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Since the crisis of the 1970s and the decline of Fordism,
the economies of industrial capitalist countries have
witnessed a major shift in their production structures:
the growth of service activities, the growth of high-
technology industries, and also – as will be seen in
this special issue of Regional Studies – the growth of
the production of cultural goods and services. Industries
such as cinema, television, fashion, music, publishing,
and also video games, architecture, and advertisement,
for instance, generate ‘cultural products’ generally
designed – and sometimes also manufactured – in
specialized industrial clusters, and distributed on
global markets. The industries producing such cultural
goods, acting as ‘leading sectors’ (LANDES, 1969), can
be considered as powerful engines of the current devel-
opment of capitalism.

Such industries tend to concentrate in – and support
the growth of – many prominent metropolises around
the world. Since culture is increasingly embedded in
the economic life of the industrial capitalist countries,
it can no longer be exclusively regarded as a broad intel-
lectual and symbolic activity embedded in social life. On
the one hand, culture is nowadays a consumption
output made of goods and services representing 5% or
more of household expenses in most capitalist advanced
countries (for the United States, see HEILBRUN and
GRAY, 2001). On the other hand, culture is increasingly
becoming a production input allowing the creation of
jobs and economic growth at both regional and national
levels. This so-called ‘cultural economy’ still represents
quite a limited 2.6% of the European gross domestic
product, for instance (KEA EUROPEAN AFFAIRS,
2006). But, according to research mostly based on
national statistical apparatuses (and, hence, beyond
inevitable statistical bias), international comparisons
emphasize differences between countries as regards the
contribution of cultural industries to gross domestic
product: 2.8% in France, 3.3% in the United States,

and 5.8% in the United Kingdom (GORDON and
BEILBY-ORRIN, 2006). In the latter, the Department
for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) reports that
creative and cultural industries account for an impress-
ive 7.3% of the gross value added (DCMS, 2007). The
cultural economy also represents an increasing part of
employment in many industrial countries, and,
especially, though not exclusively, in many major
metropolises of these countries (PRATT, 1997;
POWER, 2002; KLOOSTERMAN, 2004; CAMORS and
SOULARD, 2006). While most of the literature has
emphasized that major metropolises are important foci
of cultural industries, some researchers have questioned
the ‘big city pattern’ and have shown that less agglom-
erated forms of production exist (NORCLIFFE and
RENDACE, 2003; VANG, 2007).

This current shift toward cultural economy is often
perceived as a major change in the history of capitalism,
since economy and culture have been considered as two
distinct and incompatible aspects of social life. Deeply
rooted in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century philo-
sophical thoughts, especially the Marxist movement,
this line of analysis was epitomized by members of the
Frankfurt School, who formulated their criticisms
against cultural industries in a context marked by the
Fordist standardization (ADORNO and HORKHEIMER,
1947/2002; ADORNO, 1972/2001). In the late 1960s,
the post-Marxist Situationist school expressed strong
criticism against the deconstruction of social relations
induced by the advent of the society of the ‘spectacle’
(DEBORD, 1967/2004). For some time, the split
between economy and culture led many social science
researchers interested in urban study issues to establish
a basic distinction between two types of cities, that is,
industrial cities – such as Manchester or Clermont-
Ferrand – versus art cities – such as Florence or
Bruges. From an historical perspective, however, this
analysis can be questioned. Indeed, in the Middle
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Ages, merchant capitalism was born in cities such as
Florence, Venice, Bruges, and Lübeck, among others,
which are now recognized as architectural, patrimonial,
and cultural marvels, precisely because of the injection
into the built environment and into the arts of the
huge profits generated by developing merchant capital-
ism (BRAUDEL, 1977; LE GOFF, 1956). In classical
Europe, industry, arts, and culture were tightly inter-
twined, and the disjunction between economy and
culture only emerged quite recently, along with the
rise of modern rationalist thought (DAVIET, 2007).
This disjunction, however, is less and less clear since
various types of connections between economy and
culture are developing in contemporary capitalism.

