Chapter 23

What is this ‘black’ in black popular
culture?

Stuart Hall

I begin with a question: What sort of momerit is this in which to pose the
question of black popular culture? These moments are always conjunctural.
They have their historical specificity; and although they always exhibit
&Eﬁ,ﬁwﬁnw and contiduities with the other mothents in which we pos¢ a
%wmmom like this, they ar¢ never the samie moment. And the combination of
what is sifnilar and what is différent defines not only the specificity of the
moment, but the specificity of the question, and thergfore the mnmnwwwmmm of
cultural politics with which we attempt to intervéne in popular culture, and
the form and style of cultural théory and criticizing that has to go along
with such an intermatch. In his important essay, ,.HWE new cultural politics
of diffetence’,! Cornel West offers a genealogy of what this moment is, a
genealogy of the present that I find brilliantly congise and mnmmmﬁam:r His
mmmmﬁom% follows, to some extent, positions [ tried to o&mma in an article
that has become somewhat notoricus,” but it also usefully maps th
moment into an American context and in relation to the cognitive and
intellectual philosophical traditions with which it engages. ,
According to West, the moment, this moment, has three mwnw_,.& co-
ordinates. The first is the displacement of Furopeat models of high
culture, of Europe as the universal subject of culture, and of culture itself
in its old Ainoldian réading as the last refuge ... I nearly said of
scoundrels, but T won’t say who it is of. At Jeast we know who it was
against — culture against the barbarians, againit the people rattling the gates
as the dedthless prose of anarchy flowed away from Arnold’s pen. The
second co-ordinate is the emergence of the United States as a world power
and, consequently, as the centre of global cultural w%ammﬁou and circula-
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tion. This emergence is both a displacement and 2 hegemonic shift in the
definition of culture — a movement from high cultur¢ to American main-
stream popular culture and its mass-cultural; image-inediated, technologi-

cal forms. The third co-ordinate is the decolonization of the Third World,
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culturally marked by the emergence of the decolonized sensibilities. And I

read mﬂwo decolonization %&mﬁa&éﬁmmmmmmbﬂwﬁmno:ummgmﬁw

include in it the impact of civil rights and black struggles on the decolo-
nization of the minds of the peoples of the black diaspora.
Let me add some qualifications to that general picture, qualifications

that, in my view, make this present moment a very distinctive one in which -
opular culture. First, I femind you of the |

to ask the question about _u_..wnw

ambiguities of that shift from Eufope to America, since it includes Amer- -

ica’s ambivalent relationship to European high culture and the vaww,me of

America’s relationship to its bwn internal &rio hierarchies. Western
Europe did not have, until recently, any ethnicity at all. Or didn’t recog- -

nize it had amy. America has always had a series of ethnicities, and

consequently, the construction of ethnic hierarchics has dlways defined -
its cultural politics. And, of course, silenced and unacknowledged, the".
fact of American ﬁovﬂmﬂ culture itsélf, which has always contained within

it, whether silenced or not, blatk American popular vernacular traditions. It

may be hard to remember that, when viewed from outside of the Uhited
States, Americari mainstream popular culture has always mvolved cerfain -
traditions that could only be attributed {o black cultural vernacular fradi-

tions.
The second qualification concerns the nature of the period of cultural

globalization in progress now. I Hate the term ‘the global postmodern’, so

empty and sliding a signifier that it can be taken to mean virtually anything

you like. And, certainly, blacks dre as ambiguously placed in relation to-
postmodernism as they were in relation to high modernism: ¢ven when.

denuded of its wide-Buropean, disenchanted marxist, Fiénch intellectual

provenance and scaled down to a more modest descriptive status, post- -

o

modernism remains extremely unevenly déveloped as a phenomenon in
which the old centre peripheries of high modernity congistently reappear.

The only places where one can genuinely Qmmmmga@ the postmodern ethnic -
cuisine are Manhattan and London, not Calcutta. And yet it is impossible to

refuse ‘the global postmodern’ entijely, insofar as it registers certain
stylistic shifts in what I want to call the cultural dominant. Bven if
postmodernism is not a new cultural epoch, but only modernism in the
streets, that, in itself, tepresents an important shifting of the terrain of
culture toward the popular — Eém& popular practices, toward everyday
practices, toward local narfatives, toward tlie decentring of old hierarchies
and the grand narratives. This decentring or displacement opens up new
spaces of contestation and affects a momentous shift in the high cultire of
popular culture relations, thus presentin us with a strategic and important
opportunity for intervention in the popilar cultural field.

