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abstract
This article examines how cultural policy initiatives in two Nordic 
and two Baltic countries have addressed the idea of cultural 
and creative industries and artistic autonomy in relation to art-
ists’ work. Drawing on a thematic analysis of national cultural 
policy documents in Finland, Sweden, Estonia and Lithuania, 
the study explores the long durée of cultural policy shifts from 
a welfare perspective safeguarding artistic work from political 
and commercial influences toward increasingly market-oriented 
and entrepreneurial approaches. Despite differing historical 
trajectories, the Nordic and Baltic countries exhibit similar pat-
terns in integrating arts and culture into the cultural and creative 
industries sector and adopting a market logic for artistic work. 
The document analysis reveals a more turbulent transition 
towards viewing artists as entrepreneurial market actors in the 
Baltic states, whereas the Nordic countries have incorporated 
these ideas more incrementally, partially because of the earlier 
adoption of neoliberal principles. In all countries the political goal 
of merging cultural and economic policies was transformative 
of the artistic sector, provoking both resistance and pragmatic 
approaches from the stakeholders. 
KEYWORDS: Artistic autonomy, cultural entrepreneurship, cultural 
industries, cultural policy, Baltic, Nordic.

AA rt and culture are arguably more present in people’s 
lives today than ever before. Increased leisure time, 
improved communication infrastructures, and ex-
panded marketing e!orts, particularly through social 

media platforms, have signi"cantly enhanced access to and in-
creased household spendings on arts, culture and leisure activi-
ties. In this context it is interesting to revisit policy approaches to 
forms of art funding and conditions for artistic work. This article 
focuses on the development of o#cial cultural policies, includ-
ing arts funding, in Nordic and Baltic countries. It explores the 
long durée of this development to detail how welfare politics, 
aiming to free artists from political and commercial interfer-
ences (Nordic countries) and state-socialist centralized model 
of art administration (Baltic countries) evolved to converge into 
a set of policies that fundamentally rede"ned art and culture as 
an economic sector. In turn, the policy approach to artists also 
changed: creators being primarily seen as entrepreneurs and 
commercial operators. 

Since the late 20th century there has been a growing policy 
emphasis on the so-called cultural and creative industries/sector 
(CCI/CCS) as a new strategic economic sector where indepen-
dent arts organizations and artists increasingly are expected to 
operate as self-employed actors or entrepreneurs. This develop-
ment started in the United Kingdom in the late &'(0s and was ex-
tended in the &''0s when New Labour revised the principles of a 
welfare state cultural policies that sought to make art accessible 
to all socioeconomic groups. They also reviewed the govern-
mental model of art funding, which was organized at the arm’s-
length distance, where art councils set priorities and distributed 
funding in coordination with, but independently of, the govern-
ment. The reforms were informed by the ideas that introduced 
a neoliberal market logic into the art sector: approached as CCI/
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or is reconciled with notions of cultural industries and entrepre-
neurship? The article draws on a specially conducted study of 
local policy responses to this changing landscape by examining 
how national public cultural policy programs, bills, and reports 
in Nordic and Baltic states have addressed artistic autonomy and 
the notions of cultural and creative industries.

WE FIND IT STRIKING that cultural policy development features 
similar dynamics in what are quite di!erent political and cul-
tural contexts in the Baltic Sea region, which raises questions 
about policy convergence and its local impacts. For instance, 
creators in all four countries share concerns that have been 
recently voiced by UNESCO( and EU': these organizations are 
no longer worried about the disregard of the cultural sector’s 
economic role; instead, they issue warnings about a growing 
political pressure globally as governments and societal actors 
impose diverse constraints on artists’ rights to express them-
selves freely and to autonomously carry out their work with 
reasonable working conditions. International organizations 
have also begun to critique the “dark sides” of the economiza-
tion: for instance, UNESCO&0 posits that the uncontrolled mar-
ketization of the art world and excessive reduction of public 

support aggravates the already 
existing precarization of the labor 
markets, endangering artists’ possi-
bilities to freely express themselves. 
In the Nordic context, these issues 
can be seen in the so-called culture 
wars,&& i.e. populist political parties 
questioning national cultural poli-
cies, practicing political interference 
in cultural funding,&2 and creating 
self-censorship among cultural 
workers.&) Furthermore, populist 
parties consider artistic work elitist, 

suggesting that those high art institutions and contemporary 
art forms that are “consumed” by a relatively small number of 
audiences should not be extensively publicly funded.&4 These 
trends reverberate in the Baltic states as well: for instance, in 
Lithuania, following the initial boom of cultural infrastructure 
funded by the EU structural funds, new debates about artists’ 
welfare, poor pay and working conditions in the cultural sector 
emerged in the last decade. But these debates did not replace 
the question of artistic autonomy: a recent appointment of a 
new minister of culture from a populist party, who promised 
to crack down on the “elitist culture”, in 2025—202,, stirred a 
large popular movement and protest which called the govern-
ment to recognize the sector-speci"c values and artistic autono-
my. This mobilization led to the change of the minister.&5

Furthermore, the "eld of cultural policy is organized in similar 
ways in the four countries. In Finland culture was included in the 
Ministry of Education until 20&0, when the Ministry was renamed 
to include both Education and Culture. In Sweden the Ministry 
of Culture was separated from the former Ministry of Education 
and Culture in the &''0s. While Estonian and Lithuanian govern-

CCS, art and culture were expected to generate income, employ-
ment and exports of economic signi"cance within a competitive 
market economy.&

THE IMPLEMENTATION of these neo-liberal ideas in public cultural 
policy took shape of stimulating commercial activities, including 
entrepreneurship, adopting strategic management, instrumen-
talizing funding and outsourcing public services to non-govern-
mental organizations and private enterprises. This policy ap-
proach was internationally embedded from its very start: the Or-
ganization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
and United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD) played a key role in emphasizing the economic pro-
ductivity of art and culture by assembling and presenting statisti-
cal reports of the cultural and creative sector’s contribution to 
wealth, gross value added, innovation and employment.2 While 
UNESCO linked culture to economic and human development 
since the &',0s, the newly founded European Union (&''2) too 
adopted an economic perspective on culture.) Throughout Eu-
rope, these reforms further crystallized and consolidated in na-
tional and international policy discourses on the creative econo-
my that expanded in the 2000s.4 In these discourses the "gure of 
an entrepreneur was increasingly pre-
sented as a key — and ideal — subject 
of the work life.5 In recent decades all 
these developments have resulted in 
ambitious national, international and 
regional governmental schemes to use 
the cultural and creative industries as 
an instrument for both economic de-
velopment and social well-being., This 
also entailed signi"cant shrinking of 
arts and culture funding and strength-
ening expectation of artists to become 
self-employed market actors.

While these developments have been widely researched in 
cultural policy scholarship, much of the academic debate on 
CCI revolves around big countries with large art markets. Fur-
thermore, the intersection between the cultural industries and 
cultural entrepreneurship approaches and debates on artistic 
autonomy and artistic freedom remains insu#ciently studied.- 
This article addresses this gap in knowledge by focusing on the 
selection of Nordic and Baltic countries, which are characterized 
by small domestic markets and a strong emphasis on social wel-
fare. For instance, Sweden and Finland have had a long tradition 
of viewing culture as a public good supported through welfare 
policies rather than market mechanisms. As Estonia and Lithu-
ania gained independence from the Soviet Union, they began 
reforms of what was then a state-dominated cultural sector and, 
in the early 2000s, incrementally introduced the concept of CCI 
as part of the Europeanization of national cultural policies. In 
this article we ask: How have the issues of cultural industries and 
cultural entrepreneurship been addressed in national policy 
documents in recent years? If and how is the idea of artistic au-
tonomy constructed in the policy documents and does it clash 
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ments had departments for art and culture in the 
&'20s—)0s, during the Soviet period their cul-
tural ministries were directly accountable to the 
Moscow-based all-union ministry. In the &''0s, 
Lithuania "rst established a Ministry of Culture 
and Education and later a Ministry of Culture, 
while Estonia maintained a separate Ministry 
of Culture. Accordingly, the analysis is based on 
national cultural-policy documents produced by 
ministries, arts councils and related public au-
thorities in Finland, Sweden, Estonia and Lithu-
ania, supplemented where relevant by policy re-
ports from other government bodies. The corpus 
covers the period from the emergence of cultural 
and creative industries discourse in the &''0s 
to the most recent policy documents available 
for the study. We conducted a thematic analysis 

this core.&, Today, CCI is best understood as a .exible boundary 
concept rather than a uni"ed category. Its vagueness has enabled 
diverse policy strategies while also generating critique and resis-
tance. Despite these di!erences, CCI policy has generally con-
tributed to positioning arts and culture within an economic para-
digm. We use CCI to refer to these broader policy developments 
and cultural industries (CI) when focusing on artistic work.

