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Once established as academic programs or departments, the initial work

of scholars working within Ethnic Studies often was to critique the then
dominant theories, which, as was fashionable at the time, looked for internal
cultural explanations of the social problems experienced by Chicanos.?
Highly influenced by Marxism, early critics made challenges to structural
functionalism and its variant, cultural determinism, with their ahistorical
disregard for the structural bases of the oppression of people of color.?
Within Chicano Studies, many of us saw our work as asserting the impor-
tance of race in theorizing about the Chicano experience—which meant
framing and contextualizing the structural basis of racial inequality. With
this project at hand, a generation of scholars began looking at history to un-
derstand how contemporary patterns of institutional racism and sexism
Were set in motion in historically specific ways.*
. Now, in the early nineties, as the numbers of homeless and people expe-
riencing poverty increase in the wake of the Reagan-Bush economic poli-
cies, the field of poverty studies has burgeoned once again. As during previ-
ous times when cultural analyses held sway, there are theoretical approaches
to studying poverty that hold up the importance of internal cultural features
of the poor. In studies that have been largely outside of Ethnic Studies dis-
course and placed within mainstream academic venues, the culture of the
poor—particularly their values and behaviors—is being emphasized over
structure and power. I will argue that such an approach limits our under-
standing of those currently living in poverty, particularly women and immi-
grants from Latin America,
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The growth of multiculturalism in the U.S. academy has been fueled, in
part, by the development of respective fields of study on those originally ex-
cluded from the canon—people of color, women, and gays and lesbians.
Afro-American Studies, Asian-American Studies, Chicano Studies, Pemi-
nist Studies, Queer Studies, Puerto Rican Studies, and their respective vari-
ant titles (as well as departments and research institutes on white ethnics)
were initiated within the context of the social movements of the late sixties
and early seventies. Led by so-called radicals, there was debate over the inat-
tention to social problems—poverty, racism, the Vietnam War, sexism, ho-
mophaobia—by the social sciences and how academic work seemed out of
touch with the profound contradictions existing in society. The impetus for
change had come from the Great Society legislation, the civil rights move-
ments—especially in providing access to educational institutions—and the
nationalist, counterculture, feminist, and gay movements. Often led by stu-
dents, faculty, and staff who engaged in strikes, fasts, and demonstrations
demanding new programs, we in Ethnic Studies embarked on a concerted
effort to make intellectual work “relevant,” to analyze the pressing problems
in our communities. The generation of knowledge itself —the construction
of paradigms, the very research questions asked, and by whom—were all
seen as reflections of power and privilege.!

Poverty Studies in the Nineties

Do “strong family values” determine how Mexicans adapt to living in
poverty? Some researchers argue that in contrast to poor Blacks, Mexicans
are more “stable” because poor Mexicans are more likely to live in nuclear
families; because teenage pregnancy is a source of opprobrium, so if girls get
pregnant young men are pressured to marry and form nuclear households;

_ and because extended family ties are important and, for cultural reasons, the
_ mam source of support for poor people.

oo Richard Taub argues that poor Mexicans in Chicago have very strong val-
ues about work, which include appreciating those who have two jobs, having
women do industrial homework to increase their income or make crafts or
garments at home to sell for extra income, and realizing that for women,
. h?_r_d work includes being responsible for housework after a day on the job.
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Moreover, Mexicans (presumably immigrants, although he does not spec-
ify) expect men to be breadwinners, but also realize that men will be tired
and often drink after work, and may engage in extramarital affairs.5 The
African Americans that he interviewed, on the other hand, specify that they
resent being asked to perform work when it's not part of their job descrip-
tion, are critical of exploitative working conditions, and angry about the lack
of promotions. Clearly, Taub is comparing two populations in different struc-
tural positions (immigrants and a subordinated racial group) and arguing
that they have different cultural values. They may indeed have divergent
value systems, but that can only be ascertained if they are asked the same
questions, which does not seem to have been done. Part of Taub’s evidence is
that within a four-block area within a Mexican barrio in Chicago where he
did ethnographic research, there were fifteen bridal shops, bakeries, caterers,
and florists who specialized in weddings, but there is no such proliferation
in Black neighborhoods. When he interviewed people, they agreed that a
couple should get married when the woman gets pregnant.® With this data,
Taub concludes that Mexican Americans have an intense commitment to
the marital bond and to work, whereas Blacks do not, presumably because of
cultural differences between the two populations. The implicit conclusion is
that if Blacks just had different attitudes, they would have better lives,
Taub’s and others’ work falls within the dominant theoretical approach
about the “urban underclass” that has become prominent in the social sci-
ences. The term itself was coined by journalists and there is debate about
who constitutes the underclass.? Probably the most influential formulation
is that of William ]. Wilson, a self-avowed liberal who aims to counteract
conservative formulations that emphasize individual attributes within a cul-
ture of poverty.? Wilson focuses on the poor located in urban ghettos, who,
because of severe racial segregation, are predominantly Black. He argues
that because of restructuring in the economy with plant closures and dein-
dustrialization in rust belt cities, Black men in the inner cities face chronic
joblessness. With the departure of industry from major cities and the rise of
the service sector, the remaining jobs provide low pay and few possibilities
for promotion. Without the ability to support their families, fewer couples
get married when women become pregnant. Accompanying the movement
of capital out of the inner city came the flight of the Black middle class to the
suburbs, followed by the exodus of stable working-class Blacks. Closely asso-
ciated with the remaining socially isolated, impoverished neighborhoods
are “concentration effects,” where the sense of community is replaced by so-
cial disorganization. Those who remain in the inner city form an urban “un-
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derclass,” made up of mainly poor single mothers—particularly teenage
mothers—who rear children isolated from mainstream norms and behav-
ior, and unemployed men.

Although Wilson claims he “draw(s] attention to the structural cleavage
separating ghetto residents from other members of society and to the severe
constraints and limited opportunities that shape their daily lives,” he and
other underclass theorists focus on the behavior and deduced values of the
poor.? Thus, to understand high Black male unemployment, researchers do
not interview employers about their perceptions of Black men, but unem-
ployed men themselves, who then get cast as young men not ‘developing a
strong “work ethic” and losing their sense of masculine “honor”—valor,
respect, appearance, and independence—which is rooted in Southern aris-
tocratic tradition.’! Rather than interrogating a firm’s relocation policies
about uprooting work sites or suburban tax benefits for relocating factories
out of rust belt cities into the sun belt (or abroad), the inner cities are por-
trayed as bleak social spaces, where men “hang out” on the streets, engage in
drug use to numb their feelings of powerlessness, and resort to crime to pro-
vide some income, Without discussion of the cutbacks in funding for agen-
cies providing birth control and the controversy over parental consent for
abortions for teenagers, adolescent females are presented as objectified and
as being duped into sex with young men and then ending up on welfare.!?
_Iﬁstead of documenting those programs that aim to involve ghetto parents
in schools or offer innovative curricula, children are seen as having few “posi-
tive role models” with the departure of bourgeois Blacks. The influence of
grassroots or community-based organizations—which address issues rang-
ing from stopping gang violence to providing education regarding sexually
transmitted diseases—is left unrecognized, without analysis of these groups’
abilities to affect local policies or provide resources for the poor. Members of
the urban underclass are portrayed as having lost all human agency or abil-
ity to contest the problematic features of poor neighborhoods, and similar
dysfunctional attributes of wealthy or middle-class neighborhoods (such as
drug use or the rise of white teenage pregnancies) are ignored, implying that
social problems are exclusive to ghettos.

- Embedded in the underclass approach are moral judgments about wom-
en’s sexuality and men’s work ethics, “Shiftless” men and “welfare queens,”
_the putative models of individuals who are out of control, underlie much of
the discussion of “family values” in relation to poverty. This view sees social-
ization, particularly the inculcation of the work ethic and of values about
controlling one’s sexuality, as taking place within families (or occasionally
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churches), where women and men are taught “proper” behavior and en-
couraged to marry.? The assumption is that if women would just control
their sexuality, they would not be in the predicament of having illegitimate
children and being pushed into dependency on the state. Moreover, this
view assumes that if men would only hustle for stable jobs and form con-
ventional households of nuclear families, they would not fall into poverty.

The ideological nature of this argument can be seen in the conservative
media harangues that use underclass imagery to denounce the poor. In al-
most the same breath, media pundits bemoan the culture of poverty among
welfare recipients and worry whether the “brown hordes” of Mexican and
Central American immigrants, with their high fertility rates, will soon de-
plete American jobs and social services.!* Recurrent pummeling of the im-
migrant poor also comes from state officials. California governor Pete Wil-
son’s attacks on immigrants and ‘welfare cheats, and the 1994 California
initiative that would “Save Qur State” from immigrant inundation, are part
of a long history of blaming immigrants for the structural dislocations that
plague this country. The cultural trope “Just say no” has taken on a political
meaning far beyond Nancy Reagan’s original slogan against drug use, as

Blacks and Latinos are advised to change their behavior.’ The influence of

the media on people’s behavior can be seen in the debate between Vice
President Dan Quayle and the fictional television character Murphy Brown.
The U.S. Census Bureau reports that about three hundred thousand births
were unreported, apparently the result of parents lying to surveyors and
either not admitting they had a child or claiming they were married when
they were not. It took months before the Census Bureau was able to verify
this underreporting through other sources, and the bureau attributes ths

“glitch” to the Quayle-Brown debate. !¢

. The focus on value orientations and the behavior of the poor is problem-
atic in several respects. The most obvious is that for these underclass theo-

rists, poverty gets collapsed into family structure. They ignore the high .

number of families that include at least one employed adult, the so-called
working poor. In 1991, 28 percent of Latino families, 22 percent of white fam-
ilies, and 12 percent of Black families below the poverty level had at least one
adult who worked full-time during the whole year.”? Clearly, finding the
right mate will not preclude being poor. Focusing on family values ignores
the fact that not all poor people engage in dysfunctional behavior or have
weak family values,'8

Moreover, socialization about marriage and sex also takes p]ace in peer
groups, in schools, and, especially for youths living in poverty, “on the
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streets,”*? and lack of access to family planning may have more impact re-
garding bearing children out of wedlock than do women’s desires. The as-
sumption that pregnant teenagers would be better off within the bounds of
marriage is belied by the high divorce and separation rates of young couples
and by domestic violence rates that increase when men feel pressured
through job loss or the increase of responsibilities beyond their means to
meet them. This view also ignores the relationships that poor unwed fathers
do have with their children, including the labor and other resources pro-
vided by his kin,?® and it ignores the women who, despite strong family val-
ues, are abandoned by men who migrate in search of work.

The portrayal of inner city men is problematic, ignoring the intense ac-
tivities for “getting paid,” which range from finding legitimate employment
to eventually moving into real jobs after brief experiences with street crime
in neighborhoods where opportunities are few.2!

This perspective on families of the poor also assumes that single women
with children are heterosexual and would want to marry men, when some
single mothers prefer to have sexual relationships and rear children with
other women, It is difficult to estimate the number of women who are in
these circumstances. A significant number of lesbians are experiencing
their own “baby boom” and should be considered in the discussion of sin-
gle parents. It is now clear that lesbian mothers often experience poverty,
and must construct their own support systems and communities,? and
some autobiographical writings illustrate the social isolation of lesbians
from their extended families.? Like their heterosexual counterparts, lesbian
single parents will suffer from “welfare reform” that is based on assump-
tions that the real problem is women’s lack of conformity with “family val-
ues” and then pushes them off social programs and into the nexus of sup-
port networks.

. With its jump cut to values and behaviors of the poor, the underclass per-
spective replicates the flawed “culture of poverty” argument of previous
eras.2 Yet the underclass framewaork has set the terms of debate in studies on
Chicanos and Latines living in poverty. Wilson himself suggested that “His-
panics” would show a steady increase in joblessness, crime, teenage pregnan-
cies, female-headed families, and welfare dependency that characterize the
underclass, while his followers simply lump Blacks and “Hispanics” to-
gether.? They ignore the scholars who show that the demographic profile of
poor Chicanos is varied and does not match that of the *underclass,” even
those who live in the most poverty-stricken neighborhoods. More impor-
tant, an underclass perspective ignores the regional political-economic con-
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ditions that produce poverty. Wilson apparently has disavowed the term
“underclass,” yet his conservative followers use the politically charged image

of welfare cheats to argue for policies that would push women into the labor -

force or training programs with limited child care to support their children

before they are left without social benefits, and denigrates those who resist

this path. Thus it becomes critical for us to provide alternatives to the
“poverty of discourse about poverty.??

Latinos in Poverty -

Indeed, Latinos have high and growing poverty rates, In California, approx-
imately 22 percent of Latino farnilies lived in poverty in 1992, compared to 22
percent of Blacks, 18 percent of Asians, and 7 percent of Anglo families,2
Like their counterparts in different racial categories, households of Latina
single mothers and their children are more likely to be poor?? Pérez and
Martinez state that “the relationship between gender and poverty is critical
to the discussion of Latino poverty, because almost one-half of all Hispanic

poor families (45.7%) are maintained by a woman.”* It behooves us to pay

attention to the dynamics—economic, political, or cultural-—that push in-
creasing numbers of Latinas into single parenthood and that make support-
ing their children very difficult.

