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1
Autonomy of the Aesthetic

CREATIVITY IN QUESTION

Capitalism, as we know it in the twenty-first century, is bent on turning 
everything into a commodity for sale in an open market driven by a 
culture of consumerism. In the preceding century consumer culture came 
to be epitomised by a panoply of cultural goods comprised of records, 
films, radio and television programmes, books and the press, collectively 
known since the 1920s as the mass media. Except for printing, which 
dates back to the 1450s and lies at the origins of modern European 
culture, they depended on the invention of new technologies of mechan-
ical reproduction in the late nineteenth century and beyond. The effect 
was not only to create new publics for the arts and entertainments, but 
through the techniques of advertising and marketing, to generate the 
allure of consumption for consumption’s sake, in which any distinction 
between art and simple diversion would end up being obliterated. One 
should ask, of course, where this distinction came from to begin with, if 
it was not the result of a ruling class cultural hegemony which spent the 
nineteenth century disparaging popular working class entertainments as 
rowdy and uncouth. At all events, by the latter decades of the twentieth 
century, the overall result was not only what Fredric Jameson has called 
the spectacle of ‘sheer commodification as a process’, but also ‘the pene-
tration of commodity fetishism into those realms of the imagination and 
the psyche which had ... always been taken as the last impregnable strong-
hold against the instrumental logic of capital’.1 Yet people still turn to the 
experience of art which they value precisely for its transcendence, even as 
what the cultural critics of the Frankfurt School designated in the 1930s 
as the culture industry came to encompass the entire production of spec-
tacle, from advertising to tourism, which now overwhelms what we were 
accustomed to think of as the arts. Where does this leave the inherited 
idea of art as the creation of a special class of aesthetic objects or perfor-
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mances, and the artist, author, composer, etc. as a specially gifted creative 
individual (not forgetting actors, performing musicians, dancers and 
singers) driven to self-expression by inner compulsion? Or was the figure 
of the artist an invention of the Renaissance, an obfuscation born of an 
excessive individualism that ignored the social dimension, the need of the 
audience for the expression of shared experience and the consolations of 
art, to which the artist responded and which provided them with their 
living? How then has artistic talent and creativity been transformed by 
consumerist commodification? If T.W. Adorno was right, when he argued 
in the 1930s that the commodities produced by the culture industry were 
not cultural products that were also commodities, but commodities 
through and through,2 then is anything left of the special prerogatives of 
the arts? Or is artistic creation still somehow an activity detached from 
economic determination and autonomous, or as Louis Althusser argued, 
at least relatively so, governed by its own internal criteria and procedures? 
Is it, in economic terms, exceptional? 

Where to look for answers? For the vast majority of economists, the 
arts are entirely marginal and raise no special questions; creativity is 
seen as a natural trait of talented individuals, which has the potential for 
wealth creation by generating intellectual property in what is nowadays 
designated an expanded ‘creative economy’, where the traditional arts sit 
alongside film, broadcasting, advertising, fashion, computer games, etc. 
The creative economy, meanwhile, sits alongside another set of terms: 
the information economy, knowledge economy, etc., which designate a 
diffuse sector of symbolic production of another kind, the digital encoding 
of the virtual sphere which subsumes all types of communication and 
cultural expression. This is far removed from the way Karl Marx thought 
about culture, who was 19 years old the year that Cooke and Wheatstone 
patented the first commercial electrical telegraph system, the first electri-
cal technology to establish information as a commodity, of whose impact 
on trade and commerce Marx would become well aware. It was not the 
world he grew up in. His early love of literature is well known, but usually 
taken as a matter of personal taste; less so are certain of his writings in 
which, when puzzling about labour and the extraction of surplus value, 
he shows a keen appreciation of the idiosyncrasies of artistic creation 
and the consequent problems for capital wishing to exploit it. Three of 
the texts I draw upon here, and which provide me with my cues, were 
not even published until 1932 (Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 
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1844), 1939 (Grundrisse) and 1951 (Theories of Surplus Value), and few 
economists, Marxist or otherwise, have paid much attention to these 
remarks. But if the arts never figured centrally in Marx’s economics, it’s 
because in his own time and by his own estimation, they were marginal 
to the accumulation and reproduction of capital. Speaking at one point 
of theatre and entertainments, he comments that the ‘manifestations of 
capitalist production in this sphere are so insignificant compared with the 
totality of production that they can be left entirely out of account’.3 This, 
however, was about to change with mechanical reproduction, the rise of 
mass media, and the emergence of the culture industry as a distinct sector 
of capital, albeit heavily interlinked with other sectors like electronics, 
which provide both the technical means of production and the means 
of consumption. First to arrive on the scene, photography emerged over 
the years of Marx’s childhood and youth; his own oldest surviving photo 
dates from 1861 when he was 43. He was almost 60 when the phonograph 
came along, and died well before cinematography appeared. He could not 
observe how each time, the delay between invention and the growth of a 
mass market grew shorter and new fractions of capital grew prominent.

