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Speak of either culture or economy and one finds one-
self speaking of phenomena that are highly epheme-
ral, transitory and amorphous in form. But put the 
two words together and one find one’s self, in one and 
the same breath, entering a realm of potential societal 
growth and employment possibilities in which creati-
vity is prized, and the ability to innovate and flexibly 
adapt to new circumstances is expected. This a world 
of productivity in which outcomes are not always given 
in advance, but are often presumed to be near at hand, 
and in which gut feelings can in many cases prove to be 
as important as rational calculations. At the same time, 
there is a great deal of very practical, hands-on-activity 
taking place here as marketers carefully survey popula-
tions to take the pulse of the latest trends on the street, 
architects calculate the strengths and weaknesses of the 
newest building materials, and artists carefully fill in 
applications which they hope will lead to the funding of 
their work. 

Speak of the cultural economy, and one is in essence, not 
speaking of a singular field of human activity, but rather an 
eclectic assortment of different kinds of work (and play) in 
which the borderlands between these fields of activity are 
attributed particular significance. For some, border cros-
sings are viewed positively as sites of potential creativity in 
which old taken for granted truths may come to be challen-
ged in productive ways as they encounter new perspectives. 
For others, and in other cases, borders can be demarcation 
lines to be defended against intruders, or places in which 
misunderstandings arise and problems take root. 

In what follows I want to investigate some of the bor-
ders, border crossings, and lines of suspicion being deline-
ated through the cultural economy. My point of departure 
rises largely from my work on tourism and the experience 
economy in Sweden, but it is also heavily inspired by ob-
servations I have made from the border between academia 
and the practical realities of those working in the experience 
economy. In what follows I want to begin by providing a 
very brief look back at the cultural economy as it has de-
veloped in the humanities and social sciences. I shall then 
follow it into the tourist industry. The chapter ends by point-
ing to some of the research challenges facing academics and 
practitioners alike as they work to develop new niches for 
themselves in and around the cultural economy. 

Definitions and Blurred Borders
Now, the manner and degree to which cultural and econo-
mic processes are entangled in one another is a phenomenon 
which has attracted increased attention and scholarly debate 
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over the course of the last couple of decades. One of the more 
important works to focus on this nexus was The Economy of 
Signs by Scott Lash and John Urry (1994). In this book Lash 
and Urry put forward the argument that modern society had 
entered a phase of development in which the distinction bet-
ween cultural and economic processes had become increa-
singly blurred. As they argued, “…economic and symbolic 
processes are more than ever interlaced and interarticulated; 
that is, […] the economy is increasingly culturally inflected 
and […] culture is more and more economically inflected. 
Thus the boundary between the two become more and more 
blurred…” (Lash and Urry 1994 p.64). The argument put 
forward here pointed to the growing economic significance 
that could be attributed to the mass media, advertising, and 
the symbolic value of signs, but in so doing it even drew at-
tention to the degree to which the economy was increasingly 
grounded in rather abstract cultural processes linked to the 
production of such things as lifestyles, cultural identities, 
and the aesthetics of everyday life. 

Amongst the reactions The Economy of Signs and other 
theoretically related works provoked came questions con-
cerning the processes of blurring that Lash and Urry point-
ed out. Some scholars, such as Larry Ray and Andrew Sayer 
(1999), agreed that there was a need to better understand 
the manner in which cultural and economic processes were 
increasingly interrelated, but they took issue with the notion 
that the distinction between culture and economy was in the 
process of disappearing, or had become so weak as to no 
longer be of analytical significance. In reaction, they argued 
that if this border had ceased to be tenable, then the words 
it separated, “culture” and “economy”, would in essence be 
synonymous. And since culture and economy were clearly 
not synonyms, then there must still exist an analytical need 
to not only keep them separated but to even understand the 
distinctions between them. Anything else, Roy & Sayer as-
serted, would serve to do little else than produce confusion. 
As they argued, “there are still crucial differences between 
culture and economy, and…it is politically as well as theo-
retically important to understand them” (1999 p.4). 

