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What Is This “Black” in Black Popular Culture?"

Stuart Hall?

I begin with a question: what sort of moment is this in which to pose the question of
black popular culture? These moments are always conjunctural. They have their
historical specificity; and although they always exhibit similarities and continuities with
the other moments in which we pose a question like this, they are never the same
moment. And the combination of what is similar and what is different defines not only
the specificity of the moment, but the specificity of the question, and therefore the
strategies of cultural politics with which we attempt to intervene in popular culture’, and
the form and style of cultural theory and criticizing that has to go along with such an
intermatch. In his important essay, “The New Cultural Politics of Difference,” Cornel
West* offers a genealogy of what this moment is, a genealogy of the present that I find
brilliantly concise and insightful. His genealogy follows, to some extent, positions I
tried to outline in an article that has become somewhat notorious, but it also usefully
maps the moment into an American context and in relation to the cognitive and
intellectual philosophical traditions with which it engages.

According to Cornel, the moment, this moment, has three general coordinates.
The first is the displacement of European models of high culture, of Europe as the

universal subject of culture, and of culture itself in its old Arnoldian’ reading as the last
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refuge. The second coordinate is the emergence of the United States as a world power
and, consequently, as the center of global cultural production and circulation, This
emergence is beth a displacement and a hegemonic shift in the definition of culture — a
movement from high culture to American mainstream popular culture and its mass-
cultural, image-mediated, technological forms. The third coordinate is the
decolonization of the third world, culturally marked by the emergence of the decolonized
sensibilities. And I read the decolonization of the third world in Frantz Fanon’ s® sense:
I include in it the impact of civil nghts and black struggles on the decolonization of the
minds of the peoples of the black diaspora.’

Let me add some qualifications to that general picture, qualifications that, in my
view, make this present moment a very distinctive one in which to ask the question
about black popular culture. First, I remind you of the ambiguities of that shift from
Europe to America, since it includes America’s ambivalent relationship to European
high culture and the ambiguity of America’s relationship to its own intenal ethnic
hierarchies. Western Europe did not have, until recently, any ethnicity at all. Or
didn’t recognize it had any. America has always had a series of ethnicities, and
consequently, the construction of ethnic hierarchies has always defined its cultural
politics. And, of course, silenced and unacknowledged, the fact of American popular
culture itself, which has always contained within it, whether silenced or not, black
American popular vernacular traditions. It may be hard to remember that, when viewed
from outside of the United States, American mainstream popular culture has always
involved certain traditions that could only be attributed to black cultural vernacular
traditions.

The second qualification concerns the nature of the period of cultural globalization
in progress now. I hate the term “the global postmodern,” so empty and sliding a
signifier that it can be taken to mean virtually anything you like. And, certainly, blacks
are as ambiguously placed in relation to postmodernism as they were in relation to high
modemism: even when denuded of its wide-European, disenchanted Marxist, French
intellectual provenance and scaled down to a more modest descriptive status,
postmodernism® remains extremely unevenly developed as a phenomenon in which the
old center / peripheries of high modernity consistently reappear. The only places where
one can genuinely experience the postmodern ethnic cuisine are Manhattan and London,
not Calcutta. And yet it is impossible to refuse “the global postmodern” entirely, insofar
as it registers certain stylistic shifts in what I want to call the cultural dominant. Even if
postmodernism is not a new cultural epoch, but only modernism’ in the streets, that, in

itself, represents an important shifting of the terrain of culture toward the popular —



‘ 006 %17 % K (Reading Pop Music)

toward popular practices, toward everyday practices, toward local narratives, toward the
décentering of old hierarchies and the grand narratives. ' This decentering or
displacement opens up new spaces of contestation and affects a momentous shift in the
high culture of popular culture relations, thus presenting us with a strategic and
important opportunity for intervention in the popular cultural field.

Third, we must bear in mind postmodernism’s deep and ambivalent fascination
with difference — sexual difference, cultural difference, racial difference, and above all,
ethnic difference. Quite in opposition to the blindness and hostility that European high
culture evidenced on the whole toward ethnic difference — its inability even to speak
ethnicity'' when it was so manifestly registering its effects — there’ s nothing that global
postmodernism loves better than a certain kind of difference; a touch of ethnicity, a
taste of the exotic, as we say in England, “a bit of the other” (which in the United
Kingdom has a sexual as well as an ethnic connotation). Michele Wallace'” was quite
right, in her seminal essay “Modernism, Postmodernism and the Problem of the Visual
in Afro-American Culture,” to ask whether this reappearance of a proliferation of
difference, of a certain kind of ascent, the global postmodern, isn’t a repeat of that
“now you see it, now you don’t” game that modernism once played with primitivism, "
to ask whether it is not once again achieved at the expense of the vast silencing about the
West’ s fascination with the bodies of black men and women of other ethnicities. And we
must ask about that continuing silence within postmodernism’s shifting terrain, about
whether the forms of licensing of the gaze that this proliferation of difference invites and
allows, at the same time as it disavows, is not really, along with Benetton* and the
mixed male models of the face, a kind of difference that doesn’t make a difference of
any kind.

