Downloaded by [Central Uni Library Bucharest] at 05:26 07 October 2013

CULTURAL STUDIES
Downloaded by [Central Uni Library Bucharest] at 05:26 07 October 2013

Volume 7 Number 1 January 1993
Issue Editors:

HENRY A.GIROUX
PETER McLAREN

Downloaded by [Central Uni Library Bucharest] at 05:26 07 October 2013

EDITORIAL STATEMENT

Cultural Studies seeks to foster more open analytic, critical and political
conversations by encouraging people to push the dialogue into fresh, uncharted
territory. It is devoted to understanding the specific ways cultural practices
operate in everyday life and social formations. But it is also devoted to
intervening in the processes by which the existing techniques, institutions and
structures of power are reproduced, resisted and transformed. Although focused
in some sense on culture, we understand the term inclusively rather than
exclusively. We are interested in work that explores the relations between
cultural practices and everyday life, economic relations, the material world, the
State, and historical forces and contexts. The journal is not committed to any
single theoretical or political position; rather, we assume that questions of power
organized around differences of race, class, gender, sexuality, age, ethnicity,
nationality, colonial relations, etc., are all necessary to an adequate analysis of
the contemporary world. We assume as well that different questions, different
contexts and different institutional positions may bring with them a wide range
of critical practices and theoretical frameworks.
‘Cultural studies’ as a fluid set of critical practices has moved rapidly into the
mainstream of contemporary intellectual and academic life in a variety of
political, national and intellectual contexts. Those of us working in cultural
studies find ourselves caught between the need to define and defend its
specificity and the desire to resist closure of the ongoing history of cultural
studies by any such act of definition. We would like to suggest that cultural
studies is most vital politically and intellectually when it refuses to construct
itself as a fixed or unified theoretical position that can move freely across
historical and political contexts. Cultural studies is in fact constantly
reconstructing itself in the light of changing historical projects and intellectual
resources. It is propelled less by a theoretical agenda than by its desire to
construct possibilities, both immediate and imaginary, out of historical
circumstances; it seeks to give a better understanding of where we are so that we
can create new historical contexts and formations which are based on more just
principles of freedom, equality, and the distribution of wealth and power. But it
is, at the same time, committed to the importance of the ‘detour through theory’
as the crucial moment of critical intellectual work. Moreover, cultural studies is
always interdisciplinary; it does not seek to explain everything from a cultural
point of view or to reduce reality to culture. Rather it attempts to explore the
specific effects of cultural practices using whatever resources are intellectually
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and politically available and/or necessary. This is, of course, always partly
determined by the form and place of its institutionalization. To this end, cultural
studies is committed to the radically contextual, historically specific character not
only of cultural practices but also of the production of knowledge within cultural
studies itself. It assumes that history, including the history of critical thought, is
never guaranteed in advance, that the relations and possibilities of social life and
power are never necessarily stitched into place, once and for all. Recognizing that
‘people make history in conditions not of their own making’, it seeks to identify
and examine those moments when people are manipulated and deceived as well
as those moments when they are active, struggling and even resisting. In that
sense cultural studies is committed to the popular as a cultural terrain and a
political force.
Cultural Studies will publish essays covering a wide range of topics and
styles. We hope to encourage significant intellectual and political
experimentation, intervention and dialogue. At least half the issues will focus on
special topics, often not traditionally associated with cultural studies.
Occasionally, we will make space to present a body of work representing a
specific national, ethnic or social tradition. Whenever possible, we intend to
represent the truly international nature of contemporary work, without ignoring
the significant differences that are the result of speaking from and to specific
contexts. We invite articles, reviews, critiques, photographs and other forms of
‘artistic’ production, and suggestions for special issues. And we invite readers to
comment on the strengths and weaknesses, not only of the project and progress
of cultural studies, but of the project and progress of Cultural Studies as well.
Larry Grossberg
Janice Radway
***
Contributions should be sent to Professor Lawrence Grossberg, Dept. of Speech
Communication, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 244 Lincoln Hall,
702 S.Wright St., Urbana, 111. 61801, USA. They should be in triplicate and
should conform to the reference system set out in the Notes for Contributors,
available from the Editors or Publishers. Submissions undergo blind peer review.
The author’s name should not appear anywhere in the manuscript except on a
detachable cover page along with an address and the title of the piece. Reviews,
and books for review, should be sent to Tim O’Sullivan, School of Arts, de
Montfort University, P.O. Box 143, Leicester LE1 9EH; or to John Frow, Dept.
of English, University of Queensland, St. Lucia, Queensland 4072, Australia; or
to Jennifer Daryl Slack, Dept. of Humanities, Michigan Technological
University, Houghton, MI 49931, USA.

Downloaded by [Central Uni Library Bucharest] at 05:26 07 October 2013

Errata

It is regretted that there was an error in the article ‘Useful Culture’ by Tony
Bennett in Cultural Studies 6:3. On p. 404 the second sentence of para. 2 should
read:
‘It is not an abstraction to be opposed in the name of cultural politics…’
The word ‘not’ was unfortunately omitted.
An unfortunate error was made on the title page of issue 6:3 of Cultural
Studies. As the two editors contributed equally to the production of the issue the
page should have designated as Issue Editors:
Ien Ang
and John Hartley
We request subscribers to paste the enclosed title page on top of the flawed
page. We apologise for any misleading perception caused by the error.
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LIVING DANGEROUSLY: IDENTITY
POLITICS AND THE NEW CULTURAL
RACISM: TOWARDS A CRITICAL
PEDAGOGY OF REPRESENTATION

The cult of ethnicity and its zealots have put at stake the American
tradition of a shared commitment to common ideals and its
reputation for assimilation, for making a ‘nation’ of nations.
(Woodward, 1991, p. 43).
At the end of the 20th century, U.S. society is becoming more
racially and ethnically diverse; more polarized along class lines;
more alarmed by lesbians, gay men, and other sexual minorities;
more conscious of gender differences; and, as a result, increasingly
preoccupied with political conflict over issues of representation.
(Escoffier, 1991:61)
Living dangerously in the age of identity politics
As old borders and zones of cultural difference become more porous or
eventually collapse, questions of culture increasingly become interlaced with the
issues of power, representation and identity. Dominant cultural traditions once selfconfidently secure in the modernist discourse of progress, universalism and
objectivism are now interrogated as ideological beachheads used to police and
contain subordinate groups, oppositional discourses and dissenting social
movements. Struggles over the academic canon, the conflict over
multiculturalism and the battle for either extending or containing the rights of
new social groups dominate the current political and ideological landscape
(Giroux, 1992). What is at stake in these struggles far exceeds the particular
interests that structure any one of them or the specific terrains in which they are
subject to debate, whether they be the academy, the arts, schools, or other
spheres of public life. Underlying the proliferation of these diverse and various
battles is a deeper conflict over the relationship between democracy and culture,
on the one hand, and identity and the politics of representation on the other.
Central to this debate is an attempt to articulate the relationship between
identity, culture and democracy in a new way. For the left, this has generally
meant launching an assault on monumentalist views of Western culture, a onedimensional Eurocentric academic canon, the autonomous subject as the
sovereign source of truth, and forms of high culture which maintain sexist, racist,
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homophobic and class-specific relations of domination. More specifically, the
challenges raised by feminism, postmodernism and postcolonialism have
contributed to a redefinition of cultural politics that addresses representational
practices in terms that analyze not only their discursive power to construct
common-sense, textual authority, and particular social and racial formations, but
also the ‘institutional conditions which regulate different fields of culture’
(Bennett, 1992:25). While many of the implications of such a cultural politics are
still unclear, it has at the very least rendered visible, as Rita Felski (1989) points
out, a number of important political/cultural projects. These include:
the proliferation of information technologies and the gradual shift towards
a postindustrial (although not postcapitalist) society, the declining authority
of liberalism and Marxism as symptomatic of an increasing skepticism
towards metanarratives, the reemergence of feminism and other social
movements which have foregrounded difference and exposed the
patriarchal, heterosexist, and ethnocentric nature of dominant Western
ideals, an expanding aestheticization of every day life through the mass
dissemination of signs and images and a simultaneous questioning of the
art/life opposition inherent in high modernism, a shift in philosophical and
social theory towards linguistic paradigms accompanied by a sustained
critique of foundationalist thought. (Felski, 1989:36).
The central challenge for educators and other cultural workers attempting to
address these problems is to redefine the relationship between culture and
politics in order to deepen and extend the basis for transformative and
emancipatory practice. As part of such a challenge, the political side of culture
must be given primacy as an act of resistance and transformation by addressing
issues of difference, identity, and textuality within rather than outside of the
problematics of power, agency, and history. The urgent issue here is to link the
politics of culture to the practice of a substantive democracy (Giroux, 1988).
Stuart Hall and David Held (1990) foreground the importance of this task by
arguing that any radical politics of representation and struggle must be situated
within what they call ‘a contemporary politics of citizenship’.
The value of such a politics is that it makes the complicated issue of difference
fundamental to addressing the discourse of substantive citizenship; moreover, it
favours looking at the conflict over relations of power, identity and culture as
central to a broader effort to advance the critical imperatives of a democratic
society. Primary to such a struggle is rethinking and rewriting difference in
relation to wider questions of membership, community and social responsibility.
A contemporary ‘politics of citizenship’ must take into account the role
which the social movements have played in expanding the claims to rights
and entitlements to new areas. [This means addressing] questions of
membership posed by feminism, the black and ethnic movements, ecology
and vulnerable minorities like children. But it must also come to terms with
the problems posed by ‘difference’ in a deeper sense: for example, the
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diverse communities to which we belong, the complex interplay of identity
and identification in modern society, and the differentiated ways in which
people now participate in social life. The diversity of arenas in which
citizenship is being claimed and contested today is essential to any modern
conception of it because it is inscribed in the very logic of modern society
itself (Hall and Held, 1990, 176).
Identity politics since the 1960s has played a significant role in refiguring a variety
of human experiences within a discourse in which diverse political views, sexual
orientations, races, ethnicities and cultural differences are taken up in the
struggle to construct counter-narratives and create new critical spaces and social
practices. Yet, the history of identity politics is not one that has moved
unproblematically from resistance to a broader politics of democratic struggle.
While identity politics was central to challenging the cultural homogeneity of the
1950s and providing spaces for marginal groups to assert the legacy and
importance of their respective voices and experiences, it often failed to move
beyond a notion of difference structured in polarizing binarisms and an uncritical
appeal to a discourse of authenticity. Identity politics enabled many formerly
silenced and displaced groups to emerge from the margins of power and
dominant culture to reassert and reclaim suppressed identities and experiences;
but in doing so, they often substituted one master narrative for another, invoked a
politics of separatism, and suppressed differences within their own ‘liberatory’
narratives. Ellen Willis provides a severe but insightful critique of the theoretical
and political dead end in which identity politics found itself in the 1970s and
1980s, and the legacy she believes must be challenged in the 1990s.
The appeal of ‘identity politics’ is that it arises from a radial insight—that
domination is systematically structured into the relations between social
groups. The problem is that it gives rise to a logic that chokes off
radicalism and ends up by supporting domination. If the present obsession
with group identity as the basis of politics is hard to imagine, much less
build, a broad-based radical collectivity, it has even more tellingly stood in
the way of a principled commitment to the freedom and happiness of
individuals, without which no genuine radicalism is possible. (1991:58)
Despite the moralism, anti-intellectualism and suspect romanticization of
authentic experience associated with issues of identity politics, the politics of
identity have begun to occupy the center of academic and popular debates around
concerns regarding culture, difference and democratic renewal. Moreover,
identity politics is no longer simply a one-dimensional, discursive feature of leftwing theory and practice. At the same time, the radical possibilities associated
with the link between democracy and the politics of cultural difference have not
been lost on the New Right in the United States. In what has turned into a cultural
blitz, the New Right of the Reagan/Bush era has continuously chipped away at
the legal, institutional, and ideological spheres necessary to the existence of a
democratic society. During the last decade, conservatives have rolled back civil
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rights legislation, waged antipornography campaigns against the arts in order to
eliminate public funding for ‘politically offensive’ groups, and attempted to
replace state provision and public service with privatization programs designed
to expand the power of capital, individual competitiveness and corporate freedom
(Giroux and Trend, 1992). One result has been the savaging of funds for public
schools and health-care programs, and an overall assault on the most basic
presumptions of democratic life (Kozol, 1991).
Central to the new conservative offensive has been a renewed interest in
addressing the radical politics that inform recent developments in the emerging
discourses on culture and democracy. In particular, the New Right has focused
on postmodernist, feminist, postcolonialist and other minority discourses that
have raised serious questions regarding how particular forms of authority are
secured through the organization of the curriculum at all levels of schooling. The
radical call to reclaim the legacy of substantive democracy by reappropriating
the language of equality, justice and cultural difference has not been lost on
conservative ideologues and public intellectuals. For example, Samuel Lipman
(1989), writing in The New Criterion, argues that:
culture and democracy cannot co-exist, for democracy by its nature
represents the many, and culture, by its nature is created by the few. What
the many cannot immediately comprehend, they destroy…. What is
necessary are definitions of culture and democracy based…less on
inclusions and more on exclusions, less on finding similarities between
conflicting realities, concepts, and goals and more on recognizing the
differences between them. (15–16).
Lipman is not alone in viewing the extension of democratic ideology and
political representation as a serious threat to dominant configurations of power
and control. Conservative columnist and former presidential hopeful, Patrick
Buchanan, openly embraces an authoritarian populism which views cultural
democracy as a threat to the ‘American way of life’. What is interesting for our
purposes is the way in which Buchanan embraces the language of difference. For
Buchanan, the reality of cultural difference, with its plurality of languages,
experiences and histories poses a serious threat to both national unity and what
he defends as Judeo-Christian values. According to Buchanan, calls for
expanding the existing limits of political representation and self-determination
are fine as long as they allow Americans to ‘take back’ their country. In this
conservative discourse, difference becomes a signifier for racial exclusivity,
segregation, or in Buchanan’s language, ‘self-determination’. For Buchanan,
public life in the United States has deteriorated since 1965 because a ‘flood tide
of immigration has rolled in from the Third World, legal and illegal, as our
institutions of assimilation…disintegrated.’ Rewriting the discourse of nativism,
Buchanan asks: ‘Who speaks for the Euro-Americans? Is it not time to take
America back?’ (Quoted in Krauthammer, 1990: A–4).
Similarly, right-wing Whites in America now echo a view of dif ference not as
a marker for racial superiority but as a signifier for cultural containment,
homogeneity and social and structural inequality. The appeal is no longer to
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racial supremacy but to cultural uniformity parading under the politics of
nationalism and patriotism. In this case, difference is removed from the language
of biologism and firmly established as a cultural construct only to be reworked
within a hegemonic project that connects race and nation against the elimination
of structural and cultural inequality. In the same spirit of displaying difference in
order to displace it within a hegemonic project of national unity, Frank
Kermode, writing in The New York Times, dismisses some of the more articulate
advocates of a progressive politics of difference as ‘a noisy crowd of
antihomophobes, antiracists and antiwhites’ (Kermode, 1992:33). This is a
remarkable statement that conjures up the specter of race as an ideological
signpost for an assault on whites. Race in this context is invoked not to eliminate
racial differences structured in dominance but to preserve them within selfcontained cultural and social borders that prevent either crossing borders or
forging new identities within new spaces or spheres of cultural difference. Of
course, the Los Angeles uprising at the end of April 1992 not only ruptures the
legitimacy of the new racial politics of containment, it also reveals how liberal
and conservative discourses become complicitous with those underlying
conditions that created the uprising by refusing to link race and class, by refusing
to recognize that racism in the United States is deeply embedded in a politics of
political, economic and class divisions.
Renato Rosaldo (1989) focuses on the issue in arguing that ‘questions of
culture seem to touch a nerve because they quickly become anguished questions
of identity’ (ix). The struggles emerging over ‘anguished questions of identity’
have taken a new turn in the last decade. The ‘culture wars’ that have beset
American politics since the advent of the Reagan/Bush reign have become
increasingly dominated by a politics of representation rooted in an authoritarian
populist discourse that is powerfully refiguring the relationship between identity
and culture, particularly as it is addressed in the discourse of racial difference.
There is a certain irony in the fact that at this current historical conjuncture,
when many left critics appear to be fed up with identity politics, conservatives
have seized upon it with a vengeance.1 Writing in Tikkun magazine, left social
critic, Ilene Philipson reduces identity politics to the discourse of anxiety,
alienation and inadequacy. In this view, attempts on the part of various social
groups to combat racism, homophobia or sexism are overly determined by
psychological concerns over self-identity, selfesteem, and anomie. Philipson
makes the point succinctly:
Identity politics provides a way of avoiding self-blame for feelings of
powerlessness and anomie that are, at their root, politically and socially
constructed. But as such, the politics of identity inevitably misdirects our
attention away from the fact that, apart from a tiny group at the top of the
class hierarchy (to use a forgotten term), alienation, a sense of not being
recognized for who one is, and feelings of impotence and failure affect us
all—certainly to different degrees and with different repercussions…
identity politics is not sufficiently radical to speak to this distress, to get at
the root sources of our alienation and individually experienced lack of
social recognition. (1991:54)
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Philipson’s reductionism is disturbing. Identity politics covers a complex and
diverse terrain of theoretical positions and discourses concerned with questions of
subjectivity, culture, difference and struggle. In its hard and soft versions, this
terrain extends from the cultural politics of black nationalists like Louis
Farrakhan to the more radically progressive discourses of ethnicity and cultural
difference in the works of Stuart Hall and Homi K. Bhabha. But there is more at
stake here than a species of theoretical carelessness on the part of left critics who
simply dismiss identity politics as separatist, élitist, and reactionary, there is also
the politically shortsighted willingness to abandon identity politics at a time
when right-wing conservatives are reappropriating progressive critiques of race,
ethnicity and identity and using them to promote rather than dispel a politics of
cultural racism. This is a serious mistake. While the end of identity politics is
something that left critics and cultural workers seem to be endlessly debating,
they do not appear to have fully come to grips with its political and racial
consequences. As Stuart Clarke (1991) points out, the issue of identity politics
will not go away in the 1990s. Identity politics has become one of the more
powerful common-sense constructions developed by the right wing in its attempt
to ‘blunt progressive political possibilities… [by privileging] race as a sign of
social disorder and civic decay’ (Clarke, 1991:37).
Rather than merely dismissing identity politics, left cultural workers need to
engage the issue more dialectically. In this case, a critical perspective on identity
politics should be seen as fundamental to any discourse and social movement
that believes in the radical renewal of democratic society. With this qualification
in mind, the relationship between identity and politics can be reformulated within
a politics of representation which is open to contingency, difference and selfreflexivity but still able to engage in a hegemonic project that reconstructs public
life through a politics of democratic solidarity. Not to do so is to place left social
movements and cultural workers outside rather than inside of the public debate
about identity, difference and culture. Stuart Clarke puts it well:
The point of this is to indicate that the complex, even contradictory,
character of identity politics must be accounted for in efforts to develop a
politically effective critical perspective. Identity politics will remain a
persistent feature of our political landscape in part because it produces
limited but real empowerment for its participants (1991:46).
In part, Clarke’s concern is legitimated by the ideological shift that has taken
place among cultural conservatives in the last few years. With the advent of the
assault by a wide range of conservative groups on ‘political correctness’,
multiculturalism, and radical intellectuals in the academy, identity politics has
replaced the Cold War signifier of ‘communism’ as the most serious domestic
threat to the New World Order.2 Moreover, in response to this threat, pedagogy
and the issue of cultural representation have become strategic forces used by the
New Right and other conservative groups in mobilizing an authoritarian populist
movement. Three important issues are at stake here. First, the New Right has
developed a powerful new strategy for abstracting cultural difference from the
discourse of democracy and social justice. Central to such a discourse is the
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attempt to fuse culture within a tidy formation that equates the nation, citizenship,
and patriotism with a racially exclusive notion of difference. Second, it is crucial
to recognize that conservatives have given enormous prominence to waging a
cultural struggle over the control and use of the popular media and other spheres
of representation in order to ‘articulate contemporary racial meanings and
identities in new ways, to link race with more comprehensive political and
cultural agendas, to interpret social structural phenomena (such as inequality or
social policy) with regard to race’ (Winant, 1990:125). Third, it is imperative
that the left not only construct a new politics of difference but extend and deepen
the possibilities of critical cultural work by reasserting the primacy of the
pedagogical as a form of cultural politics.
In what follows, I will analyze more specifically the ideological contours of
the old and new politics of difference. I will then analyze how some of the basic
assumptions of the new politics of difference are used in the film, Grand Canyon,
to refigure dominant social and racial identities. I will conclude by considering
the implications the above discussion has for a critical pedagogy of
representation. In doing so, I will stress the importance of reworking the
relationship between cultural workers and pedagogy as part of a broader politics
of representation, political practice, and emancipatory change.
Representation, difference and the new politics of race
The culturalism of the new racism has gone hand in hand with a
definition of race as a matter of difference rather than a question of
hierarchy. In another context Fanon refers to a similar shift as a
progression from vulgar to cultural racism…. Culture is conceived
along ethnically absolute lines, not as something intrinsically fluid,
changing, unstable, and dynamic, but as a fixed property of social
groups rather than a relational field in which they encounter one
another and live out social, historical relationships. When culture is
brought into contact with race it is transformed into a
pseudobiological property of communal life. (Gilroy, 1990:266)
The old racism developed within the historical legacy of colonialism and modern
slavery and rested on a blatant ideological appeal to pseudobiological and
scientific theories of racism to justify inequality, hierarchies and exploitation as
part of the universal order. In this racism, the Other’s identity warrants its very
annihilation because it is seen as impure, evil and inferior. Moreover, whiteness
represents itself as a universal marker for being civilized and in doing so posits
the Other within the language of pathology, fear, madness, and degeneration
(Gilman, 1985).
Within dominant regimes of representation, the old racism trades in classic
stereotypes, grounds Otherness in fixed, transhistorical and cultural categories
and refuses to address the structural and ideological foundations of racist cultural
practices (Goldberg, 1990). Racist ideology in this case collapses the meaning of
being the Other into the representation of Otherness.3 In its various forms, there
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is little effort to make inequality, racism or powerlessness problematic, open to
discussion—in other words, this is a racism that refuses to critically engage in
ethical and political terms its own privileged site of enunciation. It is the racism
of The Birth of a Nation, the black exploitation films of the 1960s, the school
textbooks filled with grotesque stereotypes of blacks. It is a racist practice that
offers no apologies and focuses on how one inhabits dominant representations/
beliefs rather than on the beliefs themselves as the basis for constructing
common sense. In the words of Stuart Hall (1988), the old racism is organized
through the epistemic discourse of the violence of the Other. Based on fear and
desire, the old racism attempts to construct blacks as the object rather the subject
of representation—a process that allows whiteness to remain unproblematic even
as it projects onto the black subject its own fantasies of noble primitiveness and
reckless violence. The old racism ‘operates by cpnstructing impassable symbolic
boundaries between racially constituted categories, and its typically binary
system of representation constantly marks and attempts to fix and naturalize the
difference between belongingness and Otherness’ (Hall, 1988:28).
We are now witnessing in the United States (and in Europe) the emergence of
a new racism and politics of cultural difference expressed both in the
reconfiguration of the relationship between Otherness and difference, on the one
hand, and meaning and the politics of representation on the other (Winant, 1990;
Policar, 1990; Taguieff, 1990; Clarke, 1991). Underlying the emergence of the
new politics of racism and difference is a deep ambivalence on the part of
liberals and conservatives about the traditional categories that have been used to
defend racist practices. Identifications grounded in the racial superiority of
whites, the fixing of Anglo-European culture as synonymous with civilization
itself, and the civilizing mission of patriarchal, Eurocentric discourse are no
longer easily sustained within mainstream ideologies and regimes of
representation. The new social movements of the 1960s, the reception of
feminist, postmodernist and postcolonialist discourses in the 1970s, the
development of critical popular cultural forms in the 1980s and the rise of the
new ethnicities with their challenge to liberal pluralism in the 1990s, have
necessitated a new politics of difference and representation of racial politics on
the part of both the left and the New Right (West, 1990). As American life
becomes more hybridized, the distinctions between what Emily Hicks (1991)
calls ‘original and alien cultures’ have become more difficult to maintain
theoretically and politically. As new cultural boundaries and spaces emerge
crisscrossed with a diversity of Otherness, dominant strategies of representation
are abrogated and struggled over through an ongoing process of negotiation,
translation and transformation. The sensibility that informs the relationship
between cultural borders reorders the codes of reference for engaging cultural
differences and their related networks of hierarchy, power and struggle.
With these qualifications in mind, any analysis of the new cultural politics of
difference and race must acknowledge the shift in the ‘dominant regimes of
representation’ (Hall, 1988) around race and multiculturalism that has occurred
in the national and popular press within the last few years. In theoretical terms,
this points to a proliferation of competing discourses that not only challenge the
old vocabulary on race but also expand the sites from which notions of whiteness
and blackness, among others, are made visible, rewritten and circulated. At the
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same time, since there is no longer any single articulating principle defining the
racial dimensions of cultural work and life, the audiences which are the subject
and object of racial enunciations have become more complex, contradictory and
multilayered. On one level this has led to what Stuart Hall (1988, 1991) calls the
end of the innocent black subject. At stake here is the recognition that ‘“black” is
essentially a politically and culturally constructed category, which cannot be
grounded in a set of fixed transcultural or transcendental racial categories and
which therefore has no guarantees in Nature’ (Hall, 1988:28). Hence, issues of
being black are abstracted from the language of essentialism and scientism and
shifted to the terrain of representation. As Hall puts it,
The end of the essential black subject…entails a recognition that the central
issues of race always appear historically in articulation, in a formation,
with other categories and divisions and are constantly crossed and
recrossed by the categories of class, of gender, and ethnicity (1988:28).
Within this discourse the relationship between identity and being ‘black’ is no
longer fixed, static or secure. Hall’s position offers cultural workers new
opportunities to rewrite the politics of representation around race and difference
by deconstructing in historical and relational terms not only the central
categories of ‘Otherness’, but also the dominant discourses and representations
that secure ‘whiteness’ as a universalizing norm (Young, 1990; Dyer, 1988;
hooks, 1990). At stake here is the need to create a new political vocabulary and
project for rethinking a politics of cultural difference predicated on broader
conceptions of race and identity. In this case, cultural workers need to construct a
notion of border identity that challenges any essentialized notion of subjectivity
while simultaneously demonstrating that the self as a historical and cultural
formation is shaped in complex, related, and multiple ways through their
interaction with numerous and diverse communities (Fraser, 1992). Needless to
say, such a project has and does pose a serious threat to the hegemonic politics of
race and representation practiced by Reagan/Bush conservatives. The challenge
has not been lost on the New Right.
Whereas the Bush era began with the image of Willie Horton and the
implication that black criminality offered the principal signifier to underscore the
cultural concerns of racism, the new cultural racism has shifted the emphasis
from a notion of difference equated with deviance and cultural deprivation to a
position that acknowledges racial diversity only to proclaim that different racial
formations, ethnicities and cultures pose a threat to national unity. Racial
privilege is no longer maintained primarily through the use of terror or other
traditional neofascist techniques. The struggle for racial privilege based on an
implicit model of white supremacy or cultural nationalism takes many forms
among conservatives and right-wing liberals, but underlying all of these efforts is
an attempt to ‘rearticulate racial meanings, to reinterpret the content of
“whiteness” and the politics that flows from it’ (Winant, 1990:126). One instance
of this hegemonic project is a politics of representation that suggests that whites
are the victims of racial inequality. In this discourse the social gravity of poverty,
economic exploitation and class divisions are removed from any analysis of race.
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The strategy for such a politics gathered a powerful momentum during the
Reagan era with the practice of ‘coding’ racial meanings so as to mobilize white
fears. Hence the use of terms such as quotas, busing, welfare, and
multiculturalism as signifiers to arouse the insecurities and anger of whites.
Another instance of the new politics of racism is expressed in displaying racial
difference as a significant aspect of American life, but doing so only to pose it as
a threat that has to be overcome. This strategy became particularly clear in the
aftermath of the Los Angeles uprising. The dominant press repeatedly labeled the
uprising as a riot, and consistently referred to the events that took place as acts of
lawlessness. In this case, the politics of the new racism revealed itself
shamelessly in the Bush Administration’s efforts to respond to the LA uprising
by claiming that it was caused by the failed liberal social programs inaugurated
by President Lyndon Johnson in the 1960s. What is really under assault here are
not the social, economic and political conditions that made the uprising possible,
but the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and various programs that launched Aid to
Families with Dependent Children, Head Start, Chapter 1, Food Stamps and
other public reform efforts. The most disgraceful response to the uprising, one
which fully embodied the sentiments of the new racism, came from the
National Review, which claimed that the main lesson of the insurrections was that
law-abiding people (read whites) need more police to protect themselves, and
that the real cause of the uprising was ‘bitterness nursed by many blacks [which]
is largely the bequest of people like Reverend Jackson and Representative
Waters, who have a stake in fermenting divisive raceconsciousness’ (Johnson,
1992:17).
Surprisingly, these two strategies are not fundamentally at odds with each
other. In the first instance, conservatives invoke racial separation in order to
mobilize white fears and to organize a constituency for implementing mainstream
policy initiatives. In the second instance, racial difference is attacked as
something to be overcome. In this discourse, whiteness as a signifier of power
and privilege becomes the unspoken referent for naming and passing judgement
on the continuing efforts of radicals, minorities and others to organize around
racial and class differences in pressing for political, educational, cultural and
social reforms. Evoking the racially coded language and images of national unity,
conservative groups have attempted to dismantle the progressive elements of
racial politics by advocating standardized testing in the public schools, attacking
multiculturalism as a threat to a ‘common culture’, and deploying cultural
pluralism as slogan which displays difference without mentioning dominant
relations of power and class oppression. Winant (1990) argues that the new
racial politics of the New Right and Neoconservativism articulate with a wider
cultural and political agenda that resists any policy which threatens ‘the
fundamentally integrative, if not assimilationist, character of the “American
ethnic pattern”, market rationality, anti-statism, the merits of individualism, and
respect for the “high culture” of the West’ (Winant, 1990:132).
In what follows, I want to analyze the film Grand Canyon first in order to
illustrate how the new politics of difference and race is being constructed within
a Hollywood version of identity politics. This analysis is intended to examine
how a representational politics actively marks its subjects through racially coded
forms of address and enunciation in which subject positions are made available
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and desires mobilized and where ‘spectacles of identity politics interact with the
construction of common sense’ (Clarke, 1991:47). In the last section of the paper,
I will develop some central elements of a pedagogy of representation that offers
possibilities for developing a decolonization educational practice in which the
act of representing can be addressed historically and semiotically as a part of an
emancipatory attempt to situate relations between the self and others within a
broader struggle for a more just and democratic society.
New Age whiteness and the politics of difference
America’s sense of its own ‘radical innocence’ has its most profound
origins in [the] belief that there is a basic humanity unaltered by the
diversity of the citizens who share in it. Democracy is the
universal quantifier by which America—the ‘melting pot’, the
‘nation of immigrants’—constitutes itself as a nation. If all our
citizens can be said to be Americans, this is not because we share any
positive characteristics, but rather because we have all been given the
right to shed these characteristics, to present ourselves as
disembodied before the law. I divest myself of positive identity,
therefore I am a citizen. (Copjec, 1991:30)
As we move into an age in which cultural space becomes unfixed, unsettled,
porous and hybridized, it becomes more difficult either to defend notions of
singular identity or to deny that different groups, communities and people are
increasingly bound to each other in a myriad of complex relationships. Modes of
representation that legitimated a world of strict cultural separation, collective
identities and rigid boundaries seem hopelessly outdated as the urban landscape
is being rewritten within new and shifting borders of identity, race and ethnicity.
New cultural spaces, borderlands, identities, texts and crossings have created
something of a panic among those groups who control dominant regimes of
representation. Whereas in the past the response to racial inequality was to
pretend it didn’t exist, the current reaction is to re-present it without changing the
social, economic and political conditions that create it. Indifference and silence or,
even worse, an appeal to outright racist supremacy, have reluctantly given way to
forms of negotiation and translation as varied ethnicities, races and cultural
differences assert themselves both within and between diverse communities.
Dominant society no longer resorts to exterminating or silencing Others; nor can
they simply erase them. Cultural difference has descended on America like the
fog. Dominant groups are now driving very carefully through a cultural terrain in
which whiteness can no longer remain invisible as a racial, political and historical
construction. The privilege and practices of domination that underscore being
white in America can no longer remain invisible through either an appeal to a
universal norm or a refusal to explore how whiteness works to produce a form of
‘friendly’ colonialism.4
Los Angeles seems to exemplify the changing nature of the metropolitan urban
terrain and the cultural politics that appear to besiege it.5 The hybridized cultural
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landscape of Los Angeles has been mythologized in Dennis Hopper’s rendering
of gang life in Colors, rendered as a borderland where cyborgs and humans
rewrite the meaning of identity and difference in Ridley Scott’s Bladerunner and
brilliantly taken up through the complex relations that constitute the coming-ofage experiences of mostly black young men in a neighborhood in South Central
Los Angeles in John Singleton’s Boyz N the Hood. In all of these films, Los
Angeles is portrayed against a gritty reality in which cultural differences produce
a borderland where an apocalyptic vision of the future is played out amid
growing forms of daily violence, resistance, fear and struggle. Difference in
these films is neither innocent nor removed from wider social and political
articulations.
In Grand Canyon, directed by Lawrence Kasdan, Los Angeles once again
becomes a prophetic site for understanding how the language and relations of
cultural differences are reshaping public culture in the happy
boutique neighborhoods of the rich and the privileged. As in the films mentioned
above, Los Angeles becomes an important signifier in order to comment about
fear, violence and racial politics as they are rewritten within the changing
understanding of Otherness and the growing self-consciousness of what it means
to be white in America. What is interesting about Grand Canyon is that it goes
beyond the empty pluralism that always racializes the Other but never makes
whiteness visible. In fact, Kasdan presents a narrative in which whiteness
becomes the major referent for defining and acknowledging the responsibility
that whites have in a world in which they define themselves as racially and
culturally under siege.
Grand Canyon embodies the reactionary side of identity politics, but it does
not echo the shrill fanaticism of a Pat Buchanan, Jesse Helms or Pat Robertson.
Instead, it mobilizes those fears and desires of white folks who recognize that
cultural differences are here to stay, but don’t want to be positioned so as to call
their own racism or complicity with economic, social and political inequalities into
question. The central white characters in Kasdan’s film want to exercise good
conscience, retain their property values and still be able to jog without being
mugged. Their racism is more subtle, clean and New Age. Racial Otherness
represents a pragmatic rather than an ethical dilemma for them. Border crossings
become an excuse for acknowledging the collapse of public life without having
to take responsibility for it.
Kasdan’s Grand Canyon attempts to erase the problem and politics of
representation by refusing to portray the complexity of social, political and
cultural forces that structure relationships between whites and blacks, on the one
hand, and men and women on the other. But it is important to note, particularly
with regard to white/black relations, that Kasdan does not rely on traditional
modes of representation. That is, he does not resort to addressing the issue of
cultural difference by simply including the Other in the script. He does not
attempt to secure filmic legitimacy simply by covering the story and including
the requisite number of blacks. On the contrary, Kasdan is more vigilant and
intent on rewriting and re-imaging how Otherness is presented in ways that don’t
‘permit or make for interventions on the part of those (Others) represented’
(Mariani and Crary, 1990:97). In this case, Kasdan’s view of racial conflict,
poverty, sexism and public life are defined within a monolithic notion of
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whiteness which fails to question the place of white racism as a historical and
social construction. Consequently, Kasdan provides a celluloid mapping of racial
conflict and cultural differences that are resolved in a dystopian politics that
subordinates human agency to the grand forces of nature and allows whites to
feel good about themselves while simultaneously resolving them of any
responsibility in either constructing or maintaining those ideological and
structural forces that privilege agency for some groups and greatly limit it for
others. Goodwill and choice combine in this film to create a New Age sense of
possibility which in the final analysis collapses irreducible differences among
blacks, whites and women into the airy recognition that we are all secondary to
the larger natural forces of good and evil that shape the planet and thus provide a
common ground on which to recognize how goodness can flow out of despair,
how agency is limited by nature, and how ethics is powerless against nature’s
unfolding. What is missed in Kasdan’s New Age ideology, as Michael Dyson
(1991) points out in a different context, is ‘how choice itself is not a property of
autonomous moral agents acting in an existential vacuum, but rather something
that is created and exercised within the interaction of social, psychic, political,
and economic forces of everyday experiences’ (75). Of course, it could be argued
since Kasdan refuses in Grand Canyon to disrupt the ideological, textual and
structural codes that inform race relations in this country, his approach simply
reflects the traditional colonial policy of reinscribing potentially disruptive social
relations in order to contain them. But where Kasdan takes a different theoretical
and political twist is in his attempt to produce forms of cultural selfrepresentation in which whites are simultaneously portrayed as both the victims
of cultural change and the only gatekeepers of a society which appears to be on
the verge of self-destruction. In this form of cultural representation, radical
innocence becomes the signifier for a hegemonic practice that colonizes the
normal through a notion of common sense in which race, inequality and power
are eventually erased in a New Age vision of goodwill where luck and chance
rather than struggle and agency police the present and predict the future. Though
willing to admit that the landscape of cultural difference has radically changed in
America in the last twenty years, Kasdan presents his audiences with a
hegemonic notion of cultural ‘innocence’ in which it is argued that there ‘still
exists a precious, universal, “innocent” instance in which we can all recognize
ourselves’ (Copjec, 1991:30).
Encounters with otherness
Historically-speaking, every community has felt forced to accept
change, to at least come to terms with other communities. The
question is, when do communities become frozen? When do they say
that they will not change any more? I think that happens when they
feel besieged, threatened, when no space is left for them to grow
(Bhabha and Parekh, 1989:4).
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Grand Canyon is most importantly about whites becoming self-conscious of race
and otherness as central determinants in shaping the existing social, political and
cultural landscape, but also in providing a referent for a new politics and form of
ethical address. This referent combines for whites the opportunity to acknowledge
this new landscape without having to give up their power or privilege. At the heart
of the story is an attempt to define what being white, male and privileged means
when the encounter with the harsh colonial terrain of American society can no
longer be avoided by the rich and the powerful. Grand Canyon attempts to
mediate the traditional white phobia of race mixing through the liberal assertion
of the right to be different. Couched in the discourse of pluralism, this particular
notion of cultural difference presents whiteness ‘more as a case of historical
accident, rather than a characteristic cultural/historical construction,
achieved through white domination’ (Dyer, 1988:46). Whiteness as a category is
rendered invisible as a symbol of ethnicity, while simultaneously avowed as a
major category to normalize definitions of class, race, gender, heterosexuality
and nationality (Llyod, 1991). Similarly, Grand Canyon does not address
cultural differences by acknowledging the wider grid of social relations marked
by existing systems of inequality and discrimination. Hence, there is no sense in
this film of how ‘different groups are related to each other within networks of
hierarchy and exploitation’ (Welch, 1989:128). Understood in these terms, the
film attempts first to renegotiate the possibilities for whites to acknowledge those
Others who have been marginalized in American society less as humans being
caught in the vice of oppression and exploitation than as a threat to a unitary
sense of white identity and national unity. Second, Grand Canyon attempts to
develop an articulation between unity and difference that reinforces whiteness as
a discourse, referent and practice of power. Third, the film uses racism as the basis
for white self-criticism but in doing so is silent about the mutuality of
responsibility between whites and blacks in addressing issues of ethnicity and
social change. These points can be more fully developed by analyzing how the
overarching narrative that structures Grand Canyon is organized around three
different sets of relations: the social divisions between whites and blacks; the
relationship between men and women; and the relationship between human
beings and nature.
Black and white relationships are primarily developed between the encounter
that Mack (Kevin Kline), a wealthy immigration lawyer, has with Simon (Danny
Glover), a mechanic who virtually saves Mack from being assaulted by a black
gang after he gets lost while driving home from a Lakers basketball game. The
context of the meeting is central to the relationship.
In order to avoid heavy traffic after the game, Mack tries taking a shortcut and
drives into a black neighborhood that immediately appears to be both alien and
menacing. Difference looms up before Mack as strange, unfamiliar and ominous.
As Mack drives along the streets of the neighborhood with its boarded-up houses,
numerous liquor stores and mix of homeless, poor and roaming youth, he hears
the sound of rap music exploding all around him. A car drives by filled with four
black youths who wave menacingly to him. Suddenly, his new Lexus dies and he
is trapped in a zone of difference coded with racial fear and danger. He uses his
car phone to call for a tow-truck, but the phone stops working and he is forced to
leave the safety of his Lexus and use a public phone. His fear at this point rises to
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the point of desperation. He tells the tow-truck dispatcher that if a driver doesn’t
show up soon he may lose his life and not just his car. His fear has reached the
point of desperation, and he races back to his car to wait for the tow-truck.
Within minutes, the car playing the rap music, surely a signifier of danger to the
yuppie lawyer, pulls up behind Mack’s Lexus. Four young men get out of the car
and begin to taunt him. Clearly, Mack’s life is in danger. One of the young men
has a gun tucked in his belt and gestures to it while telling Mack to get out of the
car. Mack gets out and tells them they can have whatever they want. The young
man snarls at him. The binarism between Mack as the model of decency and the
young black men as a threatening symbol of social savagery skillfully works to
portray whites as a besieged group while simultaneously portraying inner city
black youths as a signifier of danger and social decay.
Chance and danger, another major subtext of the film, emerges when Simon,
the black tow-truck driver arrives on the scene. Exhibiting streetwise savvy and
courage, Simon convinces the young men to cool out and go back to roaming the
streets. Simon is the model of the cool, tough, yet responsible black man. He
lives alone. Not only does he support a deaf daughter who attends a college in
Washington, DC, he also helps support his sister, who lives with a son who is
gradually being lost to the LA black gang culture. Simon’s life is complicated.
Trapped within the limits imposed by poverty, racism and the culture of survival,
Simon maintains a view of society that allows him to go on with his life but
undercuts his own sense of individual and collective agency.
Sitting with Mack while the Lexus is being repaired, Simon tells him that he
once visited the Grand Canyon. He recalls how it made him realize how
insignificant life is in the long haul. For Simon, the message is clear: humans
within the larger scheme of nature are minute and transitory. Humbled before the
long duration of history and time that inscribes the vastness and wonder of the
Grand Canyon, Simon substitutes a New Age naturalism for a notion of critical
agency and social possibility.
Mack is so grateful to Simon for saving his car and life that he later takes him
out to breakfast, develops a friendship with him, and in doing so crosses over a
racial boundary that allows him to recognize difference as part of daily life but at
the same time he refrains from questioning his own place in the larger economy
of power and privilege that largely relegates blacks to a subaltern status in
contemporary American society.
The relationship between Simon and Mack is mutually reinforced through
their sense that the world is organized through a random sense of chance, luck
and danger. For Mack, this is an important insight that allows him to assuage his
liberal conscience by helping Simon’s sister find an apartment in a safer
neighborhood, and fixing Simon up with a black woman who works for Mack’s
law firm. In this context, Mack’s whiteness is not understood through the
evocation of a critical reading of history, an invocation of dangerous memory, or
an understanding of how social relations that evoke privileges and power must be
unlearned and transformed. On the contrary, whiteness for Mack becomes a
referent for self-sacrifice buttressed by the liberal assumption that as a privileged
white man he can solve the problems of marginalized and subordinate Others. For
Simon, Mack exemplifies how history turns merely on luck and circumstance.
After all, what are the chances of an inner-city, black mechanic either meeting or
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becoming friends with a high-powered, privileged, yuppie white lawyer. Simon
displays his gratitude to Mack at the end of the film by driving his sister and her
young boy along with Mack and his family to the Grand Canyon. It is here in the
face of the wonder of nature that the immensity of the racial, cultural, political,
economic and social differences that separate these families are erased in a New
Age notion of unity and spirituality.
The relationship between whites and blacks/Others is also revealed through
the coming-of-age narrative of two young men in the film. Mack and Claire’s
son, named after Roberto Clemente, the famous Puerto Rican baseball player, is
portrayed in terms that suggest he leads a relatively untroubled life. Roberto is
from a rich family, goes to a decent school, develops a romance with a young
woman in summer camp, and appears to be on his way to a successful future.
The most serious tension in his life appears to be learning how to drive and
coping with a name that contradicts his own refusal to view himself as ethnic.
Learning how to make a left turn in traffic appears to be the most pressing test he
will face in the near future.
On the other hand, Simon’s nephew is portrayed as a black young male who
has given his life up to the LA gang culture. The source of this black teenage
boy’s problems comes from living with a single parent who cannot contain him
and residing in a community filled with crime and despair over which he has no
control. Kasdan presents the film audience with a view of black urban life that is
as one-dimensional as the stereotypes and tropes he uses to construct the comingof-age odyssey of a black youth growing up in a poor, inner-city neighborhood.
The suffocating conditions of urban decay, rampant poverty and random
violence are frozen by Kasdan in a series of images that refuse to analyze those
historical, cultural, economic and political conditions that provide some
dialectical grounding for understanding how domination, power, resistance and
identity come together to reveal the complexity of life in such a setting. The
binarism created by Kasdan of growing up ‘black’ and ‘white’ does not suggest
what these two young men share in common, how one form of life relates to the
other, or how new identities might be constructed by transforming these related
sites of privilege and oppression. In this scenario, whiteness is not only
privileged, it is also the only referent for social change, hope, and action. Within
the rigid binarism portraying these two very different coming-of-age experiences
cast in racial terms, blacks are equated with lawlessness while whites are seen as
a paragon of rationality, compassion, and stability. Once again, what is revealed
here is a fundamental disrespect for marginalized Others manifest in the refusal
to analyze what whiteness as a category of power means (or suggests) in terms of
its ethical relations with Others. This type of disrespect for the Other is also
manifested throughout the film in the refusal of allowing those who are
oppressed, blacks, women, and children to speak for themselves, to be the
subject of resistance and historical agency, and to be complexly represented
within rather than outside of the specificity of their daily lives.
Otherness as both a marker of deficit and a resource to redefine whiteness as a
universal symbol of unity and hope is displayed in a number of other relations
throughout the film. Race and gender intersect in a dominating fashion through
the portrayal of Mack’s wife, Claire (Mary MacDonnell). Caught in a mid-life
crisis, Claire appears to solve her problem while taking her daily jog. Passing the
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nearby woods, she finds an abandoned third-world baby. Ignoring the concrete
identity of the child (why was she abandoned? What history, memories, and pain
inform this act? What does such an act suggest about the ethnical relations
between the wealthy and the poor in terms of their respective problems, hopes
and plans for the future?), Kasdan uses this intersection of ‘chance and luck’ to
suggest that Claire’s identity is entirely dependent on her providing nurturance to
Others, particularly since she can no longer provide such nurturance to her
husband and teenage son. Claire eventually adopts the baby and in doing so not
only secures her own identity but also affirms the notion of self-sacrifice, guilt
and duty that appears to be endemic to Kasdan’s conception of how responsible
action is constituted for whites. A subtext of this relationship is that third-world
families are not responsible enough to raise their own children. Conversely, in
this case, colonialism is seen as having its benefits.
Claire is not much different than all of the women who inhabit the celluloid
landscape of Grand Canyon. Mack’s mistress, Simon’s lover, and Claire are
women whose identities are largely shaped in the image of men. Kasdan suggests
that their only desires are rooted in the partriarchal demands for women (not
men) to nurture, raise children, or find a ‘good’ man. Deprived of a complex
identity and voice, all of the women in this film lack any sense of agency or the
need to redefine their lives outside of the imperatives of a patriarchal culture.
Moreover, Kasdan also uses a debilitating binarism in framing the differences
among the women in Grand Canyon. Either they are viewed as little more than
prostitutes, as in the case with Kline’s mistress, Dee (Mary-Louise Parker), or
they are viewed as selfless saints, an image embodied in Claire (who is viewed in
a number of scenes through the figure of the madonna rocking the baby Jesus).
Finally, all of the main characters in this film share the belief that some
miraculous force establishes connections between people who inhabit the planet
and that this force expresses itself through the circumstances of luck, chance, and
fate. Mack tells Simon, for instance, that he believes that God once appeared to him
in the form of a woman wearing a baseball cap and saved him from being hit by
a bus. Clearly, his time to die had not come. Simon reveals his own infatuation with
nature and the insignificance of human life and agency in the face of the wonder
and awe of the Grand Canyon. Claire believes that finding the baby was
orchestrated by some higher force. Thus, she doesn’t have to bother with the
social, political and ideological consequences of either the abandonment of a
third-world child or her adopting a baby under such circumstances. In the end,
the primacy of the social, political and cultural as they are manifested in various
problems informing cultural differences, gender issues and the problematic of
ethnicity are wiped away in a New Age adoration of the mysteries and wonders
of nature. All of life’s riddles are seemingly resolved when all the central players
end up in the final scene of the film staring with amazement and awe at the
aesthetic wonder of the Grand Canyon. Clearly, in this scenario, nature and social
Darwinism are on the side of white domination as all of the differences that
brought together these various men, women, and children are removed from the
systemic injustices which influence their respective lives. History, power and
agency now dissolve into the abyss of liberal goodwill, New Age uplift thinking,
and a dead-end pastoralism; and cultural differences dissolve into a regime of
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representations that universalize harmonizing systems while eliminating the
discourse of power, conflict and struggle.