The notion of artistic autonomy is equally complex and 
contested.&- We distinguish between artistic freedom, artistic 
autonomy and aesthetic autonomy as related but analytically 
distinct concepts. Artistic freedom primarily concerns freedom 
of expression and protection from censorship and political in-
terference, while artistic autonomy refers to the capacity and 
material, institutional and professional conditions that enable 
artists to exercise this freedom and determine the content and 
conditions of their work. Artistic freedom has been established 
as a fundamental right, notably in Article &' of the &'4( Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, while UNESCO’s Convention on 
the Diversity of Cultural Expressions from 2005&( further recog-
nizes artists’ freedom of expression and creativity.&' The notion 
of aesthetic autonomy has a particularly long history as part of 
the Western art, which informs cultural policies. In the policy 
context, aesthetic autonomy concerns the relative indepen-
dence of art from external political and commercial demands.

TWO FORMS OF NEGATIVE freedom have historically been central 
to this understanding of artistic autonomy: protection from di-
rect political interference through arm’s-length cultural policy, 
and protection from excessive commercialization and market 
pressures. The former was institutionalized in post-war cul-
tural policy, including in the Nordic countries during the &',0s 
and &'-0s, through state-supported but relatively autonomous 
funding institutions.20 The latter concerns the risk that com-
mercialization and commodi"cation make art increasingly 
heteronomous, subjecting it to consumer demand, corporate 
interests and market logics.2& Alongside these negative freedoms 
there is a positive dimension: artists require adequate social and 
economic conditions to exercise autonomy.22 Artistic autonomy 
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The concentric circles model of the cultural industries by David Throsby, 2008.

focusing on three interconnected dimensions: the framing of cul-
tural and creative industries and entrepreneurship, the allocation 
of responsibility for artists’ livelihoods, and the construction of 
artistic autonomy. The comparison therefore concerns not only 
what policies say about culture and entrepreneurship, but also 
which policy domain and institutional actor assumes responsibil-
ity for these issues.

THE ARTICLE IS ORGANIZED as follows: "rst, we discuss the key 
concepts. Then we outline the national cases detailing the devel-
opment of the cultural policy discourses as they embrace the no-
tions of art and cultural entrepreneurship and negotiate the idea 
of artistic autonomy and freedom. We conclude with a discus-
sion re.ecting on the parallels and divergences among the cases, 
which reveal the need for comparative analysis beyond the tradi-
tional framework of analyzing policy transformation in the Baltic 
states as a form of “catching up with the West”, and pointing out 
the importance of considering artistic autonomy and freedom 
alongside the debate on art and cultural entrepreneurship. 

Cultural industries, artistic autonomy 
and cultural entrepreneurship
Cultural policy in many Western countries has undergone an 
ideological shift, increasingly positioning the arts within the eco-
nomic framework of CCI. These developments and their under-
lying assumptions remain contested both within the cultural sec-
tor and in academic scholarship. In this section, we clarify our 
understanding of CCI, artistic autonomy and cultural entrepre-
neurship, while treating entrepreneurship not as a self-evident 
characteristic of artistic work but as a historically and politically 
shaped concept whose meaning requires empirical examination.

The history and de"nitions of CCI policy have been widely 
studied. Here it su#ces to note that national and international 
actors have developed di!erent de"nitions of this emerging eco-
nomic sector. Many have been in.uenced by Throsby’s model of 
cultural industries, which places the core creative arts — litera-
ture, music, performing arts and visual arts — at its center and 
distinguishes increasingly commercial activities further from 
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is therefore inseparable from questions of inequality and mate-
rial security.2)

Recent developments in Nordic and Baltic countries, includ-
ing reductions in public cultural funding24 and growing expecta-
tions that artists operate as entrepreneurial actors contributing 
to economic growth,25 have raised concerns about the e!ects of 
economic instrumentalization on artistic autonomy.2, These de-
velopments are part of a broader policy shift associated with the 
creative economy and New Public Management (NPM).2- Since 
the &''0s, international organizations and national governments 
have increasingly emphasized the economic value of culture, 
market-like forms of governance and entrepreneurial forms of 
work. NPM, in particular, sought to increase the e#ciency of 
public administration by introducing market-like competition, 
giving rise to new governance arrangements that have been 
described as pseudo-markets and quasi-markets.2( The cultural 
sector nevertheless operates within a mixed economy in which 
artists combine self-generated income, sales, public and private 
funding, and other forms of support.2'

Entrepreneurship has consequently become increasingly 
visible in cultural policy and practice. The arts and cultural sec-
tors have been considered fertile ground for entrepreneurial 
orientations because artistic work is 
often short-term, uncertain and frag-
mented, and survival may require skills 
associated with entrepreneurship.)0 
Entrepreneurship has thus become an 
important model of labor and worker 
subjectivity within CCI policy.)&

THIS DOES NOT, however, mean that 
artists are inherently entrepreneurs 
or that entrepreneurial activity is necessarily equivalent to 
artistic work. The concept of the entrepreneur has a speci"c 
history in economic thought. Hébert and Link)2 locate the term 
in nineteenth-century French economic thinking, while Schum-
peter)) famously conceptualized the entrepreneur as an agent of 
innovation and economic development who creates new com-
binations in pursuit of economic value. Normative theories of 
entrepreneurship are important for understanding the historical 
construction of the idea, but they should not be treated as de"ni-
tions of artistic work or as theoretical grounds for assuming that 
artists are entrepreneurs.

Some scholarship on cultural entrepreneurship has empha-
sized similarities between artists and entrepreneurs, including 
creativity, risk-taking, .exibility and the capacity to cope with 
uncertainty.)4  Ellmeier, for example, describes the emerging 
creative entrepreneurial workforce in terms of .exibility, in-
dependence, mobility and psychological resilience.)5 Other re-
searchers, however, have stressed the complexity and fuzziness 
of entrepreneurial behavior within CCI.), Such similarities are 
analytically relevant, but neither do they by themselves establish 
that it is necessary nor desirable to understand artists through 
the economic category of entrepreneurship.

Indeed, the relationship between artistic work and entre-

preneurship is complex and potentially contradictory. The 
entrepreneurial ideal promoted in contemporary cultural policy 
is tied to self-reliance, market orientation, competitiveness and 
economic value, whereas artistic autonomy entails the capacity 
to determine aesthetic and artistic goals and practices without 
undue political, commercial or other external pressures. At the 
same time, artists may engage in activities that can be described 
as entrepreneurial in practice, such as organizing work, seeking 
income, building networks or developing audiences. The exis-
tence of such practices should not, however, be taken to validate 
entrepreneurship as an ideological and normative model of 
artistic work.