Third, wé must bear in mind postmodernism’s deep and ambivalent
fascination with difference - sexual difference, m.z:Emm difference, racial
difference, and above all, éthnic difference. Quite in opposition to the
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blindness and hostility that European high culture evidenced on the whole
toward ethpic difference — its inability even to speak ethnicity when it was
so manifestly registering its effects ~ there’s nothing that global postinod-
ernism foves better than a certain kind of difference: a touch of ethnicity, a
tasté of the exotic, as we say in England, *a bit of the othier’ (which in the
C_Ema,wwwﬂwaoﬁ.w@m a sexual as well as an nﬁw_uwn nouwoﬁmmoﬂ. Michele
Wallace was quite right, in her séminal essay ‘Modernism, postmodernism
and the problem of the visual in Afro-Americai ¢ulture’,® to ask whether
this reappearance of a proliferation of difference, of a certain kind of ascent
of the global postmodern, isn't a repeat of that ‘now you see it, now you
don’t’ game that modernism orice played with primitivism, to ask whether
it is not once again ﬁowmamwm at the expense oum the vast silencing about the
@\ﬂmwm fascination with the bodies of black men and women of other
ethnicities. And we must ask about that continuing silence within post-
modérnism’s shifting tetrain, mﬁoﬂﬂ whether the forms of licensing of the
gaze that this prolifération of difference invites and allows, at the same
time as it disavows, is not redlly, along with Benetton and the mixed male
models of The Face, a kind of difference that doesn’t make a difference of
any kind.

Hal Poster writes — Wallace quotes him in her essay — ‘the primitive is a
modern problem, a crisis in cultural mam\:m%& — hence, the modernist
construction of primitivism, the fetishistic recognition and disavowal of
the primitive difference. But this resolution is only a repression; delayed
into our political unconscious, the primitive returns uncaonily at the
moment of its apparent political eclipse. This rupture of ?wmmmﬁwmﬁ.
managed by modernism, beconies another postmiodern event. That mana-
ging is certainly evident in the difference that may ot make a difference,
which marks the ambiguous appearance of efhnicity at the heart of globgl
postmodernism. But it cannot be only that. For we cannot forget how
culturai life, above all in the West, but elsewhere as well, has been
transformed in our lifetimes by the voicing of the margins.

Within culture, marginality, though it remains peripheral to the broadet
mainstream, has never been such a productive space as it is now. And that
is not simply the opening within the dominant of spaces that those outside
it can occupy. It is also the result of the cultural politics of difference, of
the struggles around difference, of the production of new identities, of the
appearance of new subjects on the politicg] and cultural stage. This Wm_ true
not only in regard to race, but also for other marginalized ethnicities, as
iwell as around feminism and around sexual politics tri the gay and Jesbian
movement, as a result of a new kind of cultural politics. Of course, I dop’t
want to suggest that we can courterpose s5ome easy sense of victories won
to thé eternal story of our own marginalizatiofi — I'm tired of those two
continudus grand cotiiter-narratives. To remain within them is to become
trapped in that endless either/or, either tolal victory or total incorporation,
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which almost never happens in cultural politics, but with which cultural
critics always put themselves to bed.

What we are talking about is m& struggle over cultural hegemony, which
is these days waged as much in popular culture as anywhere else. That
high/popular distinction is precisely what the global postmodern is displac-
ing. Cultural hegemony is never about pure victory or pure domination
(that’s not what the term means); it is never a zero-sum cultural game; it is
always about shifting the balance of power in the relations of culture it is
always about changing the dispositions and the configurations of cultural

power, not geiting out of it. There is a kind of ‘nothing every changes, the -

system always wins’ attitude, which | read as the cynical protective shell
that, I'm spiry to say, American nu_@mﬁ critics frequently wear, a shell that

sometimes prevents them from developing cultural strategies that can make ™
a difference. It is as if, in order to protéct themselves against the occasional -

defeat, they have to pretend they can sée right through everything - and it’s
just the same as it always was. _