As David Harvey puts it, when Marx addressed the prospects for 
invention becoming a business, he could not foresee the ways it would 
create entirely new forms of consumption. In particular, the phenom-
enal growth of ‘forms of consumerism where the commodity is not a 
thing, but an experience, instantaneously consumed’, the mode of con-
sumption which now dominates culture, sports and tourism, all of which 
have been appropriated, monetised or created by capital. Each requires 
an appropriate infrastructure for its consumption, technical or physical. 
Consumption is tied in with the hardware needed to play records, listen 
to the radio, watch television, and nowadays enjoy the internet, all of 
which require physical manufacture and distribution. Sports require 
stadiums and access by the crowds. Tourism requires airports, planes, 
cruise ships, ports, highways, hotels, and myriad cultural institutions: 
art galleries, concert halls, gardens and restaurants. A huge labour force 
now exists to cater to these consumers’ demands, says Harvey, adding 
that ‘their destructive social and ecological consequences have provoked 
anti-tourism movements from Venice and Barcelona to Machu Picchu’.4 
As we shall see, however, Marx would not have been mystified by the 
idea of commodifying experience, since he himself draws a distinction 
between two types of artistic production, namely, vendible commodities 
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such as books and paintings on the one hand, and on the other, the per-
formance arts. Though unable to predict the forms they would take, he 
would also have understood both the generative power and international 
character of the mass market, which were already described in the Com-
munist Manifesto. In fact, the beginnings of modern tourism were already 
evident in his lifetime: Thomas Cook organised his first excursions in the 
1840s and his first foreign tour in 1855, and Mark Twain wrote Innocents 
Abroad, an account of the first organised cruise taking tourists from the 
USA around the Old Continent, in 1869. 

Different fractions and sectors of capital are always fighting to corner 
markets and create new ones; this in itself is not capitalism but flows from 
it. Capitalism is the underlying system that progressively transformed the 
mode of production through new forms of exploitation of labour – wage 
labour and the factory system in its homelands, slavery and the planta-
tion system in its homelands’ colonies. In the homelands, wage labour 
became a new kind of commodity, whose value was calculated according 
to the principles of time economy. The class structure of capitalist society 
was transformed by the emergence of a new proletariat pitted against a 
new bourgeoisie, topped by the very rich, new and old. Of course this 
is an oversimplification. The class structure of capitalist society is much 
more complicated (especially in the middle but also as we shall later see, 
at the bottom). It is an open question, however, whether this is a single 
totalising system that shapes and embraces every aspect of our existence, 
although this is what it comes to seem like, as if, where capitalism is 
installed, no-one escapes being positioned by it, including those whom it 
marginalises and excludes; everyone is conditioned by the way it situates 
them in relation to both the market and the centres of power and author-
ity, and in all classes different factions contest with each other. There are 
two objections to this construal. At the conceptual level, totalities are 
chimeras, as elusive as Grand Unified Theory in particle physics; perhaps 
because of the contradiction that you cannot see a totality when you’re 
situated within it. At the level of everyday life, on the other hand, where 
the subject’s horizons are determined by their material circumstances, 
there remains the possibility of a split between circumstance and aspira-
tion. The proletariat is said to be alienated from their labour, but consider 
teachers and nurses, for example, who may be caught within the labour 
market but still behave according to values which escape calculation and 
quantification, human values as opposed to the monetary value attached 
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to the job. They are not well paid for it. As David Graeber put it, the value 
of caring ‘would appear to be precisely that element in labour that cannot 
be quantified’.5 This would explain how easily it can be rendered invisible 
in a patriarchal system, where caring is carried out in a domestic setting, 
mainly by women, beyond the reach of the labour market, though it still, 
of course, remains work. Artists belong in the same category of people 
whose work expresses values that escape the calculations of capital, 
and we shall see in detail in these pages how this plays out. Although 
embedded in technology, in ways we shall discover, perhaps, then, artistic 
expression, being the quintessential realm of imagination and the psyche, 
is still sometimes able to resist instrumentalisation and transcend com-
modification, at least for those who absorb and enjoy it for its own sake. 
This is another of our guiding questions. 

