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Article

Aspiring writers and appraisal
devices under market uncertainty

Henrik Fürst
Department of Sociology, Mälardalen University, Västerås, Sweden

Abstract
Aspiring artists are uncertain about how their work’s quality will be evaluated by gatekeepers
on artistic markets. Learning to evaluate the quality of one’s work and its prospects on the
artistic market is central to artistic careers, yet often overlooked in research. An analysis of 47
interviews with aspiring writers in Sweden shows that they use what in this article is coined
appraisal devices to deal with this market uncertainty. Appraisal devices offer trusted and
knowledgeable appraisals of their work’s chances of success and failure on the artistic market.
Appraisals from assessors become appraisal devices when assessors are trusted and seen as
knowledgeable about how works are evaluated on the artistic market and are able to produce
such evaluations. Appraisals from competitions become appraisal devices when the writer sees
the evaluation as reflecting how the writer’s work will be evaluated on the artistic market. In
contrast to judgment devices, which take the perspective of cultural consumption, appraisal
devices take the perspective of cultural production. Aspiring artists use appraisal devices to
deal with the uncertainty of their chances of success on the artistic market.

Keywords
Appraisal device, judgment device, quality uncertainty, aspiration, assessor, competition,
literary career, cultural production

Introduction

Aspiring artists are uncertain about how the quality of their creative work will be evaluated by gate-

keepers to artistic markets. For fiction writers, this uncertainty exists because of the general lack of

objective evaluative standards for evaluating the quality of fiction (Anheier and Gerhards, 1991:

812–813; Menger, 2014: 4). Aspiring writers trying to publish their first book often do not know how

publishing houses evaluate the quality of manuscripts and so face uncertainty about whether their own

creative work is of the ‘right’ quality to be selected.
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Email: henrik.furst@mdh.se

Acta Sociologica
1–13

ª The Author(s) 2018
Reprints and permissions:

sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav
DOI: 10.1177/0001699317749285

journals.sagepub.com/home/asj

https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/0001699317749285
http://journals.sagepub.com/home/asj
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F0001699317749285&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-01-09


The article asks how writers deal with the tension between their aspiration to be published for the first

time and their uncertainty over whether their work is of the right quality to be selected in a publishing

market. The publishing market entails a two-sided matching process between writers as sellers of

cultural goods and gatekeepers, in the form of publishers, as potential buyers of cultural goods. The

article aims to provide a conceptual understanding of how artists handle the tension between their own

aspirations and market uncertainty. This tension is important to study as it is central throughout cultural

industries, since aspirations to succeed on artistic markets are abundant and quality uncertainty is a

defining characteristic of cultural industries (Caves, 2000: 6–7), artistic markets, and artistic careers

(Menger, 2014: 4). To conceptually understand uncertainty and aspiration in these situations brings new

light to the workings of cultural industries.

These situations of uncertainty are novel, prone to change, or shaped by a crisis, making it difficult to

calculate the probability of a particular outcome, while in situations of risk it is possible to make such

calculations (Knight, 1921). Hence, aspiring writers are unable to determine their own chances of

success and risks of failure in their efforts to be selected. Akerlof (1970) elaborates on this type of

market situation conditioned by uncertainty in the example of the market for buying used cars. There is

asymmetrical information between seller and buyer: the buyer does not know the quality of the car until

it is bought. As Beckert (2016) shows, when economic decision-making is conditioned by uncertainty,

people need to act as if the future is more certain than it actually is, turning uncertainty into risk and

thereby making the chances for success or failure calculable.

To deal with the tension between aspiration and market uncertainty, aspiring artists come to rely on

what I call appraisal devices. The concept appraisal device and the associated framework are able to

capture the way the market uncertainty is handled by artists aspiring to succeed in such markets.

Appraisal devices reduce uncertainty about how the market will assess the quality of artists’ work by

creating knowledge about this quality that gives artists cognitive support in their efforts to make

reasonable decisions about courses of action by turning uncertainty into risk. The concept of appraisal

devices supplements sociologist Lucien Karpik’s (2010) concept of judgment devices; the two concepts

mirror one another; here I develop the idea of appraisal devices from Karpik’s own conceptual apparatus.

Appraisal devices focus on cultural production and cultural producers’ perspectives on their own pros-

pects of success or failure in an uncertain artistic market. Judgment devices focus on cultural consump-

tion and cultural consumers’ perspectives on existing cultural goods of uncertain quality on consumers

markets. This extension makes it possible to understand the handling of quality uncertainty from the

perspective of producers, while attaching the concept of appraisal device to a powerful theoretical

framework for the analysis of quality uncertainty.

