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Emergent musical identities in Sweden: 

Folk music between “tradition” and “heritage”.  
Paper read at “Emerging Musical Identities: Views from Across the Atlantic”. A Colloquium 
of the International Council for Traditional Music  MAY 12-14, 2006. Music Department 
WESLEYAN UNIVERSITY. MIDDLETOWN, CONNECTICUT 
 

By Owe Ronström, Professor, Department of ethnology, Gotland University, 621 67 Visby, 

Sweden, E-mail: Owe.Ronstrom@hgo.se 

 

“Because something is happening here, but you don't know what it is, do you, Mister Jones” Bob Dylan: Ballad 

of a thin man. 

Introduction 

My paper concerns emergent musical identities in the field of folk and traditional music in 

Sweden. This is a field I know well, having been a part of it as a musician, teacher and 

ethnomusicologist for more than 30 years. As my entry point, I will take a small 

“spelmansstämma”, or fiddlers gathering in Hovra, Hälsingland, which I have participated in 

over the last 10 years. This event takes place annually, in late May. It starts with a number of 

workshops, where a number of the best Swedish traditional musicians and dancers meet 

several hundreds of young musicians eager to learn “the soul” of Swedish folk music and 

dance. Many of these young musicians belong to a rather tightly knit network, where the 

nodes are ‘folkhögskolor’,1 and music conservatories, where traditional music is taught. In the 

workshops playing and dancing in various styles are taught by ear, in large groups. The stress 

is on communality, cooperation and exchange, all in a rather relaxed and informal manner, so 

constitutive of Swedish traditional music making. After a couple of days, and nights, of 

intensive playing and dancing, the finale is an open-air ‘spelmansstämma’, “fiddlers 

gathering”, visited by some 3000 persons, the core being the participants in the workshops.  

 

In Hovra it is possible to trace an ongoing change of attitude towards folk music, music-

making and dancing, what these activities and their results symbolize or represent, and how 

all this fit into the stories Swedes like to tell about themselves. I will start by shortly outlining 

some main characteristics of this change. As Bob Dylan’s Mr Jones, I am aware that 
                                                 
1 The folkhögskolor, or “folk high schools”, are post gymnasium and pre-university schools of which there are 
many in Sweden. 
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something is happening here, but I am not sure of what it is. Therefore, in the following I will 

take the opportunity to discuss – you might even say speculate over – some of these changes, 

and suggest that they can be interpreted as the emergence of new ways of understanding and 

representing the absent in the present.  

Changes  

A comparison between the modern world of Swedish folk music, as it is represented in Hovra, 

and the folk scene of the early 70’s, when I started to play, is instructive. In some respects 

nothing much seems to have happened. Many of the same tunes are still performed, in a 

distinctively “Swedish” way. But in other respects profound changes have taken place. For 

reasons of brevity and clarity, I will shortly summarize some of these changes in terms of  

“old” and “new”. However, I do not intend to argue that these are exclusive positions, but 

rather poles at the ends of a continuous field of tension.  

• Earlier traditional musicians were known as ‘spelmän”. Today most of the young 

prefer to call themselves “folk musicians”, stressing the professional aspect of the 

word ‘musician’. Many of the changes described below are fused into the transition 

from ‘spelmän’ to ‘folk musicians’. 

• When ‘spelmän’ meet to play, the meeting itself, and the musical exchange, is 

focused. Stage performances are often seen as secondary. This attitude is inherent in 

the expression “spelmansstämma”, derived from an old Norse word for meeting, 

conference or session. Among folk musicians music is produced primarily for stages. 

