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5. Cultural conventions, countries, and the spiky world of cultural 
consumption 
 
5.1. Introduction 
 
In the previous chapters of this thesis, particular sets of factors underlying the 
competitiveness of specific Dutch cultural industries and products have been 
analyzed. The main focus has been on factors such as the innovative capacities of 
producers, mechanisms for the localized reproduction and diffusion of producer 
expertise (including market knowledge), the availability of skilled labor, and the 
ease of producer interactions. These are located primarily on the supply-side of the 
cultural industries discussed. Throughout the thesis so far, an explanatory approach 
has been followed that is prevalent in most of the economic geographic literature 
on competitiveness, clusters and cultural industries, which primarily focuses on 
supply-side factors and dynamics.   

Questions regarding the sources of the competitive success of particular 
groupings of cultural products and producers can, however, also be approached in a 
different way: by taking cultural consumers as the starting point. An important 
reason to do so, in the context of this thesis, is that several explanatory limitations 
of an analysis focused exclusively on the supply side have been encountered. It 
fails to account adequately for some observed temporal fluctuations in the 
international success of Dutch cultural producers. Moreover, the observed stylistic 
and product selectiveness in that success, the highly specific niches in which it has 
been achieved, are difficult to explain in this way.  

Supply-side explanations seem inadequate here because some major shifts 
and variations in international competitiveness were at most matched by relatively 
minor changes or variations in supply-side sophistication. Particularly the temporal 
discontinuities in Amsterdam publishers’ dominance of international markets, the 
marked differences between Dutch academic and literary publishers in terms of 
their international competitiveness, and the capacity of Rotterdam’s modernist 
architecture to outstrip Amsterdam’s critically-acclaimed architectural movements 
in terms of international commercial appeal, point to significant differences 
between the Dutch domestic market and wider international markets for cultural 
products. This, in turn, ultimately points towards the importance of consumer 
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preferences and expectations, their variability across national borders, and 
differences in the degree to which particular product niches and styles appeal to 
cosmopolitan or, conversely, domestic forms of consumer perception.     
 Exploring empirically the influence of consumer preferences and 
expectations on product and producer competitiveness involves reception research. 
In order to assess the differences between domestic and non-domestic reception, 
such research has to be internationally comparative. Conducting direct, 
internationally comparative empirical research into the reception of Dutch cultural 
products, however, was not feasible within the scope of this thesis. One major 
practical impediment to any such endeavor is the wide geographical scattering of 
consumers which would be likely in the case of cultural goods such as books or 
journals. The comparative ease with which producers can be traced, who are often 
geographically more concentrated or clustered, may explain partly why supply-side 
research is highly overrepresented in the economic geographical literature 
(Aoyama, 2009; Power and Hauge, 2008; Grabher et al., 2008). The historical 
dimension in this particular research project formed the second and decisive 
impediment. Longitudinal, historical data on consumer perceptions are rare. In 
most cases by far, they are non-existent and impossible to produce with 
conventional methods of consumer perception research, such as surveys and 
interviews.  
 Instead of reporting on the outcomes of empirical consumer-oriented 
research, this chapter will first provide an analysis of the Dutch publishing 
industry’s recurring dependence on particular international demand-side 
conditions, by examining and comparing the types of published products Dutch 
publishers successfully produced for foreign markets, both in their Golden Age 
heyday and after the Second World War. This will form the basis and stepping-
stone for a wide-ranging theoretical discussion of the demand-side factors and 
patterns which impact global geographies of commercially-viable cultural 
production (aimed at international audiences). Borrowing insights and empirical 
examples from media studies, international marketing and business studies, and 
particularly cultural sociology, an analytical framework is constructed which 
relates culturally-conditioned consumer tastes, preferences and expectations to 
global geographies of cultural conventions, affinities and hegemonies.  
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5.2. Understanding the failures and successes of Dutch publishers on 
international markets  
 
The Dutch publishing industry’s long history encompasses the era (approximately 
ranging from the early 1800s until the postwar period) in which the rise and decline 
of nation states as the dominant political and cultural entities in Europe took their 
most avid shape (see for example Anderson, 1991). During this era of nationalism 
and nation-building, national educational systems, media systems, and national 
institutions regulating a wide range of political, economic, social, and cultural 
activities were set up, affecting the behavior, expectations and worldviews of the 
citizens of the different European nation-states. Europe (and other parts of the 
world where nation states were on the rise) in many ways realigned, in the cultural 
sense, along national lines during this period. To a considerable extent, many 
formerly separate, local networks and interactions were fused together in this 
process. Concurrently, many formerly Continental cultural networks and linkages 
(for example, academic networks) were fragmented. This historical context makes 
the long absence of Dutch publishers on international markets (an intermission 
between two periods of international success), already addressed in Chapter Three, 
during approximately this period, tempting to explain in terms of diverging 
national markets and fragmenting European demand for books. To analyze the 
merits of such an explanation, I will now explore the similarities and differences 
between the Dutch publishing industry’s in- and outputs during its periods of 
international success, and during its long period international obscurity. 
  
5.2.1. Changing products, changing fortunes 
During the seventeenth and early eighteenth century, the Dutch Republic produced 
around half of all books printed in Europe. Approximately one third of the total 
European book production took place in the city of Amsterdam, making it a 
‘metropolis of print’ (Hoftijzer, 2001). Amsterdam during this period formed a 
well-developed publishing cluster, with high concentrations of publishers, 
booksellers and authors, and high degrees of horizontal and vertical specialization. 
The city acted as a magnet for authors and translators from abroad, and its 
booksellers and printers exported widely across Europe.  
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Amsterdam’s international publishing prominence rested mostly on the 
export of learned Latin works (drawn from an international Republic of Letters), 
bibles and geographical maps. These were the type of printed works that were in 
greatest demand among the literate audiences of Europe at that time, and they were 
works that were of pan-European relevance. Their meaning and quality could be 
understood by the Dutch publishers, as well as by reading publics across Europe. 
The ubiquitous nature of the symbolic systems and meanings employed in these 
works was able to offset the fact that the Dutch language remained relatively 
marginal in Europe. For, although the development of this cultural industry in the 
Dutch Republic (as well as that of Dutch painting and architecture) was spurred by 
the economic and political prowess of the Dutch Republic during that era (Arrighi, 
1994), which is often referred to as the Dutch Golden Age or the age of Dutch 
hegemony, the Dutch language remained largely confined to the Dutch Republic 
and Flanders. 
 The limited usage of the Dutch language abroad became a severe 
disadvantage for Dutch publishers after around 1750, when a general Europe-wide 
trend towards the vernacularization and nationalization of literatures began to take 
hold. Novels and poetry (as well as local or national newspapers) slowly became 
popular. These depended more on language, as well as on culturally- and 
nationally-specific sensibilities and preoccupations, than bibles and maps. They 
were thus more culturally-particular than the relatively ‘universalizing’ printed 
works of the earlier period.21 Even academic works were increasingly written and 
published in Europe’s vernacular languages instead of Latin, a tendency heavily 
resisted by Dutch scholars during this period (Johannes, 2001), who understood 
that the abandonment of a European lingua franca would result in the 
marginalization and provincialization of Dutch academia.  

Dutch publishers found it difficult to compete with foreign rivals when it 
came to these newly popular printed products. They proved unable to cater to these 
new forms of consumer demand, except of course within the Low Countries itself. 
                                                           
21 Although during the seventeenth and eighteenth century Dutch publishers had the bible 
translated in many European languages, and sold vernacularized copies to many parts of 
Europe, they were very familiar with the bible’s content, relevance and appeal. There was 
no need for them to assess, anew on a regular basis, the value and quality of newly-arrived 
manuscripts in languages that they themselves could not understand and that were full of 
unfamiliar cultural references.   
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Exports came to a virtual stop. Printing and publishing throughout Europe became 
a mostly domestic affair, with only publishers from countries with large language 
areas (notably English, French and German publishers) able to export some of their 
publications across language boundaries during the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. What had happened, was that a fragmentation along national lines 
occurred in the language-use and other cultural conventions which bound together 
authors, publishers/booksellers and readers. This occurred under pressure of state-
building processes throughout Europe and the increasing pervasiveness (a type of 
democratization) of literacy which favored vernacular languages over Latin.   

The Dutch literary scene fell behind its larger European counterparts due to 
the limitations of the language area (Johannes, 2001). The Netherlands virtually 
ceased to export books and, instead, began importing comparatively large numbers 
of publications. Amsterdam nonetheless remained a sophisticated publishing 
cluster, with relatively high concentrations of publishers, bookstores and related 
firms. However, as noted also in Chapter Three, Amsterdam’s publishers catered 
almost exclusively to domestic Dutch markets during the nineteenth century 
(Hubregste, 1984). Even at the height of Dutch cultural and economic influence 
during the seventeenth century, the Dutch proved unable to produce a vernacular 
literature which would rank among the great European literatures of the age, 
despite the (modest) international recognition achieved by some Dutch authors 
(Schenkeveld, 1991). This genre, characterized by content which was relatively 
focused on cultural particularities, was never the strong suit of the Dutch 
publishing industry. But until 1750 at least, this weakness did not prevent Dutch 
publishers from attaining a commanding position in the European book market. 
The failing successes of Dutch publishers as exporters towards the end of the 
eighteenth century were thus not so much due to internal changes in the cluster, as 
to the shift of international demand away from cosmopolitan products (relating to 
cross-national cultural traditions and conventions, such as Latin and Christianity) 
and towards more nationally-specific ones.  
 This conclusion is affirmed by a renewal of international success for a 
section of the Dutch publishing industry after the Second World War in academic 
publishing, a field that had become increasingly internationalized from 1900 
onwards (Hemels et al., 1999). In the field of science, national fragmentation and 
divisions had already to a significant extent been reversed by scientists themselves, 
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before Dutch publishers entered this emerging international market. Dutch 
publishers such as Elsevier Science, Wolters Kluwer, North Holland Publishing 
Company, Excerpta Medica, Brill and IOS Press were all able to make their mark 
on the international market for academic journals during the second half of the 
twentieth century, with Elsevier Science even becoming global market leader in 
this lucrative publishing niche at the turn of the millennium (Van der Wurff, 2002).  