THERE ARE THEREFORE both similarities and important di!er-
ences between the entrepreneurial and artistic ideals. The 
Schumpeterian entrepreneur, often described in heroic terms, 
is oriented towards creating new combinations, markets and 
sources of economic value,)- whereas artistic work may be 
oriented towards cultural, aesthetic, social or other values that 
cannot be reduced to economic growth. As Klamer)( argues, 
artists may contribute to the common good through art despite 
precarious working conditions. The relevant question is there-

fore not whether artists resemble 
entrepreneurs in some respects, but 
what the category of entrepreneurship 
comes to mean when it is applied to 
artistic work and how its adoption af-
fects artistic autonomy. We therefore 
approach cultural entrepreneurship 
as an empirically open and contested 
concept rather than as an inherent 
attribute of artists. Our analysis thus 

focuses on the tension between entrepreneurial expectations 
and the conditions of artistic autonomy, while remaining open 
to the diverse ways in which artists themselves understand and 
enact entrepreneurial practices. In what follows, we use artistic 
freedom primarily when referring to protection from censorship 
and political interference, while artistic autonomy refers to the 
institutional, economic and professional conditions that enable 
artists to determine the content and conditions of their work. 
Our analysis focuses primarily on the latter.

Nordic and Baltic cultural policies
As mentioned earlier, there is a strong policy isomorphism in 
the region: all countries have a Ministry of Culture or Ministry 
of Education and Culture that coordinates cultural policy on 
the national level, with municipal level and, except for Finland, 
regional dimensions. The funding systems in principle are also 
similar: the ministries directly and indirectly fund major cultural 
organizations, and all countries have speci"c art funding bodies 
that are more or less autonomous from the government. These 
actors form a coordinated and decentralized cultural-policy eco-
system in which the governments provide strategic direction and 
legal frameworks. For instance, in Estonia, the Ministry of Cul-
ture oversees strategic planning, funds major national cultural 
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institutions, and administers schemes for the arts, heritage, and 
creative industries. Complementing this is the Cultural Endow-
ment of Estonia (Kultuurkapital) — a semi-autonomous, arm’s-
length funding body with its own revenue streams from cultural 
and gambling taxes. At the regional and municipal level local 
governments run their own cultural departments, fund theatres, 
galleries, museums, music and hobby schools, and support local 
festivals and public-art programs. The Lithuanian system is simi-
lar, where art funding is distributed by the arm’s length body, the 
Council for Culture, which, however, does not have its own en-
dowment and allocates funds from the government. In Sweden, 
all state authorities are autonomous and run on arm’s length dis-
tance from the ministries, according to Swedish law. Since 20&0 
the Swedish regions have had their own cultural policy strategies 
and are responsible for the region’s culture organizations in col-
laboration with the municipalities and civil society organizations 
with support from the Arts Council. Artists can apply for funding 
at both state and regional levels, and in some cases also from the 
municipalities. Historically there has been confusion about the 
responsibility for the cultural and creative industries policies. 
Initially it was assigned to the regions and the Ministry of Enter-
prise. However, lately the Cultural Ministry has taken a more vis-
ible role. The Finnish state administration of cultural policy is or-
ganized in a similar way to that of Sweden, with a strong position 
of artists’ unions in distribution of Arts Council support. Unlike 
the Swedish system, Finnish municipalities, but not regions, play 
an important role in supporting local cultural activities; Finland 
also has signi"cant national and regional private foundations 
supporting professional artistic work. Finally, both the Baltic and 
Nordic systems rely on strong and emerging artistic associations 
and unions. These organizations function as important interme-
diaries between the state and artists: they lobby for sectoral inter-
ests and participate in drafting cultural policy.

SWEDEN AND FINLAND
The trajectory of cultural policy development in Finland and 
Sweden aligns closely with that of other Nordic countries, where 
policy frameworks emerged from the ideological foundations 
of the post-World War II welfare state and were further shaped 
by the expansion of democratic principles during the &',0s and 
&'-0s. In his analysis of Nordic cultural policy models, Duelund)' 
delineates four distinct phases of transformation: Democratiza-
tion of Culture (&',0—&'-5), Cultural Democracy (&'-5—&'(5), So-
cial and Economic Instrumentalization (&'(5—&''5), and Political 
Colonization (&''5—200-). Developments following 200- largely 
represent a continuation of what Duelund terms political colo-
nization of cultural policy, which has progressively evolved into 
a kind of economic colonization. Within this framework, artists 
are increasingly asked to position themselves as entrepreneurs 
or business owners, often involuntarily. This applies to Finland 
and Sweden, but there are important di!erences.40 In this part 
we will highlight both the common developments and di!er-
ences between Finnish and Swedish cultural policy regarding 
artistic freedom and marketization.

The origins of modern Swedish cultural policy can be traced to 

the &')0s, when the Social Democratic Party introduced its vision 
of the state as the “people’s home” (Folkhem) committed to the 
welfare of all citizens4&. This entailed rejecting the notion of art as 
an exclusive domain of the elite, and instead promoting culture 
as a universal right, accessible to all social layers. Consequently, 
the state should assume responsibility for guaranteeing equal 
participation in and access to art and culture. However, it was not 
until the &',0s that cultural policy as a distinct domain began to 
gain momentum through the government commission “Culture 
Council” whose e!orts culminated in the "rst governmental 
cultural policy report in &'-242 and the Cultural policy bill in 
&'-44) with speci"c cultural policy objectives which have laid the 
foundation for all cultural policy initiatives in Sweden until 200'. 
Two objectives are of interest in this research. Firstly, that cul-
tural policy should contribute to the protection of the freedom of 
speech and to create real opportunities for this freedom to be ex-
ercised, and secondly, to counteract the negative consequences 
of commercialism within the cultural "eld44. The Culture Council 
in Sweden rejected state or political interference in artistic prac-
tice. The term arm’s length principle was not explicitly used in the 
government bill,45 but the underlying idea was clearly present, 
which also applied to Finland. It was above all institutionalized 
through the establishment of the Arts Council of Finland (&',-) — 
a new government agency — supporting artists and allowing them 
to participate in the decision-making on funding. The objectives 
and measures of the policy for promoting artistic activity were al-
ready formulated by the State Art Committee in &',5. In Sweden 
similar agencies, the Swedish Arts Council and the Swedish Arts 
Grants Committee, were inaugurated in &'-4 and in &'-,. Cultural 
democracy, accessibility of art independent of both geography 
and social class and giving high arts and culture an opportunity 
to .ourish in a small market, were fundamentals common to cul-
tural policy in both countries.4,

In both countries there was a broad consensus on the neces-
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sity of providing public support for artists and cultural activities 
according to the aforementioned ideas on supporting the work 
of artists. The Swedish Commission placed emphasis on artists’, 
also called “cultural workers”, working conditions addressing 
issues related to e.g. legislation on copyright, taxation and so-
cial security, on artists’ funds and "nancial support for cultural 
mediators and organizers. The ideal was that cultural workers 
should be paid for their work, but in the end state support in the 
form of project funding and operating grants have become the 
most important funding for art and culture in Sweden.

IN FINLAND, QUESTIONS that could not be covered by state support 
for arts institutions, other support for arts and culture com-
munities, and direct support for artists4-, were brought up for 
discussion at the very "rst stages of building the welfare state 
arts support system. Nevertheless, short-term (max 5 years) Arts 
Council’s grants became the basis of individual artists’ income. 
However, already in the &'-( Government’s Report to Parliament 
on Arts Policy, other measures to create employment for artists 
were called for. The most signi"cant measure was to comple-
ment the grants system in &'(2 by &5-year grants — nationally 
to a token group of ten artists at a time.4( In addition, the role 
of private foundations as funders of artistic work had been im-
portant since the &'th century.4' In conclusion, the "rst Nordic 
welfare states’ cultural policy framework emphasized the prin-
ciples of freedom of expression, artistic 
autonomy and protection against the 
pressures of commercialization, i.e. 
freedom to work as a professional artist 
and ability to fully concentrate on mak-
ing arts in their work life. 

