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Cultural “Co-Motion”
and Global Communication

JAMES LULL*

How can people find their way in a world where
the very nature of culture is being transformed into
a dynamic panorama of images and dreams, fant
asies and illusions, journeys and retreats? This work
briefly examines how symbolic resources are used
to construct modern lifestyles and exercise influ-
ence over the self and others throughout the global
cultural archipelago. Special attention will be paid
to the case of Sweden and the Nordic region.

Although institutional forces representing reli-
gious, political, economic, and military power
continue to have great influence, the importance of
symbolic power (the ability to use symbolic forms
to intervene in and influence the course of actions
and events: Thompson 1995) and cultural power
(specific, contextualized uses of symbols to con-
struct cognitive coherence, social influence, and
personal and collective identities: Lull 1995)
should be stressed in the analysis. To conceptual-
ize power in terms of symbols and cultural activity
places much more emphasis on emotions and feel-
ings, human expression, and communication.
Symbolic and cultural power ought be understood
in ways that differ from traditional forms of power,
which tend to be organized at levels that are much
more distant and abstract. Symbolic forms and cul-
tural activities are relatively open, diverse, and
personally accessible. The global symbolic envir-
onment presents many rich opportunities for the
exercise of cultural power at the same time the na-
ture of culture and the terms of power are chang-
ing.

Let us not fall into any postmodernist trap that
obscures the sources of real social influence. With-
out doubt symbolic power itself historically has
been institutionalized in Western civilization – by

the church, the state, and later, the market. The
media and culture industries grew up depending on
the power of symbols to make money for them.
The high-tech environment of today even acceler-
ates the institutionalization of symbolic power. For
instance, we now see a growing tendency of high
technology companies to develop working agree-
ments with content providers, Internet servers, and
news organizations. The American commercial
television network NBC has become an informa-
tion provider for the Microsoft Network. Microsoft
also has been locked in a legal battle with the U.S.
federal government over the practice of forcibly
linking its Internet browser with sale of its operat-
ing systems. The San José Mercury News, the dis-
tinguished newspaper from my hometown, has de-
veloped a financial relationship with the huge
Internet access enterprise America Online, and so
on. An ability to profit and to influence others by
using symbolic forms obviously accrues to institu-
tional authors of those forms.

Such exercises in symbolic power, however, re-
quire willing compliance on the part of the consu-
mers of symbols – the interpreter-users whose in-
tentions and decisions can be controlled by others
only in the rarest of circumstances (torture or coer-
cion). Contrary to any theory of mass manipula-
tion, the media and culture industries also provide
their audiences with potent symbolic resources
that conflict sharply with the ideological and cul-
tural biases of other powerful social institutions.
The de facto impeachment of Brazilian president
Fernando Collor de Melo in 1992 and the recent
loss of power by the ruling political party (Partido
Revolucionario Democratico: PRI) in Mexico are
two particularly strong examples from Latin
America, where I have been living most of this
past year. The fall of communist regimes all over
the world, as well as the uprising of students and
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workers in China at the end of last decade are other
striking examples of how symbolic and cultural
power can work against entrenched, institutional
interests of the state (Lull 1991,1995). Huge scan-
dals in the media – such as the recent revelations
of sexual harrassment in the U.S. military, racism
among high-level executives at Texaco oil com-
pany, the infidelities of members of the British
monarchy – also reveal how institutions are vulner-
able to symbolic power (Lull & Hinerman 1997).
Beyond this, the global explosion of new symbolic
forms and increased access to personal commun-
ications technology empower many persons and
institutions that lack or have no interest in broad
religious, political, economic, or military influ-
ence. The profound diversification of symbolic
forms and growing number and variety of occa-
sions for exercises of cultural power is one inevit-
able consequence of globalization, a process that
strongly interferes with the hegemony of political,
economic, and cultural influence.