As explained in Chapter Three, Dutch academic publishers, and in 
particular those based in Amsterdam, were able to attain their leading positions 
after the Second World War in part due to the institutional and infrastructural 
resources related to publishing that had continued to evolve in Amsterdam since 
the eighteenth century. This conferred to them many of the advantages of 
clustering such as localized knowledge spillover, the concentration of highly-
skilled entrepreneurs and labor, forms of local interfirm cooperation encouraging 
horizontal and vertical specialization and vigorous local competition (Fredriksson, 
2001; Van Leeuwen, 1980). These resources and cluster mechanisms, however, 
were only able to underpin a renewed assault of some Dutch publishers on 
international markets when international demand increased for a new type of 
‘universal’ publishing product, the English-language academic journal.  
 Despite the fact that the Netherlands as a whole, and Amsterdam in 
particular, has become a major international academic publishing cluster, Dutch 
publishers have failed to find sizeable foreign audiences for other types of 
publications. Unsurprisingly, a European Commission report published in 2000 
found the Dutch publishing industry to be highly competitive internationally in 
magazine and periodical publishing (which includes journal publishing), but much 
less so in book, newspaper, or directory publishing (European Commission, 2000). 
Dutch publishers have only been able to compete in international markets with 
products that are based on a lingua franca and are appreciated (more or less) as 
much in the wider world as they are in the Netherlands itself. The 
internationalization of science closed the relevant cognitive gap between Dutch 
publishers and editors on the one hand, and a particular segment of readers (i.e. 
scientists) in a wide range of countries on the other.22 

                                                           
22 The share of Dutch editors of international academic journals published by Dutch 
publishers has fallen steadily since the 1940s and 1950s, but especially during the first 
postwar decades Dutch editors were very important in setting up and editing journals. 
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Sustained efforts by academics towards the internationalization of 
epistemic communities lowered the communication costs within this field. Such 
worldwide, epistemic communities created, through their cross-border interactions, 
an internationally standardized ‘analytic knowledge’ (Asheim et al., 2007; Gertler, 
2008; see also below), a type of knowledge that for Dutch publishers became their 
product instead of their productive capital. In effect, Dutch academic publishers 
thus capitalized on the internationalizing investments made by academic 
institutions that lowered the costs of cross-border cultural transactions. 
  
5.2.2. Success in different disciplines 
The relevance of the universality of products for the international appeal of 
journals coming out of the Netherlands becomes even clearer when one looks at the 
academic disciplines in which Dutch publishers have gained international 
prominence. In the lists drawn up by American academic librarians participating in 
the Journals of the Century project, aiming to identify the most relevant journals of 
the twentieth century for a wide range of academic disciplines, journals published 
by Dutch publishers (such as Elsevier, North Holland Publishing and Brill) were 
unevenly represented across academic fields (Stankus, 2002).  

In the Journals of the Century lists Dutch publishers were best represented 
in the natural sciences (accounting for between ten to twenty percent of listed 
journals in physics and chemistry) and in other academic fields that are, basically, 
unrelated to geocultural contexts, such as computer science and engineering, 
medicine and international law. Journals published by Dutch publishers were 
completely absent in the lists covering fields such as history, sociology, literary 
studies, anthropology and general law. These latter fields are clearly more 
culturally-constituted than the ones in which Dutch publishers have achieved 
international successes.23 This shows that the type of journals Dutch publishers 
have been able to compete successfully in on international markets, contain types 

                                                                                                                                                    
Dutch acquisition editors have remained important in managing and expanding academic 
publishing programs and portfolios. 
23 This observation is confirmed by a survey among German scholars and students in 
different academic fields about their use of translated academic texts which showed that 
whereas the use of translated texts is common in the basic sciences and among practitioners 
and students of medicine, those engaging in the social sciences and, especially, the 
humanities prefer to read texts in their original language (Hundt, 2001). 
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of information that derive little meaning and significance from the particularities 
of, and cultural nuances in, specific languages and cultures.24  
 
5.2.3. Provisional conclusions 
Even in the absence of empirical data on the consumer reception of Dutch 
publishers’ products throughout the last four centuries, this fairly cursory analysis 
of the history of their shifting fortunes on international markets demonstrates that 
demand shifts, changing and fragmenting consumer cultures, and cultural 
nationalization can and have seriously affected the international competitiveness of 
a cultural industry cluster. International competitiveness is thus not solely a 
function of local, supply-side characteristics. When national particularities play an 
increasing role in cultural product consumption, factors such as their country’s 
language area become more important to the international competitiveness of 
cultural producers. The costs involved in creating or adapting products to appeal to 
foreign consumers rise in such a case. Such costs can become lower for certain 
market niches, when other actors (such as scientists) set up (costly) transnational 
networks, and invest and work to lower cultural barriers (such as language barriers) 
between them. Dutch publishers proved skilled in piggy-backing on (and further 
stimulating) such investments by scientists, which effectively created a new, 
transnational market niche for published works. Again, thus, developments on the 
demand side preceded a change in the international competitiveness of Dutch 
publishers.  
 
5.3. Outlines of a demand-centered approach to geographies of cultural 
product flows 
 
Following up on the lessons derived from this empirical case, I will now explore 
theoretically how demand-side factors can be incorporated systematically in cases 
such as these, and more widely, in the analysis of cultural product exports and 
                                                           
24 The Dutch publisher Brill is an exception. Brill has become prominent in several fields of 
the humanities. However, these particular fields, mainly oriental studies, Islamic studies 
and classical studies, are fields in which no Western country could claim, a priori, a 
particular culture-related advantage. Brill’s expertise in these fields is related to that 
available at the University of Leiden (the city in which Brill is headquartered) that has 
nurtured these disciplines since the seventeenth century.  
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flows worldwide, and of international competitiveness in cultural industries in 
general. Underlying the theoretical framework which will be constructed in this 
chapter, and backed up by various empirical examples, is the assumption that 
consumer cultures, like producer practices, are to a certain extent path-dependent, 
so that the history of cultural nationalization (so apparent during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century especially) has lingering effects on present-day cultural 
consumption around the world.  

What will be offered here, is a heuristic model for understanding cultural 
product exports, which emphasizes that, in many cases, (national) consumer 
cultures are important factors, though not necessarily the most, and certainly not 
the only factors, influencing international cultural product flows. Approaching 
geographies of cultural product markets and the directions of cultural product flows 
from the demand side, should obviously not replace supply-side analyses, but 
enrich them. Focusing on vibrant and successful clusters of cultural producers, the 
preferred approach in economic geographical literature on cultural industries, 
brings into sharp relief the competitiveness-enhancing role of local producer 
interactions, networks and supporting institutions. Looking at cultural consumers 
and consumption, however, brings into sharp relief the importance of product 
variables such as their country of origin. The supply side and the demand side, 
while they obviously interact in various ways, each have their own dynamics and 
logics which act as selection mechanisms and shape cultural product markets.  

The argument set out in the remainder of this chapter essentially connects 
the following four broad claims and thus proceeds in four steps. Firstly, consumers’ 
reception of products of culture in the narrow sense (arts, music, film, design) tends 
to be informed by national repertoires of evaluation and taste (Lamont, 1992). 
Shared meanings, language, values and customs, which constitute group culture in 
a broader sense, underlie these repertoires of evaluation. Although the boundaries 
of groups sharing culture in this broader sense do not necessarily coincide with 
national boundaries, nationality is a key variable in this regard, and this is the 
variable that this chapter will focus on.  

Secondly, producers tend to match their product content to their own 
domestic markets, in concurrence with Michael Porter’s notion that the particular 
qualities of national (and local) consumption are an integral part of the ‘diamond’ 
of factors that determine a cluster’s performance. The characteristics of domestic 
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demand therefore strongly affect production (Porter, 1990, 2000). Even when 
provincialism is clearly avoided, cultural product content still tends to exhibit a 
closer fit with domestic consumers’ repertoires of evaluation than with foreign 
ones. This is the case partly because producers’ creative repertoires are influenced, 
like consumers’ evaluative repertoires, by nationally shared cosmologies, language, 
values and customs. Effective de-linking of producers’ creative repertoires from 
this broader framework of nationally shared culture is easier in some fields of 
cultural production than in others, and requires specific producer investments in 
(and access to) non-domestic cultural capital.  

Thirdly, some countries are more distinctive than others in terms of their 
language, customs and values. This tends to make the evaluative repertoires of their 
consumers, and the creative repertoires of their producers, more distinctive as well. 
Furthermore, some countries have, in the long historical process of cultural 
globalization, played a more central role than others in the export and diffusion of 
cosmologies, customs, language and cultural tastes.  

Lastly, the fourth broad claim, following from the first three, holds that the 
distinctiveness and influence (in the broader cultural sense) of a country on the 
world stage affect the competitiveness of its producers on global markets for 
cultural products (in the narrow sense), because they help determine the distance 
between producers’ creative repertoires and foreign consumers’ evaluative 
repertoires. Each of the steps in this argumentation, such as the links drawn 
between nationality and cultural frame of reference, should be problematized and 
will be in separate sections below.  

Despite the complexities involved, and the reservations expressed below in 
drawing such links, an important outcome of taking consumers as the starting point 
for investigating cultural product competitiveness is that global flows of cultural 
products are at least partly structured and directed by cultural affinities between 
countries and by hierarchies in their cultural influence across the world. Patterns 
and inequalities in the international influence and reach of the world’s different 
‘national cultures’ reflect a historically-evolved (and evolving) set of global geo-
cultural relationships which has been conceptualized, within cultural sociological 
literature, as a cultural world system (De Swaan, 1993; Heilbron, 2000; Janssen et 
al., 2008). So this contention is not new. In fact, the geographical skewness in 
global flows of cultural products, with the West and in particular the United States 
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sending out to the rest of the world far more than it receives, is widely recognized 
in anthropology, cultural sociology, media studies and other academic fields 
(Hannerz, 1989; Krätke, 2006; La Pastina and Straubhaar, 2005; Cowen, 2002).  

What the analysis in this chapter aims to add to these existing perspectives 
is a theoretical examination of micro-processes of cultural product consumption 
that reproduce, and are produced by, such macro-structures in a global cultural 
political economy (CPE) (Hudson, 2008). It will be argued that different demand-
side selection and evaluation processes are linked in different ways, and in 
different degrees, to nationality. Moreover, this chapter examines and specifies 
which types of cultural products and cultural content travel better across national 
borders than others, regardless of their country of origin. Together, these analytical 
distinctions will lead to a highly variegated and differentiated view of the demand 
structures and dynamics influencing international cultural product flows, which can 
theoretically account for the observed temporal, and niche-based, variations in the 
international competitiveness of Dutch cultural producers. In short, the theoretical 
analysis in the rest of this chapter indicates in which type of instances the links 
between the following variables are strong and when they are weak:  

 
1. Consumer nationality  
2. Consumer preferences with regards to cultural product content  
3. Products’ country of origin 
4. National positions in international cultural hierarchies and 

incorporation in larger geo-cultural groupings of countries (e.g. 
Scandinavia, Latin America, Arab world) 

5. Producers’ competitiveness internationally 
 
As such, this chapter aims to provide a basic framework for explaining variations 
in the geographical organization and dynamic of different cultural product markets, 
for assessing the strategies of producers who venture onto non-domestic markets, 
and for the circumvention of Anglo-American or Western hegemonies in particular 
cases. 
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5.4. The reflection of national cultures in cultural products 
 
In order to link consumer evaluations of cultural products to nationality and 
national ‘cultures’, two usages of the term ‘culture’ should first be clearly 
distinguished. In the narrow sense, culture can be seen as the collective term for all 
distinctively ‘cultural’ artifacts, such as artworks and the commodified cultural 
products of cultural industries. In the wider anthropological sense, culture 
permeates virtually all social and cognitive activity, as it refers to all learned 
behavior, as well as all symbolic forms of thought and communication shared by a 
particular group, community or society.25 In this section, it will be discussed in 
what ways cultural artifacts reflect group culture in this broader sense, and national 
culture in particular.  