Direct musical exchange between musicians often takes place behind the stages, in 

between or after the performances. During the last decades festivals have replaced the 

fiddlers’ gatherings as the prime events for folk musicians, which has led to a 

festivalization of traditional music. Among the effects of festivalization are: music 

produced for festival stages, with increased level of expression and effect; an audience 

“zapping” between different stages and programmes, leading to even more raised 

levels of expression and effect; increased concentration of music making and 

consumption to certain times and places (Ronström 2001, Lundberg, Malm & 

Ronström 2000:342ff). Interestingly enough, the event in Hovra is arranged as a 

‘fiddlers gathering’ with the intention of preserving some of the ‘old ways’ of 

performing folk music in Sweden.    
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• As meetings are considered to be central among the “spelmän”, live performances has 

been the primary form of existence for Swedish folk music, and recordings has been 

seen as secondary reproductions of  “where the action is”. Among folk musicians 

much folk music is produced not only for stage performances, but also in studios, for 

records, to be reproduced on stage only later, as secondary versions of the “original” 

music.  

• In the world of ‘spelmän’ the music consists of ‘låtar’, old traditional tunes, in two or 

three parts. In the world of folk musicians many compose their own new melodies, 

often more complex in harmony and structure. Still they are called ‘låtar’, but more 

often than not they are treated as individual compositions, ‘pieces of art’. The tunes 

are composed and arranged for a broader scope of instruments, and when played by 

others, often parts of the original arrangement for the recording are reproduced as a 

part of the ‘composition’.   

• Among ‘spelmän’ the tunes are located within a geographical and genealogical frame, 

they are “from” somewhere and “after” someone. The normal way of presenting a tune 

is “polska from Hälsingland, after Hultkläppen”. When performed, the tunes are 

usually accompanied by anecdotes about old fiddlers, their villages, or region. At 

public performances folk costumes are common, as are Swedish flags.  

 

‘Spelmän’ at a fiddlers gathering, and a fiddlers team in folk costumes, outdoors and off-stage.  

 
• Among folk musicians tunes are located within a more personalized frame, they are 

“by” someone, often the musicians themselves, and accompanied by anecdotes about 

how the tune was conceived. Often the tunes are given individual names that allude to 

such events, for example “Faxschottis” (a tune composed by several persons sending 

ideas to each other by fax) or to friends or relatives of the composer, such as “Josefins 
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dopvals” (“Josefin’s baptising waltz”). Swedish flags are non-existent at 

performances, folk costumes rare. Modern clothes are preferred.   

 
Folkband “Kraja” at a festival in Umeå, formal performance, on-stage behaviour, informal dressing. 

 

• If among the “spelmän” the stress is on the tunes, their provenience and age, the stress 

among folk musicians is more often on , performance, style and technical skill, the 

mastering of the instrument. In general there is an impressive increase in the level of 

competence in Swedish traditional music. Today there are not only more traditional 

musicians than before, they also play better, and are equipped with better instruments. 

This has to do with a general professionalization of Swedish folk music, and more 

specifically with bringing the music into the ordinary music school system. Today 

traditional music is taught at all school levels, up to university level. Up to the early 

80’s, folk music was not formally taught in schools at all, but had to be learnt rather 

informally, from older fiddlers, in fiddlers teams, folk groups, associations, at 

gatherings, etc. Whereas earlier the old fiddlers were the “heroes” or stars, today it is 

more often the young, well-educated folk musicians. 

 
Heroes of the past: Gössa Anders Andersson from Orsa and Hjort Anders Olsson, Bingsjö. 
 

Some rights reserved
Manuscript from owe.ompom.se. Can differ from the published version.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/deed.en
http://owe.ompom.se


Ronström, Owe 2006: Emergent musical identities in Sweden: Folk music between "tradition" and "heritage". Paper read at 
"Emerging Musical Identities: Views from Across the Atlantic". A Colloquium of the International Council for 

Traditional Music MAY 12-14, 2006. Music Department WESLEYAN UNIVERSITY. MIDDLETOWN, CONNECTICUT 

 5

• In the world of “spelmän” tunes are played solo, in duets, trios or larger teams of 

fiddles, sometimes with accordions, a guitar and a bass, generally in a rather 

straightforward manner, with two or three repetitions. The stress is on the melody, 

accompanied by a second, often improvised, second voice, and sometimes by simple 

chords and a bass-line. Folk musicians tend to prefer performing in bands of 3-6 

musicians, with a more varied and complex instrumentation. The stress is often on the 

arrangement, and the performance itself, rather than on the melody.  