Superculture and Civilization
In a recent domestic speech, President Bill Clinton
beseeched his American audience to believe that:
“The differences among us must be respected, but
the shared values are more important.” Such a
seemingly simple plea implies several crucial
points in contemporary cultural analysis. First,
Clinton recognized publicly that national ideology
and culture cannot be taken be granted. They are
diverse and tentative constructions. Second, he
asked Americans to conform to the values and life-
style prescriptions for the American superculture.
According to Clinton, if people accept and adhere
to the principles of the American superculture –
the nation’s “shared values” – then the society can
remain stable and prosper.

Social conformity to the superculture implies a
crucial link between society and the individual. No
doubt humans need to feel ontologically secure
(Giddens 1991). Culture and identity help provide
this stability by linking the emotional-behavioral
orientations of individual persons to the organized
values and activities of the groups to which those
persons belong – their human reference points,
persons with whom they live and routinely
communicate. Because inhabitants of particular
geographical locations tend to speak the same lan-
guage and share cultural values, the superculture
can often be productively understood as national.
The nation, of course, can be secular or religious,
though it never functions in such discrete, cat-
egorical terms.

The superculture should be thought of mainly
as a discourse, particularly in the current era of
technology, information, and communication. The
ideology and rhetoric of nationalism – which re-
mains a powerful axis of macrosocial organization
– is perhaps the best example of supercultural dis-
course. There are clear prescriptions for ideal,
consensual thoughts and actions in the supercul-
ture, resembling a “dominant ideology” with its
implicit hegemonic effect (Thompson 1990; Lull
1995). The superculture should produce cognitive
stability for individual persons and “cultural well-
being” for societies (Hannerz 1992), while imply-
ing a profound personal responsibility to be as-
sumed by everyone. In the Swedish context, the
superculture is embodied by the discourse of the
“welfare state,” whose formal integration into gov-
ernment policy can be traced to the late 1930s.
Supercultures are usually organized under federal
authority, as they have been in the Nordic Coun-
tries, but also in places like Mexico, and in a much
more radical way, in Cuba or the People’s Repub-
lic of China.

The superculture constructs social coherence
and continuity. It need not reflect the true charac-
ter of a social formation with any degree of preci-
sion. For example, in practice the socialist con-
tours of the Nordic region welfare states exist in
deep and dynamic relation to global market forces.
With its rampant promotion of individualism, in-
strumentalism, and materialism, the market gener-
ates alluring material and symbolic resources
which continually challenge the spirit of state-or-
ganized supercultures, particularly those which
privilege strong social welfare policies. The actual
dominant cultures of the Nordic region thus are
fluidly positioned somewhere between the social
guarantees of the welfare state and the counterbal-
ancing, often harsh realities of the competitive
marketplace. As an ideological and cultural con-
cept, however, the egalitarian principle of the wel-
fare state continues to serve as the stabilizing dis-
cursive foundation for Nordic cultural identity and
politics, and as a vital check against the aggressive
tendencies of global capitalism.1

Apart from other personal and social identities
and activities, people persistently refer to them-
selves and explain themselves to others in terms of
one overarching framework that is believed to ap-
ply fundamentally to everyone within a particular
historical-geographical-cultural location and tradi-
tion. Superculture discourses organize this com-
mon consciousness. All experiences are under-
stood in multiple ways in relation to the supercul-
ture. The superculture is a cultural narrative, a
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mythical story people tell themselves that in-
scribes, reinscribes, and reinforces the idealized
system of values. Some of the superculture’s core
tenets are codified as laws or prescribed and en-
forced by other rule-governing structures. Flags,
anthems, Olympic teams, national holidays and
other rituals highlight and certify the superculture.

Superculture narratives are further reinforced,
amplified, extended, and modified through the cul-
ture industries and communications technology.
Specific media genres give particular platforms for
the circulation and legitimization of various super-
cultures. Supercultures as discursive cultural affir-
mations fit well with mass media because they
have a reductionist and stereotypical character,
even at the international level, and result in a glo-
bal integration of cultural forms, each represented
as a kind of cultural common denominator.

