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The Importance of Being Ordinary

Melissa Gregg 

algernon. I certainly wouldn’t let Jack buy my outfit. He has no taste in neckties at all.

cecily. I don’t think you will require neckties. Uncle Jack is sending you to Australia.

algernon. Australia! I’d sooner die.

Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest

Introduction

ordinary. not distinguished by rank or position; characteristic of the common people; vulgar, unrefined, coarse (Oxford)

In his groundbreaking work, The Uses of Literacy, Richard Hoggart challenged conventional modes of representing working class culture by focusing on the lives of ‘ordinary’ people that had been lacking from scholarly studies. ‘I am writing particularly of the majority who take their lives much as they find them,’ he wrote, ‘and in that way are not different from the majority in other classes’:

of what some trade union leaders, when they are regretting a lack of interest in their movements, call ‘the vast apathetic mass’; of what, song-writers call, by way of compliment, ‘just plain folk’; of what the working-classes themselves describe, more soberly, as ‘the general run of people’. (Hoggart, 1958: 22)

This description rested on the basic and powerful premise that academic accounts had failed to reflect the cultural practices of the vast majority of the working class. For Hoggart, it seemed the working classes were only noticed when they behaved in pre-appointed or romantic ways, which at the time usually meant pursuing their rights as workers. Historical accounts accorded too much emphasis to the ‘political’ manifestations of working-class cultural investments and achievements—the critique Hoggart would make of EP Thompson’s approach, for example—while sociological studies set about quantifying cultural dispositions and preferences with little feel for the ‘grass-roots’ of working-class culture (Hoggart, 1958: 16). In both cases, categorical descriptions took away the dignity of the individual as well as any sense of variety or depth to working-class experience. Moreover, the critic’s distance from the culture hindered attempts to adequately reflect its significance and function. The Uses of Literacy therefore produced the missing perspective that would go on to define the epistemological novelty of cultural studies: a grounded, local analysis offered the surest critique of the broad claims that had been made for ‘the’ working class as a whole. In a construction worth remembering, Hoggart aimed to write against that genre of ‘middle-class Marxist’ who had the effect of ‘part-pitying’ and ‘part-patronising’ the working class ‘beyond any semblance of reality’ (Hoggart, 1958: 16).

There are two things to take from Hoggart’s idea of ordinariness. Firstly, the way that it revealed the categories for scholarly analysis to be so narrow that only the exceptional in society were worthy of study. His suggestion that the majority of working-class lives remained outside of analytic attention pointed to a fundamental problem in the academic value system. The second point is the recognition that most people in the working and middle classes demonstrate a profound lack of interest in politics. Daily life hinges upon the twin axes of home and neighbourhood, with any sense of a wider world kept at a safe distance from everyday dealings. Hoggart purposefully avoided reference to the outwardly political actors within the working class because they were a minority. This was a key distinction to make: to differentiate between the working-class movement and the culture as a whole.

The sense of ordinariness Hoggart promoted is worth reconsidering in light of recent developments in Australian politics that have seen ‘ordinariness’ develop as an ideological position in fierce contradiction to Hoggart’s intentions. During his term in office, appeals to ordinariness have proven extremely successful for the Australian Liberal Party Prime Minister John Howard, who has cultivated a public image of being an ‘ordinary Australian’ who is therefore able to speak with authority on behalf of other ‘ordinary Australians’ at the expense of large sections of the population. This strategy, identified in the bulk of media commentary surrounding the 10 year anniversary of Howard’s election (Bauer, 2006; Leak, 2006; McKay, 2006; O’Brien, 2006; Steketee, 2006) has proven remarkably difficult for cultural studies critics to oppose. As I will discuss in more detail, the key intellectuals providing a robust critique of Howard’s style have mainly been from political science, in the figure of Judith Brett (1992; 2003; 2005), or cultural anthropology, particularly the psychoanalytically-inflected approach of Ghassan Hage (2003). But a cultural studies reading, one that is based on the ethics of ordinariness promoted by the field’s British pioneers, has been crucially absent from public debate. Indeed, in this situation cultural studies critics are themselves the ones that have been subject to the charge of ‘middle-class Marxism’, part of a misguided urban ‘elite’ who lament the lack of political zeal amongst suburban mums and dads. 

