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i n 2009, the Consell nacional de la Cultura i de les arts (national Coun-
cil for Culture and the arts, or ConCa) was founded in Catalonia. 
much of the cultural sector, together with a number of political parties 

had been calling for this arts council to be created since 1999. however, 
in 2011, the Catalan government, which was made up of a different party 
to the one that had created the body, changed the law to strip the council 
of its executive capacities and reduce the number of council members, 
thereby distancing it from its initial intentions. This organisation − im-
ported from the anglo-Saxon system, and inspired by the “arm’s length” 
principle − had not succeeded in surviving the government’s first change 
of party. it had represented the first organisation of this type not only in 
Spain but also in the South of europe, where public administration was 
organised in a more vertical, centralised manner. For some authors this 
represented a change of model in the public administration of culture 
(bonet, 2011; Villarroya, 2010).

The different actors involved in the process of creation had carried out 
different studies on the “arm’s length” principle to determine the charac-
teristics the council that they were fighting for should have. but did they 
fail to take into account certain theoretical or historical issues, which could 
have resulted in the premature failure of ConCa? Was there something 
about the foreign model that should have been better adapted to the 
context of Catalonia? Were the criticisms that have been made of this 
principle in its place of origin, or in the places where it has been imple-
mented taken into account? Does the fact that this type of organisation 
has existed in the anglo-Saxon context for 50 years mean that it can also 
exist in different international contexts, or contexts with another political 
tradition?

The aim of this text is to present − what is rarely found in Spanish − a 
theoretical and bibliographic summary of the origin of the “arm’s length” 
principle, on which the mainly anglo-Saxon tradition of arts councils is 
based. This with the aim of being useful for analysing cases such as Con-
Ca, other international cases on a national or subnational scale and for 
new cases of implementing this type of institutions in other contexts.
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Foundations and origins of the principle 

The aim of the “arm’s length” principle, which has inspired the crea-
tion of arts councils, is to separate the body from the political deci-
sions of both party interests and those of cultural and artistic elites. it 
seeks, therefore, to give these decisions greater legitimacy, both in the 
adoption of specific cultural policies and in the funding that is given 
to arts events, through citizen participation. The principle’s theoretical 
approach involves avoiding where possible any interference or influ-
ence by the political classes, the elites and the specific interests of the 
cultural sector, while these organisations continue to be funded by 
the government. in order to integrate all these factors, citizens with 
recognised merit and track records in the field are chosen to inter-
vene in public policy through a collegiate body, in different ways and 
at different levels according to each case. Thus they are independent 
persons, outside the sphere of politics, neutral as far as possible and 
who, representing the artistic community, must attempt to ensure 
that the decisions they take are the fairest and most democratic (see, 
for example, battersby, 1979: 11; Chartrand and mcCaughey, 1989: 
43-44,71; inkei, 2001: 2; lowell and heneghan ondaatje, 2006: x; 
mucică, 2005: 1; Sweeting, 1982: 6). These arguments, even though 
being still theoretical at this point, represent the rhetoric used to 
defend the implementation and existence of these councils. Finally, 
the main objective of the policy is legitimacy, or at least paying lip 
service to it.

arts councils were first established in the context of mid-20th-century 
britain, with the creation of the arts Council of great britain (aCgb) 
in 1945 (Quinn, 1997; upchurch, 2004 and 2011). Since then, sev-
eral articles and volumes have analysed and discussed these councils’ 
suitability, advantages and inappropriateness in contrast with other 
models, especially in the anglo-Saxon world. This model has spread 
from the united Kingdom to countries under british influence, such as 
the united States and the Commonwealth nations (battersby, 1981; 
Sweeting, 1982). Subsequently, they have also spread to national and 
regional governments in countries with different traditions, including 
nations from the nordic region, asia, oceania and countries with a 
hispanic influence. as a result, the literature concerning the evolu-
tion of these councils in contexts within the british sphere is much 
more abundant than in countries with other traditions. Subirats et al. 
(2008: 7) highlight the predominance of anglo-Saxon traditions in the 
management and analysis of public policy in europe in general and the 
Spanish-speaking world in particular. in the case of ibero-america, it is 
hard to find any research that deals directly with the subject.

