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Workshop abstract 

This workshop will explore aspects of the cultural economy in the Euro-Mediterranean area, in 
particular on its eastern and southern shores. It will seek to ‘map’ the state of cultural enterprise 
across the region, that term being understood as a broad range of market-related cultural activities. It 
will thus explore cultural industries stricto sensu (many of which are rather more incipient than fully 
developed in this region) as well as artisanal endeavours in fields such as handicrafts, exploitation of 
the intangible heritage, artistic production, etc. The main focus will be on the political economy of 
these cultural enterprises large and small, including their relationship to the reconfigurations of the 
economy in a financialised and globalised world. Yet sociological or semiological analyses of cultural 
phenomena as symbolic production systems of collective representation that are central in forging 
visions of public identity (national or local) will also be relevant. Thus the workshop will map the 
economic as well as social nature, dimensions and significance of the cultural economy in different 
countries. What are the barriers to its development? What national or trans-national mechanisms are 
being used to promote cultural enterprise and to what effect? What are the features of local cultural 
resilience or resistance vis à vis the global corporate agenda, the global cultural flows, forces and 
practices involved and new developments with respect to intellectual property rights? To what extent 
does the cultural economy in each country reflect, accompany or generate inequalities of income and 

 8th MRM Meeting 2007 – WS 9 - Description Page 1 of 5 

mailto:risar@aup.fr
mailto:lbonet@ub.edu


wealth? Specific case studies might interrogate new or transformed sectors such as the ‘heritage 
industry’ or the festival phenomenon. What are the identities, careers, and behaviour patterns of the 
entrepreneurs in this field, particularly the new elites among them? What patterns of innovation by 
government and civil society in creating favourable environments for cultural creativity can be 
identified? Are new cultural management practices emerging? 

Workshop description 

All contemporary societies have a growing cultural economy, as cultural goods and services become 
increasingly commodified and commodities increasingly aestheticised. As the spheres of cultural and 
economic development converge, cultural forms and meanings are becoming critical elements of 
productive strategy. The culture we consume is to ever greater degree supplied through profit-making 
institutions in decentralised markets. In other words, ‘an ever widening range of economic activity is 
concerned with producing and marketing goods and services that are permeated in one way or another 
with broadly aesthetic or semiotic attributes’ (Scott, 2000). 

Although the economic importance of cultural goods and services is most marked in post-industrial 
societies, it has also developed on the eastern and southern shores of the Mediterranean. Here too, the 
ability to create new ideas and new forms of expression for the so-called ‘knowledge economy’ is on 
the way to becoming a valuable resource base for national as well as local communities, one that may 
equal mineral, agricultural and manufacturing assets in importance. This cultural wealth of nations 
should not be understood principally as a legacy or just a mass distributed industry but as the vitality, 
knowledge, energy and dynamism in the production of ideas. Many countries have recognised the 
strategic importance of the cultural economy, whether at artisanal or industrial scale, and have given 
it adequate attention. Those which have not done so are confronted with the unhappy alternative of 
being either overrun by foreign cultural products and contents -- which entails heavy royalty 
payments and a sense of cultural identity under threat -- or taking the protectionist route of closure. 
Associated with this dilemma is the important problem of the brain-drain of artists and cultural 
workers. 

The notion of the creative industries that now dominates in the Anglo-Saxon world applies to 
industries that combine the creation, production and commercialisation of contents that are intangible 
and cultural in nature. These generally include printing, publishing and multimedia, audio-visual, 
phonographic and cinematographic productions, as well as crafts and design; in some cases also 
architecture, the visual and performing arts, sports, manufacturing of musical instruments, advertising 
and cultural tourism. A term forged earlier in France was cultural industries: this has included the arts 
and heritage (including cultural tourism) and the crafts (which are sometimes excluded from the 
creative industries remit), seen within an agenda of economic as well as social benefits. It refers to the 
subsidised arts with an additional emphasis on applied arts practices in fields such as urban 
regeneration, audience development, community development and the like. The category has ‘tended 
to be a concatenation of the arts and the established commercial or large-scale public sector media,’ 
developed mainly for nation states around the cultures of nation states (Cunningham, 2001). 

Income-generation apart, the creative or cultural industries communicate, reflect and celebrate human 
cultural diversity. Hence strengthening and sustaining them sustains that cultural diversity. In an ideal 
world, each society would be able to elaborate goods and services that express its own cultural visions 
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and aspirations and be able to see them compete fairly in domestic, regional and global markets. This 
is far from being the case, for production, distribution and trade flows are dominated by a limited 
number of countries in the global ‘North’. While these asymmetries obviously affect earnings, they 
also aggravate historic imbalances in communication exchange, in access to information and 
entertainment and in civic participation. They hold back cultural development and inter-cultural 
dialogue. The asymmetries exist within the countries of the South as well. Many people simply 
cannot afford to pay for the reconfigured cultural and media industries and their only access to 
globalised culture is through free, state-run radio and television. 