Mechanical reproduction, however, according to Walter Benjamin, 
transformed the social functions of art, opening up new markets for 
cultural products across a range of media to reach ever wider publics 
with a different relation to the aesthetic than the nineteenth century 
bourgeoisie. A popular public took shape, quite distinct from the bour-
geois counterpublic, the bohemian contingent that disrupted bourgeois 
values from within and produced the modernist movement, to which 
Benjamin himself belonged. There was a certain interaction between the 
two, especially in the cinema, but the mass audience was peculiarly sus-
ceptible to new marketing techniques that were themselves the creation 
of the mass media. Jump forwards to the start of the third decade of the 
twenty-first century, and despite the wealth of grassroots creativity, every 
artform revolves around internationally famous names with celebrity 
status and commensurate income, but these hugely expanded markets 
are bulk supplied by innumerable cultural workers forced to sell them-
selves piecemeal to provide a stream of mostly ephemeral and formulaic 
cultural commodities competing for attention, like the often hundreds 
of names that scroll by at the end of a movie but in effect remain anon-
ymous. Behind the famous names there have always been anonymous 
others, apprentices in the studios of successful artists in the Renaissance, 
backstage crews in the theatres of Marx’s day, who now amount to small 
tribes of studio assistants and crews, themselves skilled creative workers, 
who are not only anonymous but largely lacking secure employment. 
Known at different times by different terms – freelance, self-employed 
– these are euphemisms for what is really subcontracted labour, a system 
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of precarious employment nowadays known by another euphemism: the 
gig economy, which also encompasses large swathes of what is called the 
service industry. It’s no accident that the term ‘gig economy’ derives from 
the argot for ‘engagement’ among jazz musicians. Cultural work holds 
great attraction by promising self-expression and a sense of self-worth 
and the industry is never short of aspirants, who ensure a reserve army 
of labour that suppresses wages. Distinction is elusive, however, and the 
market, which is not so much free as moulded by corporate interests, 
imposes its own standards and norms, whereby creativity is both lauded 
and contaminated by commercial criteria. This is a very different world 
from that of the kind of Romantic artist Marx was thinking of when he 
remarked that ‘Really free labour, the composing of music for example, is 
at the same time damned serious and demands the greatest effort.’6 Marx’s 
composer, however, sells their score, not their labour power. Similarly the 
author. As he writes in another passage, ‘Milton produced Paradise Lost 
as a silkworm produces silk, as the activity of his own nature. He later sold 
his product for £5 and thus became a merchant.’7 In this model, where 
artistic creation is seen as the paradigm of free unalienated labour, artists 
are not wage-labourers, and their work escapes the capitalist’s demand to 
control the labour process, although they had to please the patrons who 
commissioned them, or already in Marx’s time, the impresario who held 
the reins in the performance arts.