Downloaded by [Central Uni Library Bucharest] at 05:26 07 October 2013

Toward a pedagogy of representation and representational
pedagogy
The question I want to take up here is how cultural workers might extend and
deepen the politics of representation by addressing what I call a critical pedagogy
of representation and a representational pedagogy. In the first instance, I am
referring to the various ways in which representations are constructed as a means
of comprehending the past through the present in order to legitimate and secure a
particular view of the future. How students can come to interrogate the
historical, semiotic and relational dynamics involved in the production of various
regimes of representations and their respective politics. In other words, a
pedagogy of representation focuses on demystifying the act and process of
representing by revealing how meanings are produced within relations of power
that narrate identities through history, social forms and modes of ethical address
that appear objective, universally valid and consensual. At issue here is the task
of both identifying how representational politics work to secure dominant modes
of authority and mobilize popular support while also interrogating how the act of
presenting is developed within forms of textual authority and relations of power
‘which always involve choice, selectivity, exclusions, and inclusions’ (Said in
Mariani and Crary, 1990:96).
Central to a pedagogy of representation is providing students with the
opportunities to deconstruct the mythic notion that images, sounds and texts
merely express reality. More specifically, a critical pedagogy of representation
recognizes that students inhabit a photocentric, aural and televisual culture in
which the proliferation of photographic and electronically produced images and
sounds serve to actively produce knowledge and identities within particular sets
of ideological and social practices (Simon, 1992). By granting the concept of
representation a formative and not merely an expressive place in the constitution
of social and political life, questions of subjectivity, power and politics take on
an increasing significance as a pedagogical practice in which the relationship
between difference and identity must be located within rather than outside of the
mediations of history, culture, and ideology (Giroux and McLaren in Schwoch,
White and Reily, 1992).
On one level, this suggests that students must analyze those institutions that
constantly work through the power of representations and social practices to
‘produce, codify, and even rewrite histories of race and colonialism in the name
of difference’ (Mohanty, 1989/90:184). Representations are not simply forms of
cultural capital necessary for human beings to present themselves in relation to
others and human nature, they also inhabit and sustain institutional structures
that need to be understood and analyzed within circuits of power that constitute
what might be called a political economy of representations. In this case, a
pedagogy and politics of representation would highlight historically how
‘machineries of representation’ within the growth of new mass communication
and information technologies are inextricably linked to the emergence of
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corporatecontrolled and knowledge-based societies in which a politics of
representation must be partly understood within the imperatives of the newly
emerging transnational market economies of the postmodern age (Schiller, 1986,
1989; Schneider and Wallis, 1988; Tomlinson, 1991). This insight has provoked
Trinh T.Minh-Ha to remark:
To address the question of production relations…is endlessly to reopen the
question: how is the real (or the social ideal of good representation)
produced? Rather than catering to it, striving to capture and discover its truth
as a concealed or lost object, it is therefore important also to keep asking:
how is truth being ruled. (1990:85)
In part, Stuart Hall further extends this insight in arguing that cultural workers
must address not only the relations of representations, how their machineries
work to actively produce common-sense notions of identity and difference, but
also how dominant regimes of representation actively ‘structure conditions of
existence…outside of the sphere of the discursive’ (1988:27). By providing
students with critical tools to decode dominating machineries of representation,
their own locations and social formations can be understood in terms that allow
them to introduce into their discourse ‘a sense of the political which ultimately
leads to a consideration of power’ (Borsa, 1990:31).
Drawing on the work of Abigail Solomon-Godeau (1991), I want to argue that
there are three principle elements at work in a pedagogy of representation. First,
cultural workers must identify the historically contingent nature of the form and
content of a particular form of representation. In the case of a Grand Canyon this
can be done by having students read historical accounts which challenge the
liberal view of black/white relations that are allegedly constructed outside of the
dynamics of power and ideology in the film. Grand Canyon may be
problematized for the ways in which it covers over forms of cultural selfrepresentation that are constituted within dominant historical, hierarchical and
representational systems. This is not merely a matter of recovering lost historical
narratives, it is a pedagogical practice which addresses the issue of how forms of
cultural identity are learned in relation to the ordering and structuring of
dominant practices of representation. At stake here is not only how
representational practices efface the ‘marks of [their] making’ but also how those
excluded from the means of representation are actually re-presented (SolomonGodeau, 1991).
Second, cultural workers must do more than insist on the complicity of
representations doing violence to those who are either represented or
misrepresented. Cultural workers must also refuse the pedagogical practices
which support a voyeuristic reception of texts by providing students with a
variety of critical methodologies and approaches to understand how issues
regarding audience, address and reception configure within cultural circuits of
power to produce particular subject positions and secure specific forms of
authority (Grossberg, 1989). In other words cultural workers must make
problematic those pedagogical practices that inform particular systems of
representation in order to legitimate certain strategies of inclusion and exclusion,
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practices of subject formation, and the ratification of selective modes of affective
investment and expression. Of particular interest here is how particular forms of
representation create, mobilize and secure particular desires, that is, how such
representations work as desiring machines to secure particular forms of affective
investment. This suggests more than taking up how representations work to
police desires, it points more importantly to how students, teachers and other
cultural workers actively produce and mobilize their own desires within
particular historical and social contexts as forms of identification and agency
(Grossberg, 1992).
Third, representations are always produced within cultural limits and
theoretical borders, and as such are necessarily implicated in particular
economies of truth, value and power. In relation to these larger axes of power in
which all representations are embedded, it is necessary to remind the student:
Whose interests are being served by the representations in question in, for example,
Grand Canyon? Where can we situate such representations ethically and
politically with respect to questions of social justice and human freedom? What
moral, ethical and ideological principles structure our reactions to such
representations?
Turning to the issue of representational pedagogy, I want to argue that such an
approach goes beyond analyzing the structuring principles that inform the form
and content of the representation of politics; instead, it focuses on how students
and others learn to identify, challenge, and rewrite such representations. More
specifically, it offers students the opportunity to engage pedagogically the means
by which representational practices can be portrayed, taken up and reworked
subjectively so as to produce, reinforce or resist certain forms of cultural
representation and self-definition. Central to such a pedagogy is the need for
cultural workers to accentuate the mutually reinforcing moments of pedagogy
and politics as primary to the practice of representing as an act of resistance and
transformation. Richard Kearney has addressed, in part, this concern by posing
the postmodern problematic of representation as an interrelated issue of politics,
ethics and pedagogy. The central question for him is: ‘how to imagine a set of
relations which will do justice to the post-modern imaginary?…to render due
account of the complexities of our civilization of images; and to judge it justly
according to adequate ethical criteria’ (1991:211). In attempting to partially
answer Kearney’s query, I would propose that a representational pedagogy take
up the following issues.
First, this pedagogical approach would give students the opportunity not
simply to discover their hidden histories but to recover them. This means
‘retrieving the betrayed stories of history…through a critical deployment of
imagination…able to discriminate between reality as a fact and existence as a
possibility’ (Kearney, 1991:215–6). As part of the pedagogy of cultural
representation and identity formation, this would suggest that cultural workers
offer students the tools to challenge any notion of subjectivity grounded in a view
of history as unchanging, monolithic or static. Identities are always subject as
Stuart Hall points out ‘to the “play” of history, culture, and power’ (1990:225).
Consequently, identities undergo constant transformations.
The relationship between history and identity is a complex one and cannot be
reduced to unearthing hidden histories that are then mined for positive images. On
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the contrary, educators need to understand and develop in their pedagogies how
identities are produced differently, how they take up the narratives of the past
through the stories and experiences of the present. Understood in these terms, a
representational pedagogy is not wedded to the process of narrating an authentic
history, but to the dynamics of cultural recovery, which involves a rewriting of
the relationship between identity and difference through a retelling of the
historical past. A representational pedagogy is rooted in making the political
more pedagogical by addressing how a critical politics can be developed between
a struggle over access to regimes of representation and using them to re-present
different identities as part of the reconstruction of democratic public life. Stuart
Hall (1988) alludes to this problem as the struggle around positionalities and the
struggle for a politics of difference. For him, the important issue here is how a
politics can be constructed which works with and through difference,
which is able to build those forms of solidarity and identification which
make common struggle and resistance possible but without suppressing the
real heterogeneity of interests and identities, and which can effectively
draw the political boundary lines without which political contestation is
impossible, without fixing those boundaries for eternity (1988:28).
Second, critical educators need to understand more clearly how to construct a
representational pedagogy that is attentive to how the incorporation of the
everyday is mobilized within the text of mass culture to produce particular
relations between the margins and the centers of power (Grossberg, 1992). In
part, this means providing students with the analytical tools to challenge those
representations that produce racism, sexism and colonialism through the legacy
of ethnocentric discourses and practices. But more is demanded here than an
understanding of the new technologies of representation and how they are used
to fix identities within relations of domination and subordination. At issue here is
the need to develop pedagogical practices that do more than read off ideologies as
they are produced within particular texts. Central to such an approach is
understanding how knowledge and desire come together to promote particular
forms of cultural production, investments and counter-narratives that invoke
communities of memory that are lived, felt and interrogated. Critical educators
also need to use these technologies as part of a counter-narrative of emancipation
in which new visions, spaces, desires and discourses can be developed that offer
students the opportunity for rewriting their own histories differently within rather
than outside of the discourse of critical citizenship and cultural democracy.
Within this discourse, students would study their own ethnicities and histories
and gain some sense of those complex and diverse cultural locations that have
provided them with a sense of voice, place and identity. In this way, students could
be made more attentive to both the struggles that inform their own identities and
also to other struggles around culture and voice that often seem to have no
relationship to their own lives. I am particularly concerned here about a
representational pedagogy that makes whiteness visible as an ethnic category.
About making white students understand how their own identities are beyond
neither ethnicity, history, privilege nor struggle. Cultural difference, in this case,
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must be taken up as a relational issue and not as one that serves to isolate and mark
particular groups. This has important pedagogical implications. For example,
Bob Suzuki (1991) discovered that in a class he was teaching on multicultural
education, many of his white students were ignorant of their own Irish, workingclass histories. He writes:
When I asked my students to share what they knew about their ethnic and
cultural backgrounds with the rest of the class, students of color—
especially African-American students—usually had the most knowledge of
their family histories. White ethnic students were generally the least
knowledgeable, and after they listened to the long narratives of the
students of color, they would be somewhat intimidated and say—
sometimes rather forlornly—‘I wish I had something to contribute, but I
don’t know even much about my background. In fact, I don’t even have a
culture.’ At first, I found such statements astonishing because I hadn’t
realized the extent to which ethnic experience has been literally obliterated
for many white ethnics. Once I gained that realization, however, I could
deal much more effectively with these students. (1991:34)
The representational pedagogy illustrated by Suzuki rejects the notion that the
systemic violence of racism and difference as negative identity can only be
addressed by focusing on alleged Others. Ethnicity becomes a constantly
traversed borderland of differences in which identities are fashioned in
relationship to the shifting terrains of history, experience and power (Hall,
1990). Ethnicity as a representational politics pushes against the boundaries of
cultural containment and becomes a site of pedagogical struggle in which the
legacies of dominant histories, codes and relations become unsettled and thus
open to being challenged and rewritten. This suggests at the most general level
that a representational pedagogy must be a pedagogy of place, that is, it must
address the specificities of the experiences, problems, languages and histories
that students and communities rely upon to construct a narrative of collective
identity and possible transformation. At the very least, a representational
pedagogy must renounce the notion of aesthetic autonomy and fully engage the
social and political realities that shape the larger society (Bennett, 1990);
moreover, the knowledge, skills and values that students learn in rewriting the
relationship between pedagogy and a representational politics must also be used
to constantly interrogate the politics of their own locations, voices and actions. One
pedagogical qualification needs to be made here. A representational pedagogy
and politics of representation must do more than promote self-understanding and
an understanding of others, it must also work to create the institutional, political
and discursive conditions necessary in which power and privilege are not merely
exposed or eliminated but are ‘consciously rendered reciprocal (and put to good
use)’ (Khare, 1992:5).
In conclusion, I want to reiterate that if a representational pedagogy and a
pedagogy of representation are to address the challenge of the new cultural
racism, they will have to rework the relationship between identity and difference
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as part of a broader struggle over institutions and ideologies designed to extend
and deepen greater forms of political, economic and cultural democracy. Such a
struggle demands a sophisticated understanding of how cultural workers can
address the productive dynamics of pedagogy, power and agency within a
utopian discourse that can bear witness to representations that narrate cultural
legacies which favor emancipatory possibilities, and offer students the
opportunity to represent themselves in ways which suggest that they can imagine
differently in order to act otherwise. Finally, any attempt to connect the issues of
agency, ethical responsibility and representational pedagogy must work selfconsciously within the often overlooked tension between being politically
committed and pedagogically wrong. At the very least, this might suggest that
any pedagogy of representation and representational pedagogy be rooted in a
politics which is simultaneously utopian but always distrustful of itself.
Notes
1 This is not to suggest that questions of identity are not addressed in a progressive way
by left cultural critics. On the contrary, writers such as Diana Fuss (1989); Judith
Butler (1990); bell hooks (1990); Rutherford (1990); Michele Wallace (1990);
Lawrence Grossberg (1992); Stanley Aronowitz (1992); E.Emily Hicks (1991) and
too many others to name here are attempting to rethink a politics of identity within
a broader conception of cultural difference. But in doing so, many of these critics
have failed to address how the construction of identity politics works as part of
broader pedagogical discourse to shape popular common-sense conceptions of
identity, culture and difference. What is often at stake in this work is exploring the
intersection and relationship between different identities, ethnicities and political
experiences within a particular field of domination. What is generally ignored is
how these identities are taken up and engaged within particular histories, locations,
and zones of everyday life as both a pedagogical and political issue.
2 Examples of this perspective can be found in Berman (1992).
3 I take this distinction from a lecture that Paul Smith delivered on ‘Clint Eastwood
and being black’ at Miami University in February of 1991.
4 This issue is taken up in Dyer (1988); hooks (1990); Young (1990).
5 One of the most important analyses of Los Angeles in cultural and political terms
can be found in Mike Davis (1990). Of course, in light of the recent uprising, LA
signifies more than postmodern hybridity, it also signifies, I believe, a ‘wake-up
call’ to the rest of America. The message seems clear: the economic, political and
social conditions that have come to characterize the inner cities in the last decade
cannot continue. LA signifies the call for new leadership, new alliances, and the need
for massive social, economic and cultural reforms. But LA also makes visible the
real legacy of the Reagan/Bush era, one which was aptly characterized by Ralph
Nader when asked how he would grade Bush’s first term:
I’d give him an F. All the trends that began under Reagan have
accelerated under Bush: precipitous economic decline, staggering deficits,
lopsided balance of trade, growing unemployment, declining quality of life,
rising personalincome taxes, failing banks, reeling real estate, unaffordable

26 CULTURAL STUDIES

medical costs, fourth-rate schools, rampant street crime, unchecked
corporate crime, an ignorant energy policy and abuses of the public trust by
a government increasingly unaccountable for its actions—except to big
business (Nader cited in Donahue, 1992:10).
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INTELLECTUALS, POWER AND
QUALITY TELEVISION

In the struggle over educational ideology and the ideology of education—the
famous ‘storm’ over the university (Searle) that has intensified within the last
decade—one presupposition emerges as common to all positions across the
spectrum of debate, from radical right to radical left: popular culture presents an
urgent, fundamental and undeniable challenge to pedagogical theory and practice.
Of course, how this challenge is understood by various partisans of the debate
over the canon and curricular reform is at the very center of the controversies
provoked by these issues of reform. The effects of popular culture are generally
viewed apocalyptically by both the left and the right, signifying the end of
educational practice as we know it. We can only hope so. However, the right
wants to ‘reclaim the legacy’ (Bennett), quite literally reinstituting an
educational system based on nineteenth-century models that ignore changed
conditions of circulation of information and knowledge in the technologically
sophisticated twentieth-century public arena, and in effect banish popular
cultural forms from the classroom. The left is struggling to develop analytical
models that take into account changed social, cultural and material conditions,
but ironically they often fail to extend their analysis to the very system within
which they are developing those models, thus frequently reproducing the very
relations of cultural and social power that they seek to investigate, rarely
questioning their own positions within an educational system that produces,
organizes and legitimates certain means or methods of the transmission of
knowledge and power. I want to argue here that the models that the left is
developing are much more productive than those of the right, but in order to keep
from ultimately reproducing the same mistakes of the right (albeit from a dif
ferent perspective), they need to incorporate a self-critical dimension that allows
the intellectual—the teacher—to understand that the readings they produce make
up one part of a whole arena of evaluative activity, a part that is not necessarily
privileged once we begin to question the traditional relations of information,
knowledge and power as they circulate within the classroom. The last part of this
essay applies and critiques a particular model for the study of popular culture,
Ien Ang’s influential audience response study of Dallas viewers. Through a
reading of a contemporary ‘quality television’1 program, thirtysomething, I hope
to suggest how other evaluative mechanisms that are operative outside the
academy are put in to play, complicating the relations of ‘reading’,
interpretation, response and knowledge that intellectuals activate within the
classroom to justify the study of popular culture.
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Why now?: technology, literacy and pedagogy
Within the curricular reform/canon debates, the very form that education will
take in the future is up for grabs, so the stakes could hardly be higher. The aim in
this first section is to lay the foundation for a more nuanced understanding of the
challenge popular culture presents to curricular reform and the pedagogical
responses to it that have stimulated such heated debate in recent years. Since
popular culture is hardly a new concept, we probably should begin by asking
why it recently has become so central to pedagogical debates. A thorough
answer to this question involves a complex relation of social, economic,
intellectual and political factors that are clearly beyond the scope of this essay,
but here I would like to adumbrate and discuss some of these factors, in order
ultimately to suggest how we can productively start to come to terms
pedagogically with popular culture in ways that don’t simply co-opt its
discursive space as a cultural form situated outside the academy, which is in fact
one of its principal defining characteristics.
With very few exceptions,2 the debate over the place of popular culture within
the curriculum has produced more heat than light, with very little reflection on
why this issue is so ‘hot’ right now. At least in part it must be linked to
immediate social and cultural contexts, to specific material conditions, which are
taken for granted, rarely explicitly addressed or engaged, by most critics who
have taken up the pedagogical debate about curriculum and the canon.3 I am
referring here to the technological ‘revolution’ that has encompassed students’
and teachers’ lives, both inside and outside the educational institutions where
they meet, embodied in the shift of the technology of culture from print to
electronic media. This revolution began to escalate and to manifest itself in very
particular ways, not coincidentally, at the very time that William Bennett
prepared and issued his infamous report, To reclaim a legacy’ (1984), that
invigorated the current canon debate. The proliferation of cable TV channels
(augured, significantly, in the opening broadcast of MTV in 1981), the
breathtaking growth in the home-video technologies,4 the personal computer
‘explosion’ and the attendant networking of those computers, the increasing
prevalence of the fax machine, etc.—all profoundly affect the way that
information is disseminated, exchanged and circulated within the culture, with
profound ramifications for those institutions involved in the cultural production
and exchange of information and knowledge. The growth of electronic-media
cultures has changed the nature and function of popular culture, for talking about
popular culture in the 1990s necessarily involves talking about the new mass
communication and information technologies. New York Times classical music
reviewer Edward Rothstein recently bemoaned this state of affairs, grudgingly
acknowledging that ‘popular culture today is quite different from popular
cultures of other periods even in the West. Electronic media, assisted by
disintegrating folk cultures, have created enormous interconnected markets;
commercial low musics reach wider than ever before’ (1992:31). Rothstein
understands, but wants to negate the fact that such changed material conditions
also necessarily challenge prevailing assumptions about the cultural production of
knowledge, the relation of information to knowledge and power, and force an
analysis of ‘how relations of pedagogy and relations of power are inextricably
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tied not only to what people know but how they come to know it in a particular
way within the constraints of specific social forms’ (Giroux and Simon, 1989:2).
When students step into a classroom, they do not shed their cultural and social
context; they understand that these technological changes affect the dynamics of
an institution whose central work has been the definition and circulation of
information and knowledge. The dynamics of interaction among students,
teachers and texts has been altered within the classroom itself by the increasing
permeation of technological hardware and software, with which students are
often more proficient than their teachers precisely because of their popular
cultural experiences5 (a situation which implicitly undermines traditional roles of
power and authority in the classroom).
As Henry Giroux and Roger Simon point out, a productive response to such a
situation would be to ‘retheorize the importance of popular culture as a central
category for developing a theory and practice of critical pedagogy’ (1989:4) a
pedagogy that is attentive to
how students actively construct the categories of meaning that prefigure
their production of and response to classroom knowledge. By ignoring the
cultural and social forms that are authorized by youth and simultaneously
empower or disempower them, educators risk complicitly silencing and
negating their students…. Educators who refuse to acknowledge popular
culture as a significant basis of knowledge often devalue students by
refusing to work with the knowledge that students actually have and so
eliminate the possibility of developing a pedagogy that links school
knowledge to the differing subject relations that help to constitute their
everyday lives (3).
Such a task involves developing a means of incorporating student experience of
cultural forms into pedagogical theory, which has proved a hinge point in the
curriculum/canon debate, and a sticking point in the development of a critical
pedagogy that incorporates an adequate politics of popular culture, largely
because there are no existing theoretical paradigms to address the central issue of
evaluation. How can we address the issue of how students assign value to texts,
of how they construct their own evaluative paradigms in relation to the
evaluative paradigms they encounter in the classroom and what that relation is,
when we have not explicitly addressed the issue of how value is assigned to any
text by anyone, including teachers and critics, except in reference to the accepted
wisdom of the canon? The assignation of value rests on a myriad of untested
assumptions about the properties of texts, reading processes and the
accumulation of experience that lead many to accept unquestioningly that
teacher knows best, as well as what is best.
Barbara Herrnstein Smith points out the questionable set of assumptions on
which such a notion of value is based: ‘namely, that literary value was a
determinate property of texts and that the critic, by virtue of certain innate and
acquired capacities (taste, sensibility, etc…), was someone specifically equipped
to discriminate it’ (1984:7). In a complexly argued historical survey of literary
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criticism, she demonstrates how positivistic philological scholarship that
privileged scientism and objectivity was wedded to a humanistic pedagogy that
was dedicated to preserving and transmitting the cultural values presumably
embodied in ‘the culture’s esteemed objects—in this case its canonized texts.’
This marriage provided a spurious objectivist base for a Platonic conception (i.e.,
transcendent, enduring, universal) of literature that effectively banished the
problematic of value and evaluation f rom the academy, allowing critics simply
to pronounce or assume what was valuable: ‘One of the major effects of
prohibiting or inhibiting explicit evaluation is to forestall the exhibition and
obviate the possible acknowledgement of divergent systems of value and thus to
ratify, by default, established evaluative authority’ (11).
Much of the force of the conservative support of the traditional curriculum and
the canon derives from a perceived lack of students’ abilities to discern value at
all precisely because of their inability to distance themselves either literally or
figuratively from their culture, most especially their popular culture.6 According
to these conservative critics (see most especially Bloom (1987), Hirsch (1988),
D’Souza (1991), they boogie into classrooms attached to Walkmans, tabloids in
hand to keep them entertained while the Professor tries valiantly but vainly to
introduce them to true Culture (as in ‘the best that has been thought and said’).
Their heads filled with tabloid trash, their ears ringing with the pulsating,
sexually titillating beat of rock music, their eyes blinded by blatantly commercial
film, television and advertising images, these students simply cannot make
distinctions, much less the refined distinctions that mark the erudite person.
Tenured conservative Roger Kimball loftily asserts,
The notion that some works are better and more important than others, that
some works exert a special claim on our attention, that ‘being educated’
requires thoughtful acquaintance with these works and an ability to
discriminate between greater and lesser—all this is anathema to the forces
arrayed against the traditional understanding of the humanities. The very
idea that the works of Shakespeare might be indisputably greater than the
collected cartoons of Bugs Bunny is often rejected as antidemocratic and
an imposition on the freedom and political interests of various groups
(1990:xii).
Thus begins the argument for the purging of student experience from the
classroom, the reinstatement of the absolute authority of the Professor within
that domain, and the revision—or reversion—of the curriculum to encompass the
Western classics that embody the Values of Civilization.
The problems with such a position are legion, but for the purposes of my
argument here I would like to address two in particular. The first problem is how
strikingly this vision is rooted in a nineteenth-century model of cultural
transmission of the values of civilization from generation to generation through
carefully selected representative texts—a model based on a certain notion of
literacy that maintains the primacy of print in the processes of critical thinking.
Jack Goody most specifically expresses this teleological argument in his book
The Domestication of the Savage Mind, claiming that the acquisition of
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alphabetic literacy manifested in writing leads directly to critical and analytical
thinking. Goody himself seems unaware of the cultural imperialism inherent in
his dismissal of the critical reasoning abilities of pre-alphabetic cultures; he is
also unaware of the ideological nature of his claim that critical thinking as we
know it, which he privileges as an absolute value central to ‘civilized’ culture, is
a function of alphabetic literacy. Gregory Ulmer points out in his development of
‘teletheory’ (‘the application of grammatology to television in the context of
schooling’) that
It is a mistake to hypostatize ‘critical thinking’ as an absolute value,
transcending specific historical and social conditions. Academic discourse
will continue to be ‘critical’ to the extent that it continues—as it will—to
exercise the forms of literacy. But that is not all it will be. Against the
critics of the new technology who charge it with being ‘uncritical’ or
incapable of representing critical cognition, teletheory offers this
proposition: video can do the work of literacy, but no better than literacy
can do the work of speech. It has its own features and capacities that are
fully cognitive, whether or not they are ‘critical’… School is the
institutionalization of literacy, writing as an ‘on-going activity,’ which
does not mean that speech and video are to be excluded. Similarly
television is the institutionalization of video in our civilization, which does
not mean that the technology is limited to the purposes of entertainment or
information. (1989:3)
The desire to maintain a specific form of ‘critical thinking’ rooted in one
technology—print—simply does not respect the mutability and diversity of
institutions, or various cultural forms—oral, written, imaged, electronic, in short
all that traditionally constitutes popular culture—of transmission of information
and value. Ulmer warns that failure to consider ‘the cognitive capacities of video
reflects [the] failure to acknowledge the changed status of the image and story in
the field of cognitive science over the past fifteen years or so.’ He goes on to say
that ‘there is no technological determinism that dictates what will become of
video in our culture, even if that technology is now institutionalized in
television. Television is indeed a rival didactic institution, promoting an
alternative mode of thought, just as the critics warn. But what should the
response of the schools be?’ (ix) The representatives of the conservative faction
in education in this country seem to believe that the appropriate response is
warring institutions, which compete for the hearts and minds of students either
through entertainment or through education which can never cognitively
coincide.
The second problem with Kimball’s position, closely related to the desire to
maintain and promote nineteenth-century models of education and perhaps
arising out of it, is the awesome disregard that Kimball and others demonstrate
of the exigencies of the cultural situation that has arisen along with the new
technologies. The proliferation of cable channels and VCRs has indeed made it
possible to access Bugs Bunny and Shakespeare simultaneously, but it is
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Kimball’s absurdist rhetoric that locks these texts into a dichotomy that is
constructed only in and through that very rhetoric. Students are faced with a
cultural complexity involving an entire array of texts, genres, artistic forms and
media that force them to make more difficult and subtle distinctions both
intellectually and affectively than ever before. In a given context, students are
rarely asked to choose between Bugs Bunny and Shakespeare—indeed one
would be hard pressed to imagine a scenario in which a student would need to
make such a choice (perhaps a more plausible scenario would have been between
Tenured Radicals and Bugs Bunny as cartoon visions of the struggle between
good and evil). They are faced rather with choices between texts like a
Shakespeare play and The Gospel at Colonus, a much less easily denigrated
pairing. Any reader of this essay can certainly provide any number of pairings of
choices that they themselves have faced within, between and among various media
as they stood in a bookstore or videostore or library. Kimball and Bloom and
others simply ignore the complexity of choosing and choice in an electronic
world that within a specific context puts whole ranges of choice literally at a
fingertip, fixing instead as central one set of dominant a-historical and acontextual values that is completely at odds with a late twentieth-century social,
cultural and institutional context.
The leftist project to define a critical pedagogy that can come to terms with
popular forms has always been especially sensitive to this context, but has rarely
been any more effective in dealing with issues of student experience and
evaluation.7 As Giroux and Simon point out,
Radical analyses [of culture] usually focus either on deconstructing the
ideologies at work in particular cultural forms or on how readers organize
texts according to their own meanings and experiences. In both cases
pedagogy is subordinate to and subsumed within a rather limited notion of
ideology production. In this approach, the concern over ideology is limited
to a particular view of consent in which the study of popular culture is
reduced to analysis of texts or to popular culture as a form of consumption
(1989:15).
This passage neatly encapsulates the two predominant leftist positions emanating
from the Frankfurt School and the British Culturalist School, which ironically
reproduce many of the same evaluative problems of their counterparts on the
right: the privileging of interpretive paradigms that ‘reveal’ the true ideological
meanings and messages of texts for audiences, or paradigms that show how
audiences resist this ideological domination through ‘resistant readings’. The
privileging of interpretive paradigms carries with it the same consequences for
the left as it does for the right, namely that critics who can discern true Culture
demonize popular culture as pure commodity product, inauthentic, mindlessly
repetitive, imposed from above by a cabalistic culture industry that threatens
civilization as we know it. The ‘resistant readings’ approach tends to a
celebratory, but often uncritical pluralism that privileges difference without any
sense of the complex theoretical, political and social implications of such a
position. And certainly the same primacy is given to a particular conception of
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‘critical thinking’ deriving out of a print-based culture that does not recognize
other types of cognition and reaction. The practical pedagogical consequences of
these positions is perhaps best exemplified by a passage from an article by Paul
Smith, who is reflecting precisely on the theory and practice of his own teaching
of popular culture. Smith writes:
Meaning is often already understood by students to reside within texts of a
traditional kind (novels, poems, stories) but is not always recognized by
them as a component of the [Popular Culture Commodity Text]. Students
already think of PCCTs as texts which do not need to be analyzed; rather
they often seem self-evident or obvious, texts which, to adopt a distinction
of Roland Barthes, signal rather than signify. The first pedagogical task,
then, can be conceived as the production of contradiction in and among
students’ views of the PCCT, simply by treating it as meaningful and
significant. The text, any text, delimits a particular field of meaning,
displays internal contradictions, offers particular interpretive choices,
alludes to given histories and circumstances. These need to be put into play
in all their contradictions, not necessarily as contradictions which need to
be resolved, but as contradictions which the students should be encouraged
to puzzle. Similarly, the conflict among different students’ receptions of
the PCCT can be encouraged, further undermining the text’s previously
silent, unanalyzed passage through their lives and marking it as the site of
disagreement, not to say struggle (1989:34).
Who is the hero of this narrative? Smith assumes that the students do not
understand their popular cultural texts as meaningful or significant until they are
treated as such within certain discursive frameworks that define the relation of
knowledge and power located only within certain institutional boundaries. Their
experience of the texts is allegedly uncritical, shaped only by the specific
institutions within which they encounter them—the school involves texts with
intellectual but not affective meaning, the realm of commodified culture
produces affective, but not intellectually meaningful texts, until, that is, the
proper evaluative forms are activated and applied, guided by the benevolent
presence of the teacher. He assumes like Kimball that a certain kind of critical
thinking, which is limited to the classroom, is the key to unlocking texts. And
while Smith is careful in the beginning of his article to make the popular culture
texts he studies in his classroom the site of the intersection of ‘our interaction
and as objects for which we are consumers’ (leading him to term them popularcultural-commodity texts), he concludes that the
PCCT, however internally conflictual it might be or however it might
accommodate itself to changing social conditions, always contains the
specific interests that underpin it and produce it. My claim is that those
specific interests cannot be brought out in the classroom by any
straightforward kind of encounter with the texts nor, in other words by the
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unmediated pedagogical plan of offering the students the opportunity to
react to them. This would be to adopt a pedagogical approach which is
ultimately too text-centered and leaves too much unbroached. The task is,
instead to direct attention and learned skills to something outside texts (43).
While I understand the impetus for Smith’s pedagogical approach here is a
response to an anti-intellectualism that privileges an uncritical affectivity, and an
attempt to reinscribe students’ experience into the institutional, discursive spaces
that shape it, in doing so he reinscribes himself into the unresolvable debate over
the place of evaluation in pedagogical politics. The debate is unresolvable
because the very terms within which it is framed pose it as a binary opposition
between what is approachable and unapproachable in texts and in students’
responses to them. How can an academic speak as a cultural worker possessed of
a certain knowledge and expertise without falling into an élitist posture in which
the academic is always necessarily wiser than her/his students? The assumption
that students’ affective responses are ‘uncritical’, and that the texts themselves
are always already invested with the politics of commodification, smacks
dangerously of an inherent value, hidden from the view of all but interpretive
‘seers’, which resides in the text due to its means of production. The very
designation ‘PCCT’ places all such texts into a monolithic category that simply
ignores the potential complexity of their use value in favor of a tainted “intrinsic
value”, thereby founding a materialist critique on a thoroughly a-materialist
presupposition regarding inherent value. In order to avoid the ‘taint’ of the
specific interests that underpin it (a kind of commodified intentional fallacy), we
must direct our attention to something outside texts—that is, responses, but
responses are not really responses until they are given a particular voice—
resistant voice—in the classroom. In effect, we are led away from any notion of a
literacy that exists outside the walls of the academy, or of responses that can be
‘critical’ in a way not yet approachable in the classroom itself, because the
pedagogical approaches that have been developed up to now continue to obscure
the fact that, as Herrnstein Smith has argued, ‘evaluation is not merely an aspect
of formal academic criticism but a complex set of social and cultural activities
central to the very nature of [artistic cultural products and production]’ (1984:
10).
In what follows I hope to suggest through an analysis of a popular television
text how we can begin to deal with the evaluation of popular cultural texts that
takes us out of the limiting binarisms that plague the popular culture/curriculum
debate by examining how a television text can create its own hierarchy for
response based on a very different standard of evaluation arising from the
medium itself. In the process we can begin to comprehend the expanded literacy,
the kind of developing cognition necessary to be able to ‘read’ these images, not
as we would ‘critically’ read a written text, but in their visual and cultural
situation precisely outside of an academic ‘critical’ attitude that applies almost
exclusively to the written text.
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Thirtysomething and the ideology of popular entertainment
Over the past two decades television texts have been the subject of increasingly
sophisticated textual analysis, and reception theory has stimulated equally
sophisticated approaches to audience research and analysis. What has not grown
increasingly sophisticated in television study is the issue of evaluation, which
remains in the dark ages of mass communication research, based on the
evaluative principle of television as ‘bad object’. It is not so much that television
has not been subject to constant evaluation as that the critical paradigms used to
evaluate television have not been able to account for the very complexity of the
television experience that the analysis of television has revealed. As one of the
least legitimate forms of popular culture, television is seemingly the easiest to
evaluate.
Ien Ang, in her groundbreaking study, Watching Dallas, argues that there are
really only two ideologies used in the evaluation of television, the ‘ideology of
mass culture’, and the ‘ideology of populism’. The former is the predominant
mode of academic criticism, which sees television as precisely that which is
opposed to ‘authentic art’. The ideology of mass culture offers two positions for
the viewer to adopt: the refusal of television as a ‘bad object’, or an ironic
position in which viewers distance themselves from television by making it an
object of derision, the ironic detachment itself becoming the source of the
pleasure. This position is exemplified in Ang’s quote of the statement, ‘I find
Dallas amusing because it is so bad’. Ang presents the latter, the ideology of
populism, as the single alternative, which constructs itself only in opposition to
the ideology of mass culture, offering one position to the viewer, namely that
there is ‘no accounting for taste’. Viewers who adopt this position find it is not
one of strength or confidence, precisely because it is constructed only negatively,
against the rational discourse of mass culture criticism which denies it any claim
to rational expression. Those viewers who dislike television find the rational
discourse of intellectual tradition at their disposal, whereas those who enjoy it
can only say, ‘I like it’, an intensely personal statement that implies a lack of
generalizable standards.
While Ang sets up the two ideologies as separate modes of evaluating the
pleasure that TV offers a viewer, when placed against each other it becomes
clear that only one offers a true mode of evaluation; there is only one way of
truly accounting for taste, which is encompassed by the ideology of mass
culture. This ideology provides the language of explanation and evaluation,
while the populist position is an utter rejection of evaluation. It can make
no appeal to ‘formal, universalized criteria which are devoid of subjective
passions and pleasures’, because it is rooted in those very passions and
pleasures. In short, the viewer has available either the critical discourse of the
professional intellectual, which sets the standard for evaluating cultural artefacts,
or the discourse of the ‘common’ viewer, which abstains from evaluation. Ang
insists that the power of the ideology of mass culture to dominate the way people
evaluate TV is not absolute in that it finally does not necessarily prescribe
people’s cultural practices. That is, people may express guilt about the practice,
but they continue to watch TV. This crucial point is rendered inconsequential in
short order, however, when Ang points out that the commercial culture industry
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‘employs the populist ideology for its own ends by reinforcing the cultural
eclecticism underlying it and propagating the idea that indeed there’s no
accounting for taste, that in other words no objective aesthetic judgments are
possible. It sells its products by propagating the idea that everyone has the right
to his or her own taste and has the freedom to enjoy pleasure in his or her own
way.’ (115) Ang correctly implies that the power of the ideology of mass culture
may not be strong enough to keep people from watching—and even enjoying—
television, but then implies that it is powerful enough to keep the producers of
television from producing shows that can stand up to an accounting for taste, and
the viewer is right back to consumer (as opposed to producer) of low-quality
texts, the television is right back to ‘bad cultural object’, which people may
watch, but offers little in the way of anything to talk about.
Ang’s analysis, then, presupposes a pre-existing, independent, and unitary
hierarchy of evaluation largely derived from scholarly criticism, which is
awarded pride of place, given proprietorial rights over the construction of taste in
the cultural arena. Either the viewer accepts the hierarchy, which specifically
condemns that pleasure as irrational, and therefore forces the viewer to repudiate
it; or the viewer may acknowledge pleasure, but renounce evaluation and accept
a place in the lower rung of the hierarchy as the owner, in Bourdieu’s scenario of
the ‘aristocracy of culture’, of the naive gaze against which the aesthetic gaze is
constructed. Ang notes that these naive viewers are not in a position to form an
equally negative view of those viewers who dislike television, but can only offer
resistance to the negative identities that others (i.e., the aristocracy, or more
sophisticated and aware intellectual viewers) ascribe to them.
But does Ang’s hierarchical scenario apply to the American viewing
experience? American viewers are rarely apologetic or dismissive about their
viewing experiences—to the contrary there seems to be an extremely high level
of engagement with TV in American audiences, evident through both the amount
of television the pollsters tell us they watch and the range of choices available to
them in programming and channels, and through the impressive marketing
industry that has built up around TV, from the mind-boggling array of massmarket publications devoted to television and television stars to the clothing
industry which produces a range of licensed and unlicensed apparel, from Tshirts to entire fashion lines derived from a particular program’s styles. Viewers
literally wear their engagement with TV on their sleeves. What all this indicates
is that the unitary hierarchy of value that Ang posits is not acknowledged by
American audiences. This is not to suggest that they are indiscriminate viewers,
thoroughly inculcated with the ideology of populism.
Instead, they are viewers continuously making distinctions, but outside of the
rigid hierarchy of values that places all interpretive and evaluative power in the
hands of the professional intellectual. Contrary to Ang’s contention, American
audiences do form negative images of those who dislike popular television, and
the professional intellectuals who have been largely responsible for a negative
assessment of television are a favorite target, generally portrayed as unable to
deal with television in any comprehensible way because of their inability to
understand the medium on its own terms. I will return to this point later, but for
now it is sufficient to note that implicit in such a portrayal, of course, is the idea
that the medium does in fact have its own terms to set standards for taste, which
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cannot fit into the imposed-fromwithout hierarchy of the intelligentsia because
these standards are not fixed in the same way, and therefore do not necessarily
apply in any hierarchical fashion.
Thus, to Ang’s two categories—which do in fact describe types of viewing
experience—there needs to be added a third, what I would like to call the
‘ideology of popular entertainment’, to account for this strain in American
television that, rather than ‘propagating the idea that indeed there’s no
accounting for taste’, is preoccupied with constructing and accounting for taste,
which viewers can recognize as deriving from their own ability to choose, and
which the program must acknowledge in order to be chosen. So while
‘America’s Funniest Home Videos’ may appeal to the ideology of populism as
its most explicit, that ideology does not explain, say quality television programs
like Hill Street Blues, St Elsewhere, Moonlighting, LA Law, or thirtysomething,
programs which explicitly try to account for taste by making their own taste
distinctions that separate them from other programs of the same ilk, and both
implicitly and explicitly address the issue of why they should be chosen and by
whom. These later quality programs differentiate themselves from those that
Jane Feuer analyzes in her watershed work on quality TV in that they no longer
proclaim both their difference and their sameness to other television, but insist on
their difference from other television in specifically evaluative terms derived
exclusively from television. Through an analysis of two sequences from two
different thirtysomething shows which were aired in the 1989–90 season, I’d like
to begin to give an idea of how the show begins to account for taste, and asserts
that its taste really is better. This kind of TV does not merely repudiate the
ideology of mass culture, but appropriates it and puts it to use for its own
ideological ends.
The first sequence opens the ‘Mike Van Dyke Show’ episode, which aired as
the Christmas special in both 1988 and 1989. The first shot is a close up of a
Trivial Pursuit game, which is revealed to be on the floor of the yuppie couple
Michael and Hope Steadman’s living-room as the camera draws back. The
lighting is ‘atmospheric’, with the fireplace providing the greatest light source,
the light flickering over the characters and the game board, so that the very first
shot distinguishes this show as a ‘quality’ show, borrowing its lighting, camera
and editing technique from film, not from the studio sitcom; this is
thirtysomething, and not a cheesy studio sitcom, say, Married With Children. As
the scene progresses, this distinction becomes increasingly clearly drawn. Gary,
the college-professor character who represents ‘the intellectual’, rolls the dice
and draws a question on television, and immediately gripes, in a self-reflexive
statement that is a significant marker of quality television, ‘Why do I always land
on TV?’ He complains that his generation seems incapable of defining itself other
than by old television songs remembered from old television shows, while the
other characters—Hope, Michael and Ellen—provide a background rendition of
the theme song from the Dick Van Dyke Show. The question, ‘Who played
Buddy and Sally?’, stimulates a series of reminiscences and comments about old
TV shows, all of which work to distinguish thirtysomething as a new and
different kind of television. Thirtysomething is not the naive television programs
of the fifties, where, as Hope says, ‘everybody is always nice and everybody is
always happy’, and the contrived formulas, such as mothers who are always dead
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(Ellen’s remark), and contrived situations that have no continuity from week to
week (Michael), have no reference to reality. This is rather an ensemble show,
where characters intersect in continual but consistently varying situations, facing
crises in their domestic and working lives (and mothers are very much alive and
part of these crises), which are not necessarily resolved in one easy episode.
But the sequence doesn’t simply reject its televisual precursors as naive and set
itself up as the preferred ‘aesthetic’. They talk about these shows fondly,
realizing and acknowledging the crucial role they play in establishing the identity
of this show and of the individual characters. The point of this self-conscious
reflection on earlier shows is to demonstrate that these shows are interwoven into
the fabric of consciousness as a vital component of cultural memory, and cannot
be easily discredited, no matter how much the characters or we laugh at them.
That television provides the standard of its own value becomes apparent both
within the sequence, through the character of Gary, and in the playing out of the
rest of this particular episode. Gary is a college professor, who bemoans having
‘wasted his time reading Ivanhoe’, and he finally is unable to answer the
question. His answer, ‘Julius and Ethel Rosenberg played Buddy and Sally’, is a
particularly telling response. Gary cannot draw on his intellectual background
here, because that has nothing to do with this subject. All he can do is what all
intellectuals do—make absurd elisions using ‘historical’ or ‘real’ texts that figure
only marginally as an element of popular cultural memory, and therefore seem to
have some kind of relevance that others can’t quite figure out, except that it
reveals his political correctness and his complete inability to function within this
sphere or to make it function within his.
The rest of the episode is devoted to demonstrating how relevant these shows
really are to the fabric of our consciousness. As he goes through a series of crises
—the specter of his business failing, Hope’s car crash, and apparently resulting
illness, and a crisis of religious conviction—Michael envisions his life as the
Dick Van Dyke Show, where he can imagine the resolutions to these crises in the
happy fashion of the 50s sitcom. Michael literally projects himself and the other
people in his life onto the TV screen he is watching; he ‘becomes’ Rob Petrie,
Hope ‘becomes’ Laura, and the problems he is experiencing are thematized and
begin to be resolved within the diegesis of the Dick Van Dyke Show. But of
course, his life does not actually work that way, and at some point he can no
longer contain his anxieties within the parameters of the sitcom, and he abandons
it. Jim Collins points to this moment where Michael walks out of the diegesis of
the earlier show, and back into the thirtysomething diegesis as a moment of
complex ‘trans-contextualization’,8 in which
television does indeed become a part of the family in that the intertextual
referencing of thirtysomething functions as a comic ‘talking out’ process in
which we confront our televisual past, our relationship to the medium
being roughly analogous to that which many enjoy with their actual
families; both are characterized by the same ambivalence, the same sense
of ironic denial of the absurd past alongside the recognition that, like it or
not, these characters who wander through our unconscious have played far
too prominent a role in the forging of our identity (1989:269).
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This transcontextualization is made even more complex by the scene which
closes the episode. Earlier in the show, Michael goes to temple, and wanders into
the rabbi’s office, where he runs into Jack Gilbert, whom he has previously
envisioned as the Santa Claus character in his fantasy of the Dick Van Dyke
Show. It appears that Michael has unconsciously projected a character from his
past—the rabbi of the temple he used to attend—into his f antasy, until on a
repeat visit to the temple, Michael discovers that the rabbi he saw apparently
does not exist, rather it was a projection of his televisual memory into his actual
existence in a way that reveals the continual working of one upon the other. The
transcontextualization cuts both ways. Is the Jack Gilbert figure really Michael’s
guardian angel, his Clarence, who finally does deliver the ultimate happy ending
(not only is Hope not dying of the after-effects of her car crash, she is pregnant,
and there really is a Santa Claus!)? This projection is the exact opposite of
Michael’s continuing fantasy of the Dick Van Dyke Show, where he places himself
within the diegesis of that sitcom in order to allow for happy resolutions. Here a
happy resolution is made to appear very real by virtue of its dissimilarity to the
sitcom—in the Dick Van Dyke Show, Hope/Laura’s disappearance and failure to
show up on time would not play as potentially anxiety-producing, signifying
possible tragedy, while in thirtysomething, it is entirely possible that she is out
there somewhere dying—but the happy resolution also emphasizes
thirtysomething’s similarity to other fictional forms like the sitcom and the
inspirational Christmas film, both in its use of them and the attendant
acknowledgement of its debt to them—a debt made even more explicit by the
Bedford Falls production logo at the end of every show, with the house and song
from It’s A Wonderful Life. We find those shows and this show affecting
precisely because of their ability to make things come out right.
But this ideology of popular entertainment, which restructures and resolves the
conflict of popular entertainment vs high art standards in a self-legitimation
process, which exploits the ideology of mass culture to its own ends, must
eventually also resolve the charge that popular entertainment is advertiserdriven, nothing more than a commodity (a PCCT) created to be sold as mere
entertainment, a backdrop for selling products. Thirtysomething specifically
thematizes this issue. Within the program, advertising is consistently presented
as a creative activity, produced in an interactive environment where Michael and
Elliott transfer their own experience and sensibility onto the screen as
advertisements. The episodes that deal with the first project that Michael and
Elliott undertake at an agency where they’ve just been hired depict this process
from conception to final product. Elliott and Michael are given a candy-bar
account, and they devise the idea of selling candy-bars to adults utilizing the
concept of ‘retro-snacking’, i.e., encouraging consumers to rediscover the
pleasures of the foods of their youth by reorienting their adult presuppositions to
allow the rediscovery of that pleasure. The uncanny relevance this has to
thirtysomething’s own attempt to encourage us to rediscover the pleasures of the
television of our youth is reinforced by the continual self-referencing that goes
on in the ad that Michael and Elliott write and shoot. The ad is a simple
reduplication of the scene that we watched as Michael and Elliott brainstormed
to come up with an idea for the ad—their experience translated directly into an
ad. In another later brainstorming session with the head of the agency, he tells
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them that they are the demographic, ‘the spokesmen for the late 80s’, and
laughingly says, ‘Look at them. They’re the commercial.’
But this is not a negative comment within the program—it is in fact a
celebratory one. The creativity of this commercial and the show is that it is able
to translate and make accessible that ‘real’ experience. This show goes so far as
to expose the mechanisms of production of the show itself, but keeps that exposure
within the frame of the diegesis. When they shoot the ad, they seem to be shot on
the same sets that are used as the agency offices of thirtysomething, and for a
disorienting moment it looks as if we are getting a behind the scenes view of
thirtysomething itself. Elliott is seen in long shot, talking to what we could
assume is his own director or crew member of the thirtysomething set. But then
the two actors who have been hired by the agency to play Elliott and Michael
appear, and we watch the ad being shot, exposing the process that went into the
creation of the original (and originary) scene between Michael and Elliott,
showing that indeed thirtysomething itself is grounded in both reality and the
creativity that translates that moment.
The most striking and self-referential sequence, though, is the focus group
response to the ad. They hate it, and the criticism they level at the ad is precisely
the criticism that is often leveled at thirtysomething: the characters are whiny
yuppies without real problems, the men don’t act like men, there is too much
male-bonding crap. The most telling response—‘I enjoyed it…I enjoyed hating
it’—echoes Ang’s ironic viewer of Dallas, who adopts the ideology of mass
culture to turn their illicit enjoyment into more acceptable mockery. But here the
show is responding ironically itself, clearly rejecting this as a valid response. The
focus group members are themselves whiny and obnoxious, obviously unable to
accept new or different ideas, evidenced by the statement ‘men should be men’,
and they timidly parrot the words of pseudopsychological analysis, ‘This touchyfeely male-bonding crap makes me sick’. In this form, the accounting for their
taste is no more coherent or articulate than those who just know what they like.
Michael and Elliott cannot use this information to develop a new approach, or
even to condemn the ad the focus group so inexplicably hates. The expressions
of the mass culture ideology are not creative, or new, they are merely derivative,
and validate an existing status quo. The viewers are dupes, not of an advertising
industry that lulls them into either torpor or a passion for consumption, but rather
victims of their own inability to articulate their responses in a language that
actually expresses their attitudes about the medium they love to hate and yet
cannot condemn.
The ideology of popular entertainment, then, positions itself against the
ideology of mass culture and the ideology of populism in such a way as to
expose their limitations in the evaluation of television texts. My use of the
thirtysomething examples attempts to demonstrate how television texts can
appropriate both ideologies and turn them to its own uses, offering in its own
turn a range of positions for a viewer to occupy, from scornful rejection of old
TV shows to an ironic attitude, but with other positions available as well, and
this ideology recognizes the ambivalence of those positions without necessarily
opposing them or “resolving” them. I am not arguing that thirtysomething is
necessarily a socially progressive program, but I am arguing that television is
engaged in a process of self-evaluation in which it constantly re-presents its own
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cultural capital in an attempt to introduce its own ‘gold standard’ that circulates
alongside other standards.
In terms of the larger stakes of the politics of interpretation, the ideology of
popular entertainment also provides a third alternative to the binarism inherent in
the textual analysis vs audience-research debate which is at the foundation of
Ang’s influential work. This third ideology veers away from a politics of
interpretation that forces the rejection of TV as bad object in the first place or
forces the critic to look for ‘something outside the texts’, both of which still
ultimately locate the struggle as between only the intellectual and the ‘common
viewer’. The ideology of popular entertainment provides a significant challenge
to the evaluative power of ‘the intellectuals’, that portion of the audience that is
able most cogently to theorize its position, and therefore, by its own standards, is
in the best position to provide evaluation, either of text or audience. This third
ideology demonstrates that there are other agents involved in evaluating popular
media—the text itself, a range of viewers who are neither ‘intellectuals’ nor
‘common’, the advertising industry, the production industry and various other
institutions too numerous to mention.
I do not wish to suggest that intellectuals—like Gary—have no place or
function within the evaluative arena, but rather like theirs is not a necessarily
privileged position that shows us how to interpret and evaluate all texts. Henry
Giroux warns that
Rather than providing a place for young people to speak, the study of
popular culture becomes a form of border crossing in which the Other
becomes a resource for academic appropriation and valorization. What
begins as a critical project is often reduced to an intellectual practice that
merely privileges the authoritative persona of the ‘seer’. This peculiarly
Western tradition, so valorized in cultural professions, has contributed to
the regressively monolithic views of literacy we seek to dismantle (1992:
243).
In pedagogical terms, avoidance of this trap involves injecting a note of selfcriticism, a constant vigilance and awareness of our own politics in performing
textual analysis. This meta-evaluative perspective may be the only perspective that
allows for any kind of claim to special status—a special status that depends not
on the intrinsic genius of the academic, but on the academic’s ability to delineate
the multiple processes of evaluation that are operative simultaneously, among
which the academic process is merely one. Adopting this meta-evaluative
position may be the only way we can hope to understand those processes from
both within and without, able to step outside and remain imbricated at the same
time in the social and textual processes of evaluation, both describing and
inventing new electronic languages of thought that will make us and our students
‘literate’ in entirely new, productive and potentially powerful ways.
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Notes
1 This term comes from a pivotal work in television study by Feuer, Kerr and
Vahimagi. The term will be discussed more fully later in this paper, but this work is
central to much of the critical and analytical work currently being produced about
television.
2 See most especially Giroux and Simon (1989), which is truly one of the very few
articles that develops a pedagogical theory that incorporates a politics of popular
culture. It heavily influences this essay. While many of the other essays in the
volume with the Giroux and Simon essay attempt to come to terms with popular
culture, I believe those essays fall into many of the traps that I will sketch out in the
remainder of this essay. The Giroux and Simon has the virtue of being much more
self-conscious about its own politics.
3 In a few cases the technological revolution is mentioned explicitly, most notably in
Meyrowitz, Postman, and Ulmer. Again, the only one of these three who develops
a pedagogical theory which incorporates rather than dismisses a politics of popular
culture is Ulmer (1989). I believe his project is both unprecedented and necessary.
4 ‘During the 1980s, the number of US households with VCRs climbed from 1.85
million (one home in 40) to 62 million (two-thirds of all homes). Pre-recorded
video-cassette sales rose from only three million in 1980 to 220 million in 1990 an
increase of 6,500 per cent—while the number of cable households rose from 19.6
million in 1980 to 55 million in 1990, with pay subscriptions increasing from 9
million to 42 million during the decade.’ (Schatz, 1992).
5 Many of the students in my ten-year-old daughter’s class are more proficient than
the parent volunteers who teach them ‘keyboarding’. Their mastery of the
educational computer games has proved so quick that the school has had to
scramble to buy new software that challenges their level of proficiency. Recently,
when I asked one student why he was so good at the math games on the computer,
when he struggles with them on paper, he shrugged and gave the one-word answer,
‘Nintendo’.
6 See especially Bloom (1987), who is perhaps the most derisive critic of student
abilities among the representatives of the conservative pedagogues. Then see
Aronowitz and Giroux (1991) for a devastating and elegant reply.
7 See Giroux and Simon (1989), Aronowitz and Giroux (1991), and the essays of
Cary Nelson’s (1986) book, especially Grossberg’s, and Grossberg (1992) where
he deals substantively with issues of affectivity.
8 This is a concept developed by Linda Hutcheon in A Theory of Parody, where she
focuses on a kind of parody that ‘is an integrated structural modeling process of
revising, replaying, inverting and ‘trans-contextualizing’ previous works of art’
(1985:11). Transcontextualization is far more than simple quotation or inversion of
an earlier work of art by a text, it is ‘repetition with a difference’ involving critical
distance. See especially chapter 2 for her fleshing out of this concept.
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THE EDUCATION OF YOUNG ARTISTS
AND THE ISSUE OF AUDIENCE