As a correction, Ray and Sayer endeavored to argue for 
a need to understand culture and economy as different and 
distinct, if nonetheless interconnected, realms of human 
life. Admittedly, they conceded, all economic processes and 
activities had to be understood at some level as “culturally 
inflected or ‘embedded’” since they could never be “con-
ducted independently of systems of meanings and norms” 
(1999 p.6). However, from their point of view, one of the pri-
mary factors which distinguish the realm of the economic 
from that of the cultural is the extent to which “economic 
activities and processes involve a primarily instrumental 
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orientation; they are ultimately a means to an end, satisfy-
ing external goals to do with provisioning” (Ibid.), while in 
contrast, the values associate with culture are intrinsic and 
non-instrumental (1999 p.5). 

But in arguing in this way, Ray and Sayer created a rather 
large problem for themselves, which relates to the question 
of context. As du Gay and Pryke point out:

“…any attempt to instigate categorical distinctions bet-
ween ‘intrinsically’ and ‘instrumentally’ oriented acti-
vity in order to support a general normative analysis of 
economic and cultural life will quickly come up against 
brute empirical realities that it will not be able to account 
for or make much reasonable sense of “ (2002 p.11).

In other words, instead of taking the distinction between 
culture and economy as a naturalized given, scholars should 
be focusing upon the daily contexts and settings they are ob-
serving and questioning the manners in which the realms of 
the cultural and economic are entwined and interacting. As 
du Gay and Pryke pointed out (Ibid.) issues of intrinsic value 
versus instrumental value, and the significances associated 
with them have shifted in different historical and cultural 
contexts. In moving to fortify the boundary between culture 
and economy as Ray and Sayer did, one risks producing 
a rather static understanding of the qualities attributed to 
both culture and economy while simultaneously erecting a 
highly inflexible model of the relationship between the two. 
But clearly, this is not to say that culture and economy are 
one and the same thing. 

Few scholars (and least of all Lash or Urry) would ever 
claim that words like “culture” and “economy” could ever 
be used synonymously or interchangeably. The practice of 
economics is built around established discourses, under-
standings, practices, rationalities, and management strate-
gies that have real consequences in the world around us, and 
which we can speak (and think) about in terms of econom-
ics. And this is true even if economics are always, a priori, 
culturally embedded.

Culture, on the other hand, as it is generally used by 
scholars in discussions of the cultural economy is derived 
from an anthropological understanding of the concept. That 
is to say, while it is symbolically laden and includes forms 
of expression commonly aligned with “high culture” (such 
as music, dance, art, literature, etc.) it is broader than this. 
Culture is the process through which competing and often 
conflicting understandings and interpretations of the world 
around us are generated, structured, signified, and ultimate-
ly shared and contested. Culture is in this sense, not a static 
or bounded entity, and nor is it anything which a person or 
group of people “have”. It is ever shifting. 

Transformation in the Blur
Definitions are important, but to some extent, the debates 
over the blurring of borders has diverted attention from 
the primary process that makes the culture/economy nexus 
such an interesting and dynamic phenomenon in need of 

study. The processes which are at stake here are, as du Guy 
and Pryke allude to, those of shifting meaning and change. 
That is, while it may be important to understand specific 
definitions that constitute the point of departure for our ana-
lyses, in focusing our attention upon the cultural economy 
a factor which is of equal importance (if not more) is the 
manner in which concepts and ideas change as they move 
through society and across disciplinary boundaries. As 
others have pointed out, entrepreneurs are ever borrowing 
concepts once anchored in disciplines such as anthropology 
and sociology and freely invoking them to their own ad-
vantage as they sell products, and service through appeals 
to culture, lifestyle, identity, aura, and authenticity (Arons-
son 2007 p.16ff.; Löfgren & Willim 2005 p.12). But as they 
appropriate these concepts and fashion them to their own 
needs, they change (or perhaps one could say, “translate”) 
them in the process. 

