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Abstract
This article seeks to understand the main characteristics of a new kind of agents and the role 
they played in the transformation of creative industries and how they assume an entrepreneurial 
status, focusing on the most dynamic spaces of Buenos Aires cultural production fields. It starts by 
identifying some structural features of the Argentine’s middle class and the latest transformations 
experienced by this sector, focusing on the impact of the economic crisis of 2001–2. It then 
analyses in depth the professional paths of some producers who started their businesses within 
that economic and social context and achieved high levels of recognition. These producers 
represent a new and unique type of entrepreneur.
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In December 2001 Argentina was immersed in one of the deepest economic and institu-
tional crisis of its history. The crisis was the culmination of a process of decline of the 
economy and, particularly, of local manufacturing industry.1 However, even in that con-
text, cultural production and culture-related products and services were among the most 
active and thriving productive sectors. What is more, these industries showed an impres-
sive growth path right after 2001: between 2003 and 2008 alone, the creative industries 
experienced 68% growth in real terms, a growth rate higher than that of the economy of 
Buenos Aires as a whole during the same period (OIC, 2010: 11).

The creative industries that led this process were relatively new in the country. They 
developed during the 1990s at a time when traditional industries – such as textiles, 
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machinery and electronics – had severe difficulties adapting to the new conditions. For 
creative industries, two factors were decisive: the turn to stressing the symbolic value of 
their products and the emergence of a new type of agent, the creative entrepreneur. In 
fact, the in-rush of creative entrepreneurs brought a particular dynamism to the field.

These entrepreneurs are interesting for two reasons. First, they were a key factor in 
developing the cultural industries and giving them their relevance. At the same time, the 
type of innovative strategies developed by them distinguished them from traditional 
entrepreneurs as encountered in most classical economics literature: their investments 
were oriented to the creation of symbolic recognition rather than material gains and they 
were made in a context of extreme uncertainty about the present and the future.

We aim to describe the main features of these creative entrepreneurs to contribute to 
the comprehension of their impact on Argentinian creative industries. Seeking to provide 
a reading that should pave the way for further insights, we take Buenos Aires city, a 
dynamic global pole of design and cultural industries development, as its point of refer-
ence. We will focus on the most dynamic spaces of Buenos Aires’ cultural production 
fields, particularly on the paths of those entrepreneurs who currently boast high levels of 
recognition within the universe of creative industries at large.

Cultural and symbolic production spaces tend to celebrate the image of ‘artists’, ‘cre-
ators’ and ‘creative people’, and, subsequently, the ideas of success and product recogni-
tion within this sector have been ascribed to particular individuals. However, both the 
actions and their consequences should be analysed in the context of broader social pro-
cesses that exceed the individual scale. Cultural entrepreneurs make up a very heteroge-
neous group, each one being very different from the rest in terms of activities, products, 
career paths and strategies adopted to gain positions on the ground. Despite these differ-
ences, all these entrepreneurs share some common features that allow us to take them as 
a single subject of study. As will be shown, they all belong to the wide and diverse uni-
verse of the urban middle classes, and their successful careers are ascribed to an ‘entre-
preneurial spirit’ that exceeds their professional background. Finally, in the spaces of 
production, flow and consumption of cultural goods, both the local and global scales are 
intertwined, shaping the expectations of certain middle-class sectors and making sense 
of their behaviour.

The conclusions presented in this article are the result of a research work conducted 
in 2009–2011. The main objective was to understand the changes that occurred among 
the creative industries in Buenos Aires after the crisis of 2001–2. Focusing on six differ-
ent areas of production – publishing industry, record industry, film industry, fashion 
design, and advertising and marketing – the research sought to create a map of new pro-
ducers in each of these areas that had had their boom right after the crisis and showed 
significant differences from ‘traditional’ pre-existing producers. It was here that the fig-
ure of a professional entrepreneur emerged as central, and we were able to trace the 
profile of a new agent in the creative industries.2 We looked at statistical data within each 
area and conducted around 60 in-depth interviews. We also made ethnographic observa-
tions of major events in each area, and of producers’ ateliers and offices, in order to get 
a better understanding of the dynamics of production, the main actors and their trajecto-
ries, institutions, strategies of legitimization, and logics and strategies in the circulation 
of products.



Beltrán and Miguel 3

In the following section we identify the characteristics that make the type of entrepre-
neur we analyse in this paper unique, connecting them with the critical context of extreme 
uncertainty in which they made their decisions. Next, we describe the main features of 
the creative entrepreneurs, stressing what they all have in common: middle-class back-
ground, high valuation of formal education and the development of an entrepreneurial 
spirit. Finally, we show what distinguishes these entrepreneurs from others, suggesting 
some general learning on how strategies are constructed under high levels of uncertainty 
in the Global South.

The new creative entrepreneurs: innovating during a 
time of crisis

Although the notions of ‘entrepreneurship’ and ‘entrepreneurs’ occupy a relevant place 
in the economics literature, their theoretical foundations are still at a pre-paradigmatic 
stage. The main references are linked to the work of Schumpeter (2005 [1939]), who 
theorized more broadly on this specific issue. For him, the capacity to transform innova-
tions from theoretical inventions into practical goods is the key for economic growth. 
This, in turn, implies high economic risks that entrepreneurs should be willing to take. To 
this extent, entrepreneurship is essentially a creative activity as long as an entrepreneur 
is an innovator; entrepreneurs are business leaders and not merely capital owners 
(Manimala, 1999).