As a corollary, since the early 1990s, social science
researchers from different fields (cultural studies,
economy, sociology, or geography) have been empha-
sizing the growing importance of culture, meaning, or
‘signs’ (LASH and URRY, 1994) in the development of
modern capitalism. The current development of cul-
tural economy is a result of two different processes in
which, as mentioned above, culture appears either as
an input or as an output of the production process
(LEFEBVRE, 2008). Firstly, integration of symbolic
value into usual products through design, brands,
among other things, is referred to as the culturalization
of products. Culture then serves as an input. Secondly,
expansion of specific industries producing and market-
ing cultural goods and services (art products, films,
books, music, etc.) is referred to as the commodification
of culture. Therefore, culture becomes an output. In
other words, on the one hand, the development of cul-
tural products clearly shows that symbols are of a
growing importance in defining the products. After
the seminal works of BAUDRILLARD (1968/2005),
BOURDIEU (1971, 1977) referred to this evolution by
using the concept of ‘symbolic goods’, that is, products
such as films, television productions, books, fashion,
jewellery, sport, tourism, etc. On the other hand,
culture tends to be increasingly transformed into com-
modities, although this propensity raises strong criti-
cisms against mediocre mass culture produced by
television channels (STIEGLER, 2006), and vibrant
calls for the preservation of an ‘exception culturelle’
(BAER, 2003).

Cultural economy can be defined as a set of activities
commercially exploiting artistic, aesthetic, and semiotic
creativity. Corroborating this generic definition,
THROSBY (2001) considers cultural economy as a set
of industries producing cultural goods and services
involving creativity, embodying intellectual property,
and conveying symbolic meaning. In functional terms,
such industries are organized on a concentric circles
pattern made of core activities at the centre (creative
arts, like dance, music, visual arts), intermediary activi-
ties (industries generating cultural outputs, but also
non-cultural outputs, like publishing, television, and
radio), and peripheral activities on the boundaries

(‘catch industries’ that include culture in their working
process, like advertising, tourism, or architecture) (also
DCMS, 2007). In other words, as demonstrated by
MARKUSEN and SCHROCK (2006), when introducing
the concept of ‘artistic dividend’, artists can be con-
sidered as crucial sources of primary energy that fuels
cultural economy, meaning that artists play an important
– although underestimated – role in today’s economic
capitalist development (see Markusen’s paper in this
issue). This also questions the role and status of artists
in society, since they no longer tend to be seen primarily
as explorers of new ways of expressing sensitivity, of new
ways of thinking and living, and, occasionally, as critical
free thinkers, but rather as simple workers whose creativ-
ity can nowadays be picked up by modern capitalism.

Against this background, it is suggested here that cul-
tural economy is actually a complex industrial system
linking in a ‘cultural value chain’ three stages of an
industrial process, corresponding to a quite classical div-
ision of any economy based on primary, secondary, and
tertiary sectors. In such a value chain, phase 1 is domi-
nated by the extraction of a ‘raw material’ (intellectual
creation), that is, the production, based on artistic cre-
ation, of ideas, signs, semiotic contents, and meanings.
Phase 2 is dominated by the transformation of this
raw material into a potentially infinite range of designed
cultural products and services, that is, films, multimedia
products, books, architecture, etc. Phase 3 is dominated
by commercial activities exploiting cultural products,
bringing the initially raw material to the final markets.
Finally, however, delineating the contours of cultural
economy remains an unsolvable exercise. Indeed, as
emphasized by POWER and SCOTT (2004), there are
no clear limits between products labelled as ‘cultural’,
on the one hand, and strictly utilitarian products, on
the other hand, but instead a sort of a continuum
ranging from films, video games, and Haute Couture,
through intermediary goods which include in different
proportions cultural contents, meanings, and signs
(especially through more or less sophisticated design,
through quality, and through the price itself) like cars,
watches or glasses, but also festivals or Grands Crus
Classés – which are deeply rooted in specific territories
– up to basic industrial goods such as construction
materials.

Since the peculiar link between cultural products and
territories is crucial, a geographical approach sheds a
complementary light on the nature of cultural
economy, and valuably contributes to its understanding.
Indeed, two main categories of such products can be
distinguished, that is, mobile and non-mobile goods
and services (SCOTT and LERICHE, 2005).

In the case of mobile goods and services, the final
output is produced – at least partly – in a given place
before being commercialized in domestic and inter-
national markets. These products can be related to
media and new media (see van der Groep’s paper in
this issue), and to design industries (see Sunley and
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Pinch’s paper in this issue; also REIMER et al., 2008).
Hence, the non-materialistic dimension of such pro-
ducts prevails, as in the case of cinema and television
(in Los Angeles, Mumbai, or, increasingly, Nigeria),
music (in Nashville or Liverpool), publishing (in
New York or London), advertisement (in Paris or
Amsterdam; see Röling’s paper in this issue), or archi-
tecture (in Rotterdam; see Kloosterman’s paper in this
issue), for instance. But these products can also have a
more materialistic content likely to lead to a mass or a
batch industrial production, in clusters intimately
associated with a specific place: clothing and fashion,
jewellery, toys, luxury goods, but also gastronomic pro-
ducts or high-quality ‘basic’ products such as the famous
Sassuolo’s ceramic (Italy). These mobile products and
services stimulate the development of a commercial
infrastructure dedicated to the promotion of the pro-
ducts on a nowadays global market.