nevertheless, while this principle has been implemented into govern-
mental action in different locations, from one place to another, its 
practice diverged, transforming it and distancing it from the original 
theoretic purpose lying behind the creation of this type of institu-
tion. Therefore, it is important to study specific cases of the principle’s 
application in order to question them and to determine whether these 
bodies fulfil the function they were originally designed for. because, as 
has been noted by mucică (2005: 1), implementing the “arm’s length” 
principle entails major problems for legal and administrative spheres 
that are completely different to the anglo-Saxon world. 
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The meaning of arm’s length

“arm’s length” is an idiomatic english phrase which refers to a meta-
phor that uses the human body (i.e. the length of the arm) as a meas-
ure: the hand is separated from the body by the length of the arm. 
That is, while the hand is joined to the body, but at the same time it is 
not attached directly to it; it maintains a certain distance, the equiva-
lent of the length of the arm. in this sense, the metaphorical meaning 
of being at arm’s length means to be “at a certain distance”, or “at a 
prudent distance”; that is, neither too close nor too far away. not so 
far away that the hand is unconnected to the body, nor too close as to 
be stuck to it directly. in economics, this phrase is used to define com-
mercial transactions carried out on equal terms between buyer and seller, 
as well as for prices set by the market laws, or rather, independent from 
the two parties, in which each is kept separated by the same difference. 

The difficulty of translating this expression into Spanish lies precisely 
in the fact that it is a commonplace term in the english language and 
no equivalent phrase exists in Spanish, in such a way that if translated 
literally, it would lose its metaphorical meaning. in articles in other 
languages it is very uncommon to find the term translated and, in any 
case, it loses its quality as a literary device. mucică (2005: 1) states 
that the concept is “primarily used to designate a typical anglo-Saxon 
mechanism and public body, indeed so typical that in many other 
languages it is even difficult to come up with an adequate transla-
tion. and evidently if the mere translation of the word is difficult, the 
implementation of the concept in a totally different legal and adminis-
trative environment poses far greater problems.”

A few definitions 

The “arm’s length” principle has been defined by many authors, almost 
always in english and, initially, writing from the context of britain. of these, 
Sweeting (1982: 6) describes it as “the distancing of the government 
from direct intervention in activities, organisation and managing of the 
arts”. Chartrand and mcCaughey (1989: 71), in their oft-cited article that 
became the point of reference and basis for many subsequent authors, 
claim that the principle “is the basis of the general system of ‘checks and 
balances’ that are considered necessary in a plural democracy to prevent 
undue concentration of power and conflicts of interests”. hewison (1995: 
32) defines it as “the state’s relations with the institutions that it has not 
only created, but which it also funds”, adding that “though this principle 
has not been codified in relation to cultural policy until the 1970s, it has 
operated for a long time as a practical means of distancing politicians and 
civil servants from the activities they wish to promote”. 

Quinn (1997: 127-128) states that the principle

“...is based on the idea that arts councils should exist and oper-
ate with relative autonomy from central government. it is believed 
that political influence over council activities should be kept to 
a minimum. […] This distance is believed to allow an arts council 
to organise its own issues by liberating itself from undue influence/
interference by political forces”.
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1. other members included leonard 
and Virginia Woolf, lytton Strachey, 
Clive and Vanessa bell, Roger 
Fry, edward m. Forster, Desmond 
macCarthy and Duncan grant. 
They began meeting in 1905 to 
debate a number of issues includ-
ing pacifism, feminism, freedom of 
expression, creativity, reason, etc., 
using an approach that was critical 
of Victorian conventions (upchurch, 
2004: 203-205).

2.  First founded as a company in 
1922, it subsequently became a 
non-commercial public corporation 
in 1927.

meanwhile, madden (2009b: 12-13) defines it as a combination of two 
elements: 1) an independent funding agency; and 2) decision-making 
processes based on peer review. 