Now cultural strategies thai can make a difference, that’s what I'm

interested in — those that can make a différence and can shift the disposi-

tions of power. I acknowledgs that the spaces ‘won’ for difference are few
and far between, that they are very carefully policed and regulated. I
believe they are limited. I know, to my cost, that they are grossly under-
funded, that there is always a price of incorporation to be paid when the
cutting edge of difference and transgression is blunted into spectaculariza-
tion. I know that what replaces invisibility is a kind of catefully regulated,
segregated visibility. But it doés not help simply to name-call it ‘the same’.
That name-calling merely reflects the particular model of cultural politics

to which we remain attached, precisely, the zero-sum game — our model

replacing their model, our identitles in place of their identities — what
Antonio Gramsci called culture as a once and for all ‘war of man-
oeuvre’, when, in fact, the only game in town worth playing is the game
of cultural ‘wars of position’.

Lest you think, to paraplifase Gramsci, my optimism of the will has now
completely outstripped my pessimism of the intellect, let me add a fourth
element that comments on the inomeat. For, if the global postmodern
represents an ambiguous opening to difference and to the margins and
makes a certain kind of deceniring of the western narrative a likely
possibility, it is matched, from the very heartland of cultural politics, by
the backlash: the aggressive resistance to difference; the attetnpt to restore
the canon of western civilization; the assault, difect and indirect, on multi-
culturalism; the return to grand narratives of history, language and litera-
ture (the three great m@%mmum pillars of national identity and national
culture); the defence of éthnic absolutism, of a cultural racism that has
marked the Thatcher and the Reagan eras; and the new xenophobias that
are about to overwhelm fortress Europe. TH¢ last thing to do is read me as
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mwﬁum the cultural dialectic i§ finished. Past of the problem is that we have
%n,wma:wu what sort of space the space of popular culture is. And black
popular culture is not exempt from that dialectic, which is historical, not a
matter of bad faith. It is therefore necessary to deconstruct the .ﬁoﬁz_mw once
wwa for all. There is no going back to an innocent view of what it consists

Popular culture carries that affirmative ring because of the prominehce of
mwo word ﬁwowiw%. And, in one sense, popular culture always has its base
in nﬁ experiences, the pleasures, the memories, the Qmawmoum of the
people. It ,.rmm connections with local hopes and local mmwwmmoam local
ﬁmm_ﬂmwm mﬁn local scenarios that are the everyday practices and m<m@gw%
experiences of ordipary folks. Hence, it links with what Mikhail Bakhtin
calls ‘the vulgar’ — the popular, the informal, the mwmﬂwwam. the grotesque.

. -
That is why it has always been counterposed to elite or. high cultyre, and is
thys a site of alternative traditions. And that is why the dorhinant a.w&m&u
wmm always been deeply suspicious of it, quite rightly. They suspect that
they are about to be overtaken by what Bakhtin calls ‘the carnivalesque’.
.w_mmm fundamental mapping of culture between the high and the low has
gaw nmumw,ﬁma into four symbolig _@omm_mmmm by Peter mﬁmwu\mﬂwm and Allon
ﬁ&:w in their important Book The Politics and Mwomn.nm of .HS&WR&%:.
ijw Hmmm M&mﬁ the mapping of high and low in psychic forms, in the
E:mﬂ.u bady, in space, and in the socfal order.” And they discuss the high/
low Emﬁmmmom asa ?uﬁ@gg basis to the mechanism of o&ommw and of
sense-making in European and other cultures am%&,@ the fact that the
conterits of what is high and what is low change from one historical
moment to another. .
The mﬁmozma point is the ordering of different aesthetic morals, social
aesthetics, the orderings of culture that open up cultire to the play of
power, not an inventory of what is high versus what is low at any
particular moment. That is why Gramsci, who has a side of common sense
on which, above all, cultural hegemony is made, lost, and struggled over.
gave the question of what he called *the national-popular’ ‘such mﬁma_mwm
importance. The role of the ‘popular’ in popular culture i$ to fix the
mﬁrgmo&w of popular forms, rooting them in the @Nwmwmmwuamm of wom.c._ma
noE_EﬁEm.nm from which they draw their strength, allowing us to see them
as expressive of a particular subordinate social life that resists its _u&wm
constantly made over as low and outside. o ﬂ -
However, as popular culture has historically become the dominant form
of global culture, so it is at the same time the scene, par manmmmanv of
owﬁﬁoﬂmmommouu of the indusiries where culture enters mmnnmw W.H:on qu
circuits of a dominant technology ~ the circuits of power ard capital. It is
the space of homogenization where stereotyping arid the formulaic merci-
lessly process the material and experiences it draws into its web, where
control over narrativés and representations passes into the hands of the
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established cultural buregucracies, sometimes without a murmur. It is
rooted in popular experience and available for expropriation at one and
the same time. I want to argue that this is necessarily and inkvitably so.
And this goes for black popular culture as well. Black wommmﬁ. culture, like
all popular cultures in the modern world, is bound to be contradictory, and
this is not because we haven’t fought the cultural battle well enough.

