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ACADEMIC DIALOGUE WITH PROF. LAWRENCE GROSSBERG

Whither Cultural Studies?

Anthony Y. H. Fung & Joseph Man Chan
Prof. Lawrence Grossberg

The first question is about the development of cultural studies.
As a leading scholar in cultural studies, how did you find
personal relevance in the studies of communication?

This question involves my relationship to communications, as
someone who practices cultural studies, I suppose. I would have to
say I have an ambivalent relationship to the field of communications.
When I went to study with James Carey at the University of Illinois
to do my doctoral degree, it was because Stuart Hall told me that he
was the only person he knew of in the United States at the time who
was trying to do something that Stuart recognized as cultural studies.
So when I went to Illinois to work with James, I didn’t even realize,
till T got there, that I was in a communications program (the Institute
of Communications Research). I had never actually heard of a
department of communications till I got to Illinois. So, on the one
hand, I am exceedingly grateful to the field of communications
because it provided a home for not only me, but for cultural studies
when almost no one else in the U.S. academy, with the possible
exception of some departments of education, no one else in the
American academy was willing to take cultural studies seriously, to
listen to it or give it a home. There are reasons for why
communications in the United States had such ties to cultural studies.
One of reasons was the tradition that James Carey came out of, the
Chicago School of Social Thought (and John Dewey) which has lots
of connections and similarities to the theoretical and political
foundations of the work of Raymond Williams, etc. And the other
was the debate in the United States in the 40s and 50s over mass
culture. Those debates, when they left the public realm, really filtered
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into the field of communications as a kind of interdisciplinary field,
so that connected it with some of the interests of cultural studies as
well. So there were reasons why James and other people in
communications were hospitable to cultural studies and to me in
particular. I think that’s one of the great strengths of communications
as a discipline.

Are there any differences between the cultural studies that James
Carey did and what you are doing nowadays?

There are many differences, there had to be. My own is a hybrid,
formed at the intersection of Hall and Carey. But we had different
histories, different conjunctures, different theories and politics, and
most visibly, different ways of embodying and enacting our
commitment to cultural studies as a project. James Carey has a
different history than me. I was educated in philosophy as an
undergraduate, and then cultural studies at the CCCS (The Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies) in Birmingham and came to
communications. James was educated and trained first in economics
and then in communications, and developed a kind of cultural studies
within communications. So we had very different trajectories. I was
lucky enough to find James, someone who would mentor and help
educate me within cultural studies as I wanted to do it.

Let me make a tangential point here—in fact, for people who
work in “cultural studies,” not everything they do is necessarily
cultural studies. I mean, I have written a great deal about philosophy
and theory, as well as what you might call the theory of popular
music. I don’t have to think that such work is cultural studies, to call
myself a cultural studies scholar, although I hope it contributes to my
efforts as doing cultural studies work. And some of James’ work, he
wouldn’t have thought of as cultural studies even though he was
committed to the project. He had other connections with
communications. But I think he broadly saw himself defending a
kind of cultural studies within communications, and more broadly,
although unlike me, he was not always quite so explicit and upfront
as | about defending the need for cultural studies and the specificity
of its project. But it is clear throughout his career, and especially
towards the end of his career, that he believed in the importance of
cultural studies.
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Can you elaborate more about your connection to communica-
tions?

The other part of my connection to communications has to go back
to my initial interest. I mean when I first went to the Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies, my research interests involved youth
culture and popular music. I was interested in the role of popular
music in organizing youth culture. Obviously that interest remained a
central interest of mine for many decades. And the fact is, once
again, whether or not one thinks of all the work I did as cultural
studies—and for me, only parts of it succeeded, while other parts
contributed something, it was in communications that work could be
done. In the 70s, no music department, or none that I knew of in the
United States, wanted to talk about rock ‘n’ roll seriously, and youth
culture. Sociologists talked about it but not about the music, and they
had a very distinct way in talking about subcultures that I wasn’t
interested in. So communications was a home not only for my
interest in cultural studies but for my interest in youth culture and
popular music.

