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Abstract 

In this dissertation I will analyse the policy paper Culture is Digital (DCMS, 2018) using critical 

discourse analysis (CDA), assessing the power dynamics of the participating groups and the 

sociocultural implications this paper generates.  Analysis will be performed predominantly using 

Norman Fairclough’s CDA framework.  Social practices and structures will be further analysed with 

support from underpinning theories that inform the sociocultural issues raised in the policy.  My 

analysis will show that ‘digital’ is considered the superior concern in the view of the paper’s 

authorship and that cultural activity will be administered to follow this. 

Introduction 

‘The UK’s future will be built at the nexus of our artistic and cultural creativity and our 

technical brilliance’ Rt. Hon Matt Hancock (DCMS, 2018, p. 4). 

As the UK Government seeks to harness the power of technology for the cultural sector, the 

Government Department for Digital, Culture, Media, and Sport (DCMS) has published a ‘first of its 

kind’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 16) policy paper, Culture is Digital (DCMS, 2018).  The policy paper is the 

culmination of the findings of the Digital Culture Project and the 2017 #CultureisDigital online 

consultation (DCMS, 2018), which themselves stemmed from the 2016 Government Culture White 

Paper (DCMS, 2016).  Culture is Digital addresses how culture and technology can work together to 

their mutual benefit and the benefit of the UK. This paper will analyse Culture is Digital using critical 

discourse analysis (CDA) to assess the manner of discourse of the DCMS in the policy to explore the 

power dynamics of the participants and the sociocultural implications. My analysis discovers that the 

purported cultural policy tends toward an economic policy and postulates that the digital sector is 

the dominant player over its co-participants in the policy: culture and audience.   The analysis 

suggests neo-liberalism and economic reduction are increasingly dominant and that data modelling 

is now a key component of cultural sector decision making.  The paper also elucidates how the UK’s 

cultural offer is being used to reposition the UK on the world stage after Brexit. 

Language professor Norman Fairclough considers philosopher Michel Foucault’s definition of 

discourse as a ‘technology’ of power (Fairclough, 1993, p. 52).  Through Fairclough’s three-

dimensional CDA framework, these power relations will be investigated.  The analysis will be 

structured in the order of the themes of the policy itself: Audiences, Skills and Digital Capabilities, 

and Future Strategy. 
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Culture is Digital was published in 2018 under Prime Minister Theresa May’s Conservative 

Government. It sets out the Government’s vision as ‘behaviours are changing; including the way we 

engage with culture’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 18).  The policy was published at an unprecedented time for 

British politics: in the period after the Brexit referendum, June 2016, but before the United Kingdom 

left the European Union in January 2020. New trade agreements, legislation and policies were 

required at the time to minimise disruption to the UK and Europe.  This new policy was released 

before the impact of COVID-19, which shut down physical access to cultural organisations, 

expediting a move to digital operating. Analysis of the current impact of the policy would be less 

applicable as it could not have been implemented as intended; analysis of its intentions through CDA 

will provide insight into the DCMS’s goals. 

‘Digital’ was added to the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) in 2017 after the 

commencement of the Digital Culture Project, which informs this policy.  Digital is therefore a recent 

component of the department.  This paper seeks to understand the relationship of the concepts 

within Culture is Digital to ascertain the UK Government’s objectives, specifically in terms of cultural 

policy. 

Terminology 

It is necessary to identify the definition of ‘culture’ used in the policy, which states: 

‘For the purposes of this report, we have defined cultural organisations as those from 

the performing arts, visual arts, heritage, museums, archives, libraries, film and making 

connections with the wider creative industries’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 4).1 

This corresponds with cultural academic Raymond Williams’s definition of culture as an activity: 

‘…culture is music, literature, painting and sculpture, theatre and film.  A Ministry of Culture refers 

to these specific activities…’ (Williams, 1976, p. 80),  rather than an anthropological definition. 

A more modern interpretation of cultural activity is that of ‘Creative Industries’, which entered the 

lexicon in the late 1990’s: 

‘Cultural and creative industries: ‘cultural industries’ is a descriptive term for 

organizations that produce and circulate products that are first and foremost 

meaningful; now being superseded in official discourse by ‘creative industries’ that 

include, for instance, advertising and information technology’ (McGuigan, 2004, p. 144). 

The policy discusses digital as shorthand for digital technologies, ‘An umbrella term for computer-

based products and solutions…may refer to using new algorithms or applications’ (PC MAG, 2021). 
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Culture is Digital is nominally a cultural policy.  Cultural analysis professor Jim McGuigan defines 

cultural policy as ‘deliberate action in the cultural field undertaken by governments but also 

including business operations and civil society campaigns around the conditions and consequences 

of culture’ (McGuigan, 2004, p. 144).  A policy from an authoritative institution such as the DCMS 

may be assumed to be a tool of Gramscian hegemonic power, however; analysis of the parties 

McGuigan identifies leans more to a Foucauldian concept of power: 

‘Power must be analyzed as something which circulates, or as something which only 

functions in the form of a chain . . . Power is employed and exercised through a netlike 

organization . . .’  (Balan, 2010; Focault, 1980) 

Methodology 

I aim to analyse the policy, Culture is Digital (DCMS, 2018), to interpret its meaning.  This 

investigation will be performed predominantly via Norman Fairclough’s three-dimensional model of 

CDA, supported by interpretive observation developed from secondary research into ideological, 

political, and social relations.  I shall therefore be adopting an interpretivist paradigm that assumes a 

subjectivist epistemology (my individual beliefs), a relativist ontology (there are multiple realities 

which are socially constructed), a naturalist methodology (as my data will be the discourse of Culture 

is Digital) and a balanced axiology (the research will reflect my views as a researcher, but the report 

will endeavour to be balanced) (Kivunja & Kiyuni, 2017). 

This is suited to my research, as conducting CDA focuses on the interpretation of the text, its social 

context and associated environment.  There will be limited analysis of enhancement texts that have 

contributed to the policy. 

The key aim of an interpretivist paradigm is to understand the subjective world of human experience 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1989).  This approach is appropriate as the analysis in this paper will be based on 

my interpretation of the world and the discourse of the policy.  Interpretivism principally uses 

abductive logic (Blaikie & Priest, 2017), and its main tenet that reality is socially constructed (Bogdan 

& Biklen, 1998).   I will therefore interpret my findings from the text analysed to abduce the policy’s 

inferred meanings in reference to its objective to construct social reality. 

This paper’s relativist ontology is determined by Fairclough’s belief that discourse can construct 

social realities through ‘signification’ in ‘constituting, reproducing, challenging and restructuring 

systems of knowledge and belief’ (Fairclough, 1993, p. 169).  A fluid interpretation of social reality is 

therefore key.   
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Norman Fairclough – Three-Dimensional Critical Discourse Analysis Model: 

Fairclough’s model takes both a sociological and linguistic approach (Fairclough, 1993). Analysis of 

linguistic functions will rely on linguist Michael Halliday’s work on systemic functional grammar 

(Halliday & Christian, 2013).  For Fairclough’s CDA analysis, each of the three themes of the policy, 

Audiences, Skills and Digital Capabilities, and Future Strategy, will be analysed in order and divided 

by their subheadings. The Executive Summary will be explicitly analysed across Fairclough’s three 

dimensions; however, the main body will be analysed more generally [Appendix A]: 

• Dimension One  

‘Text’ (description), which is seen by Fairclough as a linguistic event in which cognition and 

representation of the world are formed  (Fairclough, 2010; Fairclough, 1995).  Also known as 

Micro-Level analysis (Koller, 2017). 

• Dimension Two  

‘Discourse Practice’ (interpretation), is seen as the ‘processes of text production, distribution 

and consumption’ (Fairclough, 1993, p. 78) which ‘require reference to the particular 

economic, political and institutional settings within which discourse is generated’ (ibid., 

p71).  Alternatively, Meso-Level analysis (Koller, 2017) 

• Dimension Three 

‘Sociocultural Practice’(explanation), as Fairclough himself states, is ‘the social and cultural 

goings-on which the communicative event is part of’ (Fairclough, 1995, p. 57).  Also referred 

to as a Macro-Level analysis (Koller, 2017) 

Fairclough believes that ‘…analysing institutions and organisations in terms of power entails 

understanding and analysing their discursive practices’ (Fairclough, 1993, p. 50).  He considers 

discourse in relation to ideology, hegemony, and power (ibid., p86). This will be analysed in a 

societal context, informed by Keynesian and neo-liberal economic structures, Gramsci’s theory of 

hegemony, and Bourdieu and Foucault’s concepts of power. These theorists will contribute to the 

analysis of the Macro-Level implications of the discourse in terms of power and politics. 

Although the policy is produced by a government department, to remain apolitical, its major 

influence is on NDPBs.  Regardless, linguistic scholar Teun van Dijk states ‘…political discourse 

analysis in many respects will be like any other kind of discourse analysis’ (van Dijk, 1993).  As such, 

CDA will be the main analytical method applied to the corpus rather than political discourse analysis 

(PDA).  Fairclough himself states that ‘…there is no set procedure for doing discourse analysis; 

people approach it in different ways according to the specific nature of the project, as well as their 

own views on discourse’ (Fairclough, 1993, p. 225). 
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Social practices and structures proposed in the text, and inferred from the text, will be further 

analysed with support from underpinning theories that inform the sociocultural issues raised in the 

policy. A brief intertextual analysis will be performed on the policy’s preceding Culture White Paper 

(DCMS, 2016) and follow up Culture is Digital: June 2019 Progress Report (DCMS, 2019).  

Limitations 

The strength and weakness of the interpretive paradigm is that any analysis will be susceptible to 

the researcher’s own conceptualisation and understanding (Blaikie & Priest, 2017).  Having worked 

for a National Portfolio Arts Organisation and studied cultural policy, my natural inclination is toward 

favouring cultural organisations for their social benefits. I have also studied economics and worked 

in the business world, which may also bias my opinions.  Technologically, I have witnessed the 

emergence of the digital era and would be considered a ‘Digital Immigrant’ (Prensky, 2001, pp. 1-6).  

My analysis will attempt to focus on the cultural implications of the policy, however, it must be 

viewed in context, as pointed out earlier in Terminology with McGuigan’s definition of cultural policy 

(McGuigan, 2004, p. 144).  Any analysis of governmental policy is prone to the influence of personal, 

political or ideological bias.  A balanced axiology should reduce these factors as limitations of the 

research.   

The policy is written from a contemporary perspective of French philosopher Auguste Comte’s 

definition of positivism, as it occurs in a sociological studies perspective, as that which ‘…confines 

itself to the data of experience‘ (Feigl, 2020).  This interpretative analysis will not be a critique of this 

approach. 

This analysis will not address the policy’s implications on wider anthropological culture, merely 

against cultures earlier stated definition. This will limit the scope of the paper as issues of politics, 

economics, technologisation and ideology will be presented by the text, but not analysed in depth.  

Similarly, although this paper will use a linguistic framework for analysis, this will merely be the 

launch point for investigation into cultural policy and changes in social/power relations.  