There is a general lack of knowledge about how artists themselves handle the tension between, on one

hand, their aspiration to have their work selected by gatekeepers in the creative industries and, on the

other hand, their uncertainty over whether their work is of the right quality to be selected. By focusing on

this tension, the article advances research on uncertainty and artists in three ways. First, most research on

uncertainty and artists has focused on how artists deal with economic uncertainty. For example,

researchers have shown that artists use insurance devices, such as multiple jobs, to deal with economic

uncertainty in their artistic careers (Lahire, 2010; Menger, 1999, 2014). Established creative artists

persist under precarious working conditions because they enjoy being creative, enjoy the status awarded

by their position, and have the necessary entrepreneurial skills to get new work (McRobbie, 2016). The

appraisal device concept makes it possible to study the uncertainty artistic careers in a new light: to ask

how aspiring artists deal with uncertainty about the quality of their work and its chances of being

selected by gatekeepers on the artistic market. Second, most studies of artistic careers, and literary

careers in particular, have focused on published authors (De Nooy, 1991; Ekelund and Börjesson,

2002, 2005; Janssen, 1998; Van Dijk, 1999; Van Rees and Vermunt, 1996); research usually begins

with the first credit (Ekelund and Börjesson, 2002, 2005; Janssen, 1998; Van Dijk, 1999; Van Rees and

Vermunt, 1996). Research on other artistic careers, such as those of actors (Zuckerman et al., 2003) and

film composers (Faulkner, 1983), show the same pattern. This study makes an empirical contribution by
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focusing on the often-overlooked population of aspiring writers, who cannot use a track record of

published books to handle uncertainty. Third, to fully understand artistic aspiration and uncertainty,

research must take into account both success and failure. Previous research, however, has tended to focus

on either successes (e.g. Ekelund and Börjesson, 2002; Janssen, 1998) or failures (e.g. Stoyanova and

Grugulis, 2012). By contrast, this research includes both successes and failures throughout aspiring

writers’ literary careers. In sum, this article contributes to the literature on artistic careers not only by

developing the concept of appraisal devices, but also by shifting perspective from economic uncertainty

to artistic uncertainty and by sampling both those who have succeeded and those who have failed in their

artistic career.

The shift of perspective embodied in the appraisal device concept opens up a vast area of possible

new research. This article develops this concept using a case study of aspiring writers who deal with the

aforementioned tension that is central throughout the cultural industries to showcase the use of the

appraisal device concept in an empirical investigation. Before the case is presented, I will introduce how

the concept of appraisal device relates to the literature on quality uncertainty and cultural production.

The case is presented by highlighting the characteristics of trade publishing in Sweden and the methods

used for collecting and analyzing the material. The conceptual apparatus is showcased by an analysis of

aspiring writers handling their aspiration and the quality uncertainty in the publishing market, and the

implications of the conceptual apparatus are then discussed.

Quality uncertainty in cultural production

Research on quality uncertainty and cultural production shows that cultural producers may use recurrent

ties of cooperation to address quality uncertainty, as with recurrent constellations of filmmakers in film

production (Faulkner and Anderson, 1987; Zuckerman et al., 2003). Other research shows that decision-

making gatekeepers use informal strategies to manage the uncertain quality of cultural goods and

cultural creators; bookers and clients, for example, use conventions about the ‘right look’ to choose

fashion models (Mears, 2011). Consumers handle the uncertain quality of cultural goods on consumer

markets by referring to networks (Cheshire and Cook, 2004; DiMaggio and Louch, 1998), the product’s

or producer’s reputation (Beckert and Rössel, 2013), and judgment devices (Karpik, 2010).

Judgment devices are used by consumers as heuristics to determine the quality of unique and

incommensurable products (Karpik, 2010: 44). A published book is an example of such a singularity.

In contrast to more standardized products, as screws and nails, books are singularities, as they are

perceived as unique, not easily compared, and of uncertain quality. The quality of books, or other

singularities with these three defining characteristics, as music, wines, or hotels, can only be determined

by using a judgment device. But judgment devices need to be both credible and trusted to successfully

create knowledge about the quality of the singular product (Karpik, 2010: 55) and enable consumers to

make reasonable choices about it, such as what book to buy (Karpik, 2010: 44). Consumers use five

types of judgment devices—networks, appellations, cicerones, rankings, and confluences—as guide-

posts for learning about the singular product and determining whether it is a ‘good’ or ‘right’ product to

choose. For example, consumers judge the quality of a book and make decisions about what books to buy

based on what their friends buy (network), the name of the publishing house (appellations), literary

critics’ assessments (cicerones), bestseller lists (rankings), and how the book is presented on the shelf in

the bookstore (confluence). To judge quality and make purchasing decisions, consumers may also use

comparisons with exemplary goods (Dekker, 2016), such as a book’s similarities to or differences from

an exemplary ‘good’ book.

