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Artists’ Autonomy and  
Professionalization in a New  
Cultural Policy Landscape  

Abstract: Using literature on the professions, the article explores how a new political 
model for funding and steering may affect professional autonomy. Professional 
groups’ efforts to independently practice their profession during times of political 
change are elaborated. The professional group in questions is artists, the context is 
Sweden, and the new model is called the Collaborative Cultural Model. This model 
entails a shift in the funding and realization of cultural policy from the national to the 
regional level. From a situation in which civil servants with specific culture knowledge 
were involved, politicians, representatives of civil society, civil servants and artists 
are now to work together to create a regional culture plan. In the article, two different 
outcomes of the new model are discussed as possible. It can lead to de-profession-
alization process, particularly if the policy on keeping outside influences at “arm’s 
length” weakens. On the other hand, negotiations between different actors could 
result in artists’ knowledge becoming more prominent and receiving more recogni-
tion than previously. This, in turn, could promote professional artists’ status. 

 
Keywords: Cultural policy, public funding, autonomy, artistic (de)professionalization, 
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Among groups defined as professionals, working conditions and incomes may differ. 
One common denominator, however, may be seen as professionals’ possibility to—
even under uncertain circumstances—control their own work, tasks and knowledge 
and maintain a high degree of freedom of determination (Molander & Grimen, 2010; 
Svensson, 2011). Nevertheless, many professionals—especially welfare state pro-
fessionals—are dependent on financial resources from the outside, such as public 
funds. In this article, we explore how changes in political models for funding in a 
welfare sector affect professional autonomy, here understood in terms of the indi-
vidual’s possibility to act and make practical decisions (discretion) (Molander & 
Grimen, 2010) as well as to control their own area of competence (jurisdiction) (e.g., 
Abbott, 1988). Our case concerns the professional conditions of artists in Sweden. 
Even though it may be argued whether artists (writers, visual artists, actors, musi-
cians, dancers, directors and so forth) are a real profession, we utilize perspectives 
from the theory of professions and argue for its benefits. As we will see, an artist can 
be defined as a knowledge-based occupational group with a certain degree of pro-
fessional autonomy. This autonomy may be challenged with a new, user involvement, 
policy reform. This kind of reform is a policy trend also challenging other profes-
sional groups in contemporary society. 
  Cultural policy has played an important role in Sweden—like in other European 
countries such as Germany and Great Britain—in the building of a welfare state, as 
have the social and educational sectors (Jacobsson, 2014; Karlsson, 2010; Frenander, 
2005; Svensson, 2008). Therefore, an artist may almost be regarded as a kind of 

Marita Flisbäck, 
Department of  
Sociology and 
Work Science, 
Gothenburg 
University 
 
Anna Lund, 
Department of  
Cultural Sci-
ences,  
Linnaeus  
University 
 
Contact:  

Marita Flisbäck, 
Department of  
Sociology and 
Work Science, 
Gothenburg  
University, SE-
405 30  
Gothenburg 
marita.flisback 
@socav.gu.se 

Received:  
31 March 
2014 
 
Accepted:  
2 February 
2015 

 
 

ISSN: 1893-1049 Volume 5, No 2 (2015) http://dx.doi.org/10.7577/pp.867 
 

mailto:marita.flisback@socav.gu.se
mailto:marita.flisback@socav.gu.se
http://dx.doi.org/10.7577/pp.867


Flisbäck, Lund: Artists’ Autonomy and Professionalization 

www.professionsandprofessionalism.com  

 
Page 2 

welfare state professional, closely related to ideals of cultural equity. Another reason 
for bringing artists into focus is that, even if they do not have control over public 
economy resources, they control important symbolic resources. That is, they have 
power over ideas and what kind of moral and political issues will be on the agenda 
(Bourdieu, 1996). As we will discuss here, this position gives rise to a specific, am-
biguous social position that, in turn, may also give rise to specific professional strat-
egies. 

The aim of the present article is to discuss how the new cultural policy model in 
force in Sweden since 2011 may have affected the influence and autonomy of artists. 
The policy in question is the so-called Collaborative Cultural Model.1 We have cho-
sen to call the changes occurring in the wake of the model “Sweden’s new cultural 
policy landscape”. The reform implies two significant changes in relation to previous 
cultural policy. First, the terms of resource allocation have been regionalized, which 
means that a shift in focus from the national to the regional level has taken place. 
Second, the goal of the reform is that several actors, including people without artistic 
training, will now be able to influence the direction of cultural policy at the regional 
level. Politicians, civil servants and representatives of civil society are to work to-
gether with practitioners of culture to create a plan for cultural activities in the region 
and, ultimately, to shape cultural workers’ occupational conditions. This new ar-
rangement could be seen as entailing a democratization of cultural practice, but—as 
we will discuss in the article—it may also imply a risk for de-professionalization, as 
artists now have less to say regarding both their achievements and contributions to 
society. Demands from outsiders could also lead to increased requirements to report 
the achievement of aims and goals. Still, as several researchers have pointed out, the 
professional consequences of policy changes are often an open question. Autono-
mous decision-making and control of competence may both increase and decrease 
(e.g., Evans & Harris, 2004; Larsson & Jacobsson, 2013). From this perspective, the 
cultural collaboration reform could be regarded as a battleground for professional 
claims, where the outcome of these struggles could involve both de-professionaliza-
tion and professionalization. The later may occur if more actors become interested 
in the value of culture and art.  