Theories and Frameworks 

Fairclough postulates that ‘A characteristic of a dominant IDF (Ideological-discursive formation) is 

the capacity to ‘naturalise’ ideologies, i.e., to win acceptance of them as non-ideological ‘common 

sense’’ (Fairclough, 1995, p. 27).  Fairclough proposes that discourse underpins social structures 

(Fairclough, 1993), which supports Foucault, in that discourse enables social convention and 

conformation.  A more post-structuralist view on discourse is that of sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, 

who suggests that ‘language is a symbolic system of power endowed with the inherent ability to 

make people see visions of the world that either confirm or transform their perceptions and beliefs 
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of the world, thereby influencing not only their own actions in the world, but also the world itself’  

(Meadows, 2009, p. 17).  It is the ability to create realities and naturalise ideologies that gives a 

policy like Culture is Digital its power. 

UK cultural policy can trace its roots to Keynesian economic theory through the founding of the 

Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts (CEMA) (1940). Keynesian economics supports 

government expenditure that can be used to ‘secure public wellbeing through public investment and 

welfare provision for all’ (McGuigan, 2004, p. 2).   The UK’s economic model, however, has 

transitioned over the past 30-40 years, through programmes such as privatisation: ‘Often described 

as ‘neoliberalism’, this ideology is based around a belief in so-called free markets; in transferring 

public assets to profit driven businesses as far as possible’ (Jones, 2014).  There are suggestions that 

the current UK Government is increasingly adopting neo-conservative values through the reduction 

of the welfare state and militaristic foreign policy.  These are beyond the scope of my dissertation 

and the neo-liberal model for cultural policy still pervades.  

McGuigan explores the influence of neo-liberal ideology on culture and policy. He suggests that this 

is increasingly evident in Britain, pondering an ‘emergence of cultural capitalism’ (McGuigan, 2004, 

p. 6). McGuigan warns of a market-based discourse of cultural policy ‘in which the free play of 

market forces is held to be sacrosanct not only in business but also in government’ (ibid., p.144) and 

believes that ‘In the 1990s neoliberalism became assimilated with globalisation’ (ibid., p.2). In this 

context, neo-liberalism would take on the mantle of a new hegemonic creed (Gamble, 2001).  

McGuigan defines hegemony, as introduced by linguist and political theorist Antonio Gramsci, as 

‘social leadership secured between contending forces which establishes the guiding ideological 

principle for the moment according to the interests of the most powerful...’ (McGuigan, 2004, p. 

145). I will analyse the changing landscape of cultural policy, acknowledging digital influence over all 

aspects of life.  The digital influence and cultural capitalism of the policy will also be analysed in 

terms of the social impact of the arts.  

Cultural Model 

The UK’s current cultural position has been defined as a cultural democracy, (Arts Council England, 

2018) with arm’s length state supervision through NDPBs (Bell & Oakley, 2015, p. 56).  Conversely, 

McGuigan states that the discursive formation of the UK is ‘neo-liberal globalization’ (McGuigan, 

2004, p. 144). The UK funding model is generally a mixture between state provision (Grants in Aid), 

Lottery funding managed by ACE, private/corporate donation/patronage, and the organisation’s own 

income [Appendix I]. This mixed model means that the cultural sector operates in a ‘grey area’ in 
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terms of proprietorship and control.  CDA can provide a starting point to evaluate how the sectors 

funding effects power and agency. 

Context 

While this paper does not require an extensive history of the DCMS, to provide some insight into the 

origin of the policy, a brief context is tabulated below: 
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1940s
•1940 CEMA Founded

•1946 CEMA becomes Arts Council

1950s
•Grant Funding

•State Provision

1960s
•1964 First Arts Minister

•1967 First Cultural White Paper

1970s
•New Age radicalism

1980s
•1987 Government Funding Restructure

1990s

•1992 DNH (Art and Sport)

•1993 National Lottery Act

•1994 Devolution of Arts Council of Great Britain 
(Arts Council Enland, Scotland, Wales, NI Created)

•1997 Department of Culture, Media and Sport

2000s

•2002/2003 Arts Councils combine, Arts Council 
England 

•2008 Mcmaster Report

•2009 Building Britains Future

2010s

•Digital Economy Act

•Digital Culture Project

•Industrail Strategy

•Digital Strategy

•Culture is Digital

 

 

 

 

  

Keynesian Model 
State funded ‘excellence’ 

 

 

 

 

State Patron Model 

Audience development – Uses and 
gratification theory Katz et al 
Leisure for Living - Labour party 

1979 Thatcher Government 
High/Low Art divide 

Commodification of Culture 
Cultural Democracy 

Reliance on state funding reduced 
New Labour Govt 
Inclusion and access foregrounded 
Creative Industries Task Force 

 

 

2008 Recession - ONS 
2010 ACE – Great Art for Everyone 
2013 ACE – Great Art and Culture for Everyone 

Brexit referendum 
Theresa May Govt 

 
Figure 1 UK Cultural Policy Timeline 
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From this context, the policies that contributed to Culture is Digital most directly can be identified.  

To establish a digital infrastructure, the Digital Economy Act April 2010 was published, which 

outlined network infrastructure, high speed broadband and digital laws, as well as new duties for the 

Office of Communications (Ofcom) (Parliament of the United Kingdom, 2010).  This was an economic 

policy to recover from the 2008 recession.  It acted as a prerequisite to Culture is Digital by building 

not only the digital infrastructure, but the legal framework required to operate in a digital space. The 

Digital Culture Report followed this, which set out to study the ’impact and use of technology in the 

arts and cultural sector’ (NESTA, 2013).   

In March 2016, the first Culture White Paper for 50 years was published.  Produced by the 

Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS), it committed to commissioning a report to assist 

in the UK’s development of one of the best digitised public collections globally and the enhancement 

of the online cultural experience.  It recognised the increasing importance of digital technology in 

culture (DCMS, 2016).  The paper also highlighted new funding models in the digital world.  Outside 

of cultural interest, the UK Government sought to maximise digital technologies for economic 

benefits.  

The UK’s Building our Industrial Strategy Green Paper 2017, produced by the Department for 

Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (DBEIS), was designed to boost the UK economy (HM 

Government, 2017). It specifically highlighted digital and technological sectors.  It also produced the 

sector specific Industrial Strategy Creative Industries Sector Deal 2018, produced by DBEIS and the 

newly named Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) (DCMS & DBEIS, 2018).  

Parallel to these was the UK Digital Strategy 2017, with its focus on the digital economy, produced 

by the then Department for Culture, Media and Sport, (DCMS, 2017).   

These strategies were released after the Brexit referendum as the UK reconsidered its place on the 

world stage. The DCMS, by its own definition: 

‘…helps to drive growth, enrich lives and promote Britain abroad. We protect and 

promote our cultural and artistic heritage and help businesses and communities to grow 

by investing in innovation and highlighting Britain as a fantastic place to visit. We help 

to give the UK a unique advantage on the global stage, striving for economic success’ 

(DCMS, 2021). 

With insight from the Digital Culture Report and an open online consultation, #CultureIsDigital, in 

March 2018, the policy paper Culture is Digital, was born.  The policy is ‘a call to action to 
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practitioners and organisations across the cultural and tech sectors’, where an approach is proposed 

that will ‘support the whole digital culture ecology’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 17). 

Critical Discourse Analysis - Culture is Digital 

Generic Structure 

Culture is Digital follows convention in terms of structure for recent UK Government policy.  This 

format immediately prepares the reader to feel they are about to read an official document through 

following its ‘generic’ convention (Fairclough, 1993, p. 56) .  Foucault describes the modern nature of 

discourse as it relates to social organisation to resemble ‘those associated with management and 

advertising,’ which ‘appear to be ‘colonising the orders of discourse of various contemporary 

institutions and organizations’ (ibid., p54). This observation will inform this analysis in reference to 

tone, language, and structure. 

Images 

The policy is supported by images [Appendix G].  Fairclough states that ‘Contemporary commodity 

advertising typically consists of a mix of language and visual images…’ (Fairclough, 1993, p. 210).  He 

describes how advertising constructs ‘images’ in the other sense – ‘ways of publicly presenting 

persons, organisations and commodities, and the construction of identities or personalities for them’ 

(ibid., p210-211).  There are 33 photographs in Culture is Digital.  Of them, 26 are of digital cultural 

projects, 4 are of places, 2 of crafts and 1 demonstrates diversity. There is of course overlap in the 

image’s depictions, but the content presents a digital future for cultural activity.  Perhaps less 

expectedly, approximately half of the images depict an electric light illuminating dark surroundings.  

Semiotically, this is intriguing, and its occurrence is too frequent to be unintentional.  The cognitive 

psychology of such imagery is outside of this analysis, but it does conjure an image of an electric 

dawn, or technology as a beacon, either for security or a light leading the way.  As Matt Hancock 

himself writes of the policy, ‘I hope it shines a light on the considerable successes of culture’s 

engagement with technology…’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 6).  Following marketing conventions, the policy is 

not directly advertising a commodity to the UK public, instead it is creating an image to market to 

the world. 

Case Studies and Examples 

The text contains numerous case studies and examples of successful initiatives to serve as rationale 

for the policy in a qualitative way.  These take the form of individually boxed or highlighted ‘case 

studies’ or ‘examples’ in the body of text.  These comprise approximately 43% of the text of the 

policy paper, and the Policy commitments 6%.  This illustrates the case studies’ value to the policy, 
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using positive examples of existing digital cultural projects to justify its proposals for future success 

and justify its remodelling of the sector.  

These examples represent a wide range of interests, illustrating the inclusivity of the policy from 

online quilting to UK based app design. The topics are too broad to draw any specific thematic 

relation to the policy; however, one noticeable recurring theme is Britain’s past victories in war, with 

the possible intention to create a cognitive impression of Britain’s power. 

Analysis of Policy Foreword 

Written in the first person by the then Secretary of State, Matt Hancock, the purpose of the 

Foreword is to persuasively introduce Culture is Digital.  Its tone is like that of a motivational speech, 

and it uses relaxed language and convention, for example ‘I want to encourage tech companies…’ 

(DCMS, 2018, p. 6).  

Hancock measures the success of cultural and technological projects in terms of the economy, citing 

the World Economic League Table.  He speaks of the digital and cultural sectors being ‘powerful’ and 

the ‘driving force’ of the UK’s future economic prospects (DCMS, 2018, p. 4).  This is dynamic 

language. The section repeatedly combines the two sectors, ‘tech meets culture’, and refers to them 

as ‘the ultimate power couple’, subconsciously connecting the two concepts, as in the title of the 

paper.  Anthropomorphising is commonly used in advertising and is seen in Culture is Digital where 

the story of a human romantic relationship between Culture and Digital is exploited as a happy 

union, with vocabulary such as ‘power couple’, ‘share the same interests’ (Ibid., p5), ‘marriage’ and 

‘hand in hand’ (ibid., p21).  This technique encourages the reader to ‘like’ and ‘trust’ the promoted 

offer (Walton, 2015).   