These, at any rate, were the conditions in the nineteenth century, when 
cultural markets catering for bourgeois audiences progressively replaced 
the patronage of aristocracy and church while urban growth created new 
audiences for popular entertainments, but before the new mass media. 
Cultural consumption was growing, yet as Marx saw it, capitalist produc-
tion was hostile to certain branches of what he called ‘spiritual production’ 
like art and poetry.8 The remark is typically quoted out of context and 
flattened into an oracular pronouncement, which hardly seems to cor-
respond to the facts: the great richness of nineteenth century bourgeois 
culture, its expanding reach, and the rise of the mass media after the turn 
of the century which included, on the cinema screen, the birth of a new 
artform. However, as Adolfo Sánchez Vázquez sees it, Marx is speaking 
of ‘the hostile conditions created by a mode of production which is the 
antithesis of creative labour’.9 While these conditions differ according to 
the historical period, the degree of capitalist development in different 
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countries, and the specific character of the branch of art in question, cap-
italism is unable to succeed in fully imposing itself on art 

because of the impossibility of reducing artistic labor to the condition 
of alienated labor by transforming it into a purely formal or mechan-
ical activity. Even when an artist works for the market, he resists the 
uniformity and levelling which destroys his creative personality. By the 
mere fact of realising his creative abilities he finds himself in a struggle 
against the hostile limits established by the capitalist market.10 

The only problem with this explanation (apart from its gendered for-
mulation) is not the characterisation of aesthetic labour but the element 
of wishful thinking in the way it imagines the artist: in the same terms 
as what Sánchez Vázquez calls Engels’ thesis that ‘a tendentious spirit is 
intrinsic to the nature of art’. But then Sánchez Vázquez is Mexican, and 
this position echoes the manifesto ‘Towards a Free Revolutionary Art’, 
written in Mexico in 1938 by André Breton, Diego Rivera and the exiled 
Leon Trotsky: ‘True art is unable not to be revolutionary, not to aspire 
to a complete and radical reconstruction of society.’11 You might agree 
with this, read it and sigh ‘if only ...’, but it’s still a slogan and is also ten-
dentious. There are plenty of artists who fulfil their creative personality 
without raising such a challenge but still achieve the highest aesthetic 
insight and satisfaction; as Balzac was for Marx, says S.S. Prawer, a con-
servative royalist ‘for whose profound understanding of social realities 
Marx had the deepest admiration’.12 There is no law that those who are 
aesthetically progressive will also be politically so – or the reverse. As for 
the mainstream, this is largely made up of those who are content to find 
fulfilment in following the proclivities of the readership, providing it with 
diversion, escapism, fantasy and titillation, and while the bottom of the 
mainstream is clogged up with mediocrity, many of them are extremely 
expert at doing so. It is the mainstream whom Adorno disparaged as 
ideological, precisely to the degree that their work, instead of pursuing 
aesthetic insight, affirms the existing order. They are not excluded from 
the present study, however; on the contrary, they also have to make a 
living.

There’s another thing to consider. Few artists are able to live exclu-
sively on their artistic production, many because they can’t and others 
because they don’t want to. They may engage in parallel and related activ-
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ities like teaching, or nowadays increasingly media appearances, because 
they need the supplementary income; for others, their day job is quite 
different, and they’re classed as amateur. But this is a misleading category 
for someone who is no mere dabbler but a talented non-professional 
who earns their living in some other form of labour, but who writes or 
paints or participates actively in performance arts like music and theatre. 
This is much more widespread than commonly supposed, especially in 
the case of music, which remains a privileged site for a proclivity for 
active participation that is found in every social class, although largely in 
separate milieux marked by distinct styles; only in settings like religious 
worship is there a common style, and even then different denominations 
engender their own, arising from the congregation’s own musical vernac-
ular. Professional musicians don’t generally play with amateurs, unless 
they’re choirs singing with orchestras, but there’s a roll call of musical 
patrons from Henry VIII to Beethoven’s time who were accomplished 
musicians and performed the works they commissioned. There is also 
a parallel history of informal music making which takes in the exclusive 
catch-and-glee clubs in the eighteenth century and the popular Victo-
rian song-and-supper rooms described by Henry Mayhew, as well as pub 
music and other working class settings. Despite the elimination of much 
of these traditions by the ubiquity of the loudspeaker, the pub remains 
a popular musical venue, for both listening and joining in, but a great 
deal of music making goes on without the aid of alcohol in the wider 
community. One amateur, a social anthropologist, reported her surprise 
on discovering in the 1980s just how much musical activity went on in 
one southern English town, where many amateur ensembles included 
semi-professionals – people who earned their living in some area of the 
music business or teaching, though not primarily from performance.13 