In the case of non-mobile goods and services, the
‘product’, which is here also inherently linked to a
specific place, must be consumed on the premises.
Such is particularly the case with heritage places
endowed with cultural, artistic, and architectural
riches like Venice, Istanbul, Angkor Wat, Machu
Picchu, or even Paris or New York, and so many his-
torical and touristic places around the world (see Le
Blanc’s paper in this issue), occasionally labelled as Patri-
mony of Humanity by the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). This
is also the case with modern recreational places like
theme parks backed by multinational entertainment
firms (Disney, Six Flags, Walibi, for instance), or
supported by local governments (like Futuroscope in
Poitiers), or like entertaining cities (Las Vegas or
Macao, for instance), museums cities, or congressional
and festival cities. In order to access these ‘consumption
places’ (HARVEY, 1985), sometimes erected as cultural
products themselves, like San Francisco (LERICHE and
RUBIN, 2009), the consumer has to move to them,
which also stimulates, in this case, the development of
an economic infrastructure of hotels, restaurants, etc.

This dichotomy – mobile versus non-mobile goods
and services – can be related to another distinction. On
the one hand, mobile goods are dominated by a com-
mercial imperative, marked by ephemeral consumption
and an imperious need for a continuing renewal of the
products (like Hollywood productions). On the other
hand, non-mobile goods are characterized by their
patrimonial dimension, and their emphasis on preser-
vation, everlastingness, and transmissibility of such
cultural ‘products’ (like the Cité de Carcassonne,
Siena, or many traditional and folk cultures around
the world), which are frequently adjusted to global
taste in order to target global circulating customers
(BRUNEL, 2006). In any case, cultural goods tend to
be increasingly considered as ‘world products’, defined
as idiosyncratic goods designed in local industrial clus-
ters for global markets and customers.

Identifying the high places of cultural economy leads
to distinguishing two major types of territories. World
metropolises, like Los Angeles, London, or Paris, are
places in which flourishes a cultural economy based
on economic performance, firm global competitive
strategies, and product marketing for the customers.
In such cities, the existence of a so-called ‘creative
class’ (FLORIDA, 2002) – in other words, a social
group made of professionals involved in cultural activi-
ties, but also in management and technology – is the
cornerstone of a new prosperity for the metropolises.
At the same time, many smaller cities, and also many
rural areas, building up on a particular resource, a
local tradition, and a specific know-how, are also
affected by the rise of the cultural economy. In these
places, the quest for cultural quality prevails. Local
economic actors – both for-profit (firms of all sizes)
and not-for-profit (different kinds of associations)
ones – are involved in this quest, together with local
and occasionally national public institutions. Through
different sorts of cultural events, like the Juan-les-Pins
jazz festival (created in 1960) or the Neuchâtel Inter-
national Fantastic Film Festival (NIFFF) (created in
2000), for instance, the purpose of such places is to
build a collective and cognitive patrimony that stimu-
lates the development of a varied local economic base
(craft industry, bookstores, or traditional music) that
tries to meet the demand of global customers looking
for authenticity.

From a customer’s perspective, cultural products must
also be regarded as ‘identity goods’, both at social and at
individual levels, as illustrated by the emblematic case of
fashion (BARRÈRE and SANTAGATA, 2005). The
symbolic content of these products stimulates, on the
customer’s side, an increasing demand for such ‘identity
goods’, and, on the producer’s side, strategies to differ-
entiate the products in order to generate continuously
competitive advantages and (to try to) structure compe-
tition on a monopolistic basis (CHAMBERLIN, 1933).
Through design, quality, or through the brand, the
growing integration of symbolic sign-value in the
productions of modern capitalism turns out to be an
effective strategy to build and reinforce competitive
advantages for the producers. Accordingly, the aesthetic
and semiotic idiosyncrasy of the products is a key to
inter-firm competition.

The same line of analysis can be suggested for terri-
tories that put forward the specificity of their natural
and cultural resources, using this specificity as a com-
petitive asset (CAMAGNI et al., 2004; see also Power
and Jansson’s paper in this issue). In the current capitalist
context marked by competitive relations between firms,
but also between places, the name of a place, or its rec-
ognition thanks to a label – the UNESCO label in par-
ticular – acts for a territory as brand does for a firm
(DAVIET and LERICHE, 2008). Echoing the Situationist
school critic mentioned above, this quest for the ‘brand-
ing’ of places sometimes leads to the use of iconic and
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spectacular architecture aimed at marketing the place in
order to attract global flows of capital and customers.
Mixing modern consumption, massive entertainment,
and grandiose architectural design, Dubai is a vibrant
example of such a development strategy. However,
after the global 2008 financial crisis, it is also probably
the most emblematic metropolis of the current drifts
of ‘hyper-capitalism’ (DAVIS, 2006).

