1996, pp. 2,3)

For Danto, it was the entry of identity categories that raised his interest in 

Mapplethorpe’s work.  His approach to Mapplethorpe came at a time when a gay 

aesthetic was formulating in literary and art history departments at major American 

universities.  Other identity-based frameworks had already emerged.  Basic sociological 

variables help to delineate the major categories of these frameworks—gender, race, age, 

class, ethnicity, sexual orientation—the list goes on.  
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The differences between formalism and identity politics are important here.  The 

key issue about formalism is that it is a set of artistic criteria formulated from within the 

art world that, for a time, was considered universally legitimate.4  But formalism hold on 

the American art world has faded.  Danto says it well in his defense of Mapplethorpe: 

“By the formalist standards of critical appraisal that prevailed in museum and art-

historical circles until the most recent times, Mapplethorpe’s work ought by rights to 

qualify as art “of the highest level.”  But those standards had badly eroded by the 1990s, 

all at once exposing Mapplethorpe to criticism from an unanticipated direction,” (Danto 

1996, p. 18).  Formalism could have been replaced with a different set of criteria that are 

internal to the art world.  Such criteria, by virtue of being universal within the context of 

a democratizing art world, would have produced art that was both nonscarce and 

nonexcludable.  But instead, formalism was replaced with identity politics, which is not 

scarce, but it is exclusive.  

For art, identity politics is a set of criteria that is external to the sphere of art.  This 

or that group emerges on the political field, and an aesthetic emerges to match it.  This or 

that characteristic emerges as the foundation of a collective identity, and the 

corresponding artistic criteria emerge as well.

While Warren acknowledges some democratic aspects of these exclusive group 

identity goods, he also warns of certain anti-democratic effects of associations organized 

around these goods.  “Such groups may undermine civic virtue, reminding their members 

to trust only those like themselves and to distrust outsiders,” (131).  So the end result is 

not a successfully democratized art world, where are would be a shared and common 

4 This is not to say, of course, that every artist subscribed to the standards of formalism or that every 
consumer of the arts selected works based on formalism.  But certainly most did, and those who did not 
internalized the legitimacy of formalism enough that they understood their own practices as illegitimate.  
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symbolic social good.  Instead, art has become a divisive social good—a marker of 

difference rather than a symbol of commonality.  

But this identity politics approach to art is still more democratic than the art world 

that existed prior to the NEA—that still exists in many ways today—when art served 

almost strictly as a status good.  As Warren points out, “Exclusive Group Identity Goods” 

have an important role to play in some democracies.  “When exclusive group identities 

are assumed in response to external domination, exploitation, or marginalization, they 

contribute to democracy something that no other kind of association can, namely, 

representation in public spheres for those who are subject to those injustices,” (131).  

Certainly, in the case of twentieth century America, exclusive group identities 

have formed in response to domination, exploitation, and marginalization: the domination 

of women by men, of poor by rich; the exploitation of blacks by whites; the 

marginalization of homosexuals by heterosexuals, and of Catholics, Jews, Muslims, 

Buddhists, and Hindus by Mainline Protestants.  This list does of course, sadly, go on.  

The limited success of the democratization of art is perhaps not a consequence of wrong 

maneuvers by the NEA, or even by the American art world broadly.  Rather, it seems to 

be a problem of the starting context.  An America characterized by deeply-held 

prejudices and bigotries—the only America there has ever been—is less in need of a 

common culture than of a set of resources for the various exploited groups to confront 

their oppressors.  The end result—art as identity politics—is more democratic than the 

starting point.  The NEA may claim, then, a success: the limited democratization of the 

arts, such that some art is now a good of identity, and not strictly a good of status.  
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However, much of contemporary American art is still a good of status.  This 

discussion only applies to a small selection of the American art world, primarily confined 

to publicly funded art.  The rest of the art world is still largely confined to status goods—

still undemocratized—despite the continuous expansion of the concept of art and the 

