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The Origins of American Public Arts Policy:
Path toward Establishing the National Endowment for the Arts

Nobuyuki KAWAUCHI *

Introduction

Under the federal political system, the current public art and cultural policy of the U.S.
is composed of four support systems: (1) the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), (2)
regional arts organizations, (3) state arts agencies, and (4) local and community arts agencies.'

However, the art and cultural policy in the U.S. relies more on private support than on
direct government funding. The government’s role has been to supplement private support and
increase the incentives for private contributions. Thus, America has a wide variety of funding
sources assisting artistic and cultural endeavors, including individuals, businesses, foundations,
and universities, as well as cities, counties, states, and the federal government.”

Furthermore, in the midst of the civil society’s maturation process, the development of
the U.S.’s public art policy has coincided with a discussion of how people should be served
in public places. As a result, the art and cultural policy referred to as public art has changed
gradually with the times, from a clientelism led by the government to the one in which citizens
participate independently.” This shift was caused by people’s growing realization that they must
assess and criticize the nation’s public art and cultural policy as well as their increased ability to
judge whether a particular public policy would benefit them.

I Significance of the New Deal Arts Programs

In the U.S., the government-led art and cultural policy to use art, such as sculptures and
murals, in public spaces began with art programs of the Treasury Department and the Works
Progress Administration (WPA) under the New Deal policies created in response to the Great
Depression of the 1930s.

The New Deal’s plan to support the arts began with the short-term program known as
the Public Works of Art Project (PWAP). In the midst of the unprecedented social crisis of the
Depression, several pioneering programs were developed, such as the Treasury Department
Section of Painting and Sculpture’s mural project, and the Treasury Relief Art Project, as well as
the WPA’s Federal Art Project, a part of Federal Project Number One. Federal Project Number
One contained five arts programs: the Federal Writer’s Project (FWP), the Historical Records
Survey (HRS), the Federal Theatre Project (FTP), the Federal Music Project (FMP), and the
Federal Art Project (FAP). The FAP offered public support for the visual arts (painting and
other visual artworks).*

Federal Project Number One gave relief, in the form of work assignments, not only to
visual artists but also to people in other artistic fields. Moreover, this was also a social policy
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that made contributions to artistic activities and groups tax-deductible. Under the FAD, a wide
variety of posters, murals, pictures, and sculptures was created. These works decorated not just
federal buildings, but also other public institutions such as schools and hospitals. The FAP
gave rise to many pieces of public art that are still known today. Moreover, it encompassed art
production, education, and research. For example, “the Index of American Design” was created
as a result of the FAP’s artistic investigations.’

However, these New Deal arts programs were terminated in June 1943 because of
World War II and the ensuing wartime regime. From the end of the war through the 1950s,
importance was placed on creating local historical monuments and ones dedicated to national
heroes; hardly any artistic policies that encouraged artistic creativity were implemented.
Accordingly, scholars such as Gary O. Larson have offered the negative assessment that the
1950s saw no development in American artistic policies.’

However, in the 1960s, the federal government reenacted cultural policies that encouraged
placing works of art in public spaces, and the concept of public art became solidified. The art
historian Harriet F. Senie called this change as “the revival of public art.” This explains that the
New Deal art programs enacted during the Great Depression were unified with the American
Renaissance style that had been seen in public architecture until the beginning of the 20th
century. From this, she stated that the public art became an important part of public policy in
the 1960s.”

II Art, Culture, and American Society in the 1950s

Most American public spaces prior to the 1950s displayed monuments commemorating wars
or statues in honor of heroes, but this emphasis was no longer aligned with popular thinking or
with most people’s daily lives. At this time, Americans were seeking to shed their memories of
war, and thus the traditional statues and war monuments were losing their functions in urban
spaces. This proved to be an opportunity for the creation of modern public art.

In the 1950s, the U.S. was enjoying hegemony within the international community
following its victory in World War II. The country saw unprecedented economic growth,
and approximately 60% of the American people reached a standard of living considered to
be middle-class. Access to televisions expanded rapidly among general citizens. As the media
provide information on lifestyle of “wealthy America,” citizens’ interest in pursuing more
prosperity and a higher standard of living increased.’