Take culture, in the context of tourism, for example. As a 
commodity of tourism, “culture” is constantly being pack-
aged and sold to us in terms of such things as difference, 
otherness, heritage, song, dance, food, music, and art (cf. 
Craik 1997; Clifford 1997; Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1998; 
Macdonald 1997). More often than not, the processes of 
commoditization at work here involve parallel processes of 
delimitation, segmentation, and enclosure as culture is re-
ified as a thing – a “local culture”, an alteric experience of 
food, art, another way of life, a particular interpretation of 
the past, etc. Rather than being understood as a process, it 
is handled as an object. To some extent, this is an inevitable 
outcome of the market process. In order to sell products mar-
keters have to be able to convince consumers of the manner 
in which the commodities they are selling are different from 
those being sold by others. The processes of reification that 
are at work here make it possible for place marketers to cre-
ate an aura around specific places, and to brand cities. They 
work to form and affect tourist expectations (Ooi 2005), and 
provide locals with a ready made story or image in relation 
to which they can (in the best of cases) position themselves 
and their products.

Culture, in this context is often understood as something 
highly positive, benignly pleasant, entertaining, and inter-
esting. However, the cultural economy of tourism also in-
volves less pleasant processes. As John Hannigan has argued 
(1998) urban renewal projects designed to attract tourists 
and turn cities into more exciting places of entertainment 
and cultural consumption, have an overwhelming tendency 
to marginalize politically and economically weaker groups 
in those cities. This point was brought home by comments 
made to me by a leading strategist from one of Copenha-
gen’s largest and most influential tourist organizations. 
From the perspective of his organization, the attractiveness 
of Copenhagen as a destination would be increased if youths 
and immigrants could be moved out of the center of town 
where tourists tended to congregate. These segments of the 
local population simply did not fit in with the image of Co-
penhagen that his organization was trying to create. As a 
consequence, it was with great approval that he watched as 
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plans were drawn up to convert one of the larger arcades and 
entertainment centers in downtown Copenhagen (a place in 
which youths and immigrants tended to congregate) into an 
expensive luxury hotel. 

Similar processes could be found at work in Österlen in 
the early years of the new millennium as members of the 
local village council (byalag) discussed plans to create new 
job opportunities and the possibility for economic growth 
in their local community through invests in the tourists in-
dustry. In this case, it was the people of Kåseberga who, 
together with local politicians and other “experts” discussed 
plans to develop Ales stenar into a larger year-round attrac-
tion. An architectural competition was started to find an 
appropriate design for a potential museum dedicated to Ales 
stenar. Amongst the three finalists was a spectacular three 
story glass building to be built into the hillside on the back-
side of the village. It was to include a permanent exhibi-
tion over Ales stenar, an auditorium that could be used to 
accommodate school classes and other lecture functions, 
a space for temporary art exhibitions, a new modern res-
taurant intended to serve gourmet foods on the top floor, 
and from the restaurant an exit leading directly out to the 
Ales stenar. While some saw the possibility of using such a 
monumental building as a possible flagship that could help 
position Kåseberga as a site of central importance for tour-
ism in the region, others, including a local retired fisherman 
whose house would neighbor this new glass flagship were 
more critical and wondered if such an extravagant building 
would help Kåseberga, or only function as an out of place 
eyesore detracting from what they saw as the charm of an 
otherwise simple Scanian harbor and village.

The examples of Copenhagen and Kåseberga illuminate 
some of the classical problems generated out of attempts to 
delineate culture and package it as a commodity for touristic 
purposes. They concern the manner in which borders of in-
clusion and exclusion are drawn up, and the effects they have 
for all parties involved. But they also wake questions of how 
the power to define those borders is distributed through so-
ciety. As the situation in Copenhagen illustrates, when cul-
ture is reified it can readily be mobilized and positioned to 
the advantage of those who are already empowered. Events 
need not always turn out this way, but as pressure mounts 
upon place marketers, regional and urban planners, as well 
as smaller interests groups in local communities (to name 
just a few among the plethora of other actors in the cultural 
economy) to convert culture into profit bearing capital, then 
there is reason to critically reflect upon the question of what 
happens to the silenced voices of those who are not empow-
ered. As culture is invoked to turn a profit, what are the 
consequences of this movement, and for whom?