The third participant of the policy, aside from culture and digital, is ‘audiences’, introduced under 

the subheading Audience Expectations and discussed in terms of the audience making a ‘plea’ 

(DCMS, 2018, p. 5) for digital evolution in the cultural sector.  It professes that ‘Cultural 

organisations have a powerful role to play for audiences – particularly younger audiences – in the 

digital age’ (ibid., p.5). This depicts the audience in a passive light.  Although they have demands 

being actively listened to, they are dependent on other bodies to provide for them. 

Hancock directly describes his interpretation of the relationship of the identified participants in 

Culture is Digital stating, ‘My department has responsibility for all things digital’ and ‘…this Digital 

Culture Report focuses on the use of digital technology to drive our cultural sector’s global status 

and the engagement, diversity and well-being of audiences’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 5), i.e., the DCMS 



15 
 

establishes the framework for the digital and cultural sectors to operate.  The digital sector ‘drives’ 

the cultural sector to provide for the audience. 

 

Figure 2 Digital Drives Culture to Provide for Audience 

 

As with all analysis of this type, the relationship is more ambiguous than the above crude 

interpretation, as is demonstrated in the main body of this text. The discursive practice of the 

Foreword differs somewhat from the main body of the policy in that it is presented as a personal 

statement.  

The Foreword introduces the topic of leaving the EU in its first paragraph, signifying its importance.  

It repeatedly exalts the UK’s position in the world, culturally, technologically, and economically.  This 

promotes the ideas of the policy internally and serves the promotion of the UK’s influence 

externally.  The policy’s promotional nature and soft power will be analysed later.  

The Foreword differs from the main body of the policy in terms of textual and discursive practices as 

it has an individual authorship. The main body of the text is presented on behalf of the DCMS.  

Generically, the discursive practices exemplified in the Executive Summary shall remain consistent 

throughout the policy. 

DIGITAL

CULTURE

AUDIENCE
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Analysis of Policy Executive Summary 

This paper will not examine the Executive Summary in terms of sociocultural analysis, as by 

definition, it is a summary. However, a brief analysis will be performed on this section as an 

Executive Summary is intended to distil key points of the policy for swift, easy comprehension. 

Micro-Level Analysis of Executive Summary 

This section follows the same layout, generic structure and headings as the main body, and as such 

represents a condensing of the content, more than a summation. 

The lexis immediately speaks in economic terms, mentioning ‘dual competitive advantage’ (DCMS, 

2018, p. 7) , a phrase also mentioned in the Foreword (ibid., p.5).  The opening proceeds to mention 

the Government’s recent Digital Strategy and Industrial Strategy and their business ambitions. It 

establishes the UK’s position in the global economy as the summary focusses on the financial 

implications of the policy. 

The language and tone, though technical at times, is generally optimistic, congratulatory, and 

ambitious. This is the tone typically seen in business proposals or promotional material.  Fairclough 

describes: 

‘A view of contemporary cultural phenomena as virtually always serving promotional 

functions in addition to whatever other functions they may have, as simultaneously 

representing, advocating and anticipating whatever is referred to’ (Fairclough, 2003, p. 

221). 

This is also true for this policy.  The policy’s primary function is to advocate for culture and digital 

sector collaboration.  A possible key objective of the report is to semantically link the words and 

ideas of ‘culture’ and ‘digital’.  This is most obviously done with the title of the policy, but examples 

can be found throughout the Foreword and this Executive Summary.   

The policy frequently acts as promotion for the UK.  The importance of financial factors is repeatedly 

referenced which indicates that this is a policy about commerce as much as it is about culture and 

technology.  

Meso-Level Analysis of Executive Summary 

As a government body and overall author of the policy, the DCMS is seemingly in the position of 

overall authority in the discourse.  However, the major contributors are cited as working for NDPBs, 

such as ACE and the BBC. The promotional textual practice is designed to seduce, rather than impose 

policy.  
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Culture is Digital, as a policy paper from an institution (the DCMS), is a technology of power.  

Foucault refers to ‘technology’ as a means by which political and social systems manipulate the 

behaviour of a population (Behrent, 2013). This form of governing the behaviour of human beings is 

described in Foucault’s theory of governmentality as ‘the art of government’ (Foucault, 1991, p. 87).  

The DCMS, as an institution that shapes behaviour (Rose, 1999) uses NDPBs as delivery mechanisms 

of their strategies to create citizens and expected social behaviour in line with the government’s 

wants.  The arm’s length delivery of the strategies allows for the technology of power to be 

implemented, such that the agency of the author (the DCMS) is accepted as welcome guidance 

rather than direct dictation.  

The policy uses promotion, as the enthusiastic and dynamic vocabulary demonstrates, and advocacy 

supported by evidence and examples.  It adds weight to its advocacy from the genre chain 

(Fairclough, 2003) of surveys, consultations, and data from contributors to the policy.  Contributing 

to the genre chain is NPO’s research data, and international economic data amongst others.  This 

use of data would be considered a positivist approach, in that the independent empirical data 

analysis forms the basis of a ‘logical’ policy.  Independent statistics can be persuasive in advocacy for 

policy, especially if the material objective of the policy is to be recorded quantifiably, and all 

indications are that the policy’s success will be measured in quantitative statistical, specifically 

economic, data.   

The accumulation and interpretation of data by the DCMS is intended to represent a position of 

having superior knowledge of the topic of which they are proposing.  Philosophically, this could be 

defined as epistemological (Steup & Ram, 2020).  The Executive Summary looks to frame the 

discourse of the policy based on knowledge, ‘Foucault uses the term ‘power/knowledge’ to signify 

that power is constituted through accepted forms of knowledge, scientific understanding and ‘truth’’ 

(Gaventa, 2003).   

Framing the policy in terms of a positivist and epistemological approach will determine the power 

relations described in the policy. These relations will be explored across the rest of the text. 

Macro-Level Analysis of Executive Summary 

A positivist and epistemological approach would have the greatest advocacy effect on a rationalist 

readership.  Putting the authorship in context, the UK Government of 2018 can be characterised as 

following a neo-liberal ideology generally considered rationalist, specifically following economic 

rationalism (Quiggan, 1997).  This was exemplified by the 2008 McMaster report’s recommendations 

regarding funding conditions (McMaster, 2008, p. 23).  It would therefore be normal to produce the 

policy in this manner.  In a wider context, much of UK policy operates in the same vein, especially 
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the tendency toward capitalist free-market ideals and the profit motive. Therefore, the most 

persuasive advocacy for this type of policy would be economic reason, as defined by McGuigan, 

where ‘all issue, including the production and circulation of culture, are ultimately reduced to the 

logic of economics’ (McGuigan, 2004, p. 145). 

Analysis of Theme 1 - Audiences – using digital technology to engage 

audiences 

The policy proper starts with the Audiences section, foregrounding them in CDA terms. The policy 

maintains its promotional tone and the practice of quoting data.  It draws upon studies from NDPBs, 

including the Office of National Statistics (ONS) and OFCOM.  The audience it addresses first is the 

digital audience, with statistics on technology use.  It briefly speaks of the non-monetary benefits of 

culture and the altruistic ways in which technology can serve this. 

It emphasises technology’s reach to audiences across social boundaries of ‘background or where 

they live’ and reiterates that ‘audiences’ expectations and our work and leisure behaviours are 

changing’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 18).  This section is concerned with changes in social practices of digital 

cultural engagement, catering to the audience to create an atmosphere of inclusivity and 

representation supported by impartial data research. 

Reaching more people 

The policy maintains the statistical approach, quoting big data on the UK’s web usage, as well as 

looking further afield ‘to reach and engage more people than could ever have physical access to 

culture through visits’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 19).  It states some ‘330 million social media impressions 

made by Jeremy Deller’s We’re Here Because We’re Here’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 18).  Quoting data on this 

scale from independent, but arm’s length bodies, like ACE, is considerably persuasive.  This 

epistemological positivist paradigm signifies power, akin to that of a Patrician. 

The data quoted celebrates the increased reach of digital platforms, a change in the digital age. In 

Culture is Digital, impression, or ‘reach’, is recorded and considered of seemingly equivalent 

importance as ‘engagement’.  Doug Borwick defines audience reach as a marketing term and as ‘the 

percentage of a given population that takes any advantage of culture offerings’ (Borwick, 2018), and 

audience development engagement as ‘activities undertaken as part of a marketing strategy 

designed to deepen relationships with current stakeholders’ (Borwick, 2017).  In a non-digital era, 

this ‘reach’ could be equivalent to seeing a flyer.  It can be said that Reaching more people is 

concerned with marketing strategy.  
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The section discusses ticket sales for the National Theatre (DCMS, 2018, p. 18), an example of 

commodification of culture and market forces as already naturalised. More significantly perhaps, the 

ticket sales specifically mentioned are to the US, exemplifying the capacity for digital to attract 

international markets. 

Reach as extended marketing (Kawashima, 2006) encourages the audience to be targeted, ‘rather 

than audiences having to actively seek out content’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 19).  This is reinforced by the 

discussion of access in this section.  One objective is for cultural content to be made more accessible 

through technology, with content not only distributed through digital devices but also in communal 

spaces, ‘…pubs…and community centres’ (ibid., p.18).  These examples illustrate how digital content 

can be used to reach an otherwise passive audience. 

Analysis of digital reach vs engagement is not part of this paper’s analysis; however, both contribute 

to brand awareness and identity. These are key principles in commercial marketing. Furthermore, it 

should be noted that the audience’s information is being catalogued en masse and modelled into big 

data.  This data itself has a value (Open Data Science, 2019). Digital reach may not directly recoup 

financial return, neither may engagement with a not-for-profit free museum for example; however, 

both add brand value through awareness and identity, and value in the data economy.  The brand 

awareness and identity will not only be of value for the specific organisation or event, but 

cumulatively for the UK cultural sector and ‘brand Britain’ (DCMS, 2016, p. 53), a core principle of 

the GREAT Britain Campaign (GOV.UK, 2016). 

Another topic of this section is promoting digitisation, ‘...digitisation of our public collections and 

enhance the online cultural experience’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 8). Enhanced engagement is one outcome 

of this. Digitising can have a wide-ranging sociocultural impact, not discussed in the policy.  The 

effect digital distribution of films has had on video rental stores and cinemas need not be examined 

here, but the policy is concerned with financial sustainability, and digitisation offers savings in terms 

of physical space and personnel. 