By definition, black popular culiure is a contradictory space. If is a sight
of strategic contestation. But if can never be simplified or explained in

terms of the simple binary omwcmmmgm that are still habitually used to map

it out: high and low; resistance versus incorporation; authentic versus -
inauthentic, experiential versus formal; opposition versus homogeniza- -

tion. There are always positions to be won in popular culture, but no
struggle can capture mow&ﬁ culture itself for our side of theirs. Why is
that so? What cobsequences does this have for strategies of intervention in
cultural politics? How does it shift the basis for black cultural criticism?
However deformed, incorporated, and inauthentic are the forms in which
black people and black cdmmunities and traditions appear and are repres-

ented in popular culture, e continue to see, in the fignres and the

repertoires on which popular culture draws, the experiences that stand -

behind them. In its expressivity, its musicality, its orality, in its rich,
deep, and varied attention to speech, in its inflections towards the verna-
cular and the local, in its rich production of counter-narraiives, and above
all, in its metaphorical use of the musical vocabulary, black popular culture
has enabled the surficing, inside the mixed ﬁ& contradictory modes even
of some mainstream popular culture, of elements of a discourse that is
different — other forms of life, other traditions of representation.

I do not propose to repeat the work of those who have devoted their
scholarly, critical, and creative lives to identifying the distinctiveness of
these diasporic traditions, to exploring their modes and the historical
experiences and memories they encode: I say only three inadequate things
about these traditions, since they are germane to the point I want to
develop. First, 1 ask you o note how, within the black repertoire, style —
which mainstream cultural critics offen believe to be the mere husk, the
wrapping, the sugar-coating on the pill ~ has become itself the subject of
what is going on. Second, mark how, displacéd from a logocentric world —
where the direct mastery of cultural modes meant the mastery of writing,
and hence, both of the criticism of writing (logocentric criticism) and the
deconstruction of writing — the people of the black diaspora have, in
opposition to all of tha, found the deep form, the deep structure of their
cultural life in music. Third, think of how these cultures have used the body
— as if it was, and it often was, the only cultural capital we had. We have
worked on ourselves as thié canvases of representation.

There are deep questions heré of cultural transmission and inheritance,
and of the complex relations between African origins and the irreversible
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scatterings of the diaspora, questions I cannot go into. wﬁ I do believe that
these repertoires of black popular culture, which, since we were excluded
from the cultural mainsiream, were often the only performative spaces we
had left, were over-detefmined from at least two directions: they were
pattly determined from their inheritances; but they were also critically
determined by the diasporic conditions in which the connections were
forghd. Selective appropriation, incorporation, and rearticulation of Eur-
opean ideologies, cultures, and institutions, alongside an African heritage —
this is Cornel West again - led to linguistic innovations in rhetorical
stylization of the body, forms of occupying an alien social space, height-
ened expressions, Hairstyles, ways of walking, standing and talking, and a
means of constituting and sustaininig cafnaraderie and community.