In cultural studies and cultural sociology, ‘reflection theory’ is the 
common nomer for the idea that distinctive characteristics of a society are clearly 
reflected in the characteristics of the artworks and other cultural objects produced 
within that society. In this view, the subject matter of a painting or a novel, for 
example, as well as the depiction of that subject matter, are indicative of the 
distinctive social structures, preoccupations, experiences, or ways of life of the 
artists’ era and the larger communities in which they live or have been socialized 
(Alexander, 2003). An underlying assumption in this line of reasoning is that 
cultural producers’ own social experiences, perceptions, and identities (whether 
class-based, ethnic, gendered, or national) shape the creative content of the cultural 
objects they create. The producers’ own position within a society mediates the 
ways in which larger societal features are reflected in cultural objects. Even with 
this mediating consideration, however, reflection theory can be used to argue that 
Dutch architecture (with its particular fusions of ‘Calvinist’ and ‘Catholic’ styles 
for example) or Dutch literature differs substantially from the architecture or 
literature produced in other countries, because Dutch cultural producers are part of 
a larger national cultural context which informs their cognitive frames of reference, 
and with it their creative repertoires.   
 An influential critic of reflection approaches, the sociologist Wendy 
Griswold, has argued that the relationship between cultural artifacts and the society 

                                                           
25 For a clear discussion of different definitions of culture see for instance Mulcahy (2006). 
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which produces them is not straightforward. Several factors such as the formal 
demands of a genre, and the competitive dynamics within a particular field of 
cultural production have an important influence on product content. These factors 
partly explain differences and similarities between the cultural artifacts produced in 
different countries, yet some content elements often remain which can only be 
explained with reference to national ‘character’ or culture, such as the treatment of 
race in American novels which differs from that in European novels (Griswold, 
1981: 760-761). Insofar as cultural objects present a picture of the society that 
produces them, this picture is thus distorted by such factors as the demands of 
genre, medium, and niche, and the competitive relations within a cultural industry. 
Furthermore, cultural producers as a group do not necessarily form an accurate 
representation of their society’s population in terms of class, gender, religion or 
ethnicity, and neither do their (intended) audiences. The opinions or perceptions of 
society expressed in cultural artifacts therefore often reflects a bias of specific 
social vantage points. Artists, art (artistic products), audience and society, the four 
elements of what Griswold calls the ‘cultural diamond’ are all interconnected, 
albeit in varying and complex ways. Their characteristics should thus all be 
considered when analyzing cultural artifacts (or ‘cultural objects’ in Griswold’s 
terms) from a social science point of view, and so should their interrelations 
(Griswold, 1994: 15).  
 Despite the different factors that mediate the ways and extent to which 
societal culture, in the broad sense, is reflected in artistic products, the aesthetic 
and symbolic content of these products is rarely devoid of a specific societal-
cultural inflection. A central difficulty here is the determination of the geographical 
scales at which separate such cultures can be identified. The most common scale at 
which to identify culture is that of nation-states (Foster, 1991). State-specific 
institutions (e.g. educational systems), particularly those which have existed for 
extended periods of time, tend to affect the habits, patterns of learning and 
socialization, and even the worldviews of a country’s inhabitants, by constituting a 
stable and nationally-specific living environment (Kuipers, 2010). Next to nation 
states there are sub-national and, importantly, also supra-national regions which 
can be characterized as separate ‘cultural-linguistic markets’, such as Latin 
America (La Pastina and Straubhaar, 2005) and the native-Anglophone West, or as 
a separate ‘geo-cultural region’ such as Pacific Asia. The sub-national scale will, 
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for reasons of brevity and clarity, be left outside of this analysis, and the supra-
national regions will be analyzed in terms of cultural links and similarities between 
countries.  

National cultures and identities should not be seen as essentialized entities 
and they are not stable. Instead, they are often constructed as political projects and 
survive, in part, by being actively reproduced through politically-charged discourse 
(Anderson, 1991). Although national cultures are socially-constructed and 
malleable rather than ‘primordial’, they do have roots in history and institutions, 
and are not casually reshaped. While national cultures are ‘not self-contained, 
closed realities’, and ‘sediment’ out of wider cultural interactions (Foster, 1991: 
251), they do sediment and therefore have real effects. These are reflected in a 
national habitus and national repertoires of values, which leave room for much 
individual and group-based variation, but are (as aggregate characteristics) clearly 
distinguishable in comparative research (Kuipers, 2010; Lamont, 1992).  

The changeability and permeability of national cultures is well illustrated 
by the ways in which the ethnic identities of transnational migrants are both 
continually challenged and mobilized by host societies and migrants alike. As is 
the case with national cultures and identities, the boundaries of what is ‘ethnic’ are 
constantly constructed and contested, and the particular attributes assigned to any 
specific ethnicity are equally contested and changeable. This dynamic clearly 
complicates any uncritical identification of particular cultural product styles and 
content with the culture of a particular nation, supranational region or ethnic group 
(e.g. Ivorian, Moroccan, Vietnamese, British, Dutch, French, or African, Arabic, 
Asian, Latin and so on). In multicultural and multiethnic cities like London, Paris 
and Amsterdam, which are also significant centers of cultural production, the work 
of so-called ethnic creative entrepreneurs (e.g. fashion designers, musicians, 
architects) is sometimes sold and presented as representative (and reflections) of a 
specific ethnic culture, while the creative entrepreneurs themselves consider their 
work idiosyncratic, eclectic or representative of stylistic currents that are not easily 
demarcated in ethnic terms. They sometimes resent ethnic labeling because they 
feel it does not do justice to their individual creativity, and also because their work 
is sometimes relegated to minor niche markets as a result. Nevertheless, ethnic 
labeling can also be a commercial boon to creative entrepreneurs if their work is 
clearly marked as distinctive, allowing them to tap into captive market segments. In 
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this case, the cultural producer’s ‘ethnic capital’ is mobilized. This, again, is 
discursively constructed, but builds, at least in part, on their ‘ethnic resources’ 
which include their knowledge and mastery of distinctive cultural forms associated 
with their ethnic group or nationality (Brandellero, 2011).  
 
5.5. Active audiences and international differences in reception 
 
Reflection approaches deal with the links between cultural product content and the 
wider cultural and social, often national, context of production. Reception 
approaches, on the other hand, investigate the meanings given to cultural products 
by different audiences and in different contexts of consumption. Following Roland 
Barthes’ semiotical studies of the workings of fashion (among other fields of 
cultural production) during the 1960s, cultural consumption has been increasingly 
conceptualized as involving active interpretation on the side of consumers 
(Barthes, 1983 [1967], 1977 [1969]). In academic fields such as media and cultural 
studies, which developed largely on a Barthesian basis, the reception or 
consumption of cultural products has been extensively analyzed as a separate and 
active phase in these products’ social careers, one which is only partly related to 
those of creation and production and has its own complex dynamics 
(Hesmondhalgh, 2007).  

One particularly influential approach to the study of cultural product 
reception, forming the basis for the so-called ‘British cultural studies’ was 
introduced by Stuart Hall (1980) and built on Barthes’ work on semiotics (Turner, 
2003; 71-77). Hall argued that the attribution of meaning to cultural products is not 
a one-sided, but a two-sided process, in which both producers and consumers 
engage, albeit in different ways. According to Hall, producers ‘encode’ cultural 
products with particular messages and meanings. These messages and meanings 
are not readily apparent to consumers or other observers, who engage in ‘decoding’ 
in order to extract meaning from a cultural product. This implies an active stance 
on the part of the consumer, who instead of casually receiving messages and 
meanings through cultural products has to dedicate cognitive energy to an 
extraction or (re)construction of messages and meanings from such products. 
Furthermore, it implies that consumers may arrive at conclusions about the 
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meaning of products which differ from the original ideas or intentions of the 
producers.  

When consumers decode cultural products in a way which is at odds with 
the producers’ own interpretations, this may constitute, from the producers’ point 
of view, a misreading of the products and the messages contained within them. But 
in terms of the social agency of cultural artefacts, alternative meanings attributed to 
cultural products by consumers sometimes become as influential and pervasive (or 
more so) as the original meanings intended by producers. Consumers are thus able 
to redefine or negotiate these meanings, or at least take part in the social and 
cultural meaning-giving processes surrounding cultural products. Within the 
encoding/decoding paradigm, mismatches or disjunctures between the producers’ 
and the consumers’ ‘readings’ of cultural products result from the use of different 
code sets, which in turn reflect social (class-based) differences between producers 
and consumers, as the cultural codes available to individuals are structurally 
distributed throughout society (Turner, 2003; 75-77). This structuralist, socio-
economic perspective, while less flexible and interactive, is similar to Pierre 
Bourdieu’s views on the social production and distribution of cultural capital and 
different aesthetic dispositions which also (ultimately) follows socio-economic 
structures (Bourdieu, 1984, 1993).  
 Whereas Hall analyzed cultural consumption primarily in terms of class, 
other researchers have demonstrated the effects of consumer ethnicity and 
nationality on the reception and interpretation of cultural products. Liebes and Katz 
(1990) have shown, in a famous set of studies, that viewers in the United States 
tended to interpret and appreciate the television series Dallas differently from 
audiences in Japan (where the program was unsuccessful) and Israel. Furthermore, 
within Israel, four different ethnic communities were also shown to attribute 
significantly different meanings and value to the series. Only one of these Israeli 
groups (Kibbutz dwellers of mostly European-Jewish extraction) tended to 
replicate the viewer interpretations most common in the United States, the country 
where the series originated. The cultural resources mobilized by consumers to 
decode and extract meaning from a particular cultural product may thus vary per 
ethnic group and per country. 
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Reception and appreciation 
Skilful producers of cultural commodities may convey more or less objective, often 
technical, qualities to their products which may impress even those consumers who 
cannot make much sense of the symbolic content or aesthetic aspects. Apart from 
creative artistry, cultural production often involves artisanship or technological 
skill. The materiality, immediate sensory effects, or utilitarian functions that 
cultural products may have (next to their symbolic or aesthetic qualities), are part 
of their appeal to consumers. Delicate, well-made fabric enhances the appeal of any 
fashion item, crisp and clear sound as well accurate rhythms that of any music, 
structural safety that of any architectural design, and impressive visual effects that 
of any video game. Yet even a wonderfully-crafted garment may be considered 
ugly, the crispest recording considered unintelligible noise or an annoying tune, 
and the most technologically-sophisticated video game considered boring, bizarre, 
distasteful or overly contrived. While objective measures may be contrived to 
compare the technical qualities of cultural products, their symbolic and aesthetic 
value remains very much open to interpretation.   

