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ABSTRACT

Inrecentyears, the far right “culture war” has to an increasing extent

been allowed to set the terms for cultural policy debates, in Sweden

and internationally. In the Swedish context, empty accusations

against public cultural institutions of “wokeist” bias and “cancel cul-
ture” have found support in a public report from the governmental

Agency for Cultural Policy Analysis, which claims that national pub-
lic funding bodies are imposing politically correct demands on their
applicants, with a “detrimental influence” on the freedom of art. This

article shows that the ACPA lacks grounds for these claims. Taking

its cue from the ACPA's report, it instead focuses on the fundamen-
tal and contested concept of the freedom or the autonomy of art. It

seeks to outline what would need to characterise a critical concept

of the autonomy of art today, and asks what the political implications

would be of a rigorous understanding of such a concept. It argues

that cultural policy should be understood as a project of cultural
democratization, which should in turn be understood as a project of
autonomy.
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“Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the World.”
— Percy Bysshe Shelley, 1821

“We are always already serving.”
— Andrea Fraser, 1994

1. AN INQUIRY REACHES THE CONCLUSION
THAT ITS PREMISE WAS TRUE

In April 2019, Lotta Finstorp, member of the Swedish parliament
for the conservative party Moderaterna, directed an interpellation
to Amanda Lind, then the Minister of Culture, representing the
Green Party. The interpellation was titled “Political Governance
of Culture”, and it expressed a concern that departments and insti-
tutions tasked with implementing the various objectives of Swedish
cultural policy, were setting “politically biased” conditions for cul-
tural and artistic practices, in a way that risked “limiting artistic
freedom”. “It is very serious”, Finstorp wrote,

when the Agency for Cultural Policy Analysis (Myndigheten f6r
kulturanalys) decides to highlight the public debate initiated
by cultural workers who experience that political governance
limits artistic freedom. Such political governance is the most
apparent in the demands to include a large number of cross-
sector perspectives in applications for various cultural grants.?

Finstorp’s interpellation would go on to have far-reaching con-
sequences, both directly and indirectly. Two things merit atten-
tion already in her introducing description. First: that Finstorp
bases her argument on “observations” that can be inferred from
an annual report from the Agency for Cultural Policy Analysis
(ACPA). It is what lends her interpellation a certain weight. But the
agency’s annual report, published in February of that same year,
does not present any evidence or data that could have supported
Finstorp’s argument. The agency’s own description is instead cau-
tiously phrased, verging on the defensive: during the last couple
of years, they write, it has in “the public debate” been “asserted
that political governance [...] is so strong that it limits the freedom
of art”.2 Both Finstorp and the ACPA, then, place themselves at a
certain distance from the situation they are describing, as if to
shift the responsibility for their assertions beyond themselves:
they “decide to highlight” a “public debate” that is “initiated by
cultural workers” who “experience” something.
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Second point: both Finstorp and the ACPA are, in spite of this
chain of mediations, immediately able to detail what is the core of
the problem, namely that “cross-sector perspectives must be in-
cluded in applications for different cultural grants”, in a way that
risks exerting a determining influence over artistic practices.

“Cross-sector perspectives”—or, with a synonym, “horizontal per-
spectives”—is a Swedish bureaucratic expression that means that
actors in one policy sector are expected to take into account policy
targets that do not belong exclusively to that sector. For example:
the Swedish government’s national targets concerning equality or
integration, which all Swedish government departments are
required to observe. What “cross-sector perspectives” alluded to
inthe interpellation was therefore not unclear to anyone: Finstorp
suggested that “politically correct” or “woke” demands were im-
posed on cultural practices that requested public support.

Finstorp’s interpellation was debated in parliament on April 30,
2019, in accordance with the rules of the game. It was a polite
exchange, characterised by a desire for mutual understanding
between the conservative MP and the Cultural Minister, Amanda
Lind. “I would also really like to emphasise”, Lind offered, “that
I stand behind what the ACPA highlights, that is, the need of pos-
sibly conducting an in-depth inquiry into this area.”® Consequently,
in November 2019 the ACPA was commissioned to conduct a

“review of the effects of cultural policy governance on the freedom
of art”.4 That work resulted in the agency’s report, This Is How Free
Art Is: The Effects of Cultural Policy Governance on the Freedom of
Art (Sd fridr konsten: Den kulturpolitiska styrningens paverkan pd
den konstndrliga friheten), published in June, 2021.

This Is How Free Art Is immediately attracted intense media
attention. The inquiry’s general conclusion was unambiguous and
dramatic: that “cultural policy governance that has or could have
a detrimental influence on artistic freedom does in fact occur.”®
In an opinion piece published in the daily newspaper Svenska
Dagbladet the same day the inquiry was first made public, two of
the agency’s experts summarised the report’s central findings.
They stressed one point that they found especially serious: that
the government “requires that state grantors integrate a number
of so-called horizontal perspectives into their operations”. For
example: “that applicants to the Arts Council are asked to describe
if and how they plan to integrate an equality, LGBTQ, multi-
cultural, or intercultural perspective in their practice, their pro-
jects, or their publications”.6 The inquiry, then, seemed to have
confirmed the initial concerns that the agency had indirectly
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expressed in their annual report in 2019, and that Finstorp had
referred to in her interpellation.

The publication of the inquiry, and the presentation of its
alarming results, were commented on by journalists, critics, and
op-ed writers in a large number of articles and comments in dif-
ferent media. The tone was often agitated. In these different texts,
the dominant message was the one that had been established
already in the agency’s annual report in 2019 and in Finstorp’s
interpellation the same year: that there “did occur” excessive po-
litical governance of culture; that the reasons for this were the
demands for “integrating cross-sector perspectives” into different
practices and operations; and that these demands mainly—this
was at least what was repeatedly emphasised—took the shape of
calls for addressing “diversity and the rights of various groups”,
as one article phrased it.7 Among a small number of more scep-
tical voices was the critic Maria Schottenius, who commented in
the daily Dagens Nyheter that the concept of “artistic freedom”
evoked by the report did not have an established, unequivocal sig-
nificance. “Culture”, she pointed out, “never exists exclusively in
avacuum”.8

In any case, the media storm did not pass unnoticed in the
political sphere. The state instances that were described as respon-
sible for the most serious cases of cross-sector homogenisation—
primarily the Swedish Film Institute and the Arts Council—were
given sharp reprimands from the Cultural Department, admon-
ishing them to revise their steering documents and their applica-
tion forms so that they would adequately reflect the correct order
of cultural policy priorities, where artistic freedom should stand
over and above horizontal imperatives. In the regulation letter to
the Arts Council for 2022, it is established that the department’s
primary objective should be to “defend artistic freedom, in accord-
ance with the national cultural policy goals”, and to “account for
the measures the department has taken to secure artistic freedom
within its funding arrangements”.? For a cultural policy report,
This Is How Free Art Is, appears to have had an unusually swift and
large impact, as if its results could already have been predicted
from the outset.

In the period following the initial debate and its repercus-
sions—and especially since the campaigns for the Swedish gen-
eral election in the fall of 2022—this version of the results of This
Is How Free Art Is has gone on to attain the status of an established
truth, the report regularly being invoked as incontrovertible evi-
dence of the “leftist” and “woke” bias of Swedish state cultural
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policy. For example, in September 2022, a spokesperson for the
far-right Sweden Democrats, the largest party supporting the
right-wing minority government coalition currently in power,
stated that the greatest threat to the freedom of art is:

the reigning leftwing cultural policy. Last year the ACPA
released the report This Is How Free Art Is. Reading it is a sad-
dening experience. It proves that the government’s cultural
policy has cut the arm’s length between politics and culture.10

And to cite just one more example, in December 2022, Victor Malm,
cultural editor of the conservative tabloid Expressen, wrote:

In the spring of 2021 [sic] the report This Is How Free Art Is was
published, a dry leaflet [ett torrt hiifte] that showed conclusively
that there does in fact occur political governance of art in Sweden.
Bad, of course. Even though many would probably hold that
the objectives toward which it was governed—intercultural,
multicultural, and equality ones—are good and worth striving
for, the governance in itself of course broke with the arm’s
length principle, to which politicians always pay lip service.11

A few things deserve to be noted concerning the relatively quick
and somehow looped process through which this inquiry was pro-
posed, advocated, commissioned, conducted, published, and is
now being implemented.12 First of all, that the ACPA’s presenta-
tion of the inquiry—which set the tone and the framework for its
reception—does not seem to give a correct image of the inquiry’s
actual results. The evidence it offers in support of its claim that
state departments demand that “cross-sector perspectives” should
be integrated into artistic practices, and that “cultural policy gov-
ernance” therefore “limits the freedom of art”, is weak and incon-
clusive at best. Concretely, the evidence is based on a handful of
statements from application forms and information texts from the
Film Institute and the Arts Council, and on comments in interviews
with applicants and experts, some of whom express themselves
critically concerning certain application forms and procedures.13
Itis difficult to see how these incidents could motivate the agitated
rhetorics: the application forms can evidently be easily revised,
and that there is criticism regarding application procedures among
applicants—about half of whom have not been granted support—
should of course prompt judicious review, but also appears almost
inevitable.14
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What the inquiry does unequivocally show, however—but which
is played down both in the disposition of the report itself, and in
the presentations of it—is that other types of governance occur on
aregional and municipal level that have a more direct and apparent

“effect on the freedom of art”. For one, the decision-making struc-
tures in a number of these often small-scaled administrations are
incompatible with the principle of “arm’s length-distance” (for
example, in several municipalities, individual politicians prepare
as well as execute decisions concerning the funding of cultural
organisations).15 Furthermore, publicly supported cultural prac-
tices in different municipalities are regularly expected to fulfill a
series of external objectives, related to local economic growth and
city-planning, in a way that renders any concept of “artistic
freedom” unclear.16 Judging by the actual results of This Is How
Free Art Is, the greatest threats to “artistic freedom” would there-
fore come from the particular form of Swedish political regional-
isation, and from what we, to generalise, might call the paradigm
of the “creative industries”, which creates a lack of distinction
regarding the purpose of artistic practices, and consequently makes
it difficult to describe them as “free”.