Judgment devices are about cultural consumption, but appraisal devices are about cultural production.

While any evaluation can constitute an appraisal, an appraisal device is an evaluation that artists can use

to handle the tension between quality uncertainty and aspiration to succeed in a market. Appraisals only

become useful appraisal devices when they come from sources that are both trusted and knowledgeable

enough for the artist to assume that the appraisal corresponds to how the artist’s work will be evaluated
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on the artistic market. Two primary sources of appraisal devices have been identified from the empirical

material. These two sources come from assessors and competitions.

Assessors are individuals who appraise the chances of success and failure of the artist’s work on the

artistic market—for example, literary mentors who signal to writers the chances that their work will be

selected or rejected by publishers. Assessors are part of the artist’s network and are seen as trusted and

knowledgeable professionals who belong to what Karpik (2010: 102) has called a network-market plus

professional authority regime. They become what Karpik calls personal devices, as they give writers

personalized information about their work and their chances of success and failure, rather than imper-

sonal devices producing knowledge available to a public. Assessors also produce specific knowledge

about the content of the singularity and are, therefore, act as, what Karpik calls, substantial devices, in

contrast to formal devices that produce knowledge by the relative position of the singularity. In estimat-

ing a work’s chances for success and failure and its possible match or mismatch on the artistic market,

the assessor is engaging in what I call a matching logic. In the matching logic they can imagine that the

evaluation is similar to how their work would be evaluated on the market and how the work matches with

the other side of this market. The writer has an active relationship to the appraisal: he or she searches for

answers to questions about the chances of success or failure and also accepts the assessor’s taste and

evaluation.

Competitions similarly become appraisal devices when the artist sees the competition’s gatekeepers

as knowledgeable and trusts that their evaluation is expected to correspond to how gatekeepers for the

artistic market will evaluate the submitted creative work. An example of an appraisal from a competition

is the outcome of literary awards contest; this outcome becomes an appraisal device when the writer sees

it as reflecting not only an evaluation of the submitted work, but also how a publishing house would

evaluate unwritten future work. These devices are personal devices that give the writer personalized

information, but only indirectly: competitions result in a rank order determined by experts, in what

Karpik (2010: 104–105) has called an expert-opinion regime. The resulting rank order becomes a formal

device bringing knowledge by the relative position of the singularity. Competitions that gain legitimacy

in the field use criteria of excellence and originality, and artists assume that these criteria reflect a

matching logic that corresponds to how gatekeepers for the artistic market would evaluate their work.

Here, again, artists are active in their search for knowledge and come to trust the tastes and evaluations

demonstrated in the competition.

Research material and methods

The research for this article was carried out in Sweden, where, in a nationally representative sample,

about 20 percent of respondents stated that they would like to become a published fiction author (Cint,

2010). Moreover, just as in other countries, such as the UK (Dahlgreen, 2015), one of the most sought-

after occupations in Sweden is that of author (Kairos Future, 2013). While many people dream about

becoming published, only some pursue their aspiration to become published and submit a manuscript to

a publishing house. The largest publishing houses in Sweden receive around 1000 to 3000 fiction

manuscripts per year, and smaller publishing houses receive around 50 manuscripts per year. But only

a handful of these manuscripts become debut novels. As in the other Nordic countries, aspiring writers in

Sweden usually send unsolicited manuscripts directly to publishing houses or submit manuscripts

through a network of contacts. It is uncommon in Sweden for aspiring writers’ manuscripts to be

acquired by literary agencies before being sold to publishing houses. This situation differs from the

publishing industry in, for example, the US and the UK (Thompson, 2012: 71–74), where literary

agencies have a more influential role in selling aspiring writers’ manuscripts to publishing houses.

This study’s sampling strategy was designed to bring as much variation as possible into the material

by including writers in different positions and with different experiences in relation to getting published.

