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Chapter 23
-_—

What is this ‘black’ in black popular
culture?

Stuart Hal|

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 diffeLmMMoffers 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 West, the moment, this moment, has three general co-
ordinates. 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 refuge ... I nearly said of
scoundrels, but I won’t say who it is of. At least we know who it was
against — culture against the barbarians, against the people rattling the gates
as the deathless prose of anarchy flowed away from Arnold’s pen. The
second co-ordinate is the emergence of the United States as a world power
and, consequently, as the centre of global cultural production and circula-
tion. This emergence is both a displacement and a hegemonic shift in the
definition of culture — a movement from high culture to American main-
stream popular culture and its mass-cultural, image-mediated, technolegi-
cal forms. The t}li_rd co-ordinate is the decolonization of the Third World,

Reprinted from Black Popular Culture, ed. Gina Dent, Seattle: Bay Press, © Bay Press,
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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 rights and black struggles on the decolo-
nization of the minds of the peoples of the black diaspora.

Let me add some qualifications to that general picture, qualifications
that, in my view, make this present moment a very distinctive one in which
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 Amer-
ica’s ambivalent relationship to European high culture and the ambiguity of
America’s relationship to its own internal ethnic hierarchies. Western
Europe did not have, until recently, any ethnicity at all. Or didn’t recog-
nize it had any. America has always had a series of ethnicities, and
consequently, the construction of ethnic hierarchics 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 tradi-
tions.

The second qualification concerns the nature of the period of cultural
globalization in progress now. I hate the term ‘the global postmodern’, SO
empty and sliding a signifier that it can be taken to mean virtually anything
you like. And, certainly, blacks are as ambiguously placed in relation to
postmodernism as they were in relation to high modernism: even when
denuded of its wide-European, disenchanted marxist, French intellectual
provenance and scaled down to a more modest descriptive status, post-
modernism remains extremely unevenly developed as a phenomenon in
which the old centre 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 — toward popular practices, toward everyday
practices, toward local narratives, toward the decentring of old hierarchies
and the grand narratives. This decentring or displacement opens up new
spaces of contestation and affects a momentous shift in the high 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 yyﬂh.diﬁ”e&x’lﬁi— sexual difference, cultural difference, racial
difference, and above all;"ethnic difference. Quite in opposition to the
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blindness and hostility that European high culture evidenced on the wh I

toward .ethnic difference — its inability even to speak ethnicity when it o

0 r_namfestly registering its effects — there’s nothing that global postmvg?is
ernism loves better than a certain kind of difference: a touch of ethnicit .

tast'e of the exotic, as we say in England, ‘a bit of the other’ {which inzi]a
United Kingdom has a sexual as well as an ethnic connotation). Michele
Wallace was quite right, in her seminal essay ‘Modernism, postmodernisn(:

aqd the problem of the visual in Afro-American culture’,® to ask whether

this reappearance of a proliferation of difference, of a certain kind of ascen

of the global postmodern, isn’t a repeat of that ‘now you see it, now you

.do.n’t’ game that modernism once played with primitivism, to ask whethe

it is not once again achieved at the expense of the vast silencing about the
WesF’§ 'fascination with the bodies of black men and women of other
ethmcu{es. And we must ask about that continuing silence within post- -
modernism’s shifting terrain, about whether the forms of licensing of the Y
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 })Q "
models of The Face, ?,killMm@&mmzjﬁ,&k@m&dﬂﬂmnﬁ J

Hal Foster writes — Wallace quotes him in her essay — ‘the primitive is a
modern problem, a crisis in cultural identity’® — hence, the modernist
constr}lction of primitivism, the fetishistic recognition and disavowal of __ /1¢ »
Fhe primitive difference. But this resolution is only a mpmssion'/(/{emlg;éd m
into our political unconscious, the primitive returns uncaml’y at the
moment of its apparent political eclipse. This rupture of primitivism
managed by modernism, becomes another postmodern event. That mana:
ging is certainly evident in the difference that may not make a difference
which marks the ambiguous appéatarice of ethnicity at the heart of global,:
postmodernism. But it cannot be only that. For we cannot forget how
cultural life, above all in the West, but elsewhere as well, has been
transformed in our lifetimes by the voicing of the margins. ,

Wlthin culture, marginality, though it remains peripheral to the broader
Fnamstr‘eam, has never been such a productive space as it is now. And that
1s not simply the opening within the dominant 6f’§Eaces that those outside
1t can occupy. It is also the result of the cultural politics of difference, of Qz
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 marginal'iééd ethnicities, as
well as around feminism and around sexual politics in the gay and 1est;ian
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 th‘e eternal story of our own marginalization — I'm tired of those two
continuous grand counter-narratives. To remain within them is to become /
trapped in that endless either/or, either total victory or total incorporation, C

Bl covwting .
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which almost never happens in cultural politics, but with which cultural

critics always put themselves to bed.
What we are talking about is the struggle over cultural hegemony, which

is these days waged as much in popular Cuiture a¢ anywhere else. That
high/popular distinction is precisely what the global postmodern is ¢ displac-
‘ ing. Cultural hegemony is never about pure victory or pure domination
i (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 if. There is