A second thing that deserves to be noted regarding This Is How
Free Art Is, is that one fundamental premise for the inquiry and
the “debates” surrounding it, was that there is a sharp and binary
opposition between “the freedom of art” and “political govern-
ance”, where the former gains its very integrity by being delimited
from the latter, and where the latter always threatens to invade and
contaminate the former. This premise was also confirmed by the
results that the ACPA emphasised in their report—the negative
effects of cross-sector homogenisation on artistic freedom—and
that were then passed on in the reception. It is not so evident, how-
ever, that this premise is supported by the more serious results that
the report presents, but which have not been prioritised in the
following discussions: the problems of compromised decision-
making structures and external objectives in cultural policy
administrations on regional and municipal levels. On the contrary,
those problems could just as well have been described as conse-
quences of a lack of political governance, where inadequate
resources and an absence of administrative safeguards give indi-
vidual politicians and civil servants an unreasonable—and un-
democratic—influence over practical artistic decisions, and the
purposes they serve.

“It is important that culture stands free from political govern-
ance”, Finstorp wrote in her initial interpellation.27 It is an attitude
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that has turned out to have a strong support, at least among prom-
inent commentators and politicians. The report from the ACPA
describes a number of incidents that appear to confirm its validity:
the demands for “cross-sector perspectives”, and so on. These
results have been singled out in presentations of the report, with
considerable media and then political impact. At the same time,
what the inquiry actually shows is that this problem is relatively
insignificant, especially when compared to other problems that the
report describes in detail, but which have not been emphasised in
either presentations or commentaries. How should we understand
the logic of this prioritisation? Why insist so strongly on the sov-
ereign value of “the freedom of art” (in relation to “political gov-
ernance”), and at the same time ascribe secondary importance to
evident examples of governance of art (in hybrid, private-public
regional and municipal administrations) that not only take the form
of “political” imperatives imposed by the public sector?

In order to be able to respond to these questions we must ask
some more fundamental ones: is it possible to give a more clear,
theoretical description of the understanding of the function of art
in society that was first invoked to motivate the report from the
ACPA, then confirmed by the way the report was publicised and
received, and is now legitimated through the implementation of
its recommendations? And is it possible to imagine another such
understanding, of another politics of art or culture, that remains
compatible with “the freedom of art”? What is the freedom of art?

2. THE POLITICS OF APOLITICAL FREEDOM
In This Is How Free Art Is the ACPA writes:

Artistic freedom can be described as an ideal that is based on
the notion that the art and culture that is produced in society
should to the extent possible reflect free creative processes and
be evaluated based on its artistic qualities.18

Itis a convoluted, somewhat awkward definition, which at the same
time leaves the concept open: “artistic freedom” is defined (in a
circular manner) as something that should “reflect free creative pro-
cesses”; its value is described with the (equally complex) concept
of “artistic qualities”. Later, more generally framed discussions
about the concept implicitly refer back to this definition, or invoke
political objectives or decisions of a higher order. Of course, an
agency report such as This Is How Free Art Is cannot be criticised
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for not being a treatise in philosophy or aesthetics: it is governed
by pragmatic concerns, rather than by ideals of theoretical rigor.

But theoretical issues remain relevant, the more general concep-
tual dimensions essential. Even an ever so realist and pragmatic
text must draw on some kind of internally coherent framework of
theoretical principles, that guide its argument and support its con-
clusions: the alternative is arbitrariness. This Is How Free Art Is is
also an unusual cultural policy report in the sense that it so evi-
dently puts into play fundamental concepts of philosophy, aes-
thetics, cultural studies, and political science: art, culture, freedom,
politics, governance, and the connections between them. The
question, therefore, is if it might be possible to theoretically recon-
struct the understanding of “the freedom of art” that informs This
Is How Free Art Is, and its reception. What could “the freedom of
art” be? Let us test three hypotheses, that together form one influ-
ential, contemporary idea of the nature of that freedom.

I. THE FREEDOM OF ART IS THE FREEDOM OF THE ARTIST
Is art free because the artist is free? Because the artist is a par-
ticular type of individual, who has a special capacity to engage in
“free creative processes”? Someone who has access to a higher
degree of independence, creativity, or even truth? Someone who
has a unique ability to realise the individual’s inherent freedom?
Naive as they may sound, these are not unusual ideas. The figure
of the artist remains a surface onto which visions of originality,
authenticity, fantasy, and creativity are projected, even in a con-
temporary imaginary. This is proved not least by the persisting
attractiveness of this figure for actors who want to integrate
artistic practice into fields with which it was previously consid-
ered to be incompatible, such as scientific research (“artistic” or
“practice-based research”). Complicating matters further, it is a
notion that cannot be entirely dismissed: it can be argued that the
work of an artist has—or should have—a logic that is not reduc-
ible to the logic of other forms of work, and that this relates to
freedom, in a certain sense of the word.

But it is important not to confuse cause and effect here. Art is
not free because the artist is free, but, if anything, the inverse: it
is to the extent that the artwork can be described as free—or rather
autonomous, we will return to this—that the practice through
which the artwork was produced can also be ascribed a certain
freedom. Art as we know it today cannot be defined as a delimited
set of practices that are essentially different from other practices,
and that could therefore be described as free in a particular way.

15
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The emergence of the modern and contemporary concept of art is
instead based on a rupture with all a priori technical, stylistic, the-
matic, etc. criteria for distinguishing artistic from non-artistic
practices. The procedure through which Marcel Duchamp created
his snow shovel (In Advance of the Broken Arm, 1915) cannot be
described as essentially different from the procedure through
which any other snow shovel was produced (in New York in 1915).
This was one of Duchamp’s points.19

The historical process that culminates, or at least reaches its
most clear expression, with Duchamp’s readymades, has often been
discussed in terms of a transition from a poetic to an aesthetic
concept of art.20 Art ceases to be a practice that is defined by a set
of poetic principles, rules, hierarchies, and ideals—such as, for
example, the academic principle of the hierarchy of genres in the
visual arts—and that is strictly reserved for a certain group of people,
with certain skills and knowledges regarding those rules and
ideals. Instead, art becomes something that is in principle accessible
to everyone, the status and value of which are defined aesthetically,
in and through its reception. This transition, which suspends the
conditions for defining artistic practices as an essentially parti-
cular type of practices (free or not), has an inherently democra-
tising aspect—to produce and to consume art ceases to be a
privilege reserved in principle for a certain social group—and is
connected to the establishment of the institutional system of
modern and contemporary art: the public art exhibition, the
public art museum, art criticism as a genre, art history as a disci-
pline, etc.2! The transition from poetic to aesthetic, through which
the concept of art is democratised and demythologised, cannot
be excised from this institutional system, without abolishing art
as such.

Il. THE FREEDOM OF ART IS AFORMAL FREEDOM

The argument would here instead be based on a sort of realism. No,
artists are not a special category of people with a mystical capa-
city to engage in “free creative processes”, in a way that other people
cannot. The artwork is not some magical creation that embodies a
higher degree of independence. “The freedom of art” is a freedom
dejure, that is: it is a formal ideal according to which no one should
in principle be excluded from having the possibility of becoming an
artist, and according to which an artwork should in principle be able
to treat any theme or motif. In modern, democratic states, this ideal
is codified in the form of laws of freedom of expression, that give
citizens the rights to—within certain minimal but essential
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limits—express their opinions without risking censorship, persecu-
tion, etc.