I interviewed writers who were currently aspiring to be published, writers whose work had been

published, and writers who had never been published and had given up on that aspiration. All writers
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were interviewed about being or having been aspiring writers. To effectively build a sampling frame of

published authors, I constructed a database of fiction debuts between 1997 and 2014. I conducted a

descriptive analysis of the database to determine authors’ ages, genders, locations, years of publication,

book titles, publishing houses, types of book, genres, literary prize nominations and awards, and writing

school participation. Based on this descriptive analysis, I sampled writers who had published their work

within the previous five years with the aim of interviewing as wide a variety of writers as possible. For

example, in addition to interviewing writers who lived near the cultural center of Stockholm, I inter-

viewed writers in four other large cities in Sweden: Göteborg, Malmö, Umeå, and Uppsala. Writers who

had not become published at the time of the interview were harder to sample, since they had often not

made their aspirations public. I located these authors through recommendations from writers I had

already interviewed, through meetings during literary events, through writing schools, and through

writing groups, all with the aim of introducing as much variation as possible into the networks and

contexts used for sampling.

The sampling procedure resulted in 47 interviews, which I conducted in 2013 and 2014. Out of these

interviews, 43 were with individual writers, and four were group interviews. I conducted three group

interviews at two writing schools and one group interview with members of a writing group. The group

interviews were initially a sampling strategy to get access to unpublished authors. These interviews also

produced material on the role of writing schools in assessing one’s chances for success or failure in

becoming published. Including both the individual interviewees and the group interview participants, I

interviewed a total of 58 fiction writers: 33 of these were published authors and 25 were unpublished

authors; 21 were men and 37 were women; and their ages ranged from 20 to 70. The interviews usually

lasted about one to two hours, resulting in roughly 60 hours of recorded material and 790 pages of

transcribed text. Excerpts from this transcript illustrate the analysis below.

To understand the tension between aspiration and market uncertainty, I studied the objective and

subjective sides of these writers’ literary careers. An objective career is ‘a stream of more or less

identifiable positions, offices, status, and situations that served as landmarks for gauging a person’s

movement through the social milieu’ (Barley, 1989: 49). The subjective side consists of ‘the meanings

individuals attributed to their career, the sense they made of their becoming’ (Barley, 1989: 49). To learn

about writers’ objective literary careers points and their subjective experiences of those career points, I

presented them with a ‘career scheme template’ one-third of the way into each interview, after devoting

the first third of the interview to open-ended questions. I developed this template during the study’s first

open-ended interviews; it quickly became saturated in the following interviews. The template features

different literary activities or identifiable positions in their career, such as ‘writing projects’, ‘publica-

tions’, ‘selections/rejections’, ‘writing course’, ‘writing school’, ‘other’ (e.g. having or being a literary

mentor, being a jury member for a literary prize, etc.), and a chronological time scale. The writers could

then insert different literary activities in which that they had participated, were participating, and

planned to participate. I then asked them to say more about these literary activities and also reflect

on omissions. The scheme represented the writer’s objective literary career. How the writers talked about

their objective literary career represented their subjective experience of their career. Writers’ evaluations

of the objective side of their literary careers became meaningful and sometimes came to be talked about

as appraisal devices; for example, some writers talked about using acceptance into a writing school as an

appraisal device.

Using retrospective interviews to study life courses runs the risk of creating an illusory coherence and

directedness in participants’ lives (Bourdieu, 2000) and may fail to explain action due to such inter-

views’ inability to access non-discursive cognitive processes (Martin, 2010; Vaisey, 2009). Interpreting

interviews may, however, give access to persons’ discursive knowledge and, while not explaining action,

at least outline the schemas that can guide action (Lamont and Swidler, 2014; Pugh, 2013). This study

uses interviews to understand how participants get knowledge about the quality of their work on the

publishing market; writers describe using a schema of appraisal devices to draw boundaries between

different types and sources of information about quality.
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I transcribed the collected interview material and indexed in codes and categories in a first cycle of

coding; these codes were related to how a writer becomes a first-time author. I then selected bundles of

these first-cycle codes and categories pertaining to the relevant subject matter and then re-read material

relating to the codes and categories. In a second cycle of coding, informed by this close reading, I used

the central concepts of this article—quality uncertainty, appraisal devices, competition, and assessors—

to analyze the interview data. The writers expressed quality uncertainty when they said that they did not

know whether they themselves and their work were any good. I identified them as referring to aspiration

when they expressed a continued consistent course of action; that is, when they indicated a continued

aspiration to become published. I coded for appraisal devices when they mentioned evaluations of

cultural products and producers and, based on this coding, developed the concepts assessors and com-

petitions. When the writers talked about using appraisal devices, they also talked about quality uncer-

tainty and what happened to their aspiration after the appraisal. These coding procedures made it

possible to analyze the links between the concepts and how they influenced each other.