• Notable among ‘spelmän’ is a general informality, a non-professional attitude towards 

music-making, and a low-keyed level of performance. Many folk musicians have 

adapted the attributes and paraphernalia of the music industry as signs of their 

ambitions and professionality: posters, flyers, stickers, riders, web pages, agents, 

records, fan-clubs etc. This has to do with a general development of the horizons as 

well as the labour markets for folk musicians, from the local and regional, to the 

national, transnational and global. Whereas the ‘spelmän’ earlier saw their own county 

or region as their working area, and only occasionally played elsewhere, today some 

of the most popular folk groups tour extensively, not only in Sweden, but in Germany, 

Spain, USA and Japan. 

 
Two popular folk bands in the new vain in Sweden, Väsen and Ale Möller Band, pictured in their normal 

playground 

 

These and other changes have been discussed and analyzed before, in terms of revival 

(Ramsten 1992, Ronström 1996), festivalization (Ronström 2001, Ronström & Malm 1998), 

medialization and mediazation (Malm & Wallis 1992), globalisation and multiculture 

(Lundberg & Malm & Ronström 2000) and more. Here I would like to add yet another 

perspective. In the following I will discuss the changes as results of a changed attitude 
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towards not only the music, the performance practices, and the contexts of performance, but 

also towards ideas about where the tunes come from and what they stand for, that is how the 

absent is represented in the present. I will suggest that at least a part of these changes can be 

summarized as from traditional music to heritage music (cf Slobin 2000).  

Heritage, mindscapes, domains 
Heritage is hot these days, it is everywhere. Heritage has become a moral imperative, a cult – 

“to neglect heritage is a cardinal sin, to invoke it is a national duty”, writes David Lowenthal. 

It is a crusade: “from ethnic roots to history theme parks, Hollywood to the Holocaust, the 

whole world is busy lauding – or lamenting – some past, be it fact or fiction.”. People seem to 

have become obsessed, or even possessed, by the past (Lowenthal 1998). 

 

A common way to explain the heritage crusade is to point at global trends or structures. And 

yes, heritage is a globalised phenomenon, it is indeed everywhere. Much heritage is about 

producing the local for the global market (cf Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1998). It’s most 

globalised form, the World Heritages, represents a successful attempt to create a global 

reality, by implementing locally “outstanding universal values” (Thitchen 1995). But heritage 

is also a local, regional and national phenomenon, and here my focus is upon on how global 

structures work in a local context. This necessarily leads to local - emic if you wish - 

understandings of ‘heritage’ and related concepts.   

 

The argument I want to pursue is that any production of collective pasts must by understood 

in relation to other such productions. I will call such productions mindscapes.2 The concept 

urges us to understand any representation of the past as both a mental and a physical entity – 

‘mind’ for the former and ‘scape’ for the latter. A mindscape is produced by two interacting 

processes: while some things are actively selected and foregrounded, others are neglected and 

overlooked. From information theory we learn that the relation between what we actively 

select and what we overlook is around one to a million. Thus exformation, to forget about all 

the things a certain mindscape is not, is the more important part of the process, even if it is the 

                                                 
2 Cf Löfgren 1999. ’Mindscape’ is an analytical concept related to ’genre’. Like Bachtin’s ’chronotope’ it makes 
it possible to treat form/content, concrete/abstract, physical/mental and similar distinctions as aspects of a 
coherent whole. My usage of ’mindscape’ is close to Bachtins ’chronotope’, also by not only referring to specific 
time-space relations, but also to how they are given form, in terms of affective modes, sounds, colours, etc.  
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part we give the least attention.3 Thus, mindscapes are set up by establishing a certain 

perspective or gaze that makes us see a few things and to overlook a whole lot more. 