Such formal freedom is a necessary and unconditionally valid
precondition for all free creation, including artistic creation. But
it is not a sufficient condition for a de facto exercise of freedom.
Here too it is necessary not to confuse different conceptual levels
and logical relations. A freedom de jure is not an actual freedom,
itis a freedom that can or should exist. That everyone in principle
has the freedom to be an artist, does not mean that everyone is
actually free to devote their time to artistic practices. That every
artist in principle has the right to create artworks of and about
anything, does not mean that every artist can actually exercise her
freedom to create artworks of and about anything. There is a
plethora of factors that—without threatening the formal freedom—
can prevent such practical exercise of freedom: relations of dom-
inance, economic conditions, different types of prejudice and
oppression (the things the “integration of cross-sector perspectives’
is designed to counteract, in short).22

That a person is free does not mean very much if she does not
have the ability to exercise her freedom. The whole history of the
modern workers’ movement, to name one example, is based on a
simple truism: that human beings are free to sell their labour does
not necessarily entail that they are free human beings.23 Practical
freedom, freedom de facto, can be achieved when the formal
freedom, freedom de jure, the principle of freedom, is invoked as
avalid principle against and in order to change an unfree reality, a
reality characterised by injustice, exclusion, inequality, etc. From
this a couple of consequences follow. First: that the transition
from a formal to a practical freedom can be conflictual. There is
often an opposition between the formal freedom and the actual
conditions for exercising freedom in a given social context. If we
understand “the freedom of art” as everyone’s right to create art
of and about anything, then such freedom can, for example, stand
in opposition to a segregated city-planning, where some people
lack access to the material, economic, and pedagogical resources
that are needed in order to be able to assert that right. To invoke
the validity of this principle can therefore imply a critical and
potentially antagonist attitude towards broader social conditions
and the interests that defend them.

Conversely: to equate freedom in general with the formal
freedom, freedom dejure, is the same as asserting that there is no
such potential opposition, that no such transition is needed, that
no possible conflict exists. And to assert this is the same as giving

9
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one’s blessing to the society or the regime that upholds the formal
freedom, regardless of whether it is an unfree society or an unfree
regime. This is the simple lesson of the criticism that cultural soci-
ologists have often directed against the rhetorics of art’s inherent
freedom and elevated value: that such “freedom” serves as an alibi
for dominant interests.24

Ill. THE FREEDOM OF ART IS THE FREEDOM

OF THE CREATIVE ENTREPRENEUR
This idea is a sort of synthesis of the previous two. The artist is (i)
an individual with a special capacity to engage in “free creative
processes”, and who can therefore contribute to the creation of
economic value. And artistic freedom is realised (ii) by the artist’s
formal freedom to sell her creations and services on a competitive
market, where there is, under “post-industrial” conditions, a high
demand for her special creativity and expertise.25 Thus art can
become “free from political governance”.26 So: by being free art
can contribute to economic growth, which can in turn give art a
higher degree of freedom. Win win.

This synthesis is embodied in the figure of the creative entre-
preneur. What is a creative entrepreneur? It is someone who is
innovative, imaginative, and affirmative, but who is at the same
time irreverent, risk-taking, and transgressive. It is someone who
contributes to the development of new business models, opens new
markets, and makes cities and neighborhoods attractive, but who
can at the same time treat her life or herself as an ongoing artwork.27
Is this the figure in and through which art can finally be assigned
a social and economic function, without having to compromise
with its freedom?

The figure of the creative entrepreneur—with its aura of both
hazy bohemian and cynical businessman, of both San Francisco’s
flower power and Silicon Valley’s “move fast and break things”—can
provoke disgust as well as admiration, depending on who one asks.
But there is no doubt that the idea of the political economy of
culture that it personifies enjoys a strong position in the Swedish
cultural policy sphere. The notion that “free creative processes”
are compatible with—if not equivalent to—innovation on a com-
petitive market, has gradually gained foothold in Swedish state
cultural policy documents, from the 1996 proposition, where it
was occasionally wedged in quietly, as something self-evident, to
the 2009 proposition, Time for Culture (Tid for kultur), where it
was given a more prominent and determining role.28 That this
notion is today normalised is shown not least by This Is How Free
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Art Is, which for example describes how “culture’s importance for
regional development, attractivity, competetiveness, and growth”
is a “dominant theme” in regional cultural policy plans.29

The problems with this idea are apparent. First: that it is
based on a sort of re-poeticisation or re-mythologisation of the
artist role. In the rhetorics of the “creative industries” we en-
counter an affirmative artist, whose positively defined, poetic
qualities—imaginative originality, avantgardist vitality, net-
worked productivity, etc.—are strictly incompatible with the cat-
egorical openness that must characterise an aesthetic concept of
art, and which forms the logical precondition for that concept’s
progressive, radically democratic implications. It is also, we
might note, an image of the artist that corresponds poorly to
serious artistic and cultural work today.30

Second: that the formal concept of freedom on which this
idea is based remains compatible with all kinds of practical un-
freedoms. It is evident that the artist’s or the cultural worker’s
freedom to sell her products and services on a competitive market,
does not exclude that the artist or the cultural worker is enmeshed
in various relations of power, exploitation, repression, or discri-
mination, which may also negatively affect her possibilities of
exercising her freedom to participate on that market. Further-
more, it is apparent that the exercise of such freedom may in itself
entail unfreedom, since a capitalist market, on account of its
fundamental structure, can by itself have limiting effects on the
freedom of artistic or cultural practices, in the form of unreason-
able working conditions, of homogenising ideals concerning
themes, formal decisions, and modes of expression, of governing
control over means of distribution and communication, etc.
This has been proved conclusively by over two hundred years
of critical cultural research, from Romanticism until today.31

But the decisive problem with this idea of the freedom of art,
is the conceptual displacement or refunctioning that it performs,
where “art” and “culture” cease to be understood as entities in
themselves, with their own, irreducible logic, and are instead
replaced onto a wider conceptual field, whose own conditions
are now ascribed epistemological priority: the field of “crea-
tivity”. It is difficult to overestimate the importance of this
refunctioning, and of the structural transformation that it has
served to legitimate. The price for art and culture’s new freedom
to enter into different “mutually beneficial” collaborations with
other creative practices, is that an ambiguity sets in regarding
which are the ultimate purposes of art and culture, and which
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are the ultimate purposes of the creative practices, so that the
conditions for sustaining a coherent concept of “the freedom of
art” are suspended.32

What understanding of “the freedom of art” informs This Is How
Free Art Is and its reception? What conception of art’s function in
society does it imply?

We saw that the report was first advocated and has then been
invoked to support demands for a stricter separation between

“artistic freedom” and “political governance”. Since the report’s
publication and the subsequent debate, such demands have also,
been inscribed into steering documents and regulation letters for
some concerned departments. What the long-term consequences
of such adjustments will be remains to be seen, but there is an
apparent risk that they will give rise to a sort of institutional
unease, where it becomes more difficult to refer to “cross-sector”
objectives in order to justify the mediation of art and culture that
defend “diversity and the rights of different groups”, as one article
phrased it. It would not be improbable to see this development as
an indication of a more general, “politically colored” effort to
equate artistic freedom with artistic depoliticisation, as if art’s
freedom could be its freedom from the society in which it is cre-
ated, and whose conditions and conflicts it unavoidably registers,
intentionally or not.

Of course, the recent, regular—and, as we have seen, unfounded—
references to the report as incontrovertible evidence of the “left-
wing” bias of Swedish state cultural policy, leave little doubt as to
what political interests are finding it the most useful to solicit the
authority and the credibility of the ACPA.33 This Is How Free Art Is
has become an effective and convenient tool for arguments for a
cultural policy reform from the right, that would aim to resolve the
conflict between “artistic freedom” and “political governance” by
enforcing a more strict separation between the two terms—or even,
ultimately, by crossing out the latter. In this regard, the report
belongs to a particular tradition within the history of modern cul-
tural policy programs in the West, that promotes the value of a
formal and “apolitical” concept of “artistic” or “cultural freedom”—
codified in laws of the freedom of expression, realised through
the artist’s participation on a capitalist market—while at the same
time evoking the word “freedom’s” wider moral, existential, and
adventurous connotations. For who can be against freedom?
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To mention just one, major example here, research in critical cul-
tural studies has over recent years directed much attention to how
the concept of “cultural freedom” functioned as a slogan during
the Cold War, when it served as a coordinating stratagem for a
number of propaganda-like operations that aimed to naturalise
the hegemony of North American, liberal capitalism, against the
threat of socialism and communism.34 The most famous example
was the CIA-backed organisation, The Congress for Cultural
Freedom, which had offices in thirty-five countries and funded a
whole infrastructure of institutions and publications (in Sweden,
among other places), all more or less explicitly devoted to pro-
moting the “liberal” values of the Western bloc.35 Among other
things, the organisation invested considerable resources in can-
onising North American, high modernist, “apolitical” abstract
expressionism as the dominant tendency in post-war visual arts,
in order to counteract the connection between avantgarde art and
socialism that had been prominent earlier in the century.36

Any opposition between “artistic freedom” and “political gov-
ernance” of course remains false, a paralogism comparing incom-
parable entities, as long as it falls back on a formal and therefore
partial concept of freedom. But as we have seen, This Is How Free
Artlsis not only inscribed into such a tradition of ideological strat-
agems. It does not exclusively draw on a formal and partial con-
cept of “the freedom of art”, tendentiously pitting it against the

“political governance” exerted by cultural policy bodies on a state
level. If we recall the other aspects of the report—its discussions
of governance at regional and municipal levels, its examples of
blatant instrumentalisation in a number of local administrations—
then it becomes clear that the report there instead operates with a
stronger, practical concept of freedom: a concept that cannot be
reduced to an abstraction, to a freedom de jure. That stronger con-
cept stands in opposition to all possible limitations: economic
ones, social ones, not only “political” ones. And on such terms it
becomes conceivable in principle that political governance could,
seen relatively, facilitate the freedom of art, by limiting more
severe limitations. But if so it also becomes more difficult to
uphold the binary opposition between “artistic freedom” and

“political governance”, which was the very premise of the agency’s
inquiry in the first place.