Differences between audiences in the reception of a cultural product often 
reflect different ways of understanding it as well as different preferences. Yet, 
while interpretations of a cultural product may differ from those prevalent in the 
producers’ home market when presented to foreign audiences, this does not 
necessarily mean that the product is also less appreciated abroad, as Dallas was 
when shown in Japan. This is shown, for example, by the history of the 
international diffusion of American Western movies. During the first decades of 
the twentieth century, these were already very popular outside the United States, 
and even copied by European film producers. Europeans, however, tended to 
interpret such movies, and specifically Indian characters, differently than 
Americans. Also, Europeans generally appreciated the films for the sense of 
dangerous excitement and melancholy they conveyed, while Americans tended to 
appreciate them more for their moral message (Verhoeff, 2006: 65, 164, 310-313; 
New York Times, 1911). A more recent example is the Spanish flamenco dance, 
which has become widely popular in the United States and especially Japan, even 
though in these countries it has been interpreted in different ways and has acquired 
different meanings than in Spain (Aoyama, 2007). 
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Often, however, cultural products are appreciated less outside of the home 
market. In media studies, the difficulties that many countries’ film industries 
experience in exporting their films is attributed to, among other things, ‘liabilities 
of foreignness’, related to consumer expectations in terms of films’ language and 
style (Hjort, 2005; Lorenzen, 2007). In international business studies literature, a 
negative impact of cultural distance between producers and foreign audiences on 
the consumption and commercial value of cultural products in non-domestic 
markets, is conceptualized in terms of ‘cultural discounts’ (Lee, 2006). Variations 
in consumer evaluation of cultural products have been relatively well researched in 
this vein in studies comparing the United States (together with other Western 
countries) to East Asia. 

Importantly, these studies have found that cultural discounts, while they 
can be salient, do not apply evenly across all cultural product types and genres. 
Comparative research into the box-office success of Hollywood movies in the 
United States and Hong Kong, has shown that Hollywood films that are hits in the 
United States regularly flop in Hong Kong, and that box-office performance varies 
most sharply in the case of comedies and drama movies (Lee, 2006). A case study 
of the Chinese video games market found that, while in terms of single PC games 
Chinese gamers exhibit similar preferences to Western consumers, when it comes 
to the more interactive massive multiplayer online games (MMOGs) which are 
usually identity-based roleplaying games, Chinese gamers generally prefer games 
originating from the ‘East Asian geo-cultural region’ (including South Korea, 
Taiwan and Mainland China) over globally top-ranking MMOGs such as 
EverQuest (Cao and Downing, 2008: 518-520). Such cases show that some cultural 
product types and genres travel less easily across the world, incurring a greater loss 
of value when crossing national borders, and invoke greater cross-national 
differences in reception, than others.   
 
5.6. Communication and conventions in international cultural product flows 
 
While cultural industries have been defined in various ways (Boggs, 2009), most 
definitions used in geographical studies have stressed particular product attributes, 
and especially the relative weight accorded to aesthetic and symbolic (i.e. cultural), 
as opposed to utilitarian, product qualities in determining product value and 
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attractiveness (Scott, 2000a). Cultural products are ‘heavy on signification’ 
(Hesmondhalgh, 2007: 12) and essentially communicate or transmit meaning 
(Gibson and Kong, 2005; Asheim et al., 2007). Victoria Alexander states this point 
succinctly, referring both to the cultural artifacts produced as fine arts and those 
produced as popular arts, as ‘art is communication’ (Alexander, 2003: 3).   

On the level of conveying intended messages or an artist’s emotions, 
communication through cultural objects only succeeds when cultural producers and 
their audiences share certain conventions. In his analysis of how art and cultural 
products are produced, Howard Becker (1982) has argued that audiences are an 
inseparable part of every ‘art world’ (the complex networks and social structures 
on which the production of art depends), and that art without an audience is not art 
at all. In Becker’s view, for artworks or popular cultural objects to ‘work’, artists 
must be able to communicate with their audiences through a cultural object on the 
basis of shared conventions regarding genre or cultural content. Becker even goes 
as far as stating that: ‘only because artists and audience share knowledge of and 
experience with the conventions invoked does the artwork produce an emotional 
effect’ (Becker, 1982: 30).  

This may be largely true in the sense that consumers usually have to 
recognize an artwork as an artwork (recognize, for example, that a dance is indeed 
a dance, instead of a set of casual or random movements) for an emotional or 
symbolic effect to take place. However, when it comes to more specific 
communicated meanings, the importance Becker attributes to conventions seems 
somewhat overstated. The communicative potential of cultural objects is often 
multi-layered, and not fully dependent on the producers’ awareness of that 
potential. Consumers can attribute meaning to a cultural product independently of 
the producers’ knowledge or intentions. A cultural product (such as a recording of 
a Spanish flamenco performance viewed by a Japanese audience) then 
‘communicates’ meaning to consumers while, in effect, the producers do not. In 
this case, signification is generated by the consumer, or by other agents for the 
consumer (and subsequently communicated to that consumer). This implies that 
consumers, or other agents apart from the producer, add symbolic characteristics or 
value to the product that the producers themselves did not. The context of 
consumption is then more significant to the value creation process than the context 
of production. In that case, little may be inferred directly about the producers, the 
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context of production, or the relations between these two contexts, apart from a 
lack of shared conventions between producers and consumers. 

Commonly, however, symbolic value is generated on the basis of shared 
conventions related to the cultural product. For both producers and consumers, the 
main advantage of sharing conventions is a reduction of uncertainty, already 
relatively high in cultural industries, regarding the effects of the cultural product on 
the consumer. As conventions are by definition socially constructed, they may 
differ from group to group, and from country to country. Cultural consumption thus 
presupposes a prior relationship between the producers and consumers, in the sense 
that they have been exposed to, acculturated to, or socialized in, the same 
conventions.  

Here a distinction can be drawn between two types of conventions which 
may be recognized in most cultural goods. The first type comprises of specific 
conventions relating to the art or cultural form in the narrow sense. These define 
the form of cultural goods and include conventions such as the verse-chorus-
structure of most songs, the conventional length of movies, or conventions 
resulting from technical formats or essential material conditions of production. 
Such conventions – which I will from here on refer to as art-form conventions – 
help determine the distinctions between different art forms and, when very specific, 
between genres. They also help determine the role, within these art forms or 
genres, of the second type of convention of importance here: symbolic or aesthetic 
conventions relating to culture in the broader sense, such as language, religious 
teachings, beauty standards, or particular shared associations (historical, moral, or 
otherwise) with specific phenomena, places, people or artifacts. These forms of 
shared knowledge refer to the world outside of the cultural product in question, and 
will be referred to from here on as inscribed or cognitive-cultural conventions. 

Cognitive-cultural conventions such as language often shape the 
communicative content of cultural goods. They are obviously used widely by 
cultural producers to inscribe their cultural products with meaning, and widely used 
by cultural consumers to decipher and extract this meaning. The extent to which 
such inscribed conventions play a role in this communication of meaning via the 
cultural product, differs per product type and genre, as will be further explained in 
section eight. In much media use, for example, the effect of such conventions on 
cultural consumption is clearly noticeable, and so is the link between such 



193 
 

conventions and national contexts. Worldwide there is an enduring prevalence of 
national media systems over transnational or global media, despite liberalization 
policies which have weakened cultural policy measures explicitly designed to 
protect national media from foreign competition (Tunstall, 2007). Seeking to 
debunk the ‘myth of media globalization’, Hafez (2007 [2005]: 59-61) has recently 
argued that watching cross-border television channels remains an exception for 
most audiences globally, even within the European Union, and is usually restricted 
to four specific sets of circumstances: broadcasts from another country within the 
same language area, multilingual international broadcasting, cross-border media 
use by immigrant minorities, the use that cosmopolitan ‘global elites’ make of 
transnationally-oriented English-language channels such as CNN and BBC, 
particularly when traveling abroad.  

In general, for producers in most economic fields there are the potential 
advantages of large markets and economies of scale associated with applying the 
most widespread conventions in their products. This is also true for cultural 
producers seeking to communicate with international audiences through their 
cultural products. The worldwide success of Swedish pop musicians, provides a 
case in point. Internationally-successful Swedish pop musicians such as ABBA, 
Roxette and Neneh Cherry (and more recently Lykke Li and Swedish Eurodance 
acts) have all reached out to international audiences by writing songs in English 
rather than Swedish (Burnett, 2001). This allows them, not only to reach native-
English audiences, but also other foreign audiences who use English as their 
second language. For Swedes, song-writing in English requires multilingualism, 
which is a skill not strictly related to good musicianship, and a type of investment 
in personal human capital unnecessary for native-English song writers. The effort 
that this demands of individual Swedes, however, is on average lower than it is for 
the average songwriter in Russia, China or Egypt, for example, as these countries 
have historically been less exposed to Anglophone cultural flows, and English-
language proficiency rates are lower there. 

The actual international distribution and hierarchy of cognitive-cultural 
conventions is the product of a long, historical process of cultural globalization in 
which some countries have proven more influential than others. This has resulted 
in a multi-tiered hierarchy, in which conventions prevalent in major Anglophone 
countries are familiar in most other countries around the world, separate 
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supranational cultural and linguistic regions (such as Latin America) share such 
conventions among member countries, and other countries are alone in their use of 
a language or other conventions (Hannerz, 1989; De Swaan, 1993). The former can 
be characterized as central in the world in terms of these conventions, whereas the 
latter can be characterized as peripheral.  

The historical spread of conventions eases the flow of cultural products 
between countries sharing such conventions, and in general, the flow from central 
countries to the rest of the world. Producers in central countries do not necessarily 
need to invest in adapting to foreign conventions in order to communicate 
relatively smoothly with (at least significant fractions of) foreign audiences. This is 
not to say that reverse flows, from more peripheral to more central countries (even 
of cultural products inscribed with equally peripheral cognitive-cultural 
conventions) do not or cannot occur. Periphery-to-periphery flows are also known, 
as in the case of the success of Bollywood films in Nigeria (Adamu, 2010). 
Nevertheless, insofar as shared cognitive-cultural conventions between cultural 
producers and foreign consumers ease communication, and that in turn increases 
cross-border flows of cultural products, centrality in this hierarchy allows for 
increased economies of scale, increasing competitiveness and exports. This also 
explains why countries with larger domestic markets (such as Germany), as a rule, 
export films and other media products more readily to smaller countries (such as 
the Netherlands, Switzerland or Denmark) than vice versa (Hjort, 2005; Hafez, 
2007 [2005]; Lorenzen, 2007). Furthermore, by not only presupposing but also 
reproducing specific cognitive-cultural conventions, these conventions are 
reinforced and spread more widely. These are some of the mechanisms which may 
help explain why the few global media centers that have been able to reach out 
successfully to wide international markets are strongly concentrated in the West, 
and particularly in Anglophone countries, even more so than advanced producer 
services or high-technology clusters with a global reach (Krätke, 2006). 

 
5.7. Closing cultural gaps between producers and international audiences 
 
The international distribution of conventions and the global hierarchies described 
above are not static. This is partly because conventions themselves and their 
relation to national contexts change, and partly because the wider cultural influence 
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of particular countries changes. Cultural industries and cultural product flows not 
only follow but also shape these international hierarchies and distributions of 
conventions, sometimes by reinforcing them, but sometimes also by countering 
them and creating new cognitive-cultural links between producers and consumers.  

Shared conventions do not determine cultural product flows, even in those 
product markets and genres which are prone to cultural discounting, they just 
facilitate them. Consumer saturation may occur, for example, which decreases the 
premium of existing conventions. Also, there are several ways in which knowledge 
gaps, and a lack of shared conventions between cultural producers and consumers, 
can be overcome. Four avenues for closing relevant cultural gaps will be 
distinguished here.    