Other classical developments opened new debates about the concept of entrepreneur. 
If Schumpeter stressed the entrepreneurs’ capacity for innovation, for Knight (1921) and 
Drucker (1970) entrepreneurship is about taking risk. For them, the behaviour of entre-
preneurs reflects the kind of person willing to put their career and financial security on 
the line and take a risk in the name of an idea.

Other scholars followed Weber’s work ethic thesis and developed a cultural view. 
McClelland (1987) argues that socialization factors determine the need for achieve-
ment that eventually generates an entrepreneurial propensity. The potential for and 
the frequency of entrepreneurship has been shown to be associated to a greater or 
lesser extent with the occurrence of certain culture specific variables (Thomas and 
Mueller, 2002).

The creative entrepreneurs analysed in this article share some features with the 
entrepreneurs described by economics theories, but there are also significant differ-
ences. In line with these theories, they do indeed make innovations, creating new 
products and generating new markets. However, the economic risk they incur in 
doing this is reduced as the investments are made fundamentally in symbolic capital. 
Regarding the risk issue, while for traditional entrepreneurs uncertainty arises from 
ignorance of the market (because they are creating it), in Argentina uncertainty is 
derived from the context of crisis in which these creative entrepreneurs made their 
innovations and not only from the absence of prior information about the market. In 
fact, they made their decisions in a context in which most economic projections pre-
dicted a long-run crisis. Under these circumstances, there was no chance of trans-
forming uncertainty into risk (meaning, any chance of calculating the risk) as all 
norms and regulations were disputed.
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The Argentine crisis and the growth of cultural industries

During the 1990s, in a context marked by the implementation of a number of structural 
adjustment policies, Argentine industry was profoundly affected by a accentuation of the 
tendency to ‘de-industrialization’ initiated during the mid 1970s. Between 1974 and 
1995 the contribution of industry to the total GNP fell from 30% to 16.5% (Aspiazu  
et al., 2001).

Extreme self-regulation and self-expectations on the part of individuals went hand in 
hand with worsening life conditions as a result of the serious setbacks of manufacturing 
industry. In 1975, manufacturing industry accounted for 35% of urban jobs, by 2001 the 
figure had fallen to 16% (MECON, 2001).3 Therefore, when it comes to analysing the 
successful careers of the cultural entrepreneurs within the Argentine social framework, it 
is necessary to bear in mind the adverse social and economic conditions they have come 
up against (Miguel, 2010).

Even in this context, the creative industries showed a very positive performance. 
Between 2003 and 2008, these activities constituted 8.2% of the value added of the city 
of Buenos Aires, with an annual growth of 14%. Employment in the sector also increased 
during those years, with the creation of more than 60,000 new jobs. By 2009, creative 
industries represented almost 10% of the total employment in the city. The growth was 
simultaneously registered in the presence of creative goods and services in international 
commerce, with exports increasing five-fold between 2002 and 2009, from US$437 mil-
lion to more than US$2300 million (OIC, 2010: 10–12).

Since the increase in these activities, efforts have been made to account for the 
convergence of practical and conceptual arts (individual productions) and cultural 
industries (larger and commercial-scale productions), in a context of expansion of 
new information and communication technologies (ICTs) that boosted the circulation 
of symbolic goods (Caves, 2002; Hartley, 2005). These processes raised new ques-
tions as to the impact this global circulation of symbolic products, in the guise of 
global brands, would eventually have on the local sector (Lash and Lury, 2007). Also, 
there arose new questions about individuals who were starting their own businesses 
within the sector: What were their forms of production like? How was the job market 
organized? How did local policies affect creative production? How did these entre-
preneurs relate to the city they lived in?

The expansion of the Argentine creative industries coincided with a series of global 
transformations that redefined the position of the Global South and impacted on the early 
development of these industries. These transformations influenced their modes of pro-
duction and the introduction of new technologies and the spread of standardized organi-
zational modes (Castells, 2004) contributed to successful local entrepreneurial careers 
expanding on an international level. Access to digital technology made it possible for 
small companies with little original capital to go global. Also, developments in commu-
nications allowed new projects to be planned at a transnational scale right from scratch, 
and to be assessed according to their potential to become part of complex global net-
works (Rubinich and Miguel, 2011).

As far as demand is concerned, isomorphic processes (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991) 
have gradually shaped consumers so that they share similar tastes and are willing to pay 
for the same goods and services. These transformations allowed cultural industries to 
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gain access to global production circuits and to specialized market niches of consumers 
with ever-growing levels of expertise and sophistication.

These changes took place in the midst of an ideological context defined by Sennett 
(2006: 83–130) as ‘the culture of the new capitalism’. One of the more conspicuous fea-
tures of this new culture can be seen in the education and in the professional training 
fields: the ever-growing number of university students has resulted in large numbers of 
young adults who are educated but nonetheless unemployed, leading them to seek indi-
vidual development displaying high levels of self-discipline. This represents a specific 
kind of meritocracy in which ‘talents’ and potential capacities are constantly being 
assessed and in which comparisons between individuals become an extremely personal 
issue (see also Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005).

Many of the entrepreneurs that are subject of this article started their careers in an 
insecure context, moving from one project to another; having a job during the day to pay 
bills and then starting their ‘own job’. This strategy helped them to reduce the risk while 
they were building their names and their own brands. Far from the romantic idea of the 
cultural producer, there are strong traces of the neoliberal subject, marked by the idea of 
self-discipline that makes assume them full responsibility for individual success or 
failure.