Thé point of underlying over-determination - black cultural repertoires
constituted from two directions at once — is perhaps more subversive than
you think. Tt is to insist that in black popular culture, strictly speaking,
ethnographically speaking, there are no pure forms at all. Always these

bOE

forms are the product of pattial synchrohization, of engagement across
cultural boundaries, of the conflience of more than one cultural tradition,
of thié negotiations of dominant and subordinate positions, of the subterra-
nean strategies of recoding and transcoding, of critical signification, of
signifying. Always thes¢ forms are impure, to some degree hybridized from
a vernacular base. Thus, they must always be heard, not simply as the
momgmﬁ of a lost Em_om,_wﬂ beating clues for the production of new musics
{because there is niever any going back to the old in a simple way), but as
what théy are — adaptations, moulded to the mixed, contradictory, hybrid
spaces of popular culture. They are not the recovery of something pure that
we can, at last, live by. In what Kobena Mercer calls the necessity for a
diaspara aesthetic, we are obliged to acknowledge they are what the
modern is. .

It is this mark of difference inside forms of popular culiure ~ which are
by definition contradictory and which therefore appear as impure, thieat-
ened by incorporation or exclusion — that is carried by the signifier “black’
in the term ‘black popular culture’. It has come to signify the black
community, where these traditions were kept, and whose struggles survive
in the persistencé of the black experience (the historical expgrience of
black people in the diaspora), of the black aesthetic (the distinctive
cultiral repertoires out of which popular repiesentations were made), and
of the black counter-narratives we have struggled to voice. Here, black
popular culture returns to the ground I defined earlier. ‘Good’ black
popular culture can pass the test of authenticity — the reference to black
experietice and to black expressivity. These serve as the mzm_.,mﬂomm in the
determination of which black popular culture is right-cn, which is ours and
which is not. .

I have the feeling that, historically, nothing could have been done to
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intervene in the dominated field of mainstream popular culture, to ry to

win some space there, withou{ the sirategies w:aocmw which those dimen-.
sions weré condensed onto the mwm_ﬁmﬂ ndwmawu Where would we be, as
bell hooks once remarked, émroﬁ a touch of essentidlism? Or, what
Gayatri Spivak calls strategic nmmmm:m:mn_ a necessary moment? The
question is whether we are any longer in that moment, whether that is-
still a sufficient basis for the strategies of new interventions. Let me try to
set forth what scem to me to b¢ the weaknesses of this essentializing

moment and the strategies, creative and critical, that flow from it.

This moment essentializes differences in several senses. It sees differ- .
€nce as Anums‘ traditions vérsus ours’, not in a positional way, butf in a .
mutually exclusive, autononious and self-sufficient one. And it is therefors -
unable to grasp the dialogic strategi¢s and hybrid forms essential to the
diaspora aesthetic. A movement beyond this essentialism is fiot an aesthetic
or critical strategy without a cultural politics, without a marking of -

difference. It is not simply re-articulation and mo-mvwno@:msou for the

sake of it. What it evades is the ommmummﬁﬁm of difference into two -
mutually omvommm either/ors, What is does is to move us into a new kind
of cultural positionality, a different logic of difference. To mﬂnmwwﬁmﬁ :

|

what Paul @_Sw has so vividly put on the mo:ﬂo& and cultural agenda of .
black politics in the United Mﬁmmmouu. wmmowm in the British &mmmomm must, -
the binary black or British. ﬁﬁw must .
refuse it because the ‘or’ ﬂoBmSm the mumr" of constant contestation when
the aim of the struggle must be, instead, to replace the ‘or’ ,SE the. -
voﬁomnmmm% or the possibility of an ‘and’. That is the logic of noz@wwm :
rather than the logic of a binary opposition. You can be black and British, -
not only because that is a necessary position to take in the 1990s, but -
because even those two terms, joined now by the coupler ‘and’ instead of .
opposed to one another, do not exhaust all of our identiti¢s. Only some of

at this historical %Boagn m.mw

our identities are sometimes ﬁmzmwﬂ in that particular mqﬂmmwa.
The essentializing moment is weak because it naturalizes and de-
historicizes difference, mistaking what is Emﬂomo& and cultural for what