Given that the cultural policy reform in question is in its infancy, our analysis 
here is explorative. Therefore, the basis of the article concerns an analysis of possible 
implications of public policy and a new reform. Utilizing political documents, eval-
uations of the reform as well as research performed of related cultural projects in the 
wake of the Collaborative Cultural Model,2 our discussion concerns how the auton-
omy of artist groups may change in the new landscape of cultural policy. 

In the first section of the article—Theoretical premises—we will present our 
premises and concepts for the discussion, primarily based on the sociology of pro-
fessions. The section is divided into three sub-headings, which all highlight the clas-
sic question of occupational groups’ efforts to independently define their field of 
knowledge and pursue their professional activities. Here, we also present some ex-
amples of the specific conditions that define artists’ working life, with regard to pre-
vious cultural policy. In the section—A new cultural policy landscape—we present 
the cultural policy reform, followed by the final section—Possible professional con-
sequences of the Collaborative Cultural Model—where we discuss what the possible 
consequences of the reform may be for professional claims. Here, we summarize 
these challenges in relation to the previously raised questions of autonomy, profes-
sionalization and de-professionalization.   

                                                      
1 The Collaborative Cultural Model is the official translation of this reform, in Swedish the 

name is “Kultursamverkansmodellen.” 
2 The selection of documents concerning our analysis is founded on evaluations and research 

that so far have been published concerning the effects of the reform as well as cultural policy 

documents concerning the process leading forward to the Collaborative Cultural Model (e.g. 

Harding & Nathanson, 2012; Swedish Agency for Cultural Policy Analysis, 2012; 2013, SKL 

2012; SOU 2010:11; Swedish Arts Council, 2011).   

http://www.professionsandprofessionalism.com/
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Theoretical premises 

Although the present article is not primarily an empirical investigation, we wish to 

offer a theoretical proposition concerning the conditions and starting points on which 

a research-based study of artists’ working life in relation to the Collaborative Cul-

tural Model could focus. In our view, the Collaborative Cultural Model can be seen 

as a battleground on which constant professional claim-making, processes and ne-

gotiations are taking place. Such a theoretical basis is found in the sociologist Pierre 

Bourdieu’s (e.g., 1996) perspective, who argues that artistic professionals and stake-

holders guard their specific interests and struggle for influence and power. We also 

find a similar idea in professions theory, which elucidates the boundary work pro-

fessional groups do to assert the value of their professional skills, maintain or in-

crease their influence and status as well as improve their economic and social re-

sources (Abbott, 1988; Gieryn, 1983; Scott, 2008).  

Professionalization has been defined as a process through which professional 

groups develop and adopt strategies for converting their specific knowledge and 

qualifications into symbolic, social and economic dividends (Sarfatti-Larson, 1977; 

Svensson, 2002). Through such professional efforts, professional groups try to es-

tablish boundaries for their field of activity in relation to other spheres of interest in 

society (Carlhed, 2011; Svensson, 2011). In this connection, it should be pointed out 

that boundaries “are drawn and redrawn in flexible, historically changing and some-

times ambiguous ways” (Gieryn, 1983, p. 781). As we see it, both the perspective of 

Bourdieu and professions theory could be valuable in discussing what the new cul-

tural policy landscape means for recognition of artists’ autonomy and professional 

skills. While Bourdieu’s perspective helps us look at unconscious processes of sym-

bolic boundary work, professions theory focuses more on conscious strategies for 

maintaining status and professional advantages in a specific occupational field.  

With the concept of social field, Bourdieu wishes to give us a tool to analyze how 

resources and tasks are valued in different ways depending on the specific commu-

nities of interest in various social arenas, such as the economic, political or cultural 

arenas (Bourdieu, 1996). Bourdieu points out that relationships, beliefs and social 

norms within the artistic field have developed from a historical process of moderni-

zation and specialization. An important factor in this historical process is the devel-

opment of professional autonomy as an artist, which is based on the modern idea that 

the assessments made by specialists in a specific field are different from the percep-

tions of the population at large (Bourdieu 1993, 1996).  