Within the dominator system, art has been organized around the
primacy of objects rather than relationships, and has been set apart
from reciprocal or participative interactions. (Gablik, 1991:62).
As an educator who has weathered the censorship battles of the last five years, I
have been forced to rethink the repercussions of the art world’s isolation and to
consider how we who are involved in training the next generation of artists
might begin to incorporate into this process a fundamental concern for the
particularities of audience and the placement of art work within a societal
context.
Because these deeper questions about the relationship of the artist to society
and the conflict between the artist’s sense of art and the general public’s sense of
art have not been adequately addressed by the art world or within the art school
environment, a cavernous rift has developed. Work which artists find
unproblematic and barely controversial seems blasphemous, pornographic, or
mean-spirited to those outside, while art which artists hope will be an interesting
and even welcome challenge to society is often met with little or no response. In
such ill-fated interchanges, the audience has often believed that artists were
being unnecessarily obscure or confrontational at the same time that artists have
felt misunderstood and unappreciated. The result has been mutual disappointment
and hostility. In part the serious debates artists are now engaged in, in their work,
remain hidden to those still caught within conventional notions of what art will
do, what it will be, how far it can go, what subject matter it should address. In our
inclusion or exclusion of such discrepancies within the educational process, we
directly influence the art-making practices of the next generation of artists and
the place they will be able to assume within a democratic society—either
encouraging our students’ engagement with a larger arena or perpetuating the
isolation which has allowed art to become a vulnerable subject of narrow-minded
attacks.
To understand why most art which grapples with serious issues generates
hostility in non-art-world viewers, it is important to characterize the
conventional Western expectation of what function art will serve, and
to understand how far this expectation is from the intention of most
contemporary art work. At the core of such a discussion must be the concern
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with conventions of beauty—that experience of pleasure so many have come to
associate with the phenomena of art.
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‘An uncanny inversion of values’ (Steinberg, 1972:13).
The often unconscious expectations of a non-art-word, non-visually-trained
audience are that art will be somewhat familiar yet also transcendent, that it will
be able to catapult its viewers outside their mundane lives, provide therapeutic
resolution to emotional ills and, most significantly, that it will end in wonder. In
an article titled ‘The repression of beauty’, psychologist/ philosopher James
Hillman (1991) provides a useful understanding of the desire for beauty and of
its emotional effect on the organism.
When you see something exquisite, Hillman writes, so much so that it arrests
motion,
You draw in your breath and stop still. This quick intake of breath, this
little hshshs as the Japanese draw between their teeth when they see
something beautiful in a garden—this ahahah reaction is the aesthetic
response just as certain, inevitable, objective and ubiquitous, as wincing in
pain and moaning in pleasure. Moreover, this quick intake of breath is also
the very root of the word aesthetic, aisthesis in Greek, meaning senseperception. Aisthesis goes back to the Homeric aiou and aisthou which
means both ‘I perceive’ as well as ‘I gasp, struggle for breath…aisthmoai,
aisthanomai, I breathe in’ (63).
Many still bring this traditional expectation to the art object; a hope that
something basic will occur to jolt the viewer with an experience of beauty, or the
shock of pain. In an escapist sense this represents a desire to find a rarified place
of abandonment which makes few crossovers with the real world, which remains
housed in the museum or the pristine whiteness of the gallery, forever hidden
from the course of history. In the best sense, this desire for the beautiful pertains
to the notion, not unlike that held by members of the Frankfurt School, that
beauty is itself subversive, especially in a world suffering from narcolepsy. That,
that which arouses desire, stimulates the senses, spurs the imagination—not in a
simple, pretty, mindless way, but in a profound and therefore unsettling way—
must inevitably challenge the normal course of life which can never satisfy
deepest desires or a longing for completeness.
Hillman also contends that ‘the work of art allows repressed districts of the
world and the soul to leave the ugly and enter into beauty’ (63) to, like Goya’s
Black Paintings, transform the horrific into something which has shape, line,
internal integrity—aesthetics. Many audience members do not realize that what
we call art, that which has aesthetics, can manifest itself in a wide range of
incarnations and serve many functions. ‘Every well constructed object and
machine has form,’ says John Dewey, ‘but there is aesthetic form only when the
object having this external form fits into a larger experience’ (1934:341). But
how can we characterize the range of that expanded experience?
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If it is successful, the art object resonates within its own history while also
entering the ongoing debates in the art-historical world. It speaks to a finely
tuned intellect as well as to the collective unconscious. It can operate in images
and at times in language or challenge the origin of language with its exploration
of images. The work may address national identity as well as that which is
subversive to that identity. It may try to articulate the complexity of the past, the
remembrance of what is lost, to uncover that which is hidden, layer what is
complex, speak the unspeakable, reveal collective fears, unseat personal
anxieties, intersect the individual with the universal, challenge the collective
dream. It can defy notions of progress and utility—the anchors of the reality
principle—suspend linear time, immerse us in pleasure, irrelevance, irreverence,
outrageousness. In Kant’s sense it creates ‘purposiveness without purpose’—
concentration for concentration’s sake. It might play with, make fun of,
denounce the prevailing ideology, mirror back the absurdities of
commodification, push and torture the limits of technology, invert what is known
until it becomes strange, bombard us with what is strange until it becomes
known, return us to a longed-for, if only imagined, childhood, propel us into a
visionary future with the child self intact and equip us to function more healthily
in the adult world. Artists re-present the culture from which their identity has
been constructed—their race, class, ethnicity, their sexuality, the complex
combination of forces which have shaped the way in which they see the world.
And they help us to understand, through images and language, the particularity
of an individual psyche as it intersects with that of the collective.
These aforementioned are some of the best examples of what art and artists
have done and yet for a general public the comprehension and appreciation of art
is still often limited to a more simplistic notion that art will bring joy, that it will
transform pain. There is something wonderful about art which can create
happiness in a direct way, but increasingly artists can only make reference to
contentment and the sensuality of an idyllic lif e in their negation. This type of
work is most irritating to those with conventional expectations. They feel
deprived of catharsis and the healing effect of beauty, yet, in fact, such work has
everything to do with beauty precisely because beauty, as a static value-ridden
entity, is so conspicuously absent. In its place is conflict, deconstruction—the
taking apart and analysis of what there is and the mourning for a joyousness
which no longer seems attainable.
Like Hillman (1991), the contemporary art world also is concerned with lifting
repression, but its sense of how you do that contradicts Hillman’s proposal. It is
seen as reactionary in most art-world circles to make work which does not
challenge conventional notions of beauty. In other words, when lushness and
exquisiteness do exist it is often within the framework of postmodern
appropriation and pastiche. There must be some irony in the presentation—the
reminder always that we are not now seduced by what once seduced us and that
we are able to stand outside the work with some critical distance and ask: From
what ideological position was it formed? For whom was it made? Whose
interests does it represent? Whose does it serve? What underlying questions does
it ask? What implicit power relations frame it? The unintervened-with object is
now rarely accepted on its own terms. A disruptive discourse enters into the
experience and the work becomes a locus for serious debate. If this intervention
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is understood by the viewer, it can help clarify that art lives in the continuum of
history, engages with contemporary issues and can be transformed by their
demands.
But although art and artists increasingly do try to comment on the historical
moment, their discourse is still often hermetic and incomprehensible to those
outside. The uncertainty about how clear art needs to be and who is responsible
for that clarity, has been the source of much debate and antagonism. According
to John Dewey, ‘The language of art has to be acquired’ (1934:335). It is a
learned discourse that may be accessed only through an immersion in art and the
art world. But the existence of such a barrier is not acknowledged by those who
present art to viewers. The mystification of contemporary art could be lifted in
part if the general museum-going audience were cautioned when entering an
exhibit, that the work they were about to see might elude, confuse and unnerve
them if its language is not decoded, and that in fact the dislocation they may
experience is crucial to the work’s intent. It is often not understood that a good
deal of contemporary work is referenced to art history—the signified is the
history of art itself—and is not, as many still believe, the so-called life or
emotional experience they expect art to address. Therefore, one can not always
‘get’ the work intuitively, unless the allusions, spoofs and comments about other
contemporary work and intra-art-world debates are made apparent. Also, the
environment of the gallery or the museum designed to create a fake neutrality
does not always allow the work to establish an adequate context. Why should we
expect that an isolated image can reconstruct an entire world around itself? Suzi
Gablik quotes Sherry Levine on the ‘uneasy death of modernism’. Levine says
that the work in which artists are now often engaged ‘only has meaning in
relation to everyone else’s project… It has no meaning in isolation.’ (1991:18)
Its context, then, is the spectrum of contemporary artistic creation, yet it is often
presented in isolation so that it must generate its own meaning, even for those
who cannot recreate the absent part of the dialogue.
In practice, what often occurs when a person walks into the sterile museum
setting and tries to grapple with a difficult piece of contemporary work is that the
viewer is left with the question, ‘What does this work mean?’ ‘Why don’t I
understand it?’ and then, if the work generates a bit of uneasiness or anger, as it
often does, the question becomes, ‘Is it art?’ In Chicago’s Museum of
Contemporary Art I have heard such queries directed at pieces by such artists as
Joseph Beuys, Rebecca Horn, Christian Boltanski. Recently, standing in front of
a Rauchenberg painting I heard a man say, ‘I could make something like that.’
Those expressing such often-heard statements likely feel a great deal of
frustration. For them the work is not serving the function they assume it should.
Often these audience members question the incorporation of ‘found objects’, the
way the work is constructed; to them somehow the craft is not precise enough, the
materials too mundane, or the representation too minimal. The work appears not
to have taken enough labor. These viewers therefore suspect they have been
duped and that they too could construct something of equal merit. Because they
are able to step outside, to question its authenticity, it is clear that this work does
not satisfy their need to be entranced, amazed or swept away. They may or may
not be sympathetic to the notion that the work might intentionally wish to
transcend preciousness by negating the experience of its own rarification and
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that it is in fact successful in these terms. Not only might we say that the viewer
has found the experience of the work wanting and in this sense has not ‘gotten’
the artist’s intention, but also that the viewer has not understood why this work
has been called ‘art’ at all. The hostility is directed to the artist, but also to the
entire art apparatus—gallery owners, museum curators, collectors, critics—those
who sanction certain work, position it in the museum or gallery context and, in
so doing, raise a certain level of expectation.
When Scott Tyler placed the US flag on the gallery floor at The School of the
Art Institute of Chicago, all these issues were raised. The initial reaction of many
viewers was fury generated by the placement of the flag in such a compromised
position. And this rage was followed by a series of questions: What is this
strange thing called ‘installation’—a form that is neither painting, sculpture nor
photography but in Tyler’s case an amalgam of all three? Why was this piece
shown within the confines of the Art Institute of Chicago—a well-respected and
prestigious venue? In reference to this last query, the location of the exhibit was
an issue that needed immediate clarification. Tyler’s installation ‘What is the
proper way to Display a US Flag?’, was not chosen for exhibition by the
twentieth-century curator of the museum but rather by a faculty committee
selecting work for a student exhibition. Misinformed, thousands of Chicagoans
in protest thought it was time to stop contributing their tax dollars to the Art
Institute. The School of the Art Institute insisted on making the distinction
between the function of a school and that of a museum, in the hope that it would
change the perception of the work, but the damage was already done. Within
these incidents rest the contradictions artists, educators and young art students
are up against. Unfortunately, the pedagogical value of these subtexts often has
remained unknown to those not trained to read the questions or to find their
complexity exhilarating.
When art causes such a public furor it is often because the work conflates
innovation in form with radicalness in content. A layperson may not easily
understand the genre of installation or performance art. These have evolved out
of other forms—sculpture, theatre, dance—liberating the artist from conceptual
and physical constraints. But without having knowledge of the restrictions such
categories and conventions of form placed on the artist, a more general audience
might have little access to, or sympathy for the work. Once the parameters
governing artistic activity have been lifted, the artist may be freer to create, but
the audience is often lost.
When Karen Finley smears her naked body with chocolate and then covers it
with sprouts to represent shit and sperm respectively, there is quite a bit to
explain to those who can neither understand the humiliation she experiences as a
woman, or the form with which she chooses to express it. She uses monologues,
she also uses her body, yet her work is neither theater nor dance. The simple
devices she has found for communicating terribly complicated issues of power
and submission are actually extremely effective. When described out of context,
however, the work can easily sound banal and crude, an easy target for literalists
of the imagination, those hung up on profanity and those unable or unwilling to
acknowledge the depth of personal pain that this work attempts to convey.
‘Aesthetic experience is a manifestation, a record and celebration of the life of a
civilization, a means of promoting its development, and is also the ultimate
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judgement upon the quality of a civilization’ (Dewey, 1934:326). Finley’s work
embodies a scathing critique of society, yet few outside the art world are
interested in exploring the value of such work.
Right-wing politicians like Jesse Helms and Pat Buchanan supposedly focused
on issues of pornography, in part actually have been punishing artists for the
seriousness of their work’s content, the inventiveness of its form and the
articulated indictments of society it contains. Had Andres Serrano chosen to
present the contradictions of Catholicism in a less unconventional way, had he
not submerged a plastic crucifix in a tank filled with urine to photograph it as
romantically and mysteriously as he did, or had he chosen to communicate the
corruption of the Church and the denigration of the teachings of Christ without
the use of imagery, perhaps no one would have paid attention. If Karen Finley
had simply talked about abuses to the female body and had not attempted to
create them symbolically, perhaps she would not have been as readily criticized.
If performance artist Tim Miller had said the same things about being a gay man
in American society during the last twenty years—from the joys of sensual
discovery to AIDS—without dramatizing the pain and without taking off his
clothes, his National Endowment for the Arts grant might not have been
revoked. Or if the late David Wojnarovich, in writing about the Artists Space
exhibition inspired by the nightmares of AIDS, had kept his rage in check and
hadn’t mentioned those government officials whom he held responsible for
apathy in the face of this epidemic, Frohnmayer might not have noticed. These
artists, and many others, have paid for their radicalness. They have been
punished for the political content of their vision and the degree to which they
have had to resort to extreme forms to communicate the passion of their
positions. But such work has received little support from those outside the art world
because its meaning is not understood and its significance as a pedagogical tool
and as an analysis of contemporary society, cannot be grasped by those who are
only familiar with ‘high art’ or mainstream mass culture.
However oblivious to its audience such work may seem, there is an important
function served by difficult, innovative art which refuses to be assimilated. It
does jar the senses, challenges normal perception and destroys the illusion that
the world in which we live can be easily understood. ‘It can be argued’, Terry
Eagleton writes, ‘that the unreadability of literature is precisely its radicalism….
Literature entices only to refuse, appears complicitous only to cold-shoulder.
Literature is always somewhere else’ (Eagleton, 1975:165). Art, in the same vein,
can be utterly familiar and yet its opposite. It can baffle where one expects
recognition, reject where one longs for acceptance, or be incomprehensible
where one desperately seeks understanding. It can also be argued that the
difficulty many have trying to grasp the meaning of contemporary art
demonstrates the unnecessary exclusivity of the art world—its isolation from
most people’s lives. But the inability of many to ‘read’ the visual work that is in
front of them is also a mark of how uneven the cultural life of American society
actually is. Undoubtedly, the fact that art has been obliterated from the publicschool system is at the source of the problem. Those who are attending or
recently have attended public schools, for the most part, are visually illiterate.
And even when art is taught within the school system, those who teach it rarely
stretch beyond the traditional humanistic goals of art education, which focuses
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on genius, masterpiece, divine inspiration and predominantly white Western art
that ends with impressionism. Most who teach at the public-school level have
not been trained to reflect upon the issues with which contemporary artists
actually engage. Like literature, art now often presents itself as ‘threat, mystery,
challenge, and insult’ (Eagleton, 1975: 18). ‘Literacy admits us to reading,’
Eagleton writes, ‘so that we can take the full measure of our exclusion’ (18).
Those able to read are actually unable to read. Those able to see are none the less
unable to see. But to an audience which has not been taught the pedagogical value
of such frustration, this exclusion is a source of great hostility.
Artists and the art world seek to provoke in this way, but are then unwilling to
deal with their audience’s resultant anger. One could of course argue that the
exclusivity of the art world is precisely the point and art should indeed always
refuse to blend into mass culture, where images and issues often are flattened to
banality. But artists, for the most part, do want their work to be understood and a
stated goal for many is accessibility. Some artists talk about their desire to reach
a larger audience, one outside the art world, and this has become a more
significant issue as art is increasingly more charged with political concerns;
some feel an almost moral obligation to reach out and extend to a larger, albeit
unnamed, undifferentiated audience beyond that which is familiar.
Yet when one seeks models for a more accessible kind of work, few names
come to mind. On everyone’s list would be Barbara Kruger and Jenny Holzer,
perhaps because their work is language-based and its messages seemingly
explicit. What is interesting about their work in relationship to this discussion is
the way in which they both position the audience within their discourse and
reveal or do not reveal themselves in the process. I watched Jenny Holzer’s
impressive digital electronic signboards revolving around the curved spaces of
the Guggenheim Museum in splendid red, white and amber and wondered,
almost out loud, who is this artist and what does she really think about life, art,
politics? Is she as paranoid as these aphorisms would have us believe or is this
nonspecified identity, manifested through these words, a creation, a persona? At
whom is this voice directed? And does her desired audience actually ‘get it’?
The aphorisms warn us about private property, sex, love, passion, crimes of
the heart, an unnatural Big Brother about whom we should concern ourselves.
We wonder what can be made of statements like:
IT’S BETTER TO BE A GOOD PERSON THAN A FAMOUS PERSON.
IT’S BETTER TO BE NAIVE THAN JADED.
IT’S BETTER TO STUDY THE LIVING FACT THAN TO ANALYZE
HISTORY.
IT’S CRUCIAL TO HAVE AN ACTIVE FANTASY LIFE.
Or
WHAT URGE WILL SAVE US NOW THAT SEX WONT.
PUT FOOD OUT IN THE SAME PLACE EVERY DAY AND TALK
TO THE PEOPLE WHO COME TO EAT AND ORGANIZE THEM.
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These distillations, arguments, bits of conversation, political wisdom, unsolicited
advice, fly by us. What is their context? The power of the electronic billboards,
the at-once arrogance and diffidence of the voice behind the text leave us
breathless. Should we accept the confusion we experience as an essential
component of the work? Or can we criticize the nonspecificity of the subject and
object of such discourse? What might an average viewer deduce? What is the
actual effect?
At a Barbara Kruger gallery exhibit in New York I experienced a similar
confusion but for different reasons. Obviously Kruger’s work has a much more
clearly defined point of view—an explicitly political feminist stance. In this
particular installation her work was angry and that anger was focused around
issues of power, domination and gender-related inequities. The rage was palpable
in red, black and white, surrounding the viewer at every turn, even on the floor.
But how are we supposed to understand these words? Were these messages for
the art world? If so, the art audience has already heard them. Are they for the
average gallery-goer? And if so should we assume that the audience shares
Kruger’s analysis? Or are these questions irrelevant and should we simply be
grateful for this forceful surrogate voice enraged for all who feel anger and have
no voice of their own?
Both Jenny Holzer and Barbara Kruger speak as the embodiment of reason in
an unreasonable world, as truth in an untruthful world, and most assuredly as
anger in a world which generates injustice and humiliation but offers few forms
of expression for it. Jenny Holzer’s aphoristic phrases have appeared on
billboards, hat brims, T-shirts, placards. They have allowed the artist, here
appearing as disembodied voice, to find a site-specific way to rivet her
discourse. She has successfully taken it out of the gallery context and has put it
on the streets. Even were this work designed only to feed those in the intellectual
vanguard it still would have a purpose. In a sense a great deal of what appears as
political work and seems as if it should stretch beyond the normal art-world
context may actually have a more useful function as theory. It appeals to those
able and willing to grapple with art as an expression of ideas and to understand it
philosophically—beyond, in spite of, instead of the fixation with the object. How
much or how little of this is grasped by those outside the ranks of the initiated,
those exiled from the communication—the ex-communicated—can only be
imagined.
The complexity of these issues poses a pedagogical challenge for those
engaged in the education of young art students. How might this next generation
be taught to grapple with these concerns? Can they be encouraged to serve as a
bridge between the cutting edge of art-world ideas and a less art-sophisticated
audience. In truth, the issue of audience is rarely raised in the art-school
pedagogical process, and by its omission it is usually assumed that work is being
made to take its place within the art-world context. This assumption usually
becomes self-fulfilling. Yet among people with political consciousness, work
which does not reach beyond the gallery world is often thought to have failed.
Somehow it is hoped that there will be another venue, a larger arena, a new
audience who will be interested in and affected by such work. But even the most
political work is often unable to transcend its category as art. And work which is
thought to cross over—move between the art world and a more mass audience—
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is often co-opted by art-world recognition. This fashionable assimilation is a
contradiction for work whose goal is social criticism and criticism of the
exclusivity and élitism of the art world from which it has emerged. But because
most artists cannot survive economically, intellectually or emotionally without
the approval of the academic art world for grants, teaching positions, exhibitions,
critical reviews and ego survival, they set their sites within the art world and are
satisfied making a political statement about the hermeticism or corruption of that
small arena. It would be ideal if work could break out of categorical boundaries
and be simultaneously avant-garde and popular but, in practice, this is difficult to
achieve. Given these hurdles, educators must set out clear programmatic goals to
help students think about their work within a larger societal context and to
imagine who their audience might be.
In practice, these fundamental questions about audience only arise when
students make work which has an overt political agenda or has some other
deliberate message to communicate, work that is after some specific result. Often
the reason politically oriented work is so didactic is that it is attempting to
‘prove’ to viewers in a moral way that they should accept the artist’s point of
view, see the world or at least a particular aspect of it as the artist does. In its
attempt to convince—its sense of its own correctness and also its own isolation—
the work often goes overboard, becomes heavyhanded. And that which is
designed to persuade, to demonstrate that art can educate, concern itself with the
issues of the world, succeeds instead in pushing its viewers away.
Mature artists like Jenny Holzer, Barbara Kruger and Hans Haacke can bring
to this challenge a good deal of humor and irony, but student artists grappling
with the seriousness of the issues, perhaps for the first time, often lack this ability
to step outside and to comment on the absurdity and even futility while none the
less waging a strong battle against that which disturbs, unnerves, infuriates them.
When students make issue-oriented work they try to tell others what to think.
They often assume that their audience knows very little about the question they are
addressing and must therefore be educated, or they assume a conservative
audience that should be radicalized, or a puritanical one that needs to be
shocked. They rarely see, in an objective way, how confrontational and
alienating the form of the work actually might be to those outside. At times this
work projects their feelings about the world from which they come—their
parents, the values presented to them which students now feel they need to
combat. These touchstones become the object of their attack. The result, at its
worst, may take the form of a generic rebellion—nudity for nudity’s sake,
anarchism for anarchism’s sake. The ultimate effect of the work is not thought
through. Students rarely step outside their own subjectivity long enough to
measure the result. Even when they do study theory and develop strong
philosophical principles, they are rarely taught strategy. And they are given little
historical sense of how artists have functioned at other moments in American
society or when they have successfully aligned with social movements
committed to change.
In the same vein, because students need to be helped to understand not only
the subject of their work but its objective, they must learn to ask themselves who
would be their ideal viewer and who, most likely, will be their actual viewer?
What might their audience need to know to understand the work? How much
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information should they offer? At a time when the issue of identity is being
discussed in all areas of the art world, it is important to challenge the notion of a
universal subject, to ask students about the particularities of audience and how
much they actually know about the groups they have targeted. In practice, art
deliberately designed for a larger audience becomes hermetic when these
questions are not asked. Such inquiries, which seem pro forma in other
disciplines, are truly confrontational within the art world because they smash the
absoluteness of subjectivity which is so treasured and goes unchallenged in the
traditional art-school environment.
I am not arguing that artists should simplify their work—I believe strongly in
the tension created by that which cannot be easily absorbed and therefore
engenders struggle. Rather, I am committed to the notion that the traditional
expectations for the place of art in society must be challenged, and that young
artists must be taught to ask themselves how far they are willing to go to make
certain vital connections apparent to a more diverse audience. Without such
assistance even postmodern work seems caught in a modernist paradigm—as it
waits for its inherent genius and universal appeal to be discovered and to trickle
down to the masses. To assist a more direct and honest comprehension, artists
simply have to make some attempt to help the viewer through the work’s
complexity. This is what students in particular find difficult to actualize. Because
they themselves don’t as yet know how they arrived at their own images, they
are not sure what would be necessary to bring other people along with them. And
yet, the amount of information disclosed by the piece itself becomes the measure
for how much power one bestows on the audience. As we offer students our
knowledge and experience, we extend to them the ability to communicate to as
large an audience as they choose. In so far as we show them that their arrogance
is unstrategic, however principled its intent, we give them the ability to assert
control over the response their work might elicit. As we encourage or discourage
the art-school tendency towards hermeticism, we either free young artists from
the confines of the art world’s terminally hip subculture or circumscribe them
within its discourse forever.
The obscurity and postmodern nihilism that characterized a great deal of the
eighties art world has already begun to transform in the nineties. There is no
doubt that student artists are already pushing against the limits that have been
handed down to them. They are increasingly committed to finding ways to
represent issues like homelessness, the degradation of the environment, AIDS,
child abuse. And they are struggling to find new forms within which to present
their work. In the face of the gallery system’s monetary crisis and the serious
degeneration of the urban infrastructure, many have already abandoned the
desire for a conventional career as a gallery artist and have instead focused on
site-specific installation, performance and work which is more community-based.
These young artists who have seen through the illusion of the market-place, are
not easily seduced by its prestige.
So much of what is wrong, so much of what accounts for the massive gap
between artists, writers, intellectuals, theorists and the general public is
historical. There has never been, and there is not now, a significant place for
artists and intellectuals within American society. This is perhaps the biggest
problem the artistic community faces. No matter how well we prepare our students,
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no matter how much we all attempt to reach beyond the narrow confines within
which we have been trained, we none the less struggle against the fundamentally
anti-intellectual nature of American society and the visual illiteracy the
educational system perpetuates.
As I write this and Pat Buchanan’s campaign ads rant on, it seems clear that
we are probably watching the death of the NEA as we have known it. But as the
economy collapses around us perhaps artists will reach out to align themselves
with other groups who also have been seriously disenfranchised. And one hopes
the insights, perceptions and brilliance of artists will be sought out in the nineties
to solve, in unique ways, problems that appear to be frighteningly unsolvable.
These solicitations could break down the artist’s sense of isolation and help heal
the censorship wounds of the last five years. They could transform the popular
perception of art and the artist and help create compassion for those who attempt
to articulate a personal vision even when these efforts are met with
misunderstanding and opposition. Out of the urgency we are now experiencing,
caused by the greed of those without imagination who have been allowed to rule
for too long, will come the search for language and images rich and complex
enough to represent the economic and spiritual pain many are experiencing, and
visionary enough to help construct a sense of renewed passion and expectation
for the future. We can only hope that the satisfaction artists might derive from
constructing such images will be matched by the audience’s pleasure in
experiencing them.
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EROS, EROTICISM AND THE
PEDAGOGICAL PROCESS