 
5.7.1. Consumer creativity and effort 
Consumers may close knowledge gaps in relation to cultural products on their own, 
as long as they somehow have access to the product. When consumers do not 
recognize the symbolic or aesthetic conventions with which producers have 
inscribed a cultural object, and cannot easily extract a producer-intended meaning 
from that object, this does not necessarily impede consumption or the consumer’s 
enjoyment, but either makes it less predictable and directed, or demands more 
effort on the side of the consumer. When consumers more or less spontaneously 
and independently attribute meaning to a cultural product, their evaluation is 
difficult to ‘trace back’ to any specific producer strategies or qualities, and may 
thus offer little insight into what producer strategies or what contexts of production 
increase the chances of such serendipitous effects. Apart from cases in which there 
is a lucky, spontaneous ‘fit’ with a consumer’s personal, local or national context 
of consumption, the absence of shared conventions means that the consumer has to 
figure out how to approach the cultural product and how to make sense of it.  

This type of consumption may involve a significant degree of 
contemplation or experimentation in order to link a cultural product to one’s own 
experiences or concepts. This process involves active and creative engagement 
with a product. In this process, consumers mobilize their own cultural resources, 
applying them to a new object. These are the symbolic and aesthetic conventions 
that they are familiar with, which in themselves are historically and culturally 
generated. This ‘sense making’ may therefore be seen as a type of (culturally and 
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historically inflected) activity or ‘work-practice’ (Vallance, 2011). The main point 
here is that when consumption depends on newly-generated meanings or symbolic 
value by the consumers, this requires investments of time and energy, and should 
be considered as work. This has been found to be the case in relation to many 
different context-dependent forms of consumption (Griswold, 1983; Jackson, 2004; 
Aoyama, 2009). Alternatively, and when they have the means to do so, consumers 
may choose to expend effort in learning about the conventions inscribed into a 
specific foreign cultural product.  

Although consumers may sometimes welcome creative or studious 
engagement with cultural objects which are, for them, unfamiliar and difficult to 
assess, the effort required to appreciate them mitigates against casual and mass 
consumption of such objects. Furthermore, the choice of product may (considering 
that over the last few decades the supply and variation of cultural products 
available to most consumers has proliferated) again be considered fairly random, 
serendipitous, or in any case difficult to trace back to particular qualities which 
distinguish the product from a wide variety of other cultural products which the 
consumer finds equally difficult to assess initially. They can, however, be clearly 
distinguished from those objects which offer more ease of consumption.       
 
5.7.2. Product adaptation 
Cultural gaps may also be bridged by efforts on the supply side. Producers 
themselves may actively try to reduce the uncertainties of foreign audience 
reception, and accommodate foreign consumers, by investing in their own 
knowledge and mastery of foreign conventions. These are subsequently 
incorporated in producers’ creative repertoires and products, so that even 
seemingly ‘traditional’ cultural products may be actively adapted and customized 
to be made more palatable for foreign audiences. The music sold in the West as 
‘world music’, claiming cultural authenticity, is a case in point. African musicians 
successful in the West have often had to modify their music to incorporate Euro-
American scales, harmonies and timbres (art form conventions), and combine the 
use of several different languages (cognitive-cultural conventions) on their records. 
This tendency, to a certain extent, deterritorializes the places and identities that 
their music is supposed to represent (Connell and Gibson, 2004; Toynbee, 2007). 
Even when consumers seek exoticism and authenticity, important concessions to 
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their aesthetic palates and familiar symbolic frames of reference often play a key 
role in their acceptance of unfamiliar foreign cultural products. 

Processes of product deterritorialization may involve stripping cultural 
product of territorially-specific conventions, or of incorporating multiple 
international conventions into a new mix. As an example of the latter, a great deal 
of musical creolization underpinned Bob Marley’s rise to fame in the West. 
Marley, arguably the sole third-world superstar (in cultural production) for several 
decades, deliberately incorporated rock music elements into his reggae songs as a 
concession to American and European musical tastes (Toynbee, 2007: 118-119 and 
137-156). Clearly, the issue is not only that of language, but also of foreign 
consumers’ aesthetic expectations and tastes. This is further illustrated by the 
concessions to foreign taste buds made in the process of globalizing ‘national’ 
cuisines (for a discussion of the globalization of Thai cuisine see: Sunanta, 2005). 
While often instrumental in propelling cultural products from developing countries 
to international success, deliberate product deterritorialization is also regularly 
marked (and taken for granted) in cases when cultural producers from smaller 
Western countries rise to global fame, as illustrated by the English-language pop 
music from Sweden.  
 
5.7.3. Cultural intermediaries 
Cultural producers and consumers often do not bridge gaps of knowledge relating 
to conventions by themselves. In fact, many professions of expert ‘cultural 
intermediaries’ exist specifically for this purpose, introducing audiences to new 
arts and artists, and framing cultural products in ways that help audiences make 
sense of them (Negus, 2002). Some purported experts on consumer preferences and 
tastes are involved directly in the material production or commodification process, 
acting as gatekeepers, selecting and sometimes adapting or refining cultural 
products before they are in fact placed on markets. This is a role played, for 
example, by talent scouts, publishers, record label or media production company 
executives. While such professionals are sometimes regarded as cultural 
intermediaries, to distinguish them from ‘primary’ creative producers or artists, 
they will regarded as part of the supply side here.   

Other professionals, such as music or film critics, focus on evaluating the 
cultural products that others have brought to markets, and communicating their 
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evaluations to specific audiences, thereby taking up a more genuinely intermediary 
role. Still others, such as advertisers or promotion specialists, are charged with 
addressing potential consumers and presenting a product to them in such a way that 
it more readily entices them to consume it. Naturally, cultural intermediaries do not 
always focus on cross-border flows.26 But when they do they may take up a role as 
‘transcultural translators’ (Adamu, 2010). The existence of such mediators does not 
potential negate difficulties in exporting cultural products and addressing foreign 
audiences. It rather presupposes them.  

Intermediaries such as these, may indeed help ease cross-border flows. Yet 
they cannot fully shape consumer tastes. As they themselves also engage in 
symbolic production, their effect on audiences also often presupposes successful 
communication on the basis of shared conventions. Intermediaries often compete 
with one another for the attention and respect of consumers, and in that sense can 
be considered cultural producers themselves (c.f. Wijnberg, 2011). Furthermore, 
their own reliance on conventions in assessments of cultural products and in their 
creative repertoires, sometimes leads intermediaries or gatekeepers themselves to 
understand cultural products from specific countries in terms of fairly crude 
national stereotypes (Griswold, 1992). Intermediaries can narrow gaps, but not 
close them. Also, professional cultural intermediaries collectively form veritable 
industries by themselves, such as advertising industry and sections of media 
industries. These partly follow their own dynamics of clustering, but often benefit 
from economies of scale by clustering in already large cultural production centers 
and forming symbiotic relations with local producers, further reinforcing existing 
geographical product flows (see Chapter Two; Röling, 2010, 2011; Currid and 
Williams, 2010). 
 
5.7.4. Diffuse influence and cultural ambassador effects 
The familiarization of cultural producers with the conventions and tastes common 
among specific foreign audiences, or of the audiences with foreign cultural 
products and the conventions inscribed in them, also occurs continually through 
processes which are not deliberate, or not specifically related to cultural products. 

                                                           
26 Knowledge gaps, and gaps between producers’ creative repertoires and the evaluative 
repertoires of different audiences, are also common within countries, for example when it 
comes to ‘high culture’ as opposed to popular culture, or to artistic innovations. 
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Exposure to unfamiliar cognitive-cultural or even art-form conventions may occur 
simply by observing or interacting with foreign nationals, or with co-nationals who 
use these conventions already. In this way, languages or new aesthetic viewpoints 
(beauty ideals for example) may be picked up, casually or for reasons not directly 
related to cultural consumption. Cultural conventions are transmitted diffusely 
through many forms of trade and interaction, which is one of the ways how 
economic power may, in time, translate into cultural influence on the world stage. 
Processes of diffusion of conventions often occur fairly unwittingly, and indirectly 
contribute to increased exports, through the ‘nebulous “ambassador” effects’ that 
people may have when abroad (Evans, 1997: 901). When they are not fully 
deterritorialized (which is rarely the case), exported cultural products and 
producers successful abroad may similarly have broader ‘cultural ambassador 
effects’ (c.f. Gloria and Castellanos, 2006: 174), paving the way for other cultural 
products (even different art forms) from the same country to be exported to the 
same destinations. In this way, knowledge of and exposure to a particular art form 
may feed into other fields. Consequently, cultural influence may also translate back 
into economic power. 
  
5.8. A communication costs approach to the cultural producer-consumer 
nexus  
 
In economic geography, spatial patterns of firms, industries and product flows are 
often explained in terms of different transaction costs, some of which are more 
spatially-elastic and thus more affected by distance between the actors in the 
transaction, than others. The sharing of conventions between producers and 
consumers tends to ease the communicative ‘transaction’ performed through the 
cultural product, the focal point or nexus in producer-consumer communication, 
and may reduce the effort (cost) associated with that product’s consumption. It is at 
this point that we come to a central contribution of this chapter to the theorization 
of global flows of cultural products, and with it, of the geography of cultural 
product markets. In order to analyze the economic geographical effects of 
conventions, I will conceptualize transactions in cultural products as involving 
communication costs. These communication costs represent costs incurred for 
fusing or aligning the aesthetic or symbolic conventions known and adhered to by 
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the product’s creators with those known and adhered to by the consumer. The ease 
of this communication depends on the degree to which audiences and producers 
already share the aesthetic and symbolic conventions relevant to approaching a 
particular cultural product. The less they share these conventions, the higher the 
costs.    

The dynamic of clustering and the global geographies in cultural industries 
can be analyzed in terms of this specific form of spatial-cultural transaction costs. 
According to Scott (1998), geographical clusters of production tend to emerge in 
industries where some spatial transaction costs are high (especially those 
concerning the coordination between different collaborating producers), while 
others are low (namely those involved in bringing end-products to markets, 
including transport costs). It is this mix between transactions which are highly 
place-bound, and those which are fairly free of spatial constraints, which forms the 
essential condition for the emergence of large clusters and their worldwide 
domination of particular industries (as is the case with Silicon Valley).  