Both from Bourdieu’s perspective and that of professions theory, it is reasonable 

to assume that contradictions and power alliances may arise when negotiations on 

public funds are taking form. Professional conditions are related to strategies and 

negotiations of different interests, and therefore are a part of historical change, as 

Thomas Brante (2010) points out: “Social formations develop and change, so new 

areas emerge that can and sometimes need to be filled with specific competence” (p. 

14).  The degree of autonomy professional groups are able to achieve during these 

processes of change is related to competition from other occupational groups, which 

economic and cultural resources are offered, as well as the degree and kind of col-

lective voice that is emphasized within the group (Abbott, 1988). Improving the sta-

tus of one’s own collective is a core aspect of professional strategies (e.g., Persson, 

2008). One way to increase status is through jurisdiction, that is, the right and au-

thority to control a certain area of competence in the form of a knowledge monopoly. 

http://www.professionsandprofessionalism.com/
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The professional field of artists in Sweden in relation to cultural 

policy 

Swedish artists’ autonomy and societal influence are framed by welfare state cultural 

policies that both facilitate and limit the conditions under which artists work. During 

a period of 40 years, Swedish cultural policy has stressed that artistic quality and 

artists’ specialist competence are fundamental to societal development (Swedish 

Government Offices, 2014). Like several other welfare professions this means that 

artists’ professional conditions and influence in society have largely been dependent 

on political goals and public funding (Nilsson, 2008). But dependence on public 

funding also means that professional conditions are sensitive to the changes brought 

about by for example political reforms. 

In countries with developed welfare state cultural policies, a classic often-dis-

cussed dilemma exists concerning the importance of artistic autonomy versus the 

notion that culture should “serve” the public welfare in a democratic manner (Karls-

son, 2010, p. 165). Swedish cultural policy has long been characterized by respect 

for artists’ professional autonomy. Public funding has followed the principle that 

political control should always take place at arm’s length from practitioners, which 

is not only a question of showing respect but also of freedom of expression and de-

mocracy (Frenander, 2005). Because jurisdiction is an important foundation for pro-

fessional autonomy, the Swedish cultural policy principle of arm’s length distance 

is interesting, as it can be seen as a “successful” professionalization strategy. Despite 

the fact that professional artist groups have been dependent on public funding, the 

principle has given them a great deal of autonomy. According to certain critics, in-

stitutions and artists have actually been given too much autonomy, compared with 

for example teachers’ professionalization in relation to educational policy 

(Blomgren, 2012). 

It seems that artists have succeeded in converting their knowledge capital into 

symbolic power—power that, according to Bourdieu (1996), concerns influence over 

idea systems. Sweden’s cultural policy goals state that culture should be “a dynamic, 

challenging and unbounded force” considering that “creativity, diversity and artistic 

creativity” are important parts of the societal development (Ministry of Culture, 

2015). It would seem that few professions have so clearly succeeded in convincing 

society that their knowledge is essential and therefore in legitimating their own 

power, which is viewed in the research as a central question for professions (e.g., 

Sarfatti-Larson, 1977).  

From a professions theory perspective, one could say that the fact that profes-

sional artists are characterized as having achieved a dominant position with regard 

to symbolic power is related to the fact that they are generally highly educated. In 

Sweden, two thirds of all artists have at least three years of higher education, while 

the corresponding proportion for the general population is one third (Swedish Arts 

Grants Committee, 2010). It is difficult for people who lack higher education to work 

as an artist. One fundamental idea in professions analysis is that professions expand 

and legitimate their position by requiring long periods of education. In other words, 

education is the basis for having a monopoly on specific knowledge, which in turn 

leads to increased symbolic and economic influence in society (Sarfatti Larson, 

1977).3   

  

                                                      
3 For example, in one of the most recent cultural policy efforts in Sweden, Creative School, 

school leaders are only allowed to engage professional practitioners, with an artistic educa-

tion or many years in the sector, when using these earmarked public funds (cf. Lund, Krantz 

& Gustafsson, 2013). 

http://www.professionsandprofessionalism.com/
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Successful strategies for accumulating symbolic capital  

The working conditions of artists have seldom been analyzed in working life and 

occupational research (Flisbäck & Lund, 2010). One reason for this may be that the 

occupational field is small, in Sweden estimated at one percent of the labor force 

(Forsman, 2008). Recently, however, several scholars have pointed out that artistic 

professions and creative work in general are growing in terms of both size and social 

influence (Menger, 2006; Heian, Løyland, & Mangset, 2008; Swedish Arts Grants 

Committee, 2010, 2011). The importance of artistic competence is thought to have 

increased through the culturalization of the economy. The increasing consumption 

of services in society has led to artists’ and designers’ skills becoming more desirable 

(Featherstone, 1994; Bauman, 2001). For example, Richard Florida (2002) claims 

that artists and workers in the creative industry belong to a new, influential creative 

class, and according to The Economy of Culture in Europe  (2006), the financial 

turnover of cultural enterprises has increased considerably. Moreover, in society at 

large, we are all encouraged to cash in on our creativity (cf. Reckwitz, 2012) and 

start our own businesses, and the national curriculum for Swedish elementary school 

students includes knowledge of entrepreneurial processes. In line with this, artists’ 

professional activities and work have come to be invoked as leading models in po-

litical discussions in Europe (McRobbie, 2004).  