Innovators or survivors? In search of the creative 
entrepreneur

Observing the paths of those agents counted among the ‘successful’ entrepreneurs of the 
creative industries (whether symbolic or economic) helps us to better understand one key 
aspect all of them share: the recognition of an ‘entrepreneurial spirit’. For these agents, 
their ‘success’ meant the persistence over time of their enterprises, the reputation and 
legitimation gained from peers and institutions (in the form of prizes, funding and con-
tests), as well as a broader social recognition through their presence in specialized media 
and in places and specific neighbourhoods in the city, in order to think about collective 
networks of creative production (Scott, 2006).

In this section we take the Buenos Aires’ clothing design industry, publishing houses, 
record labels, film industry, and advertising agencies and market research companies as 
paradigmatic case studies of the creative industries. We then identify a set of ‘paths 
towards success’ as well as the features that explain those paths. The six areas of produc-
tion show some common patterns as well as some key contrasting points, allowing us to 
trace a wider conception of the entrepreneurial spirit present in the creative industries.

Even though there is a common social background and similarities in the way entre-
preneurs developed their careers, there is not a single path. Relying on the fieldwork 
done on the Argentina’s creative industries, at least two typical paths were identified. On 
the one hand, there are those who are closer to the classic notion of entrepreneur: they 
managed to enhance the development of their enterprises and make a living out of them. 
On the other hand, there is a set of entrepreneurs who begin their enterprise as a hobby 
or something they do in parallel with other professional activities and keep it this way. 
For them, their enterprises are considered a means of expressing themselves in public but 
they continue to make a living from other occupations.
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Cultural entrepreneurs and middle-class belonging

The first common feature that comes to light is the fact that most entrepreneurs were 
born and raised in middle-class urban neighbourhoods. These individuals also share 
similar family backgrounds, with fresh recollections of immigrants climbing the social 
ladder, of careers being affected by economic crisis (1989 and 2001), and of struggling 
during long periods of economic recession (1982–1989 / 1998–2002). All these experi-
ences have taught them to be flexible and to adapt to changes.

The performance of cultural producers might be considered in a context of the con-
tinual deterioration of their economic and social conditions. These processes in fact 
posed a hard test for the Argentine middle classes. Not only were their social position, 
their incomes and their access to consumption at stake, but also their confidence in their 
own capacity to climb the social ladder, which put into question the historical myth of 
upward social mobility. The effects were clearly economic, but also had symbolic and 
identity consequences. The middle class itself as a category was redefined affecting a 
complex web of representations and symbols of belonging.

The impact of these changes can only be understood in the light of the predominant 
role played by the middle classes in Argentina’s society: in 1936 the middle classes 
accounted for 46% of Buenos Aires population, reaching 48% in 1947 (Germani 2010 
[1955]: 92–143). The upward trend of these sectors reached a turning point in 1975, 
when there emerged a process of wealth concentration among the upper classes. These 
trends became more pronounced during the 1990s. In 1974, upper middle classes 
accounted for 38% of the total population and mid-middle classes accounted for 40%, 
whereas in 2004 the upper middle classes accounted only for 10% of the population and 
mid-middle classes accounted for 19% (Adamovsky, 2009: 424–5).

A new chapter in this path of deterioration was opened in the 1990s, when the middle 
classes were severely affected by neoliberal policies. School and health privatization had a 
strong impact on the families’ budgets. Unemployment and worsening of work conditions 
brought more uncertainty regarding the future. However, these negative effects were not 
acknowledged until the 2001 crisis had already broken out. Two factors account for this. On 
the one hand, the economic stabilization after the hyperinflation of 1989, as well as the increase 
in consumer credit in the early 1990s made for a consumption boom that was perceived as a 
sign of prosperity. Thanks to the currency policy of ‘1 peso equal to 1 dollar’, Argentina’s 
middle classes were able to buy imported goods and to travel abroad. On the other hand, the 
economic reforms did not affect all of the middle classes; a rather small but nonetheless sym-
bolically significant portion of their members were among the ‘winners’ of that decade.4

Subsequently, consumption became a differentiating element, signalling the distinc-
tion between the soaring sectors of the middles classes and those others who were gradu-
ally being marginalized. For those on the rise, access to certain consumer products not 
only helped them establish distinctions with regard to the less privileged but also granted 
them access to global trends and products. Shopping malls, sophisticated and ‘ethnic’ 
food, international shows, exclusive parties, brand-name clothes, hi-tech cell phones, 
holidays abroad became icons of the 1990s decade.

The crisis of 2001 meant the fall of massive portions of the middle classes into the 
ranks of the ‘new poor’.5 At the same time, ostentation and waste ceased to be well 
regarded, and subsequently some circuits of consumption had to be changed. It is in the 
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light of this tension that we need to analyse the careers of the creative entrepreneurs, 
since they are members of those ‘expert’ consumers who started to produce symbolic 
distinction products for the local market while they themselves were creating those new 
markets.6

Education as a must: the professionalization of creativity

Despite these profound transformations, there were some portions of the middle classes 
that did manage to resist, and some others that have even consolidated their positions. 
University studies continued to be hold in high respect by them as a means of self-
improvement and a class attribute. This is highly significant due to the fact that, from 
their very beginning as a stratum of society, the middle classes have always regarded 
culture (university titles in particular) as being part of their identity. Middle-class biog-
raphies have their roots in vivid recollections of immigrants climbing the social ladder 
by means of education.