As I said, communications is a great field because in fact it’s a
very open field, and it has, over its 60 years of history, allowed a lot
of different kinds of things to go on under its auspices, which is
great. You know a lot of things that other disciplines wouldn’t take
seriously or wouldn’t allow to be done under their names, people did
it in communications. And then later on, other disciplines start to
realize they’d better talk about those kinds of issues and objects. So I
have a great loyalty to communications.

So, what is your conception of cultural studies? Do you think
that cultural studies is still a marginalized discipline in the West?
How is it distinct from other disciplines in the academy?

I have a very specific sense of what cultural studies is. It is what |
think Stuart Hall and the people, my friends that I studied with and
continue to be friends with in England, and my friends and
colleagues around the world, are trying to do, going back to
Raymond Williams and Stuart’s early work, it is what I think James
Carey was trying to do. It is not the same as what lots of people
called cultural studies. Now later on I know you have a question
about the depoliticization of cultural studies. Well I don’t think that’s
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cultural studies. They can call it cultural studies and I can’t stop
them. I can stop them from publishing in my journal, but I can’t stop
them calling it whatever they want. But I don’t think it’s cultural
studies. I don’t think it’s depoliticized cultural studies because I
don’t think there can be such a thing as depoliticized cultural studies.
But I think cultural studies is more than that. I think cultural studies
is a very particular kind of approach to politics, culture, theory and
context. It has room for lots of theoretical, political, methodological
approaches, but as you probably know, I think cultural studies is an
attempt at a radically contextual practice. It is a contextual theory of
contexts. Stuart Hall in an interview recently says that what cultural
studies has always been about is the conjuncture. In another
interview, where he talked about Policing the Crisis, Stuart says, to
paraphrase: Look, I’ve never written about race as identity. I’ve only
written about conjunctures and societies that are raced. Cultural
studies is about contexts, not about film, or television, or popular
music, or anything else, although those things are its way into trying
to understand contexts.

Now if you ask me, is cultural studies marginalized? It’s always
been marginalized in my sense. It violates the dominant practices of
the academy, which want you to tell what your theory is and what
your politics is. A contextual approach does not sit comfortably in
that kind of normative practices of the academy, where people ask
you what’s your theory? What’s your political interest? And I still
say, well, tell me what you want me to understand, and I'll tell you
what theories I might begin to use. But my theories change all the
time as I work on different contexts, with different questions and
different politics.

I suppose if you ask, on the other hand, is cultural studies
successful, yes but only in the sense that everywhere you look, at
every university, there are some presence of cultural studies.

Then it is successful, definitely, I would say.

In that sense, of course, yes. I mean the term has become successful.
But I do not think that much of what located itself under the name is
actually committed to the project (or it has, as Williams once said,
lost sight of the project). But then, you know, it’s not that black and
white, either you are or aren’t doing cultural studies. There is a lot of
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work which I would rather not be affiliated at all with cultural
studies, some very depoliticized work, some very disciplinary work
that pretends to be interdisciplinary, some completely theoretical
work that doesn’t have any empirical content, because I think cultural
studies is not just theory, although it needs theory. It is about using
theory to understand the empirical world, so it requires empirical
research. So all these people who write about the world on a kind of
theoretical basis, as if the world were there to illustrate or prove our
theoretical positions, so they’ve read some essays of Deleuze and
then they “discover” that we live in a society of control. I often want
to ask them what universe do you live in, or what planet do you
spend your time on, because that isn’t the world I live in. Or they
take a concept from Foucault, or Agamben, or whomever, and lo and
behold, they find that concept—for example, governmentality or bare
life—everywhere. Now there might be elements of such concepts in
it, but you have to point to them, you have to research them, you
have to show them to me, so I can argue with you, and we can see
the complexities and contradictions of the world. Theory doesn’t
define the answers. So I don’t want to legitimate the claims that such
work is necessarily cultural studies, because they do theory in the
place of research, in the place of the messy work of constructing the
relations. But I also don’t want cultural studies to be identified with
people who do purely sociological empirical research and have no
theory and no politics. But in between all those people, there are lots
of people who, to one degree or another, I'm happy to sort of say,
well, they do something that looks a bit like cultural studies. And I
am great believer in articulation—in making connections, in forging
alliances, especially in the academy, if possible. So, to come back to
your question, the term has become very popular. It is everywhere. It
is one of the leading academic signifiers used in the U.S. if not the
world, as a site for critical and interdisciplinary work. And
interdisciplinary work has become a buzz word in the academy. So,
you know, I guess it’s successful, but it’s also under attack.

