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ABSTRACT

In this article, Strandberg analyses the development of Swedish 

cultural policy during the last decades. In contradistinction to the 

first policy proposition from 1974, which emphasised the impor-

tance of counteracting the negative impact of the market, the cul-

tural policies that have been in place for the last twenty to thirty years 

consider the forces of the market to be conducive to the freedom of 

culture and the arts. This has entailed a paradigm shift in Swedish 

culture that has opened up the field of cultural policy for the so-called 

creative industries, equated culture with creativity, and collapsed 

the distinction between culture and creative forms of entrepreneur-

ship. When analysing this, Strandberg relates the modern history of 

Swedish cultural policy to the wider international development that 

has given rise to the paradigm of the creative industries and dis-

cusses how the equation of culture with creativity has made the au-

tonomy of culture and the arts more and more difficult to uphold.
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The first proposition for a national cultural policy in Sweden was 
passed by parliament in 1974. One of the main objectives for cul-
tural policy introduced in the proposal reads as follows: “society 
has an overarching responsibility to promote the versatility and 
distribution of culture and to lessen or restrain the negative impact 
that a market economy can entail”.1 In the proposition this was 
presented as the “objective of responsibility” and as such it was 
also present in the official governmental inquiry New Cultural 
Policy (Ny kulturpolitik) by the Swedish Arts Council, which served 
as the basis for the proposition. The authors of the inquiry write 
that profitability should not be allowed to influence the creation 
and distribution of culture, since society simply cannot “rely on 
the forces of the market in order to create a diverse cultural pro-
duction and activity that is distributed evenly throughout the coun-
try”.2 In this respect, the “objective of responsibility” is also 
connected to a number of other objectives that have been central 
to Swedish cultural policy: the forces of the market must be coun-
teracted so that all Swedish citizens, including those who live in 
the countryside, can take part in cultural activities, as well as to 
ensure that the forms of culture actually produced are diverse, of 
a high quality, and not limited to commercial viability. But the 
objective also serves the important purpose of upholding and 
defending the freedom and autonomy of culture and the arts. If 
the logic of the market is not counteracted the field of culture will 
no longer be free, but curtailed by demands for profit and market 
adjustment. For these reasons, the “objective of responsibility” 
remained central to Swedish cultural policy throughout the twen-
tieth century and can therefore be found in other inquiries, reports, 
and propositions as well.3

However, in the cultural proposition Time for Culture (Tid för 
kultur), which was introduced in 2009 by the then presiding neo-
liberal and conservative coalition, the objective was crossed out 
on the grounds that there is no “given opposition between com-
mercial strength and artistic quality or freedom” 4. As a result of 
this, it was no longer deemed relevant to counteract the negative 
impact of commercialism. The decision to remove the so called 

“objective of responsibility” thereby marked a clear shift in the his-
tory of Swedish cultural policy and a shift that has led to a number 
of important changes in Swedish cultural life. Instead of viewing 
the market as a potential threat to a free and autonomous culture, 
the supposedly “free” forces of the market are now widely consid-
ered to be conducive to the freedom of art. This redefinition of the 
relation between the market and culture has given rise to a paradigm 
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shift in cultural policy, which has opened up the field of cultural 
policy for the so called creative industries, that is, for businesses 
that are said to have cultural creation or creative processes as their 
business idea and primary product (marketing, software develop-
ment, design, etc.). 

In the official governmental inquiry that served as the basis for 
the new proposition, the authors state that “cultural competence 
and creativity should be used in order to contribute to a social, 
environmental, and economic development that is sustainable in 
nature”.5 This formulation was not accepted as an outright objec-
tive in the proposition—probably because of the explicit instru-
mentalisation of culture that it called for—but is, nonetheless, 
symptomatic of the linguistic confusion between culture and cre-
ativity that permeates large parts of the proposition and which has 
also been important for its implementation. At first sight, this can 
appear to be but a minor change since all cultural activity seems 
to rest on our creative potential as human beings, but if and when 
culture and creativity merge with each other it is possible to claim 
that the creative industries are an essential part of culture, and that 
culture (as it has traditionally been understood) should be con-
ceived as a creative industry among others. The importance of the 
creative industries for the economic growth and development of 
society is also stressed throughout the proposition, in which one 
finds statements such as the following: 

Cultural creators are important for the development of the cul-
tural and creative industries. When the conditions for these 
industries are good they help to broaden the labour market and 
thereby to increase the possibilities for cultural creators to 
make a living of their enterprise. At the same time, the cultural 
and creative industries contribute to the economic growth, the 
degree of employment, and the competitiveness of the regions 
and hence to Swedish prosperity at large. Culture contributes 
to the attraction, development, and economic growth of the 
regions.6 

When culture and creativity collapse into one another it is, as the 
quote above makes manifest, possible to stress that culture, just 
as the creative industries as a whole, contributes to the economic 
growth, general development, and attraction of a given region, 
and that it is important for entrepreneurship, competitiveness, and 
rate of employment. What is at stake here is clearly not an attempt 
to counteract “the negative consequences of the market”, but rather 
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an attempt to strengthen the commercial viability of culture. Against 
this background, it becomes perfectly clear why one would want 
to stress that there is no “given opposition between commercial 
strength and artistic quality or freedom”.

The report’s proposal to use cultural competence and creativity 
as a means for strengthening the social, environmental, and eco-
nomic development of Sweden was never made into an explicit 
policy objective by the government, but the formulation would 
nonetheless live on in Swedish cultural policy. This becomes 
apparent when one turns to how the national objectives for cultural 
policy have been reinterpreted and implemented on a regional and 
municipal level.7 In the so called “position paper” on cultural 
policy, which the Association of Local Authorities and Regions 
(ALAR) passed in 2008, and later revised in 2014, the future direc-
tion of cultural policy on a regional and municipal level is mapped 
out and presented. Already on the first page of the document, the 
authors make clear that “culture is an important dimension of soci-
ety’s long-term sustainability—socially, economically, and envi-
ronmentally”; a formulation that only seems to be a slightly 
amended version of the rejected proposal in the inquiry.8 What is 
more, they also stress that the field of culture is important eco-
nomically since “culture and the creative industries facilitate local 
and regional employment, development, and growth”.9 Thereafter, 
they repeatedly emphasise how important culture is for the growth 
and attraction of municipalities and regions: “Cultural life and cul-
tural milieu play important roles in making municipalities and 
regions into places that one longs for, wants to live in, work in and 
visit”; “Culture and creativity contribute to potential innovations 
within other lines of business”; “Businesses within the fields of 
culture and creativity also contribute to making places attractive 
for other businesses to establish themselves in”, etc.10 Finally, 
they note that the distinction between “cultural policy in its own 
right” and “an instrumentalised cultural policy” in which culture 
serves external purposes (“often”, they add, “it concerns the pro-
motion of economic growth”) is in part “a constructed opposition 
since all cultural policy is instrumental in one way or another”.11 
The fact that the very idea of cultural policy, with its delimited 
objectives and aspirations, implies that publicly funded culture is 
never completely free from political influence, is thus reinter-
preted as an implicit sanction for an economic instrumentalisa-
tion of culture and the arts.12 

This “positional paper” by ALAR presents the ways in which 
national policy initiatives should be implemented on a municipal 
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and regional level. The economic instrumentalisation of culture, 
which is both called for and justified in the document, has also 
been implemented to a large degree. At least, this is what the latest 
report from the Agency for Cultural Policy Analysis (ACPA), enti-
tled This Is How Free Art Is: The Effects of Cultural Policy Gover- 
nance on the Freedom of Art (Så fri är konsten: Den kulturpolitiska 
styrningens påverkan på den konstnärliga friheten), shows in great 
detail. In the report, published in June 2021, the agency analyses 
the freedom of culture and art in Sweden on both a national and a 
municipal/regional level. To begin with, they observe instances 
on a national level that seem to have deviated from the so called 
arm’s length principle.13 In this context, the critique from the 
ACPA is levelled at certain formulations in application forms, in 
which the applicants are asked if, and if so how, questions con-
cerning gender, LGBTQ-rights, and diversity will be actualised in 
their project. Formulations such as these might be considered 
problematical in nature since they could be interpreted as a polit-
icisation of the application process. However, the evidence that 
the report provides to support the claim that this constitutes an 
illicit politicisation of culture is unconvincing.14 In fact, it becomes 
patently clear from the report itself that the problems are much 
greater on a municipal and regional level—even though this has 
not received sufficient attention in the ensuing debates after the 
report had been published.

To begin with, the authors note that the arm’s length principle 
is difficult to uphold on a municipal and regional level since the 
political structure is different than on the national level and 
because the economic means necessary for the use of independent 
experts and committees are often missing. They also note that the 
cultural policies on a regional level in part issue “from an instru-
mental approach in which culture is made use of as a catalyst for 
the region’s aspirations within other policy fields”.15 The exam-
ples to which they draw attention confirm this view. The city of 
Östersund in the north-western parts of Sweden state that their 
grants for cultural events “should strengthen the attraction of 
Östersund, possibly contribute to economic effects connected to 
tourism, such as commercial hotel nights, increased commerce, 
and restaurant visits”. In Östra Göinge, a small city in the south of 
Sweden, a basic criterion for grants is “that the event includes a 
good exposure of Östra Göinge as a brand”.16 The same kind of 
formulations recur on a regional level. The region of Jönköping 
declares that a criterium for funding is “how the project contrib-
utes to regional growth, to strengthening the attraction of the 
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county and to a varied selection of culture with a high quality” and 
in the region of Skåne initiatives in cultural policy should “pay 
attention to the brand of ‘Skåne’ so that the overarching aim of 
strengthening the marketing of Skåne is met”.17 The image that 
emerges when reading the “position paper”, which was quoted ear-
lier, is thus confirmed by the report from the ACPA. In the report, 
the authors also add that many of the formulations and criteria 
that recur on a municipal and regional level are problematical in 
nature, since they amount to a political steering of culture that is 
in direct conflict with the arm’s length principle. In the form of a 
rhetorical question, they therefore conclude by writing: “Are we 
certain that cultural practitioners will be able to freely depict the 
development, political rule or local industry of a region in a play 
or a movie production at the same time as they are expected to 
meet these demands of attractivity?”18 

In Sweden, this development has in part been made possible by 
the decentralisation of cultural policy that came into effect with 
the so called Model for Cultural Collaboration (Kultursamver- 
kansmodellen) that was launched in 2011 and which has meant that 
municipalities and regions distribute large parts of the public 
budget for culture. Since municipalities and regions often lack the 
resources needed for independent experts and committees, the 
interests of the specific city or region (and then, more often than 
not, their economic interests) have been prioritised over the 
national policy objectives and the artistic quality of the proposed 
projects. In this respect, Swedish cultural policy differs from that 
in other, comparable, countries, but these differences should not 
be over-exaggerated. In fact, with its focus on growth, the power 
of attraction, and creativity, Swedish cultural policy is clearly in 
keeping with the prevailing notion that the field of culture should 
ultimately be understood as a source of revenue, i.e., as a “crea-
tive industry” among others. When attempting to come to terms 
with the development of cultural policy in Sweden it is therefore 
necessary to relate it to the wider international development that 
has given rise to the paradigm of the creative industries. 

THE PARADIGM OF THE CREATIVE INDUSTRIES

Even if the prehistory of the creative industries stretches back to 
the beginning of the 1970s when the economic potential of culture 
was first being recognised on a political level, it is only towards 
the end of the 1990s that the concept is coined. The concept 
emerges in Britain and is introduced by Tony Blair’s government 
as an attempt to breathe fresh life into the British economy with 
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the help of an extensive PR-campaign, in which the Labour Party 
and Great Britain as a whole is portrayed as something new, 
modern, and forward-looking. By emphasising the success of 
British popular culture and creativity, a reborn Labour Party, the 
so-called New Labour Party, would transform the country into 

“Cool Britannia”.19 In pursuing this initiative, the British govern-
ment was inspired by Australia’s cultural policy Creative Nation 
from 1994, in which the economic potential of art and culture had 
been charted in great detail.20 Blair’s government was impressed 
by the Australian proposition and in 1998 it published the Creative 
Industries—Mapping Document, which listed the economic con-
tribution of the British cultural sector. In both the Australian and 
the British context, the concept of culture is understood quite 
broadly and encompasses what we normally identify as culture in 
the aesthetic sense of the term (music, theatre, movies, literature, 
the visual arts, architecture, etc.), but also activities such as mar-
keting, design, and software development. 

What unites such seemingly disparate things as literature and 
software development is that they are all supposed to rest upon 
man’s inherent creativity, regardless of how this creativity is expres- 
sed.21 As such, literature and music, as well as software develop-
ment and marketing, are considered to be creative industries: they 
rest upon the creativity of man and make use of this creativity in 
order to generate revenue. Since the term “creative industries” is 
thereby used as an umbrella term that encompasses a number of 
different, and seemingly incompatible, sectors of society, some 
have pointed out that it seems to function as an “empty signifier”, 
i.e., as a concept that lacks a clear reference or meaning and which 
can therefore be used to designate almost anything.22 This lack of 
meaning is only aggravated when the term is associated—as has 
been the case in Britain—with terms such as “modernity” or “future”, 
which are just as vague. But if we for the moment disregard the 
inherent vagueness of the term and instead turn our attention to 
how the concept functions, it becomes clear that it serves the pur-
pose of instrumentalising culture in economic terms: an instrumen- 
talisation that takes place by and through a gradual redefinition 
of culture as a form of creativity. Once this step has been taken, 
there is simply nothing that differentiates art and culture from the 
creative industries at large. The concept of culture has, in other 
words, become extended to such a degree that culture and the arts 
cease to be different from other creative fields. When no clear dif-
ference can be registered any longer, there is simply nothing that 
precludes us from reducing culture to crude economic potential. 
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All of this is evident in Creative Industries—Mapping Document 
where the creative industries are defined as “those industries 
which have their origin in individual creativity, skill and talent and 
which have a potential for wealth and job creation through the gen-
eration and exploitation of intellectual property” and that have 

“close economic relationships with sectors such as tourism, hospi-
tality, museums and galleries, heritage and sport”.23 

While the British Labour government coined the notion, and 
also used the rhetoric and discourse of creativity in order to trans-
form British cultural policy, the theoretical foundation for the con-
tin ued discussion about the creative industries is to be found in the 
work of Richard Florida—even if Florida has a somewhat different 
focus. What interests Florida is not the development of cultural 
policies per se, but the emergence of what he calls the “creative 
class”. In The Rise of the Creative Class from 2002, Florida analyses 
the appearance of this new social class in western society by draw- 
ing attention to the fact that it has brought with it a new form of 
work, which revolves around what Florida calls the creation of 

“meaningful new forms”. As many critics have noted, this creative 
class includes a very heterogeneous array of professions: artists, 
academics, and intellectuals (which, according to Florida, make up 
the “Super Creative Core” of the creative class), as well as journal-
ists, scientists, jurists, PR-consultants, librarians, engineers and 
programmers. What these professions have in common is precisely 
that they are all considered to be creative and that they create 

“meaningful new forms”, and even though we normally tend to dif-
ferentiate between the aesthetic creativity of the artist and, say, 
the economic creativity of the entrepreneur, they are, according 
to Florida, ultimately interrelated, if not identical with one another: 

The varied forms of creativity that we typically regard as dif-
ferent from one another—technological creativity (or inven-
tion), economic creativity (entrepreneurship), and artistic and 
cultural creativity, among others—are in fact deeply interre-
lated. Not only do they share a common thought process, they 
reinforce each other through cross-fertilization and mutual 
stimulation.24 

Hence, the creative class differs from the working class and from 
professions within the service sector. These groups can certainly 
be creative at their workplaces as well, but, in contradistinction to 
the creative class, their work does not primarily rest upon their 
creative capacities. 
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Today, creativity is the propelling force of the economy according 
to Florida and not production. It is, to use another highly con-
tested term, immaterial, rather than material, labour which is the 
wellspring of value and material wealth.25 But the creative class 
also carries with it specific cultural and moral values: it is charac-
terised by values such as individualism, meritocracy, diversity and 
openness and because of these values the members of the creative 
class will seek out one another and form creative clusters. However, 
Florida’s argument is not only descriptive in nature, but also car-
ries with it prescriptive claims. Since the creative class is charac-
terised by almost all of the progressive values that Florida can 
imagine—it is tolerant, open-minded, well-educated, etc.—it also 
harbors the utopian promise of another, more creative and pro-
gressive society. Hence, “the essential task before us” is, Florida 
writes, “to unleash the creative energies, talent, and potential of 
everyone—to build a society that acknowledges and nurtures the 
creativity of each and every human being”.26 