Assessors

Assessors are trusted individuals whom the aspiring writers see as knowledgeable about how evaluations

are made on the publishing market and who are able to produce such evaluations in a way that the

aspiring writers trust. In reality, assessors may not be knowledgeable about evaluations in the publishing

market or be able to effectually produce them, but writers may still use their appraisals as appraisal

devices to determine their chances of success and failure on the publishing market. They do this because

they trust the assessors, believe that the assessors are able to produce publishers’ evaluations, and

assume that the assessors are knowledgeable about the publishing market.

The most common assessor for the aspiring writer is a person who has become the writer’s literary

mentor. People become literary mentors to aspiring writers when they are able to guide them in their

fiction writing and on the publishing market. The literary mentor and the writer come into contact

through either a personal or a professional tie. A mentor with a personal tie might be a partner or friend

who takes an interest in the person’s writing. A mentor with a professional tie might be one who is hired

for his or her writing services or who has a focused interest in the writer’s abilities and creative work.

Literary mentors are part of the writer’s network and are seen as having professional knowledge and,

therefore, belong to the network-market plus professional authority regime and are able to provide

personalized knowledge about the writer’s chances of success or failure.

Amelia is one of many writers I interviewed who had a literary mentor before getting published.

She told me, ‘My mentor sat with me twice in the fall and twice in the spring and went through the

manuscript to make it publishable’. While working through the manuscript, the mentor indirectly

gave appraisals about its chances for success and failure. Because the mentor was able to make the

manuscript publishable, Amelia assumed that he had professional knowledge about the content of

the manuscript and the publishing market and had mastered the matching logic that would deter-

mine how the manuscript would be evaluated on the publishing market. Amelia told me that it was

not until the assessor had given his ‘ready to go’ that she felt sure enough to submit it, indicating

that she felt a high degree of trust in the mentor’s appraisals. Literary mentors, for their part, are

often fully aware that they have the ability to discern quality and produce the evaluations of

publishing houses. Billy is a published author who also acts as a literary mentor to aspiring writers

and discussed this topic with me:

Often, I can have a pretty good idea about whether or not the manuscript is ready to be sent to the publishing

houses. In some cases, I can say that this is guaranteed to be accepted. Sometimes I tend to say, ‘Your

manuscript is good enough to be accepted; now you need to have a little luck’. The manuscript needs to come

to the right reader at the right publishing house at the right time.
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Billy saw himself as being able to evaluate manuscripts, and based on his experience with aspiring

writers, he has learned what works and what does not. While publishers are cultural intermediaries

whose taste defines what counts as good literature (Smith Maguire and Matthews, 2014), literary

mentors act as stand-in cultural intermediaries for the publishers, as writers believe that mentors intui-

tively know about publishers’ taste. By producing evaluations similar to those that publishers produce,

assessors help conserve prevailing tastes and aesthetic hierarchies in the publishing market. This con-

servation of dominating aesthetics in the field also brings stability to prevailing power structures and

interest. Hence, regardless of whether the source of evaluation is assessors or competitions, these

evaluations are not neutral. Mentors can also help move aspiring artists into a favorable network position

(Faulkner, 1983) and offer emotional support that helps artists build the emotional energy necessary to

form an aspiration to succeed (Lee, 2016). But aspiring writers have learned to differentiate people who

give them general emotional support from true, trusted, and knowledgeable assessors.

Cassandra knew this distinction and expressed sentiments typical for aspiring writers when she told

me that she had ‘literary mentors who read my work and whom I trust’, which for her was distinct from

having friends who offered her emotional support. People who give general support are often friends and

relatives and are not usually engaged in the literary world in a professional way. Their comments are of a

different nature; Cassandra said: ‘You often get stupid comments from the ones you are close to. They do

not get shit. When they see you, they usually say, “You are so good—come here and I’ll give you a

hug”‘. Writers often seem to see appraisals from friends and family as partial and assume that friends and

family are not knowledgeable about the publishing market, and they therefore do not trust them in that

respect; friends and family cannot be subsumed under the network-market plus professional authority

regime. Cassandra, however, came to know an established writer who had won several prestigious

awards, suggesting that reputation matters not only when selecting cultural goods (Beckert and Rössel,

2013), but also when selecting a trustworthy assessor. She trusted this assessor’s evaluations, appraisals,

and ability to predict how her work would be evaluated on the publishing market; this information

enabled her to determine the quality of her work from the perspective of the publishing houses and to

eventually realize that it might be actually published in the future. Cassandra exemplifies writers’ active

search for an answer to how the quality of their manuscript would be evaluated on the publishing market

as they search for information that is both personalized and professional about their manuscripts’

chances on the publishing market and assume that a trusted and credible assessor has mastered the

matching logic.