In the case of Kåseberga debates concerned, among other 
things, competing ideals over the physical and social ar-
rangement of the local community, but they even concerned 
issues of economic sustainability and the central question 
of how large an investment that community could risk bear-
ing. The case may be that “the market” is dependent upon 
processes of reification in its endeavor to package and sell 

culture, but when culture (understood as the ephemeral pro-
cess that it is) is both everywhere and nowhere at the same 
time, then how can one truly be sure that any investments in 
this economy will have bearing? The answer may be “care-
ful market analysis” in the case of large scale projects, but 
as the scale of those projects diminish along with their re-
search and analysis budgets, then what types of safety nets 
still exist? As Hannigan points out (1998) investments in 
the cultural economy of tourism and experience production 
have a tendency to bear a great deal of risk with them. Con-
sequently, as the people of Kåseberga weigh their options, 
one is struck by the fact that there is a need for knowledge 
here. And this brings me to the border (which I think is all 
too often fetishized in an unproductive manner as a border 
of radical alterity) between academics and practitioners in 
the cultural economy. 

Borders of rigidity in academia and business
The years around the new millennium saw the publication 
of two important documents outlining strategies for the de-
velopment and growth of the tourist industry in Sweden: 
Turismforskning 2005: Nationellt forsknings- och utveck-
lingsprogram (1999)1, and Framtidsprogrammet: Strategier 
för tillväxt i den svenska rese- och turistindustrin (2001)2. 
Both documents pointed to the important role tourism play-
ed for the Swedish economy, but they also argued for the 
need to intensify the level of sector oriented research be-
ing conducted. However, as the authors of these documents 
pointed out, a number of hindrances lay in the way for such 
a development. Among the problems cited was the fact that 
the level of education in the field needed to be raised and 
adapted to better meet the needs of the industry. The study 
of tourism was a relatively new area of research interest 
suffering from a low academic status. These two problems 
were themselves compounded by the fact that the field lack-
ed professors holding research positions who could focus 
their work upon issues of importance for the industry. And 
all of this ultimately inhibited the flow of research finances 
to the field of tourism. 

Nearly a decade later the situation has changed slightly. 
Tourism has become increasingly institutionalized through 
the establishment and development of a growing number of 
university programs and degrees. In conjunction with this 
growth it has been intellectually fortified by an expanding 
cadre of scholars devoting their efforts to the study of tour-
ism and related phenomena. And in recent years it has seen 
the establishment of a Scandinavian based international 
journal through which scholars have been able to share and 
spread their findings. The subject is maturing, but the ability 
of scholars to conduct research in this area of study remains 
hampered by several factors. A number of the problems cit-
ed in the 1999 report remain intact, including a lack of rep-
resentation by senior researchers on the evaluation boards 
of Sweden’s largest and most important research funds. The 
situation is further complicated by the fact that, with a few 
exceptions, the branch is dominated by a relatively large 
number of small businesses with limited resources. This 

1. Turistdelegationen Svenska Rese- och Turistindustrins Samarbetsorganisation – RTS. (1999) 
2. Näringsdepartementet & den svenska rese- och turistindustrin (2001)
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1. Turistdelegationen Svenska Rese- och Turistindustrins Samarbetsorganisation – RTS. (1999) 
2. Näringsdepartementet & den svenska rese- och turistindustrin (2001)

structural dimension of the tourism industry has impaired 
the development of sector financed scholarship. Despite this 
structural problem, however, attempts have been made to 
begin to establish a broader sector based platform for tour-
ism research. One of the more recent and notable move-
ments in this directions was undertaken by VINNOVA and 
a few other key branch actors in the spring of 2007. A lim-
ited number of businesses and organizations working with 
tourism were invited to join VINNOVA and design four to 
five new and innovatively oriented research projects which 
they deemed to be of utmost importance.3 The tone for the 
work that would follow was set at the first meeting of branch 
representatives in which it was emphatically pointed out that 
the one thing the branch did not need was academic research 
producing abstract results and theories. As one representa-
tive pointed out, he had to produce quarterly reports defin-
ing how his company’s resources were being used, and he 
therefore needed to see concrete measurable results within a 
half year or so. Others concurred and the projects that were 
launched tended to be more oriented towards the develop-
ment and implementation of concrete services and products 
than the undertaking of actual research. 

I describe this case at length here because it tends to point 
to a number of problems that are currently facing scholars 
and practitioners in the field of tourism, and while the ex-
ample focuses upon tourism specifically, I suspect that the 
situation is not dramatically different in many other areas of 
the cultural economy. 

The problem here is that, on the one hand, efforts that 
would lead to increasing the academic status of the field of 
tourism (and that would facilitate the flow of research fund-
ing into that field of study from existing established finan-
ciers such as the Swedish Research Council and The Bank 
of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation) require a high degree 
of free scholarly research. The argument often put forward 
by tourism scholars is that such research ultimately leads 
to the promotion of more scholars to the level of professor 
who in turn can give the branch both the knowledge it needs 
specific to the Swedish context, and a weight of legitimacy 
when arguing for the branch in political contexts. On the 
other hand, actors in the industry are eager to receive prac-
tical hands on information that addresses their particular 
problems now or in the very near future. They frequently 
do not find the connection between abstract theories and 
practical utility as immediately apparent. 

It would be simple to say that the distinction between 
these two research objectives need not be exclusionary, 
and indeed, they are not. However, as we approach the ten 
year mark since the publication of Turismforskning 2005: 
Nationellt forsknings- och utvecklingsprogram, there is 

reason to pause and reflect upon the fact that tourism is 
one segment of the cultural economy in need of different 
types of research. Quick and short term projects may work 
well to satisfy the immediate needs of particular actors, 
but longer term projects are better suited for providing the 
broader theoretical knowledge needed as a base for these 
smaller projects. The branch at present, for structural and 
cultural reasons, seems unprepared to take long term ini-
tiatives. The question then is, to what extent are scholars 
within the academy prepared and willing to engage them-
selves in small consultant-like projects in which they are 
intellectually steered and economically dependent upon the 
businesses or organization funding the research. Phrased 
somewhat differently, one can wonder to what extent the 
cultural economy may be considered as not only an arena of 
current scholarly interest and study, but even a potential site 
of work for cultural analysts.

Cultural Analysis Beyond the University
A review of the literature shows that a great deal of effort 
has been expended over the course of the past decade stu-
dying aspects of the cultural economy.4 Scholars in the hu-
manities and social sciences have a great deal to say here, 
but as student enrolments decline, and those young people 
who do decide to go on to higher education increasingly 
consider issues of employability when choosing an educa-
tion, it may be appropriate to reflect upon the manner in 
which the skills and knowledge that we have won through 
the study of culture and economy might be better adapted 
to the classroom. Some work in this direction is already 
underway. Umeå Univeristy, for example offer degrees in 
Cultural Analysis and Cultural Entrepreneurship, and the 
Departments of Ethnology in Lund and Copenhagen offer a 
joint International Masters in Applied Cultural Analysis. 

Movement in this direction is interesting and challenging 
as it once again blurs the culture/economy border, reposi-
tioning the academic, moving her/him from the role of the 
independent observer to that of the employed practitioner 
or entrepreneur. And once again, as in the case with the 
concept of culture as it moves from one field of knowledge 
– and the practice of knowledge – to another (as discussed 
above) the dynamic processes laden in borders and border 
crossings bear with them the powers of transformation. In 
this case, they involve the transformation of how we view 
and understand the knowledge that we produce from our 
diverse disciplinary points of departure. It is a movement 
which forces us to ponder the ethics of our work and the 
ethical boundaries in which we are willing (or are not will-
ing) to conduct that work. Here it is interesting to note that 
applied anthropologists have long lived in the shadow of 