Professors rarely speak of the place of eros or the erotic in our classrooms.
Trained in the philosophical context of Western metaphysical dualism, many of
us have accepted the notion that there is a split between the body and the mind.
Believing this, individuals enter the classroom to teach as though only the mind
is present and not the body. To call attention to the body is to betray the legacy
of repression and denial that has been handed down to us by our professorial
elders, who have been usually white and male. But our non-white elders were
just as eager to deny the body. The predominately black college has always been
a bastion of repression. The public world of institutional learning was a site
where the body had to be erased, go unnoticed. When I first became a teacher
and needed to use the restroom in the middle of class, I had no clue as to what
my elders did in such situations. No one talked about the body in relation to
teaching. What did one do with the body in the classroom? Trying to remember
the bodies of my professors, I find myself unable to recall them. I hear voices,
remember fragmented details but very few whole bodies.
Entering the classroom determined to erase the body and give ourselves over
more fully to the mind, we show by our beings how deeply we have accepted the
assumption that passion has no place in the classroom. Repression and denial
make it possible for us to forget and then desperately seek to recover ourselves,
our feelings, our passions in some private place—after class. I remember reading
an article in Psychology Today years ago when I was still an undergraduate,
reporting a study which revealed that every so many seconds while giving
lectures many male professors were thinking about sexuality—were even having
lustful thoughts about students. I was amazed. After reading this article, which as
I recall was shared and talked about endlessly in the dormitory, I watched male
professors differently, trying to connect the fantasies I imagined them having in
their minds with lectures, with their bodies which I had so faithfully learned to
pretend I did not see. During my first semester of college teaching, there was a male
student in my class whom I always seemed to see and not see at the same time. At
one point in the middle of the semester, I received a call from a school therapist
who wanted to speak with me about the way I treated this student in the class.
The therapist told me that the student had said I was unusually gruff, rude and
downright mean when I related to him. I did not know exactly who the student
was, could not put a face or body with his name, but later when he identified
himself in class, I realized that I was erotically drawn to this student. And that
my naive way of coping with feelings in the classroom that I had been taught
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never to have was to deflect (hence my harsh treatment of him), repress and deny.
Overly conscious then about ways such repression and denial could lead to the
‘wounding’ of a student, I was determined to face whatever passions were
aroused in the classroom setting and deal with them.
Writing about Adrienne Rich’s work, connecting it to the work of men who
thought critically about the body, in her introduction to Thinking Through the
Body Jane Gallop comments:
Men who do find themselves in some way thinking through the body are
more likely to be recognized as serious thinkers and heard. Women have
first to prove that we are thinkers, which is easier when we conform to the
protocol that deems serious thought separate from an embodied subject in
history. Rich is asking women to enter the realms of critical thought and
knowledge without becoming disembodied spirit, universal man. (Gallop,
1988:7)
Beyond the realm of critical thought, it is equally crucial that we learn to enter
the classroom ‘whole’ and not as ‘disembodied spirit’. In the heady early days of
women’s studies classes at Stanford University, I learned by the example of
daring, courageous women professors (particularly Diane Middlebrook) that
there was a place for passion in the classroom, that eros and the erotic did not
need to be denied for learning to take place. One of the central tenets of feminist
critical pedagogy has been the insistence on not engaging the mind/body split.
This is one of the underlying beliefs that has made women’s studies a subversive
location in the academy. While women’s studies over the years has had to fight
to be taken seriously by academics in traditional disciplines, those of us who
have been intimately engaged as students and/or teachers with feminist thinking
have always recognized the legitimacy of a pedagogy that dares to subvert the
mind/body split and allow us to be whole in the classroom, and as a consequence
wholehearted.
Recently, Susan B., a colleague and friend, whom I taught in a women’s
studies class when she was an undergraduate, stated in conversation that she felt
she was having so much trouble with her graduate courses because she has to
come to expect a quality of passionate teaching that is not present where she is
studying. Her comments made me think anew about the place of passion, of
erotic recognition in the classroom setting because I believe that the energy she
felt in our women’s studies classes was there because of the extent to which
women professors teaching those courses dared to give fully of ourselves, going
beyond the mere transmission of information in lectures. Feminist education for
critical consciousness is rooted in the assumption that knowledge and critical
thought done in the classroom should inform our habits of being and ways of
living outside the classroom. Since so many of our early classes were taken
almost exclusively by female students, it was easier for us to not be disembodied
spirits in the classroom. Concurrently, it was expected that we would bring a
quality of care and even ‘love’ to our students. Eros, as a motivating force, was
present in our classrooms. As critical pedagogues we were teaching students

Downloaded by [Central Uni Library Bucharest] at 05:26 07 October 2013

EROS, EROTICISM AND PEDAGOGICAL 61

ways to think differently about gender, understanding fully that this knowledge
would also lead them to live differently.
To understand the place of eros and eroticism in the classroom we must move
beyond thinking of these forces solely in terms of the sexual, though that
dimension need not be denied. Sam Keen, in his book The Passionate Life, urges
readers to remember that in its earliest conception ‘erotic potency was not
confined to sexual power but included the moving force that propelled every lifeform from a state of mere potentiality to actuality.’ (Keen, 1983:5) Given that
critical pedagogy seeks to transform consciousness, to provide students with
ways of knowing that enable them to know themselves better and live in the
world more fully, to some extent it must rely on the presence of the erotic in the
classroom to aid the learning process. Keen continues:
When we limit ‘erotic’ to its sexual meaning, we betray our alienation from
the rest of nature. We confess that we are not motivated by anything like
the mysterious force that moves birds to migrate or dandelions to spring.
Furthermore, we imply that the fulfillment or potential toward which we
strive is sexual—the romantic-genital connection between two persons. (5)
Understanding that eros is a force that enhances our overall effort to be selfactualizing, that it can provide an epistemological grounding informing how we
know what we know, enables both professors and students to use such energy in
a classroom setting in ways that invigorate discussion and excite the critical
imagination.
Suggesting that this culture lacks a ‘vision or science of hygeology’ (health
and well-being) Keen asks: ‘What forms of passion might make us whole? To
what passions may we surrender with the assurance that we will expand rather
than diminish the promise of our lives?’ (19) The quest for knowledge that
enables us to unite theory and practice is one such passion. To the extent that
professors bring this passion, which has to be fundamentally rooted in a love for
ideas we are able to inspire, the classroom becomes a dynamic place where
transformations in social relations are concretely actualized and the false
dichotomy between the world outside and the inside world of the academy
disappears. In many ways this is frightening. Nothing about the way I was
trained as a teacher really prepared me to witness my students transforming
themselves.
It was during the years that I taught in the African-American studies
department at Yale (a course on black women writers) that I witnessed the way
education for critical consciousness can fundamentally alter our perceptions of
reality and our actions. During one course we collectively explored in fiction the
power of internalized racism, seeing how it was described in the literature as
well as critically interrogating our experiences. However, one of the black
female students who had always straightened her hair because she felt deep down
that she would not look good if it were not processed—were worn ‘natural’—
changed. She came to class after a break and told everyone that this class had
deeply affected her, so much so that when she went to get her usual ‘perm’ some
force within said no. I still remember the fear I felt when she testified that the class
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had changed her. Though I believed deeply in the philosophy of education for
critical consciousness that empowers, I had not yet comfortably united theory
with practice. Some small part of me still wanted us to remain disembodied
spirits. And her body, her presence, her changed look was a direct challenge that
I had to face and affirm. She was teaching me. Now, years later, I read again her
final words to the class and recognize the passion and beauty of her will to know
and to act:
I am a black woman. I grew up in Shaker Heights, Ohio. I cannot go back
and change years of believing that I could never be quite as pretty or
intelligent as many of my white friends—but I can go forward learning
pride in who I am…I cannot go back and change years of believing that the
most wonderful thing in the world would be to be Martin Luther King Jr.’s
wife—but I can go on and find the strength I need to be the revolutionary
for myself rather than the companion and help for someone else. So no, I
don’t believe that we change what has already been done but we can change
the future and so I am reclaiming and learning more of who I am so that I
can be whole.
Attempting to gather my thoughts on eroticism and pedagogy, I have reread
student journals covering a span of ten years. Again and again I read notes that
could easily be considered ‘romantic’ as students express their love for me, our
class. Hear an Asian student offer her thoughts about a class:
White people have never understood the beauty of silence, of connection
and reflection. You teach us to speak, and to listen for the signs of the
wind. Like a guide, you walk silently through the forest ahead of us. In the
forest everything has sound, speaks…You too teach us to talk, where all
life speaks in the forest, not just the white man’s. Isn’t that part of feeling
whole—the ability to be able to talk, to not have to be silent or performing
all the time, to be able to be critical and honest—openly? This is the truth
you have taught us: all people deserve to speak.
Or a black male student writing that he will ‘love me now and always’ because
our class has been a dance, and he loves to dance:
I love to dance. When I was a child, I danced everywhere. Why walk there
when you can shuffle-ball-change all the way. When I danced my soul ran
free. I was poetry. On my Saturday grocery excursions with my mother, I
would flap, flap, flap, ball change the shopping cart through the aisles.
Mama would turn to me and say, ‘Boy stop that dancing. White people
think that’s all we can do anyway.’ I would stop but when she wasn’t
looking I would do a quick high bell kick or two. I didn’t care what
white people thought, I just loved to dance—dance—dance. I still dance
and I still don’t care what people think white or black. When I dance my
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soul is free. It is sad to read about men who stop dancing, who stop being
foolish, who step letting their souls fly free…I guess for me, surviving
whole means never to stop dancing.
These words were written by O’Neal LaRone Clark in 1987. We had a
passionate teacher/student relationship. Taller than six feet, I remember the day
he came to class late and came right up to the front, picked me up and whirled
me around. The class laughed. I called him ‘fool’ and laughed. It was by way of
apology for being late, for missing any moment of classroom passion. And so he
brought his own moment. I too love to dance. And so we danced our way into the
future as comrades and friends bound by all we had learned in class together.
Those who knew him remember the times he came to class early to do funny
imitations of the teacher. He died unexpectedly last year—still dancing, still
loving me now and always.
When eros is present in the classroom setting then love is bound to flourish.
Well-learned distinctions between public and private make us believe that love
has no place in the classroom. Even though many viewers could applaud a movie
like The Dead Poet’s Society, possibly identifying with the passion of the
professor and his students, rarely is such passion institutionally affirmed.
Professors are expected to publish but no one really expects or demands of us
that we really care about teaching in uniquely passionate and different ways.
Teachers who love students and are loved by them are still ‘suspect’ in the
academy. Some of the suspicion is that the presence of feelings, of passions, may
not allow for objective consideration of each student’s merit. But this very notion
is based on the false assumption that education is neutral, that there is some
‘even’ emotional ground we stand on that enables us to treat everyone equally
dispassionately. In reality, special bonds between professors and students have
always existed but traditionally they have been exclusive rather than inclusive.
To allow one’s feeling of care and will to nurture particular individuals in the
classroom to expand and embrace everyone goes against the notion of privatized
passion. In student journals from various classes I have taught there would
always be complaints about the perceived special bonding between myself and
particular students. Realizing that my students were uncertain about expressions
of care and love in the classroom, I found it necessary to teach on the subject. I
asked students once: ‘Why do you feel that the regard I extend to a particular
student cannot also be extended to each of you? Why do you think there is not
enough love or care to go around?’ To answer these questions they had to think
deeply about the society we live in, how we are taught to compete with one
another. They had to think about capitalism and how it informs the way we think
about love and care, the way we live in our bodies, the way we try to separate
mind from body.
There is not much passionate teaching or learning taking place in higher
education today. Even when students are desperately yearning to be touched by
knowledge, professors still fear the challenge, allow their worries about losing
control to override their desires to teach. Concurrently, those of us who teach the
same old subjects in the same old ways are often inwardly bored—unable to
rekindle passions we may have once felt. If, as Thomas Merton suggests in his
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essay on pedagogy ‘Learning to live’, the purpose of education is to show
students how to define themselves ‘authentically and spontaneously in relation’
to the world, then professors can best teach if we are self-actualized. Merton
reminds us that ‘the original and authentic “paradise” idea, both in the monastery
and in the university, implied not simply a celestial store of theoretic ideas to
which the Magistri and Doctores held the key, but the inner self of the student’ who
would discover the ground of their being in relation themselves, to higher
powers, to community. That the ‘fruit of education…was in the activation of that
inmost center.’ (1979:9) To restore passion to the classroom or to excite it in
classrooms where it has never been, professors must find again the place of eros
within ourselves and together allow the mind and body to feel and know and
desire.
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BE LIKE MIKE?: MICHAEL JORDAN AND
THE PEDAGOGY OF DESIRE

Michael Jordan is perhaps the best and most well-known athlete in the world
today. He has attained unparalleled cultural status because of his extraordinary
physical gifts, his marketing as an icon of race-transcending American athletic
and moral excellence and his mastery of a sport which has become the
metaphoric center of black cultural imagination. But the Olympian sum of
Jordan’s cultural meaning is greater than the fluent parts of his persona as athlete,
family man and marketing creation. There is hardly cultural precedence for the
character of his unique fame which has blurred the line between private and
public, between personality and celebrity, and between substance and symbol.
Michael Jordan stands at the breach between perception and intuition, his
cultural meaning perennially deferred from closure because his career
symbolizes possibility itself, gathering into its unfolding narrative the shattered
remnants of previous incarnations of fame and yet transcending their reach.
Jordan has been called ‘the new DiMaggio’ (Boers, 1990:30), and ‘Elvis in
high tops’, indications of the herculean cultural heroism he has come to embody.
There is even a religious element to the near worship of Jordan as a cultural icon
of invincibility, as he has been called ‘basketball’s high priest’ (Bradley, 1991–2:
60) and ‘more popular than Jesus’, except with ‘better endorsement deals’
(Vancil, 1992:51). But the quickly developing canonization of Michael Jordan
provokes reflection about the contradictory uses to which Jordan’s body is put as
a seminal cultural text and ambiguous symbol of fantasy, and the avenues of
agency and resistance available especially to black youth who make symbolic
investment in Jordan’s body as a means of cultural and personal possibility,
creativity and desire.
I understand Jordan in the broadest sense of the term to be a public
pedagogue, a figure of estimable public moral authority whose career educates
us about the convergence of productive and disenabling forms of knowledge,
desire, interest, consumption and culture in three spheres: the culture of athletics
that thrives on skill and performance; the specific expression of elements of
African-American culture; and the market forces and processes of
commodification expressed by, and produced in, advanced capitalism. By
probing these dimensions of Jordan’s cultural importance, we may gain a clearer
understanding of his function in American society.
Athletic activity has shaped and reflected important sectors of American
society. First, it produced communities of common athletic interest organized
around the development of highly skilled performance. The development of
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norms of athletic excellence evidenced in sports activities cemented communities
of participants who valorized rigorous sorts of physical discipline in preparation
for athletic competition and in expressing the highest degree of athletic skill.
Second, it produced potent subcultures that inculcated in their participants norms
of individual and team accomplishment. Such norms tapped into the bi-polar
structures of competition and co-operation that pervade American culture. Third,
it provided a means of reinscribing Western frontier myths of exploration and
discovery-asconquest on to a vital sphere of American culture. Sports activities
can be viewed in part as the attempt to symbolically ritualize and metaphorically
extend the ongoing quest for mastery of environment and vanquishing of
opponents within the limits of physical contest.
Fourth, athletic activity has served to reinforce habits and virtues centered in
collective pursuit of communal goals which are intimately connected to the
common good, usually characterized within athletic circles as ‘team spirit’. The
culture of sport has physically captured and athletically articulated the mores,
folkways and dominant visions of American society and at its best it has been
conceived as a means of symbolically embracing and equitably pursuing the just,
the good, the true and the beautiful. And, finally, the culture of athletics has
provided an acceptable and widely accessible means of white male bonding. For
much of its history, American sports activity has reflected white patriarchal
privilege and it has been rigidly defined and socially shaped by rules that
restricted the equitable participation of women and people of color.
Black participation in sports in mainstream society, therefore, is a relatively
recent phenomenon. Of course, there have existed venerable traditions of black
sports such as the Negro (Baseball) Leagues, which countered the exclusion of
black bodies from white sports. The prohibition of athletic activity by black men
in mainstream society severely limited publicly acceptable forms of displaying
black physical prowess, an issue that had been politicized during slavery and
whose legacy extended into the middle of the twentieth century. Hence, the
potentially superior physical prowess of black men, validated for many by the
long tradition of slave labor that built American society, helped reinforce racist
arguments about the racial regimentation of social space and the denigration of
the black body as an inappropriate presence in traditions of American sport.
Coupled with this fear of superior black physical prowess was the notion that
inferior black intelligence limited the ability of blacks to perform excellently in
those sports activities which required mental concentration and agility. These
two forces—the presumed lack of sophisticated black cognitive skills and the fear
of superior black physical prowess—restricted black sports participation to
thriving but financially handicapped subcultures of black athletic activity. Later
of course, the physical prowess of the black body would be acknowledged and
exploited as a supremely fertile zone of profit as mainstream athletic society
literally cashed in on the symbolic danger of black sports excellence.
Because of its marginalized status within the regime of American sports, black
athletic activity often acquired a social significance that transcended the internal
dimensions of game, sport and skill. Black sport became an arena not only for
testing the limits of physical endurance and forms of athletic excellence—while
reproducing or repudiating ideals of American justice, goodness, truth and beauty

Downloaded by [Central Uni Library Bucharest] at 05:26 07 October 2013

MICHAEL JORDAN 67

—but it also became a way of ritualizing racial achievement against socially
imposed barriers to cultural performance.
In short, black sport activity often acquired a heroic dimension, as viewed in
the careers of figures such as Joe Louis, Jackie Robinson, Althea Gibson, Wilma
Rudolph, Muhummad Ali and Arthur Ashe. Black sports heroes transcended the
narrow boundaries of specific sports activities and garnered importance as icons
of cultural excellence, symbolic figures who embodied social possibilities of
success denied to other people of color. But they also captured and catalyzed the
black cultural fetishization of sport as a means of expressing black cultural style,
as a means of valorizing craft as a marker of racial self-expression, and as a
means of pursuing social and economic mobility.
It is this culture of black athletics, created against the background of social and
historical forces that shaped American athletic activity, that helped produce
Jordan and help explain the craft that he practices. Craft is the honing of skill by
the application of discipline, time, talent and energy toward the realization of a
particular cultural or personal goal. American folk cultures are pervaded by craft,
from the production of cultural artif acts that express particular ethnic histories
and traditions, to the development of styles of life and work that reflect and
symbolize a community’s values, virtues and goals. Michael Jordan’s skills
within basketball are clearly phenomenal, but his game can only be sufficiently
explained by understanding its link to the fusion of African-American cultural
norms and practices, and the idealization of skill and performance that
characterize important aspects of American sport. I will identify three defining
characteristics of Jordan’s game that reflect the influence of African-American
culture on his style of play.
First, Jordan’s style of basketball reflects the will to spontaneity. I mean here
the way in which historical accidence is transformed into cultural advantage and
the way acts of apparently random occurrence are spontaneously and
imaginatively employed by Africans and African-Americans in a variety of
forms of cultural expression. When examining Jordan’s game, this feature of
African-American culture clearly functions in his unpredictable eruptions of
basketball creativity. It was apparent, for instance, during game 2 of the National
Basketball Association 1991 championship series between Jordan’s Chicago
Bulls and the Los Angeles Lakers, in a shot that even Jordan ranked in his
alltime top 10 (McCallum, 1991:32). Jordan made a drive toward the lane,
gesturing with his hands and body that he was about to complete a patent Jordan
dunk shot with his right hand. But when he spied defender Sam Perkins slipping
over to oppose his shot, he switched the ball in midair to his left hand to make an
underhanded scoop shot instead, which became immediately known as the
‘Ievitation’ shot. Such improvisation, a staple of the will to spontaneity, allows
Jordan to expand his vocabulary of athletic spectacle, which is the stimulation of
a desire to bear witness to the revelation of truth and beauty compressed into acts
of athletic creativity.
Second, Jordan’s game reflects the stylization of the performed self. This is the
creation and projection of a sport persona that is an identifying mark of diverse
African-American creative enterprises, from the complexly layered jazz
experimentation of John Coltrane, the trickstering and signifying comedic
routines of Richard Pryor, and the rhetorical ripostes and oral significations of
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rapper Kool Moe Dee. Jordan’s whole game persona is a graphic depiction of the
performed self as flying acrobat, resulting in his famous moniker ‘Air Jordan’.
Jordan’s performed self is rife with the language of physical expressiveness:
head moving, arms extending, hands waving, tongue wagging, and legs
spreading.
He has also developed a resourceful repertoire of dazzling dunk shots which
further specify and articulate his performed self, and which have garnered him a
special niche within the folklore of the game: the cradle jam, rock-a-baby, kiss
the rim, lean in, and the tomahawk. In Jordan’s game, the stylization of a
performed self has allowed him to create a distinct sports persona that has
athletic as well as economic consequences, while mastering sophisticated levels
of physical expression and redefining the possibilities of athletic achievement
within basketball.
Finally, there is the subversion of perceived limits through the use of edifying
deception, which in Jordan’s case centers around the space/time continuum. This
moment in African-American cultural practice is the ability to flout widely
understood boundaries through mesmerization and alchemy, a subversion of
common perceptions of the culturally or physically possible through the creative
and deceptive manipulation of appearance. Jordan is perhaps most famous for his
alleged ‘hang time’, the uncanny ability to remain suspended in midair longer
than other basketball players while executing his stunning array of improvised
moves. But Jordan’s ‘hang time’ is technically a misnomer, and can be more
accurately attributed to Jordan’s skillful athletic deception, his acrobatic leaping
ability and his intellectual toughness in projecting an aura of uniqueness around
his craft than to his defiance of gravity and the laws of physics.
No human being, including Michael Jordan, can successfully defy the law of
gravity and achieve relatively sustained altitude without the benefit of machines.
As Douglas Kirkpatrick points out, the equation for altitude is: 1/2g×t2=VO×t
(Chicago Tribune, 1990:28). However, Jordan appears to hang by stylistically
relativizing the fixed co-ordinates of space and time through the skillful
management and manipulation of his body in midair. For basketball players,
hang time is the velocity and speed a player takes off with combined with the
path her/his center of gravity follows on her/his way up. At the peak of a player’s
vertical jump, the velocity and speed is close to, or at, 0; hanging motionless in
the air is the work of masterful skill and illusion (Chicago Tribune, 1990:28).
Michael Jordan, through the consummate skill and style of his game, only
appears to be hanging in space for more than the one second that human beings are
capable of remaining airborne.
But the African-American aspects of Jordan’s game are indissolubly linked to
the culture of consumption and the commodification of black culture.1 Because of
Jordan’s past-mastery of basketball, his squeaky-clean image and his youthful
vigor in pursuit of the American Dream, he has become, along with Bill Cosby,
the quintessential pitchman in American society. Even his highly publicized
troubles with gambling, his refusal to visit the White House after the Bulls’
championship season, and a book which purports to expose the underside of his
heroic myth have barely tarnished his All-American image.2 Jordan eats Wheaties,
drives Chevrolets, wears Hanes, drinks Coca-Cola, consumes McDonald’s,
guzzles Gatorade, and of course, wears Nikes. He and his shrewd handlers have
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successfully produced, packaged, marketed and distributed his image and
commodified his symbolic worth, transforming cultural capital into cash,
influence, prestige, status and wealth. To that degree, at least, Jordan repudiates
the sorry tradition of the black athlete as the naif who loses his money to
piranhalike financial wizards, investors and hangers-on. He represents the new
age athletic entrepreneur who understands that American sport is esconced in the
cultural practices associated with business and that it demands particular forms
of intelligence, perception and representation to prevent abuse and maximize
profit.
From the very beginning of his professional career, Jordan was consciously
marketed by his agency Pro-Serv as a peripatetic vehicle of American fantasies of
capital accumulation and material consumption tied to Jordan’s personal modesty
and moral probity. In so doing, they skillfully avoided attaching to Jordan the
image of questionable ethics and lethal excess that plagued inside traders and
corporate raiders on Wall Street during the mid-eighties, as Jordan began to
emerge as a cultural icon. But Jordan is also the symbol of the spectacle-laden
black athletic body as the site of commodified black cultural imagination.
Ironically, the black male body that has been historically viewed as threatening
and inappropriate in American society (and remains so outside of sports and
entertainment) is made an object of white desires to domesticate and dilute its
more ominous and subversive uses, even symbolically reducing Jordan’s body to
dead meat (McDonald’s McJordan hamburger), that can be consumed and
expelled as waste.
Jordan’s body is also the screen upon which is projected black desires to
emulate his athletic excellence and replicate his entry into reaches of unimaginable
wealth and fame. But there is more than vicarious substitution and the projection
of fantasy on to Jordan’s body that is occurring in the circulation and
reproduction of black cultural desire. There is also the creative use of desire and
fantasy by young blacks to counter, and capitulate to, the forces of cultural
dominance that attempt to reduce the black body to a commodity and text that is
employed for entertainment, titillation or financial gain. Simply said, there is no
easy correlation between the commodification of black youth culture and the
evidences of a completely dominated consciousness.
Even within the dominant cultural practices that seek to turn the black body
into pure profit, disruptions of capital are embodied, for instance, in messages
circulated in black communities by public moralists who criticize the
exploitation of black cultural creativity by casual footwear companies. In short,
there are instances of both black complicity and resistance in the
commodification of black cultural imagination, and the ideological criticism of
exploitative cultural practices must always be linked to the language of
possibility and agency in rendering a complex picture of the black cultural
situation. As Henry Giroux observes:
The power of complicity and the complicity of power are not exhausted
simply by registering how people are positioned and located through the
production of particular ideologies structured through particular
discourses…It is important to see that an overreliance on ideology critique
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has limited our ability to understand how people actively participate in the
dominant culture through processes of accommodation, negotiation, and
even resistance (1992:194–5).
In making judgments about the various uses of the black body, especially
Jordan’s symbolic corporeality, we must specify how both consent and
opposition to exploitation are often signalled in expressions of cultural creativity.
In examining his reactions to the racial ordering of athletic and cultural life,
the ominous specificity of the black body creates anxieties for Jordan. His
encounters with the limits of culturally mediated symbols of race and racial
identity have occasionally mocked his desire to live beyond race, to be ‘neither
black nor white’ (Patton, 1986:52) to be ‘viewed as a person’ (Vancil, 1992:57).
While Jordan chafes under indictment by black critics who claim that he is not
‘black enough’, he has perhaps not clearly understood the differences between
enabling versions of human experience that transcend the exclusive gaze of race,
and disenabling visions of human community that seek race-neutrality.
The former is the attempt to expand the perimeters of human experience
beyond racial determinism, to nuance and deepen our understanding of the
constituent elements of racial identity and to understand how race, along with
class, gender, geography and sexual preference shape and constrain human
experience. The latter is the belief in an intangible, amorphous, nonhistorical and
raceless category of ‘person’, existing in a zone beyond not simply the negative
consequences of race, but beyond the specific patterns of cultural and racial
identity that constitute and help shape human experience. Jordan’s unclarity is
consequential, weighing heavily on his apolitical bearing and his refusal to
acknowledge the public character of his private beliefs about American society
and the responsibility of his role as a public pedagogue.
Indeed it is the potency of black cultural expressions which have not only helped
influence his style of play, but which have also made the sneaker industry he
lucratively participates in a multi-billion dollar business. Michael Jordan has
helped seize upon the commercial consequences of black cultural preoccupation
with style, and the commodification of the black juvenile imagination at the site
of the sneaker. At the juncture of the sneaker, a host of cultural, political and
economic forces and meanings meet, collide, shatter and are reassembled to
symbolize the situation of contemporary black culture.
The sneaker reflects at once the projection and stylization of black urban
realities linked in our contemporary historical moment to rap culture and the
underground political economy of crack, and reigns as the universal icon for the
culture of consumption. The sneaker symbolizes the ingenious manner in which
black cultural nuances of cool, hip and chic have influenced the broader
American cultural landscape. It was black street culture that influenced sneaker
companies’ aggressive invasion of the black juvenile market in taking advantage
of the increasing amounts of disposable income of young black men as a result
of legitimate and illegitimate forms of work.
Problematically, though, the sneaker also epitomizes the worst features of the
social production of desire, and represents the ways in which moral energies of
social conscience about material values are drained by the messages of
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undisciplined acquisitiveness promoted by corporate dimensions of the culture of
consumption. These messages, of rapacious consumerism supported by cultural
and personal narcissism, are articulated on Wall Street and are related to the
expanding inner city juvenocracy, where young black men rule over black urban
space in the culture of crack and illicit criminal activity, fed by desires to ‘live
large’ and to reproduce capitalism’s excesses on their own terrain. Also, sneaker
companies make significant sums of money from the illicit gains of drug dealers.
Moreover while sneaker companies have exploited black cultural expressions
of cool, hip, chic and style, they rarely benefit the people who both consume the
largest quantity of products and whose culture redefined the sneaker companies’
raison d’être. This situation is more severely compounded by the presence of
spokespeople like Jordan, Spike Lee and Bo Jackson, who are either ineffectual,
defensive about or indifferent to the lethal consequences (especially in urban
black-on-black violence over sneaker company products) of black juvenile
acquisition and consumption of products that these figures have helped make
culturally desirable and economically marketable.
Basketball is the metaphoric center of black juvenile culture, a major means by
which even temporary forms of cultural and personal transcendence of personal
limits are experienced. Michael Jordan is at the center of this black athletic
culture, the supreme symbol of black cultural creativity in a society of
diminishing tolerance for the black youth whose fascination with Jordan has
helped sustain him. But Jordan is also the iconic fixture of broader segments of
American society who see in him the ideal figure: a black man of extraordinary
genius on the court and before the cameras, who by virtue of his magical skills
and godlike talents symbolizes the meaning of human possibility while refusing
to root it in the specific forms of culture and race in which it must inevitably
make sense or fade to ultimate irrelevance.
Jordan also represents the contradictory impulses of the contemporary culture
of consumption, where the black athletic body is deified, reified and rearticulated
within the narrow meanings of capital and commodity. But there is both
resistance and consent to the exploitation of black bodies in Jordan’s explicit
cultural symbolism, as he provides brilliant glimpses of black culture’s ingenuity
of improvisation as a means of cultural expression and survival. It is also
partially this element of black culture that has created in American society a
desire to dream Jordan, to ‘Be like Mike’.
This pedagogy of desire that Jordan embodies, although at points immobilized
by its depoliticized cultural contexts, is nevertheless a remarkable achievement in
contemporary American culture: a six-foot-six American man of obvious African
descent is the dominant presence and central cause of athletic fantasy in a sport
that twenty years ago was denigrated as a black man’s game and hence deemed
unworthy of wide attention or support. Jordan is therefore the bearer of meanings
about black culture larger than his individual life, the symbol of a pedagogy of
style, presence and desire that is immediately communicated by sight of his black
body before it can be contravened by reflection.
In the final analysis, his big black body—graceful and powerful, elegant and
dark—symbolizes the possibilities of other black bodies to at least remain safe
long enough to survive within the limited but significant sphere of sport, since
Jordan’s achievements have furthered the cultural acceptance of at least the black
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athletic body. In that sense, Jordan’s powerful cultural capital has not been
exhausted by narrow understandings of his symbolic absorption by the demands
of capital and consumption. His body is still the symbolic carrier of racial and
cultural desires to fly beyond limits and obstacles, a fluid metaphor of mobility
and ascent to heights of excellence secured by genius and industry. It is this
power to embody the often conflicting desires of so many that makes Michael
Jordan a supremely instructive figure for our times.
Notes
1 I do not mean here a theory of commodification that does not accentuate the forms
of agency that can function even within restrictive and hegemonic cultural
practices. Rather, I think that, contrary to élitist and overly pessimistic Frankfurt
School readings of the spectacle of commodity within mass cultures, common people
can exercise ‘everyday forms of resistance’ to hegemonic forms of cultural
knowledge and practice. For an explication of the function of everyday forms of
resistance, see Scott (1990).
2 For a critical look at Jordan behind the myth, see Smith, The Jordan Rules (1992).
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ROGER I.SIMON