Mindscapes are institutionalised in ‘domains’, large networks of interlinked practices, ideas, 

artifacts, institutions, inhabited by professional experts. These domains operate in different 

ways, have different goals, and occupy different niches in time and space. Heritage, following 

this line of reasoning, is not only a generic term for items of the past, but more specifically 

also a new way of producing, distributing and consuming the past. It is, at least in the Swedish 

context, a new type of mindscape, established by specific perspectives, gazes and frames, and 

anchored in specific domains, with their specific institutionalized practices.  

 

As many other expressive forms that invoke some past, Swedish folk music today is a 

constitutive part of several coexisting and interacting mindscapes, built upon memories and 

pastness, or anchored in here-and-now activities. Together all these mindscapes make up the 

somewhat ambivalent picture of today’s folk music scene in Sweden. I will argue that these 

different mindscapes not only interplay and compete in general sense, but that ‘heritage’ has 

achieved its form and meaning in Sweden by a close and productive relation to its most 

important predecessor and competitor in market of representations of the past, in Sweden 

generally referred to as “the Old Peasant society”.  

 
Two of the most common representations of “the Old peasant society”, folk dancers in folk costumes with the 

Swedish flag, and a old farm at the open air museum in Bunge, Gotland.   

                                                 
3 A definition of exformation is “explicitly removed information” (Nørretranders 1991:132) but here I use 
exformation for “overlooked and neglected information”.  
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In short, my idea is that the ‘traditions’ of “the Old Swedish Peasant society” and the more 

recent ideas about “heritage” relate to two different mindscapes that are produced and 

administrated by two different domains. In the following I will explore some of these 

differences and argue that one of the explanations behind the massive heritagisation of 

Sweden recently is precisely how these differences work politically and ideologically in the 

production of cultural representations. I argue that a shift from ‘tradition’ to ‘heritage’ has 

taken place in the late 20th century and that this shift can be understood as a result of a crisis 

of representation, leading to an urbanisation of publicly displayed and officially sanctioned 

memorial sites, the “lieux de memoire” of Sweden (Harvey 1989, Ristilammi 1994, Nora 

1989), and perhaps also to the emergence of a new historical subject, replacing the old “folk”.   

Words 

Today ‘heritage’ has become the generic English term for many rather different kinds of 

pasts: history, tradition, memory, myth, memoir, etc. As Lowenthal notes: “Never before have 

so many been so engaged with so many different pasts”, but “the lure of heritage now 

outpaces other modes of retrieval.” All the different pasts that were is being consumed and 

subsumed by heritage, a word that today has “become a self-conscious creed, whose shrines 

and icons daily multiply and whose praise suffuses discourse.” (Lowenthal 1998:xiii, 1, 3) 

However, if this is true in English, it is not necessarily so in other languages. Even if the 

German ‘Kulturerbe’, the Irish (Gaelic) ´dúchas’, the French ’patrimoine’, are commonly 

translated into ’heritage’, it does not follow that these words mean the same thing. Swedes 

and Norwegians use the same word ‘kulturarv’ and share many of its connotations. But even 

between these closely related and mutually understandable languages there are important 

differences in usages and meanings of ‘kulturarv’.4  

 

There are many ways of using the “heritage-words” in different languages, and there have 

been other before the ones current today. In part, the present “heritage crusade” may therefore 

be a chimera, an illusion, a result of dressing up many and different old phenomena in new 

clothes and make them look as one and the same new phenomenon. What this points to is that 

any discussion of ‘heritage’ has to start by examining the main words of the field, their usage 

and meaning. Here my intention is to examine two of the words in Swedish that today often is 

                                                 
4 Thanks to Regina Bendix, Tok Thompson, Anne Eriksen and Lizette Gradin for insights into the different 
usages of ‘heritage’ and its counterparts in different languages.   
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confused by being treated as one and the same and translated into ‘heritage’, ‘tradition’ and 

‘kulturarv’.   

 

The older of the two is “tradition”. The word is known in Swedish since mid 16th century. 