In the beginning of &''0s, a new 
cultural policy commission was as-
sembled in Sweden. The main directive 
for the new commission was to evaluate 
the results of the &'-4 cultural policy, 
but a lot of attention was also directed 
towards Swedish national values and 
heritage as a consequence of the Swed-
ish EU membership. By the &''0s, the 
number of professional artists in both 
countries had increased signi"cantly compared to the &'-0s, 
placing signi"cant strain on the public support system. In Fin-
land, the &''2 Kupoli!0 committee appointed by the state stated 
that artists should be encouraged to increase their income from 
their artistic work instead of grants. This caused a need to seek 
solutions to new questions of artists’ employment, taxation and 
social security. However, the public sector was still seen as the 
most important source of support for artists.

IN 1997, the Council of Europe launched the report In from the 
Margins. A contribution to the debate on Culture and Development 
in Europe.5& Regarding Finland, the Council encouraged produc-
tive cooperation between cultural and entrepreneurial sectors. 
It also emphasized the signi"cance of cultural industries for 

other industries and the overall national economies. Regarding 
cultural industry, the &''' committee report Developing Cultural 
Industries in Finland52 cemented the term “cultural industry” in 
the Finnish cultural policy and started a new kind of coopera-
tion between the Ministry of Education, Ministry of Trade and 
Industry, and the Ministry of Labor, which has become the norm 
after the millennium. The report states that “the narrowest 
way of de"ning cultural industry is the point of view of cultural 
entrepreneurship”.5) During the "rst decades of the new mil-
lennium, responsibility has been divided between ministries 
in such a way that business in the creative industries has been 
placed under the Ministry of Employment and the Economy, 
while more general policy on culture and artists’ work has been 
placed under the Ministry of Education and Culture.54

The concept of cultural industry also began to appear in 
Swedish governmental commissions in the &''0s. In the cultural 
policy report The Artist’s Conditions, they asked: “Is the artist 
a bohemian, an entrepreneur, or an employee?”.55 The report 
identi"ed two distinct art markets: an institutional market, 
comprising public institutions and state-owned companies, and 
a private market, consisting of households and private enterpris-
es. The policy expected to broaden participation in cultural life 
and, in turn, to stimulate demand for artistic products, thereby 
generating higher incomes for artists across both markets. How-
ever, by this time, both Swedish households and the cultural sec-

tor largely perceived art and culture 
as part of the public welfare, "nanced 
through tax revenues. Consequently, 
the growing number of artists faced 
mounting challenges in securing 
sustainable livelihoods. In the govern-
ment report Work for the artists,5, the 
commission highlighted the structural 
imbalance that prevailed in the artistic 
labor market. Many artists experi-
enced long periods of unemployment 
between short-term engagements, 
and the fact that most operated as sole 
proprietors excluded them from the 
unemployment security system. To 
qualify for unemployment bene"ts, 

artists were required to dissolve their businesses, creating addi-
tional professional insecurity. At this time, discussions surround-
ing artistic autonomy were primarily framed in terms of artists’ 
economic (in)security: 

Artistic diversity, renewal, and quality presuppose pro-
fessional cultural practitioners who can earn a living 
from their work and fully devote themselves to free and 
independent creation.57 

Artist organizations began to step in: for instance, in &''', the 
new Theatre Alliance, funded by interest groups and a founda-
tion based on collective agreement, o!ered a#liated actors a 
basic income between engagements, thereby reducing "nancial 
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insecurity. The model has since been extended to other art 
forms such as the Dance Alliance (in 200,) and the Music Alli-
ance (in 200().

In Finland, too, the situation of self-employed artists and art-
ists’ employment had been brought into discussion in the &''0s 
partly as a consequence of di#cult times in the state economy. 
During the "rst decade of the 2000s, the example of the Swedish 
Theatre Alliance was discussed as a model for securing Finn-
ish artists’ income between miscellaneous forms of employ-
ment and employment services for artists were suggested. The 
proposal was never realized in Finland, but the idea of such 
alliances re-emerged in public discussion about artists’ income 
20 years later, along with suggestions of artists’ salary and basic 
income. The diminishing scope of artistic work done outside em-
ployment or entrepreneurship was noted both in the proposal to 
pay attention to the volume of artistic training, and in the call to 
o!er education in entrepreneurship for artists.5(

THE MOST NOTABLE transformation in Swedish cultural policy 
discourse occurred after the phase that Duelund5' describes as 
“Political Colonization,” speci"cally following the Cultural Policy 
Commission of 200'.,0 Their report sought to fundamentally re-
shape the organizational structure of the national cultural policy 
by promoting and implementing market-oriented principles as-
sociated with cultural and creative industries. The Commission 
argued that market mechanisms and diversi"ed funding provide 
the strongest guarantee of artistic freedom. They stated: 

Commercialism alongside the issue of artistic quality 
has been the most politically and ideologically charged 
issue within cultural policy.61

The Commission’s report led to the removal of the objective 
of “counteracting commercialization” in the Government Bill 
200'/&0:) Time for Culture. However, the proposed reforms 
provoked strong criticism from the press, political actors, and 
referral bodies, re.ecting deep-seated tensions between cultural 
quality safeguarded by cultural autonomy and economic ratio-
nales. Finally, the most consequential change in Swedish cultural 
policy, of this time, was the introduction of the Cultural Col-
laboration Model, which decentralized responsibility by grant-
ing regions a greater role in managing cultural institutions and 
cultural life, supported by state co-funding. At the regional level, 
the cultural and creative industries were increasingly framed as 
key drivers of economic, social, and cultural development. This 
shift also introduced new expectations for artists, who were con-
sidered self-employed entrepreneurs or business owners often 
combining private income streams with limited public support. 
The government also initiated collaborations between e.g. the 
Ministry of Culture and the Ministry of Enterprise to further de-
velop the CCI in Sweden.,2 But within the broader cultural "eld, 
this transformation was contested, as concerns about marketiza-
tion and artistic autonomy persisted. The Arts Grants Committee 
published a critical report,) with several international scholars 
and practitioners stating that art is not an industry like any other 

thereby questioning the concept of CCI and viewing the artist as 
an entrepreneur.

In the Finnish CCI policies, entrepreneurial work was by 
now mentioned as an equally functionable way of employment 
as grants and employment for artists, but: “in a small market 
functioning in a small language, such as Finland, public support 
of art has a lot of signi"cance as a prerequisite of making art”.,4 
Toward the end of the decade, a lot of attention was paid to the 
supporting structures for creative industries and especially re-
moving obstacles of their internationalization. The 20&0 Ministry 
of Education and Culture’s report Creative growth and livelihood 
of artists,5 included an attempt to bring together the discussions 
about artists’ income sources and creative economy. Special fea-
tures of artistic entrepreneurship are described: 

Its goal is not growth, taking risks or entrepreneurship 
as a way of life. Entrepreneurship is a tool, not a goal.

In this statement, cooperatives are recommended as a way of 
organizing freelance work,,.

The special character of artistic work is continuously brought 
up in the Finnish policy texts, and toward the end of the 2000s 
artists’ salary was brought to discussion as a potential solution. 
Reports discussing this emphasized that artists could receive sal-
ary without losing their freedom to choose their means and top-
ics. Also, the downside of working as a freelance artist outside 
employment or entrepreneurship was pondered: 

Freedom of art is necessarily connected to freedom of 
expression, but situations where artistic work is not 
seen as work among others may lead to incomplete 
working conditions and to lack of constructs that pro-
tect an individual.67 

Enhancing artists’ marketing and networking skills was men-
tioned as a way of helping businesses in the "eld to sustain and 
even grow. 