According to a report in 2017, more than 2 million people in Britain sing 
regularly in choirs, of which there are some 40,000 ranging in size from 
four to over 700 – a similar number to people who go swimming every 
week, and more than those playing amateur football.14 Their repertoires 
include music of all genres.

Nor is the non-professional excluded from literature. While the same 
report notes that not all choirs require their members to be able to read 
music, writing is a universal skill, uneven in the individual’s degree of 
accomplishment but easily practised with minimal resources, in other 
words requiring very little in terms of means of production and no capi-
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talisation, only time. Taking up pen and paper (or keyboard and screen), 
engaging in a solitary and immediately expressive activity, authors are 
often born by satisfying private needs like writing diaries and letters, 
or composing stories for their children. Others, whose day job involves 
handling professional texts, turn to literary writing to express what those 
texts exclude; spies turn into novelists, clerks compose poetry, scientists 
write science fiction, or address themselves to a lay readership. Litera-
ture expands to include the widest range of genres, but few published 
writers earn enough from their writing, unless they’re also journalists, 
to make a living from it. This is partly an effect of the branch of activity 
concerned, and Sánchez Vázquez points out that not all branches of art 
are subject to the laws of capitalist production to the same degree because 
not all creative work requires the same degree of capitalisation: ‘Today it 
is possible to write lyric poetry with no regard for ... economic phenom-
ena, especially if the poet lowers his voice and contents himself with a 
small number of readers, but’ – he adds – ‘it is not possible to produce 
films without putting in motion a whole complex economic mechanism 
... [and] it is always more profitable to invest in the production of a film 
than in publishing a book of poems.’15 Here the only rider needed is what 
the Mexican philosopher, writing in 1965, could not foresee: that within 
a couple of decades it would begin to become possible to make films 
almost as easily as writing poems and at little more expense, no more 
than the cost of a second-hand car. The problem is no longer production, 
but distribution.

However compliant aesthetic labour may become to the demands of 
the capitalist market, for those who control distribution it always retains 
a certain autonomy which capital is unable to control and which remains 
unpredictable. This autonomy, which delights in the expressive, symbolic 
and polysemic qualities of aesthetic utterance is altogether at variance 
with the monetary value realised by the capitalist who brings the work to 
market. For the capitalist it can only represent a necessary risk, because 
the public is a fickle animal, simultaneously conservative and capricious, 
governed by established tastes but thriving on novel forms of aesthetic 
stimulation which evolve with the times; and it isn’t homogeneous, a 
single public, but many.

We must return, however, for a moment, to the question of individ-
ual authorship, which lays a trap that hides an underlying and persistent 
problem of a decidedly ideological nature. The source of autonomy is 
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taken to reside in the individual artist; in other words, the very idea of 
the artist is bound up with a concept of individualism which has been 
paradigmatic for modern thought since the Enlightenment, if not the 
Renaissance, and only intensified by the Romantic turn to subjectivity 
and the inner life. But this only applies at best to certain artforms where 
authorship is indeed unique. It is not quite true of performance arts – 
music, dance, theatre – which are predicated on collective creation (albeit 
they also take the form of solo performance, and may have a score or a 
script by a named individual). The solitary author may stride out on their 
own. The individuality of the performer is always in step with that of 
others, the endeavour is collaborative; the author of the play, the composer, 
the choreographer, the screenwriter are entirely dependent on their col-
laborators (indeed screenplays are often the product of a team of writers). 
The truth – to be explored in these pages – is that aesthetic creation is not 
just a product of individual inspiration but equally dependent on collec-
tive engagement and collective imagination. Indeed we can safely say that 
all creativity is social, including that of the individual author, who even in 
their solitude is always, as Mikhail Bakhtin maintained, in dialogue with 
others. (We shall return to Bakhtin in the final chapter.)