Even if artists can still be regarded as a small part of the entire workforce, their 

skills in terms of creativity seem to have a societal impact. Artists’ typical working 

and employment conditions may also become more common in a “boundariless” 

working life climate (Allvin, Aronsson, Hagström, Johansson, & Lundberg, 2006). 

Artists belong to a highly educated group, but they nonetheless have insecure em-

ployment, small incomes and many clients/employers (Swedish Arts Grants Com-

mittee, 2011). The median income of people working in the arts in Sweden is about 

15 percent lower than that of the general population (Swedish Arts Grants Commit-

tee, 2009, 2010, 2011). Moreover, self-employment within the art and culture sector 

is widespread and tends to be increasing (Forsman, 2008; Swedish Arts Grants Com-

mittee, 2011).4  Thus, rather than a creative class, perhaps artists should be seen as 

belonging to a new global, class that Guy Standing (2011) calls the precariat, that 

is, social groups that work on the periphery of the labor market, live with uncertain 

incomes and employment, and often find themselves outside the system of social 

security (cf. Flisbäck, 2014).5 Considering that artists’ working life is uncertain, one 

could ask whether the group’s professionalization strategies for converting 

knowledge capital into economic power have been less successful than its strategies 

for converting their knowledge into status, or what Bourdieu (1996) calls symbolic 

capital. As mentioned, looking at cultural policy goals, we find that artists are em-

powered in that they have an interpretive prerogative in society.  

Using Bourdieu’s words, artistic professions belong to a social class with both 

symbolic capital and symbolic power. Artists’ symbolic capital gives them the sym-

bolic power to influence societal debates and determine which political and moral 

issues are on the agenda. But the fact that artists generally have limited economic 

                                                      
4 Looking at the broader field; the creative industry, nearly one third of the people working 

there were self-employed (compared to 14 percent in the rest of EU) (The Economy of Cul-

ture in Europe, 2006, p. 91).   
5 McRobbie (2004) pointed out that similar discussions of artists as an influential class are 

more ideologically than empirically grounded. Creative entrepreneurship has been presented 

as a model for addressing unemployment and low wages. But according to McRobbie, this 

hides important facts about artists’ low material standards. Among self-employed artists in 

Sweden profits are low despite long working hours. They are also in a highly vulnerable 

position in relation to the social insurance system (Swedish Arts Grants Committee, 2010; 

2011). 
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means, despite their symbolic power, makes their social position specific. As Bour-

dieu sees it, artists hold a dual power position as society’s dominated and dominating 

class. The position of artists in working life is, in other words, similar both to that of 

the creative class and to that of the precariat (Flisbäck, 2014). Artists’ particular so-

cial position can be explained in part by specific ideals that have characterized their 

occupations, at least historically. Bourdieu (1996) stresses that, in artistic fields, ac-

tors tend to identify more with ideals of cultural benefit and to be less likely to seek 

out economic gain and popularity.6   

Towards a new cultural policy, with new professional conditions? 

In the research, the explanation for artists’ insecure working life has been that the 

demand for artistic competence is lower than the number of practitioners (Menger, 

2006). Others have pointed out that the group has weak representational security 

(Standing, 2011), that is, low rates of union membership (Flisbäck & Lindström, 

2013). At the same time, the prerequisites for Swedish artists, like in Scandinavia as 

a whole, have been different from those in the rest of Europe (Duelund, 2003). In 

Sweden, permanent employment in artistic enterprises, such as theater, dance and 

music, has been much more common. A “more secure” working life has been ena-

bled through cultural policy goals generally aimed at securing artists’ working con-

ditions by invoking all citizens’ equal right to high-quality cultural products (SOU, 

1972:66; cf. Duelund, 2003). As part of cultural policy, a so-called artist policy has 

been pursued and aimed at improving the working conditions and self-sufficiency of 

creators of culture (Government Bill 1996/97:3; p. 32, cf. Svensson, 2008). 