FORMS OF INSURGENCY IN THE
PRODUCTION OF POPULAR MEMORIES:
THE COLUMBUS QUINCENTENARY
AND THE PEDAGOGY OF COUNTERCOMMEMORATION
The aim of judgment in historical or literary-critical discourse…is not
that of determining guilt or innocence. It is to change history to
memory: to make a case for what should be remembered, and how it
should be remembered. This responsibility converts every judgment
into a judgment on the person who makes it. (Hartman, 1989:80)
Addressed to ‘current resident’, I recently received a mail-order catalog inviting
me to acquire an assorted set of trendy American middle-class kitsch. Amid the
plethora of procurable objects, which included audio cassettes of ‘Classic Bob
and Ray’, Sterling Silver Teddy Bear Earrings with Matching Necklace, a book
entitled The Best of the Old Farmer’s Almanac, and my choice of three different
M.C. Escher Silk Neckties, was a T-shirt on which appears a picture of a
fifteenth-century sailing ship and the inscription ‘How could Columbus have
discovered America when Native Americans were already here?’ Accompanying
the catalog image was the following text: This shirt poses an intriguing question
—and reminds us all that our continent’s heritage goes back a lot further than
1492.’ The counter-commemoration1 has clearly not eluded commodification.
Yet commodification does not necessarily imply trivialization. Indeed, I will
argue that consideration of this simple T-shirt can serve as a strategically
productive entry into the study of a problem of crucial and current concern: the
construction of a pedagogy that may help elicit the reformation of historical
memory, consciousness and imagination (Kaye, 1991). To begin, one must locate
the shirt in its undeniable context. In the last eighteen months the occurrence of
the Columbus quincentenary has launched an extensive production and
marketing of books, films, TV and radio programs, theatre performances, and rap
songs as well as buttons, decorative and declarative fabrics, calendars, puzzles
and games. While most of these commodities are intended to exploit the
commemorative interest in either its celebratory or contentious forms it would be
a mistake to dismiss their cultural significance. No doubt, it is important to
reserve a degree of cynicism for the interest in history promoted by educators
and entrepreneurs on the major anniversaries of past events.2 However, such
reservations do not negate what should be grasped about the Columbian
commodities mentioned above. As constructions within the field of historical
representation they are all attempts to make claims on our understanding of the
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past. In other words, they represent a portion of a complex process of the
production of social memory; a process whose form and substance is
simultaneously pedagogical and political.
In the North America of the late twentieth century, there is little doubt that
cultural commodity forms have become integral to the formation of popular
memories. Yet an interest in the formation of popular memories requires a
consideration of the complementarity and contradictions among all the ways in
which a sense of the past is constructed. A contested terrain, the past is traversed
by competing and contradictory constructions. Cultural workers intending to
initiate pedagogies of historical reformation need an understanding of the
topography on which these struggles are taking place. A simple (yet incomplete)
list of the sites3 of popular memory production indicates the complexity at hand.
• Government rituals which reference national origins; literally the theatre of
the state, e.g., the traditions of parliament and the monarchy
• State-sponsored commemorations either declared or enacted in law, e.g.,
holidays or national days of remembrance
• National and local archives which not only select what is considered important
to preserve but define the retrieval codes which will provide access to stored
documents and artifacts
• Public and private schools which mediate the relation between communities
and state sanctioned historical representations
• Academic journals and books
• Museums and galleries, both state sponsored and private
• Fiction and non-fiction, adult and children’s books produced for the ‘general
public’
• Newspapers, magazines and television news programs and documentaries
• Fictional narratives produced for either television or cinema
• Prints, posters, postcards and T-shirts
• Story quilts and arpelleras
• Performance spaces: theatres, community centers, etc.
• Public art ranging from state-commissioned monuments to community murals
• Photo albums and diaries
• Collections of memorabilia
• Orally produced and reproduced family or community narratives
• Ritualized expressive speech forms
Taken together these sites constitute the field within which the practice of
historical representation takes place; the locus of the social production of
collective memory. Of course this field is not homogenous in either its
occupancy nor in the pedagogical potential of its commemorative practices
(although this non-homogeneity is more complex than it first might appear).
Obviously, some sites (national rituals, broadcast television, public schools)
incorporate a capability for reaching far more people than others (theatre
productions, gallery exhibitions). Furthermore, not all citizens have equal access
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to the use of sites thus creating circumstances within which certain groups/
agencies defined by particular communities of interest have control of
commemorative practices enabling certain memories and forms of remembrance
to become dominant across a public sphere. Additionally, it is quite evident that
such groups/agencies have been successful in defining some sites as more
legitimate than others in regard to their propensity to represent the truth. All of
this, of course, points to the construction of hegemonic memories which, most
often through what they omit, suppress remembrances which might call into
question existing forms of social production and distributions of material wealth.
Of course, there are complications in the dynamics within this field that make
the practice of hegemony unstable. First of all, the truth value accorded
representations in any given site is not evenly distributed across complexly
organized communities. Secondly, people do at times ignore dominant semiotic
conventions and make of such representations what they will. Hence
representations may become unintentional parodies or are appropriated into
contexts which shift their meaning.4 Third, some of the more marginal sites of
representations have considerable accessibility and greater potential for
becoming living memories in people’s everyday lives (posters placed in one’s
office or home). Fourth, while it is certainly the case that groups of people who
have long been marginalized both in cultural representations and in their access
to social wealth find themselves using sites with an undervalued truth status and
a limited distribution capacity, all sites mentioned above are the loci of possible
contestation. Fifth, because people who work in/have access to different sites
throughout the field can and do contest dominant memories, this initiates
considerable crosscirculation of texts and images. The result is a field filled with
the potential for aggregated relations which may function (within the sphere of
cultural politics) as alliances working in favor of broadly based reformation.5
Remembrance, commemoradon and cultural politics
None of us can know of past events beyond our immediate experience outside of
the ways they are taught to us. As James Young suggests, the truths of events
inhere in the ways we understand, interpret, and write their history: ‘This is not
to deny the historical facts of events outside of narrative framing, but to
emphasize the difficulty of interpreting, expressing, and acting on these facts
outside of the ways we frame them’ (1988:3) In this Young is acknowledging
that the past is not simply passed from generation to generation but regenerated
within the contemporary forms through which its story is told. In other words,
historical representations have an inherent pedagogical function and hence
potentially matter a great deal.
Whether in the form of a T-shirt inscription, poster, print document or film,
historical representations are practices that deliberately attempt to shape social
memory. Such practices seek to either maintain or reinterpret dominant
narratives, revive marginal ones, or bring to light those formerly suppressed,
unheard or unarticulated. Historical representations are provocations aimed at
altering our ongoing processes of collective remembrance. Central to these
processes is a procedure within which images and stories of a shared past are
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woven together with a person (or group’s) feelings and comprehension of their
embodied presence in time and space. These processes of remembrance are
organized and produced within practices of commemoration which initiate and
structure the relation between a representation of past events and that
constellation of affect and information which define a standpoint from which
various people engage such representations.
It is in this sense that commemorative practices are pedagogical not only in
function but in their very character. Pedagogy is a term which signals the
practical synthesis of the questions ‘what should be taught and why’ with
considerations as to how that teaching should take place [Simon, 1992:55–7]. As
a pedagogical form, commemoration incorporates a set of evaluations that
structure what memories should inform our social imagination as well as a
detailed, structured set of operations for presenting and engaging historical
representations intended to provoke and sediment affect and meaning (Giroux,
1992; Trend, 1992). Historical monuments and high-school history texts are
different versions of commemorative practices; likewise are poems, plays, films,
videos and novels written to re-present aspects of past events. Ritual practices
such as the Passover Seder which includes both oral and performative
dimensions are also commemorative. In the fall of 1991, a replica of Leif
Erickson’s Viking ship completed a cross-Atlantic voyage by landing in Canada.
This event too was a deliberate practice of commemoration timed to contest, not
the notion of the ‘discovery’ of America, but the historical figure to be claimed
as the ‘discoverer’.
While the pedagogy of commemoration deserves the widest form of possible
scrutiny, this paper is focused on a particular form of pedagogy, attempting to
understand its conditions of possibility. My interest is in what I will be calling
‘insurgent commemoration’; attempts to construct and engage representations
that rub taken-for-granted history against the grain so as to revitalize and
rearticulate what one sees as desirable and necessary for an open, just and lifesustaining future. In other words my concern is with the ongoing dialectic
between the present and the past as it is constituted in practices of
commemoration; practices implicitly or explicitly organized within a political
problematic.
The pedagogical and political [i.e., ethical] character of commemoration is
centered6 in the range of options for practical action defined and legitimated by a
particular way a past is remembered, understood and linked to the present. In
other words, we must be sensitive to the range of modalities through which the
present makes an educational claim on the past. Such concerns proceed from the
very human response that the past has something to teach us, but as well gives
full recognition to the fact that there are alternative ways, each with a distinct
pedagogical and political character, of constituting its lessons. I am not here
concerned with the myriad of reasons which justify the full exercise of an
historical imagination. I am also bypassing the educational argument that the
teaching of history as a method is of importance in formulating critical thinking
skills. My focus is the claim that knowledge of the past is important because it
can make a difference in the present. Acknowledging and grappling with the
complexity of this assumed educative relation between present and past is
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important to those of us who—as cultural workers and teachers—create,
organize, distribute and structure engagements with commemorations.
Rather than engage in an extensive topological discussion of the various ways
the present makes an educational claim on the past, I simply want to stress that
the pedagogic action embedded in various forms of countercommemoration
receives direction from the type of assumption one makes about the social
function of historical memory. As I will argue in detail below, much of the
counter-commemorative work focused on the Columbus quincentenary
articulates pedagogies which combine four different assumed insurgent qualities
of historical memory: (1) that social memories form the basis for communal
existence and are part of the contested terrain of national identities and the
legitimating assumptions and policies which regulate and normalize sets of
relations within a community (Hobsbawn and Ranger, 1983; Anderson, 1991);
(2) that one can fabricate valid homologies between situations across time and
that these must be attended to if we are to avoid mistakes and be inspired by the
actions of previous historical actors; (3) that the provision of information and
interpretations which demand the revision of the accepted histories can be used
to call into question the guiding interests and public legitimacy of institutions
which have provided a prevailing social truth; (4) that extermination, theft, fraud
and seizure mark the terrain of history and the memories of such acts raise basic
questions regarding the rectification of injustice.
These four qualities form a powerful insurgent mode of pedagogic action
when constituted in commemorative practices. Yet to me they remain
insufficient for constituting the educational work that needs to be done. As I
elaborate below there is also a need for practices premised on two quite different
functions of historical memory. The first rejects a form of historical reductionism
which renders contemporary events as determinate phenomena of previously
established structures and patterns. Instead, accounts of the past are utilized in
order to examine the historical specificity within which a current problem exists.
What is at stake here is made clear by Hobsbawn:
You’ve got to recognize what is new in a situation and what is, therefore,
unprecedented and to what extent old ways of handling it are inadequate or
not…these things require historical perspective and that is essentially the
capacity to see how society changes and when things are different and
when they are the same (quoted in Kaye, 1991:155).
At the core of this practice is the denaturalization of existing structures and
practices. This denaturalization stems from historical representations which
emphasize that the ‘way things are is not the way they have always been nor the
way they will, or must necessarily be in the future’ (Kaye, 1991:154).
The second addition to the variety of ways the past can press insurgently on
the present assumes a more personal level. That is, through an understanding of
how my actions are structured within my circumstantial standpoint—which itself
is constituted in a particular relation to the past—I may become more conscious
of my complicity with historically constituted forms. Indeed, this is the meeting
of the interrogation of popular memory and the practice of consciencization
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(Haug, 1986). The point of course, is that through a recovery of the origins of
current values and beliefs—their origins and tendencies known, they may be
consciously adopted, rejected or modified.
Suggesting the above insurgent potentials of historical memory is not intended
as an exercise in academic abstraction. If one’s interest is in the question of how
best to develop practices of insurgent commemoration, sorting out the different
ways in which the present and past make educative claims on each other is
important for clarifying what is at stake in the concrete details of a variety of
pedagogic actions. However, before I develop this issue by clarifying its
substance more specifically in the context of current attempts to contest the
celebratory mode of the Columbus quincentenary, it is important to further
clarify the agenda.
Towards ‘gringostroika’
Societies have differed in the degree to which their citizens have been able to
contest the hegemonic practices of commemoration. In democratic communities
we at least acknowledge in principle that previously established commemorative
practice should be open to critique and contestation. Thus democracy entails an
ongoing tension between a retention of affirmed shared memories and the
preservation of the possibility that such memories can be open to contestation. In
other words, democrats cherish rather than dismiss practices of counter-memory
which can call into question both the social imagination previously secured by
particular commemorations and the social interests and ethical vision supported
by such an imagination. In North America, such a practice might valuably take
the form of what Guillermo Gomez-Peña (Martinez, 1991) has, humorously but
seriously, called ‘gringostroika’; a process of self-criticism and renewal which
opens possibilities for change in the basic terms of reference of the relation
among citizens, their environment and their state. Such a process does not mean
mindlessly accepting all contesting counter-memories, but it does mean learning
how to hear what is being asserted within them and seriously considering the
claim they make on our understanding of the present.
Considering remembrance as a contested activity it is virtually self-evident
why the controversy over how to commemorate the quincentenary of
Columbus’s landfall is so important. At minimum the struggle here is over: how
the event is to be defined; what and whose stories and images are worth
remembering in relation to the event under consideration; as well as what it might
mean to learn from a past given our particular situated standpoints in the present
and what it might mean to learn about our present given our social organization
of representations of the past.
Refusing appropriations—accepting responsibility
This said it is important that I identify my own present standpoint in relation to
the Columbus quincentenary. This is especially so given the respect due
commitments made at the intercontinental meetings of indigenous peoples to
resist non- ‘Indian’ groups that attempt to exploit the cause of ‘Indian’ people in
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1992. There is a long history of the subsumption of concern for the peoples of
the ‘New World’ into both dominant and resistant European agendas (e.g.,
England’s propaganda against Spain during the period of enmity between these
two countries; Bartolome’ de la Casas’ attempts at Catholic reformation by
overturning policies legitimating the exploitation of indigenous people;
contemporary New Age appropriations of First Nations spirituality). Clearly,
1992 is a time of mobilization of indigenous communities in North and South
America for long-term constructive political action. Moreover First Nations
activists are working hard to develop public awareness and support for a variety
of concrete actions in regard to native land claims, constitutional acceptance of
inherent right of self-government, religious freedom, protection of sacred sites,
community economic development and control of education. Given the ongoing
process of learning what it means to be in solidarity with each other perhaps then
for non-natives like myself, 1992 should be a time, not for speaking and writing,
but for supportive listening.
The importance of such listening cannot be overstated. Yet self-limitation to
such a posture would be an unfortunate restriction regulated by a focus on the
question, ‘who speaks?’; unfortunate because it suppresses the corollary
questions of ‘who is listening and what are they hearing?’ Non-native educators
have a responsibility to recognize that we have a role to play in influencing what
is heard in our communities. Indeed the question of how to initiate
‘gringostroika’ is our question. Recovered histories and the availability of stories
previously suppressed do not ensure they will be incorporated into communal
identities. While there is potential in such voices to challenge dominant
memories and the social order they underwrite, if commemorative practice is
simply concerned with ‘correcting memory’ and not explicitly concerned with
renewing a reconstructed living history for a community, the potential
insurgency in such practice will be greatly diminished. For me, recaptured and
recreated textual and visual memories must be situated in communities in ways
that enable remembering and living from within the standpoint of those
memories. Thus it is that I am here concerned with the pedagogy of countercommemoration.
Missing stories and narrative re/visions
It is at this point that I want to return to the T-shirt mentioned at the beginning of
this paper. This rather modest image-text is part of the widespread effort to
contest the dominant narrative of ‘discovery’ which for centuries has been rooted
in the popular memories of non-indigenous North Americans. By considering the
various pedagogical implications of what may at first seem a rather simple
example, I intend to demonstrate the complexity inherent in the practice of
insurgent commemoration.
Compared to books, films and more complex art forms, the inscribed T-shirt
might seem trivial; a rather bare iconographic statement with a minimum of
narrative and always in danger of reduction to a commodity cliché. Yet such
apparel has become pervasive in North America and shirts with images and text
designed to instigate forms of remembrance are now a cultural commonplace.
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Indeed the form sustains its own dynamic as a pedagogical practice. A sign
carried by bodies, the inscribed T-shirt brings its referent close to us, it declares
the entry of history into our lives and confronts others we meet with our declared
relation to the past. Intersecting with other circulating discourses, it makes
history topical within the everyday and attempts to define an image-text which
has the power of mediating relations between people.7 As an act of public
remembrance it participates in the re-generation of our collective historical
imagination.
To begin to grasp the substance of the pedagogy this particular T-shirt
attempts to mobilize, consider for a moment the variety of reasons why many
people now reject the use of the term ‘discovery’.8 The most common reason is
to factually assert that the lands Columbus visited were quite well known to
thousands if not millions of people and thus to declare his landfall as a discovery
is both pompous and silly. The strongest versions of this position are suitably
ironic. Take for instance the classic commentary by Roberto Fernandez Retamar.
Madrid, Paris, Venice, Florence, Rome, Naples and Athens were all
discovered by me in 1955 (having already discovered New York in 1947),
and in 1956 I also discovered London, Antwerp and Brussels.
Nevertheless, outside of a few of my own poems and letters, I have not
found any other text which describes these interesting discoveries. I
suppose that this clamorous silence has resulted from the fact that when I
first arrived in these glamorous cities they were already full of people. A
similar line of thought has always stopped me from accepting that the
arrival of a few Europeans—soon to be five centuries ago—to the continent
where I was born and where I live should be pompously referred to as the
‘Discovery of America’ (Retamar, 1991).9 translation of this passage by
Michael Hoechsman—personal communication.
In this light, the 500-year-old use of the term ‘discovery’ is a Eurocentric conceit
which ignores the fact that the history of the peoples of the Americas began long
before the arrival of Columbus. In addition, it is argued that the very logic of
discovery constituted an acquisitive relationship between the discoverer and the
people who met him on the shore. Humans, animals and plants were collapsed
into passive objects; the wonders of both European gaze and desire (Greenblatt,
1991). Hence discovery denies the possibility of a reciprocal encounter in which
human dignity could be acknowledged and affirmed. This denial is not just a
historical misfortune but persists as a contemporary concern. It is a legacy which
has not passed and whose disruption requires (as one of its first moments) a
radical reframing of the story. Thus narratives of discovery must be rejected and
replaced not simply with the problematic notion of an encounter which initiated
reciprocal exchange, but with the realities of what happened from the indigenous
point of view.
Recall that the counter-commemorative shirt described above reads: ‘How
could Columbus have discovered America when Native Americans were already
here?’ Other counter-commemorative shirts proclaim 500 years of indigenous
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resistance to European invasion. This shirt instead asks a question. It is a
question posed from within the North American landscape and it is clearly
addressed to those responsible for creating and circulating the texts and images
proclaiming ‘discovery’ as well as those of us who have been subject to the truth
claims of such representations.
The wearing of this shirt thus initiates a double pedagogical purpose. In
relation to its membership in the genre of current texts which dismiss European
notions of ‘New World’ discovery, the public wearing of such a shirt functions
not so much as a question than as an assertion of solidarity with indigenous
people who are increasingly gaining a wide hearing for a different story. In this
sense, the wearing of the shirt is an act of commemoration which is intended to
remind us of that which we previously hadn’t the chance to remember. For
centuries we have missed the ‘view from the shore’; we have missed, in the
words of Deborah Small, ‘what it is like to be discovered’ (Small, 1992). Thus we
are made to be attentive, to hear that we are being asked to listen and, in the first
moment of solidarity, we must do so.10
What we are asked to hear is that the past is being reclaimed as a site of
injustice. Instead of the language of discovery we are asked to hear the language
of invasion, occupation, attempted genocide and resistance. As indigenous
communities in both hemispheres rename the time period since Columbus’s
arrival as ‘500 Years of Resistance’—reconstituting communal identities in this
moment of historical agency—members of non-indigenous communities are
being asked to respond to the question: what does the rectification of past
injustice require us to do both in 1992 and beyond? Thus is constituted the first
pedagogic moment initiated by the wearing of this shirt.
But the wearing of the shirt potentially does something more. Through
challenging those it addresses to question received ‘truths’ and revise the
narrative through which we have historically understood the genesis of
our collective present, ‘we’ are also being asked to reflect on the status of the
people and texts who promulgated these ‘truths’ in the first place. In other
words, the image-text of the shirt also initiates the conditions from which the
practice of the uncovering and demythification of power relations takes place.
Indeed, this has not been lost on many teachers who are now ‘rethinking’ the
way the history of Columbus’s landfall has been taught in schools. Indeed students
are being asked to respond to such questions as ‘What other stories in your
history texts display similar interpretive biases?’ ‘Why have you used these
texts?’ ‘Who has authorized them?’ ‘What and whose interests are served by
their continued use?’ (Bigelow, 1991)
For the above reasons, this T-shirt stands as an example of how specific
pedagogies are articulated from within particular modes of constituting the
educative relation between past and present. The historically pervasive notion of
discovery is framed within a practice of ideological hegemony designed to
ensure dominant interests. Indeed, the critique of discovery as a hegemonic lie is
used pedagogically to call into question the entire apparatus of historical
representation which has presented this and other stories central to the formation
of the West. New narratives are offered which raise questions of what
collectively needs to be done to redress the legacy of colonialism while those
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struggling against current structures and agents of that colonialism are given
‘heart’ by the rewritten stories of the past.
Yet I think if we construct our counter-commemorative pedagogies on these
terms alone, we are missing an important dimension of the educational work that
needs to be done. The weakness of a commemorative pedagogy that discredits
the dominant narratives of discovery is the failure to interrogate the basis for
their intelligibility in the first place. In words suitable to occasions of history and
judgment, Geoffrey Hartman makes clear the issue: ‘denunciation is not enough;
it tends to foster a paranoid style of localizing evil that removes the issues too far
from our time’ (Hartman, 1989:55–84) and, may I add, ourselves.
Rethinking the dismissal of the language of discovery
It is for the above reason that I have been spending some time rethinking the
importance of maintaining the notion of the European ‘discovery’ of the
Americas while simultaneously shifting it out of its mythic abstract encrustation.
Instead of dismissing the notion of discovery, it seems to me it must be made
problematic. At stake is the potential of additional insurgent commemorations,
representational practices built with a cognizance of how particular ways of
apprehending the past might be implicated in our understanding of and
complicity with current unjust social relations and the prospects for a personal
and communal renewal of identities and the possibilities which structure our
everyday lives.
This alternative perspective on the European notion of discovery acknowledges
that the phrase can be used to indicate a revealing of something that was
previously unknown. As Mary C.Fuller points out in English texts about the
‘New World’:
‘Discover’ frequently carried the sense of revealing, laying open something
previously hidden, bringing to light something previously dark…
Discovery makes what exists at a distance…visible, accessible,
understood. Discovery is the project of moving what is ‘in there’, the
inwardness of the New World, to ‘out here’—the public space of England
—in a simple motion of unveiling (Fuller, 1991:45).
This perspective makes partially intelligible the use of the term by Europeans
who chose to narrate the consequences of Columbus’s voyage as a tale of
discovery.11 Columbus did initiate (as others who reached the Americas before
him did not) an unveiling of that which was previously unknown to the European
world.
In Europe prior to 1500, the ocean was both a sign signifying the unknown as
well as a physical barrier preventing knowledge. Crossing this barrier initiated a
process of revelation. A revealing of a reality not immediately available in
experience but requiring mediation through representation. This meant the telling
of stories, the description of people, events and places, and the display of
artifacts (including people made objects) all previously outside of European
experience. The event of discovery required the symbolic rendering of that which
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was not previously known into text and image; a practice always limited by
existing epistemological frames. Thus was formed through text, picture and
‘artifact’ a set of image-landscapes of a ‘new world’; ones that entered into the
formation of the plans, desires, actions of Europeans both on their own continent
and in the ‘Americas’.
This argument does not justify the historically hegemonic narrative of
discovery but rather seeks to interrogate the form and consequences of its
associated representational requirements. As Michel de Certeau (1986) has
emphasized, at stake here is an inquiry into how a ‘new world’ was made visible,
accessible and understood BY WHOM, FOR WHOM and WITH WHAT
CONSEQUENCES both for legitimation of action and interest and in
concordance with WHAT NOTIONS of WHOSE DESIRE?
Such inquiries can form the basis of commemorations which provoke
remembrance of the European response to what Stephen Greenblatt calls the
sensation of ‘wonder’—‘the decisive emotional and intellectual experience in the
presence of radical difference’ (1991:14). Undeniably, this response was both
physical and discursive. While the remembrance of the physical response—what
Europeans did—must remain the prime focus of commemorative practice, I want
to emphasize the pedagogical importance of practices which continue to
rearticulate a collective memory of the discursive response. Initially, this may
seem arcane; a call for a practice which incorporates the remembrance of a
discourse as a discourse. Greenblatt is helpful in clarifying what is at stake.
If microbes lie altogether beyond the grasp of Renaissance discourse, the
other forces that we have cited as brute facts should under no
circumstances be naturalized. The possession of weapons and the will to
use them on defenseless people are cultural matters that are intimately
bound up with discourse: with the stories that a culture tells itself, its
conceptions of personal boundary and liability, its whole collective system
of rules. And if gold is a natural phenomenon, the all-consuming craving
for gold most assuredly is not. (63–4)
This is not a statement of linguistic omnipotence. The comprehension of events
is rarely exhausted in a consideration of their discursive referents. In his focus on
discourse, what Greenblatt is emphasizing is the interrelation of the
denaturalization of history and the recognition that ‘the drive to bring experience
under discursive control is inseparable from the task of ethical justification and
legitimation’ (fn37:170). In other words, a commemoration of the discursive
response to the experience of ‘wonder’ is, at root, a remembrance of the
presumptions, values and regulating forms which articulate a constructed moral
framework.
This is the decisive point for the cultural work of insurgent commemoration. At
stake is a pedagogy which moves away from the exclusive concern with
historically isolated discussions of who did what to whom. Such discussions are
too easily dismissed as a ‘pious self serving moralizing…of no good whatever to
the dead, and of dubious good to us the living, who are, as it is, altogether too
prone to think ourselves kinder, wiser, and certainly less infectious’ (Mays,
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1991). What moves more centrally into focus are the forms through which
relationships with those who are Other to ourselves are established and
negotiated. While this may entail some degree of focus on motives and
assumptions of individual historical actors, this is not the chief concern.12
Instead, such commemorations would ask us to grasp the ways the encounter
between indigenous and non-indigenous peoples were structured and continue to
be structured and whether one can recognize the discursive continuities and
transformations in this continuance. What is at stake is whether or not ‘we can
come to a recognition of the ethical relation between self and other in the
narratives we tell’.13 It would be a mistake to characterize this as an obsessive
‘detailing of the sins of Europe that has become a perverse form of narcissism’
(Miller, 1992). This is anything but narcissism. Assumed here is that we situate
ourselves in certain relations to the Other within narratives that orient our actions
toward the Other. But also assumed is an agency within which we can initiate the
reconstruction of this relation aided in part by narratives which redefine the basic
terms of relation among citizens and among citizens, their environment and their
state. Indeed, at stake here is nothing less than Gomez-Peña’s notion of
gringostroika; a search for the conditions necessary in order to secure social forms
and institutional structures which will initiate a life-sustaining, non-subordinate
interdependency.
To illustrate the pedagogical importance of this perspective I think it
important to point to an example of counter-commemorative work which takes
as its point of departure the language of discovery. A number of recent studies
make clear the extensive way, in both Spanish and English texts, the language of
the discovery of the ‘New World’ by Europeans was relentlessly relentlessly
gendered (Montrose, 1991:1–41; Zamora, 1990–1:127–49). In a very different
site of historical representation, Karen Atkinson has been developing
commemorative practices that are centered on this issue. Atkinson, an artist,
writer, curator and teacher, has been creating images and installations which
superimpose contemporary photographs from Caribbean travel brochures with
original woodcuts depicting indigenous peoples experiencing the European
invasion. Juxtaposed with these images are texts from tourist magazines, travel
brochures, Columbus’s diary and letters, as well as from a variety of Renaissance
books—poetic and geographic—which extol the wonders of the ‘New World’.
What Atkinson’s work makes clear is a remarkable continuity in the way in
which the Caribbean is textually constituted for a population not indigenous to
its islands (Atkinson, 1992). These lands (in the words of promotional tourism)
remain virgin, unspoiled, seductive, refined, laid back…they wait just for you.
Without collapsing the specificity of different historical eras, what Atkinson is
asking us to recognize is the continuity of the tropes of desire which organize so
much of the North American popular representation of the Caribbean. These are
desires which promise fulfillment in a particular form of relationship, where the
Other is the exotic, but available and willing object, who is open to being taken.
The insurgent character of the historical images and text employed by
Atkinson is mobilized within their function as a form of perverse ethical referent.
From the standpoint of the Other (indigenous/women), Atkinson’s work attempts
to force a re-recognition of historical discourse in order to expose its moral
frameworks but in a manner that encourages us to use such a re-recognition as a
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basis for an interrogation and evaluation of the present and our standpoint in it.
Contextualized in the current circulation of discourses contesting the meaning of
the quincentenary, through her image constructions and text juxtapositions
Atkinson has created a pedagogical form in which remembrance becomes a
process through which we are asked—by recognizing our complicity in
historically gendered forms—to reconsider the desires and associated
assumptions that structure the eros which informs both our human encounters
and our ecological interrelation with the environments through which we move.
If one accepts this form of pedagogy as a valuable addition to the notion of
insurgent commemoration, the question occurs as to how should the voices and
histories of those who have not been previously heard be positioned together
within a project where the main focus is to ‘work on ourselves’? The answer, I
think is that they must proceed in parallel. One emphasis provokes remembrance
of invasion, resistance and survival as an insurgent critique of the idea that any
of the nation-states of the Americas should continue to be informed through
narratives which propose a common identity linked within a single unifying
culture and history. The other emphasizes that past forms of encounter are not to
be grasped as inevitable consequences of history—as simply casualties in the
early construction of the modern world—but as constituted through the actions
of people. It is able to take seriously the perspective of those made victim and
refuse the obscenity of accepting their suffering in the name of history. Instead
of offering the deadening mantle of guilt, it challenges us to act in the name of a
collective responsibility to continue the quest for justice and the establishment of
new forms of interdependency which honor the dignity of the Other.
Notes
1 By ‘counter-commemoration’ I am here referring to the widespread struggle to
resist celebrating the 500th anniversary of the Columbus landfall as either a
discovery or alternatively a mutually beneficial encounter between peoples.
2 In a recent interview, Artist James Luna has made this point abundantly clear. In
1992, ‘curators want a certain kind of Indian and a certain kind of Indian art. They
want you to be angry, they want you to be talking it up. It’s the same rush to say
let’s have a multiculturalism show. Now everyone is saying let’s have an Indian
show or let’s have a colonialism show. So when people call me [to participate] I
have to ask why didn’t you call me before? You’re calling me now but are you
going to call me in ‘93?’ (Durland, 1991:34–9)
3 The notion of ‘site’ refers here to a specific material form with a particular
relationship to time and space within which modes of production and distribution
of representations are accomplished.
4 I recently experienced this when, for purposes of contrast, three Columbus Day
celebration posters were included in a Berkeley counter-commemoration poster
exhibition held in conjunction with the Columbus quincentenary. In this context,
their status as ideological constructions were highlighted rendering the image/text
as virtual parody.
5 For example, national public broadcasting is distributing to its local affiliates a
videotape of Columbus Re-Visited made by a television station in San Diego. This
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video itself is based on the art exhibition Counter-colonialismo which has toured
the United States for twelve months. The tape is also being sold to schools and
shown in classrooms across the country. Individual works in the exhibition will
later be placed in other exhibition spaces. A catalog which elaborates on the themes
of the exhibition is to be published and made available.
Any commemorative practice is also political in character by dint of the economy of
sign production within which it is produced. Whether in the form of a poster, text
or television program, commemorative practices are inevitably discursively and
materially organized and regulated within real sets of social relations and their
associated complex of convergent and divergent interests. The implication here is
that specific commemorative practices name and narrate, juxtapose and explain
within a limited structure of relevance whose correspondence to the assumptions of
the framework of dominant relations is always a political question.
The classic commentary which condemns the image as the dominant mode within
which relations among people are mediated is Debord (1977). While here I am
focusing at the moment of progressive possibility made present by this mediation, I
do not wish to diminish the still contemporary value of Debord’s critique.
The issue here is not that there is evidence for previous landfalls by other mariners
prior to the arrival of Columbus but rather how Columbus’s landfall is to be
understood. The voyage of Columbus was indeed significantly different from any
prior contact with the peoples of ‘the Americas’ in that it initiated a set of events
which were a significant turning point in the lives of millions of people. Whether
or not Columbus made first contact is a deflection of what is centrally up for
revision: the nature of the foundational event for the contemporary ‘civilization’ in
which we live.
Translation of this passage by Michael Hoechsman—personal communication.
Of course the question is not just whether we are going to listen but how. What
horror is to be grasped as we read with hands over eyes peering through the gaps
made by our fingers (Reynolds, 1991).
This does not however explain why in the nineteenth century certain groups, most
notably Irish Catholics and Italian immigrants in the United States sought to
enshrine Columbus as the discoverer of the New World. See Trouillot (1990).
This is not simply a matter of representing Columbus in his historical context. To
take seriously questions which pose queries about the motives, justifications and
assumptions of historical actors has been one of the dictums of historical research.
Thus the well-known importance of the search for an ‘imaginative understanding’
of the historical actor. This seems like a positive step although by focusing on
individual actors such work may produce a distancing; a ‘them/not me‘character to
the study of history. It quite often becomes a way of avoiding any serious educative
dialectic between the past and the present.
Michael Bach, personal communication.
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NATIONALITIES, PEDAGOGIES AND
MEDIA

Nationality is a fiction. It is a story people tell themselves about who they are,
where they live and how they got there. As such it is a complicated and highly
contested text. In the contemporary US issues of national identity resonate in
debates over educational reform, literary canons, multiculturalism, political
correctness and artistic freedom. All of these result, at least in part, from the
paradoxical manner that ‘nations, like narratives, lose their origins in the myths
of time and only fully realize their horizons in the mind’s eye.’ (Bhabha, 1990:1)
One’s location in this narrative, one’s ability to write oneself into the text of
nationality, constitutes a form of literacy. It is an acquired language of belonging
in space and time to an imaginary community. Increasingly both the left and
right have recognized the educational importance of this process of national
identification, as young people are socialized to understand their roles as
citizens. Opinions differ radically over both the form and content of this
language. Some argue that in an increasingly complex and multicultural society
there is a need for a common literacy; others propose that we are moving toward
a culture of many literacies.
Media figure prominently in all of these debates. Without doubt, substantial
ingredients in the process of national identification are delivered through
newspapers, magazines, television and movies—not to mention the plethora of
instructional materials, catalogues, billboards and junk mail that bombard
citizens daily. There is a growing sense that these media constitute the primary
source of identity formation, supplanting roles formerly held by school, church
and the family. Rather than seeing this as a negative phenomenon, educators and
parents should acknowledge the importance of media in cultural life, and work to
harness this power in productive ways. Like it or not, young people are as much
educated, albeit informally, through daily encounters with media as they are in
the formal environment of school (Lusted, 1991a:5).
It is even argued that a national identity is itself a product of media. Some
historians link the development of the modern nation-state to the evolution of
European ‘print capitalism’ (Anderson, 1983). Prior to the mass dissemination of
newspapers, books and pamphlets it was difficult for people to imagine a
collectivity on a broader than local scale. It doesn’t take much insight to
recognize the current role of network television and movies in constructing the
illusion of connectedness among citizens thousands of miles apart. As Benedict
Anderson puts it, ‘an American will never meet, or even know the names of
more than a handful of his fellow Americans. He has no idea of what they are up
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to at any one time. But he has complete confidence in their steady, anonymous,
simultaneous activity.’ (Anderson, 1983:16)
Moreover, the reach of contemporary electronic media is hardly bound by a
country’s geographical borders. The ability to broadcast across national
boundaries, even in the face of government resistance, motivated the electronic
warfare waged by programs like Radio Free Europe. Not that media imperialism
is typically so belligerent. On the contrary, the mass marketing of US
productions throughout the world is customarily portrayed as a positive function
of the ‘free market’. Due to the scale and technical sophistication of the
American media industry, Hollywood films and television programs constitute
the nation’s second largest source of foreign income, just behind aerospace
technology (Morley and Robins, 1989:12). Although this ability to profit in the
media trade helps the nation’s sagging economy, the massive influx of US images
into other nations is not always viewed as a positive phenomenon. The nowfamiliar figure of Dallas glowing on television screens throughout Europe,
Africa and Asia has triggered mass resentment about the transmission of
American culture throughout the globe. As a consequence, governmentsponsored mediaeducation programs in nations that import significant amounts
of film and television are far more advanced than in the US.
People at home aren’t entirely thrilled by media either. Almost since the
inception of television, a diverse assortment of educators, parents and religious
groups has warned of the corrupting influence of commercial media. Like critics
of media dissemination overseas, domestic opponents believe it exerts an
irresistible control over its consumers. To those on the right the media are seen
as conveyors of moral depravity. On the left they are believed to transmit
oppressive ideologies. Both are unified by their belief that media must be resisted
at all costs (Buckingham, 1991:12). All of these arguments assign a range of
social problems to the media that originate elsewhere. They make the error of
believing that representations invariably correspond to outcomes and that
viewers exert no licence in the viewing process. In part the problem stems from a
lack of understanding about how media are received and interpreted.
Intellectuals, parents and clergy make judgements about the media practices of
the less powerful. This results in a condescending series of assumptions about
the capabilities of viewers to evaluate what they see. The solutions to this
perceived tyranny lie in turning off the tube or girding oneself to resist its
mendacity. This has been the premise of traditional media education, the
rationale for the development of public broadcasting, and even the motivation for
several United Nations resolutions.
In what follows I will review media attitudes both in the US and elsewhere, by
raising questions specifically focused on issues of national identity. How do
contemporary media define public perceptions of nationality ? What role do
media play in developing citizenship and collective agency? How do media
influence relationships among global powers? Addressing these questions will
entail both institutional and textual analysis of the way nationality has been
constructed in an international context. Such analyses are particularly needed at a
time when the US is asserting its right as the only legitimate superpower in the
‘New World Order’. My central premise is that while the material and textual
power of the communications industry is indisputable, the authority of media is
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clearly not absolute. But just because audiences possess the ability to mediate the
texts they receive, they do not necessarily exercise that option with skill or
consistency. Through a concerted media literacy program such capacities can be
cultivated. Models for such pedagogies already exist, but they are few and far
between. In describing the ways some of these new media curricula operate I
will also explain why they have been so poorly received, particularly in US
schools. In an era in which schooling is increasingly driven by a corporatist
agenda of basic skills, interdisciplinary studies like media are seen as both
frivolous and subversive. Nevertheless, arguments for media education can be
made that are both powerful and progressive.
The big picture: international perspectives on media
imperialism
The problems started after World War II. What began with the seemingly
innocent export of commercial media products evolved over time into a global
ideological offensive. Of course, US business interests had long promoted
American capitalism with a religious zeal. But it wasn’t until the Cold War era
that politicians and entrepreneurs like publishing magnate Henry Luce began
urging Americans to spread the gospel of capitalism throughout the globe by
accepting ‘wholeheartedly our duty and our opportunity as the most powerful
and vital nation in the world and in consequence to exert upon the world the full
impact of our influence, for such purposes as we see fit and by such means as we
see fit.’ (Quoted in Schiller, 1969:1)
Complementing such attitudes was a US diplomatic policy promoting a ‘free
flow of information’ throughout the world. This transparently self-interested
stance was asserted as a protection against the resurgence of fascism and the
outbreak of future wars. Yet it also represented a direct assault on the
protectionism practiced by the Eastern Bloc. The resulting fusion of profit and
politics fed a news and entertainment complex that was already the largest in the
world—and one of the first domestic industries to restructure itself along
transnational lines. By the 1960s, concerns about American media hegemony had
reached such a magnitude world-wide that the United Nations convened a
special series of conf erences to investigate the media market and establish a
corrective ‘New World Information Order’. At one of those early meetings
Finnish president Urho Kekkonen expressed the sentiments of many gathered
when he asked, ‘could it be that the prophets who preach unhindered
communication are not concerned with equality among nations, but are on the
side of the stronger and wealthier?’ (Schiller, 1976:44)
The UNESCO concerns related to two fundamental tenants of national selfdefinition: concepts of limits (the ability to maintain clear boundaries) and
sovereignty (the authority to govern within these boundaries) (Anderson, 1983:
14–15). Hence, a 1972 Free Flow of Information declaration pertaining to
broadcast technology stated that nations must reach ‘prior agreements concerning
direct satellite broadcasting to the population of countries other than the country
of origin of the transmission.’ (Schiller, 1976:40) Nations like the US ignored
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such declarations in part due to lack of enforcement, and both the US and Britain
subsequently withdrew from UNESCO.
In the years since the UN withdrawal matters have worsened. As borders
continue to soften within the Americas, the European community and throughout
the world, the occurrence of cultural imperialism—led by a few dominant nations
—continues to increase. A global economy may indeed open the door to an
electronic global village. The question is, what can be done about this? Part of
the answer lies in education, in the recognition that the cross-cultural exchange
of media is not an inherently negative phenomenon. Old notions about the
unilateral imposition of ideology from the strong to the weak need to be
rethought. Understandings need to be developed of the complex and often
contradictory ways that weak and strong powers enable each other. Assertions of
cultural sovereignty are difficult to maintain in nations whose populations are
clamoring for Madonna tickets. This is because typical cultural imperialism
discourse fails to adequately theorize viewing/consuming subjects, their needs,
desires and pleasures. Instead of mediating the oppressive logics of capitalism
and modernization, conventional cultural imperialism discourse offers a
reactionary mix of humanism, chauvinism and nostalgia.
Take the case of Great Britain. Since the end of World War II values of
‘Americanization’ were widely regarded as a threat to the purity of British
national culture and tradition. Speaking of soap operas, George Orwell and
Richard Hoggart both wrote of the erosion of working-class strength that might
result from such a ‘feminine’ medium (Morley and Robins, 1989:20). To
F.R.Leavis, the danger was less specified, but more sinister. Leavis pointed to
‘the rootlessness, the vacuity, the inhuman scale, the failure of organized cultural
life, and the anti-human reductionism [of] the American neo-imperialism of the
computer.’ (Morley and Robins, 1989:22) Such criticisms of the media were
justified, but misdirected. In Leavis’s comments, one finds a nostalgic yearning
for authenticity that often characterizes cultural nationalism. This is a longing for
common origins in a world seemingly run amuck with difference (Anderson,
1983:129–41). Such romanticism is patently antimodernist, more pitted against
notions of change than of media. Like many cultural nationalists, Leavis was
lamenting the threat to such traditions posed by an American media of rock and
roll, fast cars and plastic plates. Ironically, this disposable modern culture was a
great deal more appealing to the British working class than the pastoral nostalgia
it associated with the British aristocracy. It wasn’t Leavis’s dusty traditions that
Britons wanted, but the newness offered by icons like Elvis and Marilyn
Monroe.
Similarly, it has been argued that much of what is customarily identified as
cultural imperialism is really a function of time itself. John Tomlinson asserts
that national identities defined purely in spacial terms fail to come to terms with
the temporal character of culture (Tomlinson: 1991, 68–99). Simply put, there is
no such thing as a single national culture that remains the same year after year.
Nations are constantly assimilating, combining and revising their national
‘characters’. Moreover, even spacial boundaries rarely correspond to the
demarcations between racial and ethnic groups, speakers of various languages
and even families. Thus the heterogeneous and changing nature of nations raises
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the question of who is authorized to speak on behalf of a national identity and
when.
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Home viewing: domestic media and national identity
No one needs reminding that similar debates over media texts continue to be
waged within the US, as antagonists on both the left and right have recognized
the capacity of images to assume a symbolic meaning in the national
consciousness. Domestic complaints about media fall into three categories.1 The
first might be called the moral crisis argument. Its proponents assert that the
violent and sexual content of television, movies and recordings causes deviant
behavior in viewers. This position insistently overlooks the absence of any
empirical validation of such beliefs, despite countless studies on the subject. It
also refuses to recognize both the complexity of young people’s viewing
practices and the kinds of pleasure derived from such viewing. Most
significantly, by blaming social problems on the media, moral panickers divert
attention from root causes of crime and violence like racism and structural
poverty.
The second criticism frames the activity of television viewing as a form of
narcotic that dulls the senses, encourages laziness and confuses the viewer’s
sense of reality. This is the well-known labeling of TV as ‘mind candy’, the ‘idiot
box’, or the ‘plug-in drug’. The medium is blamed for ills ranging from poor
academic performance to obesity to voter apathy. Not only do the media become
a scapegoat for other problems, but they are condemned for their very functions
as relaxation and entertainment that bring people pleasure.
The third argument relates to ideology by posing media as extensions of a
consciousness industry that exerts a virtual authority over consumers. Viewers
are seen as passive recipients of instructions that they are powerless to challenge.
Like the moral panic stance, this position chooses to overlook the growing body
of research suggesting that audiences use media in extremely diverse and
complex ways. It fails to see that there is no such thing as a homogeneous
‘public’ for media, but instead a variety of audience configurations with different
needs and desires.
It’s worth remembering that recent debates over media censorship were not
initiated by popular outrage or scholarly concern but by religious extremists and
headline-hungry politicians. Even though the potential has always existed for
partisan misreadings of cultural signs, until the late 1980s the political incentive
(and strategic wherewithal) was insufficient to elevate the practice above namecalling (Mattick, 1990:354). Religious fundamentalists and political
conservatives linked their accusations of immorality to a populist resentment of
artists, intellectuals and the ‘minority’ interests the cultural community
represented. Rather than proffering an inherently ‘false’ message, the right
successfully linked its program to existing attitudes by associating Martin
Scorcese, Karen Finley, and 2-Live Crew with such perceived threats to traditional
values as atheism, socialism, homosexuality, racial difference and gender
nonconformity.
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Ironically, while the conservative program makes surface appeals to a
nationalistic populism, it simultaneously promotes a cultural élitism that
excludes the identities and histories of most citizens. This is a function of the
often contradictory deployment of power in contemporary society. As Homi
K.Bhabha has suggested, the continuing renewal of national identity—the will to
nationhood that is reaffirmed anew each day—requires a form of forgetting past
origins, ethnicities and places. The obligation to forget in the name of unity is a
form of ‘violence involved in establishing the national writ.’ (Bhabha, 1990:310)
It is a matter to which national subjects consent and with which they struggle.
Culture can no longer be seen as simply rooted in the kinds of ‘functionalist’
views of social reproduction to which the right has clung for much of the past
century. Instead, it needs to be seen as a set of social transactions that are negotiated
and exchanged over time.
At the same time, as important as it is to see culture as a network of negotiated
texts, it would be foolish to discount the role of the political economy in which
they reside. The sustenance of academic and political conservatism lies in the
consolidated corporate strength supporting it. No amount of theorizing by itself
will place an alternative record album on a store shelf or an independent video on
television. Those institutions are firmly under the thumb of an economic power
structure that functions strictly in its own interest. This effect of economic
reproduction across a range of productive fields has been well documented. Less
than twenty companies (Westinghouse, Gulf & Western, Time, ABC, CBS,
McGraw-Hill, The New York Times, and Harcourt Brace Jovanovitch, among
others) control all leading television networks, 70 per cent of the major book
publishers, 45 per cent of the dominant magazine companies, 75 per cent of the
leading movie companies, and 70 per cent of the major radio networks
(Bagdikian, 1990:4).
In orthodox Marxist analysis this monopolistic control of media was believed
to promote an ever-increasing textual homogenization that promoted the
consumption of mass-produced goods and the delegitimization of alternative
thinking. At the other extreme, the right argued that the expansion and
differentiation of capitalist production insured an everwidening set of choices.
Both positions failed to account adequately for differences among consuming
groups in their willingness and ability to engage in consumption.
Further analysis has recognized that media address an ideal spectator who
possesses a particular set of interpretive capacities and preferences. The appeal to
an ideal spectator is made in the form of a preferred reading that asks the viewer
to identify with particular values and beliefs. As a subset of this process,
television has its own special forms of address, related to its ability to
communicate to national and international audiences.2 This address assumes
three basic functions in national identity formation. First, it replicates and
thereby reinforces hierarchies of capital within a given society. Major media
networks are owned and controlled by a small élite who dispense information to
multitudes. Second, television is structured into what Raymond Williams termed
a ‘flow’. This is the tendency of viewers to watch a chain of programs,
commercials and news without switching from discrete program to program.
Over time this flow creates the impression of a unified theme. Third, television’s
direct address to viewers (who are often isolated) positions them as ‘the public’
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looking over a commentator’s shoulder. This positioning implies a controlling
gaze through which viewers survey and control a world of difference.
Because communications industries are predicated on maximizing audience
shares, they tend to address a normative spectator profile. Yet, particularly in
recent years, this approach has been problematized with a growing recognition of
different audiences identified by such factors as age, race, gender and region.
Further exacerbating this fragmentation has been the consumer flexibility
afforded by cable television and home cassette viewing. These factors have
encouraged large-scale producers to search for issues that transcend audience
divisions. And, indeed, many of the biggest-grossing films address themes with a
national—or nationalistappeal. One form this national chauvinism takes is in the
nostalgic appeal to origins mentioned earlier. From the misty romanticism of
Driving Miss Daisy to the soft-core social critique of Dances With Wolves, filmmakers seek to conjure up a shared national past. Literally or symbolically the
specter of an ominous Other often lurks in the background, encouraging viewers
to draw their nationalistic wagons in a circle of defense. Not surprisingly, media
villains and political scapegoats are often indistinguishable, whether it is in the
implied ethnic criminality of Boyz N the Hood and Bugsy or the foreign menace
of Shining Through and The Hunt for Red October. On one level, it is argued
that such films help to coalesce an audience around the fear of a common demon
that throws national parochialism into relief. But this analysis fails to adequately
account for the complex economies of attraction and desire that also characterize
constructions of difference. As Ernesto Laclau has suggested, any entity is both
defined and limited by objects of alterity (Laclau, 1991). Because the
externalized Other is simultaneously a figure of antagonism and radical
possibility, it constitutes a part of the self that the self both wants and fears.
This ambivalence toward otherness finds its most instrumental expression in
colonial narratives. Here, difference is both material substance and textual sign.
The short distance from nationalistic pride to imperialistic aggression, from
patriotism to racism, is demonstrated in a comparable range of films celebrating
colonialism past and present such as Heat and Dust, The Gods Must Be Crazy, A
Passage to India, Out of Africa, Indiana Jones, or Club Paradise. In each
instance the world becomes a stage for an alternating program of benevolence
and conquest.3 Often this ideology is written directly on the surface of the
consumer items, as in ‘Banana Republic’ clothing which evokes the name given
to nations exploited in the 1920s by the United Fruit Company, or the Ralph
Lauren perfume ‘Safari’, which celebrates a comparable legacy of colonial
trophy-hunting. These sentiments are perhaps best summarized by a recent ad for
the fragrance, featuring travel-postcard images of foreign deserts and tropical
beaches, captioned with the phrases ‘Safari by Ralph Lauren. A world without
boundaries. A personal adventure and a way of life’.
In an age increasingly defined by limits, the commercial discourse of the West
anxiously calls for continued expansion in the name of social betterment. This
compulsive drive for the proliferation of Western capital is manifest in a plethora
of recent ads baying at the threat of international competition. The US trade
deficit mounts ever higher as Buick touts its ‘Commitment to World-Class
Quality’ and AT&T urges US business to ‘Take on the World’. While the
pressure from foreign trade competition continues to grow, the rhetoric of global
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domination heightens. This obsession with expansion even in an age of limits is
part of a long legacy of American colonization and control. From the War of
1812 to the present, the US has maintained an image of military invulnerability
and global sovereignty. Sharon D. Welch has attributed this seemingly
aggressive imaginary to a utopian vision of world peace enforced through the
benevolence of a single superpower. Despite its utopian intentions, the US has
carried out this program with an irrational ruthlessness with three primary
characteristics: a desire for absolute freedom from any outside control, a
privileging of unilateral action over extended diplomacy, and a tendency to use
military force to resolve political or economic problems.4 Although this
patriarchal attitude has been manifest in recent US interventions in Central
America and the Middle East, it culminated in its most explicit form in the 1992
Pentagon plan for a ‘New World Order’ calling for all nations except the US to
demilitarize.5
Implicit in this American attitude of benevolent world domination is a vision
of global agreement and sameness similar to that purportedly existing within the
US itself. This is a world of total conformity to a single standard of beliefs and
principles—as represented in a presumably perfect US system. As Ronald
Reagan put it, the ethos ‘for which American and all democratic nations stand
represents the culmination of Western Civilization.’ (Quoted in Welch, 1990:34)
Whether the subject is education or foreign policy, in such an environment
dissent becomes no longer appropriate or acceptable. Agreement to standardized
norms, held in place by elaborate social technologies, becomes the only
permissible option. Unilateral action on the international front is therefore
always permissible because the US is always correct. The spread of US culture
throughout the world is viewed as healthy and just.
Back to school: the evolution of media in the classroom
Television entered the pedagogical picture in the decade following World War
II, but critical viewing was the farthest thing from its proponents minds. As the
first wave of the baby boom hit the classroom in the 1950s, video was instantly
seized upon as a means of increasing teacher productivity. By simply eliminating
the need for duplicate presentations, video was credited with reductions in labor
of up to 70 per cent (Diamond, 1964a: 3). It was also recognized as a powerful
tool for observation and evaluation (Hofstrand, 1964:149). Concurrent advances
in computer and telecommunications industries prompted more elaborate
speculation. While in residence at New York’s Fordham University during the
late 1960s, Marshall McLuhan attracted a quasi-religious following based on his
vision of a global telecommunications network designed on biological (and
therefore ‘natural’) principles that would undermine all hierarchical structures. At
the core of McLuhan’s program lay a concept of media as ‘information without
content’ that defined international turmoil as the result of failed communication
rather than ideological confrontation. (McLuhan, 1964:23)
This pop-philosophy approach to new technology fit perfectly into 1960s
educational reformism, while also complementing US cultural policy. In a
domestic atmosphere of desegregation, urban renewal and other liberal
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initiatives, efforts were made to eliminate the biases inherent in standard
pedagogies. As a means of de-emphasizing differences of race, gender and class,
theories of educational formalism were introduced into many schools to stress
the structure of learning over culturally specific content. As John Culkin put it,
‘one doesn’t have to know all about a subject, but one should know what a
subject is all about.’ (Culkin, 1970:28) Educators saw photographic media as
tools for directly engaging student experience.
With the economic downturns of the 1980s and the ascendancy of the Reagan/
Bush government came sweeping indictments of liberal programs. Supply-side
analysts blamed schools for the nation’s inability to compete in world markets,
while ironically arguing for reductions in federal education and cultural budgets.
Because they often required expensive equipment, media programs were
terminated in the name of cost reduction, as renewed emphasis was placed on a
‘back to basics’ curriculum. This did not mean that television disappeared from
the classroom, only that it’s more complicated, hands-on applications were
replaced by simple viewing.
The re-emergence of the television as teacher in the 1980s paralleled distinct
shifts in its production and distribution. These were outgrowths of large-scale
changes in the film and television industry brought about by the emergence of
affordable consumer video-cassette equipment. For the viewer, home recording
and tape rental allowed hitherto unknown control over what was watched. The
same was true in the classroom. For the instructional media industry, the hitherto
costly process of copying 16mm films was quickly supplanted by inexpensive
high-speed video duplication. The entire concept of educational media products
began to change, as films could be mass produced on a national scale (in effect
‘published’) like books. Market expansion in this type of video was exponential.
There is a negative side to the video boom, particularly in what tend to be
regressive classroom applications. Beyond obvious arguments that pit timeefficiency against human interaction lie the more subtle issues of subjective
address. Unlike home viewing that affords a degree of flexibility and choice, the
use of educational media do indeed position students as passive receivers of
information, while at the same time validating an intellectual process based on
stereotyping.6 This replicates the most conservative forms of transmission
learning and teacher-centered pedagogy. Such an approach is typified in the
flood of slickly produced and moralistic videos for the school market from such
entities as the Children’s Defense Fund, the Center for Humanities, and
Guidance Associates, among others. These latter organizations offer an
enormous range (the current Guidance Associates catalogue lists over 500
filmstrips, slide series and tapes) on topics from drug abuse to ‘values
clarification’, all stressing a prescriptive and normative ideology.
The renewed use of such instructional aids has again increased in the 1990s, as
corporate educational reformers reach for technological solutions to school
problems. Witness the phenomenon of Channel One. Since going on line in 1990,
the Whittle Communication Corp’s Channel One has been piping its MTV-style
blend of news programming and commercials for corn chips and acne medicine
into 8,600 secondary schools. In exchange for up to $50,000 in free video
equipment, schools agree to present the 15-minute programs to their students. As
explained by company president Chris Whittle, normally ‘you can’t make people
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who don’t watch television watch television.’ (Kleinfield, 1991:79) In school
you can.
Clearly, the importance of audio-visual materials will continue to grow in
school, in the workplace and at home, with the proliferation of videocassette
equipment, added cable channels, home-shopping networks and computer
information services, telecommunications link-ups, interactive texts and games.
We should not delude ourselves that these new technologies by themselves have
the capability of changing social relationships or economic structures. As quickly
as a new gimmick is developed, Madison Avenue finds a way to turn a profit
from it. Yet these new tools offer potential for innovative use and subversion, for
the establishment of new forms of alliance, and for the creation of new strains of
cultural production.
The new media literacy movement
As with regressive written texts, the key for an emancipatory use of media
materials in the classroom lies in helping students to locate oppositional readings
to those offered. Particularly in settings with students from diverse backgrounds
it is important to stress that culture isn’t limited to what is legitimated in books
and other instructional materials. It is also a sociological substance produced
every day by each of us.7 This is especially true with everyday texts, and it is
what makes a static view of national identity problematic. Narrative relationships
are constantly in flux—both those found in books and the diverse narratives
encountered in such items as movies, television, clothing, appliances, food and
housing. Our understandings of many of these texts are always in need of some
revision to adapt them to change and circumstance. As people continue to adjust
their interpretations, they are making the meaning that is culture.
In progressive circles of education a growing body of literature has developed
in recent decades to contest hierarchical models of schooling.8 This critical
pedagogy movement has sought to reconcile students and teachers as partners in
an educational relationship that can serve as a model for broader social
compacts. At the same time, because so much of subjectivity is shaped through
the media, the effects of communications industries have become the object of
intense scrutiny. Partly informed by critical pedagogy and cultural studies, the
new ‘media literacy’ movement is an amalgam or reader-response theories and
institutional analyses. While acknowledging the persuasive properties of images,
practitioners of the new media literacy movement emphasize ways that viewers
use media in individualized ways.
In textual terms, the media literacy movement argues that the ability to
mediate dominant readings and spectator-positionings can be improved with
study and that these skills can be taught to children regardless of age or grade
level. One can teach young people to use the media for their own ends by
actively interpreting how it functions and then choosing how to read it. This is
done by encouraging viewers to look beyond specific texts by asking critical
questions like ‘Who is communicating and why?’, ‘How is it produced?’, ‘Who
receives it and what sense do they make of it?’ A characteristic exercise for
younger children might ask what TV programs they like and dislike. In the
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course of the discussion the class quickly divides into groups of Voltrons,
Noozles and Smurfs. What becomes apparent is the relatively simple, yet
important notion that media texts are not uniformly received. By examining their
own preferences children come to recognize that mass media do not define a
unified national audience, but a heterogeneous universe of spectator groups.
From this a discussion can evolve on the ways advertisers and media producers
tailor their programming based on media use.
In a class conducted by the San Francisco-based group Strategies for Media
Literacy, students compare pictures of their own families with ones they find on
TV (Lloyd-Kolkin and Tyner, 1991). By making visual comparisons between the
Huxtables, the Keatons and themselves, kids are asked to ponder ‘which is real?’
Of course the answer is none, because depictions—private and public—are
fictional. Through this exercise youngsters begin to learn not only how they are
interpellated by the forces of media myth-making, but also the ways they have
internalized received narratives of family. Again, the lesson is that children are
not part of a unified ‘national family’, but many different communities and
affinity groups. By drawing attention to their own attitudinal biases and
stereotypes the lesson underscores the relationship of self to image. In doing so it
introduces young children to a set of concepts about the ideological unconscious
that many adults have trouble grasping. Because youngsters occupy an early
stage of ego development, they can face this notion of an unstable self without the
anxieties of their older counterparts.9 Young children have not developed the
same investment in personal identity as teenagers.
On the other hand, older students can accommodate a broader range of topics
ranging from discipline-oriented inquiry and values education to cross-media
studies and critical thinking. Through technical, linguistic and sociological
discussions one can convey the ways government and corporate interests
construct reality through media, as well as the audience’s role in creating these
meanings. Although the US has been slow to address these issues, our neighbors
to the north have not. This is partly a function of the extent to which nations like
Canada are inundated by US media and have responded to this cultural
imperialism. The Canadian Ministry of Education workbook, The Media
Literacy Resource Guide, characterizes reception in the following manner:
‘When we look at a media text, each of us finds meaning through a wide variety
of factors: personal needs and anxieties, the pleasures and troubles of the day,
racial and sexual attitudes…In short, each of us finds or “negotiates” meaning in
different ways (Ontario Ministry of Education, 1989).
In practice such lessons can often be quite explicit in discussing the ideological
implications of commercial (and noncommercial) media practices, even going so
far as to point out the ways that Hollywood obscures its ideological messages to
hide its political intent. Educators can use media to describe the way values are
conveyed both directly in the specific contents of works and indirectly through
the ‘structured absences’ that systematically exclude certain viewpoints. This
point is illustrated most explicitly in Media Literacy in relation to US media
imperialism. (‘For Canadians, our domination by American media has obvious
cultural implications. The struggle for a distinctive Canadian identity will
continue to be difficult, a challenge that media-literacy programs need to
address.’ (Ontario Ministry of Education, 1989:33)
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Beyond such textual issues media education can also interrogate the very
concrete ways that television, radio and movies structure audiences and their
material surroundings. For example, the address of TV has evolved in part to
cater to a domestic audience and to encourage certain patterns of television use
within the home. It serves as breakfast entertainment, evening family ritual or
weekend sports gathering. These functions have influenced the layout and use of
spaces within the home as well as appointments within individual rooms.
Consequently, TV has both a direct and indirect impact on a broad range of
commodities—a point hardly lost on the merchandisers of goods ranging from
popcorn poppers to easy-chairs. John Fiske has written of the way people use
television to modulate the ‘texture’ of living environments which people create
and alter as a means of laying claim to social space: ‘Television is used to
increase, enrich and further densify the texture. It is typically left on all the time,
adding color, sound and action to apartment life; it is used to frame and cause
conversations, to fill gaps and silences. It can provide both a means of entering
and intensifying this dense everyday culture and a way of escaping it.’ (Fiske,
1992:156) This function is especially important to a sense of human agency in
the face of alienating social technologies. These include the many institutions of
health, law, education and media that inscribe the body in webs of material
overdetermination. The consumption of television and other media can represent
both a response and a resistance to these social technologies.
Such consumer activism hardly characterizes most media literacy curricula.
All too often in conventional pedagogies such emancipatory forms of media
literacy are discounted as inconsequential, banal or unhealthy. Offered instead is
a program of viewer ‘empowerment’, suggesting a free-market attitude of
audience ‘choice’ in which viewers become reconciled to the options available to
them. This has been the rationale of numerous recent prescriptions from
educational conservatives, most notably the authors of the National Endowment
for the Arts’s Toward Civilization: A Report on Art Education. In it NEA
pedagogues suggested that the value of media studies lay in creating smarter
shoppers:
Every child growing up in the United States is bombarded from birth with
popular art and artful communication over the airways and on the streets.
The purpose of arts education is not to wean young people from these arts
(an impossible task even if it were desirable) but to enable them to make
reasoned choices about them and what is good and bad. Art education can
help make discriminating consumers. (National Endowment for the Arts,
1988:18)
Toward Civilization’s attitude toward media is quite consistent with its view of
culture in general, which promotes a single, ‘good’, standard of visual literacy to
which all Americans should subscribe. The overall goal is the production of a
national identity of verisimilitude, wherein all citizens share the same
competencies, values and rights. Difference is only tolerated to the degree it can
be ameliorated into a shared sameness. Even in the Canadian Media Literacy
volume, despite its brave words on media imperialism (hardly a point of