The influence of John Maynard Keynes and the first 
arts council 

The idea of creating an arts council originated in the united Kingdom, 
more precisely in london, when the economist John maynard Keynes 
devised a model for funding arts through the organisation he headed, 
the Council for the encouragement of music and the arts (Cema), cre-
ated during the Second World War. This organisation provided funding 
for artists to carry out tours of performing and visual arts events to “raise 
morale” (upchurch, 2004: 203) and Keynes came up with the idea of 
turning it into the aCgb. all the authors agree that Keynes was the cre-
ator or “father” of arts councils, and that the aCgb was the first such 
council and the inspiration for all subsequent ones. The councils were 
created with the aim of “shaking loose the monopoly of official patron-
age, of allowing experts rather than officials and politicians to decide 
how support should be given, of protecting the interests of artists and 
giving them a public advocate” (battersby, 1981: 11-12).

The ideas that motivated Keynes to think about transforming the Cema, 
thus intentionally giving shape to a new organisation that would, consci-
entiously and flexibly meet the needs of the country’s professional artis-
tic community, were inspired by what was known as the “bloomsbury 
group”1, of which Keynes was a central figure. This was a circle of art-
ists, writers and intellectuals who represented a potent intellectual force 
in england from the beginning of the 20th century, and whose influence 
extended throughout the century and beyond (upchurch, 2004: 203-
205). Keynes took two institutions in particular as models. Firstly, the 
university grants Commission (ugC), created in 1919 as a “non-elected 
organisation, comprised of university men, nominated by the treasury 
minister, and under whose counsel the government of the day would 
call on parliament to vote every year on the distribution of money, with-
out ties or obligations, to each university” (Redcliffe-maud, 1976: 24; 
hewison, 1995: 32 and upchurch, 2011: 74). and secondly, the british 
broadcasting Corporation2 (bbC), which operated using an organisation 
similar to the ugC, but whose main aim was to guarantee freedom of 
expression (elridge, 1996).

Keynes was attracted to the two organisations because they took the 
power of decision away from bureaucrats and elected officials and 
ensured that the work of those receiving the support would be distanced 
from possible political intervention. among his proposals for after the 
war was the idea that the arts council should be provided with equip-
ment and subsidies and should stop being a producer of art. it would 
operate as independently as possible from political forces and govern-
mental bureaucracy to provide facilities, advice and funding to artists 
and arts organisations. it would not compete with the market; it would 
work cooperatively with public and private sectors in a flexible, responsi-
ble manner. its public funds would have a limited, very specific role in the 
cultural life of the country; a role that would support artistic endeavour 
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in a critical manner in a way that private funding had not done previ-
ously and probably would not do in the new welfare state. however, 
Keynes died unexpectedly in 1946, before the royal decree of the aCgb 
was ratified (upchurch, 2004: 203-205).

until the 1970s, this method of distancing an institution created and 
funded by the state would be known under the name of the “arm’s-
length principle”, particularly after Redcliffe-maud (1976), who wrote 
the following, firstly with respect to the system adopted by the ugC 
since 1919 and afterwards regarding the aCgb:

This system has survived, with modifications, for more than fifty 
years. […] politicians have thus acted, unconsciously perhaps, on 
the principle that we get full value from the taxes taken from us for 
university education only if we leave each university free to decide 
educational policy, with a measure of guidance from the ugC but 
without vestige of dictation from either politicians or the bureaucrats 
who serve them. 

This is the principle on which on which the arts Council, since its crea-
tion in 1946, is voted public money […].  by self-denying ordinance the 
politicians leave the Council free to spend as it thinks fit. no minister 
needs to reply to questions in parliament about the beneficiaries - or 
about unsuccessful applicants for an arts Council grant. a convention 
has been established over the years that in arts patronage neither the 
politician nor the bureaucrat knows best. 

it would be madness to destroy the arts Council or to abandon this arm’s 
length principle. We can, of course improve our use of it” (Redcliffe-
maud, 1976: 24-25).