Female-headed households are a critical component of Latino poverty,
but they are only one part of the story. When Latino men and wortnen are in-
cluded in the same national sample, we find consistent differences, with
women generally having higher incidences of poverty, lower incomes, lower-
paying jobs, higher unemployment rates, and higher incidences of domestic

violence, all of which push them into dire living conditions.?! In their ran-

dom survey of Latinos in California, Hayes-Bautista and his colleagues
found that the poverty rates among a sample of predominantly immigrants
remained significant even by those of the third generation born in the
United States, and that women consistently had higher poverty rates than
men within each generation.’? Clearly, large numbers of Latinos do not es-
cape the bottom of the social structure and find the American dream by
moving out of poverty.

Table 1. Latino poverty rates by generation and gender

First generntion Second generation ‘Third generation
Male Female Male Female Male Female

Poverty rate 34% 43% 27% 36%0 20% 35%
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_ Perhaps because of assumptions that Mexicans are culturally distinct, re-
earchers, in their rush to focus on family values, often ignore the structural

: changes that Wilson points out. Some researchers of the Chicano/Latino
" population have used the logic of the underclass model to argue its in-
- yerse—that poor Latinos have “good” values and behavior. Their evidence
" for this conclusion is often inferences made from people’s statements on
-~ surveys. For example, Testa and Krogh found that Mexicans had strong cul-
" tural norms against premarital sexual relations and that they initiated sex
" later than Blacks; therefore Mexicans' “higher levels of conventional mar-

riage compared to blacks would appear to be related to slightly longer delays
in the initiation of sexual activity”33 But, of course, having sex and getting
married are entirely different things.

Others find sociodemographic patterns and ask questions about family
values, then leap to the conclusion that values determine behavior. Hayes-
Bautista and his colleagues conducted a large random survey of Latinos in
California. They found that Latino males have high labor force participation
rates, and, despite consistently high unemployment rates, do not leave the
labor force as “discouraged workers.” Compared to Blacks and whites, Lati-
nos receive the lowest amount of cash derived from income-transfer pro-
grams such as Social Security, welfare, and unemployment and other sociat
programs.* Latinos in their sample are more likely to form nuclear house-
holds than Anglos, Blacks, or Asians. Hayes-Bautista and his colleagues
conchude that since Latinos have large families, they are “quite committed to
fulfilling their parental roles and assuming familial obligations,” and when
Latinos agreed that extended kin are important, they were seen as “imbued
with rich family values.”%

These findings are very useful, but their interpretations are ahistorical
and provide no context for making sense of their data.”” They ignore the fact
that undocumented immigrants are not eligible for welfare (Aid to Pamilies
with Dependent Children), food stamps, Social Security, unemployment
compensation, or supplemental security income, despite their paying state
and federal income taxes and state sales taxes. Many immigrants avoid so-
cial services because they can jeopardize their amnesty status; they fear that
applying for benefits will lead to deportation. Moreover, Latinos have had
a disproportionately higher increase in the percentage of families headed by
women during the 1980s.10 Hayes-Bautista and his colleagues also ignore the
forces that created a decline of nuclear families in all groups over the past
decades {e.g., Asians had immigration restrictions on women, so nuclear
households have been impossible for some). They also do not take into con-
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sideration the structural changes occurring in California, including the

flight of manufacturing in historically Black neighborhoods, or employers’

discrimination against Blacks and Asians, which may have more to do with -
higher Latino employment than their own values.! In their zeal to refute the -

underclass model for Latinos, these researchers imply that Blacks or other
groups do not have strong family values or a work ethic, and, ironically, they
ultimately reinforce the model itself.

It is important to note that the high official rate of intact nuclear families
among Mexicans masks the fluidity of family life and can be misleading. In-
deed, recent ethnographic research shows that the “intact” nuclear family
among Mexican immigrants can range from fictitions common-law mar-
riages where “husbands™ are in name only and women are very indepen-
dent, often providing the sole economic support for the household, to cases
where the women occasionally reside in Mexico, or where they cannot leave
abusive marriages.2 Other “intact” Mexican families include farmworker

women who, because of employment discrimination in the United States:

and indigenous cultural norms rooted in Mexico, only migrate with male
sponsorship and thus are pressured into remaining with their spouses.#
Nuclear families also inclnde undocumented immigrant women and fe-
male “conditional residents”—those allowed to remain in the United States
provided they stay wedded to their citizen or legal permanent resident
spouses—who are at particular risk for spousal abuse once they settle in the
United States.* These women sometimes find themselves married to men
who use the threat of deportation as a weapon in the abuse of their wives,
These men experience the conditions that often push men to abuse—high
unemployment, layoffs, or low income, exacerbated by alcohol or drug
use—and stresses associated with migration itself, such as anxiety about
family members left at home, thefts from “old-timers” in new locales, or
crowded living conditions.*s The number of immigrant women coerced into
remaining with abusive spouses is difficult to estimate, but various reports
suggest that the population of abused immigrant women is disproportion-
ately large. Data from a random sample survey of undocumented Latinas in
the Washington, D.C., metropolitan area indicates that 6o percent report
that they are battered by their spouses; agencies that provide resources to
victims of domestic violence report that extremely high percentages of their
clients are conditional residents.* The women forming this “hidden popu-
lation,” as it is being labeled, are often economically, linguistically, and psy-
chologically dependent on their spouses. Like their fellow battered women
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ho are citizens, women conditional residents are likely to experience a se-
ere decline in resources if they leave their batterer spouses.*” Furthermore,
jmmigrant women migrate from Latin American countries not only to flee
3 sconomic misery and political repression, but to escape domestic violence,
i's'exual assault, or incest, often at the hands of their own partners or rela-
ives.#® Unfortunately, “strong family values” are often missing from Latino
" farnilies as well.

" The idea that Latinos have “good, stable nuclear families” says more
" about the discourse about poverty than about the conditions in the United
Gtates and Latin America under which migrants live. Moreover, it is not sim-
ply the type of data that is crucial. Some critics suggest that the shortcom-
ings of underclass theory stem in part from the “difficulties inherent in using
¢éensus data to measure a complex social reality™® As we have seen, under-
* class theory can be supported with ethnographic, census, or survey data. We
could dismiss this as being faulty research, but there is an underlying ideo-
logical message: Mexicans are becoming the new “model minority;” and our
“good values” are being pitted against Blacks and others in poverty* This
kind of thinking is insidious and must be challenged.

We must be careful not to cast our analyses as value judgments (in this
case positive ones), for this puts us in an analytic black hole: Mexicans’ or
Latinos’ “rich” values are derived from their culture—and we are back full
circle to cultural determinism. This perspective begs the question: if Latinos
have such upstanding values and “stable” families, why are they dispropor-
tionately poor even by the third generation? Moreover, the policy implica-
tions of this thinking are benign neglect—just leave them alone because
they’re good citizens, or keep those policies that support positive values.
What about those poor Latinos and Latinas who do use welfare and other
social services? Do we condemn them as having dysfunctional values and
unstable familiest What about those who need social services but avoid ap-
plying because of language barriers or their fear of being deported?

Clearly we need an alternative perspective, one that analyzes the history
of placement of groups in the local political economy, that provides some
context for understanding differences between immigrants and U.5.-born
Latinos, Asians, and Blacks who generally are concentrated in low-wage
jobs, have few benefits or opportunities for occupational mobility, and in
some cases are being displaced by technology or runaway shops. We need
comparative historical analyses of the processes that concentrate certain
populations in or push them out of particular sectors of the economy.
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Regional Analyses

The current economic situation is one of structural change, in which frag-

mentation of the labor process, global integration of production sites and

markets, and permanent layoffs of white- and blue-collar workers in the
United States are part of the strategies for firms to remain competitive. The
effects of these changes in late-capitalist enterprises, however, have been dif-
ferent for particular racial populations or regions. Mercer L. Sullivan states,

“Despite the fact that economic restructuring has occurred nationally, its ef-

fects have not been uniform. Both African Americans and Latino Americans
have suffered disproportionately from economic restructuring, but there are
significant differences among minority communities in how they have been
affected and how they have responded.™!

To understand these processes, we must move to perspectives that cap-
ture the heterogeneity of Latinos, while noting common structural experi-
ences. Each Latino group has its own history in different regions of the
country, where particular structural processes—conquest and subordina-
tion, waves of migration and settlement, the specific nature of industrializa-
tion and urbanization, and discrimination toward racialized others—have

produced particular configurations of segregation and economic vulnera- -

bility as lived experience. This segregation can be seen in Latino participa-
tion in regional labor markets, in setflement and housing patterns, in mi-
grant streams as people move in search of work and community, and in
particular groups’ participation in regional or local politics. The case studies
in Moore and Pinderhughes, Morales and Bonilla, and others demonstrate
that the causes of Latino marginality in one sector of the economy may not
be replicated in other regions.®? _
Once we focus on regions, I believe that we need to socially locate people,
that is, examine groups’ social makeup, including their entrance into the
United States. Obviously, Cubans who were welcomed as political refugees
into an ethnic enclave with established small-business owners had a differ-
ent experience than undocumented Mexican migrant laborers in the same
region,5* For each region we need to understand whether there are signifi-
cant numbers of citizens versus undocumented immigrants, note the gender
composition and labor market opportunities of migrants and settlers, and
pay attention to salient features of race relations, including discrimination
against those with distinct racial features, and how their meaning changes
over time. We should take note of other bases of internal differentiation, in-
duding generation, age, language use, or sexual orientation.™ Juan Vicente
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Ppalerm argues, for example, that immigrant farmworkers in California are
increasingly diverse, and over the decade of the 1980s through the early
1990s, at least five types developed: “old, middle, new, recent,” and a collec-
tion of specialized workers who follow specific crops (e.g., los lechugueros),
who are regular sojourners from Mexico.5 Examining the experiences of
subcategories of Latinos should illuminate how some people are restricted
to marginal sectors of the economy while others can experience some mo-
bility in the labor market.

'Moreover, looking at fine-scaled internal differences leads to more nu-
anced understandings of how Latinos’ experiences reshape structural
processes. For example, even among the most economically vulnerable im-
migrants there are differences based on time of migration. Immigrants who
arrived a decade ago find different labor market opportunities than do more
recent immigrants.’s Mexican immigrants often establish “niches” within
particular industries or occupations (say, citrus picking or as busboys) that
contrast with American-born Mexican Americans, and may preclude the
entrance of succeeding cohorts of Mexican immigrants.” Leslie Salzinger
shows how Central American women immigrants, through the formation of
work cooperatives that help “professionalize” domestic waork, influence the
creation of an upper tier of the housekeepers' labor market with better pay
and working conditions.5 Thus it is important to examine in detail how im-
migrants, U.S.-born Chicanos, and other Latinos are integrated into a re-
gional economy, and the implications for their being forced into poverty.
Paying attention to the bases of the heterogeneity of Latinos, while ground-
ing this in structural changes, will provide a historicized analysis.

Besides regional analyses with attention to gender differences, house-
holds should be an impertant unit of analysis for understanding Latinos liv-
ing in poverty. Even though Latinos have varied placement in labor markets,
racial differences, different migration histories, and so on, they have similar
patterns of using extended kin as sources of social support—for finding re-
sources such as jobs, housing, training, or day care and for getting emotional
support. Thus it is important to understand how Latino households are
structured, how household structure changes in concert with different eco-
nomic circumstances, whether households function in a similar manner in
all Latino groups, and whether particular types of households are more vul-
nerable to being poor. Rather than posing a polarized analysis showing that
Blacks are different from Latinos, I suggest that we examine particular re-
gions to understand whether and how Latinos and Blacks have had different
experiences of segregation (in housing and in the labor market), discrimina-
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tion, and poverty. Then we can move on to an examination of how these
structural forces are experienced in daily life and how the participants per-
ceive their circumstances and manage the daily travail of being poor.