Reaching new audiences 

This section starts by quoting a previous text, the Cultural White Paper 2016, ‘…cultural 

organisations in receipt of public money should reach out to everyone regardless of background, 

education or geography’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 20).  This reflects the Keynesian ideals that framed the 

establishment of CEMA.  Lord Keynes went further than merely provision of the arts but recognised 

their need to represent their audience, ‘We of the Arts Council are greatly concerned to decentralise 

and disperse the dramatic and musical and artistic life of the country…’ (Arts Council of Great Britain, 

1945, p. 22). 
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The section not only acknowledges regional disparities but aims to breach social barriers of the 

statistically less culturally engaged ‘black and minority ethnic’ and disabled and long-term ill (DCMS, 

2018, p. 20) and refers to these groups as under-represented in arts engagement. In a neo-liberal 

economy, Fairclough notes ‘…the politics of representation becomes increasingly important…’ 

(Fairclough, 1999, p. 75).  This is a key tenet of cultural democracy and identity politics.  Culture is 

Digital continues to quote the OFCOM Adult Media Literacy Tracker, highlighting the lack of digital 

engagement for people over the age of 75.  The policy acknowledges the gaps in engagement in 

minority groups and different socioeconomic groups, but it does not address them directly.  

In the Keynesian spirit of art for all, this objective of reaching new audiences can be interpreted with 

the intention of sharing the intangible benefits of art for the individual and for society. The policy, 

however, seems to be focussed on economic reason and the instrumentalisation of culture.  

Identifying subdivisions within the UK and targeting them for engagement may be altruistic, or a 

form of social engineering toward increased homogeneity through governmentalisation:  

‘governmentalisation of social relations’ is defined as ‘the management of population by means of 

specific knowledges, programmes and technologies – which, according to Foucault, most clearly 

distinguishes modern forms of social regulation from their predecessors’ (Belfiore & Bennett, 2008, 

p. 151; Bennet, 1992). 

The DCMS conclude from their consultations that ‘Cultural organisations should consider the 

engagement patterns’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 22)  to reach new audiences, or put another way, to use data 

to strategically target.  This is not a new sociocultural phenomenon, but the advancements in data 

collection and analysis have created the data economy (SMART, 2013), a relatively new concept at 

the time of this policy.  The policy is encouraging the use of this powerful technology to target the 

previously overlooked to expand their audience, seemingly for economic reasons.  

The next focus of this passage is children and young people, stating that ‘99% of 12–15-year-olds go 

online, averaging 21 hours of online time per week’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 21).  Young people are shown to 

be digitally engaged already and the aim for this group is to engage them in cultural activity through 

education assisted by technology.  The text refers to ‘creatives’ (ibid., p.24): an example of the policy 

not differentiating between creative industry, digital sector and culture.  

This passage cites the data recorded from consultations (Taking Part Survey - DCMS, 2017) with, or 

for the benefit of, the ‘less engaged’.  This represents the audience as social actors, even the least 

engaged, through inclusivity. A cynical interpretation of that would be of the DCMS aestheticizing a 

technical concept of digital technology.  Including the least engaged in consultation builds trust in 
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the data shy.  A commercial, neo-liberal objective of this would be to increase the market by building 

relationships with more customers and increasing public good will. 

Understanding audiences 

The language in the text is that of ‘understanding’ and ‘insight’ to cater for the audiences’ ‘likes’ and 

‘behaviours’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 25) through gathering and analysing personal data.  This access to data 

and technology would have been considered sinister a generation ago.  A recent YouGov survey 

found that most smart device users believe their gadgets are listening to their conversations 

(Nolsoe, 2021).  The children and young people addressed in this policy are digital natives brought 

up in the digital era and increasingly consider intrusive data policies the norm. 

The section builds on the significance of quantitative data gathered from NDPBs. This is thematic 

throughout the policy, and to highlight every instance would be tautologous, except to say that the 

policy uses data to build a policy to encourage use of data and therefore could be considered ‘meta’. 

Policy commitments 1 and 2: 

These policy commitments (DCMS, 2018, p. 25) are not directly for the DCMS, but on behalf of other 

organisations.  In this instance, committing cultural organisations to improve their data collection 

from audiences. The implications for the audiences, creators and content are vague.  

The focus of the Audience section seems to have shifted from providing content to the audience, to 

extracting information from them.  A question of this model is which party has agency? The policy 

pledges that cultural organisations will determine their content based on audience data, to drive 

audience engagement.  However, centralised control of data and analysis risks removing power from 

the audiences as they become categorised and modelled. The policy commits to establishing sector 

wide best practice guidance, risking homogeny across the sector. As cultural policy can be shown to 

be used for social engineering through governmentalisation, the emphasis on data modelling allows 

the opportunity to exploit cultural policy to achieve acquiescence from the public, to steer the 

population toward the authority’s IDF (Fairclough, 1995, p. 49; Gramscii, 1971).  

Understanding an audiences’ preferences allows cultural organisations better opportunity to cater 

to them.  This can increase cultural inclusion and engagement with the audience; however, it 

encounters the risk of creating filter bubbles.  Another danger of catering to the audience is the 

effect of populism. The policy seems to favour making an impression over engaging with what 

McMaster would term ‘elitist excellence’ (McMaster, 2008).  This may cause ‘standards’ to drop, as 

cultural populism evolves from ‘an academic preference for the popular over the elite culture’ to ‘if 

it is popular, it must be good’ (McGuigan, 2004, p. 144).  This attitude toward cultural value can lead 
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to the ‘dumbing down’ of culture, where standards decline ‘- the common-sense’ version of ‘cultural 

elitism’ (ibid., p.145). 

The role of place  

The policy continues its method of drawing on preceding texts and citing successful examples of 

existing practice. It measures success in terms of investment and job creation in this example, Hull – 

UK City of Culture 2017, only making vague, unsourced, reference to perception of the city.  These 

metrics may be better suited to the Industrial Strategy which is cited in this section as it speaks of 

regeneration. Economic reason behind policy cannot be ignored, however, this officially ‘cultural 

policy’ is increasingly assessed in the metrics of economic policy, with only tokenistic consideration 

for external benefits of cultural policies such as well-being and quality of life. 

The policy praises local models for reaching audiences ‘who wouldn’t ordinarily access culture’ 

(DCMS, 2018, p. 25).  This supports the original Keynesian concepts of decentralised control, in to 

what NESTA call ‘creative clusters’ (NESTA, 2010).  It then discusses the success of the Creative 

People and Places (CPP) project.  It speaks of the role of place from a predigital, geographical, 

perspective. A stated objective of the policy is to make more engagement digital, yet there is no 

discussion of virtual space as a reader may expect in this section. 

Policy commitments 3 and 4: 

The policy commitments (DCMS, 2018, p. 27) are ‘patronly’ on the surface, representing audience 

views and encouraging local organisations. The commitments however are nonspecific, save where 

they are speaking of data collection and funding digital audience engagement. 

The fourth commitment states the DCMS will ‘encourage recipients of UK City of Culture and 

Cultural Development Funding to include ambitions to enhance digital audience engagement' 

(DCMS, 2018, p. 27).  The text often uses the word ‘encourage’ or words with similar gentle tones, 

instead of forceful ones, when describing any action relating to the DCMS. 

Cultural organisations can be seen as Ideological State Apparatus (ISA) (Althusser, 1970).  In this 

policy, seemingly apolitical and disparate cultural organisations are conglomerated by a joint 

movement to shift toward digital technologies. The success metrics of the fourth commitment, being 

measured financially and supported through allocation of funding, represents the DCMS’s leverage 

in the policy. 

Thus far, the Government, through the DCMS, are relying on independently gathered, impartial data.  

The data is collected by quasi government NDPBs, and data can of course be manipulated. The 

commitments Culture is Digital makes are not for the DCMS, rather it commits other organisations to 
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projects and practices.  This gives the DCMS, and the Government, arm’s length control of the 

project.  It commits generally on behalf of national cultural organisations, ACE and NPOs, 

organisations that receive some state funding, consistent with Althusser’s description of ISA.  The 

DCMS operates less control over organisations in the digital sector.  These are typically private 

companies and are treated with more authority in the policy, being allowed more agency. There are 

no direct commitments to control organisations in the digital sector, on the contrary, commitments 

are for the cultural sector to better serve digital business models by collecting data. 

New cultural experiences 

The text promotes technology’s ability to create more engaging cultural experiences and its 

‘profound effect on cultural activity, especially for younger generations’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 27).  The 

text regularly speaks of young people as a subdivision of audience.  This subsection of social actors 

will feature again in the Skills section and Future Strategy section of the policy.  An interpretation of 

this focus could be that they best serve the policy’s emerging ideology of financial sustainability.  The 

Reaching new audiences section identified young people as already digitally engaged, not in need of 

the investment required to engage an older audience in digital culture.  Using young people’s affinity 

for technology to engage in culture can build a lifelong relationship with the cultural sector.  This 

would represent the greatest return on investment of marketing at any subsection of audience.  This 

is a cynical view however, as this policy will not only engage audiences, but intends to spark 

creators.  New cultural experiences will also redefine what it means to be a ‘creative’. 

The section touches on methods of engagement in which audiences are ‘no longer simply passive 

receivers of cultural content. They are ‘selecting on-demand content’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 27).  Choice in 

terms of digital content can be problematic, ‘digital media also allow new ways of buying, collecting, 

communicating, playing…Inadvertently we also present ourselves to advertisers who track such 

activity’ (Belk, 2015, pp. 50-54).  Digital content distribution is often designed to specifically guide 

the consumer. Foucauldian governmentality theorises that the population is ‘ignorant of what is 

being done to it’ (Foucault, 2002, p. 217).  ‘This kind of power resonates with the power inherent in 

the control that concealed and proprietary algorithms have over the communication generated on 

commercial platforms like Facebook, and Google’s search engine’ (Valtysson, 2020, p. 15).   

The policy highlights ‘instantly sharing and distributing content’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 27).  This blurs the 

definition between sharing digital content and engaging in cultural practice.  This redefining of 

cultural practice is something that will be seen throughout.  The policy exploits the grey area 

between co-creating/curating digital content and sharing digital media, awarding them equivalence 

in ‘cultural value’.  The policy highlights user generated content.  Technology has allowed for this on 
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an unprecedented scale, but it seemingly does not differentiate between reposting a tweet or 

creating a digital composition, all are new ways of engaging in digital culture. 

Tacking access inequalities 

This is the shortest section in the paper and the end of the Audiences section, perhaps as an 

afterthought.  Earlier in the policy, DE band socioeconomic groups were identified as less engaged.  

This section is titled Tackling access inequalities, yet only references disability and long-term illness 

access inequalities, omitting others such as socioeconomic and knowledge based.  This section could 

be interpreted as tokenistic concern (Arnstein, 1969), or was possibly only included due to legal 

obligation or increased aestheticization. 

Overall findings of Audiences section 

Using CDA as a starting point, text analysis reveals some recurring themes, the most salient being 

that of data being used to identify engagement patterns and digital reach.  As Borwick draws the 

comparison between reach and marketing (Borwick, 2018), it is worthwhile considering Kawashima’s 

terms of audience development: 

 

Figure 3 Kawashima Audience Development (Kawashima, 2006) 

The main objective in the Audiences section seems to be Extended marketing through digital reach 

for typically neo-liberal financial purposes. Opportunities for digital audience development for 

Audience education and Taste cultivation exist, however, most people will have experienced a filter 

bubble, where a digital platform’s algorithm recommends what they already like based on their 

history, and the policy does not suggest otherwise.  Another goal could be Cultural inclusion. Under a 

Keynesian ideology, the social implications of such would include intangible social benefits of 
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wellbeing.  Under established neo-liberal ideologies, these intangibles would be a secondary benefit, 

arguably behind the Foucauldian power motive of social engineering.  