During the 1990s, the education system was on the wane, particularly in primary and 
secondary schools. With regard to the universities, education quality did suffer, but none-
theless there developed a specialization process aimed at bestowing new credentials and 
new degrees in new ever-growing specific fields. Education continued to be a tool for 
young students to self-improve and to climb the social ladder (Miguel, 2010). This asser-
tion is supported by the number of university applications submitted during the years 
2001–2, the worst period of the crisis. In a context of economic recession and institu-
tional discredit, the number of applications submitted to the Universidad de Buenos 
Aires (Argentina’s most important university attended by 300,000 students) stayed the 
same, and there were some ‘creative’ degrees, such as fashion design, which received 
even more applications than ever before.

Despite the education crisis, almost all these entrepreneurs put great value on educa-
tion. They still consider professional training and public university as the best way to 
climb the social ladder (Adamovsky, 2009). Generally speaking, they come from fami-
lies in which at least one parent had graduated from university and that supported their 
decision to bet on studying for a degree, although they might have preferred their chil-
dren to study for more traditional degrees.

The strong professional training of many of these individuals, which has been the key 
to their success, proves the existence of an ever-growing professionalizing process within 
the creative fields (McRobbie, 1998; Power and Scott, 2004). Their access to cultural 
industries, where creative and imaginative skills are highly regarded, was gradually sup-
ported and legitimated by university degrees, although final recognition continued to be 
more dependent on subjective assessments of ‘talents’.

In this regard, professional development was not limited to obtaining university 
degrees but more of a constant heterogeneous process carried out in different training 
circumstances. In the case of clothing design, the university degree is not only a space for 
professional training but also a space to make acquaintances and to develop the skills 
needed to face challenges and obstacles that exceed the curricula. The first graduates 
regarded themselves as members of a thriving group – first as students, then as designers/
businessmen – in a relentless quest for self-improvement. The fact of having attended the 
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same institution (mostly the University of Buenos Aires) allowed them to start collective 
projects to show their designs. Then, as entrepreneurs, they started their labels with a 
retrospective view, where the main objective was working in design rather than becom-
ing entrepreneurs (Miguel, 2010). From 2000 to 2005 more than 150 stores were opened 
and small-firm labels were created in the city of Buenos Aires, concentrated in the neigh-
bourhood of Palermo which became an icon of design and fashion.

This is also true for film production, where the fact of having attended certain educa-
tional institutions had a strong influence on graduates’ access to the job market. There 
were many directors who profited from these institutions to become acquainted with 
certain cinema production companies and international circuits that allowed them to start 
their professional careers. Some of them eventually moved on to run their own projects. 
So, between 2000 and 2010, 279 film production companies (most of them of small size) 
were opened in Buenos Aires. Professionalization was also a key for the development of 
entrepreneurial initiatives. For instance, after making his first films independently, in 
2002, supported by the National Council for Cinematographic Arts and by the private 
University of Cinema, Pablo Trapero started his own production company, Matanza cine, 
and began to produce films, short movies and telefilms. Likewise, in 1995 Daniel Burman 
created BDCine, a small production firm that also produces young directors (see Azar 
and Masera Lew in Rubinich and Miguel, 2011).

In these cases, it is not just ‘experience’ that matters but also being able to legitimate 
that experience by means of university degrees and certificates. In fact, these careers 
usually show: (a) successful results in prizes and contests; (b) postgraduate studies 
abroad or internships and jobs in local companies as the final step of their training; (c) 
joint projects and businesses run collectively by producers and intermediaries in order to 
bring their products and symbolic concepts to wider audiences.

A different pattern can be traced in other areas such as publishing and the record 
industry. In these cases, even if the entrepreneurs have a college degree, the whole activ-
ity has an artisanal way of production, and very few of the entrepreneurs make a living 
from their cultural activity. Rather, they complement their incomes with other jobs and 
their activities on the creative enterprises are seen as an investment, stressing the impor-
tance of keeping certain independence from the mainstream industry.

In the case of publishing industry, from an average of 50 million copies produced 
between 1994 and 1998, production increased after 2001 crisis reaching more than 97 
million copies in 2008. During this period a new category of ‘micro-publishers’ started 
to grow. In a market that had been controlled by a few publishers, they represent a drastic 
change for the industry. Publishers with revenues below US$250,000 today represent 
65% of the market share, while those whose revenues are less than US$25,000 represent 
45% of the total (Vanoli and Saferstein in Rubinich and Miguel, 2011). A small group 
among these entrepreneurs introduced the idea of ‘bibliodiversity’, meaning not only a 
diversification of the variety from the supply side but also looking for a type of edition 
‘carefully designed, independent, respectful with the intellectual content and the style 
and with stress on the value of the literary culture’ (EDINAR, 2010).

Record labels are still less institutionalized and the logic of independence emerges 
from the motivations of producers to initiate their activities. ‘Experimentation’ and the 
‘quest’ for new sounds, as opposed to the ‘comfort’ of genres, as well as the close contact 
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with artists in the absence of bureaucratic structures, are the hallmarks that distinguish 
them from the big companies. With the creation of more than 50 firms between 1998 and 
2009, the ‘independent record labels’ developed their autonomy and rules of production, 
and by 2004 had consolidated a specific culture of production capable of legitimating 
new artists and of internationalizing their production (Negus, 1996).