Poor Chicano and Mexicano Households

Carlos G. Vélez-Thafiez and James B. Greenberg’s work on “binational” Mex-
ican families provides a good point of departure for understanding intra-
familial dynamics within poverty-stricken Chicano populations and how

these families adapt to poverty. They find that Mexicans living in condi-

tions of poverty form “household clusters,” networks of households that re-
volve around a nuclear family of grandparents or another key relative, with
other kin and their households forming “peripheral” households. These
household clusters contain “funds of knowledge,” ranging from skills related
to car repair to how to heal illnesses without resorting to doctors to infor-
mation about dealing with social services, These funds of knowledge, trans-
mitted through “thick” social relations with kin, enable Mexicans to share
the burden and cope with poverty. Key features of househeld clusters include
the exchange of goods and services, and ritual celebrations, where knowl-
edge is shared. Vélez-Tbafiez and Greenberg argue that the economic and
political context of the border facilitates the establishment of these house-
holds, and in the case of Tucson, Mexican households span the U.S,-Mexico
border. Their work confirms others’ findings that Chicanos are “familistic,”
that is, that they place a high value on living close to relatives (more so than
Anglos), that kin are an important source of resources and social exchange,
that Chicanos often migrate with the help of kin, and that they believe ex-
tended family members are the best source of emotional support.5

Palerm also argues that a significant portion (13 percent) of his sample of
Mexican farmworker families constitutes “binational” families—those who
maintain cccupied homes on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border:

Families settled on the U.S, side of the border continue to provide a bridge-
head for both new immigrants and seasonal migrants from Mexico. In fact, a
large proportion of the seasonal migrants . . . were temporarily contained
within the household structure of U.5.-settled families. Settled family rnem-
bers, moreover, continue to return to their home communities in Mexico,
not only to visit kin and friends, but also to oversee farms and businesses
owned there. Wage remittances to Mexico continue to characterize the be-
havior of the California-based farm workers; they not only assist and support
family members living in Mexico, but also pay for home and farm improve-
ments and invest in Jocal businesses, !
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These families often find that their kin networks in Mexico can provide
* greater emotional and material support than those in the United States, es-
 pecially for women.62

How do Mexican immigrant or binational househalds differ from those
that include U.S.-born Mexican Americans? Hurtado and her colleagues
found that there are important differences between first-generation immi-
grants {born in Mexico) and second-generation (born in the United States
but parents born in Mexico) and third-generation (born in the United States
and parents born in the United States) Chicanos.5 Those from the first gen-
eration are more likely to value living close to relatives than those of the sec-
ond or third generation. Keefe and Padilla, on the other hand, find that in
the Santa Barbara region this familistic behavior increases by the third gen-
eration because Chicanos have more relatives living in the area than Mexi-
cans of the first generation.5 Cleasly, the role of extended kin in providing
support to low-income Chicanos and Mexicanos is important, but needs

further analysis.

Poverty in Albuquerque

Phi]lip B. Gonzéles argues that the historical causes of poverty in Albu-
querque stem from the incorporation of rural Hispana villages, whose in-
habitants were made vulnerable to labor market restructuring in a periph-
eral economy. Albuquerque went through four major restructuring phases
beginning in the late nineteenth century: the city shifted from an cbscure
frontier outpost to the state’s commercial center with the construction of
the railroad; World War II fueled the development of regional air bases and
weapons development and atomic research facilities, which became major
employers; the Cold War saw the expansion of military-related manufactur-
ing; and, beginning in the late sixties, there was an expansion of manufac-
turing primarily based on electronics and garment industries. During each
of these phases, the Mexican-American population experienced neighbor-
hood poverty in different ways. In the first phase, rural villages with their
traditional cooperative labar practices were incorporated into the city of
Albuquerque. Between 1941 and 1960, Mexican Americans from other south-
western states and from Mexico settled in the village areas. Beginning in the
1960s, the Mexican-American population continued to disperse throughout
the city, even into neighborhoods long reserved for whites. Albuquerque was
never a large settlement area for Mexican immigrants, primarily because
of the lack of major industry. Only during the late 1g80s did a significant
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number of Mexican immigrants begin to settle in Chicano barrios. Gonzéles
argues that during each historical period, in different neighborhoods of

the city, restructuring meant different experiences of poverty for Mexican -

Americans.5s
In researching Albuquerque’s electronics and apparel industrialization,

my colleagues and I found that the location of production facilities withina

primarily service economy and the recession of the early 1980s set up con-
tradictory forces.® Relying on a gender division of labor already in place
throughout the wage and skill hierarchy of the electronics and apparel in-
dustries worldwide, managers hired women to fill the large number of as-

sembly jobs that were created as part of each new plant’s production -

process. Mainly because managers of Albuquerque’s electronics and apparel
factories employed women who had high-school education or even some

vocational training from the local community college, immigrant women

did not form a large part of the labor force. Mexican-American women
made up a greater proportion of the high-school-educated labor force in
Albuquerque, and were recruited to these jobs in higher numbers than
Anglo, Black, or Indian women. In a deliberately antiunion strategy, man-
agers of these factories paid higher than minimum wages—our informants
averaged between five and six dollars an hour—and provided good benefits
that included medical i Insurance, maternity leaves, paid holidays, and, in
some cases, profit sharing. We found that women’s work in these factories
brought important changes in family life as women became coproviders,
mainstay providers, or, in the case of single parents, sole economic providers
for their families.&

At the same time that women were recruited to electronics and apparel
jobs in Albuguerque, jobs in mining, the oil industry, construction, and
transportation were declining or subject to seasonal layoff. Thus men were
increasingly economically vulnerable as unemployment rose during 1982
and 1983, and Hispanic men had higher unemployment rates than white
men. Thus Hispana women had moved a step up within the working class,
while sometimes their own spouses had skidded down. Those families for-
tunate enough to have women working in electronics or apparel industries,
then, were low-income, since they relied on women’s wages for family sup-
port. Yet these families were above the poverty level, and, with the women’s
excellent job benefits (particularly medical insurance), expenenced some
economic stability.

There are indications that the phenomenon of increased male disloca-
tion in the economy may now be more widespread than in the 1982-83 re-
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ession when we did our research. In one recent survey of national unem-
'._'P}oyment rates, Latino males had hlgher rates than femnales.® Unfortunately,
' the restructuring of the economy often means that industries expand in one
“area of the globe only to contract in another. These gendered dynamics,
where women are able to secure stable industrial jobs (albeit low—p:aymg)
" while men are subject to high unemployment, are found along both sides of
" the U.S.-Mexico border.®

I will discuss the experiences of one woman from our Albuquerque study
;vho was the exception to the rule, in the sense that she was the only female
Mexican immigrant we interviewed. Upon migrating to Albuquf..-rque,
Marta Astorga was able to secure a job in an apparel factory. Her experiences
illustrate the links between poverty and political economy, the importance
of kin as support networks, the perceived differences between Mexican im-
migrants and Chicanos, and the dangers of jumping to conclusions about
cultural values.

The Case Study

A mestiza born in Durango, Mexico, forty-one-year-old Marta Astorga was
a single head of family with three children, ages ten, eight, and six. Like so
many other unskilled men in Albuquerque’s economy, her husband could
not find steady employment until he moved to another city. Marta was a
sewing operator at a large nonunion factory in Albuquerque that was highly
segregated by race/ethnicity and gender. She estimated that 97 percent of her
coworkers were women, and the majority were Chicanas. Because of Rea-
gan’s recession, Marta had been working short weeks, sometimes able to get
only twelve hours of work a week to support her family. Moreover, she
claimed that there was discrimination, so that operators who were the “fa-
vorites” of the supervisor—that is, Mexican-American wom_en—-wou_ld get
the better jobs.

Five months before our interview, Marta was forced out of the labor force
because of her many problems at work: her machine kept breaking, causing
her to lose wages and slow up the production line for others; her eyes be-
came inflamed from the dust and chemicals, which further slowed her pace;
and her supervisor was not supportive. After several written wam.info,s,
Marta was pressured to quit. She believed that if she had spoken English
well, she might have been able to keep her job. Hesitantly, she observed:
“Lots of times they don’t give the heavier work to the Chicanas because they
know that the Chicanas will cry and they don’t want to do the heavier work.
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And the Mexicans that don’t understand much, so as not to argue and lose
time, do not protest against it as much.” She did not state the obvious—that
immigrants would be more vulnerable in a depressed labor market, so they
did not contest the discrimination. Marta had not adjusted to her new un-
employed status and called herself “a housewife, I think.” She seemed some-
what disconcerted when describing her circumstances, almost as if she
couldn’t believe how things had become so bad.

Marta’s family is the product of the economic restructuring and demo-
graphic changes of the 1980s. She and eventually many of her extended kin
migrated to Albuguerque from Judrez, Mexico, in search of work, to “better”
themselves. Initially Marta claimed she had immigrated with a visa and that
she felt free to occasionally visit her mother, four siblings, and their families
on the other side of the border. Yet when I tried to ask about the circum-
stances of her immigration, she became tense and did not want to discuss it
in detail, implying that she might have come “without papers” or that her
visa had lapsed. She believed that her factory job was good because it had
provided health benefits and, when working full-time, enough wages to sup-
port her children and to bring out a sister, who then provided day care while
Marta worked. '

After losing her factory job, Marta’s search for another job was unsuc-
cessful in Albuguerque’s depressed labor market. To support her three chil-
dren, she was working one or two days a week cleaning house for a wealthy
Anglo family, earning wages of $30-$60. Her ex-spouse sent money about
four times a year, with each payment averaging about $150. Marta survived
by budgeting her income scrupulously, making clothes for her children and
some for herself. And, she observed, “We eat lots of beans.” She was behind
on her rent, had no insurance of any kind, and was struggling to pay off her
medical and dental bills, She rented a tiny house on the edge of town from
her employers, who did not press her for the back rent.

Marta’s ex-spouse would return for occasional visits of a few days or a
few months. Marta knew that he was living with another woman in a nearby
state and had “several families,” but did not know his address or how many
children he had. She was very angry with him but made it a point to say she
was not separated or divorced. Marta spoke wistfully of the early days of
their marriage, when she had been happy, and would not represent herself as
a single woman. '

Marta epitomized traditional family values: she believed that men should
support the family, that men should earn more than women, that women
should stay home with the children when they are little, and that she missed
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some of the best experiences of her children’s early development because she
was away from them while working. She had contested this traditional con-
figuration somewhat. When she was married, Marta performed a double
day—doing housework and child care after her long day of wage worle—and
she believed that this was an “injustice.” Her contestation, however, had re-
mained repressed. Unlike other single parents in our study who had children
to support, Marta, without a steady job, was not ready to denounce her chil-
dren’s father.

Marta did not receive welfare or even food stamps, nor, because she had
“quit,” any unemployment benefits. Besides her meager wages from domes-
tic work, Marta relied on seven siblings living in Albuquerque who provided
occasional gifts of food or clothing for the children. Her kin, especially her
sisters and sisters-in-law, also provided emotional support and were the
source of weekend socializing and entertainment, as well as frequent phone
calls. :

Despite her bleak situation, Marta was no demoralized victim. She hoped
to return to the regular labor market for the higher wages and medical ben-
efits it offered and realized that working boosted her self-esteem: “Since 1
started working, that’s when I found out that I can be useful and that I can
fend for my own self. That I shouldn’t let myself be mistreated by other per-
sons, that I should feel worthwhile for my own self. I feel more confident,
and I have learned so much. It was so hard, but I learned.” She found the
hardest part of her life “being alone,” raising her children and trying to make
ends meet without a spouse, Ever practical, Marta looked blank when I
asked what the government could do to help families like hers. She appar-
ently did not see government aid as an option for her because of her legal
status. Her former company, however, was another story: “They [the man-
agers] could switch all the people who have been working there for too many
years to jobs that are not as hard, especially for older people. They aren’t use-
less. It’s simply that they’ve been on the job for too long. But they’re tired
now. It's impossible to keep on going so much, especially in a place like that.
It’s very hard” Nevertheless, Marta hoped to leave the informal sector and
was looking for another factory job because of the higher pay: “I have to
keep looking for work.”

Marta Astorga indeed lived on the edge and struggled to make ends meet
with very few resources. The culture of her daily life was one of isolation and
fear of freely seeking institutional support because of language barriers and
her unclear legal status. Although she did not live in a binational household
herself, she was integrated into a household duster and maintained close
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contact with kin in Mexico who apparently did. Marta was managing with

the help of emotional support from and material exchange with her kin, who -

spanned both sides of the border. Despite her strong family values, she was

unable to find a good job that would bring her household out of poverty.

Conclusion

Marta Astorga’s life is similar to the lives of thousands of women on botﬁ |
sides of the U.5.-Mexico border who struggle to support their children with
very few labor market options. These women endure the transcultural pro-

cess of men leaving and establishing new households when they cannot find
work; they must create nurturing social relations for themselves and their
children. In many ways, Marta's life is the product of economic restructur-
ing and demographic changes that Wilson deems as important. Like thou-
sands of other immigrant women, she had migrated north in search of
work, then experienced economic dislocation when her spouse could not
find a job in the secondary labor market and she lost her own job in reces-
sionary conditions. The informal economy, with its extremely low pay and
lack of benefits, except for those provided through the paternalism of her
employers, was her only recourse. Marta is also like the respondents in
Hayes-Bautista’s survey—someone who has “strong family values,” avoids
sacial services, and makes sure that her children are educated. Yet she is nei-
ther welfare queen nor model minority. Marta's “traditional values” include
deference to her wealthy Anglo benefactors, repression of her anger toward
her ex-spouse, and reliance on self and kin rather than on institutional sup-
port, such as job-training opportunities, or even food stamps, With these
kinds of material changes, Marta could have supported her children and
perhaps even eventually fulfilled her desire for a nuclear family by reuniting
with her spouse on the basis of her steady employment. '

In the current debate over the causes of poverty and the “underclass,”
there is no public policy advocate for Marta Astorga and other immigrant
families in similar circumstances.” Moreover, in their rush to denigrate the
values and behaviors of female single parents, underclass theorists have not
fully contextualized the experiences of all types of poor people or considered
why some women end up in single-parent households despite strongly sup-
porting family values,

Clearly, poor Mexicans like Marta Astorga present a challenge to academ-
ics who now realize that our multicultural society includes many different
types of families, households, cultures, and experiences. As we attempt to
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" understand the “new immigrants” and their relations with already settled
; Pnpulaﬁons of varied cultural expressions, it is critical that we not fall into
- the American bog of family ideology, based on myths of the homogeneous
- nuclear family as the norm. Poor people have always lived flexible lives,
" migrating in search of work, living with extended kin, taking in boarders,
- doubling up with friends when they become homeless or need temporary
' help. The nuclear family of breadwinner pop and cookie-baking mom does

not even typify white middle-class families. In refuting the underclass
model, we must present careful analyses of local political economies, of how
some groups have found labor market niches and others have been margin-
alized. In short, institutional discrimination and exclusion based on race,
ethnicity, class, and gender—not family values—explain the persistence of
poverty and create the context for how Mexicans adapt to being poor. Just as
the underclass model has been problematic for understanding Blacks in
poverty, we rush to cultural models about Latinos in poverty at our peril.
Structural and cultural analyses of international and local levels will be nec-
essary to understand Mexicans who are poor.
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Machine Talk

STEVE FAGIN

As with many of the presenters at the conference, | have the problem of con-
densing a much longer piece—in my case, a two-hour video, The Machine
That Killed Bad People. The tape endures this fate in its own unique style,
which, as is the California manner, I will “share” with you.