THE DEVELOPMENT, which had already begun in Finland ten years 
earlier, re-emerged in Swedish national cultural policy docu-
ments in 2022. A new government inquiry “Creative Sweden!”,( 
proposed a national strategy to promote the sustainable growth 
of businesses within the cultural and creative industries similar 
to the Finnish report from 20&0. The Swedish report noted that 
,0% of all artists are business owners or entrepreneurs, and at 
the time the sector employed approximately &'0,000 people, 
of whom &00,000 were sole proprietors. In the report artistic 
freedom was identi"ed as a prerequisite for cultivating cultural 
values essential to innovation, robust democracies, value diver-
sity, and the well-being and social cohesion of citizens. The old 
clash between commercialization and artistic autonomy was 
commented on by the commission: 

We get the impression that cultural and media policy 
has distanced itself from cultural and creative indus-
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tries and companies […] While the reality is that, in 
most cases, artists are actually entrepreneurs within 
the cultural and creative sectors.69 

This pragmatic approach to artists in.uenced the Swedish Min-
istry of Culture, which in 2024 introduced a new strategy for 
the cultural and creative sector, declaring it a “core industry” 
within the Swedish national economy. At the same time, the 
government reduced state funding for culture in the national 
budget, stating that the sector would need to seek "nancing from 
multiple sources and urged the sector to increase its e!orts in 
international markets.

IN RECENT YEARS, these Finnish and Swedish visions of the growth 
and internationalization of creative and cultural entrepreneur-
ship have resulted in less ambitious governmental visions. One 
reason for this is that the responsibility for cultural and creative 
industries has been divided between ministries: the creative 
industries have been placed under the ministries of economy, 
while more general policy on culture and artists’ work has been 
placed under the ministries of culture.-0 
To this day, both Swedish and Finnish 
artists’ unions have continued to speak 
against unrestricted commercialization 
of artistic work. In addition to o!ering 
back-up in negotiations with commer-
cial agents in the industry, they have 
continued to demand a social security 
reform recognizing the precarious labor 
market status of artists and cultural 
workers. In response, the working con-
ditions of sole entrepreneurs and freelancers in the job market 
have been discussed repeatedly especially in Finland. For exam-
ple, the Ministry of Education and Culture reports Culture is al-
ways present from 2022, The Cultural Policy Report from 2024, and 
Ministry of Employment and Economy report Roadmap to the cre-
ative economy from 2020-& re.ect these discussions, however, not 
many concrete, or, indeed, positive measures have been taken. 
Consequently, both Sweden’s and Finland’s current political and 
"nancial circumstances with signi"cant cuts to arts and culture 
leave many independent artists waiting for sustainable solu-
tions. In Finland private foundations have surpassed the state in 
amounts of direct support to artists. In Sweden, where arts and 
culture have enjoyed consistent state support since the &'-0s, the 
recent government has now called on alternative "nanciers to 
step in. However, neither the existing legal frameworks nor Swed-
ish cultural traditions yet seem to be conducive to such a shift.

ESTONIA AND LITHUANIA
Soviet occupation
Although modern cultural policy in the Baltic states was signi"-
cantly shaped by dealing with the legacy of the centrally com-
manded political and administrative system of state cultural pol-
icy and cultural political economy, introduced by the Soviet gov-
ernment following the occupation and re-occupation of Estonia 

and Lithuania in &'40/&'45, the overarching dynamic of shifting 
away from the welfare state model to neoliberal con"guration of 
the arts and cultural sector also applies. Like in Sweden and Fin-
land, as we show, the Baltic communities were critical towards 
marketization and entrepreneurship models, even though these 
were introduced as part of Westernization and de-Sovietization. 
Since the &''0s, both Estonian and Lithuanian policy makers 
selectively drew on the interwar experience of the &'20s-)0s and 
pragmatically incorporated market-oriented elements of the in-
ternational cultural policy. 

THE SOVIET CULTURAL political economy was fundamentally state-
driven: state agencies were the main commissioners of creative 
production. Due to the limited space, it is not possible to fully 
describe the Soviet cultural policy system, but for our purpose 
we would like to note the expansive and hierarchical administra-
tive network that was established in the Baltic states. In Lithu-
ania, starting in &'5) — once the armed anti-Soviet resistance 
was crushed — the republic entered the post-war reconstruction 
period, which entailed a rapid development of state-sponsored 

and state-controlled cultural institu-
tions, alongside the emergence of 
an ethnically anchored, Lithuanian-
ized version of state socialist cultural 
policy.-2 The Soviet Estonia followed a 
similar path: collectivist state owner-
ship and centrally controlled cultural 
institutions mirrored the wider So-
viet model, with di!erences shaped 
mainly by local leadership and histori-
cal–religious backgrounds. In all Soviet 

republics the Ministries of Culture were subordinated to the 
local Politbureaus and the Councils of Ministers, which in turn 
were subordinated to the all-union Moscow-based authorities. 
These ministries directly administered all major cultural insti-
tutions, including museums, theatres, cinemas, galleries, and 
presses. However, municipalities also operated local cultural 
administrations tasked with promoting the “cultural enlighten-
ment” of the population through political education, as well as 
catering to cultural and leisure needs, a form of Soviet welfare 
state. Securing the population’s wellbeing through cultural 
means was part of communist ideology. Collective participa-
tion in cultural activities was strongly encouraged, in line with 
socialist principles, and although the Soviet government paid lip 
service to individual artistic freedom, creative practices had to 
be subordinated to societal goals. State socialist culture was pro-
ductionist: industrial enterprises built cultural facilities for their 
workers and promoted amateur cultural activities through clubs 
and competitions. A state-wide system of art training emerged 
through specialized schools, encouraging competition among 
amateur and professional artists, while o#cial institutions dis-
tributed material resources and symbolic status through honor-
ary titles, access to studios and monetary awards.-)

Soviet cultural production was also administered through the 
Artists’ Union.-4 Access to tools, studios, and exhibitions depend-

“SECURING THE 
POPULATION’S 

WELLBEING THROUGH 
CULTURAL MEANS WAS 

PART OF COMMUNIST 
IDEOLOGY.”
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ed on political loyalty. In the Soviet system, artists also organized 
into cooperatives to manage material resources; notably, artistic 
production destined for mass consumption subsidized “high 
art” even under Stalinism in the &')0s.-5 Distinctions between 
high culture and mass consumption were carefully maintained, 
shaping the artistic "eld in ways that mirrored cultural hierar-
chies on both sides of the Iron Curtain. Although culture and 
the arts served "rst and foremost ideological functions —  to pro-
mote the Soviet system and shape “the Soviet man and woman” 
— their economic value was recognized. Following the &',0s 
khozraschet [self-"nancing] reforms, creative organizations were 
encouraged to generate revenue through subscriptions, sales, 
and performances. This opened limited but signi"cant spaces 
for semi-market activity. Professional and amateur artists could, 
within constraints, sell cultural goods to improve their living 
standards — an underexplored domain of Soviet-era cultural en-
trepreneurship.

MANY SALES FORMED a shadow cultural economy, which was 
legalized during Gorbachev’s re-
forms that allowed establishing 
private, pro"t-oriented coopera-
tives (&'(,—&'((). In culture, some 
of the most successful cooperatives 
produced youth fashion garments, 
music and video recordings, maga-
zines and newspapers, and operated 
entertainment venues, including 
small VHS screening rooms and mu-
sic festivals. Towards the late &'(0s, 
new television and radio frequen-
cies were opened for privatization. 
Overall, an art-entrepreneurship 
perspective reveals a far more di-
versi"ed cultural economy during 
the Soviet period than traditional 
scholarship tends to acknowledge: this must be noted when 
analyzing local responses to the Western programs promoting 
entrepreneurship.-,

 De-Sovietization, marketization and CCI
Both Lithuania and Estonia devised democratic models of art 
funding in the &''0s, a period that coincided with the vogue for 
entrepreneurship in public policy that dominated the decade.-- 
However, the framing of the cultural sector as a component of 
the post-industrial economy, which was part of the late Soviet 
cultural policy, curiously disappeared from the &''0s cultural 
policy debates. In the Baltic context, the economic instrumen-
talization of culture was probably identi"ed with the Soviet 
productionist ideology and tainted by the centrally commanded 
economy’s failure to perform. In contrast to the economic role 
of culture, Baltic governments fully embraced the freedom of 
expression principle which was codi"ed in constitutions and 
implemented through the governmental reform of the media 
and cultural sectors. 