Interestingly, their success, in the context of the global recession of the record indus-
try, was based on the investment in the symbolic value of their records and the their 
particular connection with (and recognitionof the potential of) the artists. There is an 
imperative to ‘create a scene’ for those new upcoming artists, so the record label entre-
preneurs also are related to the management of musical events, festivals and venues, as 
well as creating magazines or blogs for diffusion of their products. Many labels, such as 
Oui Oui Records, have the aim of creating a new space for artistic expression, by break-
ing with the conditions defined for the market by the big companies, and reconciling art 
with industry, introducing a new concept with regard to the meaning of the ‘business’ 
(see Vecino in Rubinich and Miguel, 2011).

Among the six areas of production analysed, two patterns were identified. In the case 
of those who see their enterprises as a means of making a living, professionalization is 
key. On the other hand, among those who developed their enterprises in parallel with 
other activities, titles are less important. For both of groups, however, symbolic invest-
ments are central to their strategies and access to higher education works as a way of 
legitimizing them.

The entrepreneurial spirit

The transformations suffered by the middle classes might be taken, then, as the starting 
point in the analysis of the entrepreneurial spirit that, throughout the last decade, has 
paved the way for many successful paths within the creative industries. The pioneers 
were part of the middle classes who, despite being hit by the crisis, still regarded educa-
tion, degrees and certificates as the best way to improve their life conditions. Their paths 
have been marked by a local differentiating process that has had two different effects on 
them: it inspired them with a feeling of being on the edge of falling into the ranks of the 
‘new poor’, and it inspired them with a sense of belonging to a new group of refined and 
global consumers.

Most fashion designers considered here, for example, set up their own companies, in 
many cases as a response to the impossibility of getting a job. Their first steps were 
marked by low investments and strong personal efforts. Their struggles to gain their own 
spaces and their quest for self-improvement are totally independent and not in the least 
businesslike. Becoming businessmen was not an end in itself but their only way to put 
into practice what they had learnt at school and to practise their professions (McRobbie, 
1998).

This phenomenon can also be found in other creative industries in different degrees, 
depending on their level of economic and symbolic development (Du Gay, 2002). Small 
record companies, for instance, are significant examples of emerging companies run by 
people with different education backgrounds who do not expect this activity to be their 
main source of income. Such are the cases of Alberto and Jorge, owners of small record 
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labels. Having attended System Analysis courses at the Universidad Tecnológica 
Nacional, Alberto gradually developed his own company while working for an oil com-
pany. Dropping out of Literature courses, Jorge developed his own record label in the 
spare time left after his work in a non-governmental organization. Similar are the cases 
of small publishers who, having attended Literature courses at the university, have 
resorted to teaching, journalism and creative writing workshops to support their busi-
ness projects.

Completely different is the case of advertising, where the volume of business is higher 
within a more complex organizational universe (Nixon, 2003). Even though, in the case 
of Buenos Aires, there is a growing range of small agencies called boutiques, which have 
eventually become a kind of particular market niche, where the entrepreneurs develop 
their business strategies based on a fluent contact with clients and exploiting the idea of 
an agency ‘run by its owners’. Even if they may be associated with international corpora-
tions, the idea of individual entrepreneurs running small agencies is pictured as ‘more 
creative’ by default (see Miguel and Galimberti in Rubinich and Miguel, 2011).

Of course this group of entrepreneurs is not homogeneous, but apart from a few 
exceptions and the expected particularities of each unique and individual career, all these 
features can be traced in the so-called ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ associated with the prevail-
ing ideologies and discourses of the 1990s, which praised certain values, such as inde-
pendence, entrepreneurial skills and efficiency. This spirit would eventually prove 
essential to producers when they decided to bet on their own projects despite the adverse 
economic context.

The heritage of the 1990s can be easily spotted in these paths. Although some of these 
entrepreneurs have grouped themselves in institutions, most have run their independent 
businesses on their own. Success and failure were experienced as personal processes that 
were part of a broader social phenomenon. In some of the paths we have analysed, suc-
cess emphasized this individualistic feeling. Recognition has allowed the entrepreneurs 
to stand out among the receding middle classes and among their peers and competitors.

As far as the ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ is concerned, an essential element in the careers 
of Argentine cultural entrepreneurs has been their capacity to identify and grasp oppor-
tunities. This skill, which has allowed them to spot the market niches emerging in the 
aftermath of global and local transformations throughout the 1990s, and the local crisis 
of 2001–2, has itself been one of the consequences of this adverse context. Given the 
impossibility of obtaining traditional jobs, these middle-class agents were forced to find 
themselves new alternatives for self- and professional improvement.

It is in the light of this adverse social context that the entrepreneur’s bet on ‘risky’ 
paths makes sense. In a context of extreme uncertainty, no option appeared safer than any 
other. Therefore, people started to consider alternative career paths, driven by their own 
desires and not by the prospects of getting a job. This has been the case for many entre-
preneurs from the middle classes, which historically have been reluctant to assume risks. 
In most of these cases, the individual project was developed together with some other 
more traditional job that provided a ‘safe source of income’.

