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the unemployed. The federal program 

certainly offered crucial employment to 

a generational cohort of women and 

minority artists early in their careers, and 

its impact may have been even wider. 

in an ar ticle on museum exhibitions, 

chon noriega argues that ceTA fund-

ing enabled the incorporation of racial 

and sexual minority communities into arts 

institutions in a way that maintained the 

elite orientation of these organizations: 

in general, minority and working-class 

artists sought funding through ceTA, 

while white, middle-class artists obtained 

grants from the national endowment for 

the Arts (neA). he concludes that after 

ceTA and similar programs were dis-

mantled in the early 1980s, and both 

elite and minority arts programs had to 

rely on the neA for funding, “these dis-

tinctions broke down [and] the culture 

wars began” (1999, 61–62).1

CETA was enacted in December 1973 
in an effort to provide job opportunities 
for the structurally unemployed—those 
who are chronically unemployed because 
they have no marketable skills—particu-
larly within disadvantaged communities 

he comprehensive employment 

and Training Act (ceTA) is often 

credited as a significant source 

of funding for emerging minority and 

community-based arts organizations in 

the 1970s. not since the Works progress 

Administration (WpA) in the 1930s had 

congress made such a large commit-

ment to increasing job opportunities for 

T
of how funds were distributed among 
artists and arts organizations. The docu-
mentation that does exist predominantly 
focuses on raw placement figures, largely 
overlooking the actual job and training 
experiences of program participants, the 
long-term impact on participants, the 
types of jobs in which they were placed, 
or the effects on the industries in which 
they were employed. A synthesis of the 
information that was gathered indicates 
that CETA not only presented many 
women and minorities with opportu-
nities that otherwise would not have 
been afforded them but also served as an 
important catalyst and source of support 
for the arts. 

ce TA’s  s Truc Ture  And 
progrAm goAls 

When CETA was enacted, late in 1973, 
the United States was enjoying a period 
of low unemployment. As William 
Mirengoff et al. noted, it is during such 
times that “attention reverts to the 
structurally unemployed” (1980, 100). 
CETA was created to mitigate jobless-
ness, especially for this population; 
Title II provided public service employ-
ment (PSE) opportunities that were 
specifically targeted at the chronically 
unemployed. In 1974 the U.S. economy 
began to falter, and by summer the 
country was in a recession. In December 
the original legislation was amended. 
Title VI was added, expanding CETA’s 
coverage by establishing a program for 
countercyclical PSE—a program to 
provide temporary jobs and alleviate 
unemployment among the general popu-
lation. By May 1975 the unemployment 
rate had risen alarmingly, to nearly 9% 
(National Commission for Manpower 
Policy 1976, 24). By the end of 1976, 
nearly one-half of the nation’s unem-
ployed workers were between the ages of 
16 and 24 (15), and CETA allocations 
became increasingly geared toward pro-
viding training and jobs for baby boomers 
who were entering an ever more com-
petitive labor market. One unintended 

such as minorities, the poor, youth, and 
so on. It was a unique effort that com-
bated unemployment by simultaneously 
increasing job opportunities and provid-
ing the training needed to perform the 
duties required. 

In addition to the target group was 
another, unexpected, beneficiary—the 
arts. Initially, relatively low levels of 
CETA funds were allocated to the arts: 
CETA was a manpower project, not spe-
cifically an arts project. But, because of 
the high rate of unemployment among 
artists, many qualified for CETA posi-
tions and secured funding through the 
program. The level of federal expendi-
tures on the arts subsequently increased, 
revitalizing arts programs, particularly at 
the community level. Steven C. Dubin 
noted that the “availability of CETA 
funds was frequently cited as a primary 
factor contributing to [an] effervescence 
of artistic activity” (1987, 3).