There is also a difference between evaluating a work in general and evaluating it in relation to how it

will be evaluated on the publishing market. Ingrid, who used to aspire to be published, described what

her literary mentor said: ‘He said that this manuscript is really good, but it will not be published. It does

not match any publisher’. The literary mentor introduces an important distinction in the work carried out

by assessors: they are able to determine the quality of a literary work from several perspectives. Ingrid’s

mentor was able to determine the quality of the work from the publishing market and from another,

different perspective. This means that an effective appraisal device is based on the perspective of the

publishing market and not some other perspective. The manuscript’s quality is constructed in relation to

the perspective of publishers as the buying side of the publishing market. Writers learn about this

distinction and try to discern whether their mentor is able to take the perspective of the publishing

market and evaluate the writer’s work according to the necessary matching logic.

Some writers actively avoid others’ appraisals. Peter, for instance, said ‘I kept my writing concealed

from others because I was quite worried that it would be bad’. He went on to have his work published,

but, before that happened, he told me he did not know or anticipate how his work would be evaluated on

the publishing market. It has also been shown many times that authors learn to anticipate how their work

will be evaluated on the publishing market by learning to produce the publishing houses’ evaluations and

appraise their own chances of success and failure (Svedjedal, 2000: 100–114). This skill is a conse-

quence of getting to know the publishing market through mentors and other people’s guidance, reading

about how the publishing market works and, as I discuss below, partaking in competitions. By engaging

Fürst: Aspiring writers and appraisal devices under market uncertainty 7



in these activities, writers learn about how the publishing market works and come to believe that they are

able to evaluate their work as it would be evaluated by publishing houses. This does not mean that they

are correct in their evaluation, but if they believe and trust in the produced evaluation, that evaluation

becomes an important way of dealing with quality uncertainty.

Competitions

Appraisals from competitions come about differently than appraisals from knowledgeable and trusted

individuals acting as assessors. Assessors and writers have a one-to-one relationship in which assessors

evaluate manuscripts and give their appraisals directly to writers. Competition, on the other hand, is

based on a constellation of individuals who select and reject a large amount of material. These individ-

uals deem the material to be either of the right quality to be selected or not, and they order the submitted

work based on that judgment. The former is a substantial device that creates substantial knowledge about

the quality of the creative work, and the latter is a formal device that uses the relative position of the

creative work to create knowledge about relative quality. An appraisal from a competition only becomes

an appraisal device if the writer believes that the evaluation carried out in the competition corresponds to

how the publishing market will evaluate the writer’s work in the future, thus conforming to the matching

logic. This section analyzes three types of competitions that can serve as appraisal devices: writing

school admissions, publications in journals, and rejections from publishing houses.

Danielle is a published writer who, like many other aspiring writers, applied for acceptance to a

writing school. When she was accepted, she knew that ‘it was a recognition just to have been accepted to

the writing school’. She told me she wanted to attend the school to develop her writing abilities, finish

her manuscript, and meet people in the literary world (as discussed by Childress and Gerber, 2015), but

the admission itself became a sort of ‘sign of approval’. This sign indicated to her not only that she could

write good-quality literature, but also that her work could one day be published. This interpretation

assumes that the people who evaluated her work at the writing school did so similarly to how her work

would be evaluated on the publishing market in the future. In other words, she assumed that the school’s

admissions officers were experts whose appraisal conformed to an expert-opinion regime in which

selection is based on criteria of excellence and originality, such that selection is a sign of being able

to write good-quality literature. The result of experts’ assessment is a rank order used as a formal device

to signal the position of the individual work on a scale relative to others and is, therefore, impersonal.

The writer, however, uses the rank order as if it were a personal device providing personalized and

professional information about the prospects of the writers’ work on the publishing market.

Jens’s work had not been published, and he told me that he no longer aspired to publication. He had

previously submitted his work to a writing school and had not been accepted. He used this appraisal as an

appraisal device and began to doubt his ability to write fiction and question whether he would ever be

published. In hindsight, he argued for a connection between this doubt and his ‘starting doing things

other than fiction writing’. He used the writing school’s response as an appraisal of his ability in general

and of whether or not his would one day be published. Like Jens, Kerstin had been rejected from writing

school and said that she had been ‘very disappointed when I was not accepted to the writing school’.

Later on in her career, she considered whether this appraisal might be a signal of her chances for success

and failure on the publishing market. Her work was eventually published, however, and this concern

dissipated.

Competition is also a part of literary prize contests. A jury’s selection process results in a rank order

that determines which applicants get nothing, which are nominated for the prize, and which win prizes.