Like high-technology industries in the 1980s, and the
so-called ‘new-economy’ in the second half of the 1990s,
cultural economy is often presented as a newopportunity
to stimulate job creation and regional development.
Many researchers in the academic world and political
leaders underline the ability of the cultural economy to
restore some urban and industrial dynamism, to recreate
social life in the neighbourhoods, and to give way to a
sustainable development. Of course, the production of
cultural goods and services can stimulate industrial and
urban growth (SCOTT, 2000, 2004). Nevertheless,
although such expectations are reasonably grounded,
they seem too optimistic in some respects. If the cultural
economy is currently at the forefront of global capitalism,
generating new forms of industrialization and urbaniz-
ation, at least in some places, the social and political
economy of its development needs to be cautiously
balanced. The labour market is characterized by a
growing gap between an upper tier and a lower tier of
workers (separated by skill, status, and income) and by
an increasing fragility of the workers (MENGER, 2002).
An easy access to high-quality culture (LAHIRE, 2004)
and the preservation of cultural diversity (PARIS, 2004)
are issues that also matter.

After the strong critique formulated by the Frankfurt
and Situationist schools in the 1960s against cultural
industries, in a quite different context, the cultural
economy debate is rising again at the dawn of the
twenty-first century. This ‘hot’ issue for social science
researchers requires new angles of analysis. This is pre-
cisely the purpose of this special issue of Regional
Studies. Focusing on the occupations of certain cat-
egories of creative workers, and on Los Angeles and
the San Francisco Bay Area, Ann Markusen opens the
issue. She sets the stage by looking at the relationships
between artists and the city; in particular, she reminds
us how complex is ‘regional cultural ecology’, and
how crucial artists are in the making of the cultural
economy value chain. The five papers that follow
analyse different examples of European industrial

clusters, discussing in what ways cultural economy
stimulates growth. After describing the historical evol-
ution of the advertising industry in the Amsterdam
region, Robert Röling shows how this industry is
roughly divided into two major components (global
networks advertising agencies versus small independent
firms); he suggests that independent firms are powerful
means to penetrate global markets. Rogier van der
Groep explains how the changing of the political
economy of the Dutch audiovisual industry, provoked
by its privatization in 1989, led firms to adopt new strat-
egies – of two different sorts: adaptive strategy versus
innovative strategy – and stimulated interactive learn-
ing processes between clusters in Hilversum and
Amsterdam. Robert Kloosterman explores the idea of
innovation in the Dutch architectural design industry;
his research suggests that the combination of the econ-
omic practice of firms with the aesthetic practice of
artists stimulates learning effects within the cluster,
helps smooth the functioning of the labour market,
and, in the end, generates spin-offs. Based on research
on design consulting firms in the UK, Peter Sunley
and Steven Pinch show that cultural industries can
thrive in second-tier cities (Manchester, Newcastle,
Birmingham), though they suggest that design industry
in these cities will likely not turn into global clusters and
that cultural and industrial policy initiatives are of a
minor supportive impact. Using the fashion and
design industries in Milan as a case study, Dominic
Power and Johan Jansson analyse a particular cluster,
localized in a specific place, at a specific and limited
time; they show that cultural industries contribute to
the branding of a place, such as Milan, and that this
branding, in an iterative manner, is a source of competi-
tive advantages. Finally, in the concluding paper, thanks
to his research on the South-East cultural district in
Sicily, Antoine Le Blanc opens the issue toward an insti-
tutionally ‘proclaimed’ cultural district aimed at pro-
moting a regional development based on tourism,
although this economic strategy led by public auth-
orities is facing several obstacles on the path to
success. At a time when the global economy faces a
major crisis, this special issue aims to contribute to
the academic debate over cultural economy by enligh-
tening the polymorphic dynamics of cultural
economy, in its limits, but also, hopefully, to the
broader social and political debate over strategic alterna-
tives to boost employment and regional growth.

REFERENCES

ADORNO T. W. (1972/2001) The Culture Industry [1972]. Routledge, London.

ADORNO T. W. and HORKHEIMER M. (1947/2002) Dialectic of Enlightenment [1947]. Stanford University Press, Stanford, CA.

BAER J. M. (2003) L’exception culturelle, une règle en quête de sens, En temps réel, Cahier 11.
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Sciences Sociales 13, 3–44.

BRAUDEL F. (1977) La Méditerranée, l’espace et les hommes. Arts et Métiers Graphiques, Paris.
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