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Summary
Arts management, or more precisely – formal training in arts management, 
started at least a decade later in Switzerland than in many other countries. 
There are only a handful of courses or programmes in the country now, all 
of them on the postgraduate level. This paper intends to draw attention to 
a phenomenon which has been largely neglected so far: ‘Defining and pro-
moting the desired directions of development for cultural management.’ It is 
a plea for more substance in culture, or in the �00 year-old words of Nobel 
Prize winner Albert Schweitzer, a plea for the kind of culture that makes a 
contribution to the ‘intellectual and ethical advancement of man and man-
kind’.
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The country I represent is a small country. It is generally characterised by 
cheese, chocolate, watches, and certainly also by mountains. In this kind of 
topography progress is slow. Although Switzerland lies in the heart of Europe 
we have not even made up our mind yet to join the European Union! Arts 
management, or more precisely – formal training in arts management, started 
at least a decade later than in many other countries. The first programmes 
were initiated around the turn of the century. There are only a handful of 
courses or programmes in the country now, all of them on the postgraduate 
level.

I am not going to bore you with details about curricula, didactic methods, 
and degrees obtained. This type of information is readily available on the 
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internet. Instead, I intend to draw your attention to a phenomenon of more 
general interest which has been largely neglected so far although, I believe, it 
might concern us all in the years ahead. What I am going to talk about refers 
to the first of the main goals for this conference: ‘Defining and promoting the 
desired directions of development for cultural management.’

Let me begin by stating the seemingly obvious. Three features distinguish 
our species from all other living creatures: the ability to express ourselves in 
a meaningful way by a system of sounds (language); the skill to create im-
ages with our hands (art); and the tendency to mark important phases in 
life – especially death – with rituals (religion).2 Language, art, and religion 
then – culture, in short – are the things that make mankind truly human. 
Culture enables us as individuals to come to terms with our existence in an 
intellectual and spiritual sense but it also enables communities to organise 
themselves in a sustainable way. Our lives are as much determined by culture 
as they are by any biological component. Therefore culture is by no means a 
luxury. Rather, it fundamentally defines any community. Traditions, customs, 
laws, and political rules are culturally-determined. At the same time, culture 
– especially in the narrow sense of art or artistic creativity – can break rules 
and defy taboos; i.e. it can move a community to abandon some entrenched 
practices. Both are fundamental to any society, the ability of art and culture 
to preserve and challenge the status quo. 

With these essential functions of culture in mind we observe two things when 
we glance at the cultural landscape of most of the countries represented here. 
We are both spoiled for choice in that every day we have many different op-
tions of impressive quality and at the same time, however, we cannot help 
noticing that culture has become hype, that we are being inundated with an 
abundance of events: endless exhibitions, concerts, new media installations 
and performances, theatre and dance on amateur and professional stages, etc. 
A year-round festival programme has even reached our mountain villages. 
The number of museums has increased enormously. The art market is boom-
ing. Even the advertising industry now peddles products from all walks of life 
by including the positive attribute ‘culture’ in its marketing messages: a new 
car offers unique ‘driving culture’, furniture delivers extra ‘home culture’, and 
wine ‘drinking culture’. Take cultural tourism, for example. More often than 
not it destroys the very basis of its original appeal. We can all see how the jew-

2 Antonio Loprieno (2009), Von evolutionärer Kulturforschung, Basler Universitätsreden 107. 
Heft, Basel: Schwabe, p. 8f.
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els among the Tuscan cities in Italy lose their shine and forfeit their charisma 
due to over-exposure for the sake of superficial commercialism.

Faced with all of these fever symptoms, these signs of inflation, we cannot 
help feeling that if we are not careful the cultural boom will self-destruct. 
There is, in fact, no lack of writing on the wall. In 2009 worldwide art sales 
slumped by 37% and in the last five years the number of rock/pop open-air 
events in Switzerland increased by 20% – yet the demand for them has stag-
nated because the market is saturated. The hype becomes problematic when 
it is reduced to pointless proliferation and, even more ominously, when it 
coincides with an all-pervading commercialisation in the cultural domain. 
The danger does not lie in the supply of concerts or museums – it lies in the 
oversupply of the trivial, in the endless stream of insipid events and short-
lived spectacles, in public fatigue instead of fascination and in the absence of 
meaning instead of the absence of restraints on the arts.

To avoid any misunderstanding here, this is not a plea for less culture or a call 
to cut back on public funding. It is a plea, rather, for more substance in cul-
ture, or in the 100 year-old words of Nobel Prize winner Albert Schweitzer, a 
plea for the kind of culture that makes a contribution to the ‘intellectual and 
ethical advancement of man and mankind’. Having seen how essential culture 
is to humanity and to human co-existence and realising that this cultural hype 
is just one more expression of the excess with which we are all too familiar 
from other walks of life (relentless waste of resources, short-term profiteering 
at the expense of the natural environment, the narrow-minded tendency to 
put a monetary value on every aspect of life), we conclude that such excess 
endangers culture, the very thing that makes us human and shapes our social 
identity. 

In many other domains the concept of sustainability is already well-estab-
lished and widely accepted. So why is art and culture largely excluded from 
this essential global debate? Does this mean that cultural policy and arts 
management are the last bastions of the past, to be spared those embarrass-
ing questions about the effect of our behaviour on future generations? Does it 
indicate that we are not living beyond our means in this respect at least? The 
answer, I fear, is no.

When we look at how arts management is currently practised and at the pre-
vailing fields of discourse in the academic world it is clear that priority is 
being given to issues that can be described as ‘micro’. In other words, the 
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focus is on individual organisations or projects – cultural branding, audience 
development, and of course all forms of fundraising, which are the prevail-
ing themes. Focusing on such practical aspects is undoubtedly important but 
culture has to do with quality, it is not primarily concerned with quantity, 
with the bigger, stronger, or more efficient. In cultural management we must 
make sure that the pragmatic micro-perspective does not make us lose sight 
of the major developments and contexts, of the social responsibility of arts 
managers, and of our focus on the values of society as a whole.

We must not allow the arts to become victims of quantitative overkill. It is 
vital that those engaged in cultural policy and in arts management see their 
work as countering the hollow humdrum of the event business. It is vital that 
we approach our work in its original semantic sense of cultivating and sus-
taining the ‘cultural good’. Remembering the emphasis the minister of culture 
has put on the importance of our cultural heritage in his opening speech: 
let us not forget that the culture produced today is the cultural heritage of 
tomorrow! 