First of all, people get the wrong impression when seeing a segment of
the tape. They presume “Oh yes, I've seen a bit. I'm sure if I saw the whole
piece all of this mishmash would be a seamless coherence.” No such luck.
The piece works in a fragmentary style, trying to emulate the way television
constructs meaning through fragmentation. The viewer is held together, or
in the language of theory “is constructed,” in the manner in which the
caramel holds the chocolate and peanuts together in a Snickers bar, only
then to bind the same elements to your teeth. Second, the order of the frag-
ments works as a complex chain of commands. One opens the mind like one
cracks a safe: three to the right, two to the left, five backward, spin the dial,
and “Open Sesamel”—the mind is open to suggestion. TV functions this
way, opening up the phatic, dysfunctional channels of our minds.

It is this need for ordering that insists that the piece be two hours long.
Most independent videos range from 3 to 11 minutes long, in order to deal
with the normal exhibition context of the art gallery or museum. I truly see
the piece as being as shart as I could make it. I often boast that it’s like Roger

389



390 STEVE FAGIN

Bannister when he just broke the four-minute mile saying 3 minutes, 59.4
seconds: my tape is not 2 hours, it's 1 hour, 59 minutes, 42 seconds.

I should also point out that the piece is experimental, and by this I tnean
it's working on a question, exploring options. I see this as the responsibility
of the independent arts. I must confess that this type of work is best when it
comes out of a character affliction, not an ambition. One should never start
off trying to be experimental; it ends up being kitsch like Dali. One should
be like Raymond Roussel, an artist I've done a piece on, trying only to make

“the most popular piece in the world,” or be like Victor Hugo, or, in my case,

Steven Spielberg, ending up shocked at people’s incredulity.

A lot has happened since the piece’s inception with the overthrow of the
Marcos dictatorship in February 1986. As it was happening, I thought, “What
an extraordinary event I am watching!” The exclamation heralds the cross-
ing of a great historical divide: the transition from Chicago 1968 and the
truly narcissistic baby boomer motto “The whole world is watching.” I re-
member “watching” in Istanbul (pass the opium, please!) with about as
much social engagement as T could muster, seeing friends of mine being
beaten. The space traversed from Chicago to Manila lurches from empathy
to interactivity. As my piece was being completed in 1989, the 1986 over-
throw of the Marcoses {what’s called the Edsa Revolution in the Philippines,
the first revolution to be named after a traffic jam) was beginning to be per-
ceived as the prototypical TV revolution on an international scale. The event
was being reconstructed as the pilot episode for the second-most popular
show of that season, From China to Ceausescu, with Ted Koppel as the senes
host. Only the Simpsons were more popular.

As a prelude to showing my piece, and to bring you back to thase thrlllmg
days of yesteryear, I will give you a series of suggestions on how one might
have watched some of the telehistorical events that have occurred between
now, November 1992, and the completion of the piece in December 1989,
challenging the baby boomer conceit that all events should be watched as if
we were still in 1968 (even though I must concede my own nostalgia for
opium in Istanbul).

I should make it very clear that I think the only history worth watching
occurs on cable television, with Ted Turner emerging as a twenty-first-
century Herodotus. I hold this to be immutable. I'll start with the most re-
cent event, the presidential election, surfing stations. C-Span was definitely
the station of choice, with Ross Perot dancing like Henry Fonda in My Dar-
ling Clementine into a visual sunset. Patsy Cline’s song “Crazy” plays the
whole time as people come in and out of frame, such a romantic gesture—
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: but the gesture goes on and on, durational TV turning the charming into a

repetition compulsion. I start off humming along to Patsy Cline's “Crazy”

and end up trapped in a labyrinthine chase film. Patsy Cline has been trans-
~ formed into Joseph Lewis, no longer “crazy about you” but just plain “gun
* crazy” I begin to wish C-Span would have commercials. I need to go to the
© restroom.

The campaign itself, having taken so long (sort of like an academic job

- interview), had to be watched on different stations at different times of day.

In the morning, with coffee, the networks, but as an amendment to my pro-
hibition against anything but cable news I say, like Lot leaving Sodom, “Lis-
ten, but don’t turn to watch” The insipid patter of Good Morning America
gives a bottom beat worthy of the brilliant Cuban bassist Cachao. In the
afternoon one had to be mobile, catching the syndicated shows: Oprah,

- Donahue, Geraldo. At night, the Arkansas Ornette Coleman Bill Clinton
. knew that it was either Arsenio on Fox or Rome itself, cvn, Even Bush fig-

ured this out, appearing on Larry King Live the Friday prior to the election.

Our next step backward comes to rest on Hurricane Andrew. Of course
one would have watched the Weather Channel, but against the grain of its
intention, without channel surfing. The Weather Channel, which I believe to
be the most-watched cable station, is viewed on the average for thirty sec-
onds per hit. The network’s pacing assumes this and so they want peaple to
switch the station. I must admit I watch this station only seasonally, in the
winter, when living in California encourages my sadistic side to enjoy the
Michelin snow reports from the East.

It is from the Weather Channel that I draw my model of history—much
different from the Marxist dialectic (easterly winds) being assumed by many
of the presenters in this conference. In my model of history, one is domi-
nated by a bunch of gadgets, predictions that try to predict through means
more folkloric than scientific. Once the storm is sighted and named, the
process becomes a bit more ritualistic. If people have ever been involved in a
hurricane, the response of people is quite the opposite of what I would have
assumed. No one panics. Instead, people’s lives become meticulous. Maps,
tracking devices, shortwave radios, inch by inch, step by step, but then the
hurricane hits and all becomes unpredictable. It stops, starts, jumps, and one
just rides it out. I do think history works like this. We can know something is
going to break;, all the circumstances are right, but we cannot assume effects,
only opportunities. Systems will hover off the coast, the Holy Roman Em-
pire can last on the verge of collapse for five hundred years, gradually losing
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its holiness, its Romanness, its empireness, until all at once, it collapses into
chaos, a black hole.

Likewise, dictatorships like Ceausescir’s or Marcos’s can hold on to power
in their last stages for such a long period of time that it becomes a manager-
ial style in itself. Capricious and erratic, but with the logic of the last-stages-
style of management. When things crack, like a hurricane hitting land,
everything becomes unpredictable. Where is the power going to turn next? It
is this moment in history, the contact with land, that I am interested in en-
gaging, Looking for a northwest passage but feeling like I'm going over Nia-
gara Falls in a barrel. :

Next event, the Rodney King uprising. This was best watched on local
cable. Again, since I'm in southern California, I was able to watch the local
Los Angeles stations. Now, this event was a beautiful study of dissonance
being recuperated, During this type of brought-to-you-live event, one be-
comes painfully aware of the training of the local newscasters. All they know
how to narrate is a five-alarm fire, Regardless of the origin and direction of
the event, it eventually seeps to this level. At first, everything is a bit off: the
wrong person is being interviewed, dark figures are running in and out of
the frame, passers-by are contradicting the on-the-spot reporter. It is very
interesting to observe how, over time, they turn it into one of the few stories
they have been trained to tell, and when the eleven o’clock news comes on,
it’s all so comfy. Another fire story. Logo, then traffic copter view of “raging
flames,” cut to center frame, well-lit summary of damage to retailers, and fi-
nally talk to an eyewitness for fifteen seconds, the camera cutting before they
even make eye contact with the camera. The coverage from eight to eleven,
however—what a difference! Random camera movements, people compet-
ing to tell different types of stories, and the newscaster groping for a lead. It's
truly extraordinary to watch it tilt and turn, a couch-potato game of pinball
unraveling before your sour cream cherry-flavored bag of chips.

The Persian Gulf War. As stupid as it might sound, the only place on my
eighty-three-channel TV set I could find people of color being slaughtered for
no apparent reason was on EspN. The Buffalo Bills were killing “the grey and
black.” The Raiders were being slaughtered. The Bills were using their “hurry-
up” offense, the score was around 60 to 3 after a quarter,and I switched back to
cNN to the TV moment of the war that first Saturday, before live coverage was
thereafter quarantined. An oral virus was sweeping the airwaves, much more
lethal than anything the Iraqis would ever release. It was during the coverage
of a Scud attack, the camera frantically scanning the sky in a manner much
more diserienting than anything from Michael Snow’s experimental film La
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Région Centrale. The newscaster, trying to talk through a gas masl, is looking
like a character from a Soviet constructivist play, with costumes by Rod-
chenko. Babbi Battista, hysterically shrieking into her knocked-askew-by-
the-gas mask earplug that they had overheard from Dan Rather’s assistant
that there was a gas attack. This roller-coaster ride of ramor and disinforma-
tion is circulating like an oral tear-gas attack, the best experimental theater
Pve seen in years. It was like a new installment of a Wooster Theater Group
performance. This was the last day this type of coverage appeared on the net-
work. There were no more live Scud broadcasts after that.

The last events leading back to my tape are the TV revolutions of 1989:
Berlin, Prague, Budapest, modeled after the Edsa Revolution in the Philip-
pines. I must concede this was the last great moment of the major networks,
watching before bed, horizontally, between one’s toes. I'm sure that there has
been some type of study that has shown that Ted Koppel’s hair really looks
sexy when seen between one’s toes. The thing I most remember abaut this
coverage was the radical time difference among the performers. It was al-
ways daytime for the people on screen during Nightline, or they were about
to have breakfast, being awakened in the middle of the night. Truly, these
events took place in a hybrid time more like a dream than waking life.

To the piece itself, The Machine That Killed Bad People. The piece grew
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out of an epiphany, which, like all wisdoms of that genre, is now on the
verge of becoming a cliché. While watching the overthrow of the Marcoses it
became apparent that there was no longer a conceptual separation among -
event, televising, and watching; the spatial separation had been imploded . -

and now constituted a single complex multispatial/multitemporal event.

During the Gulf War, many “well-meaning” people voiced their horror aver -

the observation of this style of event: earth-shattering spectacle, televised,

controlled by rumor and the intimacy of the frame. Television had revealed -
its disposition: a wanton creature not good for modern dance or Master- -
piece Theatre, good only for assassinations, touchdowns, revolutions, and

earthquakes. These are hypertraumas and dramas of the present tense.

Unlike these well-meaning people, I was not appalled by this observation. -
It seemed a squandered sentiment, as useful as being appalled by a thunder-
storm. Instead of critiquing this mode of television, I wanted to study its -
scale and force and see if I could learn to ride, then change, its course. I saw - .
the format as powerful and I wanted to figure out how to use it and alter the

effect, keep the intensity but change the meaning. Too many papers in this
conference have talked of resistance to spectacle, putting the cross in front of
the vampire, or simply watching from the outside and saying “I told you so”
over and over again, a rosary-stroking gesture that is often called critique. So
Ijumped in and tried to create a network of my own, trying to cross Bertolt
Brecht with Ted Turner; I couldn’t do any more harm than efforts to convert
spring wheat into winter wheat: no one was going to starve to death because
of my less than noble experiment. I wanted to tangle with this postmodern
octopus, the cNN-ification of the planet.

Before showing some of the tape I would like to talk a bit about the dif-
ferent responses I've had to the piece among the Filipino communities. I've
had basically two diametrically opposed responses. When I've shown it to
intellectuals who were raised in the Philippines, the response has been in-
tensely supportive. There is an appreciation of the piece’s effort to acknowl-
edge a complex Filipine identity, where there is no essential Filipino waiting
to be released from imprisonment in First World pop culture. The brilliance
of Filipino intellectuals is their ability to perform their identity not by some
form of raw expressivity, but through subtle toning: irony, self-deprecation,
and black humor allow them to resolve the seeming paradox of both em-
bracing and liberating themselves from U.S. popular culture. Are Filipinos
neocolonialized? “Yes, then no” or “No, then yes,” depending on the individ-
ual, So these sophisticates have been a source of great support for my piece.
On the other hand, when the piece has been viewed by young Filipino-
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American college students, they have been disappointed or even angered.
Why all the emphasis on Filipino involvement with U.S, culture? Where are
the pure Filipino values they wish to embrace? I try to indicate to them that
the piece is about the extraordinary twists and turns of this involvement,
what's called the special relation that is the Filipino-U.S. liaison.