Despite the importance of public funding in helping Sweden’s artists live on the 

proceeds of their own efforts, artists’ working life is—as we have seen—character-

ized by a struggle for limited resources. During the past decade, the number of artists 

who have become self-employed has increased, even in Scandinavia. The primary 

reason for this, according to research reports, is the decrease in employment posi-

tions in cultural institutions (Heian, et al., 2008; Swedish Arts Grants Committee, 

2011). Thus, even if the work situation for Swedish artists has largely been regulated 

by political goal statements and public funding (Nilsson, 1999; 2008), things have 

changed during the past few decades. In recent years, cultural policy has also ex-

pressed demands that funding from the private sector and through donations should 

increase (Government Bill 2009/10:3; SOU, 2009:16). The importance of so-called 

crowd funding has been pointed out, where creators of culture—such as other entre-

preneurs and small business people—receive funding and support from private fi-

nanciers. Even if this kind of start-up capital still appears to be marginal (Swedish 

Agency for Cultural Policy Analysis, 2013), a key idea in the present article is that 

cultural policy and artist policy are changing and that this has implication for artists’ 

professional claims as well as their various working conditions. Perhaps such a sig-

nificant change can be found in the Collaborative Cultural Model, which will be 

illuminated below.  

                                                      
6 According to Bourdieu, this logic can be traced to the growth of a modern society founded 

on differentiation and specialization. When artists strove to make art their own delimited field 

of knowledge – separate from purchasers within the church and nobility – the idea emerged 

that artistic judgment regarding art should always differ from public opinions about what 

constitutes good art. Thus was born the notion of an artistic avant-garde consisting of spe-

cialists who, independent of competing societal interests or clients, produce art that is at first 

misunderstood and only understood by the majority with time. For the sake of art, an artist 

should take artistic, material and personal risks. 
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A new cultural policy landscape  

The Collaborative Cultural Model is a policy reform that entails a new model for 

allocation of public funds to cultural activities on the regional level. The decision to 

introduce the reform was made by the Swedish Parliament in December 2009, and 

the model has gradually come into force, starting in 2011. The new model can be 

viewed as a shift in the aim of Swedish cultural policy, where the shift involves 

regions being given greater self-determination and more possibility to achieve diver-

sity in their cultural offerings. Previously, national cultural policy concerned provid-

ing direct funding to activities within the framework of the cultural institutions in 

different regions. With the reform, it was no longer the state, but the county councils7 

that would have the overall responsibility for creating plans for putting cultural pol-

icies into practice. In addition, with the new model, cultural institutions are no longer 

the given recipients when public funds are allocated. Instead, there is a process—

involving dialogue and meetings at the regional level—through which priorities are 

established for how the cultural policy can best be realized in the region in question 

(SOU, 2010:11).  

One main idea underlying the reform is that citizens’ influence over public cul-

tural activities would increase. In contrast to the previous situation, which primarily 

involved civil servants with specific knowledge of cultural policy, now several ac-

tors—representatives of public institutions, interest groups and local authorities—

are to participate in efforts to organize and give expression to the importance of cul-

ture. However, the Swedish Parliament continues to determine the level of national 

funding that will go to regional culture, and the Government determines the terms of 

the appropriation in a letter of regulation to the authorities in charge. Power over 

cultural policy will still remain at the national level, because the Swedish Arts Coun-

cil, a national authority, is obliged to examine regional culture plans before allocat-

ing funds. In addition, one may ask whether the outcome of the negotiations has 

already been decided, because while the reform entails greater freedom of fund al-

location, the regions are nonetheless not allowed complete freedom in formulating 

their culture plans. Seven cultural fields are predefined as priorities for regional ac-

tivities: 1) professional theater, dance and music, 2) regional museums, 3) regional 

archives, 4) libraries, 5) film culture for children and youth, 6) art- and culture-pro-

moting as well as 7) handicraft-promoting activities (SOU, 2010:11). Perhaps certain 

areas and creators of culture have already drawn the winning ticket or a blank re-

garding public funding?  

To sum up, in the new cultural policy landscape, responsibility is distributed 

across civil servants and politicians at the municipal, regional and national level. Part 

of this division of responsibility involves consultation with representatives from 

each region’s professional cultural life and civil society. The fact that more “players,” 

at various levels, are involved in decisions over what cultural activities will receive 

public founds begs the question of whether the reform promotes de-professionaliza-

tion or professionalization among professional artists. The question that we will take 

up on next concerns the meaning of the reform from the artists’ perspective. 

The reform, a “new” artist policy and the principle of arm’s length 

distance 

To date, investigations of the Collaborative Cultural Model have primarily focused 

on implementation of the new policy, and to a lesser extent on the consequences of 

the model for artists’ working conditions or professional claims. Civil servants and 

politicians, rather than artists, have been heard, and have served as spokespersons 

describing the extent to which artists have been able to influence dialogic processes 

                                                      
7 The county councils are responsible for regional self-government. 
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(Harding & Nathanson, 2012; Swedish Agency for Cultural Policy Analysis, 2012; 

2013, SKL 2012; Swedish Arts Council, 2011). The question is whether this silence 

tells us anything about the value and autonomy that society and the new cultural 

policy attribute to professional artists and their activities.  