The primacy given to individual creativity also conceals the apparatus 
and the industry, the economic structures (publishers, theatres, orches-
tras, etc.) and invisible wage labour (printers, stage hands, engravers, 
etc.) involved in bringing the work to market and earning their living 
from it. Although not themselves claiming to be creative workers, many 
are highly skilled and talented. Increasingly so in recent times, for digital 
technology has generated a growing number of jobs in the so-called 
creative economy, and in the same process, new forms of collective 
aesthetic creation which flourish in the virtual space of the internet – 
a paradoxical space which combines many different layers of creative 
input. The question of what constitutes creativity and creative labour is 
thereby posed afresh.

To begin the inquiry, the question is best approached by turning to 
Raymond Williams’ indispensable compendium of Keywords.16 The word 
‘creative’, he says, has both a general sense of originality and innovation, 
and a more specific sense where it refers to the products of the creative 
imagination in the form of works of art. A slippery word, it slithers 
between these two senses, but then so is the word ‘art’, whose general and 
original meaning referred to any kind of skill ‘in matters as various as 
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mathematics, medicine and angling’. In the plural, ‘the seven arts’ of the 
medieval university curriculum included grammar, logic, rhetoric, arith-
metic, geometry, music and astronomy, but the term ‘artist’, emerging in 
the sixteenth century, belonged to a different grouping, that of the seven 
muses: history, poetry, comedy, tragedy, music, dancing, and astron-
omy again, reflecting the hold still exerted by classical Greek culture. (In 
modern times, the classical context recedes, the muses become the seven 
arts, and no-one can quite agree what they are.) The founding of the Royal 
Academy of Arts in 1768 institutionalised a distinction between the ‘artist’ 
and the ‘artisan’, when engravers were excluded from membership because 
they were ‘skilled manual workers’ without ‘intellectual’ or ‘imaginative’ or 
‘creative’ purposes, while the growing specialisation of intellectual endeav-
our entailed the differentiation of the sciences and the scientist from both. 
Further distinctions would emerge in the nineteenth century, between art 
and industry, between the fine arts and the useful arts, between the scien-
tist and the engineer. ‘This complex set of historical distinctions between 
various kinds of human skill and between varying basic purposes in the 
use of such skills’, says Williams, ‘is evidently related both to changes in the 
practical division of labour and to fundamental changes in practical defi-
nitions of the purposes of the exercise of skill. It can be primarily related to 
the changes inherent in capitalist commodity production, with its special-
isation and reduction of use values to exchange values.’17

‘Culture’ is an even more complicated word, ‘one of the two or three 
most complicated words in the English language’, says Williams. In its 
dominant early uses it refers to cultivation or the tending of natural 
growth, which was extended by metaphor in the sixteenth century to 
human development, or as Hobbes defined it in 1651, ‘the culture and 
manurance of minds’. But this acquires class connotations, by which 
people will be distinguished by whether or not they have culture, which 
links the concept to birth, education, social position, money and ulti-
mately, that other tendentious concept, civilisation. However, there is 
also a move in a different direction, to the idea of cultures in the plural. 
The specific and variable cultures of different nations and periods – the 
territory of history; the various cultures of social and economic groups 
within a nation – the domain of sociology; while anthropology, driven by 
imperialist practices, looked outwards, taking culture as the very object 
of study in societies ‘left behind’ by civilisation, conceiving it as an eco-
system of relationships and shared knowledge, only later to be applied 
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back home where it gave rise to the study of subcultures. The disputes 
between the different disciplines were not resolved by the subsequent 
emergence in the academy of the synoptic field of cultural studies (in 
which Williams’ work was foundational). 