In cultural industries, the costs of producer-to-producer interactions tend to 
rise sharply with geographical distance, so this set of spatial transaction costs tends 
to be high (Scott, 2000a; Kloosterman and Stegmeijer, 2005; Kloosterman, 2008). 
But the transaction costs related to addressing, symbolically, foreign audiences 
with (for them) relevant and understandable product content, varies per cultural 
product type and genre (as further explained below). These producer-to-consumer 
transaction or communication costs also vary sharply with the cultural relations 
between source and receiving country. In the case of some cultural products, from 
some places, reaching out to widely divergent foreign audiences involves a great 
deal of audience-specific product tailoring and customization; in the case of others, 
it is simply a marketing challenge (Kuipers and De Kloet, 2009). Either way, 
overcoming cultural differences between producers and consumers involves costs, 
the height of which varies per product type and per audience. And insofar as 
cultural differences are related to geographical distance, these costs are effectively 
spatial transaction costs. If these are high as well, globe-dominating clusters are 
unfeasible.  
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5.9. Cultural product types and their international marketability 
 
Knowledge exchanges are among the economically-relevant transactions most 
studied by economic geographers focusing on post-industrial economic activities. 
The high spatial transaction costs associated with tacit knowledge exchanges even 
offer a key explanation for the persistence of clustering despite the widespread 
availability of advanced communication technologies. Such knowledge exchanges 
are communicative transactions, like the communication between cultural 
producers and consumers described above, and involve cognitive coordination 
costs, particularly when they occur within collaborative projects. Several studies 
have shown that these costs may differ per industry and per product, and that 
categorizations of products on the basis of embodied transaction costs, offer a 
fruitful way to explain and predict the dynamics and degree of clustering of their 
producers.  
 
5.9.1. Knowledge types and product categories 
The importance of differences in the knowledge content embodied in products has 
already been explicitly recognized by economic geographers. However, typologies 
based on such differences have tended to focus on different knowledge types 
involved in product development without explicit reference to product 
consumption or producer-consumer communication. Bjørn Asheim and Meric 
Gertler, for instance, have argued that we should distinguish between product 
development that involves analytical, synthetic or symbolic knowledge (Asheim et 
al., 2007; Gertler, 2008; Rekers, 2008). Each of these knowledge types is produced 
and communicated in different ways. Whereas analytical knowledge is readily 
codifiable and easily exchanged over large distances, synthetic knowledge is more 
context-dependent, tacit and therefore most successfully exchanged by product 
developers working together in close physical proximity. It has furthermore been 
argued that different industries producing different classes of products employ 
different knowledge types, with analytic knowledge being identified with product 
development in industries such as biotechnology, whereas synthetic knowledge 
plays a greater role in the development of industrial machinery or shipbuilding, for 
example (Asheim and Coenen, 2005). Symbolic knowledge, the most tacit, 
context-dependent and ‘stickiest’ form of knowledge has been identified as the 
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predominant knowledge type required for producers in cultural industries (Asheim 
and Gertler, 2005; Asheim et al., 2007; Gertler, 2008). 
 This typology highlights the varying degrees of tacitness of the knowledge 
required to develop different types of products, which explains the varying 
dependence on face-to-face contacts for processes of knowledge exchange, 
learning and product innovation in different industries. The more tacit the 
knowledge is on which producers in a specific industry depend, the greater their 
tendency to co-locate and cluster (Scott, 1998; Asheim and Gertler, 2005). 
Although these proposed knowledge types are helpful for understanding why 
clustering and physical proximity between producers play a greater role in some 
industries than in others, they tell us little about where successful clusters in a 
given industry are likely to develop. Furthermore, the fact that productive 
knowledge in all cultural industries is represented here by a single category, 
symbolic knowledge, limits the utility of this typology for exploring why different 
cultural industries display different geographical patterns. 
 Another typology of products, proposed by Clarke and O’Connor (1997) in 
the context of research on financial centers, addresses explicitly the relationship 
between the (informational) content of products and spatial structure of industry. 
Their typology aims at explaining global geographical divisions of labor between 
such centers, thus coming closer to this chapter’s objective of clarifying relations 
between the geographical positioning of producers, the knowledge content of 
products and the exportability (global market position) of products. Clarke and 
O’Connor classify different financial products as transparent, translucent or 
opaque on the basis of how much knowledge of local economic contexts is needed 
to produce them. According to this argument, transparent products are clearly 
defined and understood by financial experts around the world. These products can 
in principle be constructed and sold by financial institutions regardless of their 
geographical location. Consequently, the supply of transparent products is 
dominated by the world’s most powerful and best-equipped financial centers such 
as New York, London and Tokyo. At the other side of the spectrum, opaque 
products are derived from locally-specific economic and institutional constellations 
and are best developed by financial institutions close to the products’ geographical 
contexts of reference, resulting in comparative advantages of smaller financial 
centers in certain financial market niches.   
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 Clarke and O’Connor relate types of knowledge inherent in a product’s 
creation to a global market hierarchy of the localities in which they are produced. 
As in the case of Asheim and Gertler’s knowledge typology, however, these 
different forms of knowledge embodied in products correspond to different 
production environments, and do not, in principle, refer to particular contexts of 
consumption. Just like transparent products, translucent (the intermediate form) 
and opaque financial products are presented to investors worldwide in terms of 
expected risks and profitability. Regardless of the local specificity of the 
knowledge involved in designing financial products and assessing their value 
prospects, their value is reduced and translated into a universally accepted norm 
and utility: their potential for yielding monetary rewards expressed in nominal 
rates. As such, opaque financial products might be traded globally and bought by 
foreign investors as readily as transparent products.  
 
5.9.2. A typology of cultural products: Bringing in the consumer   
Unlike financial products, cultural products usually do not possess a universally 
standardized and apparent utility for the customer. A geographically relevant 
typology of cultural products should therefore take as a starting point, not the 
knowledge involved in their production per se (referring only to the knowledge of 
producers), but the knowledge shared between producer and consumer on the basis 
of which the transmission of meaning from the creator to the customer (i.e. the 
communicative act) takes place. I therefore propose a typology of cultural 
products, loosely analogous to Clarke and O’Connor’s work on financial products, 
based on the transnational communicative potential of the products that cultural 
producers bring to the marketplace. Cultural products can then be positioned, in 
terms of the symbolic or aesthetic conventions that they embody, along a spectrum 
ranging from the ‘universal’ to the nationally particular. This typology may be 
applied to individual cultural objects (such as a particular novel), but equally to 
distinct product formats or genres (such as, for example, soap operas or poetry), or 
to particular styles (such as architectural styles). It should, however, be kept in 
mind that the very extremes of the spectrum underlying this typology, are rather 
hypothetical. They are meant to functions as yardsticks, rather than represent any 
real cultural objects found in practice. 
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Products positioned towards the universal end of this spectrum address 
consumers by means of symbolic or aesthetic elements that are fairly ubiquitously 
used, recognized and understood around the world. At this end of the spectrum, we 
could place cultural products which are appreciated and designed primarily for 
their direct sensory effects on consumers, such as science fiction movies full of 
spectacular visual effects. Products such as these experience minimal cultural 
discount effects because they may appeal to more to consumers’ neurology than to 
their cognition. In this way, a high-technology approach to cultural production, as 
well as intricate material craftsmanship, can lead to the production of cultural 
goods which may be valued highly by audiences across the world, regardless of 
national variations in symbolic and aesthetic conventions.      

Cultural products can also approach the universal end of the symbolic and 
aesthetic spectrum, when their form and content is reductionist and rationalized, as 
is the case with the modernist Internationalist Style of architecture. These 
sometimes appeal to cosmopolitan elites specifically for their non-national 
qualities. Other cultural products approaching the universal are those which have 
emerged in internationally-oriented networks, such as journal articles in 
mathematics and physics. Being based on symbolic content, these products are, by 
definition, cultural. But they utilize discourses which are inherently transnational, 
and focus on analytic forms of symbolic communication and information 
processing. These are the cultural objects embodying the symbolic conventions 
employed by what Giddens has called ‘expert systems’, and like these expert 
systems, they tend to facilitate the disembedding of symbolic interactions from 
particular spatial contexts (Giddens, 1991: 19-21).  

Yet another example of universal products are Japanese animated figures, 
such as Hello Kitty, which have been stripped explicitly of specifically Japanese 
references in order to approach what Koichi Iwabuchi has termed ‘cultural 
odorlessness’ (2002: 33).27 In these cases, the ‘universal’ refers to national non-
specificity rather than to aesthetic preferences which are widely shared within any 
single country. Reductionist designs such as these are sometimes considered fit 
mostly for children to enjoy due to their simplicity, with many adult consumers 

                                                           
27 Similarly, the South-Korean term mugukjeok (meaning ‘no nationality’) has been applied 
to the type of pretty boy pop-stars who have gained Pan-East-Asian fame from the 1980s 
onwards (Jung, 2011:59-60). 
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preferring more elaborate, decorative or ‘national’ cultural product content. The 
point is that universal cultural products have no clear attachment to any nationally 
specific set of symbolic or aesthetic conventions, and may, in principle, be 
approached in the same way by consumers around the world regardless of any 
national predispositions.  

Cultural products making extensive use of universal symbolic or aesthetic 
forms demand little in the way of national-cultural proximity between producers 
and consumers because signification and valorization is achieved through globally 
ubiquitous means (which may, however, be employed in sophisticated and creative 
ways). Valorization of such cultural products and the competition between their 
producers take place on the basis of criteria that are widely accepted and fairly 
universal. The costs associated with matching producers’ and consumers’ symbolic 
conventions in order to facilitate communication through these cultural products, 
are not directly related to producer and consumer nationality. Such ‘universal’ 
cultural products may thus, in principle, be successfully produced in many parts of 
the world, including countries with modest cultural influence, and marketed easily 
across national borders. Competition for markets in these products is therefore 
often fierce and globalized, and may be expected to result eventually in the global 
hegemony of the best-functioning clusters of producers.  
 At the other end of the spectrum, we find products infused with cultural 
content which builds on nationally-specific symbolic or aesthetic conventions and 
frames of reference. These are culturally-particular products. The communicative 
value of such products is restricted to producers and consumers who share the same 
national language, or the same nationally-specific reference points (such as 
knowledge of national celebrities), and have been socialized in the same set of 
national social and aesthetic norms. This knowledge and socialization may result 
from nationally-specific institutional set-ups, such as national education systems 
and national broadcasting media. The symbolic or aesthetic conventions employed 
in cultural products at the extreme end of this side of the spectrum, acquire an 
exclusively national character in the sense that only those fully acculturated in a 
particular country find these cultural goods to be fully intelligible, whereas ‘non-
natives’ are able to attain at most a superficial appreciation of these same goods. 
This may be the case, for example, for comedy which refers extensively to specific 
national celebrities, historic figures or particular national experiences (related to 
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specific national institutions for example), for folk music such as that produced by 
the Baul (minstrel-mystics from Bengal), or for poetry that relies on sophisticated 
and subtle uses of a particular language, or on relatively obscure expressions.  