While opportunity-spotting and the willingness to assume risks are common features 
shared by these creative entrepreneurs and by the typical classic businessmen 
(Schumpeter, 2005 [1939]), it is the nature of the capital of the former that makes their 
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case unique. Indeed, the careers of creative entrepreneurs were marked by the reduced 
amount of capital invested. Their investments were more significant in symbolic terms 
than in financial ones. However, while creativeness, imagination and inventiveness are 
highly regarded attributes within these universes of production, spontaneous creative-
ness often clashed with professionalizing processes. In fact, individual distinction based 
on charisma, sensitiveness, talent and gift still prevails in all these careers. What the 
professional training introduced was structured ways of doing things, which standard-
ized and legitimated the forms of production. This professionalizing process helped pro-
ducers to dialogue and exchange experiences with other colleagues from distant places, 
and at the same time it adds to their belief in education. It also conferred them a feeling 
of ‘security’, as they continued to regard university degrees as more reliable credentials 
than mere ‘talent’.

Creative entrepreneurs: a different type of 
entrepreneurship?

The transformations introduced in the 1990s negatively affected businessmen from 
almost every private sector.7 As it has been noted, just a few businesses with specific 
characteristics were numbered among the ‘winners’ of that decade: (a) those that bene-
fited from natural comparative advantages and state protectionism (Etchemendy, 2001); 
(b) multinational corporations; and (c) local companies that were able to make innova-
tions and/or to absorb the spillover effect from foreign subsidiaries (Chudnovsky et al., 
2004).

Middle-class creative entrepreneurs with investments in creative industries account 
for a fourth case, namely non-traditional industries related to cultural and creative prod-
ucts with high symbolic added value. In this particular case, their success lies in having 
adopted creativity as a way of adding value, and in having introduced innovations that 
lent new significance to existing products.

It is creativeness used as a strategy that explains the path followed by a set of entre-
preneurs who benefited from not having any traditional mental or organizational burdens 
in order to gain the high ground in their fields (Beltrán, 2009). Compared to what has 
been the case in traditional companies, the decision-making process among the entrepre-
neurs was far less institutionalized, leading to more flexible and adaptive capacities. In a 
context in which urgent solutions were needed to cope with adverse situations, the deci-
sions taken by these entrepreneurs were strongly influenced by their own past experi-
ences, their insights into the country’s situation, as well as by different interpretive 
frames.

Therefore, the strategies they followed cannot be understood only in the light of their 
lack of organizational rigidity. We need also to pay attention to the fact their members 
belonged to middle classes on the wane, with almost no previous experience in the world 
of business. This ‘entrepreneurial spirit’, developed in their practices, represents the 
individual responses of a group of agents which, under the influence of a locus marked 
by a critical context, took the form of a collective response: actions taken by a social 
class on the wane, based on some class values and beliefs as the main way to climb the 
social ladder – that is, thorugh education and professionalization.
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Final remarks

When it comes to analysing cultural consumption, most authors have considered it nec-
essary to focus on the middle classes as the best way to approach the issue. Throughout 
the last century, these social segments have gradually become key players in setting the 
trends of cultural consumption. To them, having access to certain products has always 
been a way to display their belonging to the middle classes and to show signs of distinc-
tion, especially in times of general economic prosperity.

In this piece of research, the focus has been displaced in order to analyse both cultural 
industries and social classes from the supply point of view. In doing this, we sought to work 
out the logic behind the transformations experienced by these industries from 1990 up to 
the present, partly as a result of the innovative, creative and dynamic actions taken by a 
group of young entrepreneurs. The middle classes, therefore, are not approached as passive 
consumers of cultural products but as members of a social sector that have actively taken 
part in these transformations, following their own social codes. It is in connection with 
these processes that we have set out to analyse the strategies developed by those agents 
assuming the role of entrepreneurs within the field of the cultural industries.

In a very short time, these emerging entrepreneurs have managed to create their own 
institutions and their own formal and informal networks, transcending their own limits 
and obtaining recognition and legitimacy. It is a process in which creative producers 
have come up against many a hurdle in their quest for success, eventually making it 
against all odds.

According to rational choice theory, actors objectively assess their actions from 
scratch when they have to face new situations. However, when looking at the actions 
carried out by these entrepreneurs during the 1990s, the theory did not suffice to account 
for their rationale. Far from being properly assessed, their actions were mostly driven by 
a feeling of belonging to the middle classes and by their previous experiences. These 
previous experiences would eventually shape the strategies and tactics of the entrepre-
neurs (Swidler, 1986), organizing them according to a relational logic (Bourdieu, 1990). 
Class and field experiences have provided them not only with ‘business’ knowledge but 
also with prospects to develop the new strategies that bring about a wholly new situation 
(Macy, 1989).

The influence of previous experiences on these careers is essential when it comes to 
understanding certain actions that, far from being the result of rational assessments of 
costs and benefits, appear to be mere irrational responses. However, this apparent irratio-
nality is not the result of a sudden fit of individual rebelliousness but a thoughtful strat-
egy based on values and resources accumulated by the middle classes throughout their 
history. These values and visions have shaped the choices of these entrepreneurs, not 
only by defining what were the suitable options to choose from but also by setting the 
criteria that should govern their future choices (Vaughan, 1996). It is to this extent that 
the notion of class has an explanatory value, because it worked as frame of reference for 
the definition of individuals’ options.