With regard to the formal strategies of the piece, the inspiration lies in
work done in the 19305. If one figure were to be singled out it would be the
Portuguese-American novelist John Dos Passos, and his magnum opus
U.S.A. In Dos Passos, the newspaper was seen as the complex site of how
people construct their narrative relation to events through a patchwork quilt
of visually simultaneous, self-canceling stories. Just look at the formal rich-
ness of a newspaper page: pictures, large and small typeface, stories all over
the place, obituaries juxtaposed with statistics about the comparative liter-
acy in developing nations, What an experimental form in terms of its gram-
mar, though the semantics are reductive and most often conservative. The
form encourages the opening up of the imagination and then its contrac-
tion. This is the issue that interested me. I wanted to transform this type of
experimentation done in the thirties to the narrative image-site of the pres-
ent: cable television, I worked off of cable television formatting, trying to
take advantage of its grammatical resourcefulness, the way things are told
and how they’re juxtaposed, and redress the semantic redundancy and con-
servativeness. If an image-grammarian were to study my piece in the
twenty-third century, it would be perceived as typical.

I'm going to show parts from all four sections of the piece and then take
questions. I'll take the questions 3 la Donahue, and have someone go
around the audience with a mike. It's that time of late afternoon when our
appetite for truth has shifted: we no longer crave soap opera but the syndi-
cated talk show. Our midday meal is dominated by melodrama, high tea by
confession.

The following is excerpted from the script of The Machine That Killed
Bad People:

Manila, December 7, 1972
Thousands watched on live television as she was carried off, her beige terno
soaked in blood. Dr. Robert Chase, a hand expert from Stanford University
flown in to consult, said he believed the First Lady survived due to her ex-
pertise at ping-pong. “She threw her arm up and danced back when he came
forward, and that was part of her ping-pong capability.”

It was in Leyte that she, Imelda Romualdez Marcos, had first heard of
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Europe, Brought by her widowed father to live in the family home, al:ead}r
nearly falling down. Her nun half sister told her the story of the opera singer
Maria Malibran. As a little girl, her father, a famous tenor, had forced Maria
to sing in the role of Desdemona in Rossini’s Othello. This would be her
debut. Her father told her that if she didn’t sing perfectly he would strangle
her to death. The critical scene of the opera occurred, his hand on Maria's
throat, She couldn't tell if it was Desdemona being strangled to death by her
jealous husband, or her own father trying to kill her. She sang perfectly.

Ten years later, Maria, now the most famous soprano in Europe, learns
that she has but a few months left to live. She has only one request. Before
she dies she wishes to play the lead in Othello.

Imelda arose, the morning after the assassination attempt, in the manner
of the hysteric who, after a hectic day of being beaten, tortured, and defeated
by her symptoms, awakes refreshed.

She had dreamed of mermaids, but this image was replaced by a more
troubled one, Huge stones took shape before her, carved with strange etch-
ings. It was a temple and a tomb, a royal tomb. A white vapor rose up from
‘one of the pillars. Tt took the shape of a queen, a miracle of beauty. The
woman smiled at Imelda and took her hand. Her hand slipped from the
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beautiful vision’s grasp. Imelda tried to shout; she heard loud voices calling
to her. At this moment she rejoined the living.

Later in the day, still watching the events broadcast in an endless loop on
the television, she remained puzzled. Why had Ver’s security, standing by,
not rushed to her rescue? Ver politely explained that his men had wished to
remain out of camera range, to give her center stage.

1t was the custom in the Romualdez household to gather in the sala after
supper for an evening of music. Don Vicente played the piano, one daughter
played violin, and Imelda sang. After the Americans had retaken Leyte, sev-
eral would gather to hear this pure voice soar over the accompaniment of
the piano and violin. Eventually this was brought to the attention of Irving
Berlin, touring the liberated South.

Although her range of songs was more distinguished, from the Abelardo
Kundimans to selections from The Desert Song, Imelda sang to Berlin “You
Are My Sunshine.” She had been told this was the anthem of the American
liberation, Despite Berlin’s praises, Imelda decided not to pursue a singing
career.

The tragedy of the twenty-first of August.

Marcos’s trusted watchdog, General Fabian Ver, still lying on his back, his
aides thinking him sound asleep, listened to their squelched laughter as they
still told that joke. “No, you have it the wrong way round. Galman first
committed suicide, then murdered Aquina.”

They laughed.

All that remained on the tarmac to mark the bodies were thinly drawn
chalk outlines, Ninoy’s partially obscured by a muddied footprint. The body
of Galman had been hastily removed, his blocd both still wet and dried.

Eighteen bullets had pierced the body, entering both front to back and
back to front. The Aquino corpse had but one bullet hole through the back
of the neck. He had worn the same body armor as the American president.

General Ver turned onto his belly. He had dreamed of a battle, lasting not
even a minute. Suspended in midair, their knives flashing. The slash in
midair made thrice the damage as the one on the ground. He thought, “In
the air they are angels, on the ground, merely fowl”

He returned.

The saving grace of the assassination was that it had been so perfectly
bungled. He imagined the American ambassador saying, “Surely the work of
amateurs,” He would nod and mumble not even a word, but the letters

N.PA,



398 STEVE FAGIN

Cockfights.
The half-sleep reminded Ver of blue grass.
Kentucky.

Trained in torture, by experts, he bristled at their taunts. “Nothing but
barbarism,” they would say, He would smirk and remind them that“the cock
had lost to the eagle by one vote when THEIR republic had selected its na- - -

tional symbol.”

As he lay there, eyes fixed on the ceiling, he lost control. The Romans had -

derisively called cockfighting the Greek diversion. -
The laughter had subsided.

His aides, fallen silent, turned toward him to listen, and he overheard lus o
own voice saying into thin air, “Cocks are birds, it is us that have brought

them down to earth.”

This letter, dated December 17, 1951, was recently discovered quite by acci-

dent in an attic in Detroit, Michigan. At this time it would be best to with-
hold the author’s name. We can, however, tell you a bit about him. He was
Oliver North’s hero and after his tour of duty in the Philippines he went on
to Vietnam and finally Central America.

It has been said about him—no, about a character in a novel based on
him-—that he was determined to do good. Not to any individual, but to a
country, a continent, a world. :

‘Well, here's the letter.

Dear Dad,

Thanks so much for your letter dated October 13. Sorry to be so slow to re-
spond but things take so long here, and I was off in the jungles of Luzon. But
even there T heard that the Yankees had won the World Series; most everyone
here, even the Flips, root for the Yanks. It didn’t surprise me that the Yanks

had won—what else is new?—but I was shocked to find out they had beaten

the Giants. What the heck happened to the Dodgers? Well, your letter really
filled me in on that. I must confess I took a certain unsavory pleasure in the
way you described the excruciating details. I, like you, wondered why Dres-
son had put Branca in, after the Giants had murdered him all year and
Thomsen himself had hit a homer off him in game one. My favorite part of
your letter, even more than the overpunctuated rendition of Russ Hodges
saying over and over again, “The Giants win the pennant, the Giants win the

pennant, the Giants win the pennant.” Did it really need four exclamation-
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points each time? Was the postgame interview with Dresson, him saying,
without any punctuation in his voice, “I called the bull pen and they said
Erskine just bounced a curve, Roc ain't ready, and Branca’s throwing hard.”
He would have been better off consulting a numerologist. How can you put
someone in, with the pennant on the line, who's wearing a big fat thirteen all
over their back? Well, at least that turncoat Durocher lost the series.

As to some of your questions, yes, I'm still playing the harmonica and no,
I don't like the Europeans any better; they seem so tired and cynical. They
don’t seem to see the importance of all this: oppression, communism, athe-
ism ... To them it seems like a mah-jongg game. I think they just come over
to our officers’ club because they think it’s safe from the hand grenades.
They are so easily amused, eating fried chicken and taking drugs. It’s really
true, the fate of the world is in our hands and we just have to round the Fil-
ipinos into shape. My advertising experience comes in handy and this seems
to be the terrain that we can turn this thing around on. Magsaysay is a bit
stupid, but at least he listened and does what we teil him. And the song I
wrote, “Mambo, Mambo Magsaysay,” is all the rage.

Sometimes this war makes me feel like a kid again back in Detroit. Often
it's games and pranks that work. I concocted this eye of God scheme, bor-
rowing it from the Egyptians—a little ancient history never hurt, We would,
in the middle of the night, paint these evil eyes on the houses of suspected

- Huks. It would really scare the Huk out of them. Also, we have thought of a

rather clever use of aircraft. We broadcast from the other side of the douds,
over loudspeakers, telling the natives not to feed the Huks. This voice of God
seems to work better than the Voice of America.

Well, I guess by the time you receive this letter it will be a white Christ-
mas. Here in the jungle, it’s just green and more green. But at least it’s a
Christian country, They really carry on about Christinas. It seems to start up

. aweek after the Fourth of July, reach full throttle Labor Day, and a crescendo

level from Thanksgiving to Christmas Eve. It sure is festive, a bit too festive,
almost pagan. Now I understand what McKinley meant when he said we had

. to Christianize them.

‘Wait till next year.
Your loving son

PS.: Tell Mom to send some of her cookies; the desserts here are just too
sweet. Also, around here you can't find any serious reading—only novels,
plays, and poetry-—so send me something, anything. I trust you. ‘
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STEVE FAGIN

MACHINE TALK 401
Question and Answer

sr: I'll leave out the spectacular climax for another time, because time is
up. That's the trouble with dealing with a two-hour piece in this context,
so if we could have the lights, I'll try to expand or relate to something by
taking questions, There’s a mike that's supposed to come around.

Rr: I'd first like to introduce myself. I'm Rachel and I left the Philippines
in 1984, right after Aquino left, uh, was assassinated. Again, the diaspora
of Filipinos coming to the United States at that time trying to escape the
economy, whatever we were afraid of, but the feeling that I got from this
is, sort of, in between outrage. I'm angered because there is no narra-
tion,

sF: In fact, there’s nothing but narration. The whole piece is governed by
a series of stories. There’s simply not a box narration. I mean, the most
hideous narration in the world is actually NpR, and when I was talking
about TV, the one thing I neglected to say is that the one channel I never
look to for knowledge is pps. On National Public Radio they say, “This
person is going to say this,” and then they say it. Instead, there’s basically
this cluster of different stories told over images, some of which I pull in
one way, some of which overlap in other ways. Others contain others
which resist. There's nothing but versions of narration. There’s simply
not a metanarration. The piece is an effort to take a cluster of discourses
in narrations on many different levels and see if they could be juggled
for politics. I suggest that politics should not be a universal, metadiscur-
sive clarity but rather a constructed, rough-edged relation to differences.

v: I have to question who you're targeting as an andience because [ don’t
krow much about the Philippines, except for what I've read in the news-
paper and then some stuff in journal magazines. If you're trying to tar-
get a general andience, which I assumne that everyone is in here, I don't
think that the message that you're trying to convey is coherently put to-
gether, It’s very mumbo-jumbled and, frankly, I feel like it's very disorga-
nized and ’'m disappointed. I didn’t get a lot out of it. Can you sort of
explain this on a more general level and not use, like, artistic or whatever
training that is behind the video? Because I dor’t understand.

se: I think the point of this type of piece is really to say that to assume
that there's a passive audience that you're supposed to target like some
position on the dartboard is a mistake, I think the effort of experimental
work is to try to construct a type of experimental text that raises types of
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questions in ways that enable people to open up to be able to organize

information in different ways and, as I said before, the effort of the piece '

is to deal with the complexity without reducing it and still produce di-
rection. The point with this type of work is to move away from some
universal notion of video as a medium addressing an already existing

monolithic audience. It's a question of expertise, I think, and not elitism,

education and not arrogance, and a logic on another level as opposed to
mumbo-jumbo.

List of Completed Works by Steve Fagin

Virtual Play: The Double Direct Monkey Wrench in Black’s Machinery (1984}
An 8o-minute video on Lou Andreas-Salomé.

The Amazing Voyage of Gustave Flaubert and Raymond Roussel (1986)
A 75-minute video on Flaubert and Roussel.

The Machine That Killed Bad People (1990)
A 120-minute video on the averthrow of the Marcos dictatorship in the
Philippines.

Zerp Degrees Latitude (1993) o

A 6o0-minute video concerning the impact of North American evangelism in
Ecuador.

All works available through Drift Distribution in New York and Video Data '

Bank in Chicago.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

T

“It’s All Wrong, but It’s All Right”

Creative Misunderstandings in
Intercultural Communication

GEORGE LIPSITZ

Popular culture provides opportunities for escaping the parochialisms and
prejudices of our personal worlds, for expanding our experience and under-
standing by seeing the world through the eyes of others. But popular culture
can also trap us in its own mystifications and misrepresentations, building
our investment and engagement in fictions that hide the conditions of their
own production—the contexts of power, hate, hurt, and fear that give rise to
seemingly neutral cultural texts. Gender, ethnicity, and race often serve as
devices for building dramatic tension or supplying texture and meaning to
cultural texts, but these representations can serve both progressive and reac-
tionary purposes.

