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An Introduction to 
Cultural Studies 

Given the title of this book - Cultural Studies: Theory and Practice - it would be 
reasonable to expect a comprehensive account of cultural studies, including 
summaries and discussions of its main arguments and substantive sites of 
intellectual inquiry. Indeed, this is what has been attempted. However, I want 
to open this account of cultural studies with a kind of 'health warning' 
regarding the scope of the book. 

Selectivity 

book about cultural studies is necessarily selective and likely to engender 
argument and even conflict. To offer a truly comprehensive account 

wltu.ral studies would be to reproduce, or at least to summarize, every sin
ever written within the parameters of cultural studies. Not only would 

be too mammoth a task for any writer, but also the problem would 
of deciding which texts warranted the nomination. Consequently, 

like all others, is implicated in constructing a particular version of 
studies. 

offer, under the rubric of the foundations of cultural studies, some 
history of the field. However, most of the later chapters, the sites of 

i .. st:ud.ies, draw on more contemporary theory. Indeed, in order to 
book as useful as possible in as many different geographical places 

there is a stress on theory over context-specific empirical work 
;theory is also context-specific and, the text does try to link theory 
ft,.i,~.l work). In doing so, I deploy a good number of theorists who 

describe themselves as working within cultural studies but who 
~etJlin,g to say which has informed it. Thus, writers like Tony 
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FOUNDATIONS O~ CULTURAL STUDHES 

Bennett, Paul Gilroy, Lawrence Grossberg, Stuart Hall, Meaghan Morris and 
Paul Willis would probably accept a description of their work as 'cultural studies'. 
However, though extremely influential, neither Foucault nor Barthes would 
have described himself in this way, just as Rorty, Giddens and Derrida do not 
currently adopt this self'nomination. 

This book is a selective account because it stresses a certain type of cultural 
studies. In particular, I explore that version of cultural studies which places lan
guage at its heart. The kind of cultural studies influenced by poststructuralist 
theories ofIanguage, representation and subjectivity is given greater attention 
than a cultural studies more concerned with the ethnography of lived experi
ence or with cultural policy. Nevertheless, both do receive attention and I am 
personally supportive of both. Indeed, in this, the second edition of the book, 
I have placed a greater stress on the concept of practice (see Chapters 2 and 4). 

" Cu[tura[ stuaies aoes not speak lVitb one voice, it cannot be spoken lVitb one voice, and I 
do not bave one voice lVitb IVbicb to represent it. 

The title of this book is somewhat over-ambitious in its claims. Not only is 
this a selective account of cultural studies, it is one which draws very largely 
from work developed in Britain, the United States, Continental Europe (most 
notably France) and Australia. I draw very little from a growing body of work 
in Africa, Asia and Latin America. As such, it would be more accurate to call 
this text western cultural studies. I simply do not feel qualified to say how 
much cultural studies, as I understand it, is pertinent to the social and cul
tural conditions of Mrica. 

The language-game of cultural studies 

Further, this book tends to gloss over differences within western cultural studies, 
despite doubts about whether theory developed in one context (e.g. Britain) can 
be workable in another (e.g. Australia) (Ang and Stratton, 1996; Turner, 1992). 
Nevertheless, I want to justify this degree of generalization about cultural studies. 
I maintain that the term 'cultural studies' has no referent to which we can point. 
Rather, cultural studies is constituted by the language-game of cultural studies. 
The theoretical terms developed and deployed by persons calling their work cul
tural studies is what cultural studies 'is'. I stress the language of cultural studies 
as constitutive of cultural studies and draw attention at the start of each chapter 
to what I take to be important terms. Subsequently, each of these concepts, and 
others, can be referred to in the Glossary. 

These are concepts that have been deployed in the various geographical 
sites of cultural studies. For, as Grossberg et aJ. have argued, though cultural 
studies has stressed conjunctural analysis, 'which is embedded, descriptive, 
aJld historically and contextually specific', there are some concepts in cultural 
studies across the globe which form 'a history of real achievements that is 
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now part of the cultural studies tradition', and to do without which would be 
'to willingly accept real incapacitation' (Grossberg et aI., 1992: 8). Concepts 
are tools for thinking and acting in the world; their meaning lies in their 
usage. But for its unfortunate gender-coding, I might have called this book 
A Tool-Kit for Cultural Studies. 