Any one superculture is also linked to other
supercultures to form what Samuel P. Huntington
(1996) calls civilizations. These supercultural
groupings coincide according to different criteria:
the history of colonial expansionism (Western
civilization, Latin America), geography (Africa,
Japan) and religion (Islam, Sinic, Hindu, Ortho-
dox, and Buddhism). The cultural imagination is
provoked in unique and forceful ways inside the
various civilizations. For example, when the
people of Sweden or any other Nordic country
watch American television they can realistically
imagine themselves in a North American cultural
context because they are part of the same civiliza-
tion; in fact some centuries ago Nordic immigrants
to the United States helped build what is now the
United States of America. Brazilian, Venezuelan,
and Mexican soap operas play well in Italy. Inhab-
itants of China are more likely to be influenced by
the supercultural images of a civilization with
which they have an affinity, Japan for example,
than with other more culturally distant sources of
images, such as Europe or the United States.2

Civilizational liasons in Sweden can be found
even in the cultural clustering of community gar-
den plots. Barbro Klein (1990) observed that gar-
dens in these shared public spaces made by
Swedes, Finns, Middle Easterners, and Chinese
differ by content and organization, and that “ethnic
neighborhood clusters” and “outright segregation”
exist on the multiethnic grounds. Any outward
signs of sharing or joint purpose as “gardeners”
can be found “only inside the ethnic groups
or...ethnic coalitions such as the North European
one” (Klein 1990: 20). The ethnic groups not only
grow different things in different ways, they de-
marcate their space in the garden by putting up

boundary fences, the types of which do not exist
between adjacent gardeners of the same civiliza-
tion.3

Conditions and practices in the multicultural
garden are but one example of how civilizational
differences take form in shared social space. Con-
temporary communications technology has created
shared social space on a global scale. Conse-
quently, civilizational and supercultural clashes
are more common than ever before. The Nordic re-
gion can be cited as a good example of the trend.
In the Swedish superculture, for example, “collect-
ivist values such as equality, solidarity, and coop-
eration are officially sanctioned, whereas individu-
alistic concepts such as freedom, independence,
and personal success have a more oppositional fla-
vor,” according to ethnologist Billy Ehn (1990:
49).

The ever-increasing influx of “oppositional”
culture, especially that exported by the United Sta-
tes, brings with it a “dog-eat-dog mentality, cheat-
ing, and ruthlessness...any sense of responsibility
for public values and the community is more or
less non-existent” (Ehn 1990: 54). Such tendencies
of the American superculture have provoked con-
siderable discomfort.

The cultural packaging for such disruptive mes-
sages, however, can obviously be quite seductive.
Entertainment fare – movies, TV shows, popular
music, best-selling novels, computer game soft-
ware, and so on – is the second most lucrative ex-
port in the American economy. It has achieved
such a lofty status in part because many people in
places like Sweden, Norway, Denmark, and Fin-
land – not to mention many other locales far more
culturally distant – eagerly consume these cultural
products, despite the challenges such materials
present to superculture structures. Each new form
of communications technology – radio, television,
cable, satellite, Internet – further intensifies the
transcultural effect by making cultural supervision
by government or any other central source more
difficult.

Culture under Hyperconstruction
The global explosion of symbolic forms makes
patterns of thought and behavior more fragmented
and generative than unified and limiting, and the
role of individual persons in shaping cultural styles
more original and creative than ever before.

That is not to say that symbolic resources are
available to everyone under the same conditions of
opportunity for consumption, interpretation, and
use. Symbolic forms are always being arranged in
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front of consumers by sponsors of one type or an-
other. The interpretations and uses of such forms,
however, are by no means limited to responses
suggested by their originators. People creatively
and intelligently use such representations in ways
that benefit them. Moreover, what is happening to-
day is an “ungluing” of culture and identity, and
culture from class, across a range of cultural ac-
tivities. The result may not be cultural democracy,
but the overall trend certainly does provide a much
greater range of options and increased flexibility.
Culture as any kind of “system of frames of per-
ception” (Agar 1994: 138), therefore, must be un-
derstood as a fundamentally open system.