Since then it has been used in several rather different ways. The usage that we are concerned 

with here is “the handing down of customs, practices and beliefs”, stressing either the process 

of handing down, or the customs, practices and beliefs themselves. In this sense the word is 

known in Swedish since 1669. In the 19th century it became firmly linked to “the Old Peasant 

Society”5. Traditions were seen as the main essence of this society, as well as the concrete 

manifestation of this essence. Thereby “tradition” and “traditional society” also became the 

natural opposition to “modernity” and “modern society”.  

 

In Sweden ”the Old Peasant society” was envisioned and staged by the educated urban middle 

class in the late 19th century, in a poetics that centres on the local and regional, the traditions 

of ‘the folk’ or ”the peasantry” of the 17th to the 19th centuries. During the 20th century this 

mindscape was established as the most widespread representation of the Swedish past, 

institutionalised in a extensive domain with family farms, churches, village schools as its 

nodes and power centres.6  

 

The newer of the two is ‘kulturarv’”, ‘cultural heritage’, or simply ‘ heritage’. The word was 

introduced in Swedish 1887 by the author Viktor Rydberg, Sweden’s first and only professor 

in cultural history (Aronsson 2004:113), most likely as a translation of the German 

‘Kulturerbe’. At first is was used mainly for the great ideas, values and pieces of art that serve 

as a common frame of reference for the nation or a greater region, as in “our Western cultural 

heritage”.7 In the 20th century the word seem to have been scarcely used, and after the Second 

World War it was more or less abandoned, as was its German counterpart.8  

 

From the 1970’s a number of new concepts were introduced in Swedish cultural policies, such 

as ‘cultural memory’, ‘cultural environment’. ‘Kulturarv’ was introduced in the mid 1980’s, 
                                                 
5 NE: tradition. The word ‘traditional’ entered Swedish language in 1836, ‘tradition-bearer’, in 1916. 
6 In the fifties, when I grew up, the ”the Old Peasant society” was still a living and valid symbolic representation. Roots in the 
country side gave credits and a sense of belonging. But beyond the symbolic contexts of representation, there were more of 
the disadvantages. Country ‘pumpkins’ was not well seen, country life was abandoned.   
7 In the Swedish official glossary ‘kulturarv’ is defined as: “what a people or nation in terms of (spiritual) culture has taken 
over from earlier generations.”See http://g3.spraakdata.gu.se/saob/ “kulturarv” 
8 Regina Bendix april 2004, personal communication 
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together with its close companion ‘världsarv’, “world heritage”, as an administrative term by 

antiquarians in and around Riksantikvarieämbetet, the National Cultural Heritage Board, to 

cover their central areas of activity. In the early 1990’s it became the buzzword of the day. 

From then on the ‘heritage’ domain in Sweden has been dominated by the National Heritage 

Board, marked by its practices and interests, in the same way as the ‘tradition-domain’ 

became marked by the practices and interests of the first Swedish folklorists, ethnologists and 

ethnographic museums in the late 19th century. In the last years the meanings and usages of 

‘kulturarv’ has been vastly expanded, to cover all sorts of things, from folklore and ethnic 

cultures, to any sort of valued memories.  

‘Tradition’ vs ‘heritage’ 

The two mindscapes under discussion, ‘tradition’ and ‘kulturarv’ (heritage), have much in 

common. Both are produced from things past - memories, experiences, historical leftovers. 

Both ensures survival to things in danger of disappearing, by adding value, such as pastness, 

exhibition, difference and indigeneity (Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 150) Both are 

aesthetizing, and foregrounds fronts rather than backsides, often a golden age in decay. Both 

are coupled to ethics and morals, life as it should have been. They operate on the same 

markets, are rationalized and legitimized in much the same way, and make use of the same 

kind of expressive forms - food, clothes, music, dance etc. Both give form to some past, in 

long chains of metonymies, where concrete and unique parts are arranged to produce abstract 

and generalized wholes. Both share a set of double references; first to something that has been 

but is re-enacted in the present; then to artefacts as well as to expressive forms, rituals, 

behaviour; and lastly to the process of handing over things from one generation to an another, 

as well as to the things handed over. Both gain support from ideas of the late 18th century, 

such as those of von Herder.  

 

It is nevertheless important to recognize that ‘tradition’ and ‘heritage’ are two rather different 

modes of production, resulting in two different mindscapes, organised, formalised and 

institutionalised in two different domains. While the tradition-domain centres around the 

rural, the ‘old peasant society’ of the 17th and 19th centuries, and is mainly geared towards 

production of locality and regionality, ‘kulturarv’ is predominantly urban, centred around the 

remnants of the noble and the bourgeoisie, geared towards the international or transnational, 

often focussed on a more distanced past, such as ‘the medieval’.  
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New “folk”: Jokers and gesters in Visby, Gotland during the Medieval week.   

 

If the core of ‘tradition’ is customs, rituals and expressive forms, such as narratives, music, 

dance, “the little tradition’ of Robert Redfield’s, the core of ‘kulturarv’ is his “great tradition”. 

While ‘tradition’ induces a personal and exclusive relation to history, and while the Old 

Peasant Society is invoked as a nostalgic farewell, ‘heritage’ is “greeted as a collective and 

inclusive, inspiring model, a rich, full-bodied tale-world without clinging sorrow. 

 

An important difference between tradition and heritage is the type of spaces or scapes they 

produce. Tradition produces a closed space, you cannot just move into it. Tradition works 

much like ethnoscapes or VIP-clubs: to enter you have to be a member, or to be invited by a 

member. Membership is genealogical, it comes with birth. Heritage produces a much more 

open space that almost anybody can enter. Instead of membership by birth, the right kind of 

values are necessary, and acceptance of the master narrative of the domain, that of the 

importance of careful preservation. Using computer language you could say that tradition, like 

Windows, operates with restricted access to the source codes and with closed interfaces, while 

heritage, like Linux, operates with open sources and interfaces. This means that while 

’tradition’ often produces a principally restricted “us”, heritage renders a more omnipotent 

“we” possible.  

 

‘Tradition’ sets up a rural mindscape - there is not much tradition in town. In principle, 

tradition is all over the countryside, every parish, every family, every group can have its own 

tradition. The ’tradition’-domain is controlled, but the control is not centralised, which makes 

it easy to create new traditions. If, as the Swedish ethnologist Jonas Frykman once put it, 

“tradition is ennobled custom”, tradition has to be in the plural: you have yours, we have ours, 

they have theirs. From early 19th century the ’folk’ has been the main ‘tradition-bearers’, and 
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if, as the American folklorist Alan Dundes has demonstrated, ‘folk’ is any group with at least 

one common denominator, tradition has to end up in the plural: every folk has its own 

tradition (Dundes 1980). ‘Kulturarv’ works quite differently. It is an urban phenomenon. Even 

where heritage is located in the countryside it is part of an urban mindscape. There is much 

less of it, which makes it more precious and expensive. It tends be understood in the singular: 

‘kulturarvet,’ the cultural heritage.  

 

If ‘tradition’ produces the local, heritage clearly is tied to larger units, such as the nation, 

Europe, or as in World Heritage, the entire world. Within these units it produces the common, 

as in “our cultural heritage”. From this follows that not everybody can have or appoint 

cultural heritage, which is why heritage production to a much higher degree than ‘tradition’ is 

in the hands of specially approved professional experts. ‘Kulturarv’ is carefully selected 

according to certain approved criteria. In terms of Anthony Giddens heritage production can 

be described as a modern institutionalized machinery, dependant on trust in abstract 

globalised expert systems (Giddens 1990) Selection is the key, the more selection the more 

need for expertise.  

 

Heritage tends to ”empty” spaces, which makes them possible to refill with all kinds of 

inhabitants, from the real world or from any kind of  “world” or virtual reality set up by 

artists, live role players etc. But the space does not belong to any of the possible inhabitants. 

Heritage seems to resist local people’s claims for indigenous rights. While tradition can be 

produced locally, the production of heritage is more centralized and produces something 

beyond the local and regional, beyond the distinctive, the ethnic, the multicultural, beyond all 

those groups with their differences. It is everybody’s and therefore nobody’s. 