Williams sees three main usages of the term emerging in succes-
sion. The abstract noun which describes a general but mainly individual 
process of intellectual, spiritual and aesthetic development, in the eight-
eenth century; in the nineteenth century, the sense of a particular way 
of life of a people, a period or a group; and only then, in the twentieth, 
does it come to refer to ‘the works and practices of intellectual and espe-
cially artistic activity’. In the populist parlance of the media, this last 
‘seems often now the most widespread use’, says Williams, and becomes 
enshrined in the creation of Ministries of Culture. But Keywords was pub-
lished in 1976, and what has happened since then is significant, because 
in liberal democracies like Britain, this last step had the effect of politi-
cising a domain which government had previously kept at arm’s length. 
The arm’s length principle is associated with the economist J.M. Keynes, 
architect of the post-war international financial regime established at 
Bretton Woods in 1944, and the cultured liberal behind the UK’s wartime 
Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts which became the 
Arts Council after the war. Keynes thought capitalism an unbalanced 
system for the arts to thrive in, and before his early death, used his polit-
ical influence to ensure that the Arts Council would operate free of both 
big business and direct government control. If the establishment accepted 
his arguments, it was not out of concern for spreading beauty but because 
it served an ideological agenda to repudiate the politicisation of culture 
by both Fascism and Communism, the condition identified by Benja-
min in the closing words of ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction’, which Fascism renders aesthetic, to which Communism 
responds by politicising art. 

In practice, the arm’s length principle was treated as a constructive 
ambiguity, eroded over time by the growth of the culture industry beyond 
the elitist and metropolitan focus of official patronage. In Britain, where 
the first Minister for the Arts was appointed in 1964 by Harold Wilson, 
long before politicians began to talk about the creative industries, the 
subsequent history of the post reveals growing confusion about what this 
sector actually consists in, beginning when John Major renamed the post 
Minister for National Heritage in 1992. Tony Blair renamed the depart-
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ment Culture, Media and Sport, Gordon Brown added Tourism, but when 
David Cameron entered Downing Street he chose Culture, Communica-
tions and Creative Industries, then reduced it to Culture and the Digital 
Economy. Theresa May reversed the priorities to Digital and Culture, 
then changed it to Digital and Creative Industries. Then it morphed 
again into Sport, Media and Creative Industries under Boris Johnson, 
who quickly reverted to May’s first designation of Digital and Culture. 
Who knows what it will be when you read this. Whoever has been in 
charge, and whatever the ideological gloss, the arts appeared to prosper, 
but no-one was quite sure what art and creativity consisted in any more.

MARX’S TAKE ON ART

Marx’s take on art was shaped by a classical education, voracious reading, 
the heritage of Romanticism, and his underlying philosophy of dialectical 
materialism. While he can hardly himself be considered a Romantic, his 
conception of the aesthetic emerges from a current in German thinking 
developed by philosophers of the eighteenth century (Lessing, Baumgar-
ten, Kant, Schiller) whose ideas nurtured Romanticism and the notion 
of the expressive autonomy of the work of art. But because he always 
thought historically he was struck by the historicity of aesthetic forms 
and their relation to ‘the general development of society’. 

Is the view of nature and of social relations which shaped Greek imagi-
nation and Greek [art] possible in the age of automatic machinery, and 
railways, and locomotives, and electric telegraphs? Where does Vulcan 
come in as against Roberts & Co.; Jupiter, as against the lightning rod; 
and Hermes, as against the Credit Mobilier? ... What becomes of the 
Goddess Fame side by side with Printing House Square?18 

Or again:

Looking at it from another side: is Achilles possible side by side with 
powder and lead? Or is the Iliad at all compatible with the printing 
press and steam press? Does not singing and reciting and the muses 
necessarily go out of existence with the appearance of the printer’s bar, 
and do not, therefore, the prerequisites of epic poetry disappear?