We live in worlds of diverse and dynamic “cul-
tural fronts” (González 1994) – of borders, cir-
cuits, ecologies, matrices, appearances, lands, per-
mutations, searches, positions, and synergies – all
discursive in nature. Interpreting the surroundings
– constructing cultural experiences, images, and
lifestyles – ranges from radical immersion in ex-
otic, unfamiliar terrain to the apparent security of
cultural territory more well known and stable, such
as that offered by religion, nation, and family.
While these institutions too are changing, their
movements go in different ways and rhythms than
the symbolic cultural forms mobilized by commun-
ications media.

Distinctions must also be made between the
superculture and everyday cultural activities – par-
ticular modes of thought and ways of living that
people practice, at times in conflict with, at other
times profoundly integrated with, the superculture.
But on the eve of the twenty-first century we ought
not to think of cultural life in terms of homologies
or differences between supercultures or civiliza-
tions, or between supercultures and lived cultures
in any one geographical space. With few excep-
tions, relatively unified, homogenous cultures have
been replaced gradually by cultural hybrids
(García Canclini 1989) and mixtures (Martín-Bar-
bero 1987). People engage in multiple cultural
activities influenced by their social roles, social
opportunities, and personal preferences. Further-
more, cultural activity has become more and more
a constant production of fleeting personal pleas-
ures and social interactions. We observe a dramatic
increase in the privatization and hedonization of
cultural production. Discussions of such complex
cultural processes have become one of the main
themes of social science, especially in the past de-
cade (see, for example, García Canclini 1989,
1995; Appadurai 1996; Hannerz 1992, 1996;
Featherstone 1990, 1995).

In a globalized, multimediated environment,
cultural membership and competence reside more
in how people construct and socially apply frag-
ments representing viewpoints and lifestyles. The
interpretation, synthesis, and use of technologi-
cally-mediated and unmediated symbolic forms is
fundamental to contemporary cultural work. We
can consider “culture,” therefore, as clusters, grids,
or networks of relevance that serve as instruments
of self-understanding, growth, social influence,
and pleasure. Cultural “coherence” from this per-
spective reflects more than any functional satisfac-
tions or imagined solidarity that groups produce
for themselves.

The challenge for people today is to negotiate
and combine old and new cultural territories in or-
der to synthesize particular dynamic combinations
to satisfy their needs and preferences. This is more
complex for people who themselves are moving
about. Never in the history of the world have we
seen such an intense flow of persons from one
place to another. Such cultural complexity is of
course influenced by socioeconomic circumstan-
ces which make cultural resources differentially
accessible (culture “on demand” for middle class
Westerners, for instance), or by necessity, as in the
case of ethnic groups who immigrate in search of
freedom, safety, or economic hope. The mixture of
symbolic representations of culture (media and
popular culture especially) and lived environments
and practices (food, religion, and language, for ex-
ample) are further influenced by “cultural reflexiv-
ity” (the production of deterritorialized cultural
motifs in new physical locations) and by the rein-
troduction of new cultural syntheses back into
“original” locations (for example, Taiwanese Chi-
nese culture re-entering the People’s Republic, or
Mexican-American culture exported to Mexico).
Such complex cultural activity can be extremely
stressful, as the late Mexican-American artist and
author José Antonio Burciaga said about Chicanis-
mo (first generation Mexican-Americans born in
the United States):

Our bilingual, bicultural, binational experien-
ce is a form of schizophrenia, rich and poor,
sun and shadow, between realism and surrea-
lism. To live on the border is to live in the cen-
ter; to be at the entrance and the exit; to inhabit
two worlds, two cultures, and to accept both
(Burciaga 1993: 66).

Not necessarily with the same stresses, everyone
lives on the border these days. The effect is not
completely negative. Circumstances such as those
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described by Burciaga stimulate inspiring cultural
inventions. They generate pathways not only for
survival, but for transcendance. The creative use of
symbolic forms and cultural activities such as mu-
sic, workstyles, language, spirituality, and dance
become essential resources in cultural work. The
general argument here, then, is that culture is a
multidimensional concept that implies a trans-
formative assortment of ideas and styles. Contem-
porary cultural activities and formations thus pro-
duce, and are produced by, a steamy stew of ever-
changing possible worlds.