\sysfem always wins’ attitude, which 1 rea

meri Jtural critics frequently wear, a shell that | ‘
E!
5

that, I’m sorry to say, American cu
sometimes prevents them from developing cultural strategies that can make

a difference. It is as if, in order t0 pro
defeat, they have to pretend they can see rig

just the same as it always was.
Now cultural strategies that can make a difference, that’s what 'm

interested in — those that can make a difference and can sﬁﬁ;hg_@iﬂ%ﬁ
tions of power. I acknowledge that the spaces ‘won’ for difference are few
and far between, that they are very carefully policed and regulated. 1
belicve they are limited. I know, to my cost, that they are grossly under-
funded, that there is always a price of incorporation to be paid when the
cutting edge of difference and transgression is blunted into spectaculariza-
tion. I know that what replaces invisibility is a kind of carefully regulated,
segregated visibility. But it does not help simply to name-call it ‘the same’.
That name-calling merely reflects the particular mode

a kind of ‘_r}g}hin/g_‘g:ygfi ;@Eﬁges,\-the
d as the cynical protective shell ,

tect themselves against the occasional
ht through everything — and it’s

1 of cultural politics

rreplacing their model, our identities in p

to which we remain attached, precisely, the zero-sum game = our model
lace of their identities — what
Antonio Gramsci called culture as a once and for all ‘war of man-
oeuvre’, when, in fact, the only game in town worth playing is the game
of cultural ‘wars of position’.

Lest you think, to paraphrase Gramsci, my optimism of the will has now
completely outstripped my pessimism of the intellect, let me add a fourth
clement 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 decentring 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 multi- %
culturalism; the return to grand narratives of history, language and litera- }
ture (the three great supporting pillars of national identity and national
culture); the defence of ethnic absolutism, of a cultural racism that has
marked the Thatcher and the Reagan eras; and the new xenophobias that
are about to overwhelm fortress Europe. The last thing to do is read me as
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sayin i ici i
fozgo%t ége Vsﬁltural dialectic is finished. Part of the problem is that we h
bopular culr?m-——Lt sort_of space the space of popular_culture. js Andeblave
popular 1 (lilr;, Is not exempt from that dialectic, which is hist‘orical ek
matter ol | aThalth. It is therefore necessary to deconstruct the popula,r rcl)(r)lt .
. There is i i i i s
o no going back to an innocent view of what it consists
Po i ive ri
e Wpourl(';lr‘ culture carries that affirmative ring because of the prominence of
e vore popular . And, in one sense, popular culture always has its base
people Itp}e}:rlences, thg pleasures, the memories, the traditions of tile
tragedi'e . andasl cor;nectlons with local hopes and local aspirations, local
ocal scenarios that are the everyda i :
raged ' e e y practices and everyd
Caﬁsr‘lte}?eces lof oyrdmary folks. Hence, it links with what Mikhail Baght?z
e }:/;l 'tgz;]r - 1the popular, the informal, the underside, the grotesque
it has always been counterposed to elit ioh .
thus a site of alternative iti j hy the domimant et
traditions. And that is wh i
o tions. . why the dominant traditio
theyaell\:éa;/ks)ot:lc;etr; ctl)eeply SuiplCIOuS of it, quite rightly. They suspect thaI:
¢ overtaken by what Bakhtin calls * i
ey dre about fo be ove calls ‘the carnivalesque’.
pping of culture between the hi
been charted into four s i i e e A
‘ ymbolic domains by Peter S
poen < in ns by Peter tallybrass and Allo
Theltet;rllkthegr important b(.)ok Thg,Pall_;‘,ics“thd Poetics of Transgz;gssionn
hum}; ) bOda Qujy“,‘rvtwllgﬂr\nappx_ng of high and low In psychic forms in the
hun distinc56£§%83? gnd in the social order.” And they discuss tl;e high/
“a fundamental basis to the mechani i
sense-making in European and e e
other cultures despite th
contents of what is high and what i o ons historical
at istori
conients of what | is low change from one historical
The i o . .
aesti}};;gpﬁﬁ:nt %011}t is thfe ordering of different aesthetic morals, social
, orderings of culture that open u ol
. _ p culture to the play of
g::vﬁzrélar;ot an mv%lltory of what is high versus what is low pat yany
moment. That is why Gramsci, who ha i
! , s a side of commo
pa . n sense
gav\év};]ceh, aboYe all, cultural hegemony is made, lost, and struggled over
importanciue'sl%on of whfat he called ‘the national-popular’ such strategic’
. The role of the ‘popular’ in popul i
authenticity of popular for i o the ¢ erionces of popula
' ms, rooting them in the experie
communities from which the i D vt s Moo
y draw their strength, allowin
as expressive of a particular subordi fal li ® okte e beine
ordinate social life that resists i i
Coil{stantly made over as low and outside. X2 smetTown 1o beine
o ?gf;f)e\l/er, 1as popula'r c.:ulture has historically become the éiominant form
° n%mogiﬁccz tt.ure, s;) 1}t1 is at the same time the scene, par excellence, of
( ion, of the industries where culture i into
comn ( . > cul enters directly into the
e tfc(;f flfgommant.tec.hnology — the circuits of power and capital. It is
1essi }}Iacpm((:)es otr}Illogemzatlon where stereotyping and the formulaic mr"rﬂxerci—zp
s the material and experiences it dre i i ’
. : : aws into its web, where {
rol over narratives and representations passes into the hands of the)
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