In its most utopian moments, popular culture offers a promise of recon-
ciliation to groups divided by differences in power, opportunity, and experi-
ence. Commercial culture puts people from diverse backgrounds in contact
with one another, creating contrasts that can call attention to existing social
divisions as well as to the potential for eventual unity and community. But
intercultural communication in popular culture can also create new sources
of misunderstanding, misreading, and misappropriation that exacerbate
rather than remedy social divisions.

Intercultural communication, like all communication, invelves some
measure of miscommunication. We can never really know how the world

- 403
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looks or sounds through the eyes and ears of others; we use metaphors to
convey our experiences because of the impossibility of communicating our
experiences to someone else directly. As scholars from many disciplines have
argued in recent years, the inevitability of representation always involves the
need for metaphors that make direct, unmediated, and perfect communica-
tion impossible. But although we can never know the exact dimensions, res-
onances, or consequences of any act of communication, we nonetheless
have to make choices about cultural messages by analyzing their impact on
our understanding of the world and our ability to act in it.

Critics of commercial culture often condemn the properties of mass
media that encourage consumers to expropriate cultural creations for in-
appropriate purposes. Long ago, Walter Benjamin noted how the mecha-
nisms of mass production ripped cuitural practices from the sites and cir-
cumstances that gave them meanirig, marketing them as mere novelties for
uncomprehending consumers. Certainly these propensities account for the
seamy history of exploitation and appropriation of folk cultures around the
world by the culture industry, for the ways in which forms of expression
connected to concrete social issues in particular places have circulated
around the globe stripped of their local meanings.

On the other hand, many of these commodities have drawn the invest-
ment and engagement of consumers because their moral and political mes-

sages have gained even more power when applied to a new situation. Cer-

tainly the role of reggae music from Jamaica in articulating the aspirations
of the African diaspora and the appeal of “magic realist” literature by Cen-
tral American writers for European and American postmodern readers stem
in part from the moral and political power of Caribbean and Central Amer-
ican strategies of signification and grammars of opposition to explain new
realities for audiences encountering an increasingly cosmopolitan world.
Even when listeners and readers have been ignorant of the exact original and
local meanings of reggae or magic realism, they have often displayed ad-
vanced understanding about how they could use resonances of an “unfamil-
far” culture to “defamiliarize” their own culture and then “refamiliarize”
themselves and others with it on the basis of the new knowledge and critical
perspectives made possible by cultural contrast.

The complexities of intercultural communication in popular culture
compel us to look carefully at what might at first appear to be misunder-
standings and mistakes. People who appear to be “mistaken” about another
culture sometimes really know things that cannot be represented easily be-
cause their knowledge is illegitimate by existing standards and paradigms.
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Especially on issues of identity involving nation, race, gender, sexuality, and
class, “mistaken” ideas often contain important insights. Without minimiz-
ing the very real dangers of cross-cultural appropriations and misunder-
standings, we must nonetheless be open to the kinds of knowing hidden
within some “incorrect” perceptions.

Intercultural communication has been a foundational reality for North
Americans for four hundred years. European exploration and settlement en-
tailed the conquest, enslavement, and genocide of peoples of color, and vi-
cious racial stereotypes in popular culture about Indians, Mexicans, Asians,
and Blacks have functioned to obscure historical crimes and turn guilt and
repression into entertainment and ideological domination. On the other
hand, grassroots panethnic alliances have often given rise to popular culture
products that present a utopian picture of potential interracial and intereth-
nic cooperation, Culture in the United States has always been intercultural,
and we can learn a great deal about both the promise and the peril of cross-
cultural dialogue by exploring the cultural questions that have confronted
specific cultural consumers and producers in our history.

Consider, for example, the case of eight-year-old Veronica Bennett (later
Ronnie Spector of the vocal group the Ronettes) singing for her family in a
flat in Spanish Harlem on a Sunday afternoon in 1951. One of her uncles put
an electrician’s light in a Maxwell House coffee can to make a “spotlight,”
and her father moved the coffee table to the middle of the room to make a
“stage.” Bennett recalls:

That light seemed to focus all the warmth in the room or me as I belted out
Hank Williams's “Jambalaya™ in my eight-year-old voice. “Jambaylie, cold fish
pie, diddly gnmbo,” I sang, with no idea what the words meant or if T even
had them right. But when I looked around the room and saw all my aunts
and uncles smiling and tapping their feet to keep time, I knew I must have
been doing something right. In the middle of the song I stopped singing and
improvised a little yodel. I was trying to imitate what all the cowboy singers
used to do. And that was the beginning of the “whoa-oh-oh-ch-oh-ohs” that
would become my trademark as a singer.!

Bennett mangled Hank Williams’s lyrics in her rendition, changing
“crawfish pie” into “cold fish pie” and substituting “diddly gumbo” for “filé
gumbo.” Her admission that she didn’t know and didn’t care what the words
meant seems to provide strong support for critics concerned about the dis-
tracted and incomplete reception of intercultural messages in popular cul-
ture. Certainly, few people would imagine the maximally competent audi-
ence for Hank Williams's country-and-western song to be Ronnie Bennett’s
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interracial family in Spanish Harlem. But further investigation reveals some
interesting dimensions to Bennett's choices in singing this song.

Ronnie Bennett grew up as the daughter of an African-American/Native
American mother and a Euro-American father. Her mother’s sister Susu
married a Puerto Rican, making Ronnie’s cousin Nedra a mixture of African
American, Native-American, and Puerto Rican ancestry. This extended fam-
ily lived in a neighborhood that “had Chinese laundries, Spanish restau-
rants, and black grocery stores.” At school, Black children teased Veronica
about her light skin, calling her “skinny yellow horse™ and yelling “Hey, half-
breed, get your ass back to the reservation.”? She later recalled:

The blacks never really accepted me a5 one of them. The white kids knew I
wasn't white, And the Spanish kids didn’t talk to me because I didn’t speak
Spanish, I had a little identity crisis when I hit puberty. I remember I used to

sit in front of the mirror, trying to decide just what I was. Let’s see now, I'd

think. I've got white eyes, but these are black lips. My ears—are they white

ears or black ears??

Bennett appropriated “Jambalaya” from Hank Williams, who was no
stranger to the kinds of cultural questions that confronted Veronica Bennett.
Williams grew up in a white working-class family, but received his first vocal
training and guitar lessons from black sireet singers Big Day (Connie
McKee) and Tee Tot (Rufus Payne). Williams habitually described himself as
“part Indian,” and his band, the Drifting Cowboys, included a Native Amer-
ican and a Mexican American. He wrote “Jambalaya” by taking the melody
from the Cajun song “Grand Texas” and adding to it English lyrics that he
thought sounded Cajun.t

So when the African-American, Native American, and Euro-American
Ronnie Bennett sang “Jambalaya” for her Puerto Rican, African-American,
Native American, and Euro-American family, she was imitating a version of
a Cajun song written and recorded by an Anglo-American singer who
thought of himself as a Native American trained by African Americans, and
who played in a band with a Mexican American and a Native American. The
“whoa-oh-oh-oh-oh-ohs” that Bennett took from “cowboy singers” and that
became her trademark vocal signature as the lead singer of the Ronettes,
came from Buro-American efforts to imitate the African-American musical
sensibility expressed through changes in pitch and use of “impure” tones. 3

Ronnie Spector may not have known the correct words to “Jambalaya,”
but her attraction to it reflected more than a simple misunderstanding. It
functioned efficiently to evoke the kind of mixed subject position in music
that Bennett had experienced her whole life. From one perspective, her ren-
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dition of the song might seem ignorant or incompetent, but from another it
can be interpreted as an uninterrogated and perhaps unexpected form of in-
telligence and competence in finding a song that turned cultural contradic-
tions into a creative expression of cultural hybridity.

Similarly creative “misunderstandings” about popular culture pervade an
important scene in Cheech Marin's film Born in East LA, An Immigration
and Naturalization Service officer questions Marin’s character, Rudy, to see
if he is a U.S. citizen or an undocumented alien. Rudy protests that he was
“born in East L.A.,” so the officer tests his familiarity with U.S, culture, ask-
ing him the name of the president of the United States. Flustered by the
question, Rudy replies, “That's easy, that dude that used to be on Death Val-
ley Days—John Wayne." Rudy’s failure to identify Ronald Reagan marks him
as “incompetent” in his civic knowledge. But, of course, his conflation of
Ronald Reagan with John Wayne reveals a larger truth; that Reagan’s mas-
culinist and paternalist politics and image “played” John Wayne for the
American public,

In another scene in Born in East L.A., Rudy attempts to teach some Mex-
ican conjunto musicians “the most famous rock-and-roll song ever.” He
starts to play “Twist and Shout,” but the other musicians hear the chord pro-
gressions and start singing “La Bamba.” Rudy gets exasperated by their “in-
correct” response, but the similarity between the two songs teaches the audi-
ence (if not the characters in the film) that Chicano identity is already
sedimented within what might seem like a uniformly Anglo U.S. popular
culture. In a film devoted to exploring the heterogeneous and composite na-
ture of Chicano identity, it is appropriate that Rudy identifies “Twist and
Shout,” a song written for a Black singing group by Jewish songwriters who
admired and attempted to copy Puerto Rican dance music, as his own, while
missing its similarity to Mexican music. After the band shares “Twist and
Shout” and “La Bamba,” Rudy introduces them to other music that reveals
the composite and dialogic nature of Chicano culture—a version of Jimi
Hendrix’s “Purple Haze,” where they bill themselves, in an interfinguat pun,
as “Rudy and His New Huevos Rancheros,” and “Roll Qut the Barrel,” a
Czech song that Rudy sings in German (which he learned in the military)
but whose polka form brings to the surface the similarities (and interac-
tions) between German/Czech and Mexicano music in the United States.6

Wayne Wang employs similar strategies of creative misunderstanding in
his filtm Chan Is Missing. While searching for Chan, cabdriver Joe tries to
draw on his cultural roots by “thinking Chinese,” while Joe’s nephew and
partner Steve is more “American” in his approach. But neither approach suc-
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ceeds in understanding Chan, who is not only Chinese, but also likes to
dance to mariachi music at the Manila Town Senior Center. Chan is Chi-
nese, Chinese-American, and intercultural; no one narrative, however per-
fectly understood, can contain or explain him. -

Japanese-American poet Lawson Fusao Inada presents another creative
misunderstanding in his prose poem “Fresno,” where he reflects upon the
Asian-American, Armenian-American, and Mexican-American neighbor-
hood in which he was raised. Inada talks about African-American music as
the glue that held together these diverse groups. He remembers that for young
people in Fresno Black music was the “lingua franca” that “enfranchised”
and “conferred citizenship” on those who proved knowledgeable about it.?

On the surface, Inada’s identification seems disastrously incorrect; how
could identification with America’s most disenfranchised group confer cul-
tural citizenship on immigrants and their children? But taken less litei'all)}.
his poem illumines a greater truth, what Albert Murray calls the “in-
escapably mulatto” nature of American culture. The Black music that Inada
and his classmates regarded as quintessentially “American” was and contin-
ues to be one of the nation’s great achievements, even if the credentialing in-
stitutions of society fail to recognize it as such.

Another kind of music offers an important insight in Oscar Zeta Acosta’s
Autobiography of a Brown Buffalo. The author wonders why the song “A
Whiter Shade of Pale” holds such portent for him as he becomes more
deeply involved in Chicano activism during the late 1960s. He hears it again
and again on the radio, and it seems to speak directly to him. “The song
moves me deeply. It reminds me of Luther’s ‘A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,”
he writes.? '

Acosta never explains the importance of “A Whiter Shade of Pale,” but in
his confusion he leaves some clues. Of course, one possible connection
comes from the song’s psychedelic imagery and the massive quantities of
hallucinogenic drugs that Acosta’s book suggests he was taking. But “A
Whiter Shade of Pale” also combines European forms—the melody is from
Johann Sebastian Bach's “Air” from his Orchestral Sulte No. 3 in D Major—
with African-American styles (the soul ballad tradition exemplified in the
singing of Sam Cooke) in a way that resonates with Acosta’s presentation of
Chicano identity as a mysterious and always surprising entity forged from
dialogue between Euro-American, Afro-American, Spanish, Indian, and
Chicano sensibilities. Acosta’s references to "A Mighty Fortress Is Our God”
also contain musical accuracy since many of the devices employed to build a
sense of majesty in “A Whiter Shade of Pale” appear frequently in Lutheran
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hymns. Acosta is not simply “confused” or “incompetent” about “A Whiter
Shade of Pale,” but rather his confusion brings to the surface things that he
knows but cannot articulate except through his identification with the song.

Ethiopian-American film scholar Teshome Gabriel offers an example of
yet another kind of creative misunderstanding in a story about an African
friend of his who grew up believing that Pete Seeger was Black. Gabriel’s
friend knew that the folksinger participated in the civil rights movement,
that he sang freedom songs, and that he included Paul Robeson among his
personal friends. When the African’s view of Seeger’s ethnicity got him
involved in an argument afier he came to the United States, his adversary
showed him a picture of Seeger that clearly showed him to be white. But the
African remained adamant. “I know that Pete Seeger is Black,” he replied.
“Why should I change my mind just because I see his face?” In this instance,
blackness becomes a political position, something determined more by cul-
ture than by color. Although the African is factually wrong about the mean-
ing of Seeger’s identity within the context of U.S. cuiture, his “misunder-
standing” also contains at least a strategic grain of truth.?