Culturally-particular products often represent intricate and refined 
expressions of traditions that have taken relatively long periods of time to evolve 
and develop, or they refer in manifold ways to such traditions or national 
institutions. As such, they are rich with meanings and associations within a specific 
national context that are hard for outsiders to recognize or decipher.28 These 
products face high, sometimes virtually insurmountable, cultural discounts when 
traded across borders, because the investments required for foreign consumers to 
understand and appreciate them approach the prohibitively high. Even in cases in 
which national conventions or sets of symbols, such as a language or the use of a 
traditional music instrument, have already gained in currency across national 
borders, can their use be so intricate as to remain nationally specific. The market 
appeal of poetry, for example, even when written in English, the present-day lingua 
franca, is therefore likely to be much more restricted to native speakers than many 
forms of English-language prose are.  
 The position of a cultural product on this spectrum from the ‘universal’ to 
the  particular is one of the factors which determines the communication costs 
involved in marketing and consuming the product across national borders. This 
factor tends to intersect with the cultural centrality of the producers’ country in the 
world. The role that a country has played historically in processes of cultural 
globalization, impacts the chances that foreign audiences are already familiar with, 
or have appropriated, those symbolic or aesthetic conventions (reflected in the 
product) that are related to its national institutions and culture (in the broader 
sense). This is clearly the case when it comes to language-based cultural products. 
Films or songs in English, French or Spanish have an advantage in the international 
                                                           
28 One example would be the Dutch film Alles is Liefde (All is Love). Although partly 
based on the British film Love Actually, Alles is Liefde revolves around the Sint Nicolaas 
festival (celebrated almost exclusively in the Netherlands and Flanders), with many of its 
humorous and ironical scenes referring extensively to the festival’s various traditional 
associations. Furthermore, the film’s plot involves other Dutch national institutions such as 
the Dutch monarchy, gay marriage and the country’s most famous department store De 
Bijenkorf. Altogether, the film’s intended effects presuppose a wide variety of nationally-
specific associations on the part of the viewer. For this reason, the film is difficult to view 
by foreign audiences without key elements being lost in translation. 
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marketplace over, for example, Dutch- or Turkish-language films or songs. It is 
also apparent in some aesthetic conventions which are not specifically related to 
language. The ideal of ‘whiteness’, for example, which plays an important role in 
the beauty industry across the globe, is related to a pervasive high status of 
Europeans and North Americans around the world, which in turn is based at least 
in part on the West’s long domination of processes of globalization (Jones, 2008; 
Mears, 2010).  

The result of historically and presently uneven flows in the international 
diffusion of symbolic and other cultural conventions through a wide range of 
globalization processes, is an economic dividend for cultural producers from 
culturally central countries. Not all cultural producers from such countries enjoy 
this dividend, as historically only specific symbolic or aesthetic conventions may 
have been widely diffused beyond a country’s borders. Even culturally central 
countries may only be able to widely diffuse national cultural conventions 
selectively, and not across the entire board of such conventions.29 Still, when 
entering foreign markets and targeting foreign audiences, cultural producers from 
culturally central countries are generally less likely to face prohibitively high 
communication costs (in a wider range of cultural products) than producers from 
culturally peripheral countries.  

Only on the (hypothetical) outer edges of the spectrum ranging from 
universal to nationally-exclusive products, are the communication costs (related to 
appealing to foreign audiences) similar, regardless of a product’s country of origin. 
In the case of products relying on universal conventions, these costs are always (by 
definition) very low, in the case of nationally-exclusive products, they are always 
(also by definition) very high. The way that the product’s position on the spectrum 
of the culturally-particular to the universal interacts with its national origin to shape 
its cross-border communication costs, and thereby the ease or difficulty of global 
flow, is reflected in the diagram below (figure 5.1). Towards the top and right, the 
costs of communication meaning to foreign audiences through the product tend to 
decrease, easing cross-borders flows. Towards the bottom and the left, the reverse 

                                                           
29 This selectivity may be related to supply-side factors, determining how specific forms of 
cultural production were historically organized in the culturally central country in question, 
as well as to the dominant technological regimes and market structures in the specific 
period in time in which its international influence is or was at its highest. 
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tendency may be expected. Centrality of the country of origin may (up to a point) 
compensate for the cultural-particularity of a product, whereas a greater degree of 
‘universality’ of a product may compensate (to a certain extent) for the 
peripherality of the country of origin. Accordingly, the diagonal line separates 
those cultural products which still seem viable for exports (although to a decreasing 
extent as they are positioned closer to the diagonal), from those which seem more 
appropriate for domestic markets. The examples in the diagram are placed in their 
likely, approximate positions. 
 
Figure 5.1. The role of product type and national origin in likely international 
market reach.  

 
A special category of cultural products, consisting of syncretic cultural 

products, takes up a somewhat difficult ambiguous place within this diagram, 
because these products’ ‘nationality’ is decidedly multiple. The term ‘syncretic’ as 
used here, refers to the purposeful mixing of identifiable symbolic or aesthetic 
conventions from different countries within a single cultural product, as is the case 
in particular ‘fusion’ genres of music, or in bilingual films. Syncretism is often 
employed as a strategy for cultural product innovation, as elements taken from 
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several specific national traditions are recombined and rearranged to form a new 
product. It is also a strategy for lowering cross-border communication costs and 
cultural discounts. Syncretism tends to widen the potential international appeal of 
cultural products, partly by combining elements recognizable to audiences of 
several different national-cultural backgrounds, and partly because it involves 
cherry-picking and the (cultural) decontextualization or deterritorialization and 
modularization of stylistic elements (an act of reduction of the manifold meanings 
and associations that such elements have often acquired within the national-cultural 
context from which they are borrowed).  

Syncretic products thus tend towards the universal end of the product 
content spectrum, although consumer knowledge (and of course producer 
knowledge) of the different languages, styles and other symbolic or aesthetic 
conventions employed in these products still tends to vary across countries. For 
while the national-cultural content of syncretic products may be characterized as 
multiple, the national elements involved in syncretic compositions still matter, also 
in terms of the wider global appeal of specific syncretic products. A Baul song 
sung in Icelandic may very likely be experienced as obscure and incomprehensible 
to most international audiences, whereas an Italian opera adapted to English is far 
more likely to be considered culturally accessible to audiences worldwide, in much 
the same way as universal cultural products are. The wider international 
accessibility of the cultural content is affected by the cultural centrality of the 
different countries of origin. Because of the historically-determined selectivity in 
the diffusion of any one country’s cultural conventions, the country effects on 
syncretic products’ global marketability may, on aggregate, average out or 
reinforce each other. This depends on the specific traditions or conventions 
borrowed from the different national contexts, and the degree to which these 
historically have been diffused beyond national borders.  

In any case, the benefits of lowering communication costs through 
syncretism potentially accrue to producers and consumers in each of the countries 
from which inspiration has been drawn (in the case of the hypothetical Icelandic 
Baul songs: Iceland and India/Bangladesh). Competition may occur, therefore, 
between clusters in the various countries that have supplied the snippets of 
traditional symbolic or aesthetic forms out of which the syncretic cultural products 
in question are composed. 
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5.10. Implications for producer geographies and strategies 
 
The degree to which the products of an industry can be consumed in different 
geographical contexts affects the geographical patterns of that industry. Michael 
Porter (2000) has argued that the more universally applicable an industry’s 
products are, the fewer clusters of producers are likely to be sustainable and thrive 
in that industry worldwide. This means that when a product requires little 
adaptation to different local or national markets, little knowledge of these different 
local or national markets is required on the part of the producer. Consumers 
worldwide are then easier to supply from one cluster, or a limited number of 
clusters, and competition among producers, on the international level, is based to 
an important degree on economies of scale. Conversely, if the products of an 
industry (the newspaper industry for example) are only applicable in a specific 
context (e.g. within a limited cultural space), clustered producers will experience 
difficulties in reaching out to and dominating wider markets, and a larger number 
of clusters will be sustainable in that industry as they all cater to their own specific 
and relatively protected (often domestic) markets. In order to better understand the 
varying global geographies of different cultural industries, it may thus be valuable 
to classify cultural products according to the geo-cultural (again with a focus on 
national) specificity of the knowledge they presuppose in consumers.  

With this in mind, the characteristics of the three different types of cultural 
products discussed above may be said to hold implications for the organization of 
clusters that produce them and the geographical scale of the knowledge networks 
maintained by their producers. Whereas local knowledge networks may suffice for 
producers of nationally-specific goods, clusters specialized in the production of 
culturally syncretic or universal goods are likely to require extra-regional 
knowledge inputs and international networks.30 Internationally successful cultural-

                                                           
30 In some cases, the reliance on creative inputs from abroad may become so great as to 
lead to international unbundling of the production process. The cluster may then turn into a 
type of localized refinery of already specialized inputs from around the world. The Dutch 
academic publishers form a good example here as they rely on authors from abroad for 
more than 90 percent of the articles in their physics journals (Meadows 1980). As long as 
inputs from the outside are creatively processed (by means of revision, recombination, 
recontextualization and so on) by producers inside the cluster, the cluster may be seen as 
productive and as more than what Zukin (1995) referred to as an ‘entrepot of the arts’. 
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industry clusters in culturally less influential countries (being more reliant on 
syncretic or universal products) may therefore be expected to depend more on 
active linkages to foreign producers, or ‘global pipelines’ (see Bathelt et al., 2004; 
Wolfe and Gertler, 2004), than similar clusters in culturally prominent countries 
such as the United States, Britain, France or Spain. The ability of peripheral 
cultural-industry clusters to nurture wide international demand for their products 
may even depend on their being institutionally coupled or strategically allied to 
clusters in regions where other (preferably more widespread) conventions are 
prominent, in order to facilitate the syncretic composition of new cultural products. 
Extensive links between the music scenes in Bamako (the capital of Mali) and 
Paris, institutionalized in the Paris-Bamako music festival, could be seen as an 
example of such cluster coupling.  

When multinational corporations (MNCs) are involved in cultural industry 
production (as is often the case in the media industry), it may be expected that the 
spatial organization of their activities also differs according to the type of products 
they produce. Cantwell and Janne (1999) have found that MNCs emanating 
originally from the leading geographical centers of their industry tend to set up 
internal, transnational divisions of labor, functionally incorporating the particular 
(often pre-existing) competences of each geographically dispersed office into their 
worldwide production processes. By contrast, MNCs founded and headquartered in 
less influential locations tend to set up independent production chains in different 
locations, replicating the same tasks (and teaching the same skills) in most of their 
foreign offices. A similar type of trend may result from a focus on different cultural 
product types. MNCs specialized in producing cultural products that rely on more 
nationally-specific symbolic or aesthetic conventions are likely to create relatively 
independent divisions in different countries, each with their own local networks, 
producing for their respective local markets. MNCs focusing on syncretic or 
universal cultural products may, in contrast, be more likely to make use of 
functional divisions of labor and productive interactions among their different 
offices around the world. Differences in network organization and functionality of 
this kind have been observed among different types of international advertising 
firms in Amsterdam catering to different types of demand (Röling, 2010, 2011).     

The table at the end of this section (figure 5.2) summarizes the likely 
geographical consequences for an industry of the degree of nationally-specific 
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content in its products. The intention here is not to give the impression of 
determinism or cultural essentialism. This product typology should not be taken to 
promote an immutable view of global hierarchies of competitiveness in cultural 
production. First of all, within each cultural industry (or set of cultural industries), 
new genres may be developed and other innovations may occur that shift the 
balance between universal, syncretic and culturally-particular products.  