 

Tradition focuses a specific past, certain types of places, behavior and artifacts. But the 

production is not necessarily about these things. Instead they are often intended to give life to 

the people behind, the folk, the villagers. Such mindscapes are easy to visit but difficult to 

become part of, since membership comes with family ties and kinship. Cultural heritage 

focuses a much more generalised past and do not primarily point to the people behind, but 

more often to artefacts of some kind, which makes it easier to get admission.    
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As already mentioned the shift from tradition to heritage represents in effect an urbanisation 

of publicly displayed and officially sanctioned cultural representations. If before the “true 

Sweden” was situated in the countryside, today it has moved to town. This in turn can be 

related to a number of social, cultural and economical changes in the 1970’s and 80’s, as well 

as to changes in the political structures. Locked out of the ‘tradition’ mindscape, on principal 

grounds excluded from being ‘traditionals’, new generations of urbanites without country 

roots are staging new forms of cultural representations that do not exclude them, but on the 

contrary, place them in the very centre.   

Effects of heritage production 

An important effect of heritageization is that reinforces the commodification of memories, 

through objectification, aestethization and historization; sets up markets where such 

commodified memories can be displayed, bought and sold; increases and directs attention, 

tourist flows and cultural capital etc. Perhaps even more important is that heritage reinforces 

ideas about cultures, nations, groups as having an identity that can be lost and found, and that 

without such an identity people cannot make their way towards the future. An important part 

of the machinery that produces heritage is a number of rhetoric formulae that provide general 

abstract explanations and legitimation. Five common types are easily distinguishable:  

• heritage creates/reinforces identities and gemeinschafts;  

• heritage creates stability in a world marked by increasing tempo of life, faster changes, 

fragmentation and decreasing continuity in people’s life-worlds;  

• heritage is a result of a general growth of interest in history in times of economical 

recession;  

• heritage is aesthetical compensation for structural, cultural, and/or economical 

marginality or deprivation;  

• heritage is an answer to (post/late)modern processes that promote play and experience, 

a general development ”from informative to performative” (Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 

1998). 

Together with the heritage productions, these rhetoric formulae represent and reinforce 

widespread ideas about a growing qualitative difference between the past and the present.  

 

As the speed of change increases, a need to look back is born, towards a society with more of 

exactly that what we are about to loose: slower pace of life, firm values, continuity, 
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gemeinschaft etc. When all things seem to be in motion, history, traditions, heritage, becomes 

important handles to hold on to. However common these days, this is a picture that we need to 

hold at a distance, argues the Norwegian folklorist Anne Eriksen (1993, 1995). Tradition is a 

modern concept that has grown out of the modern society, as its productive and contrastive 

mirror image, and thereby as a part of modernity itself. Many of the traits attributed to 

traditional societies are clearly oppositional to those understood as typically modern. This 

opposition, Eriksen argues, makes tradition a part of modernity, and the whole idea of 

‘tradition’ modern.  The value of tradition is produced by the motion and change of modern 

times – and the value of modernity is produced by the immobility of the traditional society. 

By evoking stability tradition becomes a precondition for change.  

 

Almost commonplace among ethnologists and anthropologists today, here I would like to 

push this argument just a small step further. I have argued that ‘kulturarv’ is a new way to 

give form to “the past”. I have also argued that the production of ‘kulturarv’ however globally 

influenced, should be understood in relation to its local predecessor on the market of history 

representations, which in Sweden is the ‘traditions’ of ‘the Old Peasant Society’. But if 

‘tradition’ is a modern concept, born out of the modern as its constitutive mirror image, what 

then is ‘kulturarv’? If we understand tradition as a part of modernity, as its logical opposite, 

could we not then understand heritage as a part of another kind of opposition, giving way to 

another type of society (such as late modernity or postmodernity)? The ideas about heritage 

are clearly built on older practices, but produce another type of mindscape, where time 

(chronos) and space/place (topos) are differently constructed, and where the inhabitants are no 

longer the “folk”, but a new kind of collective historical subject.  
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