To begin to understand this scenario, we might observe how Howard’s lexical choices resonate with Hoggart’s in the following television interview screened on The 7.30 Report, the flagship nightly current affairs bulletin of the national public broadcaster. Howard told journalist Kerry O’Brien: 

I believe in being average and ordinary. One of the reasons I do is that’s who I am. I’m out of the lower middle class of Australia if you can use that kind of expression. That’s my background. I’m very proud of it. That’s who I am. The other thing is that Australians are deeply sceptical people. It’s one of the great differences between Australians and Americans. We’re far more sceptical than the Americans. They [sic] spot humbug and pretension and people who have delusions of grandeur and they spot it very quickly and they’re unerring in their instinct. (O’Brien, 2006)

Taken from one of many interviews during his election anniversary, this quotation encapsulates the fluidity with which Howard uses ordinariness in his public statements. The grammatically perplexing shift from a personal ‘republican’ style of political performance in the use of the plural pronoun ‘we’ to his more commonly performed ‘realist’ style of political observation allows him to identify particularities of the Australian character.
 In doing so, Howard evokes a similar language to Hoggart and his contemporary Raymond Williams, both of whom sought to question any sense that to be cultured involved pretentiousness, as if culture were a thing to be owned, jealously treasured and displayed (see especially Williams, 1958). The idea of ordinariness that mobilised the rigorously sceptical cultural studies project in The Uses of Literacy operates with the same logic—indeed, is difficult to distinguish from—the arch anti-elitism regularly espoused by Howard. It is for this reason, I suggest, that Howard’s discursive persona has proven so challenging for Australian cultural studies critics to describe, let alone oppose: it relies on the same mobilising tenets as cultural studies itself. In what follows then, I want to consider what happens when the ordinary—the most unaligned, apolitical category Hoggart sought to establish—becomes the most political category at work in public discourse. This is also to ask what new tactics are required when the ordinary—the very route to eliciting empathy for others in Hoggart’s use—becomes the precise means by which a government curtails the possibility of empathy.

Hoggart’s ordinariness  

ordinary. not different or special or unexpected in any way; usual (Cambridge)
The key to Hoggart’s politics of empathy is that little aside in the passage above: it is directed to ‘the majority who take their lives much as they find them, and in that way are not different from the majority in other classes’. Hoggart’s writing employed an affective voice to build a relationship between the majority on each side of class-segregated Britain. Rather than affirming the distant and scrutinising gaze of the middle-class academic, he encouraged his readers to care about the lives of the people discussed. As Robert Young (2007) also notes, the most striking example of Hoggart’s appeal to ordinariness in The Uses of Literacy is the section titled ‘Them’ and ‘Us’ (Hoggart, 1958: 72-101). The them/us distinction refers to those working-class habits of speech that exercise an ideological closure, separating ‘their’ world from those that, to all outside appearances, run it. Drawing a barrier between ‘them’ and ‘us’ in everyday dealings is a way of making a subordinate position acceptable. It relegates the surveillant Other to a distant and therefore comfortable place in the context of daily routines. In Hoggart’s account those to be labelled ‘them’ include work bosses and managers, police, magistrates, doctors, means test officials and employment exchange bureaucrats. The term refers to those representatives of the outside world with whom working-class people might have some contact. In Hoggart’s reading the separation has the effect of marginalising ‘them’, because ‘they’ have no place in ‘our’ world. It’s therefore a device for deflating authority, but significantly, it is a means to designate and pinpoint those who are seen as a threat to the separation (them/us) itself. 