We also know that cultural studies is always under attack, but it
is also true that it is successfully incorporated into, or at least,
becomes an important field in the communications discipline.

It has become sort of successful, but its success was never Sso
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complete or secure that it could not be driven back and come under
attack again. And at least in the U.S., interdisciplinarity is under
attack again. And certainly, the politicization of knowledge is under
attack again. And cultural studies itself is under attack. So, I think
cultural studies is continuously embattled. I would rather say it’s
embattled than that it’s marginalized. If it’s marginalized, it’s
marginalized as much by people claiming to do cultural studies,
whom [ think have little clue what it is, as by those opposed to it.

You commented on depolitical cultural studies earlier. Dating
back to the origin of cultural studies in the Birmingham School,
resistance, subordination and domination have been the central
themes. Do you think issue such as resistance remains a hallmark
of cultural studies? Or, it doesn’t matter now?

Well, it is central in this sense: Cultural studies, I believe, is an
attempt to understand how the world is organized in ways that
manifest themselves in inequalities of power in the world. And
therefore, cultural studies is interested in understanding how power
operates in the world, in order to open up the possibility that other
worlds are possible, to use the term of the World Social Forum. I
mean, cultural studies operates on the premise that if you can
understand how the world is being made the way it is, then you can
figure out ways to make it different than what it is. And in that sense
I think it shares commitment not only with Marxism and feminism
and Foucault, etc, but with a wide range of intellectual movements. It
is committed to producing a kind of knowledge that enables the
world to be changed. That was one of the big arguments at
Birmingham had, even when I was there, with the Frankfurt School.
One of their arguments against the Frankfurt School was if their
diagnosis of the world was correct, then, you know, you couldn’t do
anything. It even drove the Frankfurt School into depression and
despair.

What’s the point of telling a story the conclusion of which is you
can’t change anything, you’ve already lost? Cultural studies is
committed to producing knowledge that may help to change the
world. So in that sense it’s committed to understanding power, and
the resistances, oppositions, contradictions, gaps, etc, that enable
power to change, mutate, be challenged and be reorganized. So in
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one sense, the answer is yes entirely. The problem is when people
think that a particular conception of resistance is always central; in a
certain moment in the history of British cultural studies, they were
interested in (or constructed) a certain conceptions of resistance that
had to do both with the possibilities of cultural and symbolic power,
but also with the kind of Marxist search of the revolutionary subject.
And that was the subcultural moment, and they developed as it were
a theory of resistance, for that moment, in that context. The mistake
is to think that that theory of resistance is now generalizable as the
cultural studies theory of resistance.

How about power, opposition and domination? Do they continue
to be important elements in cultural studies?

Yes, cultural studies is always interested in power, its limits, its
possibilities, its transformation, etc. And resistance, opposition, you
know all the possible relations people could have to power as
domination and repression, as subordination, as empowerment and
productive, etc. All of those are the interest of cultural studies, in its
attempt to understand a particular conjuncture. The ways those
interests are shaped, defined, played out will depend upon the
conjuncture and the story that the people doing the analysis think
they have to tell in order to tell a better story, in order to open up
other possible futures.

Perhaps I should say a word about what I mean by conjunctures,
since this is for me a crucial term in cultural studies. While many
people assume that a conjuncture is defined by some geo-temporal
boundary, for me, the conjuncture is a way of embodying at the heart
of any notion of context, the commitment to complexity that is at the
heart of cultural studies. A conjuncture is always defined by the co-
existence, the articulation of a number of different contradictions,
struggles, conflicts, forces, etc. It is always defined by a balance
among these competing forces and directions, never as simple state
of domination or victory.