LITHUANIA
In the &''0s, the Lithuanian policy debates focused on the 
grave consequences of economic recession, but the proposed 
solutions were not marketization and entrepreneurship: policy 
makers and creatives called for continuation of state funding. To-
ward the end of the &''0s the number of directly funded cultural 
organizations in fact increased, not decreased, as the sector 
failed to generate income from the declining market.-( Only in 
20&2 the legislative and executive functions of the Ministry were 
fully separated by establishing an arm’s length institution, the 
Lithuanian Council for Culture.

THE FIRST STATE POLICY document, Guidelines of Lithuanian Cul-
tural Policy (200&), principally focused on the public role of arts 
and culture as a source of national values, emphasizing their 
contribution to preserving the history and memory of Lithu-
anian statehood and nation. The Guidelines included the term 
“cultural industries,” but there was no mention of the economic 
value of culture, and the industrial character of culture was not 

explored at length. In contrast, the 
notion of artistic freedom featured 
prominently, alongside with the in-
trinsic value of “national” art and cul-
ture was closely linked with democ-
racy and sovereignty. The policy idea 
of CCI was introduced in Lithuania 
via the Open Society Fund in the "rst 
decade of the 2000s.-' This policy in-
novation culminated with the Lithu-
anian Strategy for the Promotion and 
Development of Creative Industries 
(200-),(0 followed by subsequent 
strategies that were developed in re-
lation to accession of the EU structur-
al funds (culture becoming eligible in 
20&0), where cultural infrastructure 

was connected with the notions of growth.
Once backed with substantial funding, the idea that art and 

culture can have an economic impact — and contain a promise 
of economic wellbeing for creators — was embraced in Lithuania 
and led to the signi"cant reshaping of the institutional and policy 
landscape. The National Association for Creative and Cultural 
Industries, established in 200(, lobbied for allocation of struc-
tural funds to creatives. The higher education sector introduced 
degrees in creative industries management which became top 
student choice in 20&). Pioneering academic studies of art en-
trepreneurship in Lithuania were published by the art historian 
Elona Lubytė, who also led the teaching in the area.(& The same 
year the National Creative and Cultural Industries Association 
published a report where they used the term “entrepreneur-
ship” (in Lithuanian, verslumas) estimating the international 
competitiveness of CCI.(2

In this way, the idea of entrepreneurship, that artists should 
take charge of their own economic wellbeing, made its way into 
Lithuanian policy discourses.() The Ministry of Culture’s policy 
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paper The Development Directions for Cultural and Creative Indus-
tries (201!—2020) (20&5) noted that “artists are lacking business 
skills” and emphasized the need to support creative businesses. 
It established a priority area to grow CCI as part of the post-
industrial, new technology-based development. Here the forms 
of the state support include “"nancial support mechanisms, 
clustering, marketing, encouragement of intersectorial collabo-
ration and training in entrepreneurial skills [ER — in Lithuanian, 
verslumo kompetencijos]”.(4 The Lithuanian long-term national 
strategy Culture 20&0 (20&') also included the term “cultural en-
trepreneurship,” translated in Lithuanian as kultūrinis verslumas 
or “cultural business skills”. Similarly, “cultural entrepreneurs” 
are translated as kultūros verslininkai. This direct translation 
sounds odd in the context of Lithuanian cultural discourses: the 
Lithuanian term verslumas has a very strong business and com-
merce connotations and does not contain reference to innovation 
and disruption as the English “entrepreneurship.” Furthermore, 
the Lithuanian term also lacks the meaning of culture as an instru-
ment of entrepreneurship more widely conceived, as in social 
entrepreneurship. It seems, in this way, that the Lithuanian trans-
lation of cultural entrepreneurship has followed the business-ori-
ented model of cultural work, which probably explains why the 
term did not stick and is rarely used in everyday language.

CONVERSELY, THE NEW Law on the Fundamentals of State Cultural 
Policy ( June 2024) reasserted the principle of artistic freedom 
positing that state cultural policy seeks to create “conditions to 
realise human cultural rights and freedoms” as the "rst prior-
ity, where the second priority is to “create conditions to acquire 
cultural or creative competences and to develop them”. The 
cultural policy principles no longer emphasize nation building; 
this is toned down — last on the list — where “unique aspects of 
Lithuanian national culture” should be fostered and protected as 
part of the principle of “originality” (in Lithuanian, savitumas). 
They are framed in general terms around collaboration, diver-
sity, internationalization, and, in response to the fast-developing 
digital and computer sectors, “respect to human creation,” as it 
is noted that “culture is created by humans,” where technology 
is “creation’s instruments”.

Just like in Sweden and Finland, the Lithuanian art practitio-
ners, however, have little choice but to work in line with the cul-
tural entrepreneurship model. In 2022, according to the Lithua-
nian Cultural Council, there were about &0,000 professional cre-
atives in the country (data re.ects the creatives registered with 
creative unions and those with a special artist status that enables 
access to welfare bene"ts). This constitutes a signi"cant increase 
of the artists population, which was ,,'-, in 20&'. In 202&, -'% 
of artists were self-employed.(5 Salaries for cultural workers are 
at ,-% of average salary and among lowest in the EU.(, In 202&, 
a study found that only 2&% of artists earn their living from cre-
ative practice, which is, however, an increase from '% in 200&. In 
line with international trends, cinema and architecture are best 
paid in the cultural sector. Literature, which used to be highly 
remunerated during the Soviet period, brings in some of the 
lowest income.(- At the moment of writing, artists’ reliance on 

state funding remains high: public and private employment are 
about 50%/50% in the cultural sector. In 2024, the Ministry com-
missioned an evaluation of the “artists’ creative and economic 
environment” which established that the median artist income 
forms only -(% of the average income and 2&% of surveyed art-
ists receive income that is below the national minimum pay.(( 
To address the issues of low income and regulations, in 202), 
the "rst artists’ professional trade union was established and 
the debate about artists’ working conditions has been launched. 
Despite signi"cant investment in art infrastructure, -2% of Lithu-
anian artists work from home or in private studios.(' 

ESTONIA 
Like in Lithuania, Estonia’s cultural policy is anchored in the 
Constitution of the Republic of Estonia, which de"nes the pres-
ervation of the Estonian nation, language, and culture as a fun-
damental objective of the state. This constitutional mandate is 
understood as a dynamic balance between safeguarding cultural 
continuity and heritage and fostering innovation, openness, and 
adaptation, which are seen as essential to cultural development 
in a modern society. The policy framework for culture was "rst 
comprehensively articulated after independence in &''(, when 
the Parliament of Estonia (Riigikogu) adopted its "rst post-Soviet 
cultural policy strategy.'0 A de"ning feature of this document 
was its attempt to reconcile innovation-oriented development 
with a strong commitment to national cultural identity and dis-
tinctiveness. Fiscal instruments, including tax incentives, were 
introduced, and the long-term sustainability of the cultural sec-
tor was explicitly emphasized.

CRUCIAL FOR THE SUPPORT of the creative "eld has been the Cul-
tural Endowment of Estonia (Kultuurkapital), originally created 
in &'&' by writers, operational from &'25 to &'4&, and reinstated in 
&''4.'& At the moment of writing, the Cultural Endowment oper-
ates under the Ministry of Culture and channels funding to the 
cultural sector. One of its core missions is to support talented indi-
viduals by enabling their professional development and to recog-
nize outstanding lifetime achievements through honorary grants. 
Like the Lithuanian Council for Culture, it is organized as an arm’s 
length body that functions through rotating committees of artists, 
critics, and institutional representatives, thereby protecting fund-
ing decisions from direct political or partisan interference.'2 

During its "rst decade after reinstatement, the Cultural 
Endowment pursued a model of egalitarian decentralization, 
distributing relatively small grants widely across the cultural 
"eld. While this approach contributed to cultural vitality and 
diversity, it provided limited economic security for cultural prac-
titioners. Around 20&0, the funding philosophy shifted toward 
selective centralization, with larger and more concentrated 
support directed toward strategically important organizations 
and internationally visible artists. This shift mirrored broader 
changes in Estonian cultural policy, in which competitiveness, 
visibility, and sustainability increasingly complemented tradi-
tional concerns with diversity and access. A tension between 
supporting “people” (artistic labor) and supporting “concrete” 
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(infrastructure and prestige projects) 
became particularly visible in debates 
surrounding the construction of the 
KUMU Art Museum, "nanced through 
the Cultural Endowment and opened 
in 200,. KUMU came to symbolize 
both Estonia’s cultural ambition and 
an enduring dilemma in cultural re-
source allocation.