Much of the information about CETA 
and the arts, however, is anecdotal. To 
produce a quantitative assessment of the 
legislation’s impact, this study examines 
documentation produced by program 
administrators and supervising agen-
cies. Rather than focusing on particular 
arts organizations or programs, the study 
evaluates CETA’s effect on the arts as a 
whole. It also considers the program’s 
ever-changing policies and objectives, 
all of which made CETA an accidental 
arts supporter.

s Tudy  me Thod

To determine CETA’s impact on the 
arts, I reviewed various government 
documents and reports, including federal 
budgets, annual reports by the National 
Commission for Manpower Policy, 
and Congressional hearings related to 
the arts. I also examined evaluations 
of the CETA program by the National 
Research Council and others, and news-
paper accounts, scholarly papers and 
journals, and literature regarding public 
funding of the arts. CETA’s administra-
tors did not maintain systematic records 
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result of this shift away from structural 
unemployment was that benefits to the 
disadvantaged and poor, toward whom 
the initial legislation was aimed, were 
diminished. Amendments in 1976 and 
1978, however, did make attempts to 
refocus the legislation on structural 
unemployment, with some success. 

CETA distributed grants to “prime 
sponsors”—local and state governments 
with populations of 100,000 or more 
(National Research Council 1980, 
xv). Prime sponsors were responsible 
for identifying organizations and proj-
ects that qualified for CETA funds and 
distributing the monies as they saw fit, 
according to guidelines set forth by 
the federal government. This decen-
tralization of power was an attempt to 
increase flexibility, so that the funds 
could be used to address local needs. 
Unfortunately, it also gave rise to a host 
of problems that plagued CETA for the 
duration of the program. The objectives 
of the initiative shifted repeatedly and 
significantly, and, in fact, the goals of 
the program were often contradictory. A 
Department of Labor report concluded 
that “in its brief history, from 1973 to 
1982, CETA was amended eight times 
and proliferated twelve separate pro-
grammatic titles, parts, and subparts” 
(Guttman 1983, 3). The multiplicity of 
goals and the unstable nature of CETA 
contributed to variations in its effective-
ness. Ultimately, there was a disconnect 
between federal and local goals, which 
manifested itself in a number of ways 
that were detrimental to the program. 
CETA experienced four peak years 
between 1977 and 1980 (Mirengoff et 
al. 1982, 52), then declined as political 
administrations changed and charges of 
ineffectiveness proliferated. 

Early criticism of the CETA program 
was aimed at the practices of “cream-
ing,” or hiring on the basis of personal 
or political interests, and “substitu-
tion,” or employing CETA workers in 
government positions that would have 
otherwise been funded by state and 

local monies. In addition, there were 
complaints that project operators were 
employing ineligible individuals and/or 
employing them for lengths of time that 
exceeded the limitations provided by 
the act. Accusations of fraud and abuse 
were common. 

In delegating administrative control 
of public funds to so many agencies, the 
federal government failed to establish 
firm requirements for recordkeeping and 
reporting. As the National Commission 
for Manpower Policy noted in its third 
annual report to the president and 
the Congress in 1978, the lack of an 
adequate “management information sys-
tem” prevented the federal government 
and the prime sponsors alike from prop-
erly evaluating the system, making the 
task of assuring an efficient and effective 
use of public money impossible. As a 
result, CETA was “judged on the basis of 
isolated newspaper accounts rather than 
on the basis of what it [was] accomplish-
ing” (1978, 8). This lack of structure, as 
well as the diffusion of data collection 
responsibilities among so many prime 
sponsors, likely led to the scarcity of 
information detailing the allocation 
of CETA funds to projects specifically 
related to the arts. 

In its annual reports, the National 
Commission on Manpower Policy 
strongly urged the establishment of 
stronger accountability measures that 
would require prime sponsors to better 
monitor and analyze the effectiveness of 
their programs (1977, 1978). The 1978 
amendments to CETA incorporated an 
increased emphasis on “ensuring compli-
ance with national policies” (National 
Research Council 1980, 8). This shift 
resulted in a large increase in the number 
of administrative tasks—and, therefore, 
overhead costs—and a reduction in 
flexibility, which was one of the main 
aims of the act. Moreover, the increased 
possibility of liability reduced the incen-
tive to participate. These amendments 
also reflected another shift in program 
goals, as CETA began to encourage the 