Sociologist Scott Lash has recently observed that cultural studies
is entering a new phase. Arguing that the existing political and
economic milieu is fundamentally different from that of the
1970s, he conceives that power nowadays is largely post-
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hegemonic. As the flow of power is increasingly internalized,
resistance to power has become more complicated, with power
and domination being (re)produced within oneself and within
exploited people and groups. Do you agree to his argument? If
yes, what is the future direction of cultural studies that you can
think of?
I think of Scott as part of a group associated with the journal Theory,
Culture and Society, which has been making this argument that we
live in a world that is post-hegemonic. It’s another version of
postmodern theory. Ten years ago they were talking about this as
postmodernism and then postmodernism became a word no one
wants to use, so now they talk about things like societies of control.
As T have said, the work of cultural studies is to analyze, to find the
theoretical resources and the methodological tools necessary to
analyze the complexity of the conjuncture. It seems to me if you look
at the world, or better a particular conjuncture, well they are right to
say a lot has changed even from, if you want to take the high point
of British hegemonic theory in cultural studies, Policing the Crisis,
etc., the late 70s and early 80s. Yes, in 30 years, a lot has changed—
politically, economically, socially, culturally and communicatively.
Technologies have changed, the forms of labor have changed, the
economies have changed as have the economics of communication
and culture. But I want to add, after each of those phrases, somewhat.
We need the “somewhat,” the complexity, the partiality, the
contradictions, the inheritances, the resistances. I don’t believe that
history changes in ruptures, in totalizing breaks, although such stories
are always wonderful to tell in retrospect. I believe in complexity,
multiplicity, relationalities, and contingency. Of course, under the
globalization of communication, new forms of culture have come
into being. Second Life, Facebook, Reality TV, YouTube, and new
forms of music have come into being. New forms of production and
consumption. All of those are part of the conjuncture. We have to be
analyzing all those things, but not just such things. It is only when
they are understood conjuncturally, contextually, that the work of
cultural studies has begun.

You see, here is where I might locate the difference between
what I might call a scholar of communications and a cultural studies
scholar; a scholar of communications can say I'm interested in
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studying the new modes of musical production. I think that’s great.
We need to be studying that. Or someone could go in and say, I'm
interested in studying Second Life. Right, I think that’s great. We
need people to be studying that. But the cultural studies scholar says,
I’'m interested in how those things fit into the larger context. And
you can’t fit them into the larger context by simply producing, you
know, a kind of homology. So Second Life is to the totality as the
society of control is to hegemony. I don’t think you can make that
kind of leap, even though, it seems to me, to be dominant nowadays
in so much media studies, and so much of this kind of over-theorized
work. You look at something, one thing, and then you decide this is
what it tells you about the society. But that’s not what cultural
studies does. Cultural studies looks at how all these bits relate
together to form a totality that is different from any single part of it.
And only in studying and theorizing the relations do you understand
what the conjuncture is about, and how it’s working. And actually,
only in studying and theorizing the relations do we understand what
the specific phenomenon or object itself is.

So if we want to understand the way the world is changing, if we
want to understand what is going on, I have recently argued, we need
to be studying all these relations, including economies. Cultural
studies, and communications scholars by the way, have, to a large
extent, have avoided economics. Not simply to add whatever our
assumptions about the economy may be, not simply to turn to our
favorite (usually based on political grounds) economic theories may
be, but to study economies and economics, to find a way to do
economics culturally, conjuncturally, contextually.

Why economics? I suppose economics is not the sort of
problematic that we used to study in cultural studies.

But it is not just economics. You know we have largely avoided the
nitty-gritty of politics, state politics, for example, we can’t afford to
ignore that anymore. Not everyone in cultural studies has ignored
such matters—certainly there is wonderful work being produced—
not only in the North Atlantic world, but in Asia and Latin America,
for example, that does take on such challenges. But I think, too often,
we ignore them, and we do so at our peril, because it means that the
stories we tell, our understandings of what’s going on, will not be
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adequate to the task of changing the world. And I'm increasingly
thinking, necessarily, it’s a collaborative collective project. You
know, because it requires looking at all these different bits and pieces
and trying to fit them together, like pieces of a puzzle or, if you
prefer less everyday images, like elements of an assemblage of
discursive formation.

I can say lots of things about that one piece. But it seems to me
the problem is to get all the pieces out and figure out how they fit
together, and then you have a better story. And we don’t know what
the story is. We don’t know what’s new and what isn’t. Part of what
Gramsci said about conjunctual analysis is that, the hardest part of it
is recognizing what’s new and what isn’t new. You know, much of
what passes for new is simply the latest modification of what has
been around for some time. And sometimes what is new, we don’t
even recognize.