LIKE IN LITHUANIA, the EU accession in 
2004 introduced the wider discourse 
of the creative economy and cul-
tural entrepreneurship into Estonian 
policy debates, largely inspired by UK 
and Finnish models. Designers, archi-
tects, and the audiovisual and enter-
tainment software sectors bene"ted 
most from this shift. Fine-arts practi-
tioners, however, remained skeptical, 
viewing entrepreneurship as a poten-
tial threat to artistic autonomy. It was 
only around 2020 that this resistance 
began to soften. Art auctions gained 
broader legitimacy, and new Tallinn-
based galleries started to actively 
build primary markets for young art-

sector and situates cultural develop-
ment within broader societal and 
economic frameworks, including the 
national development strategy Esto-
nia 20&!, thereby underscoring the 
role of culture for society as a whole. 
A central objective of Culture 20&0 is 
to strengthen cooperation between 
the cultural sector and the broader 
economy. The plan emphasizes the 
importance of the private sector as a 
sponsor of culture and proposes leg-
islative changes to encourage private 
and corporate funding for cultural 
activities.

Between 200( and 20&), respon-
sibility for developing the creative 
economy lay with the Estonian Min-
istry of Economic A!airs and Com-
munications, focusing on awareness-
raising, the establishment of support 
structures, and the promotion of 
intra-sectoral cooperation. Since 
20&4, this responsibility has shifted to 
the Ministry of Culture, accompanied 
by a stronger emphasis on export 
capacity and cross-sectoral collabora-
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“It’s so easy to be an artist”, by Inessa Josing (2000) at 
Art Museum of Estonia. PHOTO: INESSA JOSING

ists, signaling a gradual cultural shift toward market engagement 
even within the "ne arts.

In 20&4, the Estonian Parliament published the strategic docu-
ment Basic Principles of Cultural Policy until 2020.') It rea#rmed 
the role of culture as a driver of national and local development 
and recognized the central role of municipalities in organizing 
cultural life. As a result, Estonia’s cultural policy operates within 
a multi-level governance framework that combines national cul-
tural programs with locally developed strategies. In addition to 
de"ning the main directions of cultural development, the Basic 
Principles explicitly recognized the growing importance of cre-
ative entrepreneurship (loomeettevõtlus). The state committed 
to directing funding toward strengthening the competitiveness 
of creative enterprises and to investing in cultural infrastructure, 
with particular emphasis on tourism and regional development. 
The document also acknowledged the precarious position of 
freelance creative professionals and stated that individuals 
should be guaranteed access to health insurance regardless 
of income regularity, provided that their income was subject 
to labor taxes and that they were registered as entrepreneurs. 
However, as of 202,, this provision has not been implemented, 
revealing a persistent gap between policy objectives and practi-
cal outcomes.

IN 2021, THE ESTONIAN Government published The Cultural Devel-
opment Plan 2021—20&0 (shortly referred to as Culture 20&0),'4 
which served as the successor to the 20&4 strategy. Like in Lithu-
ania, The Plan establishes long-term objectives for the cultural 

tion. Financial support is largely provided through the European 
Regional Development Fund, with more than &4 million euro 
allocated for the period 202&—202-, including state co-"nancing 
and bene"ciary contributions.'5

ESTONIAN CULTURAL POLICY consistently emphasizes the profes-
sional sustainability of cultural workers, with a strong focus on 
lifelong learning, skills development, and professional training. 
Entrepreneurship education has become increasingly central, 
re.ecting expectations that cultural professionals operate in 
hybrid cultural and economic environments. At the same time, 
the state has committed to improving remuneration, including 
raising the minimum wage of state-employed cultural workers 
with higher education and professional quali"cations to the level 
of the national average wage. In 202), the average gross monthly 
salary in the creative economy (&,,2- euro) remained below the 
national average (&,()2 euro).', As a result, hybrid income mod-
els are very common with cultural workers combining artistic 
practice with teaching, grants, or non-artistic work. Public fund-
ing continues to be a cornerstone of the sector. About &4.,% of 
total creative-industries turnover originates from the public sec-
tor (around )-2.) million euro), underlining the central role of 
publicly "nanced institutions in ensuring economic stability.'-

Empirical mappings show a sector that is economically 
signi"cant but structurally fragile. In 202), Estonia’s creative 
industries comprised &),-,0 registered and "nancially active 
enterprises ((.(% of all "rms), generated (,(.' million euro in 
added value (2.)% of GDP), and employed 2,,5-4 people, or ).(% 
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of total employment. While the number of en-
terprises has grown strongly over time, employ-
ment peaked in 20&5 and has since declined, 
indicating a shift toward micro-enterprises, 
self-employment, and project-based work. The 
average creative enterprise employed only &.' 
people, compared to 2.- nationally, and many 
enterprises reported having no employees at 
all, particularly in the arts.'( Just like in Lithu-
ania, the normative idea of a self-su#cient, 
heroic and pro"table cultural entrepreneur is a 
policy ideal that has little relation either to the 
structure of the sector lived reality or lived real-
ity of artists.

There is, in this way, an ongoing concern by 
the national cultural policy makers about the 
lack of progress of the CCI approach in both 
Estonia and Lithuania. Interestingly, with the 
changing political context, particularly growing 
polarization in response to Russia’s invasion 

ies, this Kantian position was eventually replaced by the o#cial, 
pragmatist approach that art should be socially and economically 
useful and form part of export goods, a key area for growth for a 
small economy.&0& Resistance to CCI among artists and decision 
makers was also a feature in Finland and Sweden, where the 
pragmatic turn also took place, albeit somewhat later in Sweden 
than in Finland.

SINCE THE 1990S, all four countries have experienced a growing 
policy emphasis on the economic dimensions of culture and on 
cultural and creative industries. This has brought entrepreneur-
ship increasingly into cultural-policy discourse. Across the coun-
tries, policymakers have presented cultural entrepreneurship as 
a means of strengthening artists’ economic self-reliance and re-
ducing dependence on public funding. Yet our analysis suggests 
that this should be understood primarily as a policy project and 
discourse, rather than as an established social reality. How far 
artists actually identify with entrepreneurship and what entre-
preneurial activity means in artists’ everyday work, is a question 
policy documents cannot answer directly. Recent research sug-
gest that it varies considerably. Our analysis is based mainly on 
policy documents and where we refer to artists’ responses, we 
also draw on di!erent kinds of positions documented, in public 
debates and in previous research, rather than on direct empiri-
cal study of artists themselves.

Cultural entrepreneurship  
as a contested policy project
The policy idea of the artist-as-entrepreneur draws partly on 
a romanticized representation of entrepreneurship, in which 
artists and entrepreneurs are seen as sharing qualities such 
as self-motivation, risk tolerance, independence, creativity 
and the capacity to create novelty under conditions of uncer-
tainty.&02 These similarities should not, however, be treated as 
evidence that artists are inherently entrepreneurial. Rather, 
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 The cultural community protests in Lithuania 2025 were the first mass demonstrations 
on a scale unseen since 1988–1989.  PHOTO: ROBERTAS RIABOVAS/BNS

of Ukraine, the normative idea of entrepreneurship appears to 
recede, giving way to renewed debates about artistic autonomy 
and freedom of speech. In 2025 Lithuania saw the "rst mass 
demonstrations on the scale unseen since &'((—&'(' as creative 
communities gathered to protest against impediment of the self-
regulation of arts, culture and media sectors.'' Estonian theatre 
community joined a pan-EU protest to demand the government 
to secure the freedom of expression.&00 These protests reasserted 
the importance of the arm’s length model at the same time re-
introducing the political role of arts and culture as key pillars of 
democracy.