Downloaded by [Central Uni Library Bucharest] at 05:26 07 October 2013

NATIONALITIES, PEDAGOGIES AND MEDIA 101

controversy within the Canadian electorate), the book is decidedly understated in
explaining the political implications of its contents. It rarely mentions the human
consequences of corporate media hegemony (structural poverty, racism,
homophobia) or the potential means of its restructuring (independent publishing,
community television, legislative initiatives).
In part this political ambivalence is due to the relative intransigence of North
American education markets and to the low status of media studies within school
districts. In such a conservative environment media texts can hardly do much
boat rocking. As an interdisciplinary field largely devoted to popular culture,
media literacy is often dismissed by school administrators as an educational frill.
Such courses are vehemently opposed by ‘back to basics’ advocates, who claim
that they undermine traditional culture and values. (The difficulty, of course, is
that the popular appeal of mass cultural texts comes largely from their antieducational character.) Also, it hardly goes unnoticed that media courses are by
definition student-centered and subversive in their critiques of capitalism and
partriarchy.
When media literacy does find its way into the school curriculum it generally
emerges as either a form of vocational education or an enhancement of an
existing course in another discipline. As media education is introduced in a
vocational context it is generally driven by a job-preparation mandate lacking in
any critical consciousness. At Cincinnati’s Hughes High School for the
Communications Professions, a Scripps-Howard Foundation sponsored national
model in vocational media education, students engage a rigorous four-year
curriculum of media-writing and production. In addition to producing cable
television programs, photography projects and public relations materials,
students also participate in a special school newspaper covering such
controversial issues as student race relations, homosexuality and drug use.
Yet while providing technical training and a forum for airing social issues, the
overall curriculum promotes an unexamined image of commercial media and
journalism. As with the US ‘free flow of information’ doctrine and the
government’s Toward Civilization cultural prescriptions, the media landscape is
presented as an inherently even terrain, where choice is open and access
unstymied. Little acknowledgement is given to the extremely unequal positions
from which people enter this terrain, the continuing discriminations they suffer,
and the power structures that benefit from these arrangements. An unproblematic
image is promoted of a nation where all citizens have equal opportunities, if only
they have the gumption to follow their dreams. Failure is thus personalized as an
individual shortcoming rather than an institutionally programmed necessity.
As enhancements to existing courses, studies of television, movies or print
media are most likely to be found in English, art or social studies classes where
textual reading and production already have a footing. Unfortunately, this
atmosphere is often locked into canonical regimens that can stultify critical
thinking. Consequently, as media education has been constituted as an add-on to
existing courses, it has been extremely limited in its ability to challenge forms of
identity—national or otherwise—perpetuated in schools. This needn’t be the
case, but change requires effort. One place to begin this process is within schools
of education, where the curricula of teacher preparation continues to reproduce
very traditional attitudes toward media. The introduction of media literacy into
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other courses need not rely on special texts or instructional materials. Like other
critical pedagogies, it hinges more on the way a teacher handles existing
materials. On a primary level, media education within a given curriculum entails
a greater attention to photographs, films or videos as producers of meaning.
Although there is nothing new about this emphasis on media, the media literacy
approach involves a greater emphasis on the way this meaning is made.
This entails abandoning assumptions that particular readings are selfevident or
that the medium itself is a neutral carrier of information. Such views are rooted
in the same subject/object dualisms that foster transmission theories of teaching.
In contrast to these views, it needs to be pointed out that truth does not pass
perfectly through a video to a student, nor knowledge through a teacher. Both
require the engagement of students in receiving the messages and making sense
of them. Therefore, beyond attention to course content and the forms of its
delivery, emphasis needs to be placed on developing competencies of reception
that permit students to make choices and exercise agency in learning.
This form of media education capitalizes on what students already know about
the vocabulary and syntax of media, while encouraging them to become more
critically conscious of ‘how they know what they know’ (Moore, 1991:173). In
history classes this might involve a content analysis of the images in a textbook.
What kind of people are pictured and in what numbers? Who seems to be in
control? Similar questions can be asked in geography. In social studies current
events are often used as a springboard for discussion. But do newspapers and
television report the facts with complete objectivity? What parts of the story have
been highlighted or ignored? In an English class dealing with required texts, a
teacher might spend time talking about the limits of specific genres, the
economics of publishing, and the separation of ‘high’ culture from the everyday
(Moore, 1991:181).
In each of these instances media literacy begins to ask students to question the
way their identities have been shaped as subjects in the school, the neighborhood,
the nation and the world. The point is that whether or not viewers realize it (in
fact because they often don’t realize it) they are always being interpellated by the
media into quite specific roles. Every movie, every textbook and every magazine
addresses an ideal audience that is most often defined in terms of a national
collectivity. This interpellation is so ubiquitous that it seems nonexistent. It is
simply assumed.
This national interpellation is more than the brazen chauvinism of Rambo and
Ralph Lauren. It exists in an advertising industry that pictures the world as its
playground, a commercial ethos of economic dominance rather than cooperation
and, now, a military attitude of complete global control rather than negotiation.
Images aside, the question these attitudes leave begging concerns the future role
of the US in the world community. Indeed, what is the relevance of any national
identity in a world of transnational capital? The combined effects of the free flow
of information and the breakdown of national boundaries have caused changes in
the centers as well as the margins of international culture. US media products
now reach larger audiences abroad than at home. For this reason production
companies (many of which are owned by non-US companies) now tailor
programs for international audiences. Increasingly the choices offered to
American viewers are determined by audiences located elsewhere. As the US

Downloaded by [Central Uni Library Bucharest] at 05:26 07 October 2013

NATIONALITIES, PEDAGOGIES AND MEDIA 103

loses strength as an economic power the influence of external culture will
continue to grow.
These realities come into direct conflict with a foreign policy based on the
eternal correctness of the US and its ‘right’ to unilateral action throughout the
globe. Sooner or later the US will need to recognize the inherent partiality of any
single perspective and the need for co-operation in global affairs. One place
where this awareness can begin to be introduced is the classroom. By stressing
the limitation of any single viewpoint or reading, students can develop literacies
that value difference. Such literacies recognize the necessity of difference in
creating a moral vision that a single perspective can never offer.
Notes
1 These issues are discussed at length in Buckingham (1991).
2 These three points of national and international communication are summarized in
King and Rowse (1990). In elaborating this typology, the authors borrow the
concept of ‘flow’ introduced in Williams (1975).
3 A lengthy discussion of films glorifying the expansion of American capitalism is
found in Williamson (1991).
4 Welch (1990) cites James Chace and Caleb Carr in her development of this
typology of US foreign policy.
5 The gendered character of national and international relations is discussed in
Parker et al. (1992).
6 These issues are taken up in depth in Ellsworth and Whatley (1990).
7 This banality of culture is taken up at length in the often quoted Williams (1989).
8 A representative sampling of recent texts on critical pedagogy: Apple (1986);
Aronowitz and Giroux (1990); Giroux (1992); McLaren (1989, 1992); Mohanty
(1989); Simon (1992); and Trend (1992).
9 The problems of explaining the received character of identity to teenagers is taken
up in Williamson (1981–2).
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SOME IMPLICATIONS OF PAULO
FREIRE’S BORDER PEDAGOGY

As is well known, Paulo Freire’s pedagogic theory eschews what he calls the
‘nutritionist’ concept of knowledge, a view which implicitly construes literacy as
a tool provided to an already formed and existing subjectivity that can therefore
be modified only in a narrow technical sense by the acquisition of this skill.
Instead, for Freire literacy is a process, ‘an act of knowing’, which empowers the
nonliterate and reactivates a moribund subjectivity (Freire, 1985:45). It might
even be argued that his theory and procedures permit the nonliterate ‘peasants’ to
create themselves as new subjects, though he is rather cautious in claiming that
those who have become literate are thereby radically transformed.
Yet such a claim needs to be investigated since a remarkable and powerful
isomorphism links the two components of Freire’s pedagogic method. These two
components—the technical procedures that introduce the peasants to literacy, on
the one hand, and what, for the sake of brevity, I will at present characterize as
ideology critique—are so thoroughly intertwined that Freire does not seem
willing to articulate theoretically their different moments. The isomorphism lies
in the parallel structures of the method through which the peasants are introduced
to written language and the procedure used for the analysis of what Freire calls
their existential condition—that is, the technique of ‘decodifying’ the ‘codified’,
sedimented reality of their mundane lives. Both these methods permit the
peasants to understand that, from an analytic angle, linguistic and social
structurations are based on differential relations of elements that can be separated
and recombined, and therefore controlled, by the subject performing the
operation. Thus by revealing that the differential relations of elements in both
realms are constitutive of the ‘meanings’ of their lives and by providing the
individuals with some sense of control over the analytic and synthesizing
procedures, Freire’s pedagogic strategies introduce them to knowledge as power
and to the possibility of agency.
In the rest of this essay I would like to examine in some detail the nature
of this isomorphic procedure as well as its social and political implications. I
would also like to suggest that Freire empowers the nonliterate by encouraging
them to focus on dislocation, a form of alienation, and to become nascent ‘border
intellectuals’ by crossing the boundary between what he calls semi-intransitive
consciousness and naive transitive consciousness.1
In the appendix to the essay ‘Cultural action and conscientization’, Freire
describes his method, which contrasts markedly with the literacy primers based
on a nutritionist theory of literacy (1985:91–3). In the specific example provided,
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the program begins by examining the representation of a slum that constitutes a
concrete and immediate aspect of the conditions of existence for the peasants.
That is, the social, political and economic ‘codifications’ through which the slum
has been created as a ‘natural’ object—i.e., ‘natural’ in that the peasants perceive
and accept it as an inevitable part of their condition—are examined by the group
as ‘the knowable object’. This is then subjected to a process of ‘decodification’,
that is, to a ‘breaking down [of] the codified totality and putting it together again
(retotalizing it)’, which becomes ‘the process by which the knowing subject
seeks to know’. What is crucial in this deconstructive maneuver is that it
‘enables [the students] to penetrate the whole in terms of the relationships among
its parts, which until then the [students] did not perceive’ (emphasis added). At
this point, when the peasants have begun to understand the differential relations
among the parts that constitute their socio-political experience, the signifier,
favela, that codifies their experience is introduced and submitted to a scrutiny for
the ‘semantic relations between the generative word and what it signifies.’ Thus
a careful bridge is ‘built between the referent, understood as an ensemble of
differentially related and overdetermined socio-political elements, and the
signifier, after which the latter is isolated and similarly deconstructed. Favela is
divided into three syllables, each of which is then differentiated from its ‘family’
members (fa, fe, fi, etc.) until a ‘horizontal and a vertical reading’ of the
elements permits the distinction between consonants and vowels. Finally the
students are encouraged to recombine the syllables so that they constitute
signifiers different from the one with which they began.
What is remarkable about this procedure is that both the referent and the
signifier are subject to similar differential analysis. Moreover, the tacit symmetry
involved in this analysis most probably conveys, or at least implies, to the students
an important lesson about social reality, a lesson that in this instance is
communicated through the ‘noise’, through the form rather than the content of
the procedure: just as they can master written communication through the control
and manipulation of the discrete though related elements of the language so can
they master their social condition through similar manipulation of its constituent
elements. The demystification of the structure of language implies, through the
symmetry, a parallel potential demystification of sociopolitical-cultural
structuration, and agential control over the elements of language intimates a
similar control over social elements.
While Freire neither identifies the isomorphism of his procedure nor
articulates theoretically its implications, he is clearly aware of the latter. In the
dialectical interaction between reflection and action that, according to Freire, is
central to the acquisition of literacy as an ‘act of knowing’, the learner ‘must
engage in an authentic process of abstraction by means of which he can reflect
on the action-object whole, or, more generally, on forms of orientation in the
world’ (Freire, 1885:50–1, emphasis added). Thus the procedure, more or less a
form of phenomenological meditation, necessitates a focus on the categories of
experience and of social construction. Freire is quite insistent on this:
The surface structure of codification makes the action-object whole
explicit in a purely taxonomic form. The first stage of decodification—or
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reading—is descriptive. At this stage the ‘readers’—or decodifiers—focus
on the relationship between the categories constituting the codification….
Codification represents a given dimension of reality as individuals live
it, and this dimension is proposed for their analysis in a context other than
that in which they live it. [Decodification] thus transforms what was a way
of life in the real context into ‘objectum’ in the theoretical context. The
learners, rather than receive information about this or that fact, analyze
aspects of their own existential experience represented in the codification.
(1885:52)
Two aspects of this method need particular emphasis. First, the procedure does
not attempt to articulate or privilege for the peasants a specific set of lacks or
demands, injustices or utopian programs, because such demands, once satisfied,
would not necessarily alter their structural condition. Instead Freire focuses on
constitutive categories, which, when transformed, can produce epistemic shifts
that in turn are capable of generating other categorical changes and developing
specific demands, programs, goals, etc. These procedures, then, are also
analogous to the acquisition of literacy in that they provide a set of rules and
skills through which one can generate infinite specificity and negotiate a variety
of concrete demands.
Second, the method is also phenomenological in that Freire’s conception of
‘codification’ and ‘decodification’ closely parallels Husserl’s definition of
‘sedimentation’ and ‘reactivation’: for Husserl the former denotes the
routinization and forgetting of origins and the latter the process of recovering the
‘constitutive’ activity of thought. However, ‘reactivation’, as Ernesto Laclau
points out, does not have to mean a search for a positive origin, which in any
case is impossible (Laclau, 1990:34–5). Rather, it implies a (re) discovery of the
contingent nature of the sedimented, codified social condition that one has been
induced to take for granted as the singular order of reality.
The efficacy of Freire’s strategy of decodifying the codified becomes clearly
evident in the light of Laclau’s appropriation and rearticulation of Husserl’s terms.
For Laclau, ‘the sedimented forms of “objectivity” make up the field of what we
will call the “social”. The moment of antagonism where the undecidable nature of
the alternatives and their resolution through power relations becomes fully
visible constitutes the field of the “political”’ (1990:35). Even if we modify
Laclau’s insistence on the ‘full’ visibility of undecidability, or conversely of a
completely coherent and rational program for achieving alternatives, the
definition of the ‘political’ as a commencement of the process of ‘reactivating’
sedimented social structures permits us to see the profoundly political nature of
Freire’s literacy project. The very decision to focus on ‘categories constituting
the codification’ represents a shift from the ‘social/sedimented’ to the ‘political/
reactivated’. Even the mastery of literacy represents for the peasants a shift from
the codified society (which includes as one of its essential features the very
illiteracy against which they are struggling) to a political subject position. To the
extent that the dominant society that disfranchises the peasants is never a totally
sutured and stable structure, it manages to sustain its coherence and power only
by repressing the peasants who threaten it. Thus for Freire to encourage them to
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study the conditions of their existence is implicitly to persuade them to study the
power relations that define their current and future identity.
The reflection entailed in the decodification process leads to the creation of a
distance that is also empowering. According to Freire, for ‘the learner to know
what he did not know before, he must engage in an authentic process of
abstraction by means of which he can reflect on the action-object whole, or,
more generally, on forms of orientation in the world’ (1985:51). The abstraction
produces a distance between the mundane practices in which the peasant is
immersed and the new awareness opened up by reflection, in short, between
what Freire calls the ‘semi-intransitive consciousness’ and ‘naive transitive
consciousness’. This distance provides a space in which a new subjectivity can
begin to articulate itself, and the process of reflection creates a degree of
autonomy for the subject to the extent that the decision to begin the reflective
process is not positively determined by the existing dominant social structure.
Finally, the incipient constitution of a new identity implied by all this is an act of
power. However, the power entailed in this action should not be confused as
being in any way equivalent to the massive institutional and juridical power
available to dominant society. The newly literate peasants exist at the point
where their virtual powerlessness (in that they have little, if any, access to
institutionalized power) intersects with the massive prohibitive power of various
state and civil apparatuses, power that, it must be emphasized, is always
underwritten by actual or potential use of coercive violence.
Freire’s method also encourages the peasants to develop clearer antagonisms
between themselves and the dominant group and to draw boundaries between
them, a process which in turn further clarifies their nascent identities. Freire
urges the cultivation of antagonism simultaneously at the level of collective
subjectivity and cultural formation. In the former case, he argues, ‘when the
dominated classes reproduce the dominators’ style of life, it is because the
dominators live “within” the dominated. The dominated can eject the dominators
only by getting distance from them and objectifying them. Only then can they
recognize them as their antithesis’ (1985:53). Secondly, ‘ejection must also be
achieved by a type of cultural action in which culture negates culture. That is,
culture, as an interiorized product that in turn conditions men’s subsequent acts,
must become the object of men’s knowledge so that they can perceive its
conditioning power’. Finally, he insists that the opposition ‘must express itself in
a behavior that is equally antagonistic’ (81).
This insistence on the clarification of antagonism has several important
consequences. In the first instance, antagonism, which in this case emerges
gradually from the peasants’ contemplation of their social condition, returns them
to the contingency of that condition. According to Laclau, antagonist force
simultaneously fulfills two crucial and contradictory functions:
On the one hand, it ‘blocks’ the full constitution of identity to which it is
opposed and thus shows its contingency. But on the other hand, given that
this latter identity, like all identities, is merely relational and would
therefore not be what it is outside the relationship with the force
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antagonizing it, the latter is also part of the conditions of existence of that
identity (1990:21).
To the extent that the peasants must understand that their situation is not
preordained but a product of specific circumstances that can be changed, their
freedom depends as much on the recognition of the contingency as of the
necessity that constitutes their history.
The emphasis on antagonism developed through decodification also clarifies
the paradox of what Aronowitz and Giroux call ‘border pedagogy’, which
advocates the adoption of the viewpoint of ‘people moving in and out of borders
constructed around coordinates of difference and power’ and encourages
students ‘to develop a relationship of non-identity with their own subject
positions and the multiple cultural, political, and social codes that constitute
established boundaries of power, dependency, and possibility’ (Aronowitz and
Giroux, 1991:199–200). Freire also implicitly urges his students to develop
relationships of non-identity with their own subject positions. Yet, in order to
develop such a relationship, one would in effect have to adopt another subject
position from which to critique and distance oneself from one’s ‘own’ subject
position. A relationship of non-identity with one’s position amounts to the
development of an antagonism with oneself, which can only be accomplished
when one has already begun to identify, tacitly or deliberately, with another
position, whether that position is fully formed or nascent. In short, such a
procedure simultaneously requires disidentification and identification: it
demands a shift away from the deeply cathected inertia of fixed, sedimented
identities and toward an engagement in the process of reidentification. It is
therefore also a process of forming affiliations with other positions, of defining
equivalences and constructing alliances. To the extent that non-identification is
impossible without simultaneous alternate identification, such a process then
becomes crucial for the possibility of forming counter-hegemonic organizations.
It must be emphasized that this process of disidentification also requires an
ejection of the introjected subject positions of dominant groups. Laclau is correct
to insist that at the ontological level antagonism is based on a ‘constitutive
outside’:
It is an ‘outside’ which blocks the identity of the ‘inside’ (and is,
nonetheless, prerequisite for its constitution at the same time). With
antagonism, denial does not originate from the ‘inside’ of identity itself
but, in its most radical sense, from outside; it is thus pure facticity which
cannot be referred back to any underlying rationality (1990:17).
However, at the socio-political level it is not the antagonism of pure facticity but
that of other individual and collective subjects that blocks one’s identity. And
denial of identity operates most effectively not simply by the imposition of
external limitations, or by a prohibition against certain subjects occupying given
subject positions within the dominant culture, but through the construction of
hegemonic rules and regulations that are ‘internalized’ as normal operating
procedures. Thus on the socio-political register antagonism exists on the ‘inside’;
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it cleaves the subject, or, to put it differently, it manifests itself as fundamental
incompatibility between the different subject positions that one occupies at a
given point. And the need to expel the antagonistic forces produces explosive
contradictions within the subject or between subject positions. Antagonism thus
draws powerful boundaries not only between groups and between subjects but
also ‘within’ the subject.
If identity is based on the antagonism of a constitutive ‘outside’ and an
‘inside’, whether at the ontological or the socio-political levels, then antagonism
defines identity only by creating borders. To be sure, these borders are always
unstable, always shifting and realigning themselves, but they are crucial to the
construction of identities, to group formations and, indeed, to any negotiation of
the ‘political’ field. To the extent that the shift from existence in a sedimented
state of society or subjectivity to a reactivated examination of that society or
subjectivity constitutes a shift in the form of agency, the movement from the
social to the political entails the crossing of an important boundary. This is
precisely what Freire’s pedagogy encourages the peasants to do; it is important to
clarify that this method does not present them with anything like fully constituted
alternate identities, but instead inspires them to cross the boundary between the
social and the political and thereby to begin to redefine their subject positions.
In short, Freire’s is a ‘border pedagogy’, which, however, has some other
important implications that need to be explored. The pedagogic site in Freire’s
work is clearly utopian in character. However, its dimensions become clearer if
one examines them in light of Michel Foucault’s notions of utopia/heterotopia.
Utopias and heterotopias are, according to Foucault, the two sites that ‘have the
curious property of being in relation with all other sites, but in such a way as to
suspect, neutralize, or invert the set of relations that they happen to designate,
mirror, or reflect’ (1986:23, emphasis added). These two sites are linked with all
other sites, but primarily by a relation to contradiction. Established ‘in the very
founding of society’, heterotopias, like boundaries, are ‘counter-sites’ in which
all the other real sites that can be found within a culture ‘are simultaneously
represented, contested, and inverted.’ Like Foucault’s heterotopic site—
cemeteries, fairs, libraries, prisons, etc.—the pedagogic site is also a social and
institutional space. According to Foucault’s description all these sites are defined
as inherently heterotopic. However, it would seem more accurate to characterize
them as constitutionally ambiguous sites, as spaces that dominant cultures can
utilize for the purposes of hegemonic construction and that oppositional groups
can employ for their heterotopian value: all these sites are potentially
heterotopian, but need to be functioned in that manner for their potential to
become manifest. This is true above all of pedagogic institutions, which, as sites
centrally involved in the production and formation of subjectivity, agency,
systems of value, regimes of truth, etc., are deeply invested spaces for hegemonic
and counter-hegemonic contestation.
As such, pedagogic institutions are sites where borders are constantly drawn
and redrawn—borders that define epistemic, ethical, cultural, social, political,
economic, gender, racial and class spaces and that legitimate and valorize them
positively or negatively. The pedagogic apparatuses will thus produce some
subjects who are content to remain within the prescribed borders and others who
will violate them, reluctantly or wilfully, painfully or with pleasure, or, in
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practice, with a complex overdetermined combination of affects. A specific
variant of the transgressive subject, the ‘border intellectual’ is simultaneously a
‘space’ and a subject, is, indeed, a subject-as-space. The transformation of such a
border subject, who is always constituted as a potential heterotopic site, into an
actual heterotopic, specular border intellectual depends upon his/her own agency:
only by directly or indirectly reading the self as a heterotopic border can the
intellectual articulate his/her specular, antagonistic, transgressive potentiality.
Freire’s pedagogy implicitly advocates the nurturing of intellectuals who will
cross borders and in the process develop strong antagonisms. To the extent that
these peasants begin to reflect on the conditions of their existence (and judging
from the evidence that Freire presents, they clearly do begin the long process), they
become nascent specular border intellectuals. Caught between the dominant
group’s practices, which seek to disenfranchise them and appropriate their labor
for a pittance, and the resultant poverty that forces them to exist on the edge of
subsistence, the peasants turn, upon the inducement of Freire’s pedagogy, to an
examination of the borders that confine them. In so doing, they in effect become
archaeologists of the site of their own social formation; their new subject
positions begin to cathect around the project of excavating and reading their own
social and physical bodies, which are in fact texts of the history of their
oppression. Thus their new subjectivity emerges in the process of drawing
borders around their old subject positions, a process that constitutes them as
nascent specular border intellectuals. Their contemplation of the condition of
their lives represents a freedom, or at least an attempt to achieve freedom, from
the politics of Imaginary identification and opposition, from conflation of
identity and location, and so on—in short, from the varied and powerful forms
of suturing that are represented by and instrumental in the construction of their
sedimented culture. The process of decoding as well as the emerging command of
literacy permit them a gradual shift from the confines of the Imaginary to the
outer edges of the Symbolic realm.
Their new status as border intellectuals, however, does not limit them entirely
to specular reflection, for the drawing of boundaries has other implications as well.
In order to articulate epistemic and socio-political differences, borders generate
digital punctuation of analog differences, that is, they delineate highly valorized,
stylized and formulaic punctuation of infinite, continuous and heterotopic
differences that fill a given continuum. In contrast to the analog differences,
borders (i.e., digitalized articulations of differences) introduce categorical gaps in
a continuum. Such categorical gaps then become the basis on which antagonisms
can be defined. However, the charged and exclusionary divisions instituted by
digitalized boundaries, it must be emphasized, do not finally determine, at least
in principle, the nature of social relations between the two groups. If digital
differentiation is understood as a subset of analog differentiation, then both can
be accurately characterized as oppositional but not binary. An analog border,
which in principle defines an infinitely broad and permeable continuum, is
designed not to exclude individual subjects as such (i.e., identities thought to be
fully constituted) but to distinguish between a broad ensemble of interests and
intentions.
Hence in advocating that the peasants understand themselves as the
‘antithesis’ of the dominant group and that their practices manifest antagonisms,
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Freire implies a simultaneous transgression of one border and the establishment
of another. First, through the process of decodification as well as through the
acquisition of literacy, that is, in the movement from semiintransitive to naive
transitive consciousness, the peasants cross the border of their sedimented social
existence, and then introduce, or, more accurately, ‘reactivate’ the border
between themselves and the dominant group.
The drawing or reactivation of this second boundary has several consequences
that need elaboration. The first stems from the fact that the introduction of
boundaries in human relations is an intentional act: boundaries are teleological,
and their ‘meanings’ and ‘functions’ are more or less, though never totally, under
the control of those who introduce and police them. Borders thus ‘belong’ to
those who control them, and the relations of other individuals or groups to these
borders can be more or less active or passive. In relation to Freire’s project, these
distinctions permit a clarification of the peasants’ actions. In drawing or
‘reactivating’ the second boundary the peasants are changing their relation to it
from a passive to an active one. In the process they are outlining broad
differences and antagonisms between the utopian/heterotopian socio-political,
economic and cultural intentionalities of progressive forces and the opposed
intentionalities of those who would prefer to confine the peasants to their
disenfranchised, sedimented ‘culture of silence’. In short, they are opening
themselves up to the possibility of forming alliances. As such they become not
only specular but, potentially, syncretic border intellectuals as well.
As one can judge from the above analysis of Paulo Freire’s project, it is strongly
influenced by the politics of radical hope. His vision is profoundly optimistic,
without succumbing to naivety. Indeed, his work is characterized by a dialectic
tension between radical optimism and a realistic caution, with the implications of
the former, however, always remaining predominant.
Thus, for instance, he is quite explicit about powerful residual
conservativeness and inertia in the consciousness of those who have begun the
transition enabled by literacy. As he puts it:
Although the qualitative difference between the semi-intransitive
consciousness and the naive transitive consciousness can be explained by
the phenomenon of emergence due to structural transformations in society,
there are no rigidly defined frontiers between the historical moments that
produce qualitative changes in men’s awareness. In many respects, the semiintransitive consciousness remains present in the naive transitive
consciousness…. Therefore, the transitive consciousness emerges as a
naive consciousness, as dominated as the former. Nevertheless, it is now
indisputably more disposed to perceive the source of its ambiguous
existence in the objective conditions of society. (1985:77)
This tendency to qualify a very realist assessment of the situation with an
immediate search for the site of interstitial or marginal optimism is typical of
Freire. In this specific instance, the tension between the two is again packed with
a series of implications that need elaboration. Freire is, of course, quite right to
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insist that ‘structural transformations in society’ do not necessarily or
automatically lead to articulations and negotiations of antagonism, only through
which social transformation becomes possible: for the latter to become possible,
the unfolding of antagonisms in turn must be predicated on the development of
systematic and deliberate resistance.
This realistic pessimism, however, is balanced by the implications, particularly
concerning temporality and history, that are condensed in Freire’s insistence on
the value of the perceptual transformation which the semi-intransitive
consciousness has experienced. The condensed optimism becomes more evident
in his articulation of the tension that exists in a single moment wherein the
‘denunciation’ of existence in sedimented society is simultaneously combined
with the ‘annunciation’—however implicit and as yet inarticulate that
annunciation may be—of an alternate set of possibilities. Denunciation and
annunciation together constitute ‘an historic commitment’, claims Freire. And
while the former demands an increasingly precise understanding of one’s
condition and the latter ‘increasingly requires a theory of its transforming action’,
‘neither act by itself implies the transformation of the denounced reality or the
establishment of that which is announced. Rather, as a moment in a historical
process, the announced reality is already present in the act of denunciation and
annunciation’ (1985:57, emphasis added). What Freire seems to imply here is
that the temporality entailed in the establishment of a ‘fully’ achieved new reality
must be distinguished from its inaugural moment, which as such is qualitatively
different from the temporality that follows. Alternately, this moment can be
approached through Freire’s claim that dominant groups are characterized by an
anxiety to maintain the identity of present social relations into the future. By
contrast, Freire’s pedagogy frees the peasants from their anxiety to reproduce the
limitations of the present in the future. Thus the inaugural moment that
announces, however vaguely, a new social reality opens up the future as pure
possibility, and it is this pure possibility, when linked with a sense of agential
control, that becomes crucial for sustaining radical hope, which in turn becomes
essential for sustaining the work required to achieve a new reality. In short, the
inaugural moment is decisive in its foundational capacity.
Finally, it must be pointed out that the inaugural moment has an equally strong
effect on the peasants’ relation to their present and past. The acquisition of
literacy is, in a certain sense, a minimal, albeit necessary, first step in a series
that could eventually alleviate the condition of peasants in a substantive manner.
But it is also a major step in that it provides them with an entry into the Symbolic
realm. Of course, nonliterate peasants who live in chirographic cultures are
already subsumed indirectly in the logic and economy of a chirographically
ordered universe. However, direct access to literacy would significantly alter
their condition, for a fundamental distinction between oral and chirographic
cultures (or states) is that the latter provides the possibility of a much finer and
more determinate control of the Symbolic. As Ong (1982), Goody (1977) and
others have pointed out, control of alphabetic literacy (as opposed to
pictographic representation, for instance) enables a variety of changes: the
codification and representation of finer distinctions in all realms of signification;
the documentation of events and thus the development of a historical archive; the
possibility of greater individuation; and so on. In short, literacy permits the
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development of a dense discursivity and the very concept of historicity.
Documentation, predicated on literacy, enables the development, over a period
of time, of a rich archive, which in turn eventually permits various
interpretations of the specific changes that have occurred in the past.
Contemplation of the history thus produced, that is, of the series of
interpretations then facilitates a theoretical consideration of the methods of
historiography. However, from the present viewpoint it is more important to note
that access to the construction and comprehension of one’s history, enabled by
literacy, implies a greater control of one’s past and present. And that control,
when combined with an understanding of the future as pure possibility,
significantly enhances one’s sense of agency and hence the possibility of
changing one’s present condition.
These, it seems to me, are some of the fundamental implications of Freire’s
pedagogy. But these ramifications are not necessarily confined to the site of his
practice; they are portable and can have equally significant effects on other
pedagogical sites, provided that Freire’s methods are adapted to the specific
circumstances of the new site.
Note
1 For a detailed discussion of the border intellectual see my article,
‘Worldlinesswithout-world’ (JanMohamed, forthcoming).
As Henry Giroux has pointed out, Freire’s own experience as border intellectual
informs his methodology. My aim in this paper is not to explore this fascinating
parallel but simply to focus on how his method functions to produce border
intellectuals.
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MULTICULTURALISM AND THE
POSTMODERN CRITIQUE: TOWARDS A
PEDAGOGY OF RESISTANCE AND
TRANSFORMATION