increased participation of the private 
sector. Unfortunately, as the National 
Research Council noted, by the end of 
the 1970s there remained “no consis-
tency” in the way sponsors reported “the 
number of terminations and placements 
and even the number enrolled” (1980, 
20). The National Research Council 
stated that “repeated changes in policy, 
program direction, and funding levels” 
had kept the CETA system “in tur-
moil” since its inception. “The 1978 
provisions,” concluded the report, “were 
particularly traumatic” (1980, 142). 
Over time, the government’s attempts 
to contain CETA’s problems essentially 
recentralized administration of the pro-
gram to a large extent and contributed 
to the instability of the program. 

benef i Ts  for  The  ArTs

Despite CETA’s problems, many orga-
nizations benefited greatly from its 
programs, and Titles II and VI of the act 
proved to be vital, if unintended, sources 
of funding for the arts. CETA contained 
“no priority … for arts and crafts” 
(Delatiner 1976), but artists and arts 
organizations found ways to secure fund-
ing through the employment program. 
In some instances, arts organizations 
qualified for CETA funds by developing 
new projects. Barry Laine, writing in the 
New York Times, noted that CETA’s “leg-
islative mandate [called] for community 
service and orientation.” For Rachel 
Lampert’s modern dance company, 
that mandate translated into “finding 
and developing new audiences,” and 
the company expanded so that it could 
present performances in new locations 
to nontraditional audiences, providing 
additional work for its performers (Laine 
1979, D10). 

CETA benefits for arts communities 
grew substantially in the mid-1970s. In 
1975, by one rough estimate, $10 mil-
lion, or approximately 0.3 percent of 
CETA’s budget, were spent on the arts 
(Netzer 1978, 79). CETA expenditures 
on the arts increased once strategies to 
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Table 1. Appropriations for the Arts in Fiscal Years 1974 through 1982 (millions of dollars)

1974 1975 1976
TQa 

1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982

 
TOTAL CETA 2,016b 3,743 5,742 598 8,053 8,125c 10,290 8,128

Original Revised

 7,975   7,740d

Originale Proposedf

 3,895    3,138

CETA ARTS 
— 10 — — 40 — —

200g

— — —

NEAh 61 75 82 33 94 115 140 142 147 132

sources: mirengoff et al. 1982, 1978; u. s. congress 1980; netzer 1978; national endowment for the Arts 1983.

a. ceTA transition quarter, july through september.

b. combined funds for manpower development and Training Act, economic opportunity Act, and ceTA Title ii. 

c. mirengoff et al. 1982. conflicting figure of $8,062 million found in mirengoff et al. 1978. 

d. includes $705 million deferred until fiscal 1982; excludes $234 million rescinded from Title vi.

e. omnibus reconciliation Act, August 1981.

f. Administration’s proposed revision of 1982 appropriation, october 1982.

g. evidence regarding the $200 million figure is inconclusive; it may represent ceTA expenditures on the arts either between 1974 and 1979 or during 1979 only. see note 2.

h. figures for neA appropriations reflect total funds for programming and exclude administrative funds. 

access the money were established, and 
by 1977 the amount of money spent 
on salaries related to arts projects had 
risen to approximately $40 million, or 
0.5 percent of CETA’s annual budget 
(table 1). 

Total CETA appropriations between 
1974 and 1979 totaled approximately 
$38,567 million (Mirengoff et al. 1982, 
52; 1978, 294); the $200 million in 
CETA expenditures for the arts in the 
same period represent a yearly average 
of only 0.5 percent of all CETA expen-
ditures. This low percentage, however, is 
somewhat misleading. More than two-
thirds of all CETA monies were actually 
spent between 1977 and 1979, peaking 
at $10,290 million in 1979. Assuming 
that expenditures on the arts steadily 
increased from 1974 to 1979, it follows 
that, on average, anywhere from $50 to 
$65 million were spent on the arts in 
1978 and 1979. Overall, CETA alloca-
tions for the arts were one-third of those 
of the NEA, but from 1977 through 
1979, that figure was 43 to 46 percent, 
if not higher.2 Many of the reports in 
the New York Times that laud CETA’s 
support of the arts date from this period. 
Recognizing the trend, the Department 
of Labor appointed a CETA arts coor-
dinator in 1979 (Dubin 1987, 17), and 

by 1980 the agency had sponsored five 
conferences related to CETA and the 
arts (Lucero 1980). In a keynote speech 
for a media advocacy organization in 
1999, Patricia Aufderheide, professor 
in the School of Communications at 
American University, noted that CETA 
had helped start “many arts programs 
for people who were living in voluntary 
poverty” (1999, 133–34).