During the prize ceremony, winners are usually asked what the prize means to them. One of few writers

who have won a literary prize is Cassandra, who won the prize for one of her short stories. Cassandra said

that during the prize ceremony, she had said that she ‘wanted to write and dreamed about continuing to

do it. I would write books’. She recalled knowing that winning the prize was not only prestigious but also

meant that people in the literary world had appraised her work and discerned that she could write, and
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that had told her that that her work could one day be published. Winning a literary prize was a sign to her

that she was seen as a ‘promising writer’, meaning that she could possibly develop a literary career that

included published books. The literary prize became an appraisal device for her because she trusted that

the jury’s evaluation corresponded to how publishing houses would evaluate her work. Once again, the

jury’s impersonal ranking became a personal device based on professional knowledge with an assumed

matching logic.

Another sign of being a ‘promising writer’ is having one’s work published in a literary journal or

magazine. Submissions to journals and or magazines are placed into competition, and the result, that

determines selection and rejection, is a rank order. Ester told me that when a journal published her work, ‘it

was a very big thing for me then’. Like being admitted to a writing school and winning a literary prize

(English, 2005), having one’s work published in a journal or magazine (De Nooy, 2002) involves recog-

nition and prestige. Yet another aspect of journal or magazine publication is that writers can use the editors’

evaluation as an appraisal device of the chances for success or failure on the book publishing market. Ester

told me that becoming published in a literary journal for the first time ‘was really important’ to her because

publishing houses had already rejected her work several times. To Ester, the literary journal’s selection of

her work was a positive recognition of her ability to write, and she assumed that others in the literary world,

including publishing houses, would see it similarly. This suggests that artists may still hope that they are

‘good enough’ to be selected in an artistic market in spite of appraisals telling them otherwise. New

appraisals of their work may lead them to reassess their chances for success or failure in the artistic

market. Fanny, whose work had also been published in literary journals, said she ‘was not surprised that

I got selected by a publishing house in the end. Because I had, for years before the publication of the book,

been published in journals’. She told me that this experience increased her confidence in her writing and,

because she assumed that publishing houses would evaluate her work in a similar fashion as the journals

did, made her believe that her work would eventually be published by a publishing house.

Writers also use rejections from publishing houses to evaluate their chances of success and failure on

the publishing market. Publishing houses decide which manuscripts to publish based on a competition

whose outcome is a rank order from selection to different forms of rejections. Writers receive a response

from the publishing house telling them whether their work has been selected or rejected, along with an

appraisal of the author’s chances of future success and failure in the publishing market. Writers typically

see the publishing houses as knowledgeable and trust that their evaluations correspond to how the

writer’s work will be evaluated in the future and thereby conform to the matching logic.

Most responses from publishing houses are rejections. Nevertheless, these rejections carry different

meanings. Writers learn about these different meanings by experiencing different kinds of rejection or by

learning from others what the rejections mean. Hanna’s work has been published, but like most aspiring

writers, she received rejections earlier in her writing career. She told me that she had learned that

publishing houses were interested in her work when she ‘read the rejection letter. It was not this standard

rejection letter: “We thank you for submitting your manuscript, but we are not interested in publishing

your work”‘. Her rejection letters were more elaborate, she told me, and described the plot and what the

editors liked and disliked about it. Like other writers, Hanna had learned that publishing houses usually

respond with a standard rejection letter, so she interpreted this more engaged rejection as a signal that she

was among the chosen few. Hanna used the rejection as an appraisal device to indicate that her work

could be published in the future.

Writers can also use appraisals from journals, writing schools, and publishing houses as guideposts that

indicate that their chances of success are not great and as cognitive support for making a reasonable

decision about their aspirations. These ‘momentous interactions’ may also emotionally charge an aspirant

to either sustain or dissipate an aspiration to success (Lee, 2016). Writers’ responses to and use of appraisal

devices are not mechanical but depend on how they interpret the appraisal and use it in the course of action.

Ingrid, for example, told me about several years of struggle during which publishing houses were regularly

rejecting her work. She vividly remembered reading her last rejection letter and realizing that her work

would not be published in the future. She told me that she ‘then realized that the rejection letter contained a
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fundamental question and critique of my work and this critique was everywhere in the previous rejection

letters. I got stuck. After this rejection letter I stopped sending manuscripts to publishing houses’. Ingrid

learned to interpret the meaning of her rejection letters and came to see them as appraisals that indicated

that her work might never be published. She trusted these evaluations and assumed that they mirrored her

future chances for success, and she used the rejection as an appraisal device.