One can well understand how these kinds of “misunderstandings” allow
people of color to see “families of resemblance” that reframe their separate
experiences as similar, although not identical, But what about the danger of
misunderstandings incorporated into Furo-American appropriation of the
cultures of aggrieved populations? For example, Jefferson Starship’s Marty
Balin told an interviewer in 1083 that “I grew up with the beat era; when I
was twelve years old, I'd go down to the clubs and watch John Coltrane and
Miles Davis. I didn’t know what T was doing, but I could feel something
happening.”10

Balin's recognition that he didn’t know what he was deing seems to con-
firm the views of critics who stress the limits of reception and the barriers to
intercultural communication. Part of what Balin didn’t know at the age of
twelve was the way that his experiences as a listener had been influenced by
the history of Euro-American appropriation, colonization, orientalism, and
primitivism. But, given the segregated nature of U.S. society, the censoring
apparatuses of the culture industry and the state, and the systematic mised-
ucation carried on by institutions of instruction, something else had to be
happening in Balin’s response to jazz at the same time, His sense that “some-
thing was happening” may also have been a recognition of the inadequacy of
his existing [anguage to know exactly how and why Coltrane and Davis af-
fected him, how their music broke through the walls erected to keep them
unknown to him, and how subversive their thinking might be to the culture
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in which he was raised. At the very least, it provided him with the inspiration
to do more looking and listening, to see music as a potential site for the
kinds of exciting and profound changes in human relations that Balin
helped along in his capacity as a member of one of the leading bands of the
10605 counterculture.

Just as artists and audiences have been influenced positively by “creative
mistakes,” s0 too have artistic products themselves been enhanced by imper-
fect cultural exchanges. Artists from aggrieved communities have often
profited from less than perfect knowledge about the exclusionary rules de-
vised from within other cultures. Their “ignorance” of the intentions of oth-
ers to exclude them has often served as an impetus to creativity; not know-
ing they were supposed to fail enabled them to succeed. Los Angeles
Chicano artist Harry Gambeoa Jr. remembers learning about art museums
only after he had been painting for years. His inspirations and models came
mainly from comic books, neighborhood graffiti, advertising, and prints
used on calendars, When he discovered that museums exhibited “art,” he
took his drawings to the curator of the most prestigious local museum. They
were rejected on the spot. Later, Gamboa went through more conventional
channels, but got the same result. “We tried to get our work inside the
museum, just like all the other Chicano artists in town,” he recalls in refer-
ence to the origins of the guerrilla art group “Los Four.” Gamboa and his
friends found the art museum uninterested in their work, “so one night, we
went over there and spray painted our names on the outside of the building.
‘We felt that if we couldn’t get ms1de, we would just sign the museum, and i 1t
would be our piece!!

Gamboa and Los Four titled their tagging of the museum “Pie in De-
Face,” and their action generated enthusiastic support among community
artists and andiences because it articulated accumulated resentments about
exclusion from the establishment definition of “culture.” This action suc-
ceeded, at least in part, because from the start Gamboa “failed” to learn the
lesson his society was trying to teach him-—that “art” didn’t include him. By
remaining “ignorant,” he positioned himself perfectly to challenge rather
than accept that judgment.

Technical “misunderstandings” can also often be productive for artists. In
the 19205, Bix Beiderbecke could make changes on the trumpet and cornet
that no one else could master because he taught himself the instruments and
learned all the “wrong” fingerings. The way he fingered the instrument
would have been a detriment to skillful playing for most music written
within the Western sysnphonic tradition, but within jazz it enabled Beider-
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becke to perform maneuvers that came easily to him but that seemed highly
skilled to most other artists and to audiences. Similarly, Black jazz musicians
in turn-of-the-century New Orleans often confounded dassically trained
musicians who tried to play with themn because they played in so many “hard
keys.” They had no self-conscious intention of playing “difficult” music, but,
like Beiderbecke, they were self-taught, and the black keys on the piano felt
easier to play because they were physically farther apart on the keyboard.
Consequently, they developed a style of playing in keys like F sharp, making
extensive use of what other musicians had been taught to ignore or to treat
as forbiddingly difficult. But these keys were only “hard” to those whose
training started them in the key of C and others more commonly employed
in the Western classical tradition.!2

Charlie Parker’s “mistakes” proved equally instructive. When he entered
his first “cutting contest” (a bandstand battle where musicians tried to out-
play each other), Parker didn’t kmow about playing in key and was laughed
off the stage. He took his saxophone with him to the Lake of the Ozarks,
where he spent an entire summer teaching himself to play in every key—an
education that better-schooled musicians might see as wasteful for someone
in a dance band, where three or four keys were usually all that was required.
But the ability Parker developed gave him exceptional resources as a musi-
cian, which he explored more fully in his years as a leader in bebop compos-
ing and playing. In a similar fashion, Roeland Roy Byrd, known profession-
ally as Professor Longhair, used to confound nightclub owners by insisting
on an upright piano rather than a grand piano. Most musicians considered
the grand to be the superior instrument, but Longhair liked to kick the base-
board of the piano to help create the polyrhythms that made his playing so
exceptional. His choice of instruments certainly added to the delight of his
andiences, if not to that of club owners and their insurance companies when
they discovered the damage that his kicks did to these instruments.

By calling attention to these creative mistakes, I am not dismissing the se-
rious consequences of cultural appropriation and exploitation. Neither am I
claiming that all or any people have perfect competence in decoding the ma-
tertals they encounter through popular culture. T am not saying that it is bet-
ter not to know than to know. We still need cultural studies scholarship that
is grounded in history, that is ideologically attuned to understanding the
limits of any one artist’s or audience’s subjectivity. But I do want to argue
that people may know a lot even if they don’t know the history of the litera-
ture they like or the names of the notes they play and hear, and that their im-
perfections as consumers of intercultural communication do not necessarily
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render them oblivious to effects of power or to the resonances of hate, hurt,
and fear in the cultural creations they enjoy. People are more curious, more
ingenious, and more intersubjective than their roles as consumers and citi-
zens acknowiedge or allow. Consequently, they often fashion fused subjec-
tivities that incorporate diverse messages about who they are. Often, they
make mistakes and they distort what they see and hear, Sometimes they do
violence to others by stealing stories and appropriating ideas. But they also
display a remarkable ability to find or invent the cuitural symbols that they
need, ' : '

It is important to document the harm done by uncomprehending appro-
priations of cultural creations, to face squarely the consequences of mistakes
in the reception, representation, and reproduction of cultural images, sounds,
and ideas. But the biggest mistake of all would be to underestimate how cre-
atively people struggle, how hard they work, and how much they find out
about things that people in power never intended for them to know.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

<>

Imagining Los Angeles in the
Production of Multiculturalism

LISA LOWE

Ridley Scott's science-fiction thriller film Blade Runner (1982) portrays Los
Angeles in the year 2019 as a ruined, deteriorating city in postindustrial
decay, a grand slum plagued by decaying garbage, dirt, ethnic ghettos, and
radioactive rain. In composing this dystopic seiting, the film represents L.A.
as a pastiche of Third World, and particularly Asiatic, settlements: the store-
fronts are marked by neon Chinese ideograms, the streets filled with Chi-
nese, Latino, Egyptian, and Cambodian faces. Everyone is talking “city-
speak,” which the blade runner Deckard’s voice-over narration describes as
“a mishmash of Japanese, Spanish, German, French, what-have-you . .. 1
knew the lingo.” Overlooking the city is a “Japanese simulacrum,” a huge ad-
vertisement that alternates the image of a seductive Japanese woman'’s face
and a Coca-Cola sign, a portentous emblem of future Japanese economic
hegemony in the “city of angels.” The portrait of L.A. as a metropolis con-
gested with poor Asian, Latino, African, and Arab immigrants projects the
future of the First World as the Third World. In Blade Runner’s version of the
twenty-first century, it is no longer necessary to travel out to see “the world™;
“the world” has come, and now inhabits, indeed possesses, Los Angeles. At
the same time, the film’s predominant intrigue—a narrative in which the
blade runner Deckard serves the law by hunting down replicants, but ulti-
mately, in fleeing with his replicant lover Rachel, subverts the law that would

413



414 LISA LOWE

maintain the dominance of humans over androids—thematizes and criti-
cally opposes the very erasure of differences (the indistinguishability of ma-

chines and human beings, of species, race, and economic status) performed -

by the film’s collapse of racial and economic difference in the representation

of L.A. as ethnic ghetto. In other words, Blade Runner’s representation of g -
Third World invasion of L.A. does not perform a univocal homogenizing of

difference, conflict, and otherness, but rather this representation is some-
what contested; the construction of Los Angeles as multicultural dystopia is
put into question by the narrative in which Deckard comes to identify with
the plight of the subordinated replicants, no longer seeking to kill them, but
rather wishing to provide for their escape,

Against Blade Runner’s gloomy threat of multiculturalism, I wish to pose
a more celebratory, but no less problematic, vision of Los Angeles as multi-
cultural metropolis: the city represented in the September 1950 Los Angeles
Festival of the Arts. For sixteen days, the festival represented the city as
benevolent host to 550 performance events by artists and performers from
twenfy—one countries of Asia, the Pacific, and Latin America; as with Blade
Runner, it may not be possible to constitute the festival as a univocal object.
Part of the multiplicity of the festival-object is due to the sheer plenitude of
performances, the uniqueness of the geography, the impossibility of having
been at all sites, in all neighborhoods, at all times. My cormments about the
festival are directed more at a multiplicity preduced by the variety of com-
peting narratives that structured the presentation of events; among the dif-
ferent narratives vying for authority in the festival, I briefly address four,
which I term, for convenience, the narratives of authenticity, genealogy, het-
erogeneity, and opposition. These narratives overlap and conflict, and I pro-
pose that it may not serve our inquiry to attempt to reconcile the narratives,
or to determine one as dominant; rather, it seems that it is at the sites of con-
flict and antagonism between these different narratives that we find the
most interesting, and most suggestive, moments in the production of multi-
culturalism. .

I will be arguing that although film and festival representations register
the increase of immigrant, racial, and ethnic populations in Los Angeles,
both images of multiculturalism are problematic; neither topos reckons
with the material differentiations of heterogeneous and unequal racial, eth-
nic, and immigrant communities in Los Angeles (or to extend our scope, in
the state of California, where demographers declare that we are nearing a
time in which more than 50 percent of the population will be Asfan, Latirio,
African-American, and other “minocrity” populations). To the degree that
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multiculturalism claims to register the increasing diversity of populations, it
precisely obscures the ways in which that aesthetic representation is not an
analogue for the material positions, means, or resources of those popula-
tions; this is not so much a question of posing the figural against the literal,

‘or the metaphorical against an essentialized notion of the “real,” as it is a rev-

elation of an undialectical confusion of historically differentiated spheres.2
Although the concept of multiculturalism registers the pressures that demo-
graphic increases of immigrant, racial, and ethnic populations bring to all
spheres, these pressures are registered only partially and inadequately in aes-
thetic representations; the production of multiculturalism instead diffuses
the demands of material differentiation through the homogenization, aes-
theticization, and incorporation of signifiers of ethnic differences. Multicul-
turalism levels the important differences and contradictions within and
among racial and ethnic minority groups according to the discourse of plu-~
ralism that asserts that American culture is a democratic terrain to which
every variety of constituency has equal access and in which all are repre-
sented, while simultaneously masking the existence of exclusions by recn-
perating dissent, conflict, and otherness through the promise of inclusion.?
Multiculturalism is central to the maintenance of a consensus that permits
the present hegemony, a hegemony that relies on a premature reconciliation
of contradiction and on persistent distractions away from the incommensu-
rability of different spheres.* In this sense, the production of multicultural-
ism at once “forgets"—and in this forgetting, exacerbates—a contradiction
between the concentration of capital within a dominant class group and the
unattended conditions of a working class increasingly comprised of hetero-
geneous immigrant, racial, and ethnic groups.®

Both Blade Runner’s and the L.A. Festival’s images of multiculturalism
are, in a sense, driven by the increased presence of Third World people in
Los Angeles; yet where Blade Runner produces a dystopic image of a decay-
ing city engulfed, taken over by, Asians, Africans, and Latinos, the L.A. Festi-
val presented the city as an aestheticized utopia of Third World artists. Mul-
ticulturalism in the L.A. Festival is represented as a polyvocal symphony of
cultures; it is as if the festival’s importing of selected “world™ artists serves to
“innoculate” L.A. against unmanaged “alien” invasions of the sort imagined
by Scott’s Blade Runner. A narrative of authenticity stressed the role of the
city as a “curator” whose task was the salvaging and protection of pure cul-
tural objects threatened with extinction in their native lands; this narrative
identified originary places and moments of authentic culture (such as the
Mayan, Chinese, or Aboriginal), located outside of the city, both temporally
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and geographically “other” to the contemporary “fallen” milieu of Los Ange- |

les. This narrative of authenticity surrounded, for example, the presentation
of the Kun Opera, exiled from communist China and protected by the city;
or the Court Performers from the Yogyakarta Palace of Java, whose perfor-
mance was described as “the first ime a Javanese court ensemble .. . and this
range of repertoire, has been seen outside Indonesia”; or the Balinese game-
lan players, Maori haka war dancers, and Ecuadoran folk musicians, which
the festival described as “resisting the disintegration of their culture in the
face of rapidly accelerating westernization of their Pacific homelands.” In
this sense, “Los Angeles” was constituted as the Western curator/ethnogra-
pher who no longer needed to venture out to meet the exotic tribes, because
these cultures could now all be brought to Los Angeles.