Since the book was published it has been met with severe crit-
icism.27 Since the creative class encompasses so many distinct pro-
fessions critics have argued that it is an empty concept. The same 
critique can also be levelled at Florida’s understanding of crea-
tivity. Since it is used to designate so many different forms it 
becomes more or less vacuous in nature. Just as the creative indus-
tries, the concept of creativity itself seems to function as an empty 
signifier.28 What is more, the emergence of the creative class is, to 
a large extent, predicated on the relocation of industrial produc-
tion to the global south. In this sense, industrial production has 
not disappeared, and in contradistinction to what Florida claims, 
it is still important for the global (including the western) economy. 
Industrial production has not disappeared. Rather, it has only 
been displaced from the west, and given that industrial production 
is the basis for large parts of the material prosperity that the cre-
ative class revels in, it is difficult to imagine how the “creative 
economy”, and the utopian aspects that it promises, could be any-
thing but a tiresome continuation of the dystopian exploitation 
that characterises the global economy (slave labour in the global 
south and precarious forms of employment in the north). It is 
therefore possible to claim that Florida is de facto describing a 
development that has taken place in the west, namely that ever 
larger segments of the population are working in post-industrial 
professions, but that he uncritically accepts and conceals the hor-
rific consequences to which this development has given rise glob-
ally. Instead of a concrete analysis of the effects of globalisation, 
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what we get is, as one reviewer laconically noted, an “engaging 
account of the lifestyle preferences of yuppies”.29 

To be clear, Florida is not interested in issues concerning cul-
tural policy, but in economic tendencies. This notwithstanding, 
his theories have had a significant impact in the field of cultural 
policy as well.30 In part, this is due to Florida’s prescriptive claims. 
The main aim of his theory is not to provide a descriptive account 
of a specific social and economic development, but to help create 
creative clusters that can strengthen the power of attraction of a 
city or a region so that its economic growth and potential can be 
increased. This is formulated as an explicit objective in his book, 
but in parallel with his research Florida also runs a consulting 
firm that provides services that can help a specific place to further 
its creative potential. In this respect, Florida’s theory has served 
as an important theoretical and practical foundation for the dis-
course of the creative industries and has also affected the field of 
cultural policy, in which formulations concerning the economic 
gains of creativity have become legion. 

CULTURE AND CREATIVITY

If, for the moment, we disregard the apparent instrumentalisation 
of culture that the paradigm of the creative industries has engen-
dered—a form of instrumentalisation that, to speak plainly, ulti-
mately serves the purpose of gentrifying specific places—we need 
to ask ourselves: why is the confusion of culture and creativity so 
problematic? In order to address this issue, one needs to be con-
scious of the rhetorical strategy adopted that has given rise to the 
confusion. The advocates of the creative industries will of course 
never come out and say that they call for a gentrification of dif-
ferent places and an economic instrumentalisation of culture in 
the service of this gentrification. Instead, they emphasise the pos-
itive and progressive connotations of creativity. For who would 
want to be opposed to creativity? At the end of the day, it is an 
inherently positive term; it is, as New Labour phrased it, some-
thing progressive, modern, and desirable. What is more, people 
often insist on the process of democratisation that the extension 
of the field of culture would imply. If and when the field of culture 
is expanded so that it includes other creative expressions, it is pos-
sible to claim that the narrow, and traditionally elitist, framework 
of culture is opened up for all people—after all, creativity is a uni-
versal faculty. In all of this, one can recognise a linguistic strategy 
that is present in other spheres of society as well, and which is 
characteristic of the hegemonic order of neoliberalism: precarious 
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working conditions are praised as a form of flexibility, while the 
privatisation of welfare services contributes to the efficiency of 
the public sector, and where the freedom of choice of the consumer 
is conflated with freedom as such. 

In the important writings of Stuart Hall on the afterlife of 
Thatcherism within the Labour party, Hall called this process  
a form of “linguistic slippage”: by gradually redefining central 
words and concepts so that they were given a completely different 
meaning, New-Labour could appeal to broader parts of the elec-
torate than before.31 A similar tendency is also at play in cultural 
policy today since everyone, regardless of political colour, are 
expected to sign off on the universal potential and democratising 
nature of the concept of creativity. As Hall himself does, we could 
also draw on Gramscian categories in order to address this, and 
speak of it in terms of a construction of a new “common sense”, 
i.e., as the construction of a naturalised understanding of culture 
as creativity that make people forget the arbitrary, contested, and 
constructed nature of the concept—with the result that it becomes 
precisely an understanding held in common.

This naturalised form of “slippage” from culture to creativity 
has made culture inseparable from “other” creative industries, but 
it has also meant that the specificity of art, i.e. its autonomy, has 
become increasingly untenable to uphold. As Justin O’Connor has 
noted, the autonomy of art has today been transformed into a part 

“of the symbolic meaning making capacity of all individuals”.32 
When art is understood to be equivalent to creativity, it becomes 
something universally human and hence it is possible to advance 
the claim that creativity is part and parcel of a process of democ-
ratisation. 

At first sight, it is easy to concur with the idea that all people 
are creative. In fact, one could make the argument that human 
beings are creative by their very nature and that it is our creativity 
that sets us apart from other animals. Other species build, create, 
and produce as well, but it is only man that uses his imagination 
and fantasy, in short his creativity, to realise what he has planned. 
If we start out from this anthropological model, we also have to 
recognise that human creativity manifests itself in far more pro-
fessions than the ones that have traditionally been associated with 
the cultural sphere. In this sense, Florida’s enumeration of all  
the professions that make up the creative class is justified. The 
problem arises when this anthropological model is used in order 
to equate all forms of creativity with each other. This problem 
becomes especially apparent when artistic creativity is equated 
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with other forms. In order to address this issue, one can, as Jim 
McGuigan has suggested, stress that artistic or cultural creativity 
is a specific form of creativity “in that it is first and foremost about 
communicating meaning”.33 Other forms of creativity can certainly 
communicate meaning as well, but in these instances meaning is 
often subordinated to other purposes, such as the creation of 
profit. To take just one example: a PR-consultant creates mean-
ingful forms and communicates them to the public, but then in 
order to market a commodity or service in the most profitable way. 
Inversely, it is of course clear that art can be profitable as well. In 
such cases, one must therefore stress that the creation of meaning 
is the primary purpose of artistic creation—at least when we are 
talking about art in the strict sense and not about entertainment. 

However, it is precisely at this point that the explanatory model 
that McGuigan advances proves to be insufficient. Since all forms 
of creativity arguably give rise to and communicate meaning, and 
since all forms of creativity (art included) arguably can give rise 
to profitable forms of meaning, the difference between cultural 
creations and other forms of creativity would only be a matter of 
degree and culture and creativity would therefore still be confused 
with one another. The concept of meaning will simply not suffice 
in this context since it is too vague. Instead, what is needed is an 
understanding of how the aesthetic meaning of the artwork differs 
from meaning in general, and in order to understand this form of 
meaning we need to start out from an analysis of the autonomy of 
art, that is, from that which the discourse on creativity obfuscates 
and covers over.

THE AUTONOMY OF ART

Throughout its modern history, Swedish cultural policy has been 
defined in relation to the ideal of freedom. The main objective of 
policy initiatives has been to safeguard the freedom of art and cul-
ture from external influences and from meddling politicians. It is 
also for this reason that the arm’s length principle between poli-
tics and culture was originally introduced. This conception of the 
freedom of art can, in turn, be traced to the aesthetical and philo-
sophical understanding of the autonomy of art. Art should, in 
keeping with the etymology of the term autonomy, be self-legis-
lating; its laws and principles should ideally be legislated by art 
itself and not by external (which is to say, heteronomous) forces.34 
Traditionally, this form of autonomy has often been understood 
in relation to the conception of genius we find in German roman-
ticism, and to the liberal conception of individual freedom on 
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which the idea of geniality is predicated. In this respect, the auto- 
nomy of art has often been understood in relation to the freedom 
of the artist: the artist is considered to be a free individual who, on 
the basis of his or her inherent freedom, can create great art, on 
account that his or her freedom is not curtailed or limited by exter- 
nal forces. Even though this conception of autonomy abides, and 
even though in many cases it still functions as the intuitive model 
for our understanding of the freedom of art, it is ultimately nothing 
but an ideological myth. The artist is never completely free, but is 
always already determined by his or her time and by the aesthetic, 
social, economic and political conditions of a given age. There is 
in other words no such thing as an absolutely autonomous art, but 
art is always interspersed by heteronomous elements, which, to 
varying degrees, affect both the form and the content of a given 
artwork. This does not mean, however, that the autonomy of art 
must be rejected or abandoned, but only that the relationship be- 
tween autonomy and heteronomy must be considered anew and in 
other terms. 

As is well known, this is precisely what Theodor Adorno sets 
out to do in his aesthetic theory. When analysing the relationship 
between autonomy and heteronomy, Adorno starts out from what 
he calls the “dual nature” of the artwork, i.e., from the fact that art 
is both autonomous and heteronomous.35 For Adorno, this dual 
character implies that the artwork cannot escape its heteronomous 
determinations. If the artist attempts to achieve absolute autonomy, 
the artwork will simply shut itself off from society and thereby 
appear to be reactionary in nature. Any such attempt is, moreover, 
futile in nature. When an artist attempts to shield him- or herself 
from heteronomous determinations, they will simply reappear in 
an unmediated and unreflected form in the artwork. In this respect, 
the aspiration for absolute autonomy will, paradoxically, result in 
an even more intensified manifestation of heteronomy. If the artist 
on the contrary abandons the aspiration for autonomy altogether—

on the grounds that art is an indelible part of society and as such 
cannot be abstracted from it—for example by taking an explicit 
stance in a political issue by and through his or her art, the 
resulting work of art runs the risk of being reduced to propaganda 
and its artistic qualities will disappear.36 The dichotomy between 
autonomy and heteronomy is, however, false according to Adorno, 

“because it presents the two dynamically related elements as simple 
alternatives”, whereas they must in fact be understood to be in a 
dialectical, and hence constitutive, relation to each other.37 
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According to Adorno, there is one heteronomous determination 
that has proven to be more constitutive for the autonomy of art 
than others, namely the commodity form. For a long period of 
time, art was determined by its constitutive relationship to the 
church and the royal court. When art, from the late renaissance 
and onwards, gradually started to liberate itself from this state of 
dependence it became autonomous in the modern sense of the 
word. However, art was not set free in an absolute sense. Instead, 
its newfound autonomy was played out on the market and in rela-
tion to the emergent public sphere. In this sense, the autonomy of 
art came at a price: it was only by becoming a commodity that it 
was set free from its earlier dependencies.38 This certainly does 
not mean that all art is completely commodified during moder-
nity (broadly construed), but it does mean that art throughout this 
period has been forced to continuously wrestle with this constitu-
tive form of heteronomy in order not to be reduced to a mere com-
modity bereft of artistic quality.

Against this background, it becomes clear that the artist simply 
cannot escape the heteronomous determinations of art, just as he 
or she cannot recant on the autonomy of art, but must instead seek 
to include the social, economic, and political determinations into 
the artwork so that the tension between autonomy and heteronomy 
is preserved. For this to be possible the heteronomous elements 
must be incorporated into the artwork, however, not only in order 
to make them visible, but with the purpose of criticising and, 
finally, negating them. If an individual artwork manages to re- 
strain these contradictions; if it gives the impression of having 
negated the heteronomous elements, it will appear to be autono-
mous. The work of art can thereby give rise to the semblance of 
self-determination, that is, to the illusion that it is possible to 
understand and interpret on its own terms without recourse to 
external purposes. But this also means that the autonomy of the 
artwork is only illusory in nature: despite being the result of  
heteronomous determinations it gives rise to the semblance of 
autonomy and self-determination since it manages to incorporate 
its own heteronomous outside in a way which simultaneously 
undermines it. The autonomy of art, then, is merely illusory. One 
way of understanding this illusory nature would be to say, fol-
lowing Nicholas Brown, that the autonomy of art only exists if and 
when it is asserted, if and when the observer, through his or her 
interpretation of the artwork, reaches the conclusion that it can be 
judged on its own terms and thereby asserts that it is autonomous.39 
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The autonomy of art thus follows a specific aesthetic logic, which, 
at least if we accept Adorno’s way of reasoning, must be under-
stood from out of this dialectical contradiction between autonomy 
and heteronomy. This logic produces a specific form of meaning; 
the artwork communicates, to speak with McGuigan, meaning to 
the observer, listener or reader. However, it gives rise to a form of 
meaning ultimately different from other forms. Art follows its 
own logic and a logic that not only calls for interpretation, but one 
in need of an interpretation in order to be meaningful. In contra-
distinction to other forms of meaning, such as the “meaning” man-
ifested in marketing, an authentic work of art is never unambiguous 
or transparent, but requires an active interpretation—precisely the 
kind of interpretation that can give rise to an assertion of autonomy. 
If art is confused with creativity in general, if it, as O’Connor puts 
it, “becomes part of the symbolic meaning making capacity of all 
individuals” the autonomy of art disappears, and art becomes just 
as one-dimensional and vacuous as all the advertisement with 
which we are confronted wherever we turn. 

Regardless of what Florida and his acolytes claim, art is not a 
form of creativity among others. It is different from the creativity 
of the engineer, entrepreneur, and librarian. However, not because 
it constitutes a “higher” or more important form of creativity, but 
because it follows its own peculiar logic. This aesthetic logic is 
also fundamental when it comes to art’s capacity to criticise, prob-
lematise, and question naturalised norms and truths in a given 
society—the importance of which is often highlighted in pro-
positions and statements within cultural policy. Since art has the 
capacity to incorporate social and economic determinations in 
order to transform, criticise, and negate them, art is also a form 
of resistance, even a negation of society as such—a form of crit-
ical negation that Herbert Marcuse once called the “Great Refusal” 
of art.40 Art criticises society, as Adorno puts it, “by its very exist-
ence” since, by way of its negating force and the “otherness” to 
which this negativity gives rise, it prefigures the freedom, auto- 
nomy, and self-determination we are denied in our lived experi-
ence.41 But the artwork can only do this on the basis of its own 
logic, which means that the critical potential of art does not reside 
in its content, but in the way in which the content is transformed 
and mediated by the formal structures of the artwork. In order to 
explain what is at stake here, we can turn to an example that 
Adorno deploys, namely Kafka’s novels. Kafka, Adorno writes, 

“in whose work monopoly capitalism appears only distantly, cod-
ifies in the dregs of the administered world what becomes of people 
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under the total social spell more faithfully and powerfully than do 
any novels about corrupt industrial trusts”.42 Despite the fact that 
Kafka never addresses the issue of capitalism directly in his work, 
his critique is unmistakable. However, his critique does not man-
ifest itself in the plot or content of his novels, but in their language 
and style (their form), which in a sober and factual way reproduce 
the reification that characterises the administered world of capi-
talist society. 

This then brings us to another difference between the meaning 
of art and other forms of meaning. Whereas dry academic texts 
(such as this one) can certainly be critical and constitute a form of 
resistance, they rarely, if ever, give rise to the feeling of radical 
otherness that we encounter in art—a sense of otherness that rel-
ativises the predominant state of affairs at the same time as it, 
albeit only for brief moments of time, lets us catch sight of the 
barely perceptible contours of another future. 

ART AND CAPITAL

Since art can never separate itself from society, autonomy is never 
something simply given. Instead, the autonomy of art must always 
be asserted in relation to its heteronomous determinations. Given 
that these determinations constantly change, the very field in which 
the autonomy of art is played out changes as well. The autonomy 
of art is, Adorno writes, not “a sphere that has been secured once 
and for all”, but “its closure is achieved only in an intermittent and 
fragile balance”; the autonomy of art is not a static pole, but a 
dynamic field that is historically mediated.43 When attempting to 
come to terms with the autonomy of art one must therefore under-
stand it in relation to the present political conjunction and the con-
tradictions and antagonisms that have shaped, and continue to 
shape, our time. 