Elsewhere I have described this writing style as empathetic (Gregg, 2006; 2003). Hoggart seems to wager that anyone reading might feel outrage at the prospect of an outside force influencing access to loved ones, or dictating the terms on which a life can be conducted. These bureaucratic Others in pre-World War Two Britain had the power to break up families, to incarcerate members away from the otherwise self-contained, tight community of neighbourhood and kin. With his insider’s perspective on the insecurity and instability of this world, Hoggart encourages readers to appreciate the lack of power these families feel in protecting their own (a vulnerability that many other involuntary members of the British Empire also suffered at a similar period in history, such as the successive generations of aboriginal children stolen from their families for assimilation purposes in Australia). Hoggart reveals how ‘ordinary’ people come to terms with what is a negligible agency. He writes so that the reader might engage emotionally with the subject. The voice is successful because it articulates values shared by both the working and middle class—in particular the privileged place of family—so as to maximise an affective response to the circumstances illustrated. For the reader unfamiliar with this kind of life, Hoggart’s discourse of empathy seeks a projection of one’s own likely reaction to these influences on normal domestic freedoms, threats that otherwise might not be contemplated, much less realised. It relies on the shared cross-cultural appeal of family as a trigger that might generate empathy with the position of working-class people yet to see the effects of economic improvements post-war.

Hoggart’s strategic display advances a favourable impression of ordinary working-class life in order to find a mode of connecting two distinct audiences. The impression he tries to effect is that the great majority of working-class people are decent, honest, and hard working. While Hoggart’s autobiographical volumes attest that working-class students recognised aspects of his descriptions from their own experience, it was middle-class readers who were being provided the chance to gain an appreciation of another culture’s motivations, perhaps even seein similarities in some of their values, given the sympathetic portrayal of their routines. In Hoggart’s use, then, ordinariness is the way to generate empathy from and for others. It takes the reader inside an unfamiliar culture, but draws out shared values that act as powerful affective magnets. In this way, his writing transcended the economic or class based distinctions of traditional politics of his time. 

Hoggart’s great legacy was to draw attention to the quiet dignity of everyday life and the sophistication evident within the most ostensibly unremarkable cultural practices. His discourse of empathy was a model for scholarly writing to bridge the spatial, institutional, economic and cultural divides in society. This function, which John Hartley calls ‘cross-demographic communication’, is a way of learning about others we may not normally encounter, and how to ‘communicate respectfully and equitably’ with them as a result (Hartley, 1999: 28). Hoggart’s pedagogical gift was ‘to teach how to see, how ‘I’ see, how others see’, providing a window on a world outside the imagination of his reader (ibid.). What was significant about this, as Hartley elaborates, is that ‘instead of addressing the fears, hopes and vested interests of onlookers’, Hoggart wanted ‘to teach his readers how to see “them” (contemporary populations) as “we” (fellow-readers); how to make seeing into knowledge; how to “know” how others see. He made the relation between analyst and analysed convivial not conflictual’ (Hartley, 1999: 28).

Ordinary or everyday?

Like Williams, Hoggart insisted that working-class culture was dense, involving, stimulating and all-encompassing in nature. Both writers sought to nullify the way in which ‘Culture’ had the potential to be rarefied or converted into a mere competency to perform. As Williams famously wrote: ‘Culture is ordinary. An interest in learning or the arts is simple, pleasant and natural. A desire to know what is best, and to do what is good, is the whole positive nature of man. We are not to be scared from these things by noises’ (Williams, 1958: 78). This twinned emphasis, a pride in working class culture and a concerted attack on pretension, is the exact basis upon which John Howard’s earlier statement relies. It is also the twinned emphasis that has been lost in more recent permutations of ‘the ordinary’ in cultural studies, particularly when it has been used synonymously with the French tradition of thought surrounding the quotidien. Hartley has been the key exception to this trend, although for different reasons. He claims the ‘semio-history’ of ordinariness promised in Hoggart’s work has been: 

somewhat lost, or clouded at least, in the adversarial Left-Right politics of politicized academic study in the 1970s and 1980s; in the invention of cultural studies as a theorized form of identity politics; in the methodological disputes between so-called realists and so-called textualists, social scenes and humanities, modernists and postmodernists, rationalists and romantics. Cultural studies… has begun to forget its commitment to ordinariness as a positive civic goal. (Hartley, 1999: 16)