Concluding discussion 
Artistic autonomy and cultural entrepreneurship  
in the changing cultural policy
In this article, we have explored the travel of ideas of cultural 
industries and cultural entrepreneurship to Finland, Sweden, 
Estonia and Lithuania, situating them within longer historical de-
velopments and di!erent institutional trajectories. Finland and 
Sweden developed cultural policies within the Nordic welfare-
state model, emphasizing freedom of expression, artistic autono-
my, accessibility and public responsibility for supporting the arts. 
Arm’s-length arrangements sought to separate political decision-
making from artistic funding, while grants and other forms of 
public support aimed to secure the conditions for artistic work. 
Estonia and Lithuania followed di!erent trajectories, shaped 
by nation-building, Soviet rule and the transition to democracy 
and market economies. These di!erences continue to shape 
how artistic autonomy, public support and market participa-
tion are understood. In both Lithuania and Estonia, the cultural 
industries idea initially met resistance from artists, who shared a 
Kantian approach to “disinterested” art, an aesthetic value which 
had a political signi"cance in the local context, where all cultural 
values were subordinated to the communist ideology during the 
Soviet occupation. However, even in these post-Soviet societ-
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they are part of a discourse through which particular qualities 
and forms of behavior are constructed as desirable for artists. 
In the policy material examined here, entrepreneurial ori-
entation is repeatedly presented as something artists should 
develop.

This distinction is important because cultural entrepreneur-
ship is not a neutral or self-evident category. The Schumpeterian 
entrepreneur, for example, is conceptualized as an individual 
agent of innovation and economic development who creates new 
markets and economic value.&0) Such a model cannot simply be 
transferred to artistic work. Artists may organize their work, seek 
income, develop audiences and take risks, but these practices do 
not necessarily make economic growth, pro"t or market expan-
sion their primary objectives. Nor does the existence of entrepre-
neurial practices establish entrepreneurship as the appropriate 
identity or normative model for artists.

OUR FINDINGS instead suggest that entrepreneurship functions as 
a contested translation of artistic work into economic and policy 
terms. It is promoted as a solution to 
precariousness and limited public 
funding, but the conditions under 
which this solution is expected to 
operate are themselves politically 
produced. Cultural markets are not 
functioning commercial markets, but 
mixed and subsidized ones, in which 
artists combine grants, employment, 
self-employment, sales, private sup-
port and unpaid work.&04 Although an 
early ideal of cultural policy was to 
educate the masses in arts and culture 
so that they would become consumers on an art market there is 
no perfect market for arts and culture in the Nordic and Baltic 
countries. Rather, the ideas of CCI increasingly appear to refer to 
an imaginary market that struggles to materialize. The entrepre-
neurial ideal therefore sits uneasily within the actual institutional 
and economic conditions of artistic work. Digital platformization, 
streaming and generative AI further complicate an individualistic 
model of the entrepreneur by redistributing agency and value 
creation across platforms, technologies and networks.

Entrepreneurship and artistic autonomy
Across the four cases, we found a persistent tension between 
entrepreneurial expectations and artistic autonomy. Previous 
research does not suggest that artists uniformly reject entrepre-
neurship. Interest in entrepreneurial skills and practices has 
increased, particularly where public funding and stable em-
ployment are limited. In Finland, for example, younger artists 
appear more familiar with entrepreneurship and somewhat 
more positive towards it.&05 Yet studies also indicate that entre-
preneurial practices may be adopted pragmatically rather than 
as an a#rmative professional identity: entrepreneurship can 
be understood as one of the available ways of organizing work 
and income.&0,
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THIS DISTINCTION between entrepreneurship as practice and 
entrepreneurship as normative identity is central to our inter-
pretation of these developments. Artists may undertake entre-
preneurial activities without accepting the policy discourse that 
presents the entrepreneurial artist as an ideal. Conversely, being 
formally classi"ed as an entrepreneur may have consequences 
for social security and access to unemployment bene"ts, as doc-
umented in Sweden, Finland and Estonia. Such conditions can 
produce what has been described as compulsory entrepreneur-
ship: artists are encouraged or required to assume entrepreneur-
ial forms without necessarily acquiring the economic security 
associated with entrepreneurship.&0-

The relationship with artistic autonomy is consequently am-
bivalent. On the one hand, generating income independently of 
public funding can reduce artists’ dependence on policy priori-
ties and funding criteria. On the other hand, dependence on 
clients, markets and commercial demand may in.uence what 
artists create, for whom, and under what conditions. Entrepre-
neurship can thus function simultaneously as a possible source 

of independence and as a potential 
source of new forms of external 
control. The issue is therefore not 
whether entrepreneurship is inher-
ently compatible or incompatible 
with autonomy, but under what in-
stitutional and economic conditions 
particular entrepreneurial practices 
expand or constrain artists’ capacity 
to determine their work.

Our "ndings also show that the 
idea of artistic autonomy has not 
disappeared with the rise of cultural 

and creative industries policy. On the contrary, artistic unions, 
cultural-policy authorities and other actors in all four countries 
have continued to question the treatment of art as an industry 
and to emphasize the distinctive values of artistic work. This 
re.ects the longstanding modernist construction of the cultural 
"eld around artistic freedom and relative independence from 
economic values.&0( For more than two decades, cultural-policy 
debates and research in the four countries have repeatedly prob-
lematized marketization, thereby reasserting artistic autonomy 
as a policy concern.

AT THE SAME TIME, the conditions underpinning autonomy have 
become more fragile. Public funding cuts and the expectation 
that cultural markets can provide su#cient income weaken 
the positive freedom of artists to sustain themselves without 
depending on commercial success.&0' This reveals a central 
contradiction in contemporary cultural policy: artistic autono-
my may be formally a#rmed while the material conditions re-
quired to exercise it are increasingly shifted towards individual 
responsibility and market participation. Recent scholarship 
similarly calls for renewed attention to art and culture as valu-
able in their own right and to the lived conditions of creative 
workers.&&0

“ENTREPRENEURSHIP 
CAN THUS FUNCTION 

SIMULTANEOUSLY AS A 
POSSIBLE SOURCE OF 

INDEPENDENCE AND AS 
A POTENTIAL SOURCE 

OF NEW FORMS OF 
EXTERNAL CONTROL.”
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An unresolved and empirical relationship
The comparative perspective does not therefore reveal a simple 
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in Lithuania.

The contribution of this study is consequently not to estab-
lish a simple opposition between entrepreneurship and artistic 
autonomy. Instead, it demonstrates how entrepreneurship has 
been promoted as a policy solution and how this discourse has 
been translated into di!erent institutional contexts. Across the 
four cases, entrepreneurship remains only partially established 
as an artistic identity and cultural policy objective. Artists 
continue to combine governmental and private grants, employ-
ment, self-employment, commercial income and unpaid work, 
while the meaning and signi"cance of these practices remain 
contested.

Entrepreneurship should therefore be treated neither as an 
inherent characteristic of artists nor as a self-evident response to 
changing economic conditions. It is a politically and institutionally 
constructed category whose meanings and consequences must 
also be examined empirically. The key question for cultural policy 
is consequently not whether artists should become entrepreneurs, 
but how particular forms of entrepreneurialization reshape the 
economic, institutional and professional conditions of artistic 
work — and, ultimately, the possibilities for artistic autonomy. The 
tension between entrepreneurial expectations and artistic auton-
omy is thus not merely a temporary transition but an unresolved 
and constitutive feature of contemporary cultural policy. ≈
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