Nevertheless, the guidelines for the Collaborative Cultural Model state that one 

purpose of the reform is to improve artists’ working conditions. National support at 

the local and regional level is supposed to result in extending work opportunities 

from the big cities out into the country as a whole. Examples of work areas/positions 

in the guidelines are “supervisors and enthusiasts in, for example, educational asso-

ciations,” work to strengthen “amateur culture and people’s opportunities to develop 

their own creative ability,” as well as participating in efforts “to integrate culture into 

schoolwork” [authors’ translation] (SOU, 2010:11, p. 67).  

One interpretation is that work opportunities for artists will emerge as part of 

what is called aspect politics, which implies viewing culture as an enterprise that 

should improve other political welfare areas, such as social and educational policies. 

Assessments of the Collaborative Cultural Model also indicate that cultural institu-

tions, to a greater extent than previously, are broadening their role. Several culture 

plans stress the importance of culture that promotes improved health, increased co-

operation with the schools, increased regional progress as well as economic growth. 

As Sternö and Nilsén (2013, p. 19) point out, it is “clear that the culture plans include 

more than just cultural policies” [authors’ translation and italics]. According to Ele-

onora Belfiore (2004), it is exactly this—allying oneself with the welfare state sec-

tor—that has allowed British artists to survive in a time when cultural policy invest-

ments are increasingly judged for what they can do to improve people’s health or 

society’s economic growth. 

Like the UK, Sweden is a welfare state with a well-established cultural policy. 

As mentioned, Swedish cultural policy has long proclaimed respect for artists’ 

professional autonomy. Politicians should avoid controlling the cultural field and 

artistic work. They should keep themselves at arm’s length (Frenander, 2005; 

Jacobsson, 2014).  

The investigation that preceded implementation of the model stresses that the 

views of representatives of cultural workers are essential and that development of 

regional cultural policies should occur in accordance with the principle of keeping 

an arm’s length distance (SOU, 2010:11). Dialogues are to take place between civil 

servants and representatives of civil society, as well as with cultural workers. The 

later part is essential to ensuring that regional cultural policies will be realized in the 

best way. However, the fact that the arm’s length principle remains in the 

Collaborative Cultural Model guidelines has led interested parties to ask how such a 

principle can be maintained when several institutions and actors are to participate in 

defining the scope and value of culture. One question has been raised from all 

directions: Do multiple dialogues actually entail a weakening of the arm’s length 

principle, a weakening that is related to the fact that culture production is 

increasingly being pursued—at least rhetorically—as a form of aspect policy 

(Karlsson, 2010; KLYS 2010; Sternö & Nilsén, 2013)? 

When the legitimacy of a professional group is affected by for example political 

reforms, boundary work that reinforces this legitimacy can be facilitated if the group 

is able to formulate common strategies. Considering artists from the perspective of 

the sociology of occupations and professions, one issue concerns whether collective 

strategies, in the form of representational security, and forums for creating such 

strategies may be lacking. Given that many practitioners of art are self-employed, 

there is often no physical space, for example a staff room, where they can meet 

spontaneously to plead their profession’s case, discuss current problems and create 

common strategies. Moreover, temporary employment, for example on projects, may 

create a work culture in which it is essential to concentrate on one’s own career and 

work opportunities. Because artists’ working life is characterized by fierce 
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competition for a few positions and by limited resources, the struggle for a better 

work situation more often involves individual strategies than collective efforts 

(Flisbäck, 2013). 

Lacking a collective voice means greater vulnerability in the profession as a 

whole. This can have negative consequences when political reforms are introduced 

that require new boundary work, as compared to the welfare society’s other well-

educated and well-organized occupational groups. In this connection, it is interesting 

to consider the propositions made by the Swedish Joint Committee for Artistic and 

Literary Professionals (KLYS) regarding the need for the county councils to estab-

lish culture creator groups. Such groups can monitor conditions for artists in the ne-

gotiations and work to guarantee artistic quality in the dialogues that follow in the 

wake of the reform (Almerud, 2012, p. 38-39). This could be viewed as a collective 

voice for stressing the value of one’s own knowledge monopoly. According to in-

formation from KLYS, similar collective interest groups are emerging in several 

county councils today.8   

Possible professional consequences of the Collaborative 
Cultural Model 

Our aim in the article is to discuss whether the Collaborative Cultural Model and 

Sweden’s new cultural policy landscape could be analyzed as a professional field of 

tension concerning questions of occupational groups’ power to define their own 

work, what they view as their specific knowledge and contributions to society. As 

we argued, political and economic instruments affect not only artists’ working con-

ditions, but also professionalization and professional skills, at the same time as cul-

tural policy goals are, in practice, always negotiable. Using a conflict-oriented pro-

fessions perspective, we have taken a view in which professional groups are assumed 

to band together to monitor spheres of interest and resources so as to prevent, for 

example, deterioration of their working conditions (Abbott, 1988; see also Bourdieu, 

1996). In our view, it is beneficial to view the new model as a battleground on which 

groups interact, do battle and create alliances for making claims about professional 

knowledge and the right to exercise their profession anonymously (cf. Svensson & 

Evetts, 2010). But what are the outcomes of these efforts? While thinking in an ex-

plorative manner, has artists’ professional influence decreased or increased in the 

new cultural policy landscape? 