It is the specifically British tradition of ordinariness that the preference for ‘the everyday’ tends to erase (see also Gibson, 2001; McCarthy, 2006). This may be a case of French philosophy simply proving the more fashionable heritage, or alternatively, it may be the combined impact of Henri Lefebvre and Michel de Certeau’s work appearing in translation more recently than the writing of Hoggart and Williams for cultural studies’ still largely English-speaking practitioners. Regardless, it is to some critical detriment that ‘the ordinary’ has become somewhat interchangeable with ‘the everyday’ in cultural theory (see for example Felski 2000; Gardiner 2000). Barry Sandywell has argued that ‘the ordinary has been systematically denigrated in the very act of being theorized as “everyday life”’ (Sandywell, 2004: 161). Indeed, the regular slippage between the two terms, and their apparent synonyms, such as the familiar, the routine, the mainstream and the average, is a loss of etymological and political nuance the Left can ill afford. Reclaiming the theoretical rigour of these concepts is crucial to understanding their rhetorical, affective and critical appeal. As Sandywell further argues, it involves ‘a shared rejection of fixed, static and foundational presuppositions’ of ordinariness, so as to create ‘an awareness of the complex mediated nature of “ordinary life” situated in class, gender, ethnic and sexual differences’ (Sandywell, 2004: 174).
In the Australian context, for example, there is a manifest link between ordinariness and the national mythology of egalitarianism—a connection that, as the earlier quotation shows, Howard has been quick to exploit. Frances Bonner discusses this relationship in her book, Ordinary Television, and identifies ordinariness as that which is not special; that which is not ‘an event’. Bonner sees a range of television presenters engaging in a sophisticated artifice to appear unremarkable, which is to say that they ‘need to convey at least an appearance of ordinariness. Exceptional intelligence or insight must be disguised or disavowed, as must high social status’ (Bonner, 2003: 47). As we will see in the next section, this statement also helps to explain some of the behaviour regularly displayed by Howard, especially when added to Bonner’s wider observation that ‘Ordinariness on television is enhanced by a tendency to construct comparatively homogenous groups, or at least to segregate those whose accents or behaviour signal class too clearly’ (Bonner, 2003: 51).

Howard’s ordinariness

ordinary. (colloquial) unpleasant to deal with; displeasing (Macquarie)

Winning the 1996 election campaign with the promise to govern ‘for all of us’, over the past decade John Howard has carefully depicted his opponents in the Australian Labor Party as serving the so-called sectional interests of an urban-based intellectual elite.
 In contrast, the Liberals have sought to emphasise shared values—what it calls the ‘mainstream values’—of ordinary Australians. As the work of Judith Brett has indicated (2005; 2003; 1992), this tactic did not originate with Howard but with former Prime Minister Robert Menzies, Howard’s only remaining competitor as longest serving Prime Minister at the time of writing. Menzies famously framed his political objective as that of governing on behalf of ‘the Forgotten People’, a fictitious construct which, if it encapsulated any actual human referent, it was the comfortably-off white middle class. Its genius lay in its lack of overt class-based terminology, and instead, its appeal to decency. Membership was not ‘based on a person’s economic role, as in Labor’s class-based schema’ explains Brett: ‘Rather it is based on virtue, strength of character, respectability and sense of responsibility. These are qualities possessed by individual people, and anyone may possess them, no matter what their job or their level of material wealth. Membership of the middle class is thus open to anyone who identifies with its virtues’ (Brett, 2005: 12). As she goes on to observe, in sympathy with Bonner’s analysis, ‘a system of classification of this kind, which is based on people’s individual moral qualities, has wide commonsense appeal. It accords with Australians’ egalitarian manners, in which we treat people on their merits’ (ibid.).

The recourse to individual dignity and shared values is the same tactic I have ascribed to Hoggart in The Uses of Literacy. In Howard’s more recent application however, the idea of ordinariness established by Menzies takes on a further dimension. Fiona Allon has described this in terms of a narrative of loss emanating from Howard’s idealised childhood, in which ‘the same familiar imagery appears: harmonious, middle class suburbia, uniform in its ordinariness, quiet and safely Anglo-Saxon’:

When John Howard nostalgically invokes the 1940s and 1950s, it is to draw attention to the ‘egalitarian innocence’ which he feels has been irrevocably lost from Australian society. For Howard and his brothers Earlwood was ‘an ordinary, unexciting, regulated and secure suburb’. His memories of the area during his youth are of a classless, suburban utopia where ‘everybody was about the same’. (Allon, 1997: 13) 

This narrative of loss relates Howard to Hoggart in a further sense if we consider the charges of nostalgia regularly attributed to The Uses of Literacy (see Turner, 1990: 48). What is different, however, is the defensiveness in Howard’s use of ordinariness. It is rarely left as a positive trait in its own right, open to the expansive interpretation that was so crucial to Menzies’ deployment of the term. Howard’s ordinariness is unfailingly used to position his politics against an implied Other, so that:

Rather than simply opposing the workplace and home as did Menzies, Howard instead depicts the traditional home and nuclear family as under threat, in the process of being disfranchised by ‘privileged interest groups’, ‘minority fundamentalism’ and ‘political correctness’—code, of course, for all the alternative and not so alternative life-styles and groups of which he disapproves. (Allon, 1997: 12)

The clearest instance of this oppositional tactic I have mentioned is the consistent refrain whereby the opinions of ordinary Australians are used as a commonsense corrective to the so-called intellectual ‘elite’ (with all of its attendant popular signifieds including Left-wing, intellectual, educated, media literate, member of the ‘chattering classes’ or the chardonnay- or café latte-drinking set). But this is only one of a range of remarkably flexible analogies and alternatives that can be mapped onto the same binary, such as when ordinariness is used in contrast to:

•
Special interests: groups seeking redress for a perceived grievance, including Indigenous Australians, women, alternative, particularly queer lifestyles, the environmental lobby, and entire political parties such as The Greens and Labor depending on the issue;

•
‘Politically correct’: the excesses of inclusive language, including the niceties of a ‘mushy multiculturalism’ that is simply outdated in an era of terrorism.
 Such sentiments were evident when Liberal politician Danna Vale was hardly rebuked for expressing her anxiety that Australians were ‘aborting themselves out of existence’ and will soon be outnumbered by Muslims in the debate surrounding the passing of legislation to regulate the abortion drug RU486;

•
Muslim: the default subjectivity of those who refuse to ‘integrate’ into ‘ordinary Australia’. This leads to scenarios whereby Western notions of feminist equality and dress can be physically enforced in classrooms, just as the failure of young men to bring towels with them to Cronulla Beach can be taken to indicate an incitement to mob violence. 

While Howard himself may not invoke all of these antonyms for ‘ordinariness’, the number of times that he does make concerted contrasts nonetheless establishes the conditions for such an alarming chain of equivalence to emerge (for some of the more regular formulations employed during his leadership, see Figure 1). Howard has recognised that ordinariness gains traction as a political tool by virtue of the number of ways it can summon an implicit, and sometimes explicit, opposite (see also Nicoll, 2004). 

Figure 1. Howard’s strategically flexible new configuration of ‘them’ and ‘us’
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While in Hoggart’s use an appeal to ordinariness was the very route towards building empathy, in Howard’s it is the precise means by which the possibility of empathy is curtailed. And unlike Hoggart, whose ‘them/us’ distinction illustrated its value as a defence mechanism in response to a lack of power in the wider world, in Howard’s utterances it used as a defence mechanism formulated to maintain a position of power. Far from serving as a device to understand the position of those yet to benefit from economic prosperity, it is instead a way of ensuring those who have prospered in a period of economic growth continue their good fortune. This is a situation in which the ordinary has become the default political subjectivity, standing in place of explicit political agendas by denying its politicised nature.

Reclaiming a politics of empathy

ordinary 2. below the average level of quality; somewhat inferior (Macquarie)

The importance of ordinariness in Australian public life was confirmed in Judith Brett and Anthony Moran’s Ordinary People’s Politics (2006), a longitudinal study of voter attitudes spread over a period of two decades. Compiling vignettes of various Australians’ thoughts on the ‘life, politics, and the future of their country’, the book shares aspects of Hoggart’s original project in its expressed wish ‘to talk about the many ways in which ordinary people are not interested in politics’ (Brett and Moran, 2006: 7). Describing the motivations of Liberal voters in particular, the authors surmise that the most they can be accused of is ‘a bit of smugness’ in their preference for the status quo. These are people who simply aren’t interested in those ‘who demand or need more from politics’:

Living at the centre of their worlds, they looked out as far as they needed, but have only a patchy sense of the society and the economy as a whole. Social problems were to them the problems of individuals, and they saw the solutions as largely in these individuals’ hands. They were not unduly harsh, nor quick to blame. They were not even unsympathetic... But they could not conceive of themselves being in situations where they would not be able to marshal the resources they needed to solve their problems – except for the area of health. And so they could not really imagine how others could be in such situations… This is not a case of blaming the victim but of the inability to imagine ever being a victim. (Brett and Moran, 2006: 179) 

This subtle reading gets to the heart of the difference between Hoggart and Howard, both of whom appear concerned to speak on behalf of ‘the majority who take their lives much as they find them’. It acknowledges that those benefiting from conservative politics share some degree of complicity with the disadvantages that continue to exist in society, and yet the desire for change rests on a capacity to envisage what it would be like to be in a less fortunate situation. As I have suggested, this is precisely the function that Hoggart’s discourse of empathy performed. It showed exactly what it was like to be in the situation of a a poor, working-class family who needed more from politics. His highly personal writing meant that the reader could not ignore the reality of another kind of life. It provided the ‘landscape with figures’ (Hoggart, 1958) necessary to imagine how it would be to live differently. 

It is this form of scholarship that is sorely required in today’s altered political environment to reveal the inequalities in opportunity that persist in contemporary culture. The separation between ‘them’ and ‘us’ so crucial to Hoggart’s description of working-class life was never meant to be celebrated because it was desirable: it was merely a creative way for ordinary people to deal with an unacceptable arrangement of society. The them/us divide helped to maintain dignity and self-respect in everyday encounters, but the distinction was born of a fundamental injustice, where the less educated and the resource-deprived had little recourse or outlet for equal treatment. It may be fair to say that major global events coinciding with John Howard’s Prime Ministership—including the attacks on the Pentagon and World Trade Center in 2001, the Bali bombings in 2002, and the Boxing Day tsunami in 2004—have revitalised a longing for ‘the ordinary’ and ‘the everyday’ amongst Australian citizens. Rita Felski has highlighted how the desire ‘for order, stability and the security of ritual’ can reassert itself in troubling times (Felski, 2002: 612). Yet this explanation fails to provide a language to condemn the ways that ordinariness is used for opportunistic political advantage by leaders in full knowledge of such widespread feelings of vulnerability. Popular television programmes emerging in Australia in the past few years indicate the depth of suspicion and defensiveness in the national psyche. Most notable of these is Channel Seven’s Border Security: Australia’s Frontline, filmed in the customs section of arrival halls of airports around the country as well as patrol boats policing territorial waters. Coming alongside significant changes to the tone and genre of current affairs journalism more broadly (see Turner 2005), these trends provide worrying evidence that Australians remain wedded to fears of contamination or invasion from foreign others, along the lines expressed by extremist One Nation Party politician Pauline Hanson in the 1990s (see Morris 2006).
 What Ghassan Hage (2003) has called the ‘paranoid nationalism’ of Howard’s Australia appears to be a reaction against those who would threaten the hegemony of a white, Anglo-Celtic idyll akin to the ‘ordinary, unexciting, regulated and secure suburb’ of Howard’s childhood home. Today, the forced insularity of Hoggart’s huddled back-to-backs has been traded for the voluntary insularity of the gated community and the aestheticised café and canal-side lifestyle. In the safety of the planned neighbourhood, there is no need to learn about those less fortunate because they can’t afford the price of entry. On a broader scale, the Howard Government will also be remembered for incarcerating refugees in desert camps for years on end while legislation was changed to prevent their capacity to enter the country at all. Under a redefinition of territorial waters, all initial processing of asylum claims now takes place on islands away from mainland Australia. There is no possibility of empathy when those who are most in need of it are taken away from sight.

In a jarring reflection written on the occasion of John Howard’s 10 year anniversary, social researcher Hugh McKay summarised the Prime Minister’s traits in the following way:
Some leaders inspire us with the noble idea that we might create a better society; Howard sets our sights on a lower, lesser target. Far from inspiring nobility of purpose, he encourages us to be comfortable with some of the baser aspects of our own ordinariness. (McKay, 2006)

McKay comes closer than most to articulating the problem with a Prime Minister who claims to be ordinary. Not only does such a formulation efface the real legislative privilege and power that comes with office, particularly since the Coalition of Liberal and National parties won a majority in both Houses of parliament in the 2004 poll. The importance of being ordinary has been that it has allowed Howard to shrug the responsibility of leading citizens in basic civic conduct. It has pardoned him of the expectation of being exemplary as his role might, ordinarily, warrant. Scholars learning from the ethical example of Richard Hoggart need to insist that this kind of government is not ordinary in the sense of being usual or common. Developing a specific register for ordinariness, we can recognise when our leaders are instead illustrative of that wonderfully Australian, colloquial sense of the word—that is, when their performance is mediocre, below par, or unfit for an appointed role. After all, it is ‘pretty ordinary’ for a leader to give citizens little encouragement to bestow hope in and generosity towards others, to generate a climate that caters for the most ingrained, paranoid and defensive aspects of the collective psyche. 

It is for this reason that etymological specificity is both critical and useful. In the transnational exchange of cultural studies theory, the ingenuity of local context can offer the means to interrogate the words of those who work against us—even as they profess to speak the same language. Cultural studies’ confusion of ordinariness and the everyday has had the political consequence of allowing the former to stand as a catch-all repository for preferred political values, with all other desires for politics appearing extra-ordinary in contrast. Paying heed to the uses of ordinariness, and offering opportunities ‘to see how others see’, cultural studies can continue to confront those who benefit from the ongoing division between ‘them’ and ‘us’. Against the fashionable disavowal of privilege, we must summon our most refined intellectual resources to delineate and demand a sense of ordinariness that maintains individual dignity at the same time as it affirms our shared humanity. 
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Notes


� My thanks to Joan Leach for useful references on this issue.


� That is, when it isn’t simply a mouthpiece for the union movement: the prominence of industrial relations issues in the lead-up to the 2007 election campaign (a result of the Federal Government’s unpopular ‘WorkChoices’ legislation) meant that both sides of politics were claiming to speak on behalf of ‘ordinary workers’.  


� ‘Mushy multiculturalism’ was a formulation employed by Peter Costello, Australia’s Treasurer and aspiring successor to Howard, in a speech to the Sydney Institute in February 2006. The phrase was used to describe the ease with which migrants can gain citizenship in Australia without pledging an appropriately binding form of allegiance. The original speech is available on the Treasurer’s website, along with subsequent clarification provided in a radio interview (Costello 2006a, 2006b). Australian politicians’ unusual use of radio airwaves—particularly the medium of talkback—to announce and gauge support for policy initiatives is discussed in Turner (2006).


� Howard’s use of elite bears interesting relation to Lefebvre’s definition of the everyday that which is ‘left over’ after all that is superior, specialised and technical has been singled out. See Seigworth and Gardiner (2004); Lefebvre (1947).


� Ms Hanson’s maiden speech to parliament in 1995 expressed concern that the country ‘was in danger of being swamped by Asians’. It is perhaps relevant to note here that Jennifer Rutherford’s documentary about the One Nation party released in 2001 had the title ‘Ordinary Australians’, a phrase regularly adopted in Hanson’s public statements, and which critics claim Howard adopted as part of an incorporation technique to win back One Nation voters after the latter party’s eventual downfall. 
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