The notion of theory as a toolkit means: (i) The theory to be constructed is not a system 
but an instrument, a logic of the specificity of power relations and the struggles around 
them; (ii) That this investigation can only be carried out step by step on the basis 
of reflection (which will necessarily be historical in some of its aspects) on the given 
situation. (Foucault, 1980, cited Best, 1997: 26) 

Cultural studies as politics 

It remains difficult to pin down the boundaries of cultural studies as a coher
ent, unified, academic discipline with clear-cut substantive topics, concepts 
and methods that differentiate it from other disciplines. Cultural studies is, ' 
and always has been, a multi- or post-disciplinary field of inquiry which blurs 
the boundaries between itself and other' subjects'. Yet cultural studies cannot 
be said to be anything. It is not physics, it is not sociology and it is not 
linguistics, though it draws upon these subject areas. Indeed, there must be, as 
Hall (1992a) argues, something at stake in cultural studies that differentiates 
itself from other subject areas. 

For Hall, what is at stake is the connection that cultural studies seeks to make 
to matters of power and cultural politics. That is, to an exploration of represen
tations of and 'for' marginalized social groups and the need for cultural change. 
Hence, cultural studies is a body of theory generated by thinkers who regard the 
production of theoretical knowledge as a political practice. Here, knowledge is 
never a neutral or objective phenomenon but a matter of positionality, that is, 
of the place from which one speaks, to whom, and for what purposes. 

is a difference between the study of culture and institutionally located 
studies. The study of culture has taken place in a variety of academic 

tplin." - sociology, anthropology, English literature, etc. - and in a range 
eO.gnlpllical and institutional spaces. However, this is not to be under

as cultural studies. The study of culture has no origins, and to locate 
exclude other possible starting points. Nevertheless this does not 

that cultural studies cannot be named. As such, the argument (Wright, 
that we can see the origins of cultural studies in Africa rather than 

provocative and polemically useful, but mistaken. 
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FOUNDATIONS OF CULTUR.Al STUDI!:S 

Cultural studies is a discursive formation, that is, 'a cluster (or formation) of 
ideas, images and practices, which provide ways of talking about, forms of. 
knowledge and conduct associated with, a particular topic, social activity or 
institutional site in society' (Hall, 1997a: 6). Cultural studies is constituted by 
a regulated way of speaking about objects (which it brings into view) and 
coheres around key concepts, ideas and concerns. Further, cultural studies 
had a moment at which it named itself, even though that naming marks only 
a cut or snapshot of an ever-evolving intellectual project. 

The Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies 

Cultural studies has been reluctant to accept institutional legitimation. 
Nevertheless, the formation of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at 
Birmingham University (UK) in the 1960s was a decisive organizational 
instance. Since that time, cultural studies has extended its intellectual base 
and geographic scope. There are self-defined cultural studies practitioners in 
the USA, Australia, Africa, Asia, Latin America and Europe, with each 'forma
tion' of cultural studies working in different ways. 

While I am not privileging British cultural studies per se, I am pointing to 
the formation of cultural studies at Birmingham as an institutionally signifi
cant moment. Further, though cultural studies 

has tended to see itself as part of an intellectual guerrilla movement waging war on the 
borders of official academia. This romantic and heroic conception of cultural studies is 
now decidedly passe, not least because of the sheer success, in spite of obstructions to it, 
of cultural studies educationally and, indeed, in terms of research. (McGuigan, 1997a: 1) 

Cultural studies has acquired a multitude of institutional bases, courses, 
textbooks and students as it has become something to be taught. As 
McGuigan (1997a) comments, it is difficult to see how it could be otherwise, 
despite the concern that professionalized and institutionalized cultural stUd
ies may 'formalize out of existence the critical questions of power, history and 
politics' (Hall, 1992a: 286). When McRobbie (1992) argues that cultural studies 
is a contested domain which cannot afford to lose disciplinary looseness, one 
senses romantic nostalgia. Cultural studies' main location has always been 
institutions of higher education and the bookshop. Consequently, one way 
of 'defining' cultural studies is to look at what university courses offer to 
students. This necessarily involves' disciplining' cultural studies. 