Increased professionalization? 

Although the goal of the new cultural policy reform has not been to elucidate the 

content or value of occupational and knowledge claims among artists, negotiations 

and the creation of regional culture plans could result in their specialized knowledge 

becoming more prominent than previously. Similarly, when discussions concern 

which artistic forms of expression, cultural institutions, actors and group are to be 

funded, specific professional strategies and conditions may be constituted. Not 

unexpectedly, recent assessments of the Collaborative Cultural Model have shown 

that the number of negotiations and meetings has increased with introduction of the 

model (Swedish Agency for Cultural Policy Analysis, 2013). The fact that 

interaction between artists, politicians and civil servants has increased could help 

                                                      
8 KLYS has also developed documents to inform artists about the importance of understand-

ing both national and regional cultural policy. Concrete advice is given to read current re-

gional culture plans and compare plans across regions (KLYS 2013). Reglab (2014) also has 

presentations and information on its website that can serve as support in work on dialogic 

processes. 

http://www.professionsandprofessionalism.com/


Flisbäck, Lund: Artists’ Autonomy and Professionalization 

www.professionsandprofessionalism.com  

 
Page 10 

artists verbalize their knowledge more clearly and effectively. It is in encounters with 

other groups that taken-for-granted starting points in one’s own group can be 

challenged and modified (cf. Lund, Krantz, Gustafsson, 2013).  

If a common professional language were developed within various artist groups, 

it may ultimately lead to a broader understanding of artists’ professional skills and 

knowledge. On the whole, it may also promote the status, language and collective 

voice of these professional groups (cf. Coburn, 2001). Such a development would 

mean that work to realize the reform—the meetings and discussions following in its 

wake—has contributed to professionalization. Thus, paradoxically enough, it is 

possible that encounters with new actors and citizen groups in contexts outside 

cultural life could reinforce the prerequisites for a professional language of 

knowledge that gives power and status. When several, and different, actors 

collaborate with artists in meetings and dialogic processes, the legitimacy of artistic 

work may be strengthened. Such a development could also be a consequence of the 

aim of aspect politics, which is that artists should contribute to growth in other 

sectors, such as education or care. Working in contexts not typically inhabited by 

artists could lead to the emergence of new groups of art stakeholders. Moreover, 

through encounters with these groups, artists could gain a new or renewed outlook 

on their own work, their own views on art or on social values in general—all of 

which could develop their artistic work. Thus, in our view, the struggle for autonomy, 

through what we previously called boundary work, could benefit from increasing, as 

opposed to decreasing, others’ insights into artistic activities. Professional 

boundaries are plastic. In times of social change, boundaries can change, even if the 

aim continues to be to maintain professional privileges (cf. Fournier, 2000). 

As a consequence of working on culture plans and various dialogic processes, 

practitioners of art will probably become more aware of cultural policy, and in a 

more explicit way than previously. It is reasonable to assume that this may give rise 

to a new knowledge base that will reinforce their claims to professionalism. In 

cultural policy documents, the importance of maintaining the principle of arm’s 

length distance as well as culture’s intrinsic value and force is articulated in many 

ways. A collective formation could strengthen artists' professional scope of action. 

This could on the one hand be based on trade union and professional-strategic 

principles, concerning for example increased understanding of the policies 

regulating artists' working life. On the other hand, it could  be based on increased 

insight into artists' working life on the part of others outside this group. In this 

formation lies the potential to broaden positive attitudes toward artists’ contributions 

to society. Thus, the new reform, as a battleground for collectivization, is not only 

tied to artists’ own intra-professional strategies. 

We have seen in the present article that artists’ working life is economically 

unstable, characterized as it is by temporary employment and irregular incomes. At 

the same time, we have claimed that artists have a reputation, status or symbolic 

capital in society. Moreover, creators of culture possess symbolic power in that they 

are seen, in Swedish cultural policy goal statements, as essential to society’s 

democratic debates and development (Ministry of Culture, 2015). The fact that 

artists have little power over their own material conditions may be an effect of their 

field’s long held ideal concerning the importance of culture as opposed to financial 

success. However, their material conditions may also be an effect of their weak 

representational security. In this connection, the culture creator alliances that have 

been called for and begun to form as a result of the collaborative cultural model—

on the initiative of KLYS, among others—become interesting. It may be that these 

groupings constitute one step toward a representational security that has the 

characteristics of both professional strategy and trade-union affiliation. In brief: 

Collective formations may provide a way for artists to maintain their status as 

specialists in their struggle for autonomy. 
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De-professionalization? 

As we have seen, the new reform probably serves as a battleground that provides 

scope for increased collectivization and allows artists’ competence and working con-

ditions to be met with more sympathy than previously. Introduction of the new cul-

tural policy reform has given rise to questions concerning whether the principle of 

arm’s length distance is being phased out. Similarly, it would seem that, in Sweden’s 

new cultural policy, the belief that artistic production maintains a higher standard 

when it is built on an established education in the arts than when it is influenced by 

market forces and aspect politics has changed. As Sternö and Nielsén (2013, p. 19) 

point out, the new cultural policy entails the risk that “side effects” of cultural pro-

duction, for example improved public health, will increase at the cost of the “core 

activity,” that is, artistic expression. With regard to similar tendencies in British cul-

tural policy, Belfiore (2004) claims that the logical consequence of art being evi-

dence-based and useful would seem to be that we might just as well have no cultural 

policy at all. It would quite simply be better to let the ministries of education and 

health and social affairs take over. In our view, what Belfiore is talking about is the 

risks associated with a new cultural policy whose art and artist policies entail a clear 

de-professionalization of artistic activities. Could it be that inroads are being made 

into the historical idea of an autonomous artistic sphere of activity and a modern 

cultural avant-garde with similar political currents? Are artists no longer thought to 

possess any specific knowledge? Do actors in other societal spheres now have the 

same right to have opinions about what constitutes high-quality cultural products? 

At this point, we should probably remind ourselves that artists’ precarious working 

conditions mean that they seldom have any choice but to adapt to the prevailing 

cultural policy agenda, even if it seems to lead to decreased autonomy—which there 

is a clear risk of in a situation marked by aspect politics (cf. Lund et al., 2013). 

An open question 

The new cultural policy landscape offers tendencies toward both professionalization 

and de-professionalization. From the conflict-oriented perspective we have estab-

lished in the present article, the question of artist groups’ autonomy and societal 

influence is an open one. In our view, groups in similar contexts of change tend to 

come together to maintain or increase their power—and groups’ increased influence 

and power are often met with strategies to counteract these advances. 

Our tentative analysis shows that the Collaborative Cultural Model in Sweden 

touches on the relations between professional autonomy, precarious working condi-

tions and a transformation of the welfare state’s mission. When Bourdieu and Balazs 

(1999) analyzed the welfare state’s transformation, they pointed out how European 

welfare states’ “right hand,” with increased control over obligations, has expanded 

at the cost of its “left hand,” that is, the state’s care-oriented, communicative and 

labor-political mission (see also Wacquant, 2009). Similar processes have been iden-

tified in Scandinavian cultural policies since the mid-1980s. Some scholars have 

claimed that it was at this point cultural policy entered a new “phase.” Visions of the 

intrinsic value of art yielded to a more instrumental cultural policy with goals based 

on an economic rationality (Duelund, 2003; Jacobsson, 2014; Nilsson, 1999). Other 

scholars, however, have indicated that, compared to other welfare sectors, cultural 

policy has maintained its position of relative autonomy.  

In other words, the cultural sphere was less affected by mangerialism than were 

other public sector enterprises during the 1980s and 1990s (Frenander, 2005). From 

similar perspectives, cultural policy has during the 2000s been unable to resist de-

mands for economic rationalization as well as usefulness, the latter often discussed 

in the field of education. Here, it is the so-called aspect policies that are spreading 

effectively in several European countries that are interesting. Perhaps aspect policies 
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are a unique expression for how managerialism (often summarized as New Public 

Management) is manifested within the sphere of culture (Belfiore, 2004; Duelund, 

2008; Johannisson, 2012; cf. Power, 1997).9 Surely, it is seldom the case that the 

benefit of welfare policy in one area is primarily articulated as a matter of growth in 

another area. With regard to Sweden’s cultural policy, however, we would like to 

claim that developments can still be seen as working in both directions concerning 

the autonomy of cultural areas and artists—at least in relation to implementation of 

the Collaborative Cultural Model. The model has resulted in both decreased and 

increased political interference. On the one hand, cultural policy has been depoliti-

cized through calls for broader-based funding from actors other than public granting 

agencies. On the other hand, demands for goal statements and regular reports have 

become increasingly important elements in relation to public funds allocated within 

the framework of the Collaborative Cultural Model, as in other areas of cultural pol-

icy, which can be seen as a sign of increased politicization. Thus, this new cultural 

policy landscape is an interesting issue to elucidate empirically and discuss theoret-

ically in future research, particularly because, as we see it, contemporary develop-

ment in cultural policy is also one case among a range of international and national 

developments of professions in other societal sectors. 
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