Under the industrial system of mass production and the postwar Employment Act of 1946,
19505’ America saw the establishment of stable relationships between labor and management,
employment guarantees for core workers, and high levels of real income. An increase in real
income of core workers provided a stable marketplace for consumer durables and helped expand
demand for such products. This increase in income resulted in the formation of a large middle
class, whose typical consumption patterns created a surge in demand for homes, as well as
durable goods such as automobiles and appliances. As the result, the 1950s saw the realization
of an affluent society enjoying the so-called American way of life.”

This golden age in America coincided with the development of a global postwar political
and economic order dominated by the U.S., the hegemony of postwar Pax Americana. This
led to the formation of the framework for a system of free trade, including the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), which uses the U.S. dollar as its reserve currency, and the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). The GATT-IMF system assured America’s economic
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superiority. Furthermore, in order to implement its policy of containing socialism during the
Cold War, America constructed a global, political, and military system to support the Pax
Americana. In addition, it also introduced the policy of “disseminating dollars” on a large scale
to support other Western countries. "’

As the Cold War structure hardened around the two opposing superpowers, the Soviet
Union and the U.S., Americans emphasized the slogan, coined after the nation declared its
independence, of “freedom and democracy.” They also invested in actions that reinforced the
superiority of the American culture over socialism. American films had been exported since
the 1920s, and people all over the world were attracted to American society. In 1927, a film
division was established within the U.S. Department of Commerce, and a strategy stating that
“trade follows the film” was adopted."

The main factors that strengthened American influence in the art world and provided the
backdrop for the establishment of an American public art policy had already been cultivated
in prewar America. The rise of fascism in Germany and Italy exacerbated the social unrest, and
European avant-garde artists exiled to America escaping from Nazi persecution. These artists
had a large impact on American culture and art, which became a catalyst that explored new
ground through the unification of American and European art.

For example, both Josef Albers and Hans Hofmann came to America in the 1930s and
worked at Black Mountain College,"” which produced many modern artists. Then, during
World War II, Surrealists such as Piet Mondrian, André Breton, Max Ernst, and Raymond
Georges Yves Tanguy came to America. Moreover, others who had emigrated to America even
earlier used their new country as their base for artistic activity, such as Arshile Gorky, Willem de
Kooning, and Mark Rothko. Many domestic American artists, including Clyfford Still, Jackson
Pollock, and Philip Guston, gathered in New York."

As a result, in America after the Second World War, the combination of Surrealism and
European abstract art was widely sought after. The artistic world of Abstract Expressionism
became a mainstream. Then, the latter half of the 1950s saw a gradual shift in the place of
origin of modern art, from Paris to New York. American art exhibits centered on Abstract
Expressionism became internationally acknowledged."*

Accordingly, in the 1960s, America expanded the world of pop art within its mass society,
which had achieved large-scale production and consumption. Alvin Toffler proposed the
analysis that a culture shock occurred when cultural desires were expressed all at once. This pop
art was supported by the middle class, newly equipped with disposable income, as well as the
affluent elite class. Toffler called this artistically sensitive middle class the “culture consumers.””

As the number of culture consumers increased and a cultural boom took place, the U.S.
became more proactive in its support of the arts. If the people enjoying art were limited to a
handful the elite class, it would be very difficult to allocate a large amount of public fund as
such an allocation would exhibit a significant inequity. Expanding the number of beneficiaries of
art and culture made the foundation for giving large assistance payments to artistic organizations
via state governments and local self-governing bodies more solid than before. Thus, widespread
cultural support was exercised, and many cultural education programs were planned.16

IIT The Theoretical Rationale Surrounding Public Assistance for Art and Culture

No matter how large a middle class society has become, there would be no public support
for the arts without acknowledging rationale for such support. This rationale has generally
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relied on the perceived social value and/or economic benefits of art and culture.

In the U.S., art up until the 19th century were done by Romanticist. In the 20th century,
the types of jobs requiring various artists increased in conjunction with the development of
cultural industries such as advertising and media. This trend led to an emergence of artists
and designers who developed cultural products to satisfy consumer demand."” As a result, the
economic foundation for culture and the arts changed greatly, further opening up the road to
public support of the arts in the form of subsidies to artists and art organizations and funding
assistance for specific projects.

The presence of economic ripple effects was often cited as a basis for public support of
culture and the arts on grounds that this may have a broad social consensus. The logic of this
argument is that because support for culture and the arts creates a positive economic effect,
the government, local governments and municipalities, and private groups should provide
assistance. However, in reality the economic ripple effects created by art and culture are not
very large compared with those offered by, for example, major sports events. Today, the general
consensus seems to be that it is unsuitable to give public support for the primary purpose of
creating an economic result such as expanded employment or a better economy.

In the 1960s, a theory advocating public assistance for art and culture originated due to its
social value, rather than economic effects. The groundbreaking research of economists William
J. Baumol and William G. Bowen provided a theoretical rationale for the public support for art
and culture and contributed to the establishment of the NEA.

Baumol and Bowen in 1965 published their initial work, entitled “On the Performing
Arts: The Anatomy of their Economic Problems,” in the American Economic Review. In the
following year, they released their book Performing Arts: The Economic Dilemma. Baumol and
Bowen identified three reasons for encouraging public support for the arts and culture: (1) the
necessity of insufficient income and revenue, (2) the externality of social benefits, and (3) the
attributes of the audience.”

The first issue, inadequate income and revenues, was seen as an instance of market failure
in resource allocation. In the performing arts, personnel expenses constitute a relatively high
portion of total expenses. Therefore, inadequate income and revenue are virtually inevitable
due to the limited possibility of increasing manufacturing efficiency and productivity through
information reforms and innovation. In other industries, increase in productivity leads to a
rise in wages. The performing arts experience the influence of this effect: in the arts sector,
growing expenses elevate the prices of commodities, a sudden price jump results. In short, as
productivity increases in other industries, the performing arts face the dilemma of falling into
relative poverty.

The second characteristic of social benefits offered by the arts and culture is its contribution
to the public interest. This functions in external economies” and has beneficial positive
externalities. That is, art and culture are not just for the people who directly enjoy them. They
also provide benefits to regional and peripheral communities by improving the quality of the
industrial sector and people’s lives; thus, they serve public purposes. This argument has become
a mainstay in undergirding the social value of the arts and culture as public goods.”

Baumol and Bowen listed four specific positive externalities: (1) artistic activities give a
nation dignity, (2) cultural activities have advantageous effects for the businesses in their areas,
(3) art and culture are beneficial to future generations, and (4) artistic and cultural activities
bring about educational contributions to the community.*

The importance of these kinds of positive externalities was analyzed by political scientists
and economists including James Heilbrun, Charles M. Gray, Bruno S. Frey, and Werner W.

(4)



The Origins of American Public Arts Policy (Nobuyuki KAWAUCHI) 39

Pommerehne. Along with the items identified by Baumol and Bowen, the following were
emphasized as important positive externalities: the option value of culture and art that can
potentially be received in the future even if it is not consumed immediately; the value of the
existence of art and culture that cannot be restored such as structures and historic heritage; and
the value of the power of art and culture to maintain national pride and identity.23 Therefore,
arts and culture were seen as having positive externalities for society and considered valuable
social assets and public goods.

The third characteristic identified by Baumol and Bowen includes the so-called attributes
of the audience, such as the academic background, income, and occupation of those who
receive art and culture. This audience tends to be comprised of people with high academic
achievement, high income, and professional jobs who serve as the primary bearers of cultural
consumption. The attributes of this type of audience were analyzed from a sociological
perspective by Pierre Bourdieu who referred to the people who undertook and maintained
cultural consumption as the cultural class.”

Bourdieu argued that differences in cultural customs, preferences, and appreciation appear
because of differences in people’s academic and socioeconomic backgrounds. For example,
he contended that the ability to appreciate art and culture is largely influenced by one’s
academic background, and cultural activities are largely influenced by the organization, class, or
occupation to which a person belongs.”” From the standpoint of audience attributes, the reality
of the inequality of the reception of art and culture became clear even though a large middle
class was created. Thus, the need for public support for art and culture was further encouraged
from the perspective of social equality and redistribution of public goods.

Moreover, this type of discussion made it clear that problems were developing for the
reception of art and culture because of regional differences and disparities in the scale of cities.”
Needless to say, many cultural facilities are concentrated in large urban areas, and as a result
many artists live there. As Heilbrun and Gray’s research indicated, because of the existence of
regional and income differences, it was deemed necessary to give public support to art and
culture. Public support for art was thought to increase the value of a regional community’s
amenities. It was increasingly argued that everyone had the social right to experience culture
and art and that it was necessary to redistribute art and culture throughout a region as a public
good. These considerations broadened the justification for public support of art and culture.”’