So, what is the implication?

In a certain way I believe cultural studies has to start over again all
the time. It starts over not only in its attempt to describe the world,
but in its attempt to create itself. So what cultural studies was—and
let me said that it was always many things—in Britain in the 1970s
when some people did subcultural work, or in the 1970s and 80s
when some people did Policing the Crisis and hegemony theory,
those are useful models and they are useful ideas but they don’t tell
you what cultural studies should look like today, in the United States,
or in Hong Kong, or in China. It won’t look the same. It won’t use
the same theoretical resources, although some of them might be
useful, but others may be necessary. It won’t necessarily have the
same politics. It won’t necessarily ask the same questions. So cultural
studies is constantly responding by making itself up. That’s why, I
think it’s Angela McRobbie who said once, cultural studies makes
itself up as it goes along. As it’s trying to do the work of telling the
story about what’s going on, it’s actually creating what it’s supposed
to look like. It is counter to the dominant practices of the academy,
because you can’t teach cultural studies, in the sense that here it is,
here is what it looks like, take it up and go do your thing, to
someone. You have to teach how to do cultural studies, how to think
contextually and conjuncturally.
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That is a very legitimate answer.

So you know, in that sense I think Foucault was very much a French
version of cultural studies. He has the image of theories as a toolbox,
and you never know which tools you’re going to need to respond to
the context and the politics that you’re answering. So all you can do
is to give people a theoretical toolbox, and a set of empirical
methodologies, and some sophisticated practice in how to think
contextually. But you can’t tell people, “This is what cultural studies
is. Go out and do it.” And you know, that’s a lot harder in the
academy.

Okay, let’s talk about the interdisciplinary approach of cultural
studies. We hear the call for interdisciplinary research so often
that it has almost become a cliché. But we truly believe that
cultural studies is very interdisciplinary, involving disciplines
such as communications, political economy, sociology,
anthropology, comparative literature, semiotics, and philosophy.
However, it has been argued that this interdisciplinary approach
results in the lack of academic coherence and professional
standards in cultural studies which in turn leads to the decline of
cultural studies in the Anglo-Saxon academic world? Anyway,
how do you account for its recent decline?

I don’t know if there’s a decline, or if it’s just more obvious. I think,
it is harder to find cultural studies work that gives insightful,
interesting, important descriptions of the contemporary world. I
mean, it is hard to say, “Here’s a work to cultural studies that you
have to read in order to understand what is going on in the world.”
In part that’s because there is so much that claims to be doing it.
You know, one might have said that—and maybe one still should—
about Policing the Crisis. One might have said that about certain
works in cultural studies around the world. But I'm not sure that that
problem is unique to cultural studies; that is, it seems to me that one
would be hard pressed to find intelligent, useful, politically useful,
and theoretically sophisticated or theoretically informed analyses
about what’s going on in the world from anyone. I mean, you know
there’re little bits, that’s an interesting analysis of reality TV, that’s
an interesting analysis of the state of unions or something. But you
know, like Angela McRobbie’s recent book on feminism under
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Blairism and the New Labor, there’s a book that puts the pieces
together in ways I’ve never thought of, and I suddenly find the pieces
are beginning to fit together. There are many examples, and yet,
there are too few, and too few conversations. I find it harder and
harder to find those kinds of things. But again, I find it harder and
harder to find in Marxist or feminist studies. Not just cultural studies
is having this problem.

Yes, why?

Why, I think because we are, as intellectuals, extraordinarily lazy.
We have become lazy. We don’t really want to do any work. You
know we have our theories, and we might like to read the latest new
theorists, but we don’t really want to challenge them, not unless
some other newer theorist has come along. The theorists don’t want
to do the empirical work. And no one wants to challenge their own
political assumptions. So in fact we end up telling the same stories
that we have always told politically, and allowing our theory and our
politics to do the work that we are supposed to do as scholars and
intellectuals. It seems to me that laziness is more visible than the
problem of interdisciplinarity.

So do you think that interdisciplinary tradition might also create
that kind of laziness?