is natural, Qo_om_nmr and genetic. The H_ﬁoégﬁ the signifier ‘black’ is torn -

from its historical, cultural, and political embedding and lodged in a
biologically constituted racial category, we valorize, by inversion, the
very ground of the racism we are trying to deconstruct. In addition, as
always happens when we naturalize historical categories (think about
gender and sexuality), we fix that signifier outside of history, outside of
change, outside of political intervention. And once it is fixed, we are
tempted to use ‘black’ as sufficient in mmnﬁ to guarante¢ the progressive
character of the politics we m&: under the wmmmna as if we don’t have any
other politics to argue about except whether something’s black or not. We
are tempted to %mwmmw that signifier as a device which can purify the
impure, bring the straying brothers and sisters who don’t know what
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they ouglit to be doing into line, and police the boundaries ~ which are of
cburse political, symboli¢ and positional botndaries — as if they were
genetic. For which, I’'m sorry to say, read ‘jungle fever’ — as if we can
translate from nature to politics usinig a racial category to warrant the
politics of a cultural text and as a line against which to measure deviation.

Moreover, we tend to privilege experience itself, as if black life is lived
experience outside of representation. We haye only, as it were, to express
what we already know we are. Instead, it is only ﬁ:.ozmw the way in which
we represent and imagine ourselves that we come to know how we are
ncumﬁﬁna and who we are. There is no escape from the politics of
mwmummmﬂmwou and we cannot wield ‘how life really is out there’ as a
kind of test against which the political rightiess or wrongness of a
ﬁmm:a&ma cultural strategy or fext can be measured. It will noi be a
Ewmﬁ% to you that I think that *black’ i§ none of these things in reality.
It is riot a category of essence and, gmno this way of uaaanm”mn&mm the
floating mwmsnmﬁ, in black vovc_mn culture now will not do.

There is, of course, a veiy profound set of distinctive historically defined
black experiences that contribite to those m:agw:ﬁ repertoires I spoke
abont earlier. But it is to the a?w%&m not the woﬁomg@m% of black
nmﬁwmmnom that we must now give our undivided creative attention. This
is not simply to mﬁv%ﬁma the historical and mam,ngsm_ differencés within
and between communitics, regions, country and city, across national
culiires, between diasporas, but alsp to recognize the other kinds of
Qmmﬁgnw that Emnm position, and Jocate black people. The point is not
m_EE that, since our racial &_Rﬂomgm do moﬂ constitute all of us, we are
always different, =omo:mrnm different kinds om Hifferences ~ of gender, of
m&xﬂ_&:wu of class. It is also that these antagonisms refuse to be neatly
m:mbmu they are EE@E not _,mnma_zo to one another; they refuse to
coalesce around a mwmmwﬁ axis of differentiation. We are always in negotia-
tion, not with a single set of om%ommwcum that Emom us always in the same
relation to others, but with a series of different positionalities. Each has for

us its point of profound subjective identification. And that is the most
difficult thing about this ?ormoammon of the field of identities and antag-
onisms: they are often dislocating in relation to one another.

Thus, to put it crudely, certain ways in which black men continue to live
out their counter-jdentities as black masculinities and replay those fantasies
of black masculinities in the theatres of popular culture are, when viewed
from along other axes of difference, the very masculine identities that are
oppressive to women, that ¢laim visjbility for their hardness only at the
expense of the vulnerability of black womien and the feminization om gay
black men. The way in which a transgressive poljtics in one aoEmE is
constdntly sutyred and stabilized by reactionary or inexamined politics in
another is only to be explained by this continuous cross-dislocation of one
identity by another, one structure by another. Dominant ethpicities are
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always :aamQEuoa by a ﬁm_.:nﬁmn sexual noozcﬂé. a particular mmﬁua
masculinity, a particular class identity. There 1§ no guarantee, in reaching
foran ammgmm_ﬁmn racial identity of which we think we cari be certain, that
it will always turh out to be mutually :donmﬂwm and progressive on all the
other dimensions. It can ca won. There is a ﬁo__nom there to be struggled
for. But the invocation of a mcmmmﬁmoa black experience behind it will not
produce that ﬁo::am Indeed, the Eﬁm_& of mammoﬁmaw and differences
that now seek fo nom:dw the unity : mw black politics, given the ooﬂinxmam
of the structures of subordipation Emm have been formed by the way in
which we were inserted into the Emnw diaspora, is not at all surptising,
These are the thoughts that drove me to speak, in an unguarded moment,
of the end of the innocente of the Ewnw subject or the end of the innocent
notion of an essential black subject. And I want to end m_ﬁu_% by reminding
you that this end is also a wamzmznm As Isaac Julien said in an interview
with bell hooks in which they discussed his new film Young Soul Nm@mwu
his attempt % His own work to wo_.ﬂ.mw 4 number of different rdcial bodies,