An oversimplified way to represent this policy section’s objectives is modelled below, in which a 

cultural organisation can collect data to be analysed by digital processes to create more innovative 

ways to engage with the audience.  This policy is calling for more collaboration, specifically to include 

more of the digital processes within the Culture sector, so in reality, there will be overlap between 

the two.  This is also highlighted in the reports case study of Arts Admin CRM (DCMS, 2018, p. 39). 
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Figure 4 Data Flow 

 

A paradox of better understanding and engaging of audiences through digital platforms is that the 

new cultural experiences championed can be increasingly narrowed by a ‘filter bubble’ (Parser, 

2011). This can lead to greater isolation rather than connectivity and the epistemic bubbles and echo 

chambers exemplified by ‘fake news’. These are phenomena not addressed in the policy but have 

been shown to be useful tools in state hegemony and social engineering.  

The salient tone is that of promotion, promoting the policy, and promotion of the UK, specifically 

overseas. The policy continues its business development focus in the second theme’s introduction.  

Analysis of Theme 2 - Skills and the capability of cultural organisations 

Following the Audiences section’s emphasis on data collection and extended marketing, the Skills 

section begins by referencing the Industrial Strategy, the Digital Strategy, UK businesses, and the 
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digital economy.  The policy begins to reveal itself as a cultural policy in name only as the focus shifts 

to the economy. 

The policy has identified the need for better digital education for individuals and organisations.  It 

speaks of Digital Capacity, Digital Capability and Digital Maturity, without definitions.  It describes 

the culture sector as digitally unaware, then speaks in digital vocabulary.  The implication being that 

this section, if not this policy, is designed for tech-savvy recipients, not necessarily cultural 

organisations.  Similarly, it draws data from self-assessment surveys, asking ‘unskilled’ organisations 

to determine their skill levels, which is likely to lead to skewed results. 

The discourse in this section is informed by the Digital Culture Survey 2017, continuing the 

significance of data capture to inform not only content determination, but to drive operating 

procedures.  The survey’s results are displayed prominently in a bar chart (DCMS, 2018, p. 32) 

emphasising the significance and scale of the data capture.  This paper will not investigate the 

policy’s research in depth, but the bar chart displays a fall in almost all digital skills from 2013 to 

2015, only to rise again in 2017.  This result is not analysed.  It would appear to be a quirk of the 

research process, but the data is not questioned.  This undermines the policy’s paradigm of data 

driven logic.   

It is noted that ‘Most cultural organisations are charities’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 32), although throughout 

the policy they are treated as businesses.  This is endemic of the sector operating in a grey area 

between state provision and commercial responsibility. The policy introduces the Digital Maturity 

Matrix and its importance ‘throughout every part of the business, from admin and security, to e-

commerce and asset management’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 33).  The ‘cultural creativity’ praised in the 

Foreword, is now in the back seat and the policy is being driven by business and tech concerns.  

There is no mention of creatives, instead, the focus is on admin staff.  The passage identifies the 

importance of ‘leaders’ (ibid, p.33) to progress the digital maturity project. 

Policy commitments 5 and 6 

The policy sets out two commitments (DCMS, 2018, p. 34) for ACE.  One of a Digital Maturity Index, 

which is largely a data capture exercise, a familiar theme of the policy. The other, that of a Digital 

Culture Code to include data sharing.  These commitments echo previous ones of data collection and 

sharing. 

Building Capacity 

Following the commitment for a Digital Cultural Code, the policy highlights NPOs ‘mandatory’ 

(DCMS, 2018, p. 34) requirement for a digital policy and plan, with the guidance of ACE, proceeding 



27 
 

to discuss capacity in terms of business models and reaching audiences, aka extended marketing.  

This is a change in language for the policy, from guidance and provision to enforcement, belying a 

change in tone and a display of the DCMS’s power as gatekeepers over NDPBs through funding. 

The policy’s regional approach notes different levels of regional capability, London being the most 

digitally mature.  It also introduces the concept of ‘leadership’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 34).  Leadership 

implying direction, with the most capable leading the less.  This implies a London-centric model.  

Coupled with a mandatory requirement for digital policy and codes for best practice throughout the 

sector, the policy begins to suggest a top-down directive with ‘mandatory’ behaviours, resembling 

hegemony.   

The passage praises Google Digital Garage and Google Arts and Culture as they are assisting ACE in 

producing programmes to increase digital skills (DCMS, 2018, p. 34).  Input from a private business 

with different goals to that of ACE, could potentially lead to a conflict of interest in the partnership.  

The financial resources available to Google dwarfs the £1.1 million committed by ACE to the Digital 

Culture Network (DCMS, 2018, p. 35).  The level of digital skill is likely greater in Google and the 

digital sector than in the cultural sector.  This all suggests the digital sectors position as senior 

partner or ‘leader’ in this partnership. 

Policy commitment 7 and 8 

The two policy commitments (DCMS, 2018, pp. 35-36) in this section are about funding.  A package 

of £1.1 million and of £1 million, both spread over two years.  For the scope of the project, these 

sums seem insignificant compared to the £3.3 billion the City of Culture project brought in to Hull 

(ibid., p.26).  More significant perhaps, are goals of corporate partnerships. The paper commits to 

pursuing corporate partnerships and describes successful partnerships with Google.  It continues to 

describe other streams of DCMS work, specifically the Digital Skills Partnership (DSP) ‘bringing 

together technology companies, local businesses, local government, charities and other 

organisations’ (ibid., p.36). 

Corporate partnerships have long been used for funding and collaborating on branding and business 

technologies.  Partnering local cultural organisations with a global tech giant to determine digital 

policy could create an imbalance of scale and conflict of interest.  Google has been criticised for its 

unethical practices.  In October 2020, the US Department of Justice filed an antitrust case against 

Google for exercising monopoly powers (Swartz, 2020).  Corporate sponsors’ business practices have 

previously created problems for cultural organisations, such as BP plc and the Royal Shakespeare 

Company (RSC) in 2019 (The Guardian, 2019).  These conflicts are magnified if the corporate partner 

is intrinsic to the organisations operation as the policy proposes.  
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Leadership 

The digital transformation is described as a ‘gamble’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 37).  The risk is attributed to a 

skills gap and a lack of engagement from senior leadership.  The successful models cited are that of 

Fujitsu and Lloyds Bank, both commercially driven companies.  The policy calls for commercially 

driven intervention at senior levels to drive cultural digital programmes. 

Cultural policy in a neo-liberal economy is necessarily commercially conscious. Bourdieu believes 

neo-liberalism threatens the self-governing existence of cultural production (McGuigan, 2004, p. 2).  

The policy calls for decision making by commercially focussed ‘leaders’, it commits to partnership 

with big business, and while companies may profess to entering these arrangements for altruistic, or 

at least benign, purposes, their raison d’etre is to achieve return on investment, not necessarily the 

quality of the cultural content or well-being of the staff, customers or environment. 

Data and Business Models 

The policy has a heavy focus on data, in Audiences, and business modelling in the Skills section.  This 

is foregrounded in this subheading.  Up to this point, the discourse has been focussed on data and 

modelling, though discussed in a more obfuscated way.  The discourse here focusses on the data-

driven economy and celebrates open data.  This simultaneously establishes data as a valuable 

commodity, but paradoxically allows free access.  The corpus unequivocally states, ‘cultural 

organisations currently lack the capability to use their data effectively’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 39).  This 

presents the data of the cultural sector as an under exploited resource, perfect for Data Mining (SAS, 

2021).  The paper describes the Government’s open data policy as the section closes with the 

Government’s pledge to ensure its laws are robust enough.  

The sociocultural implications of this data modelling are innocuously contained in the commitment 

to make the ‘UK a global centre for artificial intelligence and data-driven innovation’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 

38). Although mentioned in here, the commitment is made in the Industrial Strategy, and outside 

the scope of this analysis, but it would appear to be an example the cultural sector being used to 

contribute to algorithmic modelling: 

‘…in what he refers to as algorithmic culture, (Striphas (2015)), discusses the notion of 

algorithms in relation to information and crowds, and while he certainly acknowledges 

the role of crowds in producing data, it is still the large information industry companies 

such as Amazon, Google and Facebook that are becoming ‘the new apostles of culture’’ 

(Valtysson, 2020).  
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Intellectual Property 

Having stated that the DCMS will better communicate the Data Laws, the policy references the 

Digital Culture Survey finding that approximately only one quarter of organisations feel well served 

in intellectual property (IP) rights and legal advice (DCMS, 2018, p. 37).  The policy decries that 

‘Intellectual Property (IP) is being underutilised, leading to lost opportunities’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 40). 

Citing an independent review of Creative Industries, the cultural sector may face being ‘vulnerable to 

losing control of their creative content’ (ibid, p. 40). 

The discourse of exploitation comes in the same section as inviting digital expertise from the 

business and tech world to lead cultural transformation.  The implication of this is that the 

Government is opening the UK cultural sector to businesses to harvest its data and IP.  This is a 

different objective to that stated in the Foreword.  Of course, this type of arrangement is intended to 

work for the mutual benefit of both parties, however, typically if the cultural organisation and the 

commercial organisation have a conflict of interest the party with the most resources will typically 

win out.  This can be seen with Banksy losing copyright to some of his images (Feehan, 2021). 

 

Figure 5 Banksy IP Used Without Copyright 

Policy Commitment 9 

The policy commitment (DCMS, 2018, pp. 41-42) aims to help the sector better understand IP and 

develop a code of conduct.  This is yet another pledge of standardised central control, a trademark 

of homogeny.  Standardised practices are also a feature of globalisation as the UK has had to rewrite 

its Data Protection and other digital laws post Brexit to remain active in the global market. 

Overall findings of Skills section 

From what begins as a discourse about improving digital capacity in an anachronistic cultural sector 

and improving the digital skills of the sectors workforce, it moves to advertising the Government’s 

desire for the cultural sector’s data and IP to be available to tech business interests, reinforcing 

digital’s supremacy over culture in the policy, and the market forces to which the policy acquiesces. 
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Management techniques and marketing strategies are business technologies that already support 

the cultural sector and through collaboration the policy looks to increases digital systems in the 

sector.  

The digital world is based on binary systems, where truth can be established by rationalist data.  This 

differs from German philosopher Habermas’s interpretation of ‘life world’, where discourse 

determines mutual understanding. Distinction should be drawn between ‘lifeworld’ and ‘system’ 

where ‘the systemic imperatives of state and capital operate typically according to instrumental 

rationality in strategic pursuit of predefined goals’ (McGuigan, 2004, p. 54) .  Habermas was 

concerned with ‘the colonization of the life world’ by instrumental reason.  This, more or less, 

defines this section in as much as creativity is instrumentalised and commodified to serve the goals 

of business, or state, through standardised practices. Cultural activity is to be data modelled to fit or 

build algorithmic platforms. These standard processes led and increasingly funded by big tech 

companies tend towards Gramscian Hegemony. 