Identity and Community
If people use multiple cultural resources for vari-
ous purposes in their complex personal and
collective actitivies, then to some degree they si-
multaneously form multiple cultural identities.
Identity formation – just like cultural representa-
tion – develops under structured conditions, but is
not limited to them. Identity is a particularly inclu-
sive, even vague, idea. Race, gender, nation, age,
social class, political affiliation or philosophy,
sexual orientation, profession/vocation, religion,
and living space are among the diverse streams
that contribute to identity. Furthermore, strong in-
terrelationships take shape between and among
these factors. For example, one cannot have a non-
gendered racial identity. Nation and culture medi-
ate race – an African-American is likely to be very
different from an African-Brazilian. One’s gender
identity is closely related to sexual orientation.
Professional identity is influenced by age and by
gender, and so on. Given that individual aspects of
identity are mediated by other aspects in complex
and fragmented ways, people understandably ask:
“Who am I? Who are we?”

The answers to such questions in a world of in-
tense cultural mobility are much more difficult to
answer with certainty than ever before. Cultural
identities also relate to questions such as, “who are
we not,” and in a world driven by goods and ser-
vices, “what can we produce?” and “what can we
buy?” In the case of the indigenous peoples of
Chiapas, Mexico, or of the Australian aboriginals,
or the Maoris of New Zealand, the crucial question
is, “where did we come from and where are we go-
ing?” Identity, then, is intimately tied up with cul-
tural imagination – the collective memory of
peoples, but also the collective future projection.
Such thoughts become very intriguing when
groups look to the past in order to explain the fu-
ture. Their ability to do so is not related solely to
any nostalgic idea of history and orality, however.

For example, the revolutionary Zapatistas of
Mexico’s southern states depend greatly on high
communications technology, including a website
managed by their North American sympathizers, to
accomplish their political and cultural objectives.
The “indigenous” Maoris of New Zealand have
found a strong avenue for the expression of cul-
tural and political identity through North Ameri-
can rap music, and hip-hop culture generally,
whose African roots and character resonate well
with the Maoris – dark-skin, marginalized, trop-
ical.4 Vietnamese in Sweden depend on Vietnam-
ese music videos made in Paris to help construct
their cultural dreams in the unfamiliar terrain of
Scandinavia.

Despite all the confusions and contradictions,
people all over the world continue to refashion
their multiple, hierarchical, and dynamic cultural
identities to understand things and feel stable, to
create a sense of wellbeing in the present and hope
for the future. A true skill of contemporary life is
to construct cultural composites in order to form
personal and group identities, even if such con-
structions are more fragile than ever before. This
work is largely composed of naming, defining, de-
ciding, negotiating, and reflecting on the diverse
symbolic environment. As we have seen, all of this
points to the invention of a lively assortment of
cultural spheres that are not only in flux them-
selves, but interact in complex yet specifiable
ways. I want to emphasize that cultural spheres –
different from the “public sphere” of politics and
economics – and identities based on the cultural
spheres are influenced as much by emotion and
feeling as by rationality. For example, the expres-
sion “Brazilian happiness” (alegria Brasilera) re-
fers explicitly to the emotional/cultural orientation
of people who live in the huge South American
country. Many of these persons are objectively
poor, but find real happiness in the belief that they
are “blessed” to live in such a beautiful place.5

Wang Yi points out in her work about the cultural
development of the People’s Republic of China
that “feelings and passions,” which had been ig-
nored in official Chinese ideology, have been in-
cluded recently – mainly through mass media – by
the Communist party to try to maintain its hege-
mony (Yi 1997). Culture is by no means simply a
cold system of values or logical patterns of social
practice.