According to Grace Franklin and 
Randall Ripley, CETA’s “expenditure 
bulge” in the late 1970s was caused by 
the growth of PSE programs (1984, 22), 
which were supported by Titles II and 
VI. By 1978, PSE employment under 
CETA’s Title VI accounted for over 
half of all CETA positions, and Title 
II accounted for 12 percent (Mosher 
2004, 533). Since arts organizations 
found funding primarily through Titles 
II and VI (Dubin 1987, 13), they ben-
efited greatly during this period of 
growth, even though the percentage of 
these funds that were allocated to the 
arts appears to be relatively small. Field 
hearings on the reauthorization of the 
National Foundation for the Arts and 
the Humanities Act (NFAHA) and the 
Museum Services Act in 1980 revealed 
that by 1979 an estimated “600 projects 
had been implemented in 200 localities, 

employing approximately 10,000 art-
ists and related support personnel at a 
cumulative cost of $200 million” (U. S. 
Congress 1980, 167). Several witnesses 
referred to the important role that CETA 
played in providing artists and arts orga-
nizations with opportunities that had 
long been absent. Artists—including 
those working in the visual arts, film, 
video, theater, music, dance, and litera-
ture—found work where there had been 
none. Many felt that although the gov-
ernment had failed for several decades 
to adequately address the issues faced by 
unemployed artists, CETA was a “step 
in the right direction to employ artists 
as artists” within the community (768). 

The Association of Hispanic Arts 
(AHA) was one of the many grant recip-
ients that were vitally connected to a 
minority community and that benefited 
from CETA. The organization employed 
and promoted the work of forty Latino 
artists in New York through the AHA-
CETA Artists Project, which ran from 
1979 through 1980 (AHA 1979). 
Guillermo Lucero, the project’s program 
developer, noted that the productions 
and workshops had helped “instill in 
our audiences the necessary confidence 
to overcome current social problems. 
Our artists directly attack the underly-



u c l A  c s r c  T h e  A c c i d e n T A l  A r T s  s u p p o r T e r

�

ing causes of apathy and demoralization 
which afflict our uprooted Hispanic com-
munities” (1980, 8). At the NFAHA 
hearings, Elsa Robles, AHA’s acting 
director, testified that the project had 
been “extremely instrumental in identify-
ing the cultural needs of [the] community 
and in initiating arts services in differ-
ent areas of the city” (U. S. Congress 
1980, 767). Between 1979 and 1980, the 
AHA’s publication, Hispanic Arts, ran 
occasional reports of the experiences of 
CETA artists and projects. These reports 
were part of AHA’s ongoing effort to 
track government funding of the arts 
and to encourage minority institutions 
to take advantage of the wide variety of 
programs that could better the lives of 
artists and improve their communities. 
With the demise of CETA, these efforts 
focused increasingly on the NEA. 

Many organizations came to depend 
on CETA funds in just a few short 
years. In 1980, for example, CETA 
monies accounted for $43,000, or 66 
percent, of the Greater Patterson (New 
Jersey) Arts Council’s $65,000 annual 
budget (Ripmaster 1981, 28). That 
same year a spokesman for New York’s 
cultural affairs department said that 
the “loss of CETA jobs would curtail 
the effectiveness of their organizations” 
(Fraser 1980, C24). Yet testimony at 
the NFAHA field hearings consistently 
indicated that CETA eligibility require-
ments were too strict, and that a host of 
limitations made it difficult for artists 
and arts organizations to benefit from 
the program. Many of those who testi-
fied supported alternative legislation, 
recently proposed by Congressman 
Ted Weiss, in the hope that it would 
provide assistance where CETA had 
failed.3 In response to criticism of the 
CETA program, Weiss commented that 
“it’s not that the CETA program has 
assumed restrictive forms. It’s that it 
was not intended to be an artists’ pro-
gram, so it’s remarkable that it’s been 
able to be adapted for artists’ programs 
at all” (U. S. Congress 1980, 215).

Support for the arts, which had 
experienced a general period of growth 
beginning in the mid-1960s, began 
to drop in the late 1970s, as did sup-
port for many other social programs. 
Accordingly, the assistance that art-
ists received through CETA declined 
steadily after 1979. One of the largest 
CETA arts programs, Chicago’s Artists-
in-Residence (AIR) program, “starved to 
extinction as the flow of federal monies 
slowed to a trickle” (Dubin 1987, 184). 
CETA had failed to adequately remedy 
what appeared to be an inefficient use of 
taxpayers’ dollars, and, as Dubin noted, 
“total elimination of CETA became a 
major priority for the national admin-
istration elected in November 1980” 
(1987, 84). In 1982, CETA was replaced 
by the Job Placement and Training Act 
(JPTA), which focused heavily on the 
importance of setting and enforcing per-
formance goals. Neither the JPTA nor 
the Workforce Investment Act of 1998 
(WIA), which replaced the JPTA, had 
components for the arts or for public 
service employment.

con clus ion

Although it was not conceived as an arts 
program, CETA proved to be one of the 
most substantial sources for federal funds 
in addition to the NEA. It provided art-
ists with new possibilities and a sense of 
hope and generated an intense interest 
in finding ways to secure CETA funds. 

Further research on this remarkable 
case of federal support for the arts prom-
ises to reveal significant ways in which 
a diverse community of artists benefited 
from a program that was never intended 
to address their needs. 
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n oTes

1. These pressures started as early as fall 1977 

when the Association of hispanic Arts began 

organizing efforts to open up the neA for latino 

artists and arts organizations. see the articles 

by marta moreno vega (1978a, 1978b, 1980, 

1981a, 1981b) and david medina (1978) in 

hispanic Arts. vega’s reports detailed the future 

of funding for latinos in the arts. 

2. steven dubin notes that during his research his 

“attempts to obtain information regarding cultural 

workers from both the local and national offices 

were repeatedly stymied; such records simply do 

not exist. furthermore, even important aggregate 

statistics can be interestingly contradictory” (1987, 

193). similarly, i found inconsistencies in reports 

of the level of ceTA funds that were spent on the 

arts. it is clear that at least $200 million of ceTA 

funds were spent on the arts by 1979. however, 

while u.s. congressional hearings document that 

$200 million were spent between the years 1974 

and 1979 (u.s. congress 1980, 167), other 

reports claim that at its peak, the community was 

being told that ceTA was the largest federal fund 

for the arts in existence (fraser 1979; lucero 

1980, 9; dubin 1987, 17), exceeding expendi-

tures of even the neA. This would indicate that 

the $200 million figure would represent ceTA 

expenditures during one single year. several of 

these reports either remain ambiguous as to the 

time period during which the $200 million were 

spent or state that the funds were spent during 

one year (goldbard 1983, 133). if this is the 

case, then the claim that ceTA was the largest 

source of federal funding for the arts is certainly 

true, but only for one year. my research, how-

ever, leads me to believe that it is more likely 

that expenditures totaled approximately $200 

million over the span of several years. dubin indi-

cates that up to an additional $100 million may 

have been spent on “arts-related” workers during 

the period that the $200 million of expenditures 

were spent to support artists (1987, 193). further 

research is needed to distinguish between ceTA 

funds that directly supported artists and those that 

were expended on general program support. 

such a study might reveal that in comparison to 

the neA, ceTA was providing greater direct sup-

port to artists, overall.

3. This was the federal Artists program Act of 

1979, h.r. 5518. no action was taken on this 

legislation after it was referred to the house 

committee on education and labor.
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