The question is therefore: is it possible to formulate that
stronger concept of the freedom of art in a more coherent, critical
way, which does not fall back on the partial understanding of the
concept that haunts This Is How Free Art Is, and which could open
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for another conception of the possible relation between the freedom
of art and political governance?

3.AUTONOMY IS A VERB

“Everyone is a free citizen and has the same rights as the most
noble in the world of aesthetics, coercion may not take place
even for the sake of the whole [...].”

—Friedrich Schiller, 1793

In the modern aesthetic tradition, the question of the freedom of
art has often been discussed with reference to the idea of art’s
autonomy. That is, the idea that art gives rise to a specific type of
experiences irreducible to any other type of experiences. When
we see a film, study a painting, read a novel, or experience a per-
formance that successfully lays claim to be identified as art, we
experience something that cannot be described in the terms of any
other experience, that does not obey the logic of any other expe-
rience. Art is autonomous, self-governing: no external determi-
nations can—or should—exhaustively define the artwork as an
artwork. The experience of art contains a moment of irreducible
alterity as compared to other experiences. Its principle can only
be derived from within itself.

Paradoxically, the development of the idea of the autonomy of
art is inseparable from the process through which the concept of
art ceases to have a positive content. When art becomes only itself
it also becomes nothing. Historically, this development is related
to what we have discussed earlier as the transition from a poetic to
an aesthetic concept of art in the social history of Western art,
connected to the more general process of democratisation initi-
ated during the period of the enlightenment and the bourgeois rev-
olutions in Europe and the US. That is, the transition through
which art was liberated from its ties to different religious, polit-
ical, and social functional contexts, in which it was produced
according to certain, specific techniques (for example, the French
Academy’s style rules for visual arts), for certain, determined
recipients (for example, the French aristocracy), in order to serve
certain determined purposes (for example, representing the status
of the aristocracy).37

That art becomes autonomous means that it can no longer be
defined according to such poetic criteria, but therefore also that it
is deprived of its social locus and logic: its place and its function
within the institutionalised spaces and practices that supported
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those functional contexts. And the new social spaces within which
an autonomous art can install itself as autonomous, are created
on the one hand by the commercial markets that emerge for the
different artforms (the dealer-gallery-system in the visual arts,
etc.), and on the other hand, by the institutions and techniques that
are developed for the public mediation and presentation of art (the
art exhibition, the museum, etc.).38 Autonomous art will, in its
continued development, have a necessarily complex and conflic-
ted relation to those forces and spaces—to the artwork’s commodity
form and to the institutional and technical systems for art’s medi-
ation—and the external, heteronomous determinations that they
unavoidably entail.

In philosophical and aesthetic thought, the idea of the autonomy
of art has a long prehistory, stretching from early Renaissance
theories of the unique originality of the artist, across the je ne sais
quoi of emerging salon culture, to Alexander Baumgarten’s mid-
eighteenth century attempts to establish a science of aesthetics.39
But the modern concept of the autonomy of art can be traced back
to two German thinkers, both active during the early phase of what
Eric Hobsbawm called the “double revolution” (industrial and
political).40 In his famous third critique, the Critique of the Power
of Judgement (1790), Immanuel Kant established the most influen-
tial philosophical account of aesthetics as a specific field of expe-
rience, with its own qualities and conditions of possibility. The
aesthetic judgement—the judgement of taste, to describe some-
thing as beautiful—is, he there showed, a judgment that must be
disinterested, must relate to its object as something other than a
means to an end. A beautiful object is an object whose form can
be seen as purposive, but only to the extent that it is at the same
time perceived without reference to an external purpose.4

Inthe important Kallias Letters (1793), where art is for the first
time explicitly associated with the concept of “autonomy”, Friedrich
Schiller developed this analysis of the specificity of the aesthetic
experience by connecting it to Kant’s understanding of the auto-
nomy of the moral will, in a way that emphasised the connection
between beauty and freedom—and thereby first announced the
progressive, even utopian implications of the concept of the auto-
nomy of art. An artwork, Schiller held, following Kant, is an object
that actively demands to be experienced without reference to
external ends. To experience an artwork as beautiful is therefore
to see it as if it were an end in itself, that is, as if it were autono-
mous, had the freedom to determine itself. What is specific about
artis therefore its capacity to create an image or a figure of freedom,
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in a way that no other non-natural, sensible object can. “That”,
Schiller wrote, “is why the realm of taste is the realm of freedom—
the beautiful world of the senses is the happiest symbol, as the moral
ought to be, and every object of natural beauty outside me carries
a guarantee of happiness which calls to me: be free like me.”42

The idea of the autonomy of art therefore opens for two op-
posed but mutually constitutive readings: autonomy as self-suffi-
ciency, as negative withdrawal from external determinations; and
autonomy as project, as a promise of freedom that remains to be
realised. To be extremely schematic, we might say that large parts
of the history of modern art, from the late eighteenth century
onwards, can be located at one or the other of these two poles.

On the one hand, there is the long tradition of attempts at cre-
ating an art that is completely self-referential, that folds in on itself,
giving rise to an experience incompatible with all instrumental
relations that characterise society in general—a tradition that
stretches from the “anti-theatrical” tendency to emphasise the
motif of absorption in French eighteenth-century painting, across
the nineteenth-century bohemian ideals of l'art pour l'art across
different artforms, to the medium specific formalism of postwar
art history, associated with among others the American art critic
Clement Greenberg—and beyond.43 Such an idea of self-sufficiency
and withdrawal, we might note, is also implicit in the more every-
day notion that the experience of art can in itself offer a sort of
critical distance to the “normal” order of society.

On the other hand, the idea of autonomy as project becomes
essential to the Romantic thinkers, poets, and artists, who in dif-
ferent ways seek to transgress and sublate art’s autonomy, in order
to realise it at a higher level: to transform society by making the
principle of freedom—self-determination dominating external
determinations—which is inherent in the idea of autonomy, into a
governing principle for society as a whole. Such a utopian vision
then becomes central to the historical avantgardes and their at-
tempts to “dissolve the border between art and life”, during the
twentieth century.44 A less dramatic, less messianic, decidedly
non-utopian variation of the same figure also recurs, as we will
see, in the tradition of modern cultural policy.

The idea of the autonomy of art is therefore developed in a cer-
tain historical context, in relation to a specific set of social, polit-
ical, and economic forces, to which its institutional spaces, its
theoretical articulations, and its practical forms stand in a rela-
tionship of irreducible tension. If “the freedom of art” is anything
it is the name of the possibilities that are opened in and through
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this contradictory process. In which ways does the concept of the
autonomy of art remain relevant for thinking “the freedom of art”
today, in relation to the forces—political and economic, but also
institutional and media-technical—that define today’s social world?
And which are the implications of that concept for how art’s “social
institutionalisation” could be conceived? Let us look at three fun-
damental principles for the concept of the autonomy of art, that
together form a necessary condition for the practical significance
of “the freedom of art”.

I. THE AUTONOMY OF ART IS SET AGAINST
ALLHETERONOMIES
This is a simple principle, but it has far-reaching implications. The
autonomy of art, art’s self-governance (autos: self; nomos: law),
is—if the concept is to have any meaning—set in a relation of
opposition to all heteronomies, all determinations that are based
on other, external factors (heteros: other). It is not possible to
choose one heteronomy over another, to assert that one limitation
is determining while another is not. And it is not possible to think
the problem of autonomy starting from a “selective” or “relative
autonomy”, just as a freedom with certain limitations is not a good
starting point for defining the concept of freedom. The autonomy
of art is—to refer to This Is How Free Art Is—not only set in oppo-
sition to “political governance”, just as it is not only incompatible
with the functionality of the commodity form, or with some other
instrumentalising relation. It is set in opposition to all forces that
contribute to giving art a purpose, an aim, a determination
outside of itself. What is essential, as we will soon see, is that
“autonomy” does not denote a static quality of art, but is the name
of an open, unavoidably antagonistic activity.

This in itself unreasonable radicality—which is a logically nec-
essary precondition for the coherence of the concept of autonomy—
is essential to many of the utopian visions and critical ideals with
which art has been associated since its status as autonomous was
first institutionalised. Among the early theorists of the autonomy
of art, it was because the judgement of taste must relate to its object
as disinterested and without external ends, in a way that allowed
for no concessions, that the experience of the artwork could be
a promise of freedom, or a “prefiguration of free praxis”, as one
contemporary thinker has phrased it.45 The Romantic idea of
the artwork as an aesthetico-political, all-encompassing Gesamt-
kunstwerk, whose experience would transcend the fragmenting
division of labour that limited the human being in modern societies,
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can be derived from the same, boundless claims inherent to the
concept of art’s autonomy. And the strong ideas of the critical the-
orists, according to which art is in itself resistance, “criticizes
society by merely existing”,46 is an “indictment of the established
reality”,47 and so on, gain their rhetorical force and their philo-
sophical validity from this principle of the autonomy of art, given
which they are evidently true. It is also, we might note, on account
of this principle that art can be something more than simply one
of the different activities in which citizens in liberal societies are
free to engage: that it can be an image of freedom as such, so that
it has been possible to invoke “the freedom of art” as a sort of
index of the degree of democratic openness in different states and
power blocs.48

II. THE AUTONOMY OF ART MUST BE ASSERTED
This principle is more complex, and yet is a necessary qualifica-
tion of the former one. The autonomy of art is set in opposition to
all heteronomies—that is a precondition for the concept’s coher-
ence. But that does not mean that we should mistake this idea for
a fantasy of art’s objective independence. Artworks are not mag-
ical creations that exist outside of the world. They do not inhabit
some special zone of reality, separated from society’s fabric of
ends, dependencies, and economic conditions. Artists are not per-
sons who live outside of society’s reality of interests and demands,
forms of dominance and relations of production. How could they
be? Artworks are things in the world, commodities exchanged on
different markets, objects integrated into different social practices
and rituals. Artists are persons who work and relate to life’s con-
tingencies and demands. Art, said the critical theorist Theodor
Adorno—whose Aesthetic Theory remains an unavoidable refer-
ence for any discussion of the autonomy of art—has a double char-
acter: it is both autonomous and a social fact.4®

The autonomy of art is therefore not a quality that belongs to
a certain class of objects, and which they can simply assume, take
for granted. An autonomous art is instead, as both historical and
contemporary theorists have argued, an art that has the capacity
to produce an appearance of autonomy. Like all social forms and
practices, art is determined by an open multiplicity of factors.
Such factors may relate to the artform or the genre to which an
artwork belongs, to its material supports, to the conditions under
which it has been produced, to the different social, political, cul-
tural, or religious codes it relates to, to the institutions, techniques,
and media forms through which it is mediated, to the expectations
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and prescriptions that are inherent to the different markets on
which it is sold—and so on. An autonomous artwork is an artwork
whose inner determinations, whose specific properties of formal
construction, dominateits external, heteronomous determinations.
That is, whose form, whose inner, immanent logic can be under-
stood as more fundamental than the logic of the external deter-
minations—at the sametime as the external determinations remain
effective.

And effective both at the level of the actual, empirical condi-
tions of artistic practice, and at the level of the artwork’s inner,
formal definition, where they can be set in more or less open oppo-
sition to the form-giving determinations, in a way that renders the
very boundary between “internal” and “external” problematic.
This is a central argument in Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory: that the
artwork, in its inner, formal organisation, registers its external,
social conditions; that the artwork’s form is generated through the
conflict between those different forces. The artwork is the site of
a structural contradiction, that takes place and can only approach
resolution at the level of form. It is in this way, and not by commu-
nicating some edifying or critical message, that the autonomy of
art can relate to autonomy in the ethical and political sense of the
word. “The unsolved antagonisms of reality return in artworks as
immanent problems of form”, Adorno wrote, with a famous phrase.

“This, not the insertion of objective elements, defines the relation
of art to society.”50

Autonomy, then, has to do with the artwork’s form. The auto-
nomy of art is not its objective independence, but its capacity to
produce an appearance of self-determination in relation to the
forces upon which it is dependent. It was precisely in this way that
Schiller understood the artwork’s “promise of freedom”. An art-
work is a sensible, material object, and as such it cannot be free,
that is, self-determining—only the rational will can determine
itself, according to the humanist tradition to which Schiller
belongs. The artwork is therefore autonomous when its “mass is
completely dominated by [its] form”, in such an elaborate way that
it, “in its objective constitution”, gives an appearance of being
self-determining, that is, “invites us, or rather requires us to notice
its quality of not-being-determined-from-the-outside”.51 It is also
in this way—mutatis mutandis—that modern and contemporary
theorists understand the autonomy of art, and its critical, even
political implications. When the artwork successfully gives an
illusion of having a “self-legislating form”, in relation to whose
logic the logic of the heteronomous determinations is derivative
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or incompatible—and not the other way around—the artwork
enters into a relation of critique and contradiction to all of the
instrumental demands that limit self-determination in society in
general. In this way it can function as a “prefiguration of free
praxis”. “|T]he appearance of self-legislating form”, the philoso-
pher Peter Osborne writes, “positions the work critically in rela-
tion to the demand for social functionality [...], thereby allowing
it to figure freedom.”52

This in turn means that the autonomy of art is something that
must be asserted. It cannot be taken for granted. It is not the
name of a quality that characterises a certain, given ontological
category. On the contrary, it is something that must be actively
achieved, in relation to the historically mutating complex of het-
eronomous determinations, such that it is actualised in specific
situations. There is therefore a dynamic, contextual aspect of the
autonomy of art. This is something that the art theorist Nicholas
Brown has emphasised, in an important, recently published study
of the “social ontology” of the autonomy of art: that an artwork
cannot presuppose the autonomy of art, but must lay claim to it,
assert it against its heteronomies; that such work is complicated if
art is integrated more strongly in different means-ends relation-
ships, for example by being subsumed more fully under the logic
of the commodity form.53 The more dominant the heteronomies
are, the more difficult they become to identify, the more self-evi-
dent and unavoidable they appear, the more it takes for the art-
work to be able to assert autonomy.

The conditions of such autonomy are, to take one example, evi-
dently limited if the artwork is created for and mediated through
media systems that, as regard their functional structure, are organ-
ised according to a logic of profitability, and, as regard their
technical structure, are hypercomplex and lack—or even actively
counteract—transparency, which is the case with nearly all influ-
ential digital platforms today.54 And, to take another example, it
is just as evident that a cultural policy paradigm that defines art
as one creative practice among other creative practices—all
inscribed into more or less convoluted means-ends-complexes—
does not create conditions favourable for an artwork to assert
autonomy. A public artwork commissioned by an individual pol-
itician with the express purpose of generating surplus value for a
municipal urban development scheme, will in all likelihood not
produce a “promise of freedom”.55

Brown’s argument clarifies two things. On the one hand, that
the autonomy of art is a historical phenomenon, which also means
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that it is finite: it is possible to imagine a situation where it can no
longer be asserted effectively. There is nothing improbable, Brown
writes, with “a scenario in which artworks as such disappear, to
be entirely replaced by art commodities, and in which the study of
artworks would have to be replaced with the study of the reception
and uses of art, of desires legible in the market, and so on.”56 On
the other hand, his argument at the same time shows the opposite:
that there is something misguided about the desire to dismiss the
idea of the autonomy of art as an obsolete hypothesis about art’s
exclusive social status or a romantic dream of independence and
freedom—in the name of the death of art, the end of history, post-
modernism’s transformation of everything into image, or the apo-
dictic win-win pragmatism of the creative industries—because
such arguments refer to a static and essentialising understanding
of the function of autonomy.57 But the autonomy of art is only
meaningful when it is set to work.

. THEAUTONOMY OF ART FUNCTIONS AS A REGULATIVE IDEA
The autonomy of art is therefore, first, set in opposition to all het-
eronomies. And second, it is something that cannot be taken for
granted, but must be asserted. Combined, this means, third, that
the autonomy of art can be said to function as a regulative idea for
the understanding of art’s social logic. The concept “regulative
idea” is mainly associated with Kant’s critical philosophy. With it,
Kant described an idea that does not correspond to reality such
that we may experience it, but such that it must be in order for our
search to understand it rationally to be possible.58 A regulative
idea is therefore an idea whose validity we must assume experi-
mentally in order for reason to be able to perform its work, and
which is only meaningful when it is invoked in the performance
of that work. Regulative ideas, one commentator writes, “there-
fore present us, not with objects corresponding to them, but rather
with a task: the never ending progress of empirical enquiry whose
ideal terminus [...] can only be approached asymptotically.”59
If we borrow Kant’s concept and adapt it to our discussion, we
can say that “the autonomy of art” functions as a regulative idea
of art’s complete self-determination—the autonomy of art is set
in opposition to all heteronomies—but where that idea has no
validity or meaning outside of the in principle interminable,
“asymptotic” process through which it is asserted. The autonomy
of art is not some distant condition that could be achieved once
and for all. Nor is it some abstract ideal, valid outside of the con-
tradictions and antagonisms that emerge when it is invoked by an
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artwork. Instead, the autonomy of art is only meaningful in and
through the dynamic, historically specific practice with which art-
works, in their formal construction, assert autonomy, that is—as
we have seen—seek to dominate their heteronomies, in order to
produce an appearance of self-determination.

The autonomy of art, we might say, is not a noun, the name of
a quality or a state, but a verb: it denotes an activity, a form of
work. To defend “the freedom of art” is nothing more and nothing
less than giving art the best possible conditions for pursuing that
work.

4. THE PROJECT OF AUTONOMY

Let us recapitulate. In the first part of this text we showed that the
ACPA’s report This Is How Free Art Is was based on, and has been
invoked to legitimate, a binary opposition between “the freedom
of art” and “political governance”. At the same time, parts of that
report described strong limitations of art’s freedom which could
not be accounted for in the terms of that opposition.

Inthe second part, we showed that “the freedom of art” cannot
be understood on the basis of the freedom of the artist, nor as an
abstract value, valid outside of the practical limitations—social,
economic, etc.—that unavoidably constrain any possibility of
exerting that freedom. “The freedom of art” is not a given, extra-
historical fact that can be sustained merely through formal laws
of the freedom of expression, and that, as long as such laws are
respected, is compatible with different instrumentalising contexts,
such as the paradigm of the “creative industries”.

In the third part, we have now replaced “the freedom of art”
onto the more fundamental conceptual terrain of the “autonomy
of art”, and shown that such autonomy is set in opposition to all
heteronomies, all internal and external determinations, not only

“political governance”, and that it is something that must be asserted
and cannot be taken for granted. “The autonomy of art”—the con-
dition sine qua non of “the freedom of art”—can be said to func-
tion as a regulative idea for the understanding of art’s social logic,
and as such it is only meaningful when it is asserted in opposition
to its determining heteronomies.

But what does this signify, politically? What are the cultural
policy implications of such an understanding of the autonomy of
art? What does it mean for how we can, no, better, for how we
couldthink the relation between “the freedom of art” and “political
governance”? Is it possible to imagine a “social institutionalisation”
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of art’s autonomy not set in direct opposition to that autonomy, and
therefore to the freedom of art? A type of institutionalisation that
would instead seek to realise the ideal of autonomy? In some
respects, we will argue, the modern cultural policy tradition can
be seen as such a search; in those respects we can understand it as
a project of autonomy.

|. THE DOUBLE CONCEPT OF CULTURE

In discussions about cultural policy—both academic and realpo-
litik ones—it is customary to refer to two senses of the concept of
culture, separate but interconnected: one aesthetic and one socio-
logical or anthropological. “Culture” in the aesthetic sense denotes
the arts, in a positive and limited regard: visual arts, literature,
music, theatre, dance, film, etc. “Culture” in the sociological
sense is more difficult to circumscribe, but is normally said to
denote something like the system of signs and signifying practices
through which a society or a community understands, imagines,
and defines itself.80 It is in this latter respect that we can talk of
an “North American culture”, an “online culture”, a “drug culture”,
and such like.

The distinction between the aesthetic and the sociological
understanding of culture is often traced back to the British cul-
tural theorist Raymond Williams. In a series of influential studies
written between the late 1950s and the early 1980s, Williams inves-
tigated the emergence of the modern concept of culture in relation
to the development of industrialism, above all in the UK.61 What
he showed was that “culture” came to serve as both a counterimage
against, and as an alternative to, the “fragmented” world created
by industrial capitalism’s division of labour and violent, social
and geopolitical effects. “Culture” acquired a double sense: it was
both the name of a—more or less idealised—“lived whole” of
shared languages, meanings, rituals, and practices, that were set
against the fragmented reality of factory labour and new social
relations; and of a limited set of forms and practices that, in a more
authentic way, could express the human being’s creative powers,
but to which only a select few had access and could practice. In a
famous text, “Culture is Ordinary”, Williams wrote: “We use the
word culture in these two senses: to mean a whole way of life—the
common meanings; to mean the arts and learning—the special
processes of discovery and creative effort.”62

This division between culture as both “the arts and learning”
and “a whole way of life”, both aesthetic and sociological, has been
criticised, nuanced, developed, and updated by a great number of
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cultural theorists since Williams first introduced it—not least by
Williams himself.63 At the most general level, “culture” in the soci-
ological sense tends to become a limit concept, at the outer rim of
semantic coherence: it becomes synonymous with “civilisation”,
or it refers to social organisation in general, or it can only be
defined negatively, as that which is not nature.64 But almost all
discussions of the concept of culture and its possible politics, still
relate to some version of the distinction between “aesthetic” and

“sociological”’—for pragmatic reasons, if nothing else. Funding a
museum of contemporary art and giving economic support to a
taxidermic study circle remain different things; being able to
dance classical ballet is not the same as having basic language
skills; a painting by Klee and a model railway do not function
according to the same logic, even though they are both cultural
objects.

Much is also at stake in the relation between these two senses
of “culture”. The key document of modern, Swedish state cultural
policy, the 1972 public inquiry New Cultural Policy (Ny kultur-
politik), refers directly to the “sociological concept of culture”, and
argues that cultural policy should “be seen as a part of society’s
environmental policy commitments at large”. “The general goal
of cultural policy”, the commissioners wrote, “is to contribute to
creating a better social environment and facilitate equality.”®5 The
latest state cultural policy proposition, Time for Culture from 2009,
refers to the same distinction, but concludes that a more narrow
delimitation of the cultural policy field is necessary, that now
excludes media policy and popular education.66 The proposition’s
general—and still valid—statement of objectives emphasises the
aesthetic rather than the sociological or “environmental” under-
standing of culture, but at the same time assigns a certain social
function to culture, although phrased in more vague terms:

“Culture should be a dynamic, challenging, and unbounded force
grounded in the freedom of expression. [...] Creativity, diversity,
and artistic quality should characterize society’s development.”67

How should we understand this distinction? And which are its
implications? We can establish two things. The first is unproblem-
atic: that the concept of “culture” in the aesthetic sense simply
denotes the domain of elements onto which the concept of “the
autonomy of art” can be applied in a meaningful way. “Aesthetic
culture” is another name of those artforms that directly or indi-
rectly assert autonomy. The second thing is less apparent, more
like a working hypothesis, namely, that we can understand culture
in its sociological sense as what we might call a social aesthetics.
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That s, as the symbolic organisation of the sensible world—of that
which is in a meaningful way available to sensible experience,
aisthesis—which makes it possible for certain subjects and certain
objects to be identified, and to identify themselves, as belonging
to that “aesthetic” organisation, so that it defines a social commu-
nity. Such an idea of a “social aesthetics” has been developed by,
among others, the French philosopher Jacques Ranciere, who
describes it as a “distribution of the sensible” (partage du sensible):
as “the system of self-evident facts of sense perception that simul-
taneously discloses the existence of something in common and the
delimitations that define the respective parts and positions within
it.”e8

Such an interpretation of “culture” in the sociological sense
has certain advantages. First, it is not based on some notion of a
latent or underlying consensus. Unlike Williams’ “whole way of
life”, the “distribution of the sensible” does not suggest that there
is some natural, harmonic accord at the basis of a social commu-
nity. On the contrary, Ranciere underlines that the word “partage”
(insufficiently rendered as “distribution” in English) should be
understood in its double sense: both as sharing in common, and
as division, separation; each social community is unavoidably
based on both inclusion and exclusion. Second, such a concept
opens for an understanding of the system of techniques—in a wide
sense of the word—through which such a “partage” of the sensible
can be mediated and given institutional form, of the material and
symbolic infrastructure that regulates such inclusion and exclu-
sion. In that regard, we can understand what in contemporary
media theoretical research is called “cultural techniques” as those
techniques through which the definition of and access to a “social
aesthetics” is administered, so that certain individuals can iden-
tify as participating in a social community.®

Third, such a conception can make it possible for us to address
more clearly the relation between culture in the aesthetic sense and
culture in the sociological sense, between an “autonomous art”
and a “social aesthetics”.

II. ANORMATIVE RELATION

Throughout the history of modern cultural critique, the distinc-
tion between an aesthetic and a sociological culture—or some ver-
sion of it—has not only had a descriptive value, but has also carried
with it an essentially normative dimension. The cultural theorist
Terry Eagleton explains it clearly, in a discussion about German
Romantic Kulturkritik: “For this Romantic humanist tradition,

A Free Art Calls for a Free Society: On the Freedom of Art and Autonomy as Project



culture in the sense of art”—culture in the aesthetic sense—*“is pre-
cious not only in itself, but because it offers an image of how cul-
ture in the sense of civilization”—sociological culture—“might be
refurbished.” The task for a politics of culture therefore becomes,
he continues, “to project one sense of culture into another—to
extend a creative power currently confined to a minority to social
existence as a whole.”70

Culture in the limited, aesthetic sense, then, is understood as
something that has an intrinsic value (that is, without external
determinations, autonomous). Because it has such a value, it offers
an “image” of or an ideal for how culture in the wider, sociolog-
ical sense should be restructured. This figure, which Francis
Mulhern has called simply the “cultural principle”, is Romantic in
origin, and is essential to the modern concept of culture as such.??
As many theorists have noted, it can be connected to the word’s
etymology. “Culture” derives from the Latin colere, meaning grow,
or nurture, or, closer to the word’s wider connotations today, cul-
tivate.72 Culture has to do with ensuring the development of some-
thing, with guiding something from one stage to another, more
complete, stage. In the word itself, the normative relation between
the aesthetic and the sociological sense is, if not inherently present,
then at least prefigured.

