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Thanks for your insightful answers. Our journal addresses the
Asian and Chinese readers. So we would like to extend the
discussion to these parts of the world. You know that cultural
studies is very popular in China nowadays. Cultural studies is
originally from the seemingly free and social democratic country.
So how applicable is cultural studies in China—a marketized
socialist state or an authoritarian country? Do you think there is
a need to ‘“localize” cultural studies in China? If yes, any
suggestions on doing it?

Well, let me begin by first saying, of course, that my knowledge of
China is very limited. So it is difficult for me to say anything much
specific about China. However, in a way I had already suggested my
answer. If what you mean by cultural studies is a particular set of
theories that have developed in the English-speaking and Western
world, whether you talk about British cultural studies, or French
semiotics, or post-structuralism or whatever; and if what you mean is
can those be brought in total and just transplanted into China, I
suppose they can. But I don’t know why you would want to do it.
And that wouldn’t have any relationship, in my mind, to cultural
studies. Because cultural studies, as I tried to suggest, really says
three things. One is the kind of intellectual politics I have described,
telling a better story of the conjuncture, recognizing all the
complexity and contradictions of the relationalities, in order to open
up political possibilities for transformation, struggle, change, etc.
Holding up optimism. That’s one commitment of cultural studies.
The second commitment of cultural studies is what I earlier described
as contextuality. It is about context and the only way to study context
is to develop cultural studies appropriate to that context. And the
third of course is culture, however you understand it: language,
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everyday cultural practices, popular culture, media culture. Cultures
are complicated forms that are crucial in understanding the
conjuncture. You cannot understand the conjuncture without
understanding the relations that culture creates, locates itself within.

What would cultural studies look like in China, if it can be
developed according to what you have suggested?

Cultural studies people start with and focus on cultural points of
human life, and try, starting there, to re-construct the relations. I
suppose there are other scholars, also committed to contextuality,
who do the equivalent of cultural studies but start out with economy,
not culture. You could imagine people in politics. Some people in
political studies start in a way that practice contextuality, but start
with political instead of the cultural. So, if you have those three
things, contextuality, culture, and certain politics, then you will have
cultural studies. So of course cultural studies can work in China. I
just have no idea what it would look like. I don’t know whether
certain theories work or not. I don’t know. I don’t think anyone
knows until you test them out.

Can you give us an example of how theories might be useful for
doing cultural studies in China?

I often tell the story about how I wrote We Gotta Get out of this
Place, which was started out as a book about the rock and roll youth
culture and ended up being a book talking about Reagan and the rise
of conservatism. And when I realized it was more and more about
conservatism—that is, a conjunctural study—I thought this is going
to be great because I already have the model that Stuart Hall, Martin
Jacques, John Clarke, Paul Gilroy, and others developed about and in
response to Thatcherism. I can just take the theory and analyze what
is happening in the United States. And I wrote a book which was
incredibly boring. I mean it was a disaster. So I had to say, I got the
question wrong, something is missing theoretically. I need other
theoretical tools, and I started to turn to Lefebvre and some Deleuze,
and more Foucault, and I created a theoretical mélange that I thought
may be able to build on the empirical work I had done in order to
organize it into a better story. So I don’t know what the theoretical
mElange necessary to respond to whatever questions China, Hong
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Kong, Taiwan, need to pose would be. You know, I don’t know the
empirical methods, I even don’t know what the questions are. David
Scott, a Jamaica anthropologist, has a wonderful notion called
problem spaces. He says, different conjunctures pose different
political problems. And if you don’t get the problem right, then your
analysis will have no bearing whatsoever. Because you are answering
the wrong question.

What you have just said seems to be a current problem for some
who are doing cultural studies.

Right, that’s partly why cultural studies has become so boring and
ineffective. It hasn’t even bothered to ask whether the questions that
the world poses to us as scholars have changed. This is not just
assuming that the answers change over time and across space. It is
the questions themselves that change. But this does not merely mean
that one takes up a new theorist who seems to pose new questions. I
know it sounds naive—and we can talk a lot about how one rethinks
an empirical relation to the world—but the world or the conjuncture
poses questions, that then shape what theoretical tools one takes up.
It is clear to me that there are some new questions being posed, and
other older questions being re-articulated, It is clear to me that the
very nature of conjunctures—of the spaces of power and contestation,
are changing. One has to learn to think across the spaces of nation-
states and even regions, even while one refuses to give up such
spaces. And one has to figure out the questions that both emerge
from and constitute such conjunctures.