Within culture, marginality, though it remains peripheral to the broader
mainstream, has, never been such a productive space as it is now. And that is not
simply the opening within the dominant of spaces that those outside it can occupy. It is
also the result of the cultural politics of difference, of the struggles around difference, of
the production of new identities, of the appearance of new subjects on the political and
cultural stage. This is true not only in regard to race, but also for other marginalized
ethnicities, as well as around feminism' and around sexual politics in the gay and
lesbian movement, as a result of a new kind of cultural politics. Of course, I don’t
want to suggest that we can counterpose some easy sense of victories won to the eternal
story of our own marginalization — I’m tired of those two continuous grand
counternarratives. To remain within them is to become trapped in that endless either /

or, either total victory or total incorporation, which almost never happens in cultural



Unit 1: Popular Noises 007

politics, but with which cultural critics always put themselves to bed.

What we are talking about is the struggle over cultural hegemony,'® which is these
days waged as much in popular culture as anywhere else. That high / popular distinction
is precisely what the global postmodern is displacing. Cultural hegemony is never about
pure victory or pure domination (that’s not what the term means) ; it is never a zero-
sum cultural game;'" it is always about shifting the balance of power in the relations of
culture; it is always about changing the dispositions and the configurations of cultural
power, not getting out of it. There is a kind of “nothing ever changes, the system
always wins” attitude, which I read as the cynical protective shell that, I’ m sorry to
say, American cultural critics frequently wear, a shell that sometimes prevents them
from developing cultural strategies that can make a difference. It is as if, in order to
protect themselves against the occasional defeat, they have to pretend they can see right
through everything — and it’ s just the same as it always was.

Now, cultural strategies that can make a difference, that’s what I’ m interested
in —those that can make a difference and can shift the dispositions of power. I
acknowledge that the spaces “won” for difference are few and far between, that they are
very carefully policed and regulated. 1 believe they are limited. 1 know, to my cost,
that they are grossly underfunded, that there is always a price of incorporation' to be
paid when the cutting edge of difference and transgression is blunted into
spectacularization. I know that what replaces invisibility is a kind of carefully regulated,
segregated visibility. But it does not help simply to name-call it “the same.” That
name-calling merely reflects the particular model of cultural politics to which we remain
attached, precisely, the zero-sum game-our model replacing their model, our identities
in place of their identities — what Antonio Gramsci' called culture as a once and for all
“war of maneuver,” when, in fact, the only game in town worth playing is the game of
cultural “wars of position. ” *

Lest you think, to paraphrase Gramsci, my optimism of the will has now completely
outstripped my pessimism of the intellect, let me add a fourth element that comments on
the moment. For, if the global postmodern represents an ambiguous opening to
difference and to the margins and makes a certain kind of decentering of the Western
narrative a likely possibility, it is matched, from the very heartland of cultural politics,
by the backlash: the aggressive resistance to difference; the attempt to restore the canon
of Western civilization; the assault, direct and indirect, on multiculturalism;* the
return to grand narratives of history, language, and literature (the three great supporting
pillars of national identity and national culture) ; the defense of ethnic absolutism, of a

cultural racism that has marked the Thatcher” and the Reagan® eras; and the new
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xenophobias® that are about to overwhelm fortress Europe. The last thing to do is read
me as saying the cultural dialectic is finished. Part of the problem is that we have
forgotten what sort of space the space of popular culture is. And black popular culture is
not exempt from that dialectic, which is historical, not a matter of bad faith. It is
therefore necessary to deconstruct the popular once and for all. There is no going back to
an innocent view of what it consists of.

Popular culture carries that affirmative ring because of the prominence of the word
“popular. ” And, in one sense, popular culture always has its base in the experiences,
the pleasures, the memories, the traditions of the people. It has connections with local
hopes and local aspirations, local tragedies and local scenarios that are the everyday
practices and the everyday experiences of ordinary folks. Hence, it links with what
Mikhail Bakhtin® calls “the vulgar” — the popular, the informal, the underside, the
grotesque. That is why it has always been counterposed to elite or high culture, and is
thus a site of alternative traditions. And that is why the dominant tradition has always
been deeply suspicious of it, quite rightly. They suspect that they are about to be
overtaken by what Bakhtin calls “the carnivalesque.” This fundamental mapping of
culture between the high and the low has been charted into four symbolic domains by
Peter Stallybrass® and Allon White in their important book The Politics and Poetics of
Transgression. They talk about the mapping of high and low in psychic forms, in the
human body, in space, and in the social order. And they discuss the high / low
distinction as a fundamental basis to the mechanisms of ordering and of sense-making in
European and other cultures despite the fact that the contents of what is high and what is
low change from one historical moment to another.

The important point is the ordering of different aesthetic morals, social aesthetics,
the orderings of culture that open up culture to the play of power, not an inventory of
what is high versus what is low at any particular moment. That is why Gramsci, who has
a side of common sense on which, above all, cultural hegemony is made, lost, and
struggled over, gave the question of what he called “the national popular” such strategic
importance. The role of the “popular” in popular culture is to fix the authenticity of
popular forms, rooting them in the experiences of popular communities from which they
draw their strength, allowing us to see them as expressive of a particular subordinate
social life that resists its being constantly made over as low and outside.

However, as popular culture has historically become the dominant form of global
culture, so it is at the same time the scene, par excellence, of commodification,” of the
industries where culture enters directly into the circuits of a dominant technology — the

circuits of power and capital. It is the space of homogenization® where stereotyping and