3. The research project was designed – in line with VINNOVA’s general policy – such that those participating in 
the project invested their own resources in the work to be done, and VINNOVA countered in turn by matching 
those investments.
4. Over the past decade anthropologists, sociologists and other social scientists have turned their attention to 
the realms of business, work and economy, examining arenas of activity ranging from advertising (McFall 2002), 
IT companies (Willim 2002), the performative strategies of middle level corporate managers (Thrift 2000), and 
the introduction of New Age philosophies to management theory (Heelas 2002; Goldschmidt Salamon 2005) 
to the packaging of events (Ristilammi 2002), experiences (Christersdotter 2005; O’Dell 2005), feelings (Thrift 
2004), and aesthetics in business contexts (Pine & Gilmore 1999). In short, a growing body of work is (and has 
been) in the process of developing which helps explain the many ways in which culture and economy are en-
twined in one another. But there is room here to more thoroughly consider the manner in which the knowledge 
that has been won here might be used and further developed in applied contexts.
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similar issues, but rather than simply selling their souls to 
the market, applied anthropologists have led some of the 
most critical and nuanced discussions of what it ethically 
means to work in the market (see Cassell & Jacobs 1987; 
Partridge & Eddy 1987). 

But beyond ethics, this is a movement which pushes us 
methodologically. What does it mean to conduct cultural 
analysis in a modern society such as Sweden? When time is 
of the essence, what types of strategies for the conducting of 
“quick ethnography” (Handwerker 2001) might we be able 
to develop? With a few exceptions (Czarniawska 2007; Sun-
derland & Denny 2007) there is strikingly very little written 
about the methods and techniques required to conduct cul-
tural analyses under tight time constraints in modern socie-
ties. Applied anthropology has a head start here, but much 
of the work conducted in this field concerns work in relation 
to governmental policy questions, development issues, and 
work in non-western contexts (cf. Pink 2006). Moving to-
wards the border of applied cultural analysis bears risks and 
problems with it, but it can also force us to hone our debates, 
methods, and theoretical perspectives. 

My intention here is not to argue for the development of 
an applied cultural analysis over and above existing forms 
of cultural analysis or cultural studies. There can be no form 
of applied cultural analysis if there does not exist a strong 
theoretical base upon which it can rest. Without our theories 
and the development of those theories we would rapidly lose 
our significance and relevance to society (and our “value” 
as applied analysts). My ambition here has rather been to 
point to some of the ways in which we might increasingly 
find that we are implicated in the cultural economy, and to 
point to the fact that we do face a series of opportunities 
and challenges in the future which we can either confront 
or embrace (or both). But these will be opportunities and 
challenges which will be increasingly difficult to ignore or 
sweep under the carpet. 

Cultural theorists have long been highly sceptical of mar-
ket forces and the effects those forces might have upon re-
search conducted under their auspices. These concerns are 
not unfounded and we must continue to discuss and address 
them. However, as we increasingly come to understand the 
ways in which the borders between culture and economy are 
entangled in one another, we, as cultural analysts, may find 
that we not only possess unique and important perspectives 
from which to understand the culture/economy nexus, but 
even skills, critical insights, and theoretical approaches that 
are needed in the labor force and diverse segments of the 
cultural sector, which are of deep social relevance and can 
help our students find employment opportunities. 

To be sure, engagement with the market bears the risk 
of complicity – or what some will see as the means to capi-
talizing on the market. But it can also be seen as a way of 
affecting the market, confronting it, and changing aspects 
of it. And in an age in which fewer and fewer of our stu-
dents will ever have the opportunity to find careers within 
the university system, I would argue that we have the re-
sponsibility to help them understand how the knowledge 

we imbue upon them can be used in the labor market. As 
I have argued above, actors in the cultural economy are in 
need of knowledge, and it is here that we have the potential 
of better equipping our students (and ourselves) for a life 
after/beyond the university. And while such a movement 
may raise uneasy ethical questions, the challenge before us 
is that of confronting those issues and integrating them into 
our lessons. The border between the university and the mar-
ket will long prove to be a treacherous and difficult territory 
to navigate, but the question is, how much longer can we 
avoid confronting that border more fully than we have to 
date? And for how much longer can disciplines interested in 
the study of culture attract students and thereby survive as 
intact departments without more fully addressing student 
concerns of employability, or considering the needs of the 
labor market when planning university courses, or without 
more thoroughly reflecting upon and communicating the 
social relevance of the knowledge they disseminate? These 
may be difficult and unsettling questions, but the answer to 
them does not lie in avoiding them. ■
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