Criticism 

as a result of his intellectual profile and his life and achievements, Key-
nes’ idea was to appoint minds similar to his own for the administration 
of these funding systems. That is to say, he proposed that the individuals 
involved in decision-making in these organisations should belong to a 
certain social class, with ideological and moral principles similar to his 
own (upchurch, 2011: 75). a study by gray (1998) on the members of 
the aCgb from its founding until 1998 revealed an average profile of 
males, mostly with similar social origins, of middle age, with a good edu-
cation (often oxford or Cambridge graduates), highly professional and 
very often with some connection to the arts prior to their appointment 
to the aCgb. The socially closed world to which the members of the arts 
council are subjected to, and the fact that simultaneously belonging to 
other arts organisations underpinned the values and views that member-
ship carried with it were, in gray’s opinion, factors that strengthened the 
argument that a self-replicating oligarchy existed within the world of the 
arts. Thus, Keynes’ original ideal contained an implicit, intrinsic classism 
which, while it was no more than a reflection of his age, without any 
doubt impregnated the evolution of the arts councils, starting with the 
aCbg and extending with it to the other contexts in which it was being 
propagated. 
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his ideal also implied a search for excellence, by supporting the work 
of professional artists, with an emphasis on improving standards and 
encouraging the most talented individuals by means of loans, guarantees 
and subsidies. Thus, amateur artists were not considered deserving of 
public subsidy; only those who had professional training. Keynes’ legacy 
has produced much criticism and debate owing to his explicit preference 
for “high culture” (opera, classical music, ballet, theatre and art galleries) 
(upchurch, 2011: 77, 69) and for the classism that did not benefit the 
great majority of society, but only a sector that was professional, well-
educated and socially well-positioned. 

however, i do not wish to disparage Keynes’ intentions owing to his 
marked classism and elitism, but to contextualise the fact that his stances 
reflected the ideals of the age, when culture was considered to be an 
expression of the Fine arts, unlike the concept which, after several dec-
ades up until the dawn of the 21st century, has evolved into a more inclu-
sive meaning. in this respect, Williams (1979: 166) criticises the idea that 
the intermediary organ (the council) is managed following an essentially 
different principle, i.e. by a class that is dominant, relatively informal, 
− but agreed upon and adequate − and whose members do not come 
from the field of practice or management of arts, but from a vague cat-
egory of “persons with experience and goodwill”, which is the official 
euphemism for this informal dominant class.

Chartrand and mcCaughey (1989: 50) note that the elitism of the arts 
councils through the boosting of artistic excellence existed both in 
the sense of the type of artistic work produced, and the audience or 
public at whom it was aimed. This might result in support for a kind of 
art that was not accessible to or appreciated by the general public or 
by their democratically elected representatives, who might wash their 
hands of the decisions made by the council. These criticisms of elitism 
of the arts council are also mentioned by mangset (2009: 278-281). 
in the opinion of Quinn (1997: 153), its imprecision has allowed for situ-
ations in which it has been distorted and applied to situations that are 
often contrary to the way it is understood theoretically. he also claims 
that more proof exists which contradicts the arm’s length principle in the 
british context than there is evidence to support the view that the coun-
cil has protected itself against undue influence from the political spheres. 
in this sense, he seconds the ideas expressed by Williams (1979: 159) 
regarding the idea that “characteristically, the body guides the arm”, and 
that all that is obtained from the application of the arm’s length principle 
is a certain sense of removing controls that are directly traceable.

The ideals of the principle and their minimum 
ingredients 

mangset (2009: 285-286) categorises the ideal contents of the arm’s 
length principle according to the literature, though he warns that these 
can only exist as an effective rhetorical reality, given that they cannot be 
found directly or specifically anywhere. namely, these are:

1. all allocation of public funding for the arts should be carried out by 
independent persons possessing artistic competence, and they should 
be appointed for a limited period of time. 
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2. These persons should be as independent as possible from all policy 
lines.

3. They should not be appointed by, or dependants of artists’ unions or 
any other type of interest groups in the cultural sphere.

4. The organisation operating under the arm’s length principle should 
not be obligated by very specific statutory or politically decided sup-
port schemes.

5. The organisation operating under the arm’s length principle should, in 
contrast, possess substantial freedom to allocate its resources within 
the framework of its budget. 

6. The allocation of funds should be carried out solely and exclusively in 
accordance with criteria of artistic quality, and not, for example, with 
criteria of welfare or equality. 