For the proletariat does not need all the thousands of little words by
which the bourgeoisie masks class struggles in its own pedagogy.
The ‘unprejudiced,’ ‘understanding,’ ‘empathetic’ bourgeoisie
practices, the ‘child-loving’ teachers—these we can do without.
(Benjamin, 1973:32)
Social justice under siege
We inhabit skeptical times; historical moments spawned in a temper of distrust,
disillusionment and despair. Social relations of discomfort and diffidence have
always pre-existed us but the current historical juncture is particularly invidious
in this regard, marked as it is by a rapture of greed, untempered and hypereroticized consumer will, racing currents of narcissism, severe economic and
racial injustices and heightened social paranoia. The objective conditions of
Western capitalism now appear so completely incompatible with the realization
of f reedom and liberation that it is no understatement to consider them mutually
antagonistic enterprises. Situated beyond the reach of ethically convincing forms
of accountability, capitalism has dissolved the meaning of democracy and
freedom into glossy aphorisms one finds in election campaign sound bytes or at
bargain-basement sales in suburban shopping malls. The American public has
been proferred a vision of democracy that is a mixture of Sunday barbecue
banality, American Gladiator jocksniffery, AMWAY enterprise consciousness,
and the ominous rhetoric of ‘New World Order’ jingoism.
The heroic cult of modernism which has naturalized the power and privilege
of ‘dead white men’ and accorded the pathology of domination the status of
cultural reason has all but enshrined a history of decay, defeat and moral panic.
Greed, avarice and cynicism have insinuated themselves into virtually every
aspect of cultural life, and have become rationalized and aestheticized as
necessary resources that must be fed into a vast technological machine known as
Western civilization. It is a history that has installed Willie Horton into our
structural unconscious and helped make possible and desirable the legal torture
and dehumanization of Rodney King and people of color in general. That the
fortified, postmodern noir metropolises of this fin-de-siècle era have grown more
Latinophobic, homophobic, xenophobic, sexist, racist and bureaucratically cruel
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is not reflective of the self-understanding of the public-at-large but of the way
that the public has been constructed through a politics of representation linked to
the repressive moralism of the current conservative political regime and current
counterattacks on cultural democracy from the right.
The present moral apocalypse, perhaps most vividly represented by the
maelstrom of anger and violence under the smoke-filled skies of Los Angeles,
has not been brought on simply by the existence of midnight hustlers, the drug
trade, skewered ambition, or gang members taking advantage of public outrage
over the justice system but by shifting economic, political and cultural relations
that have worsened over the last two decades. We have been standing at the
crossroads of a disintegrating culture for the last two decades where we have
witnessed a steady increase in the disproportionate level of material wealth,
economic dislocation and intergenerational poverty suffered by AfricanAmericans, Latinos and other minorities. Such conditions have been brought
about by the frenetic and at times savage immorality of the Reagan and Bush
administrations as evidenced in their direct attacks on the underclass, the
disintegration of social programs and the general retreat from civil rights that
occurred during their tenure in office.
Other characteristics of this current juncture include: changes in the structure
of the US economy, the declining inner-city job market, growing national
unemployment rates, a drastic decline in the number of unskilled positions in
traditional blue-collar industries in urban areas, the increasing numbers of youth
competing for fewer and fewer entry-level unskilled jobs, the automation of
clerical labor, the movement of the African-American middle class out of the
once multiclass ghetto, the shifting of service sector employment to the suburbs
(Kasinitz, 1988), the destructive competition among nations that results from a
free trade policy fuelled by the retrograde notion that other nations can achieve
economic growth by unbalanced sales to the US market; increased global
competition provoking capitalist manufacturing firms to reduce costs by
exploiting immigrant workers in US cities or ‘out-sourcing’ to Third World
countries; and a post-Fordist de-monopolization of economic structures and the
deregulation and globalization of markets, trade and labor as well as deregulated
local markets ‘that makes local capital vulnerable to the strategies of corporate
raiders’ (Featherstone, 1990:7).
In addition, we are faced with an increasing assault on human intelligence by
the architects of mass culture, an increasing dependency on social cues
manufactured by the mass media to construct meaning and build consensus on
moral issues, and the strengthening of what Piccone (1988:9) has called the
‘unholy symbiosis of abstract individualism and managerial bureaucracies.’ The
white-controlled media (often backed by victim-blaming white social scientists)
have ignored the economic and social conditions responsible for bringing about
in African-American communities what Cornel West has called a ‘walking
nihilism of pervasive drug addiction, pervasive alcoholism, pervasive homicide,
and an exponential rise in suicide’ (cited in Stephanson, 1988:276).
Furthermore, the white media has generated the racially pornographic term,
‘wilding’, to account for recent acts of violence in urban centers by groups of
young African-Americans (Cooper, 1989). Apparently the term ‘wilding’, first
reported by New York City newspapers in relation to the Central Park rapists,
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was relevant only to the violence of black male youth since the term was
conspicuously absent in press reports of the attack of white male youths on
Yusef Hawkins in Bensonhurst (Wallace, 1991). Thus, the postmodern image
which many white people now entertain in relation to the African-American
underclass is one of a violently hybrid population, spawning mutant Willie
Horton-type youths who, in the throes of bloodlust, roam the perimeter of the
urban landscape high on angel dust, randomly hunting whites with steel pipes
(see Giroux’s discussion of Grand Canyon in this issue). Latino youth fare no
better in the public eye.
The dilemma of postmodern critique and the debate over
multiculturalism
I have foregrounded the social and cultural situatedness of oppression as a
background to my discussion of multiculturalism since I share Michele
Wallace’s conviction that the debates over multiculturalism cannot afford to have
their connection to wider material relations occulted by a focus on theoretical
issues divorced from the lived experiences of oppressed groups. She is worth
quoting on this issue:
Many individual events on the current cultural landscape conspire to make
me obsessed with contemporary debates over ‘multiculturalism’ in both the
art world and the culture at large, but my concern is grounded first and
foremost in my observation of the impact of present material conditions on
an increasing sector of the population. These material conditions which
include widespread homelessness, joblessness, illiteracy, crime, disease
(including AIDS), hunger, poverty, drug addiction, alcoholism, as well as
the various habits of ill-health, and the destruction of the environment are
(let’s face it) the myriad social effects of late multinational capitalism.
(1991:6)
A focus on the material and global relations of oppression can help us to avoid
reducing the ‘problem’ of multiculturalism to simply one of attitudes and
temperament or, in the case of the academy, to a case of textual disagreement
and discourse wars. It also helps to emphasize the fact that, in the United States,
the concoction called ‘multiculturalism’, which has resulted from a forensic
search for equality and the political ladling of the long-brewing ‘melting pot’,
has produced an aversion to, rather than a respect for difference. Regrettably,
multiculturalism has been too often transformed into a code word in
contemporary political jargon that has been fulsomely invoked in order to divert
attention from the imperial legacy of racism and social injustice in this country
and the ways in which new racist formations are being produced in spaces
culturally de-differentiated and demonified by neoconservative platforms that
anathematize difference through attacks on the concept of heterogeneous public
cultures (see Ravitch, 1990, 1995; Kimball, 1991; Browder, 1992).
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In the sections that follow, I want to discuss recent articulations of the
postmodern critique in order to examine the limitations of current conservative
and liberal formulations of multiculturalism. In doing so, I would like to posit an
alternative analysis. I shall argue that, despite its limitations for constructing an
emancipatory politics, postmodern criticism can offer educators and cultural
workers a means of problematizing the issue of difference and diversity in ways
that can deepen and extend existing debates over multiculturalism, pedagogy,
and social transformation. Certain new strands of postmodern critique that fall
under the rubric of ‘political’ and ‘critical’ postmodernism deserve serious
attention in this regard.
More specifically, I shall redraw the discussion of multiculturalism from the
perspective of new strands of postmodern critique that emphasize the
construction of ‘a politics of difference’. I will conclude by urging critical
educators to reclaim the importance of relational or global critique—in particular
the concept of ‘totality’—in their efforts to bring history and materiality back
into theoretical and pedagogical discourses.
Subaltern and feminist challenges to the postmodern
critique
Enlightenment reason mocks us as we allow it to linger in our educational
thinking and policies; for some of the most painful lessons of modernity have
been that a teleological and totalizing view of scientific progress is antipathetic
to liberation; that capitalism has posited an irrecuperable disjunction between
ethics and economics; and that, paradoxically, modernity has produced an
intractable thralldom to the very logic of domination which it has set out to
contest and in doing so has reproduced part of the repression to which it has so
disdainfully pointed.
The postmodern critique has set out to challenge these modernist assumptions
and rationalities. Broadly speaking, the postmodern critique concerns itself with
a rejection or debunking of modernism’s epistemic foundations or metanarratives; a dethronement of the authority of positivistic science that
essentializes differences between what appear to be self-possessing identities; an
attack on the notion of a unified goal of history; and a deconstruction of the
magnificent Enlightenment swindle of the autonomous, stable and self-contained
ego that is supposed to be able to act independently of its own history, its own
cultural and linguistic situatedness, and free from inscriptions in the discourses
of, among others, gender, race and class.
Postmodern social theory has rightly claimed that we lack a vocabulary or
epistemology that is able to render the world as empirically discoverable
or accurately mappable, and that experience and reason cannot be explained
outside of the social production of intelligibility. Further, the postmodern critique
has been exemplary in revealing the hopelessness of attempts by empiricists to
transcend the political, ideological and economic conditions that transform the
world into cultural and social formations. While postmodern social theory has
advanced our understanding of the politics of representation and identity
formation, certain postmodern articulations and inflections of critical social
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theory have noticeably abandoned the language of social change, emancipatory
practice and transformative politics. In fact, many of them carry mordantly
pessimistic and distinctively reactionary potential.
Postmodern criticism’s shift in the concept of the political through its
emphasis on signification and representation, the dispersion of history into the
after-image of the text, and in its challenge to logocentric conceptions of truth
and experience, have not gone uncontested. For instance, Paul Gilroy has made
clear some of the problems with theorizing under the banner of postmodernism—
if under such a banner one assumes one has constructed a politics of refusal,
redemption, and emancipation. Gilroy writes:
It is interesting to note that the very moment when celebrated
EuroAmerican cultural theorists have pronounced the collapse of ‘grand
narratives’ the expressive culture of Britain’s black poor is dominated by
the need to construct them as narratives of redemption and emancipation.
This expressive culture, like others elsewhere in the African diaspora,
produces a potent historical memory and an authoritative analytic and
historical account of racial capitalism and its overcoming. (1990:278)
What some prominent cultural critics view as the constituent features of
postmodernism—depthlessness, the retreat from the question of history, and the
disappearance of affect—do not, in Gilroy’s view, take seriously enough what is
going on in African-American expressive culture. Blatantly contradicting this
supposed ‘cultural dominant’ of postmodernism is ‘the repertoire of
“hermeneutic gestures”’ emanating from black expressive cultures. Gilroy points
out that widely publicized views of the postmodern condition held by such
prominent critics as Fredric Jameson may simply constitute another form of
Eurocentric master narrative since black expressive cultures use all the new
technological means at their disposal ‘not to flee from depth but to revel in it, not
to abjure public history but to proclaim it’ (1990:278). Similarly, Cornel West
qualifies black cultural practices in the arts and intellectual life as examples of a
‘potentially enabling yet resisting postmodernism’ (1989:96) that has grown out
of
an acknowledgement of a reality that [black people] cannot not know— the
ragged edges of the real, of necessity; a reality historically constructed by
white supremacist practices in North America during the age of Europe.
These ragged edges—of not being able to eat, not to have shelter, not to
have health care—all this is infused into the strategies and styles of black
cultural practices. (93)
Important concerns about the postmodern critique have also been posed by
feminist theorists. They have questioned why men, in particular, find the new
gospel of postmodernism to be so significantly compelling at this current
historical moment. Not the least of their objections is related to the fact that a
theoretical conversion to the postmodern critique in many instances allows men
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to retain their privileged status as bearers of the Word precisely because it
distracts serious attention from the recent concentration on feminist discourse
(Kaplan, 1987:150–2). Dominant strands of the postmodern critique also tend to
delegitimize the recent literature of people of color, black women, Latin
Americans and Africans (Christian, 1987:55). In addition, we are reminded that
just at a time in history when a great many groups are engaged in ‘nationalisms’
which involve redefining them as marginalized Others, the academy has begun to
legitimize a critical theory of the ‘subject’ which holds the concept of agency in
doubt, and which casts a general skepticism on the possibilities of a general
theory which can describe the world and institute a quest for historical progress
(Harstock, 1987; Di Stephano, 1990).
It is difficult to argue against these calls to de-capitalize the registers of
Patriarchy, Manhood and Truth as they manifest themselves within dominant
variants of the postmodern critique. And with such a consideration in mind, I
would ask if it is at all possible to recuperate and extend the project of
postmodernist critique within the context of a critical pedagogy of
multiculturalism in a way that remains attentive to the criticisms posed above. To
attempt to answer such a question demands that I establish at the outset both my
own convergences with and departures from the discourse genre of
postmodernism.
Ludic and resistance postmodernism
My general sympathy with the postmodern critique does not come without
serious qualifications. Postmodernist criticism is not monolithic and for the
purposes of this essay I would like to distinguish between two theoretical
strands. The first has been astutely described by Teresa Ebert (1991:115) as
‘ludic postmodernism’—an approach to social theory that is decidedly limited in
its ability to transform oppressive social and political regimes of power. Ludic
postmodernism generally occupies itself with a reality that is constituted by the
continual playfulness of the signifier and the heterogeneity of differences. As
such, ludic postmodernism (e.g., Lyotard, Derrida, Baudrillard) constitutes a
moment of self-reflexivity in deconstructing Western meta-narratives, asserting
that ‘meaning itself is self-divided and undecidable’ (Ebert, forthcoming).
Politics in this view is not an unmediated referent to action that exists outside
of representation. Rather, politics becomes a textual practice (e.g., parody,
pastiche, fragmentation) that unsettles, decenters and disrupts rather than
transforms the totalizing circulation of meaning within grand narratives and
dominant discursive apparatuses (Ebert, forthcoming; Zavarzadeh and Morton,
1991). While ludic postmodernism may be applauded for attempting to
deconstruct the way that power is deployed within cultural settings, it ultimately
represents a form of detotalizing micropolitics in which the contextual specificity
of difference is set up against the totalizing machineries of domination. The
contingent in this case determines necessity as ludic postmodernism, sets up as
“superstructuralism” that privileges the cultural, discursive and ideological over
the materiality of modes and relations of production (Zavarzadeh and Morton,
1991).
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I want to argue that educators should assume a cautionary stance towards ludic
postmodernism critique because, as Ebert notes, it simply reinscribes the status
quo and reduces history to the supplementarity of signification or the freefloating trace of textuality (1991:115). As a mode of critique, it rests its case on
interrogating specific and local enunciations of oppression but often fails to
analyze such enunciations in relation to larger dominating structures of
oppression (McLaren, in press; Aronowitz and Giroux, 1991).
Ludic postmodernism is akin to what Scott Lash (1990) calls ‘spectral
postmodernism’—a form of critique that deals with the de-differentiation and
blurring of disciplinary knowledge and genres (e.g., literature and criticism) and
involves the implosion of the real into representation, the social into the
mediascape, and exchange-value into sign value. For the spectral
postmodernists, the social is sucked up and dissolved into the world of signs and
electronic communication while depth of meaning is imploded into superficiality.
Pauline Marie Rosenau (1992) refers to this as ‘skeptical postmodernism’—a
strand of postmodernism that reflects not only an ontological agnosticism that
urges a relinquishing of the primacy of social transformation but also an
epistemological relativism that calls for a tolerance of a range of meaning without
advocating any one of them.
The kind of postmodern social theory I want to pose as a counterweight to
skeptical and spectral postmodernism has been referred to as ‘oppositional
postmodernism’ (Foster, 1983), ‘radical critique-al theory’ (Zavarzadeh and
Morton, 1991), ‘postmodern education’ (Aronowitz and Giroux, 1991),
‘resistance postmodernism’ (Ebert, forthcoming, 1991), and ‘critical
postmodernism’ (McLaren, in press; Giroux, 1992; McLaren and Hammer,
1989). These forms of critique are not alternatives to ludic postmodernism but
appropriations and extensions of this critique. Resistance postmodernism brings
to ludic critique a form of materialist intervention since it is not solely based on a
textual theory of difference but rather on one that is social and historical. In this
way, postmodern critique can serve as an interventionist and transformative
critique of US culture. Following Ebert, resistance postmodernism attempts to
show that ‘textualities (significations) are material practices, forms of conflicting
social relations’ (1991:115). The sign is always an arena of material conflict and
competing social relations as well as ideas and we can ‘rewrite the sign as an
ideological process formed out of a signif ier standing in relation to a matrix of
historically possible or suspended signifieds’ (forthcoming). In other words,
difference is politicized by being situated in real social and historical conflicts
and not simply over abstract differences or between semiotic contradictions.
Resistance postmodernism does not abandon the undecidability or contingency
of the social altogether; rather, the undecidability of history is understood as
related to class struggle, the institutionalization of asymmetrical relations of
power and privilege, and the way historical accounts are contested by different
groups (Morton and Zavarzadeh, 1991; Giroux, 1992; McLaren and Hammer,
1989). On this matter Ebert remarks: ‘We need to articulate a theory of
difference in which the differing, deferring slippage of signifiers is not taken as
the result of the immanent logic of language but as the effect of the social conflicts
traversing signification’ (1991:118). In other words, to view difference as simply
textuality, as a formal, rhetorical space in which representation narrates its own
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trajectory of signification, is to ignore the social and historical dimensions of
difference (Ebert, forthcoming). Ebert elaborates this point as follows: ‘A
postmodern analytics of difference would enable us to move beyond the theory
of difference as reified experience, and to critique the historical, economic, and
ideological production of difference itself as a slipping, sliding series of relations
that are struggled over and which produce the significations and subjectivities by
which we live and maintain existing social relations’ (1991:118). She further
describes resistance postmodernism as a politics of difference, as a theory of
practice and a practice of theory:
a resistance postmodern cultural critique—interrogating the political
semiosis of culture—would be an oppositional political practice produced
through the activity of reading, of making sense of cultural texts. However,
opposition does not lie within—in other words it is not inherent in—a text
or individual but is produced out of the practice of critique itself. Moreover
the critic herself is always already interpellated in the hegemonic subject
positions of the culture, and contestation derives not from some will to
resist but again is produced through the practice of critique. (129)
Resistance postmodernism takes into account both the macropolitical level of
structural organization and the micropolitical level of different and contradictory
manifestations of oppression as a means of analyzing global relations of
oppression. As such, resistance postmodernism bears a considerable degree of
affinity to what Scott Lash has recently termed ‘organic postmodernism’.
Organic postmodernism tries to move beyond epistemic skepticism and
explanatory nihilism to concern itself with issues related not just to the
commodification of language but to the commodification of labor and the social
relations of production. According to Lash, it attempts to reintegrate the cultural
into the natural, material environment. From this perspective, rationality is not
pan-historical or universal but is always situated in particular communities of
discourse. In addition, organic postmodernism argues that high modernism
articulates reality in a way that often serves as a cover for validating a Cartesian
universe of discrete parts disconnected from wider economies of power and
privilege. In other words, high modernism is accused of collapsing difference
into the uneasy harmony we know as white patriarchal privilege—a privilege
inextricably bound up with nationalism, imperialism and the state.
Multiculturalism and the postmodern critique
In this section I want to bring a critical or resistance-postmodernist perspective to
bear on the issue of multiculturalism. For me, the key issue for critical educators
is to develop a multicultural curriculum and pedagogy that attends to the
specificity (in terms of race, class, gender, sexual orientation, etc.) of difference
(which is in keeping with ludic postmodernism) yet at the same time addresses
the commonality of diverse Others under the law with respect to guiding
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referents of freedom and liberation (which is in keeping with resistance
postmodernism).
Viewed from the perspective of resistance postmodernism, the liberal and
conservative attacks on multiculturalism as separatist and ethnocentric carry with
them the erroneous assumption that North American society fundamentally
constitutes social relations of uninterrupted accord. This view furthermore
underscores the idea that North American society is largely a forum of consensus
with different minority viewpoints simply accretively added on. This constitutes
a politics of pluralism which largely ignores the workings of power and privilege.
More specifically, it ‘involves a very insidious exclusion as far as any structural
politics of change is concerned: it excludes and occludes global or structural
relations of power as “ideological” and “totalizing”’ (Ebert, forthcoming). In
addition, it presupposes harmony and agreement—an undisturbed space in which
differences can coexist. Yet such a presupposition is dangerously problematic.
Chandra Mohanty notes that difference cannot be formulated as negotiation
among culturally diverse groups against a backdrop of presumed cultural
homogeneity. Difference is the recognition that knowledges are forged in
histories that are riven with differentially constituted relations of power; that is,
knowledges, subjectivities and social practices are forged within ‘asymmetrical
and incommensurate cultural spheres’ (1989/ 90:181).
Too often liberal and conservative positions on diversity constitute an attempt
to view culture as a soothing balm—the aftermath of historical disagreement—
some mythical present where the irrationalities of historical conflict have been
smoothed out. This is not only a disingenuous view of culture, it is profoundly
dishonest. The liberal and conservative position on culture also assumes that
justice already exists and needs only to be evenly apportioned. However, both
teachers and students need to realize that justice does not already exist simply
because laws exist. Justice needs to be continually created, constantly struggled
for. The question that I want to pose to teachers is this: Do teachers and cultural
workers have access to a language that allows them to sufficiently critique and
transform existing social and cultural practices that are defended by liberals and
conservatives as democratic?
The subject without properties
The critical postmodernist critique provides us with a way of understanding the
limitations of a multiculturalism trapped within a logic of democracy that is
under the sway of late capitalism. One of the surreptitious perversions of
democracy has been the manner in which citizens have been invited to empty
themselves of all racial or ethnic identity so that presumably they will all stand
naked before the law. In effect, citizens are invited to become little more than
disembodied consumers. As Joan Copjec points out:
Democracy is the universal quantifier by which America—the ‘melting
pot’, the ‘nation of immigrants’—constitutes itself as a nation. If all our
citizens can be said to be Americans, this is not because we share any
positive characteristics, but rather because we have all been given the right
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to shed these characteristics, to present ourselves as disembodied before
the law. I divest myself of my positive identity, therefore I am a citizen. This
is the peculiar logic of democracy. (1991:30)
Rosaldo (1989) refers to this process as ‘cultural stripping’ wherein individuals are
stripped of their former cultures in order to become ‘transparent’ American
citizens. While the embodied and perspectival location of any citizen’s identity
has an undeniable effect on what can be said, democracy has nevertheless created
formal identities which give the illusion of identity while simultaneously erasing
difference. David Lloyd refers to this cultural practice as the formation of the
‘Subject without properties.’ (1991:70) As the dominated are invited to shed
their positive identities, the dominators unwittingly serve as the regulating
principle of identity itself by virtue of their very indifference.
The universality of the position of dominator is attained through its literal
indifference and it ‘becomes representative in consequence of being able to take
anyone’s place, of occupying any place, of a pure exchangeability’ (70). Such a
subject without properties governs the distribution of humanity into the local
(native) and the universal by assuming the ‘global ubiquity of the white
European’ which, in turn, becomes the very ‘regulative idea of Culture against
which the multiplicity of local cultures is defined’ (70). Lloyd notes that the
domination of the white universalized subject ‘is virtually selflegitimating since
the capacity to be everywhere present becomes an historical manifestation of the
white man’s gradual approximation to the universality he everywhere represents’
(70).
Against this peculiar logic of democracy, resistance postmodernism argues that
individuals need always to rethink the relationship between identity and
difference. They need to understand their ethnicity in terms of a politics of
location, positionality or enunciation. Stuart Hall argues, rightly in my view, that
‘there’s no enunciation without positionality. You have to position yourself
somewhere in order to say anything at all’ (1991:18) One’s identity, whether as
black, white or Latino, has to do with the discovery of one’s ethnicity. Hall calls
this process of discovery the construction of ‘new ethnicities’ or ‘emergent
ethnicities’. Entailed in such a discovery is the
need to honor the hidden histories from which…[people]…come. They
need to understand the languages which they’ve been not taught to speak.
They need to understand and revalue the traditions and inheritances of
cultural expression and creativity. And in that sense, the past is not only a
position from which to speak, but it is also an absolutely necessary
resource in what one has to say…. So the relationship of the kind of
ethnicity I’m talking about to the past is not a simple, essential one—it is a
constructed one. It is constructed in history, it is constructed politically in
part. It is part of narrative. We tell ourselves the stories of the parts of our
roots in order to come into contact, creatively, with it. So this new kind of
ethnicity—the emergent ethnicities—has a relationship to the past, but it is
a relationship that is partly through memory, partly through narrative, one
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that has to be recovered. It is an act of cultural recovery. (Hall, 1991:18,
19)
While the discourse of multiculturalism has tended to oppose hierarchical
exclusiveness with arguments in favor of unrestricted inclusiveness (Wallace,
1991:6), a resistance-postmodernist critique further problematizes the issue of
exclusion and inclusion by articulating a new relationship between identity and
difference. Not only can a resistance postmodernist articulation of difference
theorize a place where marginalized groups can speak from but it can also provide
groups a place from which to move beyond an essentialized and narrow ethnic
identity since they also have a stake in global conditions of equality and social
justice (Hall, 1991).
Homi K. Bhabha (1990) has articulated an important distinction between
‘difference’ and ‘diversity’. Working from a poststructuralist perspective,
Bhabha breaks from the social democratic version of multiculturalism where
race, class and gender is modeled on a consensual conception of difference and
locates his work within a radical democratic version of cultural pluralism which
recognizes the essentially contested character of the signs and signifying
apparatuses that people use in the construction of their identities (Mercer, 1990:8).
Bhabha is critical of the notion of diversity used in liberal discourse to refer to
the importance of plural, democratic societies. He argues that with diversity
comes a ‘transparent norm’ constructed and administered by the ‘host’ society
that creates a false consensus. This is because the normative grid that locates
cultural diversity at the same time serves to contain cultural difference: The
‘universalism that paradoxically permits diversity masks ethnocentric norms’
(1990:208). Differences, on the other hand, do not always speak of consensus
but are often incommensurable. Culture, as a system of difference, as symbolforming activity, must in Bhabha’s view be seen as ‘a process of translations’
(210). From this follows the observation that while cultures cannot be simply
reduced to unregulatable textual play, neither do they exist as undisplaceable
forms in the sense that they possess ‘a totalized prior moment of being or
meaning—an essence’ (210).
Otherness in this sense is often internal to the symbol-forming activity of that
culture and it is perhaps best to speak of culture as a form of ‘hybridity’. Within
this hybridity, there exists a ‘third space’ that enables other discursive positions
to emerge—to resist attempts to normalize what Bhabha refers to as ‘the timelagged colonial moment’ (1991a:211). This ‘third space’ opens up possibilities
for new structures of authority, and new political vistas and visions. Identity from
this perspective is always an arbitrary, contingent and temporary suturing of
identification and meaning. Bhabha’s distinction makes it clear why people such
as Ravitch, Bloom, Hirsch and Bennett are so dangerous when they talk about
the importance of building a common culture. Who has the power to exercise
meaning, to create the grid from which Otherness is defined, to create the
identifications that invite closures on meanings, on interpretations and
translations?
This essay has suggested that conservative and liberal multiculturalism is
really about the politics of assimilation because both assume that we really do
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live in a common egalitarian culture. Such an understanding of difference
implies, as Iris Marion Young notes, ‘coming into the game after the rules and
standards have already been set, and having to prove oneself according to those
rules and standards.’ (1990:164) These standards are not seen as culturally and
experientially specific among the citizenry-at-large because with a pluralist
democracy privileged groups have occluded their own advantage by invoking the
ideal of an unsituated, neutral, universal common humanity of self-formation in
which all can happily participate without regard to differences in race, gender,
class, age or sexual orientation. Resistance postmodernism, in particular,
unsettles such a notion of universal common humanity by exploring identity
within the context of power, discourse, culture, experience, and historical
specificity.
Difference and the politics of signification
Resistance postmodernism has been especially significant in reformulating the
meaning of difference as a form of signification. Differences in this view do not
constitute clearly marked zones of auto-intelligible experience or a unity of
identity as they do within most conservative and liberal forms of cultural
pluralism. Rather, differences are understood through a politics of signification,
that is, through signifying practices that are both reflective and constitutive of
prevailing economic and political relations (Ebert, 1991). Against the
conservative multiculturalist understanding of difference as ‘self-evident cultural
obviousness’, as a ‘mark of plurality’, or ‘the carefully marked off zones of
experience—the privileged presence—of one group, one social category against
another that we faithfully cultivate and reproduce in our analyses’, Teresa Ebert
defines difference as
culturally constituted, made intelligible, through signifying practices. [For
postmodern theories] ‘difference’ is not a clearly marked zone of
experience, a unity of identity of one social group against another, taken as
cultural pluralism. Rather, postmodern differences are relations of
opposing signifiers. (1991:117)
According to Ebert, our current ways of seeing and acting are being disciplined
for us through forms of signification, that is, through modes of intelligibility and
ideological frames of sense-making. Rejecting the Saussurian semiotics of
signifying practices (and its continuing use in contemporary poststructuralism) as
‘ahistorical operations of language and tropes’, Ebert characterizes signifying
practices as ‘an ensemble of material operations involved in economic and
political relations’ (1991:117). She maintains, rightly in my view, that socioeconomic relations of power require distinctions to be made among groups
through forms of signification in order to organize subjects according to the
unequal distribution of privilege and power.
To illustrate the politics of signification at work in the construction and
formation of racist subjects, Ebert offers the example of the way in which the
terms ‘negro’ and ‘black’ have been employed within the racial politics of the
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United States. Just as the term ‘negro’ became an immutable mark of difference
and naturalized the political arrangements of racism in the 1960s, so too is the
term ‘black’ being refigured in the white dominant culture to mean criminality,
violence and social degeneracy. This was made clear in the Willie Horton
campaign ads of George Bush and in the current Bush and David Duke position
on hiring quotas. And in my view it was evident in the verdict of the Rodney
King case in Los Angeles.
Carlos Munoz, Jr. has revealed how the term ‘Hispanic’ in the mid-1970s
became a ‘politics of white ethnic identity’ that de-emphasized and in some
cases rejected the Mexican cultural base of Mexican Americans. Munoz writes
that the term ‘Hispanic’ is derived from ‘Hispania’ which was the name the
Romans gave to the Iberian peninsula, most of which became Spain, and
‘implicitly emphasizes the white European culture of Spain at the expense of the
nonwhite cultures that have profoundly shaped the experiences of all Latin
Americans’ (1989:11). Not only is this term blind to the multiracial reality of
Mexican Americans through its refusal to acknowledge ‘the nonwhite indigenous
cultures of the Americas, Africa, and Asia, which historically have produced
multicultural and multiracial peoples in Latin America and the United States’
(11), it is a term that ignores the complexities within these various cultural
groups. Here is another example of the melting pot theory of assimilation
fostered through a politics of signification. So that we might ask ourselves what
signifieds (meanings) will be attached to certain terms such as ‘welfare
mothers’? I think we know what government officials mean when they refer
derisively to ‘welfare mothers’. They mean black and Latino mothers.
The examples discussed above confirm the observation of resistance
postmodernism that differences are produced according to the ideological
production and reception of cultural signs. As Mas’ud Zavarzadeh and Donald
Morton point out, ‘Signs are neither eternally predetermined nor pan-historically
undecidable: they are rather “decided” or rendered as “undecidable” in the
moment of social conflicts’ (1990:156). Difference is not ‘cultural obviousness’
such as black versus white or Latino versus European or Anglo-American; rather,
differences are historical and cultural constructions (Ebert, 1991).
Just as we can see the politics of signification at work in instances of police
brutality, we can see it at work in special education placement where a greater
proportion of Black and Latino students are considered for ‘behavioral’
placements whereas white, middle-class students are provided for the most part
with the more comforting and comfortable label of ‘learning disabled’
(McLaren, 1989a). Here, a resistance-postmodernist critique can help teachers
explore the ways in which students are differentially subjected to ideological
inscriptions and multiply organized discourses of desire through a politics of
signification. For instance, a resistance-postmodernist critique helps to
understand how student identities are produced by a type of discursive
ventriloquism in that they are creatures of the languages and knowledges that
they have inherited and which unconsciously exert control over their thinking
and behavior. As James Donald (forthcoming) points out, social norms often
surface as guilt-provoking desires since they have gone through a process that
Foucault referred to as folding. James Donald points out that the
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norms and prohibitions instituted within social and cultural technologies
are folded into the unconscious so that they ‘surface’ not just as ‘personal
desires’ but in a complex and unpredictable dynamic of desire, guilt,
anxiety and displacement. Subjects have desires that they do not want to
have; they reject them at the cost of guilt and anxiety.
While subjects are invariably prisoners of a male monopoly on language and
knowledge production (Grosz, 1990:332), they are also active agents who are
capable of exercising deliberate historical actions in and on the world (Giroux,
1992). The point, of course, is that conscious knowledge is not exhaustive of
either identity or agency. We need to acknowledge what is not so obvious about
how difference is constitutive of both identity and agency.
While abandoning all vestiges of the dominant culture can lead to a futile
search for pre-modern roots that, in turn, leads to a narrow nationalism as in the
case of what Hall calls the ‘old ethnicity’, abandoning the search for identity in
the midst of the prevailing ideological and cultural hegemony can serve as a
capitulation to assimilation and the loss of forms of critical historical agency.
Needed is a view of multiculturalism and difference that moves beyond the
‘either-or’ logic of assimilation and resistance. To make a claim for
multiculturalism is not, in the words of Trinh T. Minh-ha, ‘to suggest the
juxtaposition of several cultures whose frontiers remain intact, nor is it to
subscribe to a bland ‘melting pot’ type of attitude that would level all differences.
It lies instead, in the intercultural acceptance of risks, unexpected detours, and
complexities of relation between break and closure.’ (1991:232)
Always totalize!
In this section I want to focus my analysis of multiculturalism on the concept of
totality. I would like to emphasize that while educators must center their
pedagogies on the affirmation of the ‘local’ knowledges of students within
particular socio-political and ethnic locations, the concept of totality must not be
abandoned altogether. Not all forms of totalization are democratically deficit. Not
all forms truncate, oppress and destroy pluralism. As Fredric Jameson remarks,
‘Local struggles…are effective only so long as they remain figures of allegories
from some larger systematic transformation. Politics has to operate on the micro
and the macro levels simultaneously; a modest restriction to local reforms within
the system seems reasonable, but often proves politically demoralizing’ (1989:
386). George Lipsitz underscores this idea, arguing that while totality can do
violence to the specificity of events, a rejection of all totality would likely
‘obscure real connections, causes, and relationships—atomizing common
experience into accidents and endlessly repeated play… [and that] only by
recognizing the collected legacy of accumulated human actions and ideas can we
judge the claims to truth and justice of any one story’ (1990:214).
Without a shared vision of democratic community, we risk endorsing struggles
in which the politics of difference collapses into new forms of separatism. As
Steven Best points out, poststructuralists rightly deconstruct essentialist and
repressive wholes, yet they often f ail to see how crippling the valorizing of