It is clear to that the problem spaces are changing. I have no
idea what the problems spaces in China are. Obviously, and here I
speculate without any grounding, one might start by saying that
China poses a unique problem or spate of problems. Its extraordinary
rapid economic modernization, more rapid than the world has ever
seen before, is juxtaposed to its authoritarian and centralized political
and cultural conditions, which are at the same time undermined by
new communication technologies that are almost impossible to
control. From my perspective, but it’s extraordinary naive, I might
begin by suggesting that there’re unique problems in that conjuncture
around the contradiction of modernity and modernization, as it has
been understood in the West. But those understandings seem less
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relevant to understanding what’s going on in China. So, you know,
one has to figure out what the problems are that you are trying to
answer by telling a story about what’s going on in the conjuncture,
in order to figure out what kind of theoretical, methodological, and
empirical research you need to do, in order to figure out what
cultural studies would look like. Should there be cultural studies in
China? Yes, I believe so. I believe this kind of knowledge is
particularly useful. It is not the only kind of knowledge, it is not the
only useful kind of knowledge, it is not the only politically useful
kind of knowledge. But I believe that what Stuart Hall called
conjunctural knowledge is a useful political dimension, so cultural
studies is a useful intellectual project in the contemporary world.
And I think it probably is as useful in China as anywhere else. But
what it looks like, I mean, you can read Stuart Hall or me, as models
of how to think contextually, to think culturally, and to think
politically, but not as models of what cultural studies is. The history
of my work is to attempt to figure out how to tell a better story in the
United States by developing contextual articulated theoretical and
empirical tools. That’s why I am doing cultural studies. But my
theory and my story aren’t going to work in China. But there are
many such models I think, from all over the world (including from
China and Asia) I am sure. In fact, now when I teach cultural studies
at the post-graduate level, the second semester is entirely devoted to
cultural studies from the global south as it were.

Cultural studies is getting popular among scholars in China.
Actually, it is also haunted by the problem you have just
mentioned. First of all, they have a social phenomenon to study.
Secondly, they may have studied the context in detail, thereby
matching your second point as well. But the problem is that in
the Chinese context, they are forbidden to talk about politics, or
the commitment to social practices, movement, praxis,
emancipation, and empowerment. So it seems cultural studies in
China today is very much like research without asking
appropriate questions. It is reduced to some sort of cultural
analysis. So that’s why some important questions about religion,
race, and other sensitive subjects are virtually non-existent in
China. So, as a leading scholar in cultural study, how would you
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see this kind of apolitical approach to cultural studies in China?
So you are asking how you do cultural study under conditions of
political repression.

Yeah. It’s not just how we do it. They are actually claiming that
they are doing it, or do it in a way that they don’t have an
appropriate question, or even they don’t want to ask an
appropriate question. So they just do the youth culture because it
is an academic fad and they do some common cultural analysis
without a very strong commitment to cultural politics and asking
the right question.

I would argue that it’s hard to say without knowing the work you are
talking about. But if your project is to talk about, for example,
popular culture, and you describe what is happening in the popular
culture of China, then it is not necessarily cultural studies. If you are
talking about popular culture in its relations to the larger complexities
of social life, which is cultural studies, then in a way you can’t avoid
the political. But I suppose there are ways to tell stories. People
have, in a lot of places over a lot of time, developed ways of telling
stories of what’s going on, in which the political dimension and
implication of their stories are coded, and in ways that one hopes the
authorities don’t see. You know, Gramsci wrote much of his work in
ways he hoped the prison guards would not realize he was writing
Marxist stuff. Raymond Williams has acknowledged that in his early
work, he was really talking about Marxist concepts and politics. But
at the time in England, no one was willing to listen seriously to
Marxist analysis and so he wrote in other languages, other discourses.
I don’t see how you can do the kind of cultural contextual work that
I am talking about, without having politically implications in it. |
understand that a lot of people can contextualize popular culture but
that is different than writing an analysis of the conjuncture using
popular culture as your entrance into it. Lots of media does what I
would call a very limited contextualization, without seeing that the
contexts construct the media, and without allowing the conjuncture
to become the object of study. The object of my study isn’t popular
culture, it’s the social totality. If you write about social totality, how
can you not deal with the political and economic articulations of the
forces that are organizing and transforming that social totality?
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So what is the critical issue here?

Here is the issue. There is nothing like a guarantee that political and
cultural studies are left wing. I think people make the mistake of
assuming that because cultural studies in Britain, and all the stuff we
read, is all left wing, the politics of cultural studies is necessarily left
wing. I don’t believe that. I think they can be liberal cultural studies,
and there certainly is conservative cultural studies, different sorts of
conservative cultural studies. Some of the best cultural studies in the
United States are done by the right wing. So that maybe some of
these people who you say are not really political, are, but not in the
sense you and I want them to be. Their politics may be different.
They may actually support the existing dimensions of transformation
and organizations of power and social reality. They may not see their
political task as to challenge that but in fact to offer an analysis that
helps it continuing further down the road.

Ok. Let’s talk about cultural studies in Asia. Chen Kuan-Hsing,
Chua Beng Huat, scholars in Lingnan University and many
others, are actively doing cultural studies and are quite well
recognized. Do you know why cultural studies is so popular in
Asia? Is Asian cultural studies simply an academic fashion
imported from the West?

Yes, well, you know I am a big fan of the formation as well as the
journal Inter-Asia. My knowledge of Asian cultural studies probably
is pretty much defined by that body of people and work and my
experiences and friends in Hong Kong. What make cultural studies
so popular? Answering that would really require a kind of cultural
studies of cultural studies in Asia. I believe there is no simple answer
to that question. It’s complicated and there are conjunctural
questions, and obviously it has to do on the one hand with the rapid
rise of capitalism in many parts of Asia and, at least in some parts,
with what we might call the democratization, although always
limited, of the public sphere and of popular culture, the loosening
political and cultural constraints under which people operate—made
possible by, the overthrow of dictatorships in Taiwan, in Korean,
etc..... Even if such experiences are not universal across Asia, they
have their impacts across the whole region. But also the rapid
economic growth and prosperity. And the communication technology



FC:

LG:

Cultural Studies Taking Roots in Asia

and the globalization of popular culture. That’s not globalization in
simple sense. People in the West too quickly think globalization as if
everyone in Asia is watching or listening to Western culture. Not at
all. But it is about transits across space of culture. It’s the circuitry;
it’s the expansion of the space and the contraction of the time of
cultural transmission chains, creativity, production, and of course it’s
an explosion now with the Internet, that too is a part of it.

To ask a very naive question, how can we practice cultural
studies in Asia without the need to be a “Western” cultural
studies scholar?

Well, I guess I think that the best cultural studies in Asia, whether
coming out of Taiwan (Chen Kuan Hsing) or China (Wang
Xiaoming) to Singapore (Chua Beng Huat) or Lingnan (Stephen
Chan) or India (Partha Chatterjee) has little interest in reproducing
what is doing in the North Atlantic academy, although it is willing to
use whatever tools it can find there when appropriate. They want to
do Asian studies—more perhaps Taiwanese cultural studies, Hong
Kong cultural studies, depending on how they construct their
conjuncture. What cultural studies looks like here will not nearly be
what it looks like there. It is not a matter of becoming a follower of
Homi Bhabha or importing Jacques Derrida, or of following the path
marked by Fred Jameson. It is the more difficult task of forging the
apparatus that will enable you to understand the very conditions that
enabled and required you to forget that particular discursive
apparatus.

But cultural studies says that’s not you want to do. What you
want to do is take the lessons and write these intellectual, theoretical,
empirical, contextual practices, as well as others that you may find
elsewhere, into your own formations. And create your own cultural
studies that speak from and to your own context. And that may mean
as Kuan Hsing argues, that you have to take up your own intellectual
traditions, as people in Africa, India, and Latin America. Some of
them may be influenced by Western theory, Western research, but
what it looks like is different in the end. I think that makes cultural
studies unique. It doesn’t try to reproduce itself. You don’t need have
to become Western to do cultural studies, in a way you have to come
to be Western to be Derridean. But you don’t have to in order to do
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cultural studies. In fact, if you do, you probably are not doing a good
job of it.

Yes, you are right. Do you know if cultural studies is popular in
other parts of the world such as Latin America and India as it is
in Asia?

Yes. I mean, we have had an issue of the journal Cultural Studies, on
coloniality and modernity, which is largely from Latin America and
we have another one, a survey of sorts of the institutionalization of
cultural studies in Latin America, in the works. There are some
people in Latin America, friends of mine, who don’t like to use the
term cultural studies for what they do because they think it’s a
Northern, Western, or Anglo term. And they are reluctant to use the
label. But they are likely to agree that it’s the same project. We
recognize we share the same project. And people in all over—in
Ecuador, Columbia, in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, in the Caribbean, all
over Latin American they have their kind of cultural studies. Clearly
I define cultural studies more narrowly than many people. There are
a lot of people that I may not think are practicing radical
contextuality, but I am happy to call them my allies, and say, ok, you
are cultural studies. So there are a lot of people in Latin America I
think very specifically devoted to cultural studies, as a critical and
contextual understanding of the world, as an interdisciplinary practice
of relationalities, committed to complexity, etc. Yes, lot of people in
Latin American and Asia—again, we have published issues of
Cultural Studies from and about Asian work—and I am discovering
that there is serious work in Africa (again, we have published some
work but we are trying to do more), from eastern Europe and parts of
the Middle East (e.g., Turkey).