The political significance of this relation depends on how we
understand the social logic of “aesthetic” culture. The idea that
art and culture have a specific value, and that the citizens in a
society should be “cultivated” in accordance with that value, has
had a long and often devastating influence throughout the history
of modern culture. “Culture” has been invoked as a principle both
for conservative ideals of Bildung and for romantic nationalisms;
has served to legitimate “civilising” projects in the name both of
the intellectual elevation of patriarchal aristocracy, and of the
spiritual community of a mythologised nation state. The idea of
an elevated and unitary culture that should be infused into and
thereby civilise a population of loyal subjects, also has a vast and
violent colonial legacy. These aspects of the tradition of the
modern concept of culture have been mapped by generations of
critical, feminist, and postcolonial cultural theorists.”3 We can
establish that the understanding of the social logic of “aesthetic”
culture operative in these contexts is fundamentally uncritical,
since it is based on the naturalisation of different heteronomous
determinations: the nation, the aristocracy, the West, etc.

Imbricated with such tendencies, but also set in opposition to
them, is the long tradition of cultural policy projects where the
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relation between the two senses of “culture” is understood as a
relation of democratisation. It is a tradition whose roots can be
found in the early history of the workers’ movement and of pop-
ular education, from the 1830s onward.?4 In the first steps toward
developing a comprehensive state cultural policy—for example in
France in the 1930s, or in the UK and the Nordic countries during
the postwar decades—the governing principle was one of access.
Culture—in the aesthetic sense—should be democratized, should
cease to be a privilege for a limited social stratum: libraries should
be opened in all towns, theatre companies should tour to all parts
of the country, museums should stay open after working hours,
etc. This was, to name one example, the content of a number of
the reforms initiated by the French Popular Front government
during its tumultuous period in power between 1936-38.75 But
such democratisation of culture was never an end in itself. Making
culture accessible to all was only necessary because culture in itself
was considered to have a democratising function, because it was
through cultural activities and experiences that citizens could
learn to realise self-determination, which is to say freedom, in a
fuller way. The democratisation of culture was necessary in order
to facilitate a democratisation through culture.

Such an idea may appear untimely today, in spite of all polit-
ical rhetorics about the relation between culture and questions of
democracy. A whole school of cultural theorists studying prob-
lems of power have also shown to what extent there was a con-
nection between the process of “democratisation” through which
public cultural institutions were established in modern, liberal
societies, and an increasing, “biopolitical” disciplining of the pop-
ulation in those societies.”® But we can note two things. First, that
any cultural policy program that claims to defend the freedom of
art unavoidably invokes some version of the idea of a democrati-
sation through culture: the freedom of art would not be worth
defending if it did not contain the promise of some wider free-
dom.?7 Second, that such an idea—as we have seen—unavoidably
falls back on a concept of the autonomy of art. The search for
democratisation through culture inherently implies a search to
realise the autonomy of art at some kind of larger, social scale.
Without such an ambition, a cultural policy that seeks to defend
the freedom of art has no meaning.

How should we understand such a relation of democratisation
through culture, if we accept that “culture” in the aesthetic sense
denotes the artforms that assert autonomy and that “culture” in
the sociological sense can be described as a social aesthetics? We
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saw that “the autonomy of art” is a dynamic and contextual concept,
functioning as a “regulative idea”, which is only meaningful when
itis practically asserted. And we saw that the conception of sociolo-
gical culture as a “partage of the sensible” made it possible to think
the system of techniques through which such a “partage” is medi-
ated and given institutional form. What are the best possible condi-
tions for an artwork to assert autonomy? An autonomous artwork,
we have established, is an artwork that produces an appearance of
autonomy, when the logic of its immanent, formal determinations
dominates the logic of its heteronomous determinations. Phrased
as a simple formula, autonomy and heteronomy are in an inverted
or negative relationship to one another. The conditions for a suc-
cessful assertion of autonomy are better the weaker the grip of
heteronomous determinations placed upon it, that is, the more
effectively the different techniques through which art is medi-
ated—in the wide sense of the term—facilitate self-determination.
Another way of describing “democratisation through culture”,
from the perspective of a more strict understanding of the auto-
nomy of art, would therefore be: a search to secure the conditions
for self-determination in the system of techniques through which
“aesthetic culture” is mediated, in order thereby to contribute to
extended self-determination at the level of “social aesthetics” in
general. Such a principle of extended self-determination through-
out all mediations of cultural practice—from the social reproduc-
tion of relations of production, to means of production, distribution,
and reception—has, combined with a general project of radical
democratisation, been a guiding idea for a strong tradition of
artistic, intellectual, and cultural policy work, forming a progres-
sive, often experimental, often critical lineage through the history
of modern culture. We can call it the project of autonomy.
Elements of such a project can, to name one example, be found
in the early “maisons de culture”- movement in France during the
Popular Front years, when popular movements, organisations of
popular education, and political groups collaborated to set up a
nation-wide network of self-organised cultural institutions, where
citizens could exercise and enjoy a wide range of artistic prac-
tices.”8 This early movement then became an important model for
the coordination of state interventions and popular organisations
in the French and, by extension, the Swedish “new cultural policy”
programs in the 1970s.79 It is, furthermore, a movement that has
a new life in Sweden today, in different endeavours to reactivate
the institutions of the workers’ movements and popular education
in order to set up more or less self-organised cultural centres.80
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Another, more specific example could be the photo collective The
Image Activists (Bildaktivisterna) who, during some turbulent
years around the end of the 1960s, created a sort of alternative,
self-organized photo agency, responsible not only for the artistic
and technical aspects of photographic practice, but also for the
presentation and distribution of its images through light-transpor-
tation, easy-installation, and reproducible exhibitions and publi-
cations.81 The Image Activists, in turn, can be seen as one actor
in an international ecosystem of artists’ collectives and editorial
groups, whose branches and offshoots stretch far into the present,
and which have seen—and continue to see—their practice not
simply as the production of a certain kind of cultural objects, but
as the creation of independent, integrated media systems, where
every link in the chain of production and distribution is placed
under artistic control.82

Ill. AN UNFINISHED PROJECT
How should we understand the relation between “the freedom of
art” and “political governance”? The principle is simple. “Political
governance”—any kind of governance—is only legitimate in rela-
tion to art to the extent that it contributes to creating the best
possible conditions for art to assert autonomy, by extending self-
determination in its mediating links. This is also what “political
governance” can learn from art: that it answers to the principle of
self-determination for which an autonomous art is a means and an
expression. A free art calls for a free society. This is not anew idea,
but it is important to remind ourselves of its continued validity and
necessity today. “The pressure now, in a wide area of our social
life”, Raymond Williams wrote in 1961, about the challenge that
culture’s modern development posed to any society that claims to
be democratic, “should be towards a participating democracy, in
which the ways and means of involving people much more closely
inthe process of self-government can be learned and extended.”83
For Williams it was essential that this idea about what he called
an “educated and participatory democracy” was connected to
how—and according to which logic—a society organised the dif-
ferent techniques through which culture, information, and, to an
increasing extent, social relations in general were mediated. The
primary idea, he held, must be a principle of their social utility,
which must ultimately have to do with facilitating individual and
collective self-determination for the greatest number of people.
This radically democratic idea was political, that is, potentially
antagonist, from the outset. Williams asserted it in explicit op-
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position to the powers in society that instead sought to integrate
those techniques into different heteronomous arrangements,
where their social utility was secondary to profit motives, or other,
external objectives.

But Williams also had many allies. The idea that the technical
infrastructure for extended self-determination in culture could
and should be further developed, as a strategically important
phase in a more general effort to create a radically democratic
society, was a recurring theme in cultural policy endeavours—in
a wide, not only governmental sense of the term—during what
Eric Hobsbawm called the postwar “golden age” in the West, but
also beyond.84 In a Swedish context, forces from different sectors
and fields coalesced around such attempts, from state actors who
wanted to open new channels and networks for public service
media, to new social movements who experimented with alterna-
tive models for the technical design and modes of operation of cul-
tural institutions; and from techno-utopian artist collectives who
sought to employ advanced communication networks to create
new modes of social organisation, urban planning, and ecological
production models, to the “music movement’s” exploding network
of self-organised groups, scenes, and festivals.85 This work was
aligned with a search for extended codetermination and democ-
ratisation in a number of other social fields, from working place
organisation to economic redistribution policies.86