Downloaded by [Central Uni Library Bucharest] at 05:26 07 October 2013

A PEDAGOGY OF RESISTANCE AND TRANSFORMATION 131

difference, fragmentation and agonistics can be. This is especially true of ludic
postmodernism. Best writes: ‘The flip side of the tyranny of the whole is the
dictatorship of the fragment…without some positive and normative concept of
totality to counter-balance the poststructuralist/postmodern emphasis on
difference and discontinuity, we are abandoned to the seriality of pluralist
individualism and the supremacy of competitive values over communal life’
(1989:361). Best is correct in suggesting that what needs to be abandoned is the
reductive use of totality, not the concept of totality itself. Otherwise we risk
undermining the very concept of democratic public life.
Teresa Ebert (forthcoming) argues—brilliantly, to my mind—that we need to
reassert the concept of totality not in the Hegelian sense of an organic, unified,
oppressive unity, but rather ‘as both a system of relations and overdetermined
structure of difference.’ Difference needs to be understood as social
contradictions, as difference in relation, rather than dislocated, free-floating
difference. Systems of differences, notes Ebert, always involve patterns of
domination and relations of oppression and exploitation. We need to concern
ourselves, therefore, with economies of relations of difference within historically
specific totalities that are always open to contestation and transformation. As
structures of difference that are always multiple and unstable, the oppressive
relations of totalities (social, economic, political, legal, cultural, ideological) can
always be challenged within a pedagogy of liberation. Ebert argues that totalities
shouldn’t be confused with Lyotard’s notion of universal meta-narratives.
Only when they are used unjustly and oppressively as all-encompassing and
all-embracing global warrants for thought and action in order to secure an
oppressive regime of truth, should totality and universality be rejected. We need
to retain some kind of moral, ethical and political ground—albeit a provisional
one—from which to negotiate among multiple interests. Crucial to this argument
is the important distinction between universal metanarratives (master narratives)
and meta-critical narratives. The resistance-postmodernist critique that I am
suggesting educators consider repudiates the necessity or choice of any one
master narrative because master narratives suggest that there is only one public
sphere, one value, one conception of justice that triumphs over all others.
Resistance postmodernism suggests, on the contrary, that ‘different spheres and
rival conceptions of justice must be accommodated to each other’ (Murphy,
1991:124). In other words, ‘the communitarian, the liberal or social democrat,
the developmental liberal or humanist, the radical, and the romantic must find
ways of living together in the same social space.’ This does not mean trying to
press them all into a homogenous cultural pulp but to suggest that there must be
a multiplication of justices and pluralistic conceptions of justice, politics, ethics
and aesthetics.
Again, the crucial question here is one that deals with the notion of totality.
While I would argue against one grand narrative, I believe that there exists a
primary meta-discourse that could, in fact, offer a provisional engagement with
discourses of the Other in a way that can be unifying without dominating and
that can provide for supplementary discourses. This is the meta-critical narrative
of rights or freedom. Peter Murphy distinguishes between a master discourse and
a meta-discourse, arguing that ‘A master discourse wants to impose itself on all
the other discourses—it is progressive, they are reactionary; it is right, they are
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wrong. A metadiscourse, on the other hand, seeks to understand society as a
totality’ (1991:126). Murphy, like Ebert, argues against a Lyotardian rejection of
the grand narrative of emancipation. Instead, he embraces the idea of totality as
set forth by Charles Jencks. This distinction is worth emphasizing.
Postmodernism, Jencks, following Venturi, argues is concerned with
complexity and contradiction, and precisely because it is concerned with
complexity and contradiction, it in fact has a special obligation to the
whole. This is not the ‘harmonious whole’ of canonic classicism, but rather
the ‘difficult whole’ of a pluralized and multi-dimensional world.
Postmodernism, Jencks argues, is committed to synthesizing a ‘difficult
whole’ out of fragments, references, and approaches. Its truth lies not in
any part, but, as Venturi puts it, in its totality or implication of totality.
(Murphy, 1991:126; italics in original)
Here I am not reclaiming or rewriting totality as a synonym for political
economy or suggesting that a critical postmodernism resist narrating the location
of the theorist or abandon local struggles. I want to make clear that I am not
using the concept of ‘totalizing’ to mean an act of generalizing from the law of
intelligibility of one phenomena to the level of all social or cultural phenomena
(Zavarzadeh and Morton, 1991). Nor I am using it to mean some forgotten
plenitude, formalized auratic experience, or bygone world that needs to be
recovered for the sake of some noble nostalgia. Rather, I am using ‘totalizing’ in
the manner that Zavarzadeh and Morton have described as ‘global’. Global
understanding is a ‘form of explanation that is relational and transdisciplinary
and that produces an account of the “knowledgeeffects” of culture by relating
various cultural series’ (1991:155). It is a mode of inquiry that attempts to
address how the ludic-postmodernist critique serves as a strategy of political
containment by privileging forms of ‘local’ analysis which center the subject in
experience as the archic site of truth and posit technology as the sole ‘reader’ of
experience.
Global or relational knowledge points to the existence of an underlying logic
of domination within the signifying practices that constitute the cultural products
of late capitalism and for this reason it sets itself against ludic postmodernism’s
dismissal of knowledge as integrative and political because of the supposed
incommensurability of cultural, political and economic phenomena. It moves
beyond the cognitivism and empiricism of the dominant knowledge industry by
dispossessing individuals of their imaginary sense of the auto-intelligibility of
experience. Further, it reveals that difference is not an inherent condition of
textuality but a socially overdetermined historical effect that acquires its tropicity
only within given historical and cultural modes of intelligibility. Zavarzadeh and
Morton argue that
in the ludic space of playfulness, the social relations of production are
posited not as historically necessary but as subject to the laws of the alea:
chance and contingency. In ludic deconstruction chance and contingency
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perform the same ideological role that ‘native’ (i.e., non-logical, random,
inscrutable) difference plays in traditional humanistic discourses. Both
posit a social field beyond the reach of the logic of necessity and history.
(1991:194)
Resistance postmodernism offers teachers working in multicultural education a
means of interrogating the locality, positionality and specificity of knowledge (in
terms of the race, class and gender locations of students) and the generation of a
plurality of truths (rather than one apodictic truth built around the invisible norm
of Eurocentrism and white ethnicity) while at the same time situating the
construction of meaning in terms of the material interests at work in the
production of ‘truth effects’—that is, in the production of forms of intelligibility
and social practices. Consequently, teachers working within a resistance
postmodernism are able to call into question the political assumptions and
relations of determination upon which social truths are founded in both the
communities in which they work and the larger society of which they are a part.
Ludic postmodernism, in contrast, effectively masks the relationship between
dominant discourses and the social relations that they justify through an
immanent reading of cultural texts (reading texts on their own terms) in which
their internal and formal coherence takes priority over the social relations of their
production. In fact, Zavarzadeh and Morton go so far as to suggest that ludic
postmodernism gained ascendency in the academy just at the time when
capitalism became de-territorialized and multinational. In effect, they are arguing
that the ludic-postmodern critique has suppressed f orms of knowing that ‘could
explain multi-national capitalism’s trans-territoriality and its affiliated
phenomena’ (1991:163).
Viewed from the perspective of constructing a global or relational
understanding, the idea of organizing postmodern critique around the referents of
freedom and emancipation is an attempt to avoid a unifying logic that
monolithically suppresses or forecloses meaning. Conversely, it is a determined
effort to retain and understand the ‘difficult whole’ of a pluralistic and global
society. It is to take up a position against reactionary pluralists such as William
Bennett, Diane Ravitch, and Allan Bloom, who embrace and advocate the idea
of a harmonious common culture.
I have tried to argue that in order to have a liberating narrative informing our
pedagogies, educators need to address the concept of totality. The idea of a
master narrative’s ‘phallic projectory’ into the telos of historical destiny needs to
be discredited, yet the idea of totality itself must be recuperated. The concepts of
totality and infinity need to be dialectically positioned within any pedagogy of
liberation. Levinas (1969:25) notes that The idea of infinity delivers subjectivity
from the judgement of history to declare it ready for judgement at every
moment’ (cited in Chambers, 1990:109). Isn’t this precisely what Fanon was
trying to describe when he urged us to totalize infinitely as a communicative act
(Taylor, 1989:26)? For me, spaces for rewriting dominant narratives come into
being by the very fact of the patience of infinity, the diachrony of time which,
observes Levinas, is produced by our situatedness as ethical subjects and our
responsibility to the Other. The problem, of course, is that the remaking of the
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social and the reinvention of the self must be understood as dialectically
synchronous that is, they cannot be conceived as unrelated or only marginally
connected. They are mutually informing and interanimating processes.
According to Patrick Taylor, the essential ingredient of a narrative of
liberation is the recognition of freedom in necessity (1989:25). In this sense, the
necessity of freedom becomes a responsible totalization. Not in the sense of a
master narrative but in the sense of a meta-discourse or discourse of possibility
(Giroux, 1992). If we talk about totalization in the sense of a master narrative,
we are referring to a premature closure on meaning, a false universalism (what
Taylor calls an ‘ordered totality’) that leads to a categorical utopia—that leads, in
other words, to fascism. Infinite totalization, on the other hand, refers to a
hypothetical or provisional utopia. As Dauenhauer (1989) notes, the hypothetical
embrace of utopian representation must be distinguished from the categorical
embrace. To embrace ideology or utopia categorically is a form of ‘bad infinity’
by denying alternatives to the present reality.
Teachers need to stress in their teaching (following Ernst Bloch) the
hypothetical or provisional and not the categorical embrace of utopia.
Paradoxically, hypothetical utopias based on infinite totalization are the most
concrete of all because they offer through their negative content (i.e., the
concrete negation of domination) the end of totalities. Patrick Taylor, citing
Jameson, notes that ‘the ultimate interpretive task is the understanding of
symbolic works in relation to a demystifying, open-ended narrative of liberation
that is grounded in the imperative of human freedom’ (1989:19).
Narratives of freedom are ways of transcending those social myths (with their
pre-given narrative orders) that reconcile us through the resolution of binary
oppositions to lives of lived subordination. Narratives of liberation are those that
totalize infinitely, but not by integrating difference into a monolithic identity
produced by modernity’s colonial or neocolonial situation—by forcing
difference into silence precisely when it is asked to speak (Saenz, 1991:158).
They do not simply negate the difference produced by identity secreted in a
situation of domination, because this simply saps the sustenance of the identity
of the dominator (Saenz, 1991). Narratives of liberation do not simply construct
an identity that ‘runs counter Eurocentric identity; for such would be a mere
resurrection of the racist European myth of the ‘noble savage’—a millenarianism
in reverse, the expression of Eurocentric self-dissatisfaction and self-flagellation
over its own disenchantment with the ‘modernity’ produced by its project of
‘possessive individualism” (Saenz, 1991:159). Rather, narratives of liberation
point to the possibility of new, alternative identities contemporaneous with
modernity but not simply through inverting its normative truths.
As historical agents, educators are positioned within the tension produced by
modernist and postmodernist attempts to resolve the living contradiction of being
both the subject and object of meaning. But their mode of critical analysis needs
to move beyond the tropological displacement of discursive familiarity or a
highjacking of meaning in the back alleys of theory (as is the case with ludic
postmodernism). Educators require narratives of liberation that can serve a metacritical function—that can meta-conceptualize relations of everyday life—and
that do not succumb to the transcendental unity of subject and object or their
transfiguring coalescence (Saldivar, 1990:173). In other words, such narratives
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promote a form of analectic understanding in addition to a dialectical
understanding. As Enrique Dussel (1985) has argued, analectics reaches
exteriority not through totality (as does dialectics) but rather beyond it. But
Saenz (1991) remarks that the ‘beyond’ that Dussel speaks about must not be
interpreted as an absolute beyond all criticism (i.e., God) but rather as a ‘beyond’
that has its roots ‘in the midst of domination’, that is, in the suffering of the
oppressed ‘understood within its colonial textuality’. Analectics could be thus
described as a form of ‘pluritopic’ dialectical critique aimed at revealing the
monotopic understanding of Eurocentrism as merely contingent to its own
cultural traditions (Saenz, 1991).
Through a praxis of infinite totalization educators can provide analectically a
new vision of the future that is latent in the present, immanent in this very
moment of reading, in the womb of the actual. Such a praxis can help
us understand that subjective intentions do not constitute the archic site of truth.
Subjectivities and identities of students and teachers are always the artifacts of
discursive formations; that is, they are always the products of historical contexts
and language games (see Kincheloe, 1991; Carspecken, 1991). Students and
teachers are all actors in narrative configurations and emplotments that they did
not develop but which are the products of historical and discursive struggles that
have been folded back into the unconscious. Teachers need to recognize the
discourses that not only inform the ritualization of their teaching practices, but
those that organize their vision of the future. They must recall, too, that human
agency is not a substratum that props them up like the crutches in a Dali
painting, but has imperative force. The theatre of agency is possibility and
infinity.
Agency is informed by historical discourses which have been gridded in the
subject positions teachers and students take. Yet while there is a logos immanent
to the discourses that constitute teachers that make them functionaries within
modern technologies of power, this does not mean that educators and cultural
workers cannot foster and realize potentialities destined through their language
and communities. Educators have a heritage of possibilities from which to work
and while these affect the ground of their constitution they do not saturate their will
nor do they prevent them from struggling against the constraints that bind
freedom and justice. David Trend speaks to this issue when he emphasizes the
importance of understanding the productive character of knowledge. While the
influence on the process of knowledge production is always partial, cultural
workers exert considerable influence on it:
Acknowledging the role of the ‘learning subject’ in the construction of
culture, we affirm processes of agency, difference and, ultimately,
democracy. We suggest to students and audiences that they have a role in
the making of their world and that they need not accept positions as
passive spectators or consumers. This is a position that recognizes and
encourages the atmosphere of diverse and contradictory opinions so
dreaded by the conservative proponents of a ‘common culture.’ It f unctions
on the belief that a healthy democracy is one that is always being
scrutinized and tested. (1992:150)
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Exerting an influence over cultural production means finding ways of speaking
and acting outside the totalizing systems of modernist understanding by creating
meta-critical and relational perspectives. Educators need to get outside the
admixtures and remnants of languages—the multiplicity of voices that already
populate their vocabulary and suffocate all the available linguistic spaces—in
order to find different ways of appropriating or mediating the real. Educators and
cultural workers need to cross borders into zones of cultural difference rather
than construct subjectivities that simply reassert themselves as monadic forms of
totality facilitated by a consumerist ethics and market-place logic (Giroux, 1992;
McLaren, in press).
Critical pedagogy: teaching for a hybrid citizenry and
multicultural solidarity
Resistance postmodernism has figured prominently in the development of new
forms of pedagogical praxis concerned with rethinking educational politics in a
multicultural society (Giroux, 1992; McLaren and Leonard, in press; McLaren,
in press; Aronowitz and Giroux, 1991). Of particular significance is Giroux’s
concept of ‘border pedagogy’ which enables educators to affirm and legitimate
local meanings and constellations of meanings that grow out of particular
discursive communities but at the same time interrogate the interests, ideologies
and social practices that such knowledges serve when viewed from the
perspective of more global economies of power and privilege.
A pedagogy informed significantly by resistance postmodernism suggests that
teachers and cultural workers need to take up the issue of ‘difference’ in ways
that don’t replay the monocultural essentialism of the ‘centrisms’
Anglocentrism, Eurocentrism, phallocentrism, androcentrism and the like. They
need to foster a politics of alliance-building, of dreaming together, of solidarity
that moves beyond the condescension, of say, ‘race awareness week’ that
actually serves to keep forms of institutionalized racism intact. A solidarity has
to be struggled for that is not centered around market imperatives but develops
out of the imperatives of freedom, liberation, democracy and critical citizenship.
The notion of the citizen has been pluralized and hybridized, as Kobena
Mercer notes, by the presence of a diversity of social subjects. Mercer is
instructive in pointing out that ‘solidarity does not mean that everyone thinks the
same way, it begins when people have the confidence to disagree over issues
because they “care” about constructing a common ground’ (1990:68). Solidarity
is not impermeably solid but depends to a certain degree on antagonism and
uncertainty. Timothy Maliqualim Simone calls this type of multiracial solidarity
‘geared to maximizing points of interaction rather than harmonizing, balancing,
or equillibrating the distribution of bodies, resources, and territories’ (1989:191).
While guarding against the privileging of a false universalism, a false unity
that denies the internal rifts of bodily desire, both teachers and students need to
open themselves to the possibility of Otherness so that the particularity of
individual being can become visible. Students especially need to be provided
with opportunities to devise different assemblages of the self by dismantling and
interrogating the different kinds of discursive segmentarity that inform their
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subjectivities, subverting those stratified and hierarchized forms of subjectivity
that code the will, and developing nomadic forms of individual and collective
agency that open up new assemblages of desire and modes of being-in-the-world
(Grossberg, 1988).
Educators must examine the development of pedagogical discourses and
practices that demonize Others who are different (through transforming them
into absence or deviance). A resistance postmodernism that takes
multiculturalism seriously calls attention to the dominant meaning
systems readily available to students—most of which are ideologically stitched
into the fabric of Western imperialism and patriarchy. It challenges meaning
systems that impose attributes on the Other under the direction of sovereign
signifiers and tropes. And this means not directing all our efforts at
understanding ethnicity as ‘other than white’, but by interrogating the culture of
whiteness itself. This is crucial because unless we do this—unless we give white
students a sense of their own identity as an emergent ethnicity—we naturalize
whiteness as a cultural marker against which Otherness is defined. Coco Fusco
warns that ‘To ignore white ethnicity is to redouble its hegemony by naturalizing
it. Without specifically addressing white ethnicity there can be no critical
evaluation of the construction of the other’ (cited in Wallace, 1991:7). White
groups need to examine their ethnic histories so that they are less likely to judge
their own cultural norms as neutral and universal. ‘Whiteness’ does not exist
outside of culture but constitutes the prevailing social texts in which social
norms are made and remade. As part of a politics of signification that passes
unobserved into the rhythms of daily life, and a ‘politically constructed category
parasitic on “Blackness”’ (West, 1990:29), ‘Whiteness’ has become the invisible
norm for how the dominant culture measures its own civility.
With this in mind, a critical pedagogy that embraces a resistance
postmodernism needs to construct a politics of refusal that can provide both the
conditions for interrogating the institutionalization of formal equality based on
the prized imperatives of a white, Anglo male world and for creating spaces to
investigate how dominant institutions must be transformed so that they no longer
serve simply as conduits for a motivated indifference to victimization, for the
production of asymmetrical relations of power and privilege.
Here it is important to contest the charge made by some liberal humanist
educators that teachers should only speak for themselves and not for others.
Those who claim that teachers can and should only speak for themselves—a
claim that is at the very least implied by many critics of critical pedagogyforget
that ‘When I “speak for myself” I am participating in the creation and
reproduction of discourses through which my own and other selves are
constituted’ (Alcoff, 1991–2:21). Linda Alcoff notes that we need to promote a
dialogue with rather than a speaking for others (although this does not preclude
us from speaking for others under certain restricted circumstances). Drawing
upon the work of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Alcoff maintains that we can
adopt a ‘speaking to’ the other that does not essentialize the oppressed as
nonideologically constructed subjects. It is important, notes Spivak, that the
intellectual ‘neither abnegates his or her discursive role nor presumes an
authenticity of the oppressed but still allows for the possibility that the oppressed
will produce a “countersentence” that can then suggest a new historical
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narrative’ (cited in Alcoff, 1991–2:23). Educators need to be exceedingly
cautious about attempts to speak for others, questioning how their discourses as
an event position them as authoritative and empowered speakers in ways that
unwittingly constitute a reinscription of the discourse of colonization, of
patriarchy, of racism, of conquest—‘a reinscription of sexual, national, and other
kinds of hierarchies’ (Alcoff, 1991–2:29). Educators also need to avoid a
‘tolerance’ that appropriates the difference of the Other in the name of the
colonizer’s own self-knowledge and increased domination.
Critical pedagogy does not work towards some grandiose endpoint of an
ideologically perceived world history but rather attempts to make understandable
the indefinite and to explore modes of sociality and self-figuration that go
beyond dominant language formations and social organizations. In doing so, it
has often been accused of being inaccessible to rank-and-file teachers. Trinh
T.Minh-ha issues a very telling warning against such calls for accessibility of
language. She writes that resistance to the language of complex theory can
reinstitute ‘common sense’ as an alternative to theory—that is, it can usher in a new
dictatorship of pre-theoretical nativism in which experience supposedly speaks
for itself. To be ‘accessible’, writes Minh-ha, often suggests
one can employ neither symbolic and elliptical language, as in Asian,
African, or Native American cultures (because Western ears often equate it
with obscurantism); nor poetic language (because ‘objective’ literal
thinking is likely to identify it with ‘subjective’ aestheticism). The use of
dialogical language is also discouraged (because the dominant worldview
can hardly accept that in the politics of representing marginality and
resistance one might have to speak at least two different things at once)
(1991:228).
Minh-ha further notes, after Isaac Julien, that resistance to theory is embodied in
white people’s resistance to the complexity of black experience. Not only does
such resistance point to the illusion that there exists a natural, self-evident
language but such a call for accessibility can also lead to f orms of racism and
intolerance and the politics of exclusion. The ‘diversely hybrid experiences of
heterogeneous contemporary societies are denied’ by such a form of binary
thinking that would reduce the language of analysis to white, hegemonic forms
of clarity (229).
A pedagogy that takes resistance postmodernism seriously does not make the
nativist assumption that knowledge is pre-ontologically available and that
various disciplinary schools of thought may be employed in order to tease out
different readings of the same ‘common sense’ reality in a context of impartiality.
Rather, the discourses that inform the educator’s problematics are understood as
constitutive of the very reality that he or she is attempting to understand.
Consequently, the classroom is the site of the teacher’s own embodiment in
theory/discourse, ethical disposition as moral and political agent, and
situatedness as a cultural worker within a larger narrative identity. In recognizing
the important role played by ‘place’ in any critical pedagogy, it should be clear
that we are talking not about the physical milieu where knowledge is made
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visible within preordained and circumscribed limits but rather the textual space
that one occupies and the affective space one creates as a teacher. In other
words, the discursive practice of ‘doing pedagogy’ does not simply treat
knowledge outside of the way that it is taken up by both teachers and students as
a form of dialogue. Knowledge can never be treated as a cultural artifact or
possession that serves as a pristine, prefigurative source of cultural authenticity
inviting unbiased analysis.
The project of critical pedagogy means bringing the laws of cultural
representation face-to-face with their founding assumptions, contradictions, and
paradoxes. It also means encouraging teachers to participate in the affective as
well as intellectual cultures of the oppressed, and to challenge in the spirit of
Bloch’s ‘militant optimism’ ethical and political quietism in the face of operating
homilies such as ‘progress is inevitable’ or what might seem like historical
inevitability—a perspective that leads to the cult of the mausoleum. Educators
can no longer project on to the student-as-Other that part of themselves they
rejected or subtracted from their identities in their attempt to become unified
subjects—that ‘split-off part of themselves which prevents them from becoming
whole, that disfiguring surplus that they have cast out in order to become white or
live in its thrall, that metaphysical double that guarantees their own selfregarding autonomy. From this point of view, liberation is never an encapsulated
fulfillment of some pre-figured end constructed in the temple of memory but a
lived tension between the duration of history and the discourse of possibility. It
resides in an approach to the ‘Aufhebung’—our passing into the ‘not-yet’, and
seeking the immanent utopia in the crisis of meaning and the social relations that
inform it. It is found, too, in the proleptic consciousness of liminality—the
liberating intention of the reflective will caught in the ‘subjunctive’ moment of
the ‘ought’ and disabused of metaphysical illusion. It is formed out of an ethical
intent commensurate with the love that Paulo Freire and Che Guevara both argue
constitutes the ground from which all revolutionary action should take place.
Neither the academy nor the public school system needs to sow future priests
of deconstruction in the desacralized horizon of the postmodern scene by turning
the college classroom into a pre-war Europe Nietzschean café or Cabaret
Voltaire for leftist educators who wish to reap no real political consequences for
their semiotic revolution. Rather, the more pressing need is to transform present
social practices and institutional relations because history compels us to do so,
because the present historical juncture in which we witness so much misery and
suffering necessitates it. History compels us because our dreams and our
suffering are forged in it; it is what houses the furnace of our will. In the iron
womb of history we cast the shape of our longings, and to reclaim history is to be
fully present in its making.
Educators need to do more than to help students redescribe or represent
themselves in new ways—although the way we seek to imagine ourselves is an
important step in the struggle for liberation. As Sander L.Gilman has pointed out
in his study of stereotypes of sexuality, race and madness, ‘we view our own
images, our own mirages, our own stereotypes as embodying qualities that exist
in the world. And we act upon them’ (1985:242). More specifically, a pedagogy
must be made available to teachers that will enable them along with their
students to outface the barrenness of postmodern culture by employing a
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discourse and set of social practices that will not be content with resurrecting a
nostalgic past which can never be reclaimed, or with redescribing the present by
simply textualizing it, leaving in place its malignant hierarchies of power and
privilege, its defining pathologies. For these latter acts only stipulate the lineage
of and give sustenance to those social relations responsible for the very injustice
critical educators are trying to struggle against. Educators need to stare boldly
and unflinchingly into the historical present and assume a narrative space where
conditions may be created where students can speak their own stories, listen loudly
to the stories of others, and dream the dream of liberation.
A critical pedagogy also demands political and cultural tactics that can fight
multiple forms of oppression yet achieve a cohesiveness with divergent social
groups working towards liberatory goals. To this end, Chela Sandoval suggests
that cultural workers develop ‘tactical subjectivities’ which she describes as forms
of oppositional and differential consciousness and counter-hegemonic praxis
(which she discusses in the context of feminism). Tactical subjectivity enables
teachers as social agents to recenter their multiple subjectivities with respect to
the kinds of oppression that are being confronted and ‘permits the practitioner to
choose tactical positions, that is, to self-consciously break and reform ties to
ideology, activities which are imperative for the psychological and political
practices that permit the achievement of coalition across differences’ (1991:15).
Resistance as ‘la conciencia de la mestiza’
The invitation posed by critical pedagogy is to bend reality to the requirements
of a just world, to decenter, deform, disorient and ultimately transform modes of
authority that domesticate the Other, that lay siege to the power of the margins.
Educators would do well to consider Gloria Anzaldúa’s (1987) project of
fostering mestizaje theories that create new categories of identity for those left
out or pushed out of existing ones. Critical pedagogy calls for the construction of
a praxis where peripheralized peoples such as African Americans and Latinos are
no longer induced to fear and obey the White Gaze of Power, where bonds of
sentiment and obligation can be formed among diverse groups of oppressed
peoples, where resistance can enable schools to become more than instruments
of social replication, where contrasting cultural styles and cultural capital among
diverse groups cease to remain tokens of estrangement that separate them but
rather become the very impetus that brings them together as liminal travelers
under an arch of social dreaming. It is a praxis that gives encouragement to those
who, instead of being content with visiting history as curators or custodians of
memory, choose to live in the furnace of history where memory is molten and
can be bent into the contours of a dream and perhaps even acquire the immanent
force of a vision.
The sites of our identity within postmodernity are various; as seekers of
liberation, we recognize the heterogeneous character of our inscription
into colonial texts of history and cultural discourses of empire. New sites of
agency are irrupting at the borderlines of cultural instability, in the transgressive
act of re-membering, and through the disavowal and refashioning of consciousness
in the in-between spaces of cultural negotiation and translation. Marcos Sanchez-
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Tranquilino and John Tagg (1991) refer to this as the borderland, the ‘inbetween’ space that Gloria Anzaldúa calls la frontera. It is a space of borders where
teachers may be able to recognize
another narration of identity, another resistance. One that asserts a
difference, yet cannot be absorbed into the pleasures of the global
marketing culture. One that locates its different voice, yet will not take a
stand on the unmoving ground of a defensive fundamentalism. One that
speaks its location as more than local, yet makes no claim to universality
for its viewpoint or language. One that knows the border and crosses the
line. (Sanchez-Tranquilino and Tagg, 1991:105)
The rhythm of the struggle for educational and social transformation can no
longer be contained in the undaunted, steady steps of the workers’ army
marching towards the iron gates of freedom but is being heard in the hybrid
tempos of bordertown bands; in the spiralling currents of an Aster Aweke Kabu
vocal, in the percussive polyrhythms of prophetic Black rap, in meanings that
appear in the f olds of cultural life where identities are mapped not merely by
diversity but through difference.
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■ Mary Ellen Brown (ed), Television and Women’s Culture,
London: Sage, 1990, ‘Communication and Human Values’ series.

In recent years a new critical concentration on the audience rather than the text—
or at least on the relation between the two—has coincided with an attention to
television in which both its institutional history and the absence of an adequate
theoretical basis for criticism has been the focus of discussion.1 Pragmatism, it
seems, can only go so far. Are critical models borrowed from cinema appropriate
to the analysis of televisual texts? Are the generic models implicit in scheduling
strategies a sufficient basis for critical activity? There is a general agreement
now, I think, that one defining characteristic of television is its ceaseless flow,
and that television narratives (could all television be regarded as a form of
narrative?) are marked by the presence of the regular interruption. Both the
narrative itself is interrupted for (commercial) ‘breaks’, and also the process of
viewing is typically subject to interruptions. The widespread addition of the VCR
to the domestic viewing situation further accentuates this characteristic as
‘zipping’ and ‘zapping’ become habitual elements of viewing practices. But,
although these observations may enlighten our consideration of the conditions in
which viewing takes place, none of them offers much to the student of the
individual televisual text itself. We must still ask, what is it that is subject to
these characteristic interruptions?
This coincidence in scholarly awareness of an absent centre to the new field of
television studies, with scholarly recognition of the multiple subjectivities
implicit in the notion of the television audience, poses some engaging questions
for feminist theorists. No matter how demographics, socio-economic groupings
and other more or less crude methods for measuring the outward appearance of
groups of people are deployed, the question of the gender differentiation of the
audience remains a crucial one. This is particularly the case in patriarchal
capitalist society where women are still assumed to bear the brunt of
responsibility for domestic consumption and are thus key targets for the
advertisers whose revenue supports much programming. Should we, perhaps, be
suspicious of the suggestion that television, with its simultaneous plurality of
narratives and its characteristic interruptions, is somehow inherently ‘feminine’?
What might this imply in the context of television also being regarded, until very
recently, as an irredeemably popular and therefore ‘low’ cultural form? The
coexistence of the supposed address to women, or to a ‘feminine’ discursive
apparatus, recalls the blanket dismissal of cinema in the so-called primitive
period before the First World War, as being appropriate entertainment for
women, children and the ‘working classes’ (and, in the USA, immigrants), as
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well as the critical dismissal of melodrama during its heyday in the thirties and
forties as ‘weepies’, ‘women’s pictures’ and therefore of little cultural value.2
But whatever the viewer(s)/audience(s) are up to, whatever the place of their
viewing activity in their organization of and participation in social spaces,
whatever the degree of negotiation which, as critics, we might accord to them,
the fact remains that the textual material itself—the ceaseless flow of
programming—is subject to the most rigorous of industrial and institutional
constraints. Neither the industry nor the institutions constituting it appear to be in
any doubt about where their interests lie. Indeed they should not be, since there
is a clear relation between their brief (fiscal and/or political), their resources and
their products. No such clarity exists in the audience except as a theoretical
construct or as discrete individuals. In fact, paradoxical though it might seem,
‘the audience’ can hardly be said to exist at all.3 Hence the speculative flurry
surrounding audience activity during the past few years. Hence, also, the
fascination, the magnetism of the critical problem posed by this lack.
So now we have two lacks: the lack of a theoretical base with which to
evaluate the textual products constituting the televisual flow, and the lack of a
satisfactory model of the audience subject to the televisual flow in general and to
discrete texts in particular. But can the whole enterprise—the politically crucial
examination of the interface between broadcast television and its massive
audiences—be reduced to an exploration of the negotiations between one
audience member, or viewer, and one television text? Can what I do/think/
understand in front of an episode of Roseanne, or Northern Exposure, or the News,
be made to stand as a model for audience activity in general? Clearly it cannot—
yet the paradox remains that the most pervasive cultural form yet developed
cannot be understood or even described satisfactorily by those subject to it. Or by
those responsible for it, for that matter.
Many of these questions are implicit in the title of Mary Ellen Brown’s recent
contribution to the Sage series ‘Communication and Human Values’. This
collection of essays is called Television and Women’s Culture: The Politics of
the Popular and thus refers simultaneously in different directions, posing
questions about their juxtaposition. Is there such a thing as ‘women’s culture’? In
what sense is this related to television? Is there an equivalence suggested here
between ‘the popular’ and women’s culture? Are we to be offered an exploration
of the gender politics of television? The answer to most of these questions
appears to be yes, and the consequences for both television theory and feminist
politics are addressed by Brown in two framing essays in which she also
attempts to draw together the inferences of a very varied and heterogeneous
collection of detailed studies presented in the tripartite structure of the volume
under the general headings of ‘Audience’, ‘Reading Positions’ ‘Genre’. The
proximity of methodologically varied studies dealing with a range of material
from soaps, to rock videos, to quiz shows, demonstrates how critical attention to
audience activity is quickly confronted with the problem of audience pleasure:
since, arguably, no one is forced to watch television, we must wonder why we do,
and there seems to be a general consensus that the expectation of pleasure and
the regular gratification of that expectation is an important component of the
activity. This leads directly, of course, to the problem of pleasure itself: what is
it, how do we explain it, how does it work, is it different for different
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individuals? How is it different? Why? In short the whole battalion of theoretical
models—the semiotic, the sociological, the psychoanalytic—of the relation
between the conscious subject and the social sphere in which s/he operates are
deployed to explore and pin down this mundane yet elusive phenomenon.
The question of women’s pleasure is an even more intriguing one than that of
pleasure-in-general since it requires exploration of the psychic and social
differences between the genders and hence of gender politics in patriarchy. A
recognition of this is, not surprisingly, central to many of the essays. Virginia
Nightingale, for example, in her discussion of TV channel programming in
Australia in 1987, shows how the assumptions of male programmers about
female viewers become translated into ‘data’ on which scheduling is based.
Beverle Poynton, writing with John Hartley about the television coverage of
football, also in Australia, describes what she calls the ‘systematic exclusion’ of
the fact that football has an audience among women from what she terms ‘the
programmes’ discourse of football’. One of the more engaging attributes of this
book is its demonstration that for feminist theorists the questions which arise
from the juxtaposition of the terms ‘women’ and ‘television’ are both compelling
and politically crucial ones. Caren Deming’s thoughtful essay on television
criticism concludes with speculation about the parallels between feminist
approaches to scholarship in general and the requirements of television criticism.
Both, she argues, need to neglect, albeit temporarily, the familiar and the
conventional in order to be alert to the approaches demanded by the object of
study itself. Dorothy Hobson, as if in answer to this demand, offers a detailed
study of the ways in which a small group of women viewers regularly ‘complete’
their viewing process in discussion at their workplace. Hobson sees this practice
as one of the ways in which these viewers locate the television programme as
part of their culture. The process of meaning construction, she suggests, is begun
in isolation before the TV screen, but completed subsequently in an exchange of
readings among habitual viewers of whichever programme is at issue.
The three essays in part two all look closely at representations of the feminine
subject, asking how the operation of fantasy might structure possible reading
positions, and exploring the extent to which these may be liberating for the
female reader/viewer. Ien Ang, writing about Dallas and in particular about the
character Sue Ellen, explores the ways in which female viewers take advantage of
the imaginary subject positions offered by means of Sue Ellen’s trajectory
through the fiction to explore and, in the privacy and safety of fantasy, to extend
their own everyday social and cultural identities. This feature of the textual
positioning of the female subject is also explored in relation to music video and
its particular appeal to and use by adolescent girls experimenting with their
cultural positioning. Television genres, texts and the discourses surrounding them
take precedence in the third part. Danae Clark, in a close study of the detective
series Cagney and Lacey, shows how this text actively and, she argues,
consciously works to create viewing positions which empower the female
viewers as political subjects. The question of possible audience empowerment in
its political sense figures in most of the contributions in the final part, being
foregrounded in Brown’s concluding essay in which she offers the book itself as
a contribution to that process.
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Of the many issues arising from the question of women’s pleasure in viewing
television that of the operation of patriarchal hegemony is the most urgent. Is the
pleasure experienced by women in watching (various forms of) television
working to maintain patriarchal hegemony, or to subvert it, or both? Nightingale
argues that carnival inversions work to maintain hegemonic structures, drawing
attention particularly to the ways in which, historically at any rate, television
programming was an important agent in the regulation of consumption. Fiske, in
his essay on the quiz show, also draws attention to the relation between shopping
and versions of this genre. For Fiske, however, quiz shows are potentially
empowering to the female viewer since they validate forms of knowledge
otherwise devalued in patriarchal value systems. He’s skating on thin ice, but
argues that the pleasures of quiz show watching for their female audiences are in
resisting their subordination, suggesting that ‘the act of making do is the act of
making the discourses of subordination into ones of empowerment for the
subordinate.’ (143) What he doesn’t show, not surprisingly, is the consequences
of this supposed empowerment. Brown herself in her concluding essay calls on
both Bakhtin and Foucault to underpin her propositions about what women
(might) do in their/our readings of popular culture. She offers the notion of a
‘feminine discourse’ as the routine practice of women who are politically aware
of their subordination in patriarchal order. It is an alluring concept but one which
is fraught with difficulties, particularly in its tendency to minimize the
differences between women—differences which are the subject of some of the
essays in this collection. Andrea Press deals particularly with differing class
responses to Dynasty, and Brown, in her own delightful essay on soaps, carnival
and gossip, draws attention to the consequences of differences in viewing
experience of soaps for what she calls ‘novice’ or experienced viewers. But
despite these differences, which are acknowledged implicitly rather than
explicitly in most of this book, the key concept for Brown remains that of the
‘feminine discourse’. She writes: ‘My contention is that soap operas, like women’s
talk or gossip and women’s ballads, are part of a culture that exists alongside
dominant culture, and that insofar as the women who use these cultural forms are
conscious of the form’s otherness, they are practising feminine discourse.’ (205)
This ‘women’s culture’ is not a carnivalesque, thus implicitly temporary,
inversion of values, but rather a permanent other, a making do (to borrow Fiske’s
phrase) on the margins which, it seems to me, makes rewriting of the centre
unlikely. The trouble is that Bakhtin’s model of subversive cultural practices
comes out of his analysis of medieval social relations in which the distribution of
power rests on a consensus around the idea of the sacred: the force of
carnivalesque rituals and parodic utterances depends, precisely, on a founding
acknowledgement by all of the status quo. The inversion of social values, the
laughter of recognition, can only exist where there is a recognizable unity to
begin with. And Foucault’s discussion of the mechanics of power relations and
their basis in linguistic practices also assumes, I think, a certain stability at the
centre of a language system which is in itself patriarchal. So while we (feminists)
may explore the implications of both Bakhtin’s and Foucault’s admittedly
compelling models of subversion, we should also remain aware of their origins
which assume a unitary and stable (and masculine) centre to society (Bakhtin)
and language (Foucault). The question remains, as Brown acknowledges, whether
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the possibility for subverting the dominant order is, in the end, institutionalised
into a means for maintaining it—as in the medieval carnival. A feminine
discourse which acknowledges the marginalization and disempowerment of the
feminine subject in patriarchal capitalism, even if it arises out of and/or
constitutes a ‘women’s culture’, isn’t enough. And, what’s more, it’s
dangerously close to the discredited notions of essentialism which, as feminist
historians know, have been so effective in maintaining patriarchal hegemony in
the past.
Nevertheless, this is a valuable and stimulating collection of essays partly
because of the risks it takes. Speculation about women’s pleasure is a notoriously
difficult undertaking: by engaging with the equally problematic though quite
different area of television theory both fields of inquiry are enriched. Caren
Deming’s contention about the common ground of feminist scholarship and TV
criticism proves to be a productive one, at least on the evidence of this volume.
Notes
1 For example: Corner, 1991; Caughie 1991; Corner, 1992; Schlesinger, R.E.
Dobash, R.P.Dobash and Weaver (1992).
2 While I agree with Steve Neale (Morag Shiach’s report of the 1991 Screen Studies
conference, in Screen, Vol. 33, No. 1, p. 93) that melodrama was a positive term
for the trade press, I disagree with his apparent conclusion. For contemporary
cinema critics and reviewers there certainly was a self-evident association between
the terms ‘melodrama’ and ‘women’s picture’.
3 This is the proposition with which Ien Ang begins her Desperately Seeking the
Audience, Routledge, 1991.
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■ John Keane, The Media and Democracy, Cambridge: Polity
Press, 202 pp. £29.50 Hbk £9.95 Pbk.

We stand, Rupert Murdoch says, at the dawn of a new age of communication.
Competition is its key. Freedom and choice of the market-place must replace
regulation and scarcity. Remove state control and the interfering hands of
bureaucrats, and new media will flower to cater to mass and minority audiences
alike. In Media and Democracy John Keane uses these views of Murdoch’s to
illustrate the manner in which old liberal arguments about press freedom have
been resuscitated and appropriated in order to attack state-owned and
stateregulated broadcast media. There has been, he argues, an ‘extraordinary
revival’ of the canons of press freedom. These have been conjured up, several
centuries after their invention, to establish the right of individuals to freely
debate politics, this time by market-place liberals seeking to displace public
broadcasters and place the development of new digital- and satellite-based
technologies of mass communication beyond state regulation.
Keane has no sympathy for market-place liberalism. It is blind, he claims, to
financial barriers to participation in the market-place of communication. The
time has long passed when market competition may have ensured free
communication between citizens. Media ownership is in fact oligopolistic,
bureaucratic, globally organized and highly integrated. Freedom of the press
extends only to those who own one! Market competition, Keane argues, can only
exacerbate the knowledge gap between the information rich and poor.
Advertising, on which commercial media depend, is no guarantee of freedom of
choice. It privileges only the voices of corporations. It edges out from the public
domain those views which are other than commercial, and inculcates the
undemocratic assumption that consumerism is a natural way of life. The inherent
problem which market-place liberals blithely ignore, Keane argues, is that it is no
longer despotic governments but ‘communications markets [which] restrict
freedom of communication by generating barriers to entry, monopoly and
restrictions of choice’ (89).
Despite the flaws which he sees in their position, Keane recognizes that those
advocating deregulation have come to dominate policy debate about the future of
communications media in Europe and in the USA. They have succeeded in
painting the state as the chief threat to the free flow of information, and
individual choice and market competition as the remedy. And since market-place
liberals have resurrected old doctrines of liberty of the press in order to press for
a deregulated mass media industry, Keane argues that these need to be
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reclaimed, intellectually spring-cleaned, and then turned to the defence of a
radically new model of public broadcasting.
The first chapter of Keane’s essay begins with Erskine’s celebrated 1792
speech in support of the liberty of the press. It traces the development of this
clarion call for press freedom which Tonnies saw as ‘the distinctive organising
principle’ of modern European and North American society (p. 7), and deciphers
its four different philosophical strands in preparation for an assessment of the
shortcomings which Keane finds in ‘muddled’ early modern thinking about press
freedom. None of the early theories laid the foundation for a modern conception
of active citizenship. For press freedom was conceived within the paradigm of
negative liberty—as f reedom f rom the external restraint of government. Media
were wrongly thought of as neutral channels through which information flows
unaffected.
Yet modern mass media engage in story-telling which is selective and shaped
by institutional routines and formats, and in which self-censorship by
newsworkers is as much a problem as that externally imposed by governments.
Further, early theorists wrongly imagined that all citizens enter public life on
equal terms, and that the free publication, airing and discussion of differences
between citizens is sufficient for their peaceful resolution. Accordingly, Keane
argues that we must abandon simple conceptions of press freedom. Instead he
proposes ‘a more complex and differentiated notion of freedom of
communication’ (43). This requires both the enlargement of choices available to
citizens should they elect to communicate with each other, and a recognition that
there are circumstances in which freed expression by some will jeopardize free
expression by others.
Keane’s purpose is to intervene in debate over the future of public
broadcasting (which he regards as being unsatisfactorily waged). Opponents of
deregulation, he argues, have made too little of the self-contradictory nature of
market-based communication systems. Equally they have underplayed the
growing capacity of the modern state to manage and contain news media. Third,
they have f ailed to justify public sector broadcasting. Here the problem has been
that their arguments, couched in terms of the need to preserve balance and
quality, are not only ethereal but have left the high ground to the deregulators
who have seized the powerful rhetoric of press freedom. Keane envisages a
fundamentally revised model of public broadcasting which can be defended
precisely because it does entrench freedom of communication. Such a public
service communications model should not only serve minorities, stimulate
criticism and circulate information, but also empower citizens and ‘facilitate a
genuine commonwealth of forms of life, tastes and opinions’ (126). Such a model
will require, Keane argues, some constitutional tinkering.
Indeed Keane sets down some substantial preconditions for the establishment
of a genuine public service media. There needs to be not only a vigorous
political defence of, but also a legal, preferably constitutional, guarantee of
equality and freedom of communication. There needs to be legislation allowing
citizens a right of reply to governments in the media. And there needs to be
freedom of information legislation which encompasses both electronic data and
written records, since free communication presupposes the right to seek as well as
express points of view. All of these are devices intended to force governments to
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openly justify ‘any interference with any part of the circulation of opinions’
(127). All are plausible. Indeed there are some prototypes in, say, the US First
Amendment or Australia’s Freedom of Information legislation.
It is more difficult to take the suggestions which Keane makes to deal with the
problem of the global reach of modern communications as a plausible political
agenda. These include forging close co-operation between national legislatures
and even the development of supranational legislatures of which the European
parliament is an example. Another option is the development of international
society and the application of Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights and other such standards fixing the rights of citizens everywhere to free
communication. Such steps, Keane argues, can not be left to governments. They
require militant action and active public support for organizations (such as
Amnesty or the International Commission of Jurors) working to oppose political
censorship. Ultimately such proposals require a head-on challenge to, and
displacement of, the doctrine of state sovereignty. This surely is a tall order, even
if as Keane notes, national governments no longer exclusively shape the lives of
their citizens. None the less, Keane is confident that we are already witnessing the
decline of national sovereignty and ‘the slow and delicate growth of an
international civil society’ (143). And this, he argues, has major theoretical
implications for classical theories which conceived of a press free from the
control of a single nation-state.
Keane’s own model of public-sector broadcasting as a wide spectrum of statefunded or state-protected and non-state communications systems rests, in part, on
the rejection of the doctrine of state sovereignty which he sees as outmoded.
Instead he urges the creation of ‘accountable, supranational regulatory bodies’
(155) to force cross-ownership rules, advertising restrictions and programme
quotas on the large, transnational media corporations such as Rupert Murdoch’s
News Limited. Media corporations need to be compelled by the combination of
national and supranational regulatory measures to carry a variety of messages
from citizens, and their present power to construct reality for others thus broken.
In common with market-place liberals, Keane wishes to strengthen a media
which is beyond the state. He does see an important counterveiling role for
market-based media in the production and publicization of ideas. But unlike
market liberals, Keane cedes no special role to market forces: there is no natural
reason why media should be controlled by profit-seeking and privately owned
bodies. Moreover he agrees with Polyani that markets are in fact shaped by
nonmarket institutions of the state and civil society. Accordingly - and again
unlike the advocates of deregulation—Keane sees a role for public or government
intervention which ought to aim to remove mass media from the whims of the
market forces and re-embed them in the day-to-day life of civil society. Such
intervention ought to be positively enabling, open and accountable, and have the
democratic goal of empowering ‘little people in big societies to send and receive
a variety of opinions’ (155).
Clearly Keane’s vision of a radically new public-service model of free and
equal communication bears little resemblance to Murdoch’s scenario for a new
media age. However it is difficult to imagine that Keane’s call to arms might
greatly trouble the proprietor of News Limited! In the end Media and Democracy
suggests no political strategy, detailed or otherwise, for achieving a proliferation
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of counterveiling media. Keane’s vision is a desirable one. But it is not enough to
hold it out as an intellectually defensible alternative to the future which marketplace liberals have in mind for mass communication technologies. After all,
market-place liberals are ascendant in most policy-making circles. It seems that
Keane invests great hope in the erosion of nation-states and the emergence of a
world reminiscent of medieval times when rulers were forced to share
sovereignty with superordinate powers, a process driven by global
communication technologies able to ‘fly over’ state borders. Perhaps globally
connected fax machines, phones, electronic bulletin boards and the like can be
used to limit the power of, and even subvert, repressive governments. But these
same technologies also mean that mere keystrokes now enable the global transfer
of capital to reward or punish policy decisions, and this has taught governments
the wisdom of embracing market liberalism.
Keane appears to invest much hope in the native—if not undeveloped—
capacity of citizens to exploit computers, photocopiers and modems to their own
ends, to establish communicative networks and social movements to challenge
both state power and the hegemonic influence of mass media. After all, he
recognizes that governments are unlikely to voluntarily travel, and will need to
be driven by militant action, down the path toward his public-service media
model. Perhaps new communication technologies have played their part in, say,
the evolution of the green movement and hence provided some citizens with new
insights into how permeable the ‘molecular networks of everyday power
relations’ on which governments rest actually are (146). But it is by no means
axiomatic that these new technologies must erode the authority of governments.
For the forging of telecommunications and computer technologies has handed
governments an unprecedented potential capacity for surveillance and control.
Indeed the manifest power of executive government poses some difficulty for
Keane’s analysis. It sits most uncomfortably with his call for the parliamentary
supervision of supranational bodies by co-operating national legislatures and
supernational legislatures. For parliaments can do only what executives allow.
Virtually everywhere executive government is dominant. In part, this is an
outgrowth of the evolution of broadcast news media. These have largely
supplanted parliaments as fora for policy debate. Yet they have been unable to
escape the formidable arsenal of PR weapons which governments have
developed for managing the news and thereby the political agenda. If, as Keane
suggests, parliamentary government needs drastic repair, then it is executive
power which is largely at fault. And of course executives which benefit from
secrecy, large advertising budgets and the best of PR advice have little incentive
to encourage the plurality of media which Keane wishes. It seems Keane’s
solution is to call for the extension of democracy beyond the political sphere into
churches, unions, households and workplaces. But if this process is to happen it
may require—and not cause—development of a public-service media.
Keane doesn’t pretend to have worked out the nitty-gritty of successfully
staving off the free marketeers and securing a public-service media—and he
hasn’t. But what he has done is write a polemical essay which, despite its
shortcomings, holds out an important alternative vision of a communications
system which might empower citizens and enrich their democratic life.
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READING THE WRITING ON THE WALL
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■ John Bushnell, Moscow Graffiti: Language and Subculture,
Winchester, Mass: Unwin Hyman, 1 990, 241 pp.

Graffiti makes legible—though perhaps not readable—the multifaceted, but
usually tacit, undercurrents of a given society. And as Bushnell points out, even
the absence of graffiti speaks volumes. For example, someone accustomed to the
rainbow-coloured walls of the New York subway, or the London underground,
will find Singapore’s pristine MRT something of a culture shock. Thus graffiti
(or its absence) can be, and is in Bushnell’s case, a productive place to begin a
cultural analysis. However, an interrogation of graffiti is not by and of itself
sufficient to take the place of other forms of cultural accounting. A fact Bushnell
is not unaware of:
Close analysis of the graffiti [of a given culture] provides important clues
about subcultural attitudes, structures and development, but cannot take the
place of careful ethnographic and sociological observation of rituals, dress,
beliefs, demographic characteristics, and career patterns. (223)
The conspicuous absence of graffiti is not necessarily tied to the existence of an
especially brutal system of government, as Cold War novel and film enthusiasts
might think. Certainly it would be erroneous to conclude that Singapore is
oppressive just because its underground railways are noticeably devoid of
graffiti, as were the Soviet Union’s until the late seventies. However it does offer
at least one means of supporting such a thesis. For this reason it would be utterly
inadequate to base a cultural critique on graffiti alone. By limiting the scope of
his work to an explanation of what Moscow’s graffiti means, and to outlining
who the perpetrators most likely are, Bushnell avoids this pitfall. By the same
token, it is this very limitedness that makes Moscow Graffiti unsatisfying.
Essentially, Bushnell’s aim is, I believe, to prepare the ground for future
studies, providing ‘data for those who really know what to make of the graffiti.’
(x) In the preface he states that he ‘found no precedent’ (xi) for the work he was
engaged in. And that, ‘If some critical theorist wishes to rework these raw
materials into a higher and more consistent theory’ (xii) he would be delighted.
Despite an acknowledgement of the book’s shortcomings relative to theory and
other such disclaimers, I cannot help feeling cheated. Much of the material
gathered by Bushnell and the insights he offers would have, for example, lent
itself admirably to a tactical application of Michel de Certeau’s (1988) concept
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of ‘making-do’. This would have given the book the drive and motivation it
presently lacks.
Bushnell’s approach is archival rather than interpretative. He collects and
collates his material with the precise attention of an entomologist and his
analysis reflects this. It is classificatory: providing order and structure both for the
production and consumption of signs that would to the disinterested eye appear
purely arbitrary. Convincingly, Bushnell demonstrates that Moscow’s graffiti is
anything but random. Just as Hebdige (1988) demonstrates that the
accoutrements of Britains’ ‘punks’, ‘teddy-boys’ and other ‘spectacular
subcultures’ are not without foundation either. But unlike Hebdige, Bushnell
does not adequately situate Moscow’s graffiti (and by extension, Moscow’s
subcultural groups) within the broad context of society itself. Most lacking is an
interrogation of the political climate in the Soviet Union that might have
explained, for example, the initial absence of graffiti and its later profundity; or
why soccer fans were the first to begin writing on Moscow’s walls (29) and not
some other group.
Premised on the fact that most Muscovites find the graffiti adorning their
city’s walls to be utterly incomprehensible (220), Bushnell makes a strong claim
for a reading of Moscow’s graffiti as evidence of an antilanguage in operation
(58). And thus his task is defined: he translates the graffiti. Necessarily this
involves researching the origins of the graffiti, who the perpetrators are and what
it means to them. Ironically this results in some rather literal interpretations of
what are essentially metaphoric utterances.
Chapter two, ‘Fan Gangs and their Argot’, will delight the anti-postmodernists
and anti-poststructuralists, with its clear detailing of the origins of the various
graffiti. The referential picture he draws between signifier and signified is
unclouded by, and unconcerned with the problematics central to deconstruction.
Nevertheless, his use of semiotics suits his purposes well. He could not have
developed, as he does, any notion of a subcultural argot if he could not first
demonstrate that the writings on Moscow’s walls are not as haphazard as they
appear to be.
In the course of enlarging upon the grammar of graffiti, Bushnell raises some
very interesting contrasts between ‘East’ and ‘West’. Notably, graffiti in Moscow
is more likely to be written by the sons and daughters of the communist élite,
whereas in the West the opposite would be the case. Consequently, graffiti is
usually concentrated in the upperclass areas, particularly this seems to be true of
Moscow’s heavy metal fans (92). Politically the situation in Moscow appears to
be the reverse of the situation in Western capitals. To use a local example, one
would not find graffiti of any description in Dalkeith (Perth’s wealthiest suburb)
but would encounter it in abundance in Lockridge (Perth’s poorest suburb). The
explanation Bushnell offers is that the better educated and better-off Soviets have
more reason to be dissatisfied than their less well-off counterparts because they
have greater knowledge of what the West has to offer and therefore more
grounds for jealousy. Equally, given that the youth of Moscow valorize and are
to a certain extent culturally dependent on the West, as Bushnell argues that they
are, one might suppose that graffiti relating to Western culture is in fact a sign of
the élitism of the economically better-off. Although Bushnell does not suggest
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this reading, he does not offer any terms under which it would have to be ruled
out either.
The book, according to its author, is ‘an unexpectedly long answer’ (vii) to a
relatively simple question: ‘What do the graffiti on Moscow’s walls mean?’ (vii)
And just as significantly: ‘Why were almost all Soviet adults unable to read the
writing on the walls around them?’ (vii) To this end, Bushnell is successful. His
answers to his own questions are both thorough and thoughtful and on the whole
convincing. He extends existing work on antilanguage which typically
concentrates on spoken language into the domain of the written thus setting a
precedent for similar work yet to be done in relation to other cultures and other
cities. His approach is rigorous and precise, but for all that it lacks vivacity.
After reading Moscow Graffiti one remains to a great extent ignorant of what
Moscow life is like and, just as importantly, what its graffiti means to those
people who are not members of its subcultural set.
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