If culture and identity are becoming increas-
ingly complex in the globalized symbolic environ-
ment, then “community” is also different today.
Culture and community are profoundly interre-
lated because they each reflect social formations
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based in shared space and common interests. In a
world of migrating peoples and symbolic forms on
the move, people occupy unfamiliar spaces and are
exposed to images whose codes they do not neces-
sarily interpret according to conventional expecta-
tions. But it is also true that persons who are spa-
tially distant can join each other as virtual com-
munities by interpreting and using mobile sym-
bolic forms in ways that inspire solidarity and
maintain cultural identities already in place. The
convenience and relatively reasonable cost of the
most popular varieties of cultural technologies (au-
dio and video recorders, compact disc players, per-
sonal computers, for instance) helps facilitate re-
territorialization of cultural representation and ex-
perience at the level of the individual consumer
and the small group.

Communications technology and the vastly ex-
panded production of symbolic forms today clearly
provide new opportunities for the production of
symbolic and cultural power.

The Swedish Case
Professor Lennart Weibull has claimed that ”One
of the main objectives of Swedish media politics
(has always been) to keep the media system as di-
verse as possible” (Weibull 1995: 149). This was
true, he notes, even when the number of daily
newspapers in Sweden was declining. Swedish me-
dia were to guarantee access to a range of ideas
through their ”internal diversity.” Now I think Pro-
fessor Weibull is correct when he describes this
historical feature of the Swedish media system.
But what Sweden and the rest of the world face to-
day is a diversity that is far more robust and free-
form than any single state system or national mar-
ket can provide. Sweden, thus, has certainly had
what we might call an inflected internal diversity, a
diversity fitting to Swedish superculture traditions
with an emphasis more on politics, democratic
process, and rationality than on popular culture,
emotion, and sensation – the very ingredients that
(for better or worse) greatly drive the compara-
tively open and dynamic media market operating
today on a global scale.

If there is a crisis within Swedish media today
it is part of the crisis of the welfare state generally,
and I refer here to the welfare state more as an
ideological-cultural system than a political-eco-
nomic one. All this is happening within the ex-
panded environment of the two global ”flows” that
define the current moment in history – the unprec-
edented flow of people and the lightning-fast flow
of symbolic forms from one place to another

around the world. Sweden is by no means just the
land of blue-eyed blondes any more. The national
media system no longer monopolizes audiences
the way it once did.

These conditions of late modernity-postmoder-
nity raise important questions for peoples all over
the world. In late modern or postmodern Sweden –
the focus of this brief analysis – the welfare state
is just as much implicated with communications
technology, information, and lifestyle as it is with
the economic and political system. Work, respons-
ibility, and leisure have taken on new meanings.
Media forms now regularly enter Sweden via the
global market in ways never before possible, and
information flows out of the country with more
efficiency and less control too. I need only men-
tion the disclosures about the forced sterility po-
licy in place from the 1930s to the 1970s to dem-
onstrate this point. Such disclosures truly exem-
plify ”media visibility” and ”global accountabil-
ity” (Thompson 1995). But in somewhat different
ways, things are just as much in flux in Mexico,
for instance, as they are in Sweden. Indeed, the
technological juggernaut of modern communica-
tions technology rolls into and out of national ter-
ritories with amazing speed and impact.

The question arises, is the new global media en-
vironment a good thing? We must all answer this
question personally, I suppose, but I will say that
there are certain advantages to modern media as a
form of cultural checks and balances on a global
scale. Let’s not overlook the fact, for example, that
the sterility program was meant to be an honorable
part of the Swedish superculture of the time. The
same can be said for all the Nordic countries. We
ought not to romanticize times past unfairly, and
we must keep in mind that the “good old days”
may seem retrospectively to have been more stable
than the times we live in now. But Swedish culture
like all others has always been changing. Today’s
conditions only continue the historical trajectory,
albeit more rapidly and perhaps more threaten-
ingly than before. One of the most modern nations
in the world, Sweden is phenomenologically rein-
venting itself, a project it has successfully under-
taken many times in the past.