Secondly, the culturally-constituted knowledges and tastes of consumers 
which lie at the basis of the proposed distinction between universal, syncretic and 
culturally-particular products, are of course not static, especially not under 
conditions of globalization. Foreign audiences may warm to cultural products even 
if they come from countries or regions that are relatively inconspicuous on the 
world’s cultural map. However, the acculturation of consumers to products 
inscribed with unfamiliar conventions is not merely time-dependent. It does not 
necessarily occur automatically. Familiarizing foreign audiences with particular 
types of cultural products may require specific strategies, such as syncretism, on 
the part of cultural producers. Especially when cultural industry producers first 
venture onto foreign market is it likely that they will have to adapt their products to 
a large degree to suite different sets of cultural aesthetic expectations. This means 
that they need to familiarize themselves with foreign symbolic and aesthetic norms 
first, relying heavily on collaboration with producers in other countries.  

Only when some elements of the producers’ own cultural conventions have 
entered the consciousnesses of foreign consumers in diluted form, can cultural 
industry producers from culturally peripheral places reasonably attempt to expose 
international audiences to more culturally-particular symbolic or aesthetic forms, 
and to the more refined products of their tradition. The way Kung Fu movies 
gained popularity in the West may serve as an example of such a process. Kung Fu 
was popularized and introduced to Western film audiences through Bruce Lee, who 
was half-American and became well-known while starring in the American hit 
series The Green Hornet as the main character’s side-kick (Bowman, 2009). 
Western audiences were in this way eased into accepting Kung Fu, as it was 
incorporated into a cultural framework they were already familiar with.  

The history of how American Westerns were popularized in Europe, also 
shows the importance of careful product alignment with the pre-existing 
knowledge of audiences. This film genre would appear quintessentially American 
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in content, and therefore nationally-exclusive. Yet, the notion of America and of 
the American Western frontier had a long history in European discourse, and held 
powerful symbolic value for Europeans of many stripes. As noted already by 
American film producers before the First World War, Westerns were popular in 
Europe because they agreed with the Europeans’ preconceptions about America 
(New York Times, 1911). The cultural centrality of the United States (or at least of 
the idea of the United States) was an important precondition to the successful 
internationalization of this seemingly nationally-specific product.31  

Once foreign audiences have been carefully prepared, cultural industry 
producers may slowly start to dispense with foreign collaborations and focus more 
exclusively on local knowledge resources (and clustered knowledge and skills) in 
order to cater to more ‘sophisticated’ and cosmopolitan foreign customers, 
although tendencies towards cultural particularity may, even then, result in strong 
reductions of international demand (leaving only small niche markets abroad). 
Another important point here, which implies a further departure from essentialist 
views of culture, is that syncretization or creolization of cultural production may 
influence the conventions which are borrowed, including those in the producers’ 
country, even when it is the result of conscious tailoring of products to foreign 
tastes. For example, Bob Marley’s Westernized reggae songs, which became global 
hits, were later re-appropriated by his countrymen as authentically Jamaican. 
Cultural authenticity has proven to be a problematic concept in many different 
contexts, ranging from migrant fashion styles to the globalization of ‘national’ film 
genres and cuisines, due to the continual dynamism of, and exchanges between, 
cultures worldwide (Brandellero, 2011; Sunanta, 2005; Verhoeff, 2006).  
 Nevertheless, as shown throughout this chapter, different positions in a 
global cultural hierarchy can be identified, and convey different chances of 
competitive success on global cultural product markets. Yet these positions are not 
fixed either. Cultural products themselves, if cleverly marketed, contribute to a 

                                                           
31 De Propris and Hypponen (2008) casually suggest that a deterritorialized quality of 
Hollywood movies explains Hollywood’s global dominance of the film industry. However, 
they neither present data on the history of the internationalization of Hollywood movies, 
nor on their cross-cultural reception. They also do not present a content analysis of 
Hollywood movies. Their claim therefore remains speculative, and the worldwide influence 
of American culture (partly increased by the Hollywood film industry) may be considered 
an equally plausible explanation of this dominance.  
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country’s cultural standing in the world and the familiarity of foreigners with its 
language, customs or its specific aesthetic forms and traditions. As such, success of 
a specific cultural-industry cluster may become self-reinforcing and may even 
make it easier for other types of cultural industries from the same geo-cultural area 
to find accepting foreign audiences. However, the international influence of 
different cultures is determined by many more factors such as migration and the 
economic, technological and political centrality of a country. This is why cultural 
industry producers in countries of marginal cultural influence would probably do 
better (from a strictly commercial viewpoint) to adopt strategies suiting that 
position, rather than focusing on changing that position itself.  
 
Figure 5.2. Different product types and likely geographical patterns of their 
production and consumption.  
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5.11. Discussion  
 
Economic geographers have convincingly challenged fallacious claims that the 
globalization and digitalization of recent decades have produced a world devoid of 
meaningful distance and left the globe a ‘flat’ productive space where the 
competitive advantages of places have all become ubiquitous (Cairncross, 2001; 
Friedman, 2005), by pointing to the enduring competitive advantages afforded by 
sophisticated place-based production systems and clusters. This chapter has set out 
to show some of the ways in which the world of cultural consumption is also spiky, 
as well as fragmented, and in the process present a framework for analyzing 
international competitiveness in cultural industries which departs from consumer 
preferences to incorporate cultural conventions, countries and product 
characteristics.  
 With this spikiness in mind, it may be said that we are a fair way off from a 
fully globalized consumer culture, dominated by a consumer discourse and 
symbolic language that is increasingly global, which some argue is emergent or has 
already arrived (Zukin and Maguire 2004: 187; Mizzau and Montanari, 2008). 
Cultural product flows are still impacted by country effects and by the results of the 
historical diffusion of cognitive-cultural conventions such as languages. These 
factors militate for a cultural political economy approach to global cultural product 
flows, one that incorporates inequalities and power structures, rather than 
conceptualize the generation of international cultural flows as occurring randomly 
and patternlessly, fully rhizomatically on an effectively flat field or ‘plateau’ (c.f. 
Deleuze and Guattari, 1987).  

Sweeping notions of a cultural world system (De Swaan, 1993; Heilbron, 
2000) modeled on Wallerstein’s (1991) world system theory, however, even 
though they have been applied mainly to languages and literature, and allow for 
some structural dynamism, are too general and deterministic in relation to 
international divisions of labor concerning cultural production and circulation. For 
in this chapter, it has also been argued that the sharing of conventions between 
producers and audiences (which underlies some of the skewness of international 
cultural product flows) often does not preclude successful exports, that new 
cultural product flows may shape geographical linkages on the level of shared 
conventions (instead of only following them), that such linkages are also affected 
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by other globalization processes, and that a number of strategies on the part of 
producer, consumer and cultural intermediaries may (partly) circumvent 
hierarchies and cognitive-cultural gaps.   

This chapter has focused on country effects, to the detriment of other 
geographical scales, such as distinctive subnational regions, at which distinct 
cultural communities may be found. Future research might further differentiate this 
analysis and focus on how such different scales interact in their effects on cultural 
product flows. Further differentiation would also be very welcome in regard to 
different consumer groups. This chapter has discussed cultural consumption and 
consumers in fairly general terms, not specifically analyzing different fractions 
within national audiences. Purportedly, young consumers are very flexible in their 
patterns of cultural consumption (Bennett, 1999), ‘global’ elites are increasingly 
cosmopolitan (Sklair, 2005), and ‘cultural omnivores’, whose aesthetic tastes 
purportedly not only transcend traditional high-low dichotomies of culture but also 
national and ethnic cultures, have become increasingly central in landscapes of 
cultural consumption (Peterson, 2005: 260). The centrality of these consumer 
groups in cultural product markets, and their effects on international cultural 
product should be further investigated (although it seems obvious that these groups 
as well do not consume cultural products fully independently of conventions such 
as language).  

In this chapter, cultural consumption has not been investigated for its own 
sake. Comparative studies into the specific ways in which audiences in different 
countries (some of which are likely to be more ‘open’ than others towards foreign 
cultural products in general), or different fractions of those audiences, approach, 
receive and use particular cultural products, such as the designs of Dutch architects, 
would be highly interesting on their own terms. Here, however, the aim of 
investigating mechanisms underlying cultural consumption processes was to gain 
insight into their aggregate effects on international cultural product flows, and 
ultimately, to help explain why large, internationally-successful clusters of cultural 
producers are where they are. 

What this chapter, following Becker (1982), has argued is that conventions 
linking consumers to cultural producers are an integral factor in the economic 
geography of cultural industries. The analytical framework proposed in this chapter 
answers recent calls by some economic geographers to investigate the different 
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roles consumers, in this case consumers in different countries, play in influencing 
production processes (Grabher et al., 2008). It also aims to promote a shift away 
from a tendency in economic geography, criticized by Power and Hauge (2008), to 
focus primarily or exclusively on supply-side processes and forms of organization, 
particularly in the study of clusters. The significance and presence of cultural 
conventions linking cultural producers to consumers, often go beyond the local 
scale of clusters, and when they relate to general-purpose symbolic conventions 
such as languages, beyond cultural industries as well. But insofar as they have a 
decided impact on the viability of specific types of cultural production in different 
places, they can be seen as national (or transnational) institutions playing a role in 
cluster formation (c.f. Wolfe and Gertler, 2004), or as generalized inputs or 
resources which may precede but encourage cluster formation (c.f. Bresnahan et 
al., 2001). 

Ultimately, as discussed in the introduction of this chapter, this exercise 
aimed towards a fuller understanding of why particular clusters of Dutch publishers 
and architects achieved international successes, or failed to do so, and why their 
successes occurred in certain specific product niches or genres. As demonstrated 
towards the end of this chapter, the changing role of national conventions in the 
demand for published works, taken together with a consideration of the 
Netherlands’ international position in terms of cultural influence, can help to 
explain why Dutch publishers lost their commanding position on European book 
markets in the eighteenth century, and why they were able to regain international 
success after the Second World War in particular niches of academic publishing. In 
a similar vein, the importance of avoiding the use of conventions which are 
narrowly national (or even local) in significance or applicability, helps explain why 
the decontextualized, rationalist architecture in which Rotterdam architects have 
specialized is so conducive to international commercial success. 

To the geography of cultural industries and the global cultural economy, 
the long history of cultural globalization matters, and one of main the ways it does 
so, is through the historical processes which have determined the international 
distribution of different symbolic and aesthetic conventions. In the grand scheme of 
global cultural product flows this means, among other things, that a country’s 
international prominence in cultural industries may tend to trail behind a country’s 
rise to economic and political power in other fields, and also that it may tend to 
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endure beyond a country’s decline in other fields (as seems to be the case with the 
United Kingdom and also France). On a slightly more mundane scale, it means that 
analyses of the changing fortunes on international markets of cultural-industry 
clusters in countries such as the Netherlands that focus exclusively on the supply-
side characteristics and organization of the clusters themselves may well prove 
inadequate, and should be complemented with careful analyses of the evolution of 
international demand. As Martin and Sunley (2006) have argued, different regional 
paths of development may lock each other in or out, at least where the cultural 
industries are concerned. This seems to have occurred in the case of the 
Amsterdam publishing industry, the development of which is best understood in 
relation to the fate of German and other non-Dutch publishing clusters. They do so 
partly through their effects on industry-relevant conventions, and the tastes and 
perceptions of consumers, which are some of the media that connect them most. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