One weakness that haunted much cultural policy work in this
context was that the concept of culture that was both its origin and
its telos, was often uncritically formulated. This vagueness re-
garding both beginnings and ends in many cases made such work
defenseless in the face of forces that sought to integrate its struc-
tures into functional contexts which were at their core incompat-
ible with the logic of cultural democratisation. This is something
that is apparent in the early Williams. In spite of his rigorous his-
toricisation of the concept of culture—his own, early books create
the very tradition of cultural theory within which they would later
be criticised, as he himself noted—it is evident that his general
theory of the politics of culture, at least in texts until the late 1960s,
drew on a more or less idealized understanding of culture as some-
thing that in itself offered an alternative to the instrumentalised
social relations of modern, industrial society.87 Such an under-
standing is clearly insufficient when culture itself is to an ever
increasing extent produced and distributed according to industrial
methods, and is integrated as an ever more central component in
a profit-driven and competitive market economy—which is the
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development that the concept of the “culture industry” was coined
to describe, already in the mid-1940s.88
What Williams offered as qualification of the critical status of
the concept of culture was the idea of an original, non-alienated
human “creativity”, that could find expression in a privileged way
in cultural activities and experiences.82 How the concept of “cre-
ativity” has served as a stratagem for the project of “refunctioning”
aesthetic culture, undermining its irreducible otherness—its auto-
nomy—in relation to other functional contexts, is something that
we have already discussed, in relation to the cultural policy para-
digm of the “creative industries” and the “creative entrepreneur”.
All of this is the reason that a project for democratisation
through culture must today be based on a stronger conception of
the social logic of “aesthetic culture”. We can understand the pro-
ject of autonomy as the name of such an endeavour—of the histor-
ical and contemporary attempts at creating the conditions for
extended self-determination in the techniques through which art
is mediated—that can be referred back to a more strict, critical
concept of the autonomy of art. Such an endeavor is only coherent
if its telos, which can only be approached asymptotically, is the
absence of all heteronomies, which also means that it has an irre-
ducible political dimension, pointing beyond the specific, empir-
ical definition of culture as a delimited sector in society. In this
respect we can establish that a cultural policy must also be an
“environmental policy”, as the commissioners of the 1972 cultural
policy inquiry phrased it, or, to refer to This Is How Free Art Is, that
the concept of the “freedom of art” is empty if it is abstracted from
its “cross-sector” implications. This is the fundamental contradic-
tion of the autonomy of art, as Adorno held: in so far as a social
function can be predicated for artworks, it is their functionless-
ness.%0 Inthe problem of the freedom of art, not only the freedom
of artis at stake. In this regard, reconstructing the tradition of the
project of autonomy means reclaiming the elements of a progres-
sive cultural policy for a radically democratic future.
For such a project there can be no sharp demarcation between
“high” or “low” cultural expressions, between a popular culture
and a “serious” culture, or something similar. “Autonomous” is—
this must be clear—not a qualification that can only be attributed
to a certain kind of “high” or “formalist” art, which would be the
righteous heir to those noble artforms that had their prescribed
domiciles in aristocratic halls and academic salons. Upholding the
association between the autonomy of art and social distinction
is, regardless of whether the intention is critical or supportive,
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today—over half a century into the age of the mass university—
the same as giving credence to the myth of a sort of patrician con-
cord, according to which a person’s level of sensibility to advanced
cultural and intellectual expressions would correspond to her rank
in a social and economic hierarchy. The autonomy of art is ordi-
nary, itis no longer necessarily coded in class terms: it is the name
of a principle that can be asserted by all art- and cultural forms,
but under radically different conditions, depending on what social
contexts they are created in, what institutional and media tech-
nical arrangements they are mediated through, what economic
and juridical systems they are inscribed into, what different mar-
kets they are sold or shared on, etc.

In this respect—to name just a couple of examples, among any
number of possible ones—it is worth noting that many of the art-
works that in recent decades have in the most advanced way
asserted autonomy, have originated from artistic production and
distribution systems that, as regards their historical constitution,
are thoroughly “industrial” and “popular”, such as international

“art film” or “auteur cinema”, and contemporary, experimental
dance music.

The “art film’s” hybrid economy of national, often to a large
extent publicly financed film industries and of global, profit-
driven market forces, creates, together with the technically anach-
ronistic aspects of its distribution system, a set of open possibili-
ties and pronounced limitations for artistic practice.9 In the best
cases, this has resulted in a cinema that, from within a both restric-
tive and form-giving historical space, braces against and super-
sedes the contradictions of the social, economic, and technical
world in which it is produced, displaying those contradictions as
an unresolved, living conflict. In terms of formal fantasy and
intellectual integrity, films such as Wang Bing’s Coal Money (2009),
Alice Rohrwacher’s Happy as Lazarro (2018), or Jean-Luc Godard’s
The Image Book (2018) surpass most of the audiovisual art that has
been created in the contemporary artworld since the beginning of
the century.92

In experimental dance music’s social and economic system, a
comparable set of possibilities and limitations can be found in the
combination of a profit-driven market, strict genre demands,
technically advanced and near-universally available means of pro-
duction and distribution, and an ecosystem of more or less self-
organised scenes and clubs, connected to a culture of hedonist,
transgressive experiments with the human body’s physical and
psychic constitution, whose most apparent historical predecessor
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was the psychedelic effort of the 1960s and 1970s.93 These contra-
dictions are fundamental to, transcended by, and reflected in some
of the most important albums and EPs of recent decades, such as
Aphex Twin’s Windowlicker (1999), Burial’s Kindred (2012), The
Knife’s Shaking the Habitual (2013), or Holly Herndon’s Proto (2019).

IV. AN UNRESOLVED CONFLICT

The contradictions that in these cases are at work at the level of
specific artworks and artforms, can also be described at a more
general level. We can understand the project of autonomy as an
essential component of a more comprehensive project of democra-
tisation, which is the former’s political expression, operative at
the level of society’s political economy as a whole.%4 At its horizon
is the ideal of a social system in which all mediations—all social
relations, all relations of production, all collective establishments,
all media technical arrangements—are characterised by self-de-
termination to the highest possible degree, with the ultimate aim
of creating a society where the free development of each is the con-
dition for the free development of all. The principle of the project
of democratisation is the extension of the domain of individual and
collective self-determination.

During the period of Williams’ “educated and participatory
democracy” this was still a living ideal, which could be pursued
by actors in different social fields and at different political levels,
in the form of state-financed experimental ventures for the democ-
ratization of culture’s infrastructures, party programs advocating
direct-democracy reforms, the egalitarian institutional experi-
ments of various social movements, or the critical and visionary
practices of individual artists.?5 It was also an ideal that, more or
less explicitly, informed much of early internet culture, from its
techno-utopian roots in 1960s counterculture, to the tactical media
and peer-to-peer networks of the late 1990s and early 2000s.96 It
can be claimed that the technical preconditions for realising such
aproject of radical democratisation at a large scale are today more
developed than ever. But related ideals are today mainly promoted
by movements and parties with a marginalised position on the
political arena, while speculative thinking concerning the socially
progressive, even emancipatory potentials of new technical means
is almost exclusively present in science-fiction literature.9?

What has instead achieved hegemonic status, and has conse-
quently exorcised what Mark Fisher, after Marcuse, called “the
spectre of a world which could be free,”?8 is an opposed project,
whose aim is to transform all social mediations into relations of
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dominance, within the framework of the universal equivalence of
economic exchange value. We can call this project the project of
plutocratisation, and it is based on the fundamental idea that the
model for an ideal—that is, maximally effective—social organisa-
tion can be found in the ability of the capitalist “free market” to
organise “itself” through the regulative function of the price mech-
anism and through competition as a motivating relational form.99
Its principle is the contraction of the domain of individual and
collective self-determination, in favour of a situation where every
social relation is a relation of competition, every interaction is a
transaction, every action is an investment or a credit advance.

In Western liberal democracies, the governing model for this
project today is not some laissez-faire anarchy, which would be
categorically opposed to state regulation or redistribution. The
project of plutocratisation instead seeks to integrate all public es-
tablishments, all social and political institutions that could serve
as structures for democratic organisation, and ultimately the state
apparatus as such, as support mechanisms for the “self-organising”
system of the “free” market. It is a project that takes different forms:
New Public Management’s restructuring of public administrations;
the refunctioning of cultural policy bodies on the part of the “cre-
ative industries”; “profit-driven welfare” as a program for an
inverted, economic redistribution policy, etc. In Swedish state
administration it is today a normalised view that the purpose of
the public sector is to intervene where “the market completely or
partially malfunctions”, as one cultural policy expert phrases it.100

But it is the process that is usually described with the euphe-
mism “digitisation” that, at least since the deployment of “internet
2.0” around the mid-2000s, has been the strongest driving force
in this project. If the digital networks in earlier, techno-utopian
and progressive contexts could seek to extend the sphere of the
commons, by making advanced communication means available
to new social groups, big tech today aims to do the opposite, by
integrating ever new social behaviors, relations, and exchanges
into their mediating platforms, so as to format them strictly and
turn them into objects of private economic speculation.0? [t is evi-
dent that the polarisation generated by the business models of

“social media” has devastating political implications; it proves
the necessity of restoring confidence in the idea of the project
of autonomy, from the perspective of which alternative media
systems and networks could be developed that, as regards their
technical, functional, and administrative structure, could be held
accountable to democratic ideals.
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Democracy or plutocracy: what does a freeart do in relation to this
meta- or perhaps rather infrapolitical opposition? It can remind
us of its existence and confront us with the possibility of its reso-
lution. When an artwork successfully asserts autonomy, it breaks
with the naturalisation of the project of plutocratisation, showing
how that project is engaged in an open, ongoing conflict with the
project of democratisation, which seeks an extension rather than
a contraction of the domain of self-determination.
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