IV The Political Debates Surrounding Support for Art and Culture

Shortly after the end of the Second World War, in 1948, Republican Senator Jacob K.
Javits of New York State introduced a bill to Congress in an effort to establish a national art
organization. In 1952, a democratic member of the House of Representatives, Charles R.
Howell of New Jersey, proposed a more polished version of Javits's plan to establish national art
organizations. However, both proposals faced substantial opposition, and the legislation did not
advance.”

There are several reasons for this. First, the establishment of the Cold War structure gave
rise to fears and intolerance of communism and encouraged a related boom in conformism.
Increasingly, modern art was viewed as communist. American conformism resulted in an
altered understanding of the self and others. In America, the social realism of the Stalin
administration was strongly perceived as eliminating the autonomy and purity of art (in other
words, the freedom of expression). It was believed that national regulations like framing art, as
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observed in the work progress administration (WPA) during the 1930s, should not be taken.”
Moreover, the storm of McCarthyism that struck in the early 1950s cast a complex shadow over
public support for art in the U.S. McCarthyism, by questioning the idea and role of the state,
strengthened the insular viewpoint as to how art and culture should be supported.”

The second such reason was the lack of a sufficiently cultivated attitude toward receiving
public assistance among the artists themselves. After Howell proposed his plan, the House of
Representatives held a public hearing on support for the arts in May 1952. The artists who
attended this public hearing not only doubted whether programs supporting the arts, like
those carried out under the New Deal, were essential but also had misgivings about a possible
interference of the federal government into artistic expressions through public funding.
This was clearly not the stage where unified claims for public support of the arts would be
developed.”

Nevertheless, the very holding of this public hearing had great significance, as it initiated
congressional discussion related to official government support for the arts. In the artistic world
as well, an energetic discussion of the meaning of accepting public funds and the contributions
offered to society by artistic activities began. Although Howell's plan did not win approval
in Congress, the discussion of support for the arts did not fade away. Frank Thompson, Jr.,
another representative from New Jersey, proposed eight cultural bills in the House in 1956.
Thompson was an influential liberal congressman who put considerable effort into creating
bills related to civil rights and social security and who also had many connections with well-
known cultural figures.”

President Dwight D. Eisenhower, inaugurated in January 1953, initially opposed federal
support for the arts. However, as it became clear that the U.S. was lagging behind the Soviet
Union and France in support of arts, his attitude gradually changed.” The movement to
cultivate public support for the arts and culture in the U.S. became stronger, and President
Eisenhower called for the establishment of a Federal Advisory Council on the Arts in his
State of the Union Address in January 1955. Then, in 1958, President Eisenhower signed the
National Arts Service Act and indicated his interest in expanding artistic and cultural facilities
across the U.S.™

Furthermore, as demonstrated by the proposal called Arz and Government, presented to
Congress in 1953 by the Commission of Fine Arts, policy discussions had begun to consider
the commissioning of art works (consignment policy), the construction of artistic and cultural
centers, and the provision of artistic scholarships.35 In 1956, after deliberations and hearings
by the Committee on Labor and Public Welfare, the Senate was heading in the direction of
establishing a Federal Advisory Council on the Arts, which discusses the allocation of public
funds to support arts.”

V Systemization of Support for Culture and the Arts

In this way, the movement seeking support for the arts was strengthened in Congress. The
establishment of a national foundation on the arts started to be widely discussed. The road
to systemization of support for culture and the arts quickly opened up with the beginning of
President John F. Kennedy's administration in January 1961.”

National support for the arts was included in President Kennedy's New Frontier policy.
Now, the policy of federal support for public art and culture was not simply for the purpose
of disseminating art within the U.S. itself, but was also linked to a foreign policy that could
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display externally the political dignity and social superiority of the U.S. under the Cold War.

In October 1957, the Soviet Union launched Sputnik 1, the world’s first artificial satellite.
This caused a sense of impending crisis and shock in the U.S., known as the Sputnik shock. For
this reason, Kennedy emphasized the importance of space development and advanced with the
Apollo program. However, it was also necessary to show American superiority in the artistic and
cultural realms, as well as in science and technology.” In other words, public art was not only
about the beautification of urban environments or the decoration of construction projects, but
was also a strategy of cultural diplomacy designed to oppose the Eastern bloc.

The Kennedy administration hosted many public hearings in Congress on the significance
of art policy, and the President asked people like Max Isenberg to propose a policy aimed at
supporting culture and art. Isenberg was a State Department official who submitted a report
entitled “A Strategy for Cultural Advancement” in 1961. This report sought to expand support
from federal government for art and culture, and it emphasized that doing so would offer the
large political advantage of raising the nation's standard of living.”