The actions of these entrepreneurs were also highly influenced by certain pro-
cesses and feelings that can be regarded as the 1990s heritage, namely indepen-
dence from government and mistrust of its institutions, extreme individualism, 



Beltrán and Miguel 13

self-responsibility and globalism. The entrepreneurs had actually borne in mind all 
these inherited feelings and processes when they were planning their access to the 
job market during the crisis of the late 1990s. Moreover, coming from middle 
classes, they have always regarded education as the best way to climb the social 
ladder. According to Snow (2004), action frames are sets of articulated and elabo-
rated beliefs that make sense of a group activity. Creative entrepreneurs’ decisions, 
then, were framed by their past experiences and social belonging. The frames focus 
attention by specifying what is ‘in’ and what is ‘out’; they articulate the elements of 
the scene, stressing one possible meaning over others; and they transform the way 
elements are seen or understood.

Later on, in 2003, when there appeared the first signs of economic recovery, these 
processes eventually became the basis for production and circulation of cultural prod-
ucts. The consumption recovery fuelled the expansion of these entrepreneurs both in 
local and international markets. Within this new context, previous experience and learn-
ing became highly appreciated assets in the market: Argentine creative entrepreneurs 
were now able to present themselves as experts in handling situations of extreme 
uncertainty.

By carrying out innovative actions, these entrepreneurs have emphasized the impor-
tance of symbolic content as the main added value of their products. This allowed them 
not only to turn knowledge into resources, but also to start business projects with very 
low initial capital. Their main investment was symbolic, and this obliged them to build 
strong contacts and networks of acquaintances in order to collectively set the trends and 
legitimate (in the media) the work of all the members of the network. The type of net-
works created during the early stages of the process was key for the positioning of the 
creative entrepreneurs. There are two types of networks: the tight, small networks built 
among producers and the loose, weak ties constructed with other actors (such as institu-
tions and media) that gave the smaller network support (Granovetter, 1983; Howell, 
1997). Despite having very low production costs (financially speaking, because their 
social and symbolic costs were very significant), intangible assets granted the entrepre-
neurs a lot of symbolic capital that eventually could be turned into economic capital 
(Bourdieu, 1984).

In a context in which extreme uncertainty was par for the course, these entrepreneurs 
set partially aside financial criteria and developed a new kind of entrepreneurial strategy 
which responded to subjective criteria and which was aimed at producing those things 
that, despite the context of general upheaval, still boasted legitimacy and prestige. These 
educated middle-class young adults still cherished all those areas related to culture and 
aesthetic and creative expressions. Subsequently, they account for a new different kind 
of entrepreneur, who is used to taking decisions on symbolic grounds and in contexts of 
extreme uncertainty. If, as Weber stated, classical business behaviour could be defined by 
rational assessment leading to predictable actions, the behaviour of this type of entrepre-
neur does not match that definition at all.

Funding

This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial of 
not-for-profit sectors.



14 International Journal of Cultural Studies 0(0)

Notes

1 The Convertibility Program established a fixed exchange rate of 1 peso per US dollar, affect-
ing industrial competitiveness and resulting in economic recession. In January 2002 the 
exchange policy came to an end: the peso was devalued in the context of a severe economic, 
social and political crisis.

2 The methodology was decided upon, and the situation analysis of the six areas of production 
was carried out, by nine researchers from the School of Social Sciences at the University of 
Buenos Aires working in close cooperation. The research team included specialists in each 
area, and was made up of: Paula Miguel, Hernán Vanoli, Ezequiel Saferstein, Martín Azar, 
Martina Masera Lew, Diego Vecino, Matías Galimberti, Pedro Orden and Walter González.

3 This meant the loss of more than 2 million jobs (in a country with a population of 40 mil-
lion people) during the 1990s and a downturn in real wages of 27% compared to those of the 
1976–80 period (Damill, 2005).

4 This differentiating process produced, on the one hand, the ‘new poor’, who, despite having 
certain levels of education and middle-class backgrounds, had been severely hit by soaring 
unemployment and work instability (Minujin and Kessler, 1995). On the other hand, there 
were members of the same middle classes who had ‘won’ and could display this in particular 
aspects of their lifestyle (Svampa, 2001; Wortman, 2003).

5 In 2002 poverty assessed on the basis of incomes was in the region of 50%.
6 According to the notion of ‘critical moment’ developed by Bourdieu (1988), a crisis is a 

turning point that causes an effect of ‘provisory indecisiveness of [the] possible’, meaning 
that all predictions are left in suspense while time virtually stops and there is the feeling that 
‘anything is possible’, ‘anything might happen’.

7 During the 1990s more than 16,000 companies officially went into liquidation, 50% more 
than those registered during the previous decade (MECON, 2001).

References

Adamovsky E (2009) Historia de la clase media argentina: apogeo y decadencia de una ilusión 
1919–2003. Buenos Aires: Planeta.

Aspiazu A, Basualdo E and Schorr M (2005) La industria argentina durante los años noventa: 
profundización y consolidación de los rasgos centrales de la dinámica sectorial post-sustitu-
tiva. Available at: http://www.flacso.org.ar/uploaded_files/Publicaciones/Azpiazu.Basualdo.
Schorr_Industria.Argentina90.pdf (September 2012).

Beltrán G (2009) Empresarios culturales: toma de decisión y estrategias de innovación en el campo 
de las industrias culturales. In: XXVIII International Congress of the Latin American Studies 
Association. Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 11–14 June.