continuous flattening of artistic hierarchies.  So in addition to the limited success of the 

democratization of art, there is also a problem of scope.  The democratic experiment in 

the arts has been small, particularly at the national level.  While a great deal of support 

for the arts is given by state and local governments (Mulcahy 2001) federal monies for 

the arts are stretched quite thin.  The NEA’s budget for fiscal year 2002 was $115 

million, and it was $104.8 million in 2001 (NEA 2002).  To compare with American 

corporations, Bank of America gave $14 million to the arts in 2001, and Philip Morris 

gave $12.4 million (Sisario 2002).  Although the NEA is giving more than any single 

company, when you combine corporate giving and compare it to federal investment in the 

arts, the corporations come out on top.5  The significance of the federal experiment in 

democratizing the arts pales in comparison to the corporate practice of commodifying the 

arts in terms of the overall effect on the character of contemporary American art, and this 

corporate practice has largely remained free of national controversy.  

Conclusion

This paper has argued that the National Endowment for the Arts has had many 

successes in its efforts to make American culture more democratic.  The artists who have 

received funding from the NEA have included more minorities, more women, and more 

persons of working class background, more homosexuals, and generally more of those 

whose identity markers have historically been disenfranchised in American society.  This 

5 For an excellent overview of corporate funding for the arts, see Wu (2002).
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is an enormous and profound success.  Additionally, new forms of art have emerged 

through the efforts of the NEA, particularly performance art and installation pieces.  

However, the NEA has failed to produce a larger framework for making sense of 

all of these artists and of all of the new forms of art that now exist, that can be shared by 

all Americans.  Instead, the narratives that are available are specific to smaller 

communities that are shaped by markers of identity such as race, gender, class, sexual 

orientation, religion, age, etc.  Within the context of American political life, the artistic 

goods produced by the NEA serve as markers of difference, dividing Americans into 

smaller categories, rather than markers of commonality that would allow all Americans to 

share a common identity.  The problem is not the works that have been produced; not too 

much homosexuality or too little piety.  The problem is the absence of shared experience 

with these works and the absence of a shared framework for interpreting these works.  

Apart from such a shared narrative, the future of the NEA as an experiment in 

democratizing the arts will remain dubious.  Every funding decision has the potential to 

alienate large numbers of Americans who have been given no mechanisms by which to 

evaluate all of the works produced with NEA funds.  If Americans perceive that what is 

funded is not art, they are likely to doubt the role of government funding for the arts.  

There is no clear timeframe that would predict how long the experiment in 

democratizing the arts can last without providing a larger narrative.  It is theoretically 

possible that it can continue ad eternum.  However, it must recognized from a perspective 

of democracy that the best democracy is unattainable so long as important social goods, 

such as art, continue to function in exclusive ways, whether as status goods or identity 
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goods, and that only by building a shared framework for interpreting art can this 

democratic experiment reach fulfillment.  
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TABLE 1

The Constitutive Goods of Association6

Type of Good Individual/Social Symbolic/Material Scarce/Nonscarce Excludable/ 
Nonexcludable

Goods that are relevant to democracy, but with no associational implications
Eclectic and 
plentiful material 
goods.

Individual Material Nonscarce Excludable

Nonexcludable 
natural goods.

Individual Material Nonscarce Nonexcludable

Goods that are relevant to democracy, and have associational implications
Individual material 
goods

Individual Material Scarce Excludable

Public material 
goods

Individual Material Scarce Nonexcludable

Interpersonal 
Identity Goods

Individual Symbolic Nonscarce Excludable

Goods that relevant to democracy, have associational implications, and are relevant to art.
Status Goods Social Symbolic Scarce Excludable
Exclusive Group 
Identity Goods

Social Symbolic Nonscarce Excludable

Inclusive Social 
Goods

Social Symbolic Nonscarce Nonexcludable

6 An additional 8 types are possible, but according to Warren these types are not relevant for democracy. 
(Warren 2000, p. 126).