to constituté a range of different black subjectivities, and to engage with

the wOmEoanEmm of a number of different kinds of black masculinities:

blackness as a sign is néver mmoamw What does that black subject do,

how does it act, how does it think politically . . . being black isn’t 3&@ .

good enough for me: I want to know what your cultural wo_ﬁom Ed.

I want to end with two thoughts that take that point back to the m:EmQ of

popular culture. The first is to remind you that popular cplture, commodi-
fied and stereotyped as it often is, is not at allj as we sometimes think of it,
the arena where we find who we really are, a_m truth of our experience. It is
an arena that is ﬁw&ec&a&w Bw:ﬁo It is a theatre of popular desires, a
theatre of popular fantasigs. It is where we discover and play with the
identifications of oﬁmn?am“ where we afe imagined, where we are repres-
ented, not only to the audiences out there who do not get the message, but
to ourselves for the first time. As Freud mmE, sex (and representation)
mainly takes place in the head. Second, though the terrain of the popular
looks as if it is constructed with single binaries, it is not. I reminded you
about the importance of the struciuring of om:ﬁ& space in terms of high
and low, and the threat of ﬁm Bakhtinian nmm:ﬁ_ommmm 1 think Bakhtin has
been profoundly misread. The carnivalesque is not simply an upturning of
two things which remain Eow& within their oppositional frameworks; it is
also cross-cut by what Bakhtin ommm the dialogic.

I simply want to end with an account of what is involved in understanding
popular culture, in a dialogic rather than in & strictly oppositional way, from
The Politics and Poetics of Transgression by Stallybrass and White:

A recurrént pattern emerges: the ‘top’ attempts to reject and eliminate
the “bottom’ for reasons of prestige and status, only to discover, not only
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that it is in some way frequently dependéent upon the low-Other . . . but
alsp that the top includes that low symbolically, as a primary eroticjzed
constituent of its own fantasy life. The result is a mobile, nommungmm
fusion of power, fear, and desirg in the construction of subjectivity: a
psychological dependence upon precisely those others which are being
:mo»ocmq opposed and excluded at the social level. It is for this
reason that what is moﬁm:w peripheral mm so frequently &\Eg:n&?
centra} ...

NOTES

1 Cornel West, “The riew cultural politics of ammmﬁnunw , in Out There: Margin-
alization E& Contemporary Cultures, ed. Russell Ferguson et al. (Cambridge:
M\%,M %nomw in association with the New Museum of Ooaﬁoﬂmoﬂﬁw Art, 19903,

2 mEmm Hall, ‘New ethnicities’, Black Film/British Da@éﬁ ~D» Document 7, ed.
ﬂcwwmw gﬁ.nﬂ (London: uamxn&m of Coritemporary Afts; 1988), 27-31.

3 Michgle Wallace, ‘Modemisni, postmodernism and the problem of the visual in
Afro-Ametican culture’, in Qut There: Marginalization and Contemporary
Cultyres, 39-50.

4 Hal Foster, Recodings: Art, Spectacle, and Cultyral Politics {Port Townsend,
Wash.: Bay Press, 1985), 204.

5 Peter Stallybrass and Allon White Theé Politics and Peetics of Transgression
(Ithata: Comnell Universit; wnamm Mwmmv 3

6 wwm woﬁa .wﬂm?\m of aom e’ AEﬂoﬁaé with Isaac Julien}, Transition 1, no. 3,

7
Q mnmzu&ammm and é::n. The Politics and m.cmxnu of Transgression, 5.



MMMMM Mm:on David Morley . ] m.w_t_ mw\w m...wmwm

Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies

Edited by David Morley and
Kuan-Hsing Chen

S /7%

London and New York

J90F11A0H