In 1962, Kennedy appointed August Heckscher, Jr. to serve as the first White House art
consultant. Heckscher produced a report entitled “The Arts and the National Government” in
May 1963 in which he proposed the official employment of an art consultant and the creation
of both the President’s Advisory Council on the Arts and the National Endowment for the
Arts.”

President Kennedy accepted the report and, one month later, issued Executive Order 11112,
which established the President’s Advisory Council on the Arts for the purpose of investigating
and promoting artistic activities. Moreover, Kennedy stressed the importance of protecting
culture and art to the national interest at the opening ceremony for the new library at Amherst
College in October 1963. He stated that the development of art and culture was a way to show
the world the superiority of American democracy.”

When President Kennedy was tragically assassinated in November 1963, the actualization
of support for culture and the arts was left to his successor, Lyndon B. Johnson. President
Johnson created the Great Society programs and also showed a strong commitment to reviving
support for culture and the arts.

President Johnson took over the cultural and artistic support policies started by Kennedy,
and he signed the National Arts and Cultural Development Act in August 1964. This act
authorized creation of the National Council on the Arts, composed of 26 art specialists
appointed by the president. This group would decide the procedures and policies for artistic
support and would make recommendations for the support of artistic groups that applied
for assistance in the form of a matching grant. The matching grant system, as it is well
known today, requires other sources, such as private entities, to provide conditional funding
commitments in order for the applicant to qualify for federal funds. This is in contrast to
the traditional provision of government subsidies and assistance payments to target projects
regardless of the presence of other funding sources.”

In September 1965 the National Foundation on the Arts and the Humanities Act
was passed, and the NEA and the National Endowment for the Humanities were formed.
The Washington Post called this action “a significant advancement.” However, it was the
establishment of the NEA that marked a large step forward for public art policy.”

The NEA continued to implement subsidy policies for artistic activities and projects based
on the matching grant system. In doing so, it increased the incentives for private contributions,
and it has also greatly impacted on projects’ ability to seek funds after gaining NEA support.
Moreover, the NEA’s assistance payments function as a social guarantee for nonprofit
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organizations concerned with art and culture. These organizations have been given favorable
treatment within the tax system (i.e., tax-deductibility of contributions), creating a synergy
between public funding and donations gathered from the private sector. In this way, public art
policy in the U.S. has been constructed around the two key pillars of favorable treatment by the
tax system and subsidies for projects.

Conclusion

The NEA has improved the level of artistic innovation and performances across the U.S.
by managing and operating the assistance payments in the form of matching grants used to
support projects proposed by artists and artistic groups. Thus, the NEA has raised the quality
of “high art” (such as opera, classical music, classical music, and modern art) based on the
guidance of the National Council on the Arts, with the aim of socially elevating art and culture
to a national level.”’

The NEA established the Visual Arts Program, headed by Henry Geldzahler, in 1967. This
is a support program focusing on modernism in art. Public support for sculptures and murals
like this opened the way for the Art in Public Places Program (APP), which was associated to
the implementation of a wide range of public art policies.” The APP program has promoted
public art plans through regional city initiatives, and developed the approach of pursuing the
installation of works of art in public spaces. The art critic Arlene Raven stated that “public
art has completely changed” due to the visual arts program and expressed high praise for the
establishment of the APP by the NEA.” Raven made this comment because this development
was a catalyst for the federal government to adopt public art as a public policy agenda.

Around the same time as the NEA was forming the APD, other government agencies also
created an art and culture program: the Fine Art in New Federal Buildings Program started by
the General Services Administration (GSA) in 1962. This initiative encourages placement of
public art in federal facilities and courthouses nationwide, and it demonstrated to people in the
U.S. and elsewhere the high level of culture in government buildings.

The NEA is completely independent of any government agency, and it delivers assistance
payments to projects carried out by local governments, municipalities, nonprofit organizations,
and semi-public agencies. The GSA, on the other hand, has adopted a system whereby the
direct creation of artworks is consigned by a government agency. The GSA’s early public art
policy had the primary purpose of decorating buildings and beautifying the urban environment.
However, at the same time it used art as part of its diplomatic strategy to appeal to foreign
countries, displaying the U.S.’s modernization and prosperity.
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