No, it’s not the fault of interdisciplinarity. It’s the fault of people
who are too lazy to do it well. Interdisciplinarity is not easy. It’s
much harder than disciplinarity. I mean, there’s nothing in the fact of
interdisciplinarity that means you don’t have standards, and you go
in to do shitty works. Being in a discipline doesn’t guarantee that
you produce good work. And interdisciplinarity doesn’t guarantee the
lack of quality. But, being lazy about interdisciplinarity does
guarantee that the work you produce is going to be even more shitty
than most work. Cultural studies is interdisciplinary because as I said
before, it looks at relations. It’s about relations. It’s not about objects.
Most disciplines are about objects. They create objects, like the
economy, or the market, or the state, or the voter, or media, or
popular culture, or the consumer. These are all objects we can study,
and that’s fine. As I said before, I think those kinds of work are
necessary. But what cultural studies wants to do is come in and take
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that work and then try to put them together and see the relations that,
taken together, not only produce a bigger picture, a story about a
conjuncture, but also reconfigure these objects So it has to be
interdisciplinary because it’s about the relations across the objects of
the disciplines. So while economics can say, we can have a market
and it’s a purely economic term, we know that market exists only in
relationship to all sorts of other things that are not economic in the
economists’ sense, just as cultural things exist only in relationship to
things that are also economic or political or etc. So, cultural studies
looks at the relationship, it has to be interdisciplinary. But how you
do interdisciplinary work is the question. And I think what we have
come to is the idea that what it means to do interdisciplinary work is
that you read a few things that you like in another discipline. So to
use the example, that I’ve been doing a lot of research recently, of
economics, people read a couple of books in economics, I don’t
know who the Chinese ones would be, but you know in the West, in
the English-speaking world it’s people like David Harvey, or Empire,
or Lazzarato, or ... People read David Harvey and they think they
understand contemporary capitalism. But my question is: what if he’s
wrong? How do you know he’s right? You’re reading the people that
you agree with politically.

What is the essence of the problem that you are talking about?
How would it be possibly avoided?

What you’re trying to take from them is not their politics, but their
analysis of a concrete empirical set of relations, and they could be
wrong. You don’t know what the choices are. And you don’t
reconstruct the object, both discursively and conjuncturally. Most of
us on the left or in cultural studies reject out of hand most of neo-
classical economics, even all of neo-classical economics. But of
course 99% of the people who reject it have never read a word of it.
They don’t understand it enough to reject it. But they want to talk
about economics. But what qualifies them to talk about economics?
Ha ... You see that’s what I mean by lazy. We tend to think
increasingly that because we are intellectuals, we can talk about
anything. We can talk about anything just with a little bit of reading.
I think if you want to talk about the relations as I’m interested in
doing now, of economics into this conjunctual analysis, it’s gonna
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take you a few years, to begin to be able to say that I understand
when I choose this theory of economics or this description of the
financial crisis, I understand why I'm choosing it. And I can begin
even to reconfigure the analysis. It’s not because of my politics. You
know, most of the leftists are telling the same old Marxist stories
they’ve been telling for 150 years, about capitalism. And then they
turn around and say, capitalism is entirely new because it’s finance
capital. Finance capitalism is not new. And capitalism is not all
finance capitalism. And not all economies are capitalist. It’s the
complexity, the contextuality, that’s missing, inevitably. So it keeps
bouncing back and forth between it’s entirely new and everything we
know is irrelevant and actually it’s the exactly the same old things.
Neither of those two stories about capitalism is a very useful one.
Reading Marx who wrote his work 150 years ago is not going to
give you the answers. Doesn’t mean that one shouldn’t read Marx
and use him. And on the other hand, assuming that the world is so
entirely different that nothing we thought we knew is true, so we
now live in some kind of simulacrum of capitalism or something, my
answer is, why don’t you read some economics? You may not like it,
but it may give you some understanding of where you have to begin
to do the research. You have to begin to take seriously the diversity
of people writing in economics. You have to do your research. You
have to understand the methodologies. You can criticize them. You
can develop better methodologies. But only after you have begun to
enter into dialogue with them. That’s interdisciplinarity, and that’s
very different from what most people practice today.

Selected Works by Lawrence Grossberg

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for Lawrence
Grossberg’s selected works.