Yet globalization has also stimulated a range of strategies on the part of nations, cities and cultural 
organizations to cope with, counter, or facilitate culturally globalizing forces. The include strategies 
for preserving and protecting cultural forms inherited from the past, strategies for rejuvenating 
traditional cultures, strategies for resisting cultural imposition, and strategies that aim to process and 
package – maybe even alter or transform -- local and national cultures for global consumption.  Note 
also the reconfiguration of local cultures through globalisation and regional integration. The 
intellectual property industries are increasingly organized on trans-national lines -- digitalisation, 
television channels, the production of films, discs and videos, opera company tours and music and 
drama groups are all cases in point -- while more traditional forms of art and craft production 
continue to express national cultures and to circulate mainly within their country of origin. 
International cultural exchange is still regarded as an extension of foreign policy while in the cultural 
fields themselves there has been an important shift towards international networking (co-productions, 
joint exhibitions, conferences or festivals), which facilitates cost-sharing, economies of scale and 
international marketability. The internationalised market is reflected in increasing trans-frontier 
cooperation among film distributors, broadcasting companies, publishers and the music industry. 

Powerful processes of operational convergence are at work in the cultural economy at three levels: 
• Inter-sectoral convergence refers to the way in which these industries are shaped by 

convergence between the media/information industries and the cultural/arts sector. This is 
evident at all levels of activity, from the growth of new cultural entrepreneurs to mergers 
between giant corporations.  

• Inter-professional convergence occurs as diverse domains or forms of creative endeavour such 
as visual art, craft, print, video, etc. are brought together under the aegis of digital technologies. 
For example, the computer/video games sector has become an international export industry 
equal in value to that of radio and television. 

• Trans-governmental convergence refers to the manner in which the creative industries as a 
policy domain make it necessary for a network of stakeholders – culture, industry, trade, 
education – to work together for coherent or ‘joined up’ governance. 

Governments as well as other actors, in particular foundations and networks of cultural operators, 
therefore confront the challenge of fostering new forms of support and regulation for these processes, 
of putting in place infrastructures, of providing subsidies and of discovering complementarities 
between public and private financing, between subsidies and investment, and between cultural 
consumption and cultural production. 

But there is very little in-depth analysis of the weaknesses and strengths of the field to be promoted. It 
is almost impossible to make choices and establish clear priorities in the context of the landscape as a 
whole. For this complex landscape has not yet been properly mapped. The cultural economy remains 
subjected to speculative, often inflated data and guesswork. The conceptual and empirical grounding 
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is fragile; taxonomies are diverse; comparisons are extremely difficult. The empirical evidence 
required is particularly hard to come by as regards the eastern and southern shores of the 
Mediterranean. 

The purpose of the workshop is to begin to fill this major knowledge gap. It will therefore: 
• map the dimensions, nature and significance of the cultural economy;  
• examine the factors, both national and trans-national, which enhance or hinder the 

development of cultural enterprise and identify patterns of innovation by public authorities as 
well as civil society; 

• shed light on the ways in which the emerging cultural economy reflects, accompanies or 
generates inequalities of income and wealth; 

• analyse the identities, careers, management practices and behaviour patterns of entrepreneurs 
in this field, particularly the new elites among them. 

Papers should therefore be based on empirical study of topics such as the above and could include 
case studies of specific initiatives and projects that illustrate them. They should also address the 
policy implications of these findings. 

Directors’ individual paper abstracts 

Exploring the cultural economy: frameworks, issues, problems 

Yudhishthir Raj Isar 

The paper will offer an informed selection of ideas, issues and lines of inquiry on the notion of the 
‘cultural economy.’ It will provide a stage-setting overview of the ‘cultural economy’ in 
contemporary societies – its contours, its dimensions and the issues it raises, particularly as regards 
societies on the southern and eastern shores of the Mediterranean region. The paper will sketch out 
the roles and uses of cultural resources both as subsidised public goods and as marketed products. It 
will also explore cultural production in sociological or semiological perspectives, in other words as 
symbolic systems of collective representation that are central in forging visions of public identity for 
nations, cities and regions. Finally, the paper will review some of the policy challenges facing 
governments as well as third-sector institutions concerned with promoting the cultural economy. 

 

 

Economic impact and cultural tourism studies in the Mediterranean regions: 
an analytical and methodological approach 

Lluís Bonet 

The economic analysis of culture is an undeveloped discipline in most of the Mediterranean rim, 
particularly on the southern side. Studies of the economic impact of some major events such as 
festivals or heritage sites are an exception, thanks to the increasing interest of its managers and local 
politicians for justifying the allocation of public funds. Because of the inadequacies of information-
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gathering and research tradition in this field, these are mainly: a) isolated studies, methodologically 
weak, but with great media and political success; or b) studies that are more rigorous 
methodologically but do not always produce spectacular results. Another of increasing governmental 
interest, but that is accompanied by next to no empirical research, is cultural tourism. The need for 
sustainable models of economic development has led to a search for an added value alternative. That 
allows the monoculture of sun and beach tourism to be complemented with other activities with 
cultural content. This paper will thus present the main political and methodological questions 
confronting this type of research and offer some criteria regarding ways of responding to existing 
demand with regard to the goal of develop high quality applied research relevant to the local needs 
and possibilities of the Mediterranean regions. 
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