People all over the world are discovering cultural studies as a
different way to do research, to do intellectual political work, both
because it takes culture and popular culture seriously, but also
because it thinks more complexly, recognizing the complexity. You
don’t come up with the simply story. People understand that these
kinds of stories don’t work any more to allow us to find the forces
that are changing the world. Because, of course, in much of the
world—not all of it and never completely, what you might broadly
call the left is losing or at least not really winning, with some parts
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of Latin America being a noticeable exception (at least to many
people and we are planning to publish soon a major essay and
conversation about what is going on there). You can’t really say the
capitalism is moving in the direction we might want it to, or that it
shows signs of seriously weakening (despite the financial crisis). If
we are supposed to tell a story that enables us to figure out why the
world is going in a direction like this, so we can develop better
strategies to fight it, we’re not doing a very good job. Clearly, that
the world keeps on moving in the direction we don’t want it to move.
And I believe that intellectual work matters. We need to find ways to
tell more complicated stories, we need to find ways to recognize the
grand narratives don’t work, and we need to tell the conjunctural
stories about what’s going on here.

At this juncture, let’s go to the last question to talk about your
book, We Gotta Get Out of This Place published in 1992. You
talked about the rise of a new conservatism in American life that
was not good for the young generation. You seemed to have
attributed the new conservatism in popular culture to the
proliferation of commercialization/commodification. What is
your reflection on these observations after all these years? Do
you think this trend of conservatism will also spread to other
countries as well?

Let me separate two questions here. The first question is about the
relationship between popular culture and politics and
commodification. I have never particularly thought that popular
culture was inherently resistant. In that sense I was always in another
stream from my friend John Fiske. John insisted that popular culture
was inherently active and resistant. I do not want to oversimplify his
position; instead, I want to read it contextually as a response to a
particular problem space, a particular problematic: in which it was
necessary to argue that the “victims” of power, the subordinated, are
never simply passive or duped, but are actively engaging with the
forces weighing down on them, and finding the spaces and practices
that enable them to live the best life they can. And I thought under
certain contextual conditions, in certain kind of relations, popular
culture could be active and resistant, making use of certain political
possibilities. So part of what I try to argue in that book is that the
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kind politics of youth culture in the postwar years wasn’t defined by
any kind of obvious opposition to capitalism or existing structures of
state power. But I argued, it was not primarily about politics, it was
about rejecting the emotional or better, the affective life, the
everyday life, of the society of the time. You don’t want to be your
parents, you don’t want to be bored, you don’t want to be terrified,
there are whole set of relationships which in the 60s, were
particularly to be mobilized by the whole set of relationship that
make popular culture seem progressive of left wing. And in the 80s,
I argued that the emergence of a new formation of alliances on the
right was using some of the same affective politics to articulate some
populations to the right or at least to kinds of apathy and
depoliticization.

At the same time, I think the question of the relationship with
popular culture and commodification and commercialization is one
of the great unanswered questions. I do not think that
commodification explains much, since culture has been commodified
for a long time and in many places. The claim of commodification is
too abstract to be really useful, by itself, in any critical story. Again,
it is too simple, too universal, with none of the complexity of
conjunctural analysis.

Do you think the story about that sort of popular culture
continues?

That’s a really interesting question. Because I am planning to teach
an undergraduate class that compares the countercultures of the
1960s and the present moment. What I want to do is to look at the
similarities both bring together in a variety of ways, spiritualism,
politics (across a wide range of positions from party politics to
anarchism to environmentalism and ontological politics), escapism,
and complex formations of culture. But I also want to look at the
successes and failures of the 60s, and at the differences between the
two moments. My hypothesis is that the great difference is that while
there were enormous differences in the 60s—hippies, SDS protests,
and violence, with many different fragments and different ideologies,
different commitments, but what held them together was first, a
common or at least overlapping culture, and the fact that the culture
itself defined a common enemy—even if it was largely symbolic and
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entirely inadequate to the task (“the system”). But if you look at
contemporary countercultures, which are similarly local and global,
nothing seems to bind the groups together. There isn’t a single
popular culture today that is articulated to counter-culture. Something
has happened. Here I need to turn to people like you, or others who
study youth culture and technology. Because I think it has to do
increasingly with the changing ways in which culture matters and
works, and with the centrality of technology. In a way, the music and
other cultural forms are subservient to the technology. In a way the
technology 1is that it defines these kids’ culture and while that has
enabled some amazing things to happen, it has also worked against
other possibilities.