Many of these conflicts can be traced back to the beginning of 
the 1970s when the neoliberal counter-offensive to the rebellions 
and emancipatory struggles of the 1960s first emerged. As Luc 
Boltanski and Eve Chiapello have shown in The New Spirit of Capi- 
talism, this counter-offensive took the form of a successful appro-
priation and transformation of the critique that was being directed 
against the capitalist system during the 1960s. This critique took 
two different forms. First of all, the worker’s movement and the 
unions formulated a “social critique” that targeted the poverty and 
exploitation to which a capitalist economy gives rise. Secondly, var- 
ious forms of “artistic critique” were being voiced, which were  
centred around demands for greater freedom, autonomy, and 
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authenticity in the workplace and in society at large.44 Towards 
the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s, these two 
forms of critique gained ground and were considered to be such a 
threat to the capitalist economy that it was forced to incorporate 
parts of the critique in order to survive. The social critique could 
not be appropriated, at least not as such, since this would entail a 
transformation of the capitalist mode of production, but the 
artistic critique could be incorporated and neutralised by the “new 
spirit” of capitalism. To be clear, the artistic critique was not 
incorporated as such. Rather, what took place was a reinterpreta-
tion of the concepts that the critique had raised (e.g. freedom, 
autonomy, authenticity); a reinterpretation that made it possible 
to understand them in a way that covered over the conflicts and 
contradictions, which the critique had initially targeted. The 
autonomy and freedom that people were demanding was reinter-
preted into supposedly free forms of work (first and foremost 
short-term contracts) and to higher degrees of self-determination 
and creativity in the workplace. In this way, parts of the ‘68-move-
ment could seamlessly go from protesting in the streets to working 
in the newly designed offices of Silicon Valley.45

However, neoliberalism did not only bring with it new and 
more “flexible” forms of employment, but also changes in the val-
orising processes of capital. This can be indexed in a number of 
different ways, but one of the clearest changes has concerned the 
commodity form. Since the autonomous artwork is indelibly tied 
to the commodity form, the autonomy of art must be understood 
in relation to the ways in which commodity production has been 
transformed during late modernity. One of the most important of 
these transformations concerns the cultural and aesthetic content 
of a commodity; a content that has become increasingly more 
important during recent decades. Today, a commodity is not only 
produced to meet a certain material need, but should also appeal 
to and reinforce the identity, life-style, and social status of the 
consumer. In order to analyse this development, the German phi-
losopher Gernot Böhme has coined the term “aesthetic capitalism”. 
According to Böhme, we no longer buy products in order to satisfy 
basic, or more advanced, needs, but in order to satisfy aesthetic 
needs and to stage ourselves (Selbstinszenierung) through aesthet-
icising and identity creating processes.46 

Thus, consumer goods are not meant to meet and satisfy “nat-
ural” needs, but are culturally mediated; their purpose is not to 
preserve our lives, but to market them. In his early writings, Jean 
Baudrillard therefore noted that consumption has been transformed 
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into an economy of signs. Consumption no longer revolves around 
the appropriation of commodities, but around the appropriation 
of signs, which in various ways reflect and consolidate our social 
standing. Today, Baudrillard writes, “consumption—if this term 
has a meaning other than that given it by vulgar economics—

defines precisely the stage where the commodity is immediately pro-
duced as a sign, as a sign value, and where signs (culture) are 
produced as commodities”.47 Hence, the value of a commodity is 
not only determined by the cost of production, but also by the sign 
value that it contains—by all of the cultural codes and markers that 
the commodity communicates to us, but which it first and foremost 
communicates to others. A washing machine serves, Baudrillard 
notes, “as an appliance and acts as an element of prestige, com-
fort, etc” and, strictly speaking, it is “this latter field which is the 
field of consumption”.48 In this respect, the desire for a specific 
object is only the transposed desire to produce a social code of 
value that is ascribed to the object in question. Since consumption 
no longer responds to real needs, but to a social logic of desire, the 
washing machine is replaceable with all of the objects that have 
the same sign value and which communicate the same kind of con-
tent. Consumer goods thereby function as a mass medium or lan-
guage, even as the most important “language” in the social logic 
of contemporary society: by way of their sign value they express 
abstract social relations and their hierarchical ordering, which 
they also help to cement and uphold (to own a washing machine in 
the beginning of the 1970s when Baudrillard wrote these texts 
would for example have been an expression of high social standing). 
Even if these signs do not satisfy any natural need, and even if they 
thereby are unnecessary for our biological existence, they are nec-
essary for our social life. If we fail to meet the lowest level of 
acceptable consumption we are deprived of our social status and 
relegated to a form of social non-existence: he who owns no prop-
erty in the modern world is dispossessed of properties as well. 

The signs in this economy are aesthetical in nature, and what 
was previously designated with concepts such as beauty and aes-
thetics have today been reduced to nothing but communication and 
an exchange of signs. Thus, the cultural and aesthetic value of a 
product is indispensable for this sign economy to function since 
it is the design of a product, and the cultural values with which it 
is associated, that make possible the social stratification we look 
for in our consumption—a stratification and diversification that 
is lauded as freedom of choice and individualism, but which in the 
end is nothing but a differentiated homogenisation (we are all 
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unique individuals and identify with distinct subcultures, but  
are in essence only standardised consumers).49 According to 
Baudrillard, consumption has thereby become a new form a magic. 
We keep telling ourselves that consumer goods carry with them a 
magical value of sorts (a modern form of the Polynesian conception 
of mana) that will immediately transform our identity as soon as 
they have become ours, something which is also confirmed by the 
social logic that determines our daily life. Instead of accumulating 
material wealth, we therefore accumulate “signs of happiness” and 
instead of consuming objects, we consume advertisement and mar- 
keting—what we consume is, one might say, consumption as such.50 

Art and culture are thus nothing that exist on the fringes of the 
valorisation processes of capital, but are both inscribed in the very 
heart of capitalism, that is, in the commodity form. The cultural 
values with which a certain commodity is associated is not an acci-
dental property that merely attaches itself to its use and exchange 
value, but something which affects both our use of the object and 
its exchange. In short, culture is profitable. Not only because cul-
tural creations can be sold just like any other commodity, but 
because they actively contribute to the value of other commodi-
ties as well. The cultural substance is consumed, Baudrillard 
writes, “in so far as its content does not sustain an autonomous 
practice, but a rhetoric of social mobility, and in so far as it meets 
a demand which has something other than culture as its object or, 
rather, seeks culture only as a coded element of social status”.51 

The result of this development is that the cultural field—the 
borders of which are upheld by the asserted autonomy of art and 
culture—is being broken up and fragmented. Baudrillard under-
stands this in relation to the logic of the sign that determines the 
development of consumer society, but it is also something that has 
been analysed in relation to how the status of art has changed 
during late modernity. This is something that Fredric Jameson 
focuses on when he writes: 

the sphere of culture has expanded, becoming coterminous 
with market society in such a way that the cultural is no longer 
limited to its earlier, traditional or experimental forms, but is 
consumed throughout daily life itself, in shopping, in profes-
sional activities, in the various often televisual forms of leisure, 
in production for the market and in the consumption of those 
market products, indeed in the most secret folds and corners 
of the quotidian. Social space is now completely saturated with 
the culture of the image.52 
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When everything has been aestheticised, when the borders between 
culture, art, aesthetics and capital have all been dissolved, it is 
also possible for someone like Florida to claim that all forms of 
creativity are identical. In this respect, the paradigm of the crea-
tive industries has been made possible by the neoliberal restruc-
turing of society during the last decades. 

For Jameson, this development is symptomatic of postmod-
ernism. In our postmodern times everything has been aestheti-
cised to such a degree that the aesthetic logic of art is no longer 
valid. While it is true that we are confronted with art, culture, and 
aesthetic phenomena wherever we turn, these experiences no 
longer affect us; we no longer experience beauty, but merely reg-
ister it passively as a given part of our surroundings. On a more 
conceptual level this means that we still encounter aesthetic beauty 
in our daily lives, but that the sublime dimension of art escapes 
us.53 We are no longer shaken by aesthetic phenomena; they do 
not contain any feelings of otherness any more, if anything they 
only serve as a reinforcement of the status quo. 

At the same time, it is clear that this form of critique runs the 
risk of becoming too totalising and sweeping. Jameson will, for 
instance, go so far as to say that the autonomy of art has disap-
peared completely with the onset of postmodernism and that it was 
only valid for modernist art, which also implies that no authentic 
art has been created since the first half of the 1970s. Such a posi-
tion is ultimately defeatist in nature and is neither acceptable de 
jure nor valid de facto. Despite the fact that neoliberal policies have 
colonised ever larger sections of the cultural sphere, people still 
create art that can uphold the semblance of autonomy and that con-
stitute distinct worlds of otherness and resistance. The diagnosis 
that we find in Jameson’s work must therefore be inverted. The 
autonomy of art has not disappeared, on the contrary it has never 
been more important to assert it than today when the freedom and 
self-determination of art and culture is constantly being colonised 
by the forces of the market. 

However, this does not mean that the critique of the aesthetici-
sation of the commodity form is misguided. On the contrary, this 
kind of aestheticisation has been intensified during the last decades 
in a way which suggests that this critique has perhaps never been 
as crucial as it is today. In this sense, both the analyses of Böhme 
and Baudrillard surrounding the aesthetic desire at play in con-
sumption speak to our daily experience: we do not buy products 
in order to satisfy “natural needs”, but in order to strengthen our 
social identity and our personal brand. If we want to understand 
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the equation of culture with creativity upon which large parts of 
contemporary cultural policy rest, the critical analyses of the cul-
tural values of the commodity form therefore remain necessary. 
When this “commodity aesthetic” extends throughout society the 
distinction between a work of art and other commodities certainly 
becomes increasingly more untenable, to the point that many con-
sider it to be impossible and therefore opt for a more defeatist 
stance. Therefore, it is important to stress that what is difficult is 
not by necessity impossible, and to continue to insist that there are 
essential differences between an aestheticised commodity and an 
artwork, just as there are essential differences between culture and 
creativity. That being said, it is obvious that it has become more 
difficult for art to sustain the illusion of autonomy in a market 
economy that is saturated by aesthetics. Unfortunately, the cur-
rent cultural policies in Sweden tend in the opposite direction: 
instead of counteracting the heteronomies of the market, they 
facilitate them. 

◊

It is against the background of this development that it is impor-
tant to defend the progressive values of cultural policies. When 
cultural politics uncritically embrace neoliberalism and actively 
support the creative industries at the expense of culture and art,  
it undermines the autonomy of art in a time when it is beset by 
market forces in a way which has no historical precedent. With its 
praise of the economically beneficial effects of the creative indus-
tries, cultural policy is no longer a support for, but a limitation of, 
the freedom of culture and art: in the name of freedom and auto- 
nomy cultural policies support the heteronomous determination, 
which more than any other curtails the field of culture today. 

All of this stands to be found in the report This Is How Free Art 
Is, even if the ensuing debate about the report has almost exclu-
sively focused on minor formulations in application forms.54 
Perhaps, this is because the paradigm of the creative industries 
and its discourse on creativity has become such a commonsensical 
and naturalised part of our society that no one takes note of it any 
longer.
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