The digitisation of National Heritage meets with the policy’s view on IP, where it can be capitalised 

through increased commodification.  This not only improves the DCMS’s Gross Value Added (GVA), 

but when exported, increases the UK’s international importance. The Skills section concludes with 

the goal of exploiting British Culture’s IP.  As a world-renowned arts centre this has significant value.  

At the time of publishing Culture is Digital, the UK economy was facing uncertainty due to Brexit.  It 

was also looking to re-establish its identity in the world as an independent entity outside of the EU in 

the future. 

Analysis of Theme 3 - Future Strategy: Unleashing the creative 

potential of technology 

The UK’s future is the topos of Culture is Digital, establishing practices for the future demonstrably is 

the focus of the policy’s discourse.  The layout of this section is slightly different to the two 

preceding it; however, it maintains its promotional impression.  It utilises the same rationalist 

‘independent’ research from NDPBs and cites multiple examples in the body of the text as well as 

case studies. 

The Future Strategy section starts by contextualising the UK in the global economy: ‘…as we leave 

the European Union’ to ‘…position on the world stage’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 43).  It regularly refers to the 

‘world class’, ‘world leading’ UK in terms of talent and creativity.  This national aggrandizement is 

defined by Raymond Williams as ‘cultural policy as display’ (McGuigan, 2004) and will contribute to 

analysis of the policy’s soft power objectives. Another feature of ‘display’ as defined by Williams is 
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that of economic reductionism. As the policy has shown, investments in cultural organisations are to 

be rationalised as business propositions.  Williams believes that: 

‘‘…an arts policy of a certain kind turns out when examined to be not a policy for the 

arts but a policy for embellishing, representing, making more effective a particular 

social order or certain features of it’ (Williams, 1984)’ (McGuigan, 2004, p. 62). 

The policy embellishes the UK’s digital and cultural features.  ‘The strength of the UK’s culture 

offering sees it project considerable soft power’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 43).  As Joseph Nye says of soft 

power: 

‘If a state can make its power seem legitimate in the eyes of others, it will encounter 

less resistance to its wishes.  If its culture and ideology are attractive, others will more 

willingly follow.  If it can establish international norms consistent with its society, it is 

less likely to have to change.  If it can support institutions that make other states wish 

to channel or limit their activities in ways the dominant state prefers, it may be spared 

the costly exercise of coercive or hard power’ (Nye, 1990, p. 167). 

Having left the EU, the UK wants to maintain, or bolster, its position in the world and sees its soft 

power as the way to do this, rather than the militaristic means of expansionist empire and 

colonisation that may have been employed a century ago. 

The section discusses the UK as a brand and sells it to the world, almost as a brochure, through the 

listing of cultural tourism destinations.  It references a tourism research study, ‘Leveraging our 

culture – Brazil, China, Italy’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 43) and spotlights the GREAT Britain Campaign as well 

as referencing the GfK Anholt Nation Brands Index. 

It describes the UK digital economy in similar ‘world leading’ terms.  It calls the UK ‘the most 

attractive destination in Europe for tech investment’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 45) proceeding to exult 

venture capital in the UK tech sector and identify the opportunities for investment.  From initial 

assumptions of Culture is Digital being a cultural policy, it now resembles a pitch for international 

investment in the UK, promoted by UK culture. 

The policy identifies the UK’s successful ‘Creative Industries’ and their contribution to GVA to the 

economy. The term was coined in 1997, by the Creative Industries Task Force (CITF), for the then 

Department for Culture Media and Sport: 

’The UK Creative Industries Mapping Document defined the creative industries as ‘those 

activities which have their origin in individual creativity, skill and talent and which have 
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the potential for wealth and job creation through the generation and exploitation of 

intellectual property’  (DCMS, 1998).  

CITF was created to demonstrate how economically important the cultural sector was becoming.  

One of the ways it did this was by expanding the definition of ‘culture’ from arts and media to 

include creative services (DCMS, 1998). 

The policy states that Creative Industries are responsible for £91.8 Billion GVA to the economy [Fig. 

6] (DCMS, 2018, p. 43).  ‘Cultural organisations and practitioners…contributing just under a third 

(£26.8 billion) of the GVA generated by the Creative Industries’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 7).  However, the 

Cultural Sector on its own, only represents about £9bn of Creative Industries [Appendix C], the 

remaining Cultural contribution, approximately £18bn, overlaps with the Digital Sector, with a small 

Tourism element.  The implication being that the Digital Sector is almost as valuable to the Cultural 

Sector as Creative Industries.  This would support the policy’s emphasis on digital influence on the 

cultural sector. In any event, the Cultural Sector is not considered to add value to the economy by 

itself [Appendix H] and not considered part of GVA as recently as 2013 [Appendix D]. 

 

Figure 6 DCMS GVA 2016 (DCMS, 2017) 

This policy claims to be a ‘first of its kind’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 16) but parallels can be drawn with Tony 

Blair’s Government converting the Department of National Heritage (DNH) to the DCMS and 

including sport and newly defined Creative Industries to the department (DCMS, 1998, p. 11).  

Theresa May’s Government adding Digital to the DCMS, both in policy and title, can be considered 

an extension of this.  The sociocultural implication of the Blair policy was a boom in UK culture.  

Between 1997-8, the growth in GVA of the creative industries in the UK was 14% (GOV.UK, 2008). 

The Blair policy also redefined the UK’s image around the world as a progressive and inclusive ‘Cool 
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Britannia’.  This would presumably be the aim of this policy in ‘Brexit Britain’ with the self-

proclaimed ‘UK’s international brand marketing campaign’ (GOV.UK, 2016) the GREAT Britain 

Campaign, to promote itself in a popular and inclusive light to the world.  

The policy continues to commend the nation’s digital sector’s economic success, but double counts 

the economic overlap with creative industries already quantified.  This exploits the readers 

rationalist’s faith in the document by misrepresenting the data.  More significantly in the report, the 

GVA for the Cultural Sector is not identified in its own right.  This reflects the Standard Industrial 

Classification (SIC) reclassifications that took place from 1997, where culture became a subsection of 

creative industries.  The largest overlap in the DCMS is that of Creative Industries and Digital Sector, 

as analysed in depth in a NESTA 2006 report which details the SIC codes, classifying digital 

businesses as creative.  This analysis will not form part of this report but as the table shows, two 

thirds of the Cultural sector is also classified as Digital sector, hence, Culture is Digital.   

The policy quotes a report putting the UK 5th in the global innovation index and highlights its service 

exports.  The text emphasizes the UK’s digital reach to China (DCMS, 2018, p. 43) and cites the UK’s 

advantages for venture capitalists over the rest of Europe (ibid., p.45).  A 2017 AHRC report 

regarding China, states that the UK’s commitments to creative industries ‘come at a time of 

economic change in both countries, with the UK scheduled to leave the EU, and China transitioning 

from a manufacturing-based economy to a knowledge-based economy’ (BOP Consulting, 2017, p. 3). 

The emergence of China’s economy and the specific acknowledgement in the policy implies that the 

policy is looking to attract investment from China. 

A. Digital Infrastructure for Culture 

The section quotes the Digital Strategy stating, ‘that everyone, wherever they live and however they 

connect, can make full use of digital services and benefit from participation in the digital economy’ 

(DCMS, 2018, p. 45), reminiscent of the Keynesian goals of CEMA, but of course with the inclusion of 

‘digital’.  Having aggrandized the UK’s cultural and digital sectors, the section decries that the UK 

lacks the infrastructure and funding required to thrive (DCMS, 2018, p. 45).  The text established 

how great the UK is to invest in during the Opportunities section of the introduction.  This combined 

with the stating of the current lack of funding presents an investment opportunity.  

After a tokenistic concern for creators, the text shifts back to ‘funding models’ and ‘infrastructure’ 

(DCMS, 2018, p. 45).  The policy focuses on money and resources not specific to creators, for 

example, cataloguing.  This could be seen as a modular and transferable skill rather than creative, 

exemplifying the commodification of the creative process alluded to in the Skills section. 
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The text quotes the Mendoza review’s ambition to improve engagement through ‘meaningful’ 

interactions with museums (DCMS, 2018, p. 45).  This refers to Audiences and the Brown Novak-

Leonard ‘Engagement Spectrum’ (Brown & Novak-Leonard, 2011) and Kawashima’s extended 

marketing.  The digitisation of collections can more easily turn ‘reach’ to ‘engagement’ for a wider 

audience and more loyal customer from a marketing perspective.  It proceeds to specifically mention 

projects in Tunisia and Sudan (DCMS, 2018, p. 46).  These may be innovative projects for the creators 

and immersive experiences for the audience, but they are also examples of Britain exporting its 

digital services worldwide to achieve an altruistic goal of preserving global heritage.   

The text mentions further social benefits of art and culture in very general terms, ‘educational’, 

‘health and well-being’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 46).  The main social benefits of the policy are measured in 

economic gain or in terms of urban regeneration.  As former Secretary of State for Culture Media 

and Sport, Tessa Jowell, wrote in 2004: 

‘Too often politicians have been forced to debate culture in terms only of its 

instrumental benefits to other agenda – education, the reduction of crime, 

improvements in well-being…In Political and Public discourse in this country we have 

avoided the more difficult approach of investigating, questioning and celebrating what 

culture actually does in and of itself’ (Belfiore & Bennett, 2008, p. 8). 

The policy addresses the challenges of digitising collections; that of search engine optimization 

(SEO), data quality and metadata.  These are somewhat technical terms and could be off-putting to a 

lay person.  These processes are then generalized and made passive for wider appeal by stating 

‘Unless images are tagged in a certain way…’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 50).  Fairclough terms this 

‘Nominalization’ (Fairclough, 1993) and it can be seen throughout the policy.  It abstracts the agents 

and actors from the process, mystifying what are already ambiguous concepts of ‘digital’ and 

‘culture’. 

Future Strategy looks to use technology to reach people and standardise SEO and metadata. The 

Skills section states the UK’s goal to be at the forefront of artificial intelligence (AI), including 

algorithmic platforms (DCMS, 2018, p. 38).  The Audience section states that the great majority of 

the UK is increasingly familiar with operating in online platforms (DCMS, 2018, p. 18).  Jose van Dijk 

would term this a ‘Platform Society’, in which ‘social, economic, and interpersonal traffic is largely 

channelled by a global online platform ecosystem that is fuelled by data and organized through 

algorithms’ (van Dijk, 2018, p. 2).  Two of the largest platforms, Facebook and YouTube, rely on data 

and AI to build algorithms to manage ‘consumption and production patterns that these platforms 

allow for, or condition its users within’ (Valtysson, 2020, p. 18).  Culture is Digital does not explore 
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the societal implications of shifting cultural policy to an algorithmic platform.  Stuart Hall proposes a 

holistic approach to the “circuit of culture”, ‘representation, regulation, identity, consumption and 

production’  (Valtysson, 2020, p. 17; Hall, 1997).  Instead, the policy aims to partner with companies 

like Google and to standardise practices.  One could interpret this as Google assisting with the 

creation of policies and practices.  This would remove the nominalization, allowing Google control 

over conditioning users’ consumption patterns.  Google Arts and Culture will seemingly be a focus of 

the digital future strategy: ‘Google Arts and Culture partners with cultural institutions using free 

tools and technology to draw together millions of artworks, historical sites and stories onto one site’ 

(DCMS, 2018, p. 46). 