Disciplining cultural studies 

Many cultural studies practitioners oppose forging disciplinary boundaries for 
the field. However, it is hard to see how this can be resisted if cultural studies 
wants to survive by attracting degree students and funding (as opposed to 
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a postgraduate research activity). In that context, Bennett (1998) 
'element of a definition' of cultural studies: 

~~"ur"' studies is an interdisciplinary field in which perspectives from different 
lilJ~Ciplin<" can be selectively drawn on to examine "thE!(("elations',,'of",c,ult,Uf~(i'~!i',\h 

,".Ulwra, studies is concerned with all those practices, institutions and systems of 
classification through which there are inculcated in a population particular values, 
beliefs, competencies, routines of life and habitual forms of conduct' (Bennett, 
1998: 28). 

• ilil1eJoJms,ofW0We''thaFdjriurlil'~1:tla\~W'W~~Tgf~g(~'f~'ijjv~}§'ii'ifii(!"fn'i:itrde'9"lfdeti,rac",: 
t~JaSSiK€of,Qru9"U§,,~IB'~!C. Cultural studies seeks to explore the connections between these 
forms of power and to develop ways of thinking about culture and power that can be 
utilized by agents in the pursuit of change. 

• The prime institutional sites for cultural studies are those of higher education, and as 
such, cultural studies is like other academic disciplines. Nevertheless, it tries to forge 
connections outside of the academy with social and political movements, workers in 
cultural institutions, and cultural management. 

With this in mind, we may consider the kinds of concepts and concerns that 
regulate cultural studies as a discursive formation or language-game. Each of 
the concepts introduced here is developed at greater length throughout the 
book and can also be referred to in the Glossary. 

Culture and signifying practices 

Cultural studies would not warrant its name without a focus on culture 
(Chapter 3). As Hall puts it, 'By culture, here I mean the actual grounded 
terrain of practices, representations, languages and customs of any specific 
society. I also mean the contradictory forms of common sense which have 
taken root in and helped to shape popular life' (Hall, 1996c: 439). Culture is 
concerned with questions of shared social meanings, that is, the various ways 
we make sense of the world. However, meanings are not simply floating 'out
there'; rather, they are generated through signs, most notably those of language. 

Cultural studies has argued that language is not a neutral medium for the 
formation of meanings and knowledge about an independent object world 
'existing' outside of language. Rather, it is constitutive of those very meanings 
and knowledge. That is, language gives meaning to material objects and social 
practices that are brought into view by language and made intelligible to us 
in terms which language delimits. These processes of meaning production are 
signifying practices. In order to understand culture we need to explore how 
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FOUNDATIONS OF CULTURAL STUDHES 

meaning is produced symbolically in language as a 'signifying system' 
(Chapter 4). 

Representation 

A good deal of cultural studies is centred on questions of representation. That 
is, on how the world is socially constructed and represented to and by us in 
meaningful ways. Indeed, the central strand of cultural studies can be under
stood as the study of culture as the signifying practices of representation. This 
reqUires us to explore the textual generation of meaning. lt also demands 
investigation of the modes by which meaning is produced in a variety of con
texts. Further, cultural representations and meanings have a certain material
ity. That is, they are embedded in sounds, inscriptions, objects, images, books, 
magazines and television programmes. They are produced, enacted, used and 
understood in specific social contexts. 

Materialism and non-reductionism 

Cultural studies has, for the most part, been concerned with modern industri
alized economies and media cultures organized along capitalist lines. Here rep
resentations are produced by corporations who are driven by the profit 
motive. In this context, cultural studies has developed a form of cultural mate
rialism that is concerned to explore how and why meanings are inscribed at 
the moment of production. That is, as well as being centred on signifying prac
tices, cultural studies tries to connect them with political economy. This is a 
discipline concerned with power and the distribution of economic and social 
resources. Consequently, cultural studies has been concerned with: 

• who owns and controls cultural production; 
• the distribution mechanisms for cultural products; 
• the consequences of patterns of ownership and control for contours of the cultural 

landscape. 

Having said that, one of the central tenets of cultural studies is its non
reductionism. Culture is seen as having its own specific meanings, rules and 
practices which are not reducible to, or explainable solely in terms of, another 
category or level of a social formation. In particular, cultural studies has 
waged a battle against economic reductionism. That is, the attempt to explain 
what a cultural text means by reference to its place in the production process. 
For cultural studies, the processes of political economy do not determine the 
meanings of texts or their appropriation by audiences. Rather, politieal eco
nomy, social relationships and culture must be understood in terms of their 
own specific logics and modes of development. Each of these domains is 
, articulated' or related together in context-specific ways. 
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:1'U!:ti(mism of cultural studies insists that questions of class, 
race, ethnicity, nation and age have their own particulari
be reduced either to political economy or to each other. For 

of race should not be explained solely in terms of class. 
is implicated in the other. Thus to explore the question of 
example, is to understand how it has been gendered. Nations 

spoken of as female and the notion of 'race is connected to the 
ascent of 'Man'. 

Articulation 

studies has deployed the concept of articulation in order to 
the relationships between components of a social formation. This 

refers to the formation of a temporary unity between elements that do 
have to go together. Articulation suggests both expressing/representing 
a 'putting-together'. Thus, representations of gender may be 'put-together' 

With representations of race, as in the case of gendered nationality above. This 
occurs in context-specific and contingent ways that cannot be predicted 
before the fact. The concept of articulation is also deployed to discuss the rela
tionship between culture and political economy. Thus culture is said to be 
'articulated' with moments of production but not determined in any 'neces
sary' way by that moment, and vice versa. Consequently, we might explore 
how the moment of production is inscribed in texts but also how the 'econo
mic' is cultural, that is, a meaningful set of practices. 

Power 

Cultural studies writers generally agree on the centrality of the concept of 
power to the diScipline. For most cultural studies writers, power is regarded as 
pervading every level of social relationships. Power is not simply the glue that 
holds the social together, or the coercive force which subordinates one set of 
people to another, though it certainly is this. It is also understood in terms of 
the processes that generate and enable any form of social action, relationship 
or order. In this sense, power, while certainly constraining, is also enabling. 
Having said that, cultural studies has shown a specific concern with subordi
nated groups, at first With class, and later with races, genders, nations, age 
groups, etc. 

Popular culture 

Subordination is a matter not just of coercion but also of consent. Cultural 
studies has commonly understood popular culture to be the ground on which 
this consent is won or lost. As a way of grasping the interplay of power and 
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FOIJNDATIONS OF CULTURAL STUDIES 

consent, two related concepts were repeatedly deployed in cultural studies' 
earlier texts, though they are less prevalent these days, namely ideology and 
hegemony. 

By ideology is commonly meant maps of meaning that, while they purport 
to be universal truths, are historically specific understandings that obscure 
and maintain power. For example, television news produces understandings 
of the world that continually explain it in terms of nations, perceived as 
'naturally' occurring objects. This may have the consequence of obscuring 
both the class divisions of social formations and the constructed character of 
nationality. 

Representations of gender in advertising, which depict women as house
wives or sexy bodies alone, reduce them to those categories. As such they 
deny women their place as full human beings and citizens. The process of 
making, maintaining and reproducing ascendant meanings and practices has 
been called hegemony. Hegemony implies a situation where an 'historical bloc' 
of powerful groups exercises social authority and leadership over subordinate 
groups through the winning of consent. 

Texts and readers 

The production of consent implies popular identification with the cultural 
meanings generated by the signifying practices of hegemonic texts. The con
cept of text suggests not simply the written word, though this is one of its 
senses, but all practices which signify. This includes the generation of mean
ing through images, sounds, objects (such as clothes) and activities (like 
dance and sport). Since images, sounds, objects and practices are sign systems, 
which signify with the same mechanism as a language, we may refer to them 
as cultural texts. 

However, the meanings that critics read into cultural texts are not necessarily 
the same as those produced by active audiences or readers. Indeed, readers 
will not necessarily share all the same meanings with each other. Critics, in 
other words, are simply a particular breed of reader. Further, texts, as forms of 
representation, are polysemic. That is, they contain the possibility of a number 
of different meanings that have to be realized by actual readers who give life 
to words and images. We can examine the ways in which texts work, however, 
we cannot simply 'read-off audiences' meaning production from textual 
analysis. At the very least, meaning is produced in the interplay between text 
and reader. Consequently, the moment of consumption is also a moment of 
meaningful production. 

Subjectivity and identity 

The moment of consumption marks one of the processes by which we are 
formed as persons. What it is to be a person, subjectivity, and how we describe 