Going back to the question, do you think that the world is
increasingly conservative?

Well, I can’t speak of the world. There are interesting things
happening in some parts of the world in state politics and I said, I do
think there is a large and vibrant counterculture. There are
possibilities but overall I am not optimistic. I think the world is
moving in ways that are increasingly committed to what I describe as
conservative values and ideals, which are not committed to the
principle of justices and equality, which do not aim at giving to all
people a life of reasonable comfort and dignity. I think the world is
moving to the opposite direction. But it is not just capitalism, it’s the
articulation of capitalism to political, social, and cultural formations
that’s doing that. I can see this in the U.S. in a way, even in the
discourses around Obama who was for so many such a sign of hope.
But it is clear that the issues around which that hope was organized,
like health care and environment, like peace and the limits of free
markets, have already been taken over, moved at best to the center
and at worst to pro-capitalism if not o conservative positions. So I’'m
not optimistic about the world. And that of course is already having
profound affective effects on people who invested so much hope in
Obama.

But I believe that part of the problems has to be laid at the feet
of intellectuals—and this is partly why universities are no longer, for
many people, the only site or even the most important site of
knowledge production. As I said, I don’t think we are telling good

25



26

The Chinese Journal of Communication and Society, 11 (2010)

FC:
LG:

FC:

LG:

stories. We don’t offer explanations of how these are being done. We
haven’t told those complicated but compelling stories about how
society has been transformed and what are the mechanisms by which
people live within the spaces of contemporary power. Of course, if I
didn’t think that the direction could be changed in the United States
or the world could be changed, I wouldn’t do this. I could have an
easier life, just writing about rock and roll. I don’t have to spend my
time reading economics and try to understand calculus again.

So you are actually working on economics in these days?

In my new book, which I just handed in to the publisher, it’s called
We All Want to Change The World: The Intellectual Labor of
Cultural Studies, there is a hundred-page chapter on taking
economics and economies seriously. Let me say a word about the
book. It is an attempt to begin to describe the work that we might
have to do—some of the concepts we might need (e.g., multiplicity
of ways of being modern), different questions that we might have to
rethink, and ways we might have to rearticulate our understandings
of some foundational concepts (like culture and media, politics and
economics) that have shaped cultural studies. It is, if you will, my
manifesto for a future cultural studies.

By incorporating economics in your study, does it mean you are
adopting the political economy approach? Is it a rediscovery of
political economy on your part? How do you take it?

It’s a good question. There has been a long argument between
cultural studies and political economy in the field of communication.
And I guess my feeling has always been the problem isn’t the need
for political economy, but for the way most of the people doing
political economy do it. The question is how you take economic
matters seriously as part of a conjunctural analysis. Now I do not
mean to sound like I am doing this on my own, or that I am the
single noble intellectual blazing new trials. This has been an ongoing
project for some time, for many people, across many disciplines and
positions. There are a lot of people around the world, including
economists, and I write about them in my book, and I am in
conversation with some of them. We are trying to change the way we
think about economics, and the way we understand the economy. So
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I have entered into a conversation which has already been going on
when I discovered it. It includes people in economics and political
economy geography, anthropology, communication, cultural
economy, and cultural studies, who are trying to rethink how to
understand the economic in the contemporary conjuncture.

So I am not taking up a political economy approach, at least not
as it is understood and practiced in communication studies. On the
contrary, I continue to criticize the way in which this perspective on
economies is too reductionist. As I have said, I don’t think the
category of commodification explains anything. It’s an abstract
category. I don’t know what you know by saying something is
commodified. I don’t believe that you can understand the complex
articulations and possibilities of specific practices of formation
simply on the basis of their production. I don’t know how appeals to
Marx and Marx’s understanding of capitalism in very specific
formations 150 years ago are supposed to operate as justifications.
On the other hand, there is a lot of work that has been done, in a
variety of other intellectual formations to rethink Marxism, to bring
its concepts into the contemporary conjuncture. But I am also reading
neoclassical economics, and we have had a number of reading and
working groups at my university to work collectively on such issues.
(The latest is looking at money and finance.) The point is that I do
not want to reply to what political economists or neoclassical
economists tell us about economies, but to think within (and
hopefully beyond) what they can tell us, to take up matters of
economics as cultural and conjunctural questions. We need to take it
up for ourselves and enter dialogue with all of them who are willing
to talk to us.

Selected Works by Lawrence Grossberg

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