Partnering with such Big Data companies presents the risk of ‘coded inequalities’ influencing UK 

policy: ‘technologies, which often pose as objective, scientific, or progressive, too often reinforce 

racism and other forms of inequity’ (Benjamin, 2019).  The policy presents token discussion of its 

need for representation to engage a wider audience.  The policy is seemingly concerned with 

diversity for aestheticization and virtue signalling rather than specific commitments to cultural 

inclusion.  Compounded by economic rationalisation and effects of filter bubbles, the policy could 

encourage data driven algorithms as the gatekeepers and curators of white washing.  The 

philosophies used to inform and analyse this policy can also be said to have embedded biases, 

analysis of which would be outside of the scope of my investigation. 

The policy will address ‘sustainability, and the possible economic models available to fund 

digitisation’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 50). Online content is often funded through paid subscriptions or 

advertising. The case study here explores The National Archives as the example for digitisation and 

concludes with praise for Amazon (ibid., p.51), which advertises to the user based on their history 

and operates its Prime subscription service.  These features of their funding model are not discussed 

in the case study.  ‘NewsNow aggregates news feeds and allows you to filter and set preferences’ 

(DCMS, 2018, p. 46).  This level of personalisation is attractive but encourages the creation of filter 

bubbles. 

Policy commitment 10 

The policy commits The National Archives to provide guidance to the rest of the sector for digitising 

collections in terms of common standards and sustainability, presumably financial sustainability 

(DCMS, 2018, p. 51).  Assumingly, this is intended to be achieved through commercial partnerships, 

as mentioned in The National Archives case study, and licencing content.   

The paper moves from digitising content, to presenting live content.  This is not a new concept, in 

fact it was reported ‘…in 2015 that 90% of arts organisations have produced some form of live-to-
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digital production’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 51).  It aims to reach closed communities, such as care homes 

(ibid., p.51), another mention of the altruistic, instrumentalised possibilities of digital culture that 

are possible prior to the policy.  The policy numerates success in terms of reach of commercial 

projects.  In other models, often sports, live content is on demand pay per view.  Another model 

would be that of a subscription service, as operated by NT live (National Theatre, 2021).  Digital 

operating obviously opens UK culture access to worldwide audience. 

B. Innovation 

The corpus immediately references the Industrial Strategy.  It speaks of ambition in terms of 

economy and lionises the ‘UK’s great historic strengths’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 52).  This represents a 

microcosm of the policy’s soft power and economic focusses, and states commitments to invest in 

research and development (R&D) to innovate in industrial strategy.  This investment is in the £100’s 

of millions (DCMS, 2018, p. 52) compared to the £1 million allocated for cultural organisations’ 

audience development (DCMS, 2018, p. 36).  This clearly demonstrates the order of the power 

assigned financially to the Digital – Culture relationship.  In the genre chain of producing this report, 

Culture is Digital is subordinate to the Digital Strategy, itself subordinate to the Industrial Strategy. 

A text analysis of The UK’s Offer (DCMS, 2018, p. 54) as a subheading is unambiguously a pitch, 

highlighting a growing digitally capable workforce in the UK.  This is followed by a brief synopsis of 

R&D in the cultural sector.  It is ‘ideas rich, IP heavy’ (ibid., p.56) but generally unable to self-finance 

and risk averse.  The policy reintroduces the theme of fundraising, in this instance for R&D as 

investment in R&D in creative industries is harder to secure than in industrial.  This echoes the 

‘gamble’ (ibid., p.37) discussed in the Skills section.  To reduce the perceived financial risk, to be 

better accountable and gain more confidence in investment, the policy describes cultural 

organisations adopting a ‘staged development approach’ (ibid., p.56), like technology development 

models, such as AGILE.  This would be an example of the policy blending the culture sector and 

digital technologies. This change in the cultural creative process from a ‘freewheeling’ artistic 

process to modular milestone measurements, risks a constraint on creativity.  This is cemented by 

the footnote stating funding will require a business case (ibid., p.58), usually a financial tool of 

measurement for industry, but it echoes the funding recommendations of the McMaster report. 

Policy commitment 11 and 12 

A commitment for NPOs to assist with R&D through creating ‘Labs’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 58) is 

established.  This not only exemplifies the policy on R&D, but with projects being created at NPOs, 

they would naturally be guided by the standardised procedures and access to technology and 

resources that ‘smaller’ creative projects would not have access to.  This embodies the ‘patronly’ 
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state supply model but may restrict creators’ control as economic reductionism determines resource 

allocation.  

C. Collaboration and Partnerships 

Despite the overall theme of this policy being a partnership between culture and technology, this is 

an extremely short section of the policy.  The text mentions ‘new ways of thinking’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 

60) before listing a history of collaboration between arts organisations.  ‘As digital technology 

advances, the cultural sector is adapting’ (ibid., p.60).  Culture is the subordinate partner again, 

adapting to digital changes.  This relationship is better described in the Barriers sub section. 

Barriers 

Barriers is unique as the only bullet pointed list in the policy.  Situated at the end of the policy it 

forms a conclusion of sorts.  It lists four barriers to progress, three of which are things that cultural 

organisations lack, the other being of an imbalance in funding, and the policy has already quoted 

ample data detailing the cultural sectors lack of funding compared to tech companies and Industrial 

Strategy funding.  As the cultural sector’s shortcomings are highlighted along with their requirement 

to change for the digital sector standards and practices, it again represents digital as the superior 

power in the partnership.  

Overall findings of Future Strategy section 

The main themes of the Future Strategy section can be summarised by the subheading The UK’s 

Offer (DCMS, 2018, p. 54) and the promotion of ‘brand Britain’.  The policy seems to build toward 

the objective of seeking foreign investment in the UK economy, specifically the digital economy. The 

policy calls for corporate partnerships in the production and distribution of cultural content.  This 

section’s heavy emphasis on examples illustrates the diverse possibilities of the fusion of technology 

and culture: 

‘Creating with new technology allows artists to push the boundaries of what’s possible 

and create transformative experiences for audiences, for technology to inspire cultural 

production, and for creative content to test the applications of technology’ (DCMS, 

2018, p. 53). 

The examples demonstrate the ‘representation, regulation, identity’ of the holistic approach Hall 

promotes (Hall, 1997), however, this social impact of art seems a secondary purpose of the policy. 
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Intertextual  Analysis 

Intertextuality is a component of Fairclough’s CDA; however, an analysis of the data from 

contributing surveys and consultations would not serve the purpose of this investigation.  For the 

sake of comparison, the preceding DCMS Culture White Paper 2016 and succeeding Culture is Digital: 

June 2019 progress report will be briefly summarised for their contribution to the general discussion 

of the policy rather than the specific discourse. 

Culture White Paper 2016 

‘It is not a revolution but an evolution’ – Ed Vaizey MP, Minister of State (DCMS, 2016, p. 6). 

The Culture White Paper uses the same discourse conventions as Culture is Digital.  At the time of 

publishing in 2016, the DCMS was the Department for Culture, Media & Sport.  The paper was the 

first for 50 years and a self-described ‘evolution’ (DCMS, 2016, p. 6).  The paper considered the value 

of culture as it’s intrinsic value, the social value, and the economic value (DCMS, 2016, p. 15).  

Culture is Digital makes no mention of the intrinsic value of culture, and only mentions the social 

value in the terms of instrumentalisation discussed. 

For brevity, the Culture White Paper 2016 is summarised by its ambitions: 

 

Chapter 1 Chapter 2 Chapter 3 Chapter 4 

Everyone should enjoy 
the opportunities 
culture offers, no 
matter where they 
start in life. 

The riches of our 
culture should benefit 
communities across 
the country. 

The power of culture 
can increase our 
international standing. 

Cultural investment, 
resilience and 
reform. 

Ambition Ambition Ambition Ambition 

Enriched lives for 
everyone. 

Successful 
communities. 

Improve the reputation 
of the UK. 

Thriving cultural 
institutions. 

Figure 7 Culture White Paper Summary (DCMS, 2016) 

The Culture White Paper focuses more on the instrumentalisation of culture to benefit society, 

including socioeconomic outreach and minority access.  There is a mention of how technology is 

changing the way audiences engage with culture, highlighting live broadcasts and digital collections.  

The addition of ‘Digital’ to the DCMS puts technology at the forefront of cultural policy, as Culture is 

Digital illustrates.  It expands and enhances on exporting the UK as a brand, and seemingly the main 

ambition of the 2016 Culture White Paper is reform of cultural investment through corporate 

partnerships.  
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2019 Culture is Digital – Progress Report 

The Progress Report (DCMS, 2019) reflects the original’s tone and content, modality, and lexis.  A 

great deal of the paper is repetition of the original policy, which was published just a year prior.  An 

interpretation of these distinguishing factors could be that of a follow up pitch, or reinforcement and 

justification of the original. 

According to the Executive Summary, the creative industries and digital sector contributed over £101 

billion and £130.5 billion GVA in 2017 respectively (DCMS, 2019, p. 6).  As in the original, this double 

counts the overlap in the sectors and does not identify the cultural sector independently [Appendix 

J]. 

Another anomaly of the data occurs: ‘Through a mixture of media and online channels, the Hull City 

of Culture 2017 programme enabled a reach of almost 37.3 billion people and an advertising value 

equivalent of at least £450 million’ (DCMS, 2019, p. 13).  The project could not have reached 37.3 

billion people.  This discrepancy is compounded by attaching a monetary value to the figure.  For a 

positivist, rationalist policy that celebrates data and commercial responsibility, this oversight 

undermines the policy’s credibility. 

Conclusion of CDA Findings 

As a ‘first of its kind’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 16) government policy setting out a vision for the future, the 

text could be viewed in terms of ‘Constructing Social Reality’ (Fairclough, 1993, p. 169).  Fairclough 

proposes that, to interpret this material process requires an analysis of ideational function, one of 

Michael Halliday’s three meta functions of language as part of systemic functional linguistics 

(Fairclough, 1993, p. 64).  This can establish emphasis in the text in terms of focus on reference and 

significance.  The ideational function of grammar usually referred to as ‘Transivity’ (Fairclough, 1993, 

p. 177; Halliday, 1998) deals with processes, participants and circumstances. 

Recurring themes can be identified to give insight into the social reality the policy aims to construct.  