Cultural invention is a future-oriented endea-
vor, not a nostalgic one, and it is already well un-
derway with or without the cooperation of Swedish
state or media forces. Cultural changes can no
longer be contained by “dominant” institutions,
programs, or mentalities. In terms of media prac-
tices, which are key to understanding the dynamics
of contemporary cultural change, let me return to
the scholarly work of two scholars at Göteborg
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University – Lennart Weibull and Bo Reimer.
Weibull (1995) has shown how the uses of media
by individuals and groups have been changing
gradually through the years, away from in-
formational uses toward entertainment and diver-
sion. Simultaneously, media forms have been
evolving – from the local morning newspapers, to
metropolitan morning dailies, national tabloids, ra-
dio, Swedish TV, community TV, and now satellite
TV. Bo Reimer has tracked these institutional ten-
dencies in his studies of media reception practices,
lifestyles, and the roles of media more broadly
within the panorama of everyday life (1994). From
this combined work we can see clearly that much
greater overall diversity has emerged, external and
internal, in media form and content, and con-
sequently a greater diversity in media uses and so-
cial practices. Sweden is experiencing its own ver-
sion of global cultural dividing and fragmenting.

How do we make sense of all the cultural
changes, confusions, and conflicts? What do cur-
rent conditions mean for media institutions, for so-
ciety, and for individuals within the society? The
global cultural transition affects Sweden and the
rest of the Nordic region as much as, if not more
than, other parts of the world precisely because of
the area’s high level of development.

No one can predict the future with certainty, of
course, but I will conclude with a few observa-
tions. Cultural stresses today only reflect in a
somewhat frenzied manner the fundamental and
productive tension between forces of tradition
(usually associated with personal, social, and cul-
tural stability and security), and forces of change
(related to human curiosity about the unknown,
progress, and danger). We now witness simultan-
eous cultural developments. There is on the one
hand a kind of cultural pulling back – a retreat, re-

thinking, regrouping. This is taking place at both
the collective level, as represented by the variety
of social institutions that compose Swedish life,
and at the level of the family and the individual. At
the same time there are tendencies to mix and
match cultural impulses from at home and abroad,
particularly among the youth, to create new cul-
tural orientations and habits. These engagements
sometimes lead to the formation of new cultural
groupings, but they also lead to greater privatiza-
tion and hedonization. Above all else, today’s ro-
bust cultural scene requires rapid adaptation,
which itself is a cultural matter that is not easy for
everyone to accept.

Key to success in an expanded symbolic envir-
onment is the ability to synthesize cultural re-
sources – some quite traditional, others imported
and more exotic, some material, others symbolic.
Nordic media systems are caught in the competit-
ive cultural atmosphere trying to figure out what to
provide as cultural offerings. Clinging feverishly
to traditions will not suffice. Capitulation to the
forces of the international, youth-oriented culture
is likewise not a good long-term investment. Per-
haps it’s time for a new understanding of the
Swedish ”middle way” through an enterprising,
vigorous cultural give-and-take. Sweden has been
fragmenting into cultural niches driven by immi-
gration, tourism, communications technology, and
globalization during the past decade especially, a
tendency which will not ever go away. But in the
long run the new Swedes will more and more want
to experience the warmth of their own Swedish-
ness in the swirl of the cultural winds. A confident
media system, neither reactionary nor overly
trendy, seems the best way to set the sails for the
future. Frankly, by my observations from afar, that
is fundamentally what has been happening all
along.

Notes

1. This shifting of institutional power and the popular
imaginary away from the nation-state to the market
on a global scale intrigues but worries many
observers. It is the focus of Mexican anthropologist
Nestor García Canclini’s recent work (1996), for
example.

2. Japan and China, it should be pointed out, are similar
culturally, but do not belong to the same civilization,
according to Huntington (1996).

3. The garden plots were not randomly distributed in
the first place. Areas were assigned by municipal

authorities, so the groupings reflect not only
preferences on the part of the ethnic groups, but
responses to a structured situation established by the
host culture.

4. The Maori case is especially interesting. Although
the political and cultural struggle of the Maoris is
framed in terms of the rights of “indigenous” per-
sons against the rights of British settlers of the 17th
and 18th centuries, the Maoris themselves immi-
grated from Polynesia to the islands now known as
New Zealand sometime between 800-1 000 AD and
violently eradicated the indigenous tribes that had
been living there.
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5. The best example of how this cultural orientation is
represented in popular culture may be the music of
Brazilian sambista Jorge Ben.
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