Boltanski L and Chiapello E (2005) The New Spirit of Capitalism. London: Verso.
Bourdieu P (1984) Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste. Cambridge, MA: Har-

vard University Press.
Bourdieu P (1988) Homo Academicus. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Bourdieu P (1990) The Logic of Practice. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Castells M (2004) The Network Society: A Cross-cultural Perspective. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.
Caves RE (2002) Creative Industries: Contracts between Art and Commerce. Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press.
Chudnovsky D, López A, Pupato G and Rossi G (2004) Sobreviviendo en la Convertibilidad. Inno-

vación, empresas transnacionales y productividad en la industria manufacturera. Desarrollo 
Económico 44(175): 365–395.



Beltrán and Miguel 15

Damill M (2005) La política económica: del viejo al nuevo endeudamiento. In: Suriano J (ed.) 
Nueva historia argentina: dictadura y democracia (1976–2001). Buenos Aires: Sudamericana.

DiMaggio P and Powell W (eds) (1991) The New Institutionalism in Organizational Analysis. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Drucker P (1970) Technology, Management and Society. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Business 
Review Press.

Du Gay P and Pryke M (2002) Cultural Economy: Cultural Analysis and Commercial Life. Lon-
don: Sage.

EDINAR (2010) Home page. Available at: http://www.edinar.com.ar (accessed July 2010).
Etchemendy S (2001) Construir coaliciones reformistas: la política de las compensaciones en el 

camino argentino hacia la liberalización económica. Desarrollo Económico 40(160): 675–706.
Germani G (2010 [1955]) Gino Germani: la sociedad en cuestión – antología comentada. Buenos 

Aires: CLACSO/IIGG, UBA.
Granovetter M (1983) The strength of weak ties: a network theory revisited. Sociological Theory 

1: 201–223.
Hartley J (2005) Creative Industries. Malden, MA: Blackwell.
Howell N (1997) Understanding simple social structure: kinship units and ties. In Wellman B and 

Berkowitz SD (eds) Social Structures: A Network Approach. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, pp. 62–83.

Knight F (1921) Risk, Uncertainty and Profit. New York: Hart, Schaffner & Marx.
Lash S and Lury C (2007) Global Culture Industry. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Macy M (1989) Walking out of social traps: a stochastic learning model for the prisoners’ dilemma. 

Rationality and Society 1: 197–219.
Manimala M (1999) Entrepreneurial Policies and Strategies: The Innovator’s Choice. London: 

Sage.
McClelland DC (1987) Characteristics of successful entrepreneurs. Journal of Creative Behavior 

21(3): 219–233.
McRobbie A (1998) British Fashion Design: Rag Trade or Image Industry? London: Routledge.
MECON (Ministerio de Economía y Finanzas Públicas) (2001) Informe económico anual 2001. 

Buenos Aires: MECON.
Miguel P (2010) Creatividad y éxito en un contexto adverso. La paradójica conformación del 

campo de producción de diseño de indumentaria en la ciudad de Buenos Aires (2000–2005). 
Doctoral dissertation, Universidad de Buenos Aires.

Minujin A and Kessler G (1995) La nueva pobreza en Argentina. Buenos Aires: Planeta.
Negus K (1996) Popular Music in Theory: An Introduction. Middletown, CT: Wesleyan Univer-

sity Press.
Nixon S (2003) Advertising Cultures: Gender, Commerce, Creativity. London: Sage.
OIC (Observatorio de Industrias Creativas) (2010) Anuario 2009: industrias creativas de la ciu-

dad de Buenos Aires. Buenos Aires: GCBA.
Power D and Scott AJ (2004) Cultural Industries and the Production of Culture. London: Rout-

ledge.
Rubinich L and Miguel P (eds) (2011) 0110: creatividad, economía y cultura en la ciudad de 

Buenos Aires 2001–2010. Buenos Aires: Aurelia Rivera.
Schumpeter JA (2005 [1939]) Business Cycles: A Theoretical, Historical, and Statistical Analysis 

of the Capitalist Process. Eastford, CT: Martino Publishing.
Scott AJ (2006) Geography and Economy. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Sennett R (2006) The Culture of the New Capitalism. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Snow D (2004) Framing, processes, ideology, and discursive fields. In: Snow D, Soule S and Kriesi H 

(eds) The Blackwell Companion to Social Movements. Oxford: Blackwell, pp. 380–412.



16 International Journal of Cultural Studies 0(0)

Svampa M (2001) Los que ganaron: la vida en los countries y barrios privados. Buenos Aires: 
Editorial Biblos.

Swidler A (1986) Culture in Action: Symbols and Strategies. American Sociological Review 51(2): 
273–286.

Thomas A and Mueller S (2002) A case for comparative entrepreneurship: assessing the relevance 
of culture. Journal of International Business Studies 31(2): 287–301.

Vaughan D (1996) The Challenger Launch Decision: Risky Technology, Culture, and Deviance at 
NASA. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Wortman A (ed.) (2003) Pensar las clases medias: consumos culturales y estilos de vida urbanos 
en la Argentina de los noventa. Buenos Aires: La Crujía Ediciones.

Gastón J. Beltrán has a PhD in Social Sciences, and is a teacher and researcher at the 
School of Social Sciences, University of Buenos Aires/CONICET. His work is mainly 
focused on economic sociology and sociology of organizations.

Paula Miguel has a PhD in Social Sciences, and is Professor of Sociology at the School of 
Architecture, Urbanism and Design, University of Buenos Aires. Her research work is 
focused on symbolic production and the cultural dimensions of economy.