A basic frequency analysis [Appendix E], represented as a word cloud [Fig. 8], identifies three main 

participants, which this report will categorise as Culture, Digital and Audience. Audience can be 

defined as a subdivision of UK population.  As usual with this type of analysis, there is ambiguity and 

overlap, with population working in the cultural and digital sectors. 
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Figure 8 Word Cloud 

 

A succinct, if trite, place to start is to the title.  Through ideational function, Culture is identified as 

subordinate to Digital.  This recurring motif creates a cognitive relation, notably repeated in the 

Foreword, and forms the conclusion in the Barriers section.  The third group of participants, 

Audience, plays at least two roles in the process.  Audience can be both Goal and Beneficiary of the 

process (Halliday & Christian, 2013), for example: 

‘…tools such as the Audience Agency’s Audience Finder enable cultural organisations to 

understand, compare and apply audience insight so that they can create with audiences 

in mind’  (DCMS, 2018, p. 25). 

Other than providing the other participants with data by engaging, or not, with cultural happenings, 

the audience seemingly has the least amount of agency in the process.  However, at various points 

of various processes within the policy, each participant can be seen as Beneficiary, Goal or Actor.  

This is expressed in Data Flow diagram [Fig. 4]. It can be argued that corporate sponsorship further 

removes power from the audience as organisations are less reliant on the audience for funding. 

The DCMS, as authors of the policy, appear to remove their agency from the most of this policy.  

They have set their role as creating the sandbox for the merging of culture and digital to combine by 

passively observing NDPBs commitments to action.  This is also done through nominalization, for 
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example, ‘Public funding to digitise collections has historically been largely responsive to calls from 

individual organisations…’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 50) obfuscating the DCMS’s influence in ACE allocating 

funds.  However, the authorship and promotional emphasis signify the DCMS as the protagonists of 

the project.   

Outside of reference to the pre-constituted ‘participants’ identified, the paper repeatedly refers to 

the Industrial Strategy and the Digital Strategy.  These economic strategies signify the importance of 

market forces, putting the policy in a neo-liberal context.  These forces, external to the policy, 

present a different discussion on the power dynamic for the participants, and particularly in the 

practicalities of cultural engagement.   

From a modality perspective, the policy is generally written objectively, and with a high level of 

affinity for the topic.  This perspective often implies the author’s power (Fairclough, 1993, p. 159), 

for example, ‘The creative use of digital technology, communications and tools to engage audiences 

will be an important part of developing and implementing place-based strategies’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 

26).  The statement is made without subject; it is not expressed as opinion but engenders universal 

acceptance as ‘common sense’.  It uses a progressive tense, ‘will be’, and the level of certainty in the 

statement denotes affinity with the topic and displays power.  Furthermore, the nominalisation of 

the ‘…developing and implementing place-based strategies’ removes participants from the process.  

Specifically, throughout the policy, it removes the DCMS from the process.  These salient themes can 

be found throughout and imply the author’s power but removes them as Actors.  The Ideational 

functions of the various processes reflect the balance of power between the collaborating concepts 

of Digital, Culture and Audiences as represented in ‘Digital Drives Culture to Provide for Audience’ 

diagram [Fig. 2]  

To avoid a dictatorial ‘feel’ throughout the text, the use of plural personal pronouns such as ‘we’ and 

‘our’ is adopted.  This makes the reader feel part of the writing and implementing of the policy, with 

the common collaboration establishing ‘common sense’ naturalisation of the policy and providing an 

inclusive feel to the reader.  Personal pronouns also create a conversational tone.  Fairclough 

describes this as ‘’synthetic personalization’, the simulation of private, face-to-face, discourse in 

public mass-audience discourse (print, radio, television)’ (Fairclough, 1993, p. 98; Fairclough, 1989).   

Often used in advertising, such ‘synthetic personalization’ gives the impression of direct 

conversation thus is more appealing, inviting, and convincing to the reader.  This would be 

appropriate as the purpose of the policy is to persuade the reader of its objectives. 
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Conclusion 

Having performed CDA on Culture is Digital and concluded its findings, this conclusion will address 

the policy’s wider sociocultural implications. The 2016 Culture White Paper was more concerned 

with the social impact of the arts than Culture is Digital, which can be generalised as economically 

focussed. 

One of the priorities of the paper is digitising collections, which is already happening.  This can allow 

remote consumer access to content. It also allows for enhanced content and engagement.  This 

digitisation is mostly consumed in 2D formats while virtual reality continues to make progress.  This 

is especially relevant to remote markets, seemingly a specific target market for the policy, as it seeks 

to export cultural content digitally, with new funding models. 

Sustainability is mentioned, but not discussed in term of resilience.  The cultural economy relied on 

digital infrastructure for creation, collaboration, distribution, and consumption throughout the 

COVID-19 lockdown, expediting the digitising of cultural consumption and production. This would 

likely be a key policy objective of any future proposal. 

Creators have been collaborating and producing content digitally irrespective of this policy, and it 

feels like the policy acknowledges that creators are their own driving force. The policy focus pledges 

to add possibilities to the creation of content and allow the increased promotion through new 

platforms.  Digital platforms, however, already exist. UK culture, museums and galleries, are often 

‘free at source’, like a public service, funded through mixed models with corporate sponsorship and 

private patronage with state grants.  One digital platform regularly cited in the paper is Google, 

which is also free at source but uses consumers data to sell user specific advertising and to build 

algorithms to predict patterns of human behaviour.  Social engineering through algorithmic 

modelling is a topic for additional work, but in terms of cultural engagement, presents the risks 

already discussed of coded inequalities, echo chambers, epistemic and filter bubbles.  Social 

platforms run by big private enterprises can increase reach, but risk populism and decline in ‘cultural 

value’ in search of profit motive.  

Commodification (Fairclough, 1993, p. 209) is a key theme of this policy as its lexis is that of a 

business strategy.  Furthermore, the genre chain is that of economic policies and the success metrics 

exclusively financial.  ‘Commodified texts built upon advertising models also commonly manifest 

democratizing features, including informality, and a move towards conversational discourse’ 

(Fairclough, 1993, p. 219).  The policy can be shown to use democratizing conventions, from the 

language of personal pronouns to public consultations.  However, these conventions can be argued 
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to only be cosmetic as power holders use more covert means of manipulation (Fairclough, 1993, p. 

203).  The policy is driven by the neo-liberal demands of the market forces rather than public 

demand.  This policy is born out of UK digital economic growth rather than an emphasis on culture.  

‘A key aim of the Government’s Digital Strategy and Industrial Strategy is to improve the 

digital skills of UK businesses and citizens in order to make the UK a world-leading 

digital economy – one in which our cultural sector can play its part’ (DCMS, 2018, p. 31). 

A priority of this policy is to open the UK digital sector to foreign investment and private companies.  

The policy uses culture as display of Britain’s world-leading influence to promote its power on the 

global stage.  Much of the policy represents that of business promotional material, seeking investors, 

using Britain’s heritage, and branding as enticement. 

It could be argued that the policy is not as ground-breaking as it purports to be.  Market forces 

already affecting the cultural sector have precipitated the digital modernisation, and a ‘creative 

spirit’ naturally intrigues creatives to use new tools and means of creating.  While this has been 

happening in a grass roots way, either through regional programs or individual projects, this policy 

looks to homogenise these processes and capture the data.  It looks to exploit this creativity and 

heritage for ‘brand Britain’ (DCMS, 2016, p. 53). 

This policy is therefore akin to New Labour’s policies of redefining the cultural sector as a subsection 

of Creative Industries.  Culture is Digital can be interpreted as an extension of this, to the degree that 

the ‘cultural sector’ is two thirds digital and a subsection of creative industry [Appendix D]. 

The redefinition of Culture as Digital permeates from the title, through the ideational functions of 

the text, the analysis of agency, the economic reporting, even the SIC classifications.  The policy 

repeatedly talks of the dual competitive advantage of the UK’s creativity and technology, in the spirit 

of an economic paper. 

As Valtysson succinctly states: 

‘Cultural policy is capable of many things. It can generate financial profits, it can be used 

as a means to increase the power of its originators, and it can be viewed from its 

emancipative side, where the aim is mainly to create surroundings, which culturally 

enrich people’  (Valtysson, 2010). 

It would appear that these are the purposes of Culture is Digital, in that order.  The policy does look 

to mutually benefit all its participants, but compromises from all parties are made. Audiences are 
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already compromising privacy of their data; the cultural sector will adapt its processes to fit digital 

industry and digital industry must operate within new government directives. 

Further work 

Culture is Digital raises questions of social order in a digital era outside the scope of this analysis.  

Foucault would say that ‘modern disciplinary power’ is invisible, ‘but its subjects spotlighted’, 

allowing individuals to be ‘‘arranged’ like objects’ (Fairclough, 1993, p. 53).  The policy’s emphasis on 

data modelling supports this.  This would form just part of a much wider investigation into how this 

policy’s favouring of digital technology effects a more anthropological definition of ‘culture’ and how 

state and corporate power use this technology to shape culture; or alternatively whether it is state 

power or corporate power that is the driving force behind such change. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A.  Fairclough Three-Dimensional Framework for Analysis of Discourse: 

 

(Fairclough, n.d.) 

Appendix B.  GVA Contribution of DCMS Sectors 

 

(DCMS, 2018, p. 6) 
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Appendix C.  DCMS Sectors Economic Estimates 2016: Gross Value Added, Bar Chart 

 

(DCMS, 2017) 

Appendix D. GVA of DCMS Sectors 2013 

 

(GOV.UK, 2015) 
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Appendix E.  Word Frequency Analysis 

 WORD Frequency 

 in 372 

 digital 354 

 cultural 221 

 with 188 

 organisations 161 

 that 138 

 culture 115 

 on 114 

 will 111 

 as 109 

 technology 107 

 their 107 

 sector 94 

 uk 91 

 arts 88 

 content 88 

 audiences 87 

 from 84 

 new 83 

 this 81 

 have 79 

 creative 78 

 data 73 

 our 71 

 audience 70 

 skills 66 

 can 65 

 an 65 

 heritage 58 

 has 58 

 at 56 

 project 56 

 across 55 

 people 54 

 national 54 
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Appendix F. Our Approach - Contributors 

Our five secondees 

Will Saunders, independent consultant (ex BBC Creative Director) – leading on audience 
access and participation  

Tonya Nelson, Head of Collections and Museums, UCL – leading on skills, IP and Business 
models 

Jane Finnis, CEO of Culture24 – leading on the digitisation of collections and archives 

Lucy Sollitt, Creative Media Relationships Manager, Arts Council England – leading on 
cultural content and technology  

Prof Simeon Yates, Director of Centre for Digital Humanities and Social Science, University 
of Liverpool, leading on evidence and research 
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Appendix H. GVA 2017 Overlaps 
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Appendix I. Summary of Total Income of DCMS-funded cultural organisations 2019/20 
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(GOV.UK, 2021) 

 

Appendix J. 2017 GVA 

 

(DCMS, 2018, p. 7) 