At the same time that these authentic cultures were constituted as distant .

and beyond the local sites of Los Angeles, a concomitant genealogical narra-
tive tied L.A. to the ancient Chinese, Mayans, and Aborigines. The program
stated, for example: “Seen side by side, a new reality comes clear—that many
of the ideas, traditions, and practices of our colleagues are shared by the
artists living and working in Los Angeles today . . . the Festival celebrates
humanity and the cycles of life: the remembrance of our ancestors, our
hopes for the future” Yet, in conflating Third World artists and the general
population of the city, the precise relationship between Okinawan dance
and Black gospel music, for example, was “fudged,” glossed over. The festi-
val’s staging of theater, dance, and music performances from Thailand,
China, Japan, Australia, the Philippines, Indonesia, Mexico, Central Amer-
ica, Chile, Panama—adjacent to work by artists from within the city of Los
Angeles itself—also enunciated to some extent this genealogical narrative
pronouncing the identity and continuity of “global” and “local” cultures.
The festival program read:

1990, We've arrived at the Iast decade of our century and it’s a new world out

there. With 85 languages spoken in the L.A. school system, it turns cut that

mast of that new world is alive and living right here in this city. , .. We are

living on the verge of the “Pacific Century.” ..

This is a festival of new stories for a newA.menca existingina new
world. ... It's a delightful opportunity for Los Angelenos to travel to p]aces

where they don’t usually go, to feel the presence of the multiple cultures that
co-exist in our sprawling city. . . . After all, who owns culture?

Built upon the notion of connecting traditional non-Western cultural per-
formance with the contemporary residents of Los Angeles, the city became a
living museum; the Chicano/Latino, Chinese, Japanese, African-American,
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Thai, and Korean neighborhoods were opened up as locations for the per-
formances by artists from Mexico, China, Japan, Africa, Thailand, and
Korea. These connections foregrounded new contrasts, invented new hierar-
chies, suggested new cultural mixtures and constellations. And as the final
question “After all, who owns culture?” implies, the juxtapositions were
aimed at thematizing the shift in hegernonic rule of Western art and culture
toward a newly invented syncretism of “Pacific culture,” However, the pro-
duction of multiculturalism as a representation of a changing cultural hege-
mony must be distinguished from shifts in the existing hegemony itseif; the
synthetic production of multiculturalism unravels, and may be best con~
tested, at the moments when the contradiction between the representational
economy of ethnic signifiers on the one hand, and the material economy of
resources and means on the other, becomes unavoidably clear. That is, what
the claim to “new stories for a new America” made dangerously invisible is
that to most African Americans, Asians, or Latinos living and working in Los
Angeles today, on the other 349 days of the year it may be very clear indeed
who “owns” culture: it is pronounced in the official language all must learn
to speak; it is declared if you can't afford to buy the garments that you are
employed to sew; it is evident if your call to 911 fails to bring emergency
assistance to your neighborhood.

Antagonistic to the narratives of authenticity and penealogy—both of
which we might say are developmental narratives that depend on notions of
continuity, progression, and conversion—was a concurrent narrative of het-
erogeneity; whose formal characteristic was juxtaposition, pronounced in
apparently random contrasts between the ancient and the postmodern, the
arts of the street and the arts of the theater, “high” and “low,” the Latin and
the Asian, the developing worlds and the overdeveloped worlds, A collection
of events at Griffith Park one weekend, for example, featured twenty differ-
ent acts on five simultaneous stage locations in the parlc Cambodian singers,
Flamenco dancers, Japanese puppet theater, mariachi bands, a Balinese chil-
dren’s choir—all petformed at once. In relying on the structure of heteroge-
neous juxtaposition, this narrative tended to erase the history of each perfor-
mance, by leveling the nonequivalent statuses of each particular form, genre,
and cultural location. Afro-Brazilian dancers, zydeco bands, performances of
Aborginal myths and legends, and Hawaiian hula were all accorded the same
relative importance. “Los Angeles” was represented as a postmodern multi-
cultural cornucopia, an international patchwork quilt; while the means of
representation were the very uneven, unassimilable differences among these
diverse acts, the important signified was a notion of Los Angeles as muiti-
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cultural spectacle. In the process, each performance tradition was equated
with every other, and its meaning leveled and generalized to a common de-
nominator whose significance was the exotic, colorfi advertisement of Los
Angeles. Despite tensions between the narratives of authenticity, genealogy,
and heterogeneity, all of these narratives may risk, in different ways, erasing
and occluding the “material” geographies of L.A.; neither topos reckons with
the practical relationships between heterogeneous and economically un-
equal racial, ethnic, and immigrant communities in Los Angeles, a city that is
already the home to more people of Mexican descent than any other city
outside Mexico, more Koreans than any other city outside Asia, and more
Filipinos than any city outside the Philippines. There is a tendency, to vary-
ing degrees, to level the important distinctions and contradictions within
and among racial and ethnic minority groups according to a pluralism that
effectively continues to privilege the centrality of dominant culture. As Hal
Foster argues, pluralism promotes a form of tolerance that leaves the status
quo unthreatened; the margins are absorbed into the center, the heteroge-
neous is domesticated into the homogeneous.s It is pluralism’s leveling of the
material, and not simply aesthetic unevennesses of racial, ethnic, and immi-
grant cultures, as well as its erasure of exclusions, that I believe risks the de-
politicization of multiculturalism. In this sense, it is the productive conflict
and irresolution between pluralist and antipluralist narratives that mark, in
my view, the most interesting moments of the festival. '
“Thus, while the aestheticizing and pluralizing tendencies of these narra-
tives are problematic, it also seems clear that none of these narratives
monolithically “colonizes” the radically nonequivalent populations and lo-
cales each seeks to include and represent; in this sense, the leveling of
Astans, Latinos, and African Americans {each itself a contradictory group-
ing, crossed by differences of language, generation, class, national origin,
gender, religion) is also at certain moments challenged by important pres-
sures from resisting, or oppositional, narratives. The oppositional narrative
made some use of the juxtapositions from the narrative of heterogeneity,
but in the oppositional narrative, the contrasts were inflected differently;
attention was drawn to the inequalities between cultural objects by attach-
ing, when possible, the object to some cultural context of production and
reception, thereby making the history of the object explicit. For example,
narratives of resistance were made possible in the staging of the Thai Likay
performers at the Wat Thai Temple in North Hollywood, or in the place-
ment of the African Marketplace near West Central L.A.; that is, these stag-

ings generated interesting connections between cultural performance and
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local communities and geography. In this way, a Black American commu-
nity was attached to African cultural forms in a relationship that was not
based on identity, but that was not entirely discontinuous either. In addi-
tion, disparate communities were introduced to one another—for exam-
ple, relationships were articulated between the Thai and gay communities
in North Hollywood. Where the narrative of heterogeneity could have
juxtaposed and equalized the Korean shaman with mariachi bands, an op-
positional narrative worked to attach the Korean shaman to the Korean-
American community by staging his arrival in a Korean-American strip
mall, suggesting a degree of dialectical relationship between object and
community, Yet, ironically, while shamanism has an important history in
Korea, many Korean Americans in Los Angeles are Christian, a disjunction
occluded by the narrative of heterogeneity.

The eruption of riots in Los Angeles in 1992 following the verdict that
freed four white policemen accused of beating a Black man, Rodney King, is
a most vivid example of the contradiction between multiculturalism as the
representation of the liberal state and the material poverty and disenfran-
chisement that are the conditions of those represented. Although the U.S.
media consistently attempted to construct the riots as a racial conflict be-
tween Blacks and Koreans, the looters enraged by the King verdict were not
only Blacks, but also Chicanos, Latinos, and working-class whites; all vio-
lently objected to the denial of brutally racialized economic stratification, I
wish to locate a radical critique of multiculturalism in the 1993 documentary
film Sa-I-Gu by Christine Choy, Elaine Kim, and Dai Sil Kim-Gibson, which
deals with those events. The film powerfully disrupts a developmental,
genealogical narrative that assimilates an ethnic immigrant into the capital-
ist economy. The very different articulations of the Korean immigrant and
Korean-American speakers contradict a notion of the homogeneous authen-
ticity of immigrant groups. Thus, the film radically challenges the liberal
myth of pluralist inclusion, both on the level of the speakers’ testimonies and
in terms of the interrupted, particularist form of the film itself.

Sa-I-Gu collects together heterogeneous interviews with Korean immi-
grant and Korean-American women speaking about the Los Angeles crisis
in the aftermath of the King verdict.® The film is not a narrative, but a series
of clips of Korean immigrant workers, shopkeepers, owners of grocery
stores, liquor and convenience stores, laundries—women who speak about
their losses and their disillusionment. Their testimonies are contradictory,
unsynthetic, unhomogeneous. They speak about the lack of support from
the Los Angeles Police Department and the Mational Guard during the up-
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risings. They speak about the shock of working long hours in order to eke

out a living. They speak about losing sons, husbands, livelihoods, and op--

portunities. The film opens with an interview with the mother of Edward
Jae Song Lee; Lee was shot and died during the crisis when he was mistaken
by a store owner for a looter. Her testimony focuses on mourning the loss of

her son, as well as her disillusionment with the promises of capitalism, in--

clusion, and protection by police or government, She says: “At the time, [
thought it was one man who shot my son. But if I think broadly, it is not just
an individual matter. Something is drastically wrong.” Another woman in-
terviewed states: “I would like to express my feeling about this after the riot,
Right now I'm angry at everybody. Or on contrary, I'm angry at myself, Be-
cause I don't know to whom to where I should be angry at them. I am totally
confused, totally confused.” The statements of both of these women articu-

late the desire to grasp an explanation of the convergence of racism and cap- )
italism, as much as their “confusion” attests to the unavailability of this con- -
vergence. Indeed, the Los Angeles crisis, in which Korean Americans became .

the recipients of violent anger that might well have been “better” directed at
white capital in other parts of the intensely spatially segregated city, illus-
trates precisely how a society can mask the interlocking dominations of
racism, patriarchy, and capitalism, not only by ideologically constructing
multicultural inclusion, but by separating and dividing its objects-—as Black
youth, as Korean shopkeeper, as Chicana single mother. It is this isolation of
objects that contributes to the fragmentation of social life in the advanced
capitalist USA, and this isolation likewise contributes to the fragmentation
of political organization against the interlocking dominations. The state-
ment of “confusion” at not knowing where to focus blame implies a desire
for an explanation for the convergences of dominations; at the same time, it
articulates the difficulty of apprehending or seizing more than a fragment of
that convergence. If structured domination and oppositional respanses to it
remain unavailable to groups and individuals, then domination functions

and persists precisely through the unavailability of this structure. Multicul- - .

turalism is one ideological representation of the liberal imperialist state that

enacts that unavailability. In the film Sa-I-Gu a powerful particularism— -
particular griefs, losses, and anger—demystifies multiculturalist inclusion -

and moves us toward an interrogation of the convergence of dominations of
which multiculturalism is the ideological expression and resolution. Sa-I-
Gu is a radicat objection to multiculturalism and a forceful testimony about
the conjunction of capitalism with racism and patriarchy in Los Angeles.

Let me conclude by stressing the importance of oppositional narratives -
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and practices, and by foregrounding their conflicts with the narratives of au-
thenticity, genealogy, and heterogeneity, conflicts that build pressure against
the pluralist tendencies of a produced multiculturalism. If we do not stress
‘these oppositions, the geographies and histories of immigrant settlement in
Los Angeles are dangerously obscured, segregation of neighborhoods is
masked as spatial contiguity, and racial and class violence between groups is
aestheticized in a multicultural juxtaposition of ethnic images. Without
these tensions, multiculturalism fails to come to grips with the material
inequalities and strata of a city like Los Angeles: the separations, uneven-
nesses of opportunity due to different groups’ histories of labor, racism, and
poverty.® The narratives of multiculturalism that do not make these connec-
tions, or that do not make space for oppositional critiques, risk denuding
racial and ethnic groups of their specificity. Subject to the leveling opera-
tions of both postmodern pastiche and pluralism, African, Asian, and Latino
cultures become all equally other, are metaphorized as all equally different,
all whole without contradiction. These narratives, which suppress tension
and opposition, suggest that we have already achieved multiculturalism, that
we know what it is, that it is defined simply by the coexistence and juxta-
position of greater numbers of diverse groups; these narratives allow us to
ignore the profound and urgent gaps, the inequalities and conflicts, among
racial, ethnic, and immigrant groups; they let us off the hook. The sugges-
tion that multicultural discourses might ultimately emphasