Conference Report: Crossroads 2004

The Fifth International Crossroads in Cultural Studies Conference was held June 25-28 in Champaign-Urbana, Illinois with the theme Policing the Crisis. This was also the title of one of the key texts to emerge from the highly influential early period of the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) and had a great deal to do with why I made my first ever trip to the States. By the end of the conference it was also why I felt a bit disappointed by the event. Thinking about it now I put my reservations down to the implications evident in the conference mandate, where cultural studies scholars were invoked as having ‘a moral obligation to police this crisis‘ and that right now ‘to remain silent is to be in collusion with this immoral political regime’. Should it be unclear, the crisis at issue here is that of Bushism, and what concerns me about such a mandate is the unenviable and restricted role it sets for cultural studies. If anything, the idea that scholarship should be conducted as part of a battle of morals feels like another indication of how successfully the Republicans have colonized the political imagination to accord with their own interests.

Norman Denzin opened the conference describing Stuart Hall, Larry Grossberg and Meaghan Morris as the ‘three pillars’ of cultural studies in the United States. While this became the source of quite a few jokes over the next few days, when combined with the conference mandate it added to the sense of heroism and magnitude underwriting the event. Context might have something to do with this though: the same week we were in Illinois, the handover of power to Iraq took place, Saddam Hussein went on trial and Michael Moore’s film opened in cinemas. Each night, batches of delegates headed off to F-911 which added an extra buzz and even a degree of urgency to the usual conference talk. Perhaps it was these elements that created the possibility for thinking that the priorities of American politics currently do affect the rest of the world. But when the critique of US-centrism was finally raised in one of the plenaries, I felt a sadness and an awful paralysis. As a well trained cultural studies graduate familiar with reading about these outbursts during the 1990 Illinois meeting, even this necessary attack was expected and almost procedural. 

Highlights over the four days included Grossberg’s plenary address which, in the spirit of Stuart Hall, urged us to supply an adequate ‘political history of the present’. While I had some reservations about his tactics (‘I no longer teach rock n’ roll, I teach neoliberalism, because that’s what today’s students care about’), the argument that political and economic concerns must stand alongside the cultural in our studies was an important lesson imparted from the CCCS publication. Yet correcting the emphasis too much the other way does risk abandoning the vital cultural politics of multiculturalism, hybridity and sexuality—the politics that matter to the 80 million or so ‘marginal’ identities in the US Toby Miller pointed out in his provocative paper, ‘The People of the United States Cannot be Trusted’. Meaghan Morris’s keynote on South East Asian regionalism, aesthetics and cinema was also a nice reminder of how many vast populations exist far away from the radar suggested by much of the conference polemic, and that the rule of Empire so keenly felt now is only a small part of a history of ruling powers that rise and do eventually fall. 

Some of my favourite sessions focused on the subtleties of local and case studies: the vernacular creativity of migrants in western Sydney; the affective relations to space and place in different Australian cities; the significance of sport as a locus for wider relations of power; and in particular, the very strong papers discussing the pedagogical challenges posed by conservatism. Here the number of ex-grad students from Illinois in attendance brought an extra layer of complexity to a number of sessions, as they, now established contributors to American cultural studies in their own right, were forced to deal with old supervisors reminding them of their debts to the place. 

Probably the things I value most about Policing the Crisis as a book are its long term perspective, the level of detail in the research, its collaborative project and its conviction. It’s a scholarly work that not only displays its theoretical influences but demonstrates their usefulness in a concrete situation. I’ve worked out why I felt weird at ‘Policing the Crisis’ the conference. Right now you’re not allowed to stay silent in America. Everywhere people are either asking you questions. They’re telling you more than you want to know on some things and not enough about others. So much noise, opinion, talk. It’s not the place for a shy traveller. I left wondering what it would be like to work in a context where there is such an obligation to speak out all the time, to always have a fully formed opinion; how it would be possible to tune out long enough to produce quiet, deliberate, anti-heroic research. I guess this really means I left with a renewed respect for those writers in US cultural studies whose work does that, and as I said goodbye at the last party in Champaign, having celebrated a successful PhD defence, it felt like a new generation might be coming. 
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