Discussion

Cultural production and careers in cultural industries are conditioned by quality uncertainty. Aspiring

artists are torn between their aspiration and the uncertainty of not knowing whether their work is of the

right quality to succeed in an artistic market. This article has focused on this tension amongst aspiring

writers. It has argued that aspiring writers use appraisal devices to deal with the tension between their

aspiration and the uncertainty of not knowing whether their work will be published by publishing houses

on the publishing market. Appraisal devices thus reduce uncertainty about the quality of artists’ work

and how it will be evaluated on the artistic market in the future. But an appraisal is only used as an

appraisal device when it comes from a source the artist trusts and sees as able to give an evaluation that

corresponds to how the artists’ work would be evaluated on the artistic market.

The concept appraisal device and the associated framework capture the handling of the consequences

of market uncertainty for artists aspiring to succeed in artistic markets. This article presents two sources

of appraisal devices: appraisers and competitions. Table 1 shows how appraisers and competitions relate

to Karpik’s framework of the economics of singularities. These two types of appraisal devices are both

what Karpik (2010) calls personal devices, in contrast to impersonal devices. Impersonal devices

produce knowledge that is available to a public, while personal devices are personalized knowledge

brought about through personal relations. Both appraisers and competitions create personalized knowl-

edge about the chances of success and failure on the artistic market. Karpik (2010: 100) also distin-

guishes between substantial and formal devices. Substantial devices are about the content of the

singularity; they produce specific knowledge about the singularity. Formal devices are about relative

positions of singularities. Assessors produce knowledge about the singularities, the producers’ work,

with respect of their chances of success and failure on the artistic market. Competitions are about the

relative position of the singularity and produce knowledge through that positioning. This means that a

fundamental distinction between the two appraisal devices is that an assessor is a substantial device,

while a competition is a formal device.

The coordination regimes in use for the two appraisal devices are also different. The coordination

regime in use during competitions is the expert-opinion regime. The coordination regime of assessors is

the network-market plus professional authority regime. Originally, the expert-opinion regime evaluation

is based on criteria of excellence and originality and results in a ranking. However, artists can imagine

that such a ranking represents an evaluation based on what I call a matching logic; that is, they can

imagine that the evaluation is similar to how their work would be evaluated on the publishing market and

how the work matches with publishing houses. When an artist hires an assessor, the resulting appraisal

device is based on a network-market that consists of friends and family (a personal network) along with

buyers and sellers (a trade network). But they both blend into a network-market with professional

authority regime, since the evaluation needs to be trusted and credible and the assessor must somehow

be seen as a professional authority in the sense of knowing and being able to produce evaluations on the

publishing market. Thus, as with competitions used as appraisal devices, the underlying logic for

assessors as appraisal devices is a matching logic in which the artist’s work is evaluated based on how

well it would match with publishing houses. To use an appraisal as a device, artists need to be com-

mitted. They need to be actively searching out information about their chances of success or failure and,

at the same time, rather than accepting their own tastes and evaluation, accepting the assessor’s tastes

and evaluation or the competition’s ranking by a relation of heteronomy to the appraisal device. Table 1

summarizes this discussion.
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The concept of appraisal devices can be used to understand artists and their relationship to artistic

markets in which they present and represent singularities of uncertain quality. The concept contributes to

research on cultural production and creative industries, in which aspiring artists in particular have a hard

time determining the quality of their work and their chances of success and failure on the artistic market.

However, appraisal devices are not only important to aspiring artists. All artists’ careers are imbued with

aesthetic and quality uncertainty, and this uncertainty prevails throughout their careers (Menger, 2014).

Further research on artists that have already succeeded once in the artistic market would enable us to

understand additional kinds of appraisal devices, including evaluations of success on the artistic mar-

ket—the artist’s track record—and the reception of the artist and his or her work in the art world—for

example, appraisals from critics.

Appraisal devices are not ‘neutral’ but part of producing and reproducing aesthetic hierarchies and

judgments of taste in the artistic field. The politics of appraisal devices as a form of valuation that

establishes the value of artistic works needs further exploration. Further research might also explore

appraisal devices in contexts other than fiction writing and the publishing market. An example close to

the present study is scholarly publishing, which involves both assessors, such as trusted, knowledgeable,

and well-published scholars, and appraisals from competitions, including previous rejection letters.

Research on appraisal devices should particularly address freelance and project-based careers (Faulkner

and Anderson, 1987). Gatekeepers have a significant role in determining the future of such careers

because they select and reject people and the work that the worker presents and represents to the

gatekeeper. Appraisal devices could, in general, be useful for studying how people who aspire to become

something, in a situation where there is a lack of clear evaluative standards, deal with their aspiration and

uncertainty about whether their work is of the right quality to be accepted.
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