7. The allocation of funds should be impartial; for example, no nepotism 
and/or patronage must be involved. 

likewise, we could include here the minimum ingredients that an arts 
council should possess in order for it to be considered an organisa-
tion functioning under the principle of arm’s length: (1) a council of 
“equals” in which, even though it might include politicians or rep-
resentatives of public organisations, the members deriving from the 
cultural sector should be the majority; and (2) the capacity to award 
subsidies with public money to third parties, namely in the form 
of grants. These two ingredients should be interrelated: the coun-
cil should intervene actively in the decision to award grants. it may 
decide directly or delegate the task to a group of experts. The fact of 
having a council made up in the main of non-politicians, and that this 
should participate actively in the grant awarding process guarantees 
a minimum of distance from politicians and from clients. The details 
regarding whether a particular arts council has more or less autonomy, 
political interference, relevance, decision-making capacity, distance 
from clients, etc., will continue to be the object of investigation. 

The two strands

although references in the literature in this respect are few, it is 
important to stress the two strands in which, according to this prin-
ciple, distance must be maintained, as noted by Stewart (1987: 7), 
citing a lecture by arnold goodman (chairman of the aCgb from 
1965 to 1972): (1) between the government and the arts council, in 
order not to receive guidelines from the former with respect to how 
the money should be distributed; and (2) between the council and its 
beneficiaries, so as not to impose guidelines regarding how the money 
should be used. Chartrand and mcCaughey (1989: 61) also referred 
to this aspect in which the arts council should operate by distancing 
itself from both the government and from its clients. That is, it should 
not control or govern the activities of its beneficiaries. in this respect, 
even when these three claim that the second strand might attempt 
to prevent the council from imposing criteria with respect to how the 
beneficiaries should use the subsidy money, it should also be added 
here that it is used in the same way to prevent relations of patronage 
between the council and its beneficiaries. 
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Conclusions and open questions 

Without any doubt, the idea of arts councils has spread to different an-
glo-Saxon contexts, and from there on to other locations where this prin-
ciple has inspired the implementation of the place’s own versions. now 
arts councils also exist in nordic countries, in asia and South america, for 
example. but does the fact that these councils exist in other places mean 
that they are also inspired by the arm’s length principle? and furthermore, 
how and why has the trend to create arts councils reached these places, 
and under what logic do they operate? 

The case of ConCa could be a good example to analyse, on the basis of 
the historical and bibliographical perspective presented above, why it had 
such a short life as an organisation under the arm’s length principle, and 
to determine whether those who promoted this change and those who 
carried out were aware of all of the aspects of this principle: its origins, the 
criticisms of it, its two strands, etc.

When we look at a model that is different from our own with the inten-
tion of integrating it and implementing it, we must do so using a broad 
perspective that considers all its advantages and disadvantages; a perspec-
tive that bears in mind other experiences, their failures and successes; a 
perspective which, using a critical eye, reviews the discussions that have 
taken place on the subject in academia in order to avoid repeating mis-
takes or copying models without adapting them to the context in which 
we wish to implement them. a reflection lacking in depth and under-
stated criticism might result in failed implementation and represent a step 
backwards. in contrast, a comparative dialogue at the international level 
between professionals and experts seems to be a better alternative when 
importing good practices from other contexts, after having duly adapted 
them to the new location. 

it still remains for us to reflect and investigate in greater depth the 
specific causes that led to the so-rapid failure of Catalonia’s ConCa, as 
well as to study the way in which arts councils have evolved in britain 
over the past few decades. We should also analyse, just like in the case 
of Catalonia, the cases in nordic, asian, african, oceanian and South 
american countries, using the same approach to determine whether 
they are organisations operating under the arm’s length principle, or 
under another, different alternative. There is a need for a more dy-
namic, fluid dialogue at the international level, and not only between 
countries from the same region or with the same tradition, in order to 
compare and contrast models and experiences that can help to improve 
and make progress in the public management of culture; to that end, 
we need more research studies that can throw light on the subject and 
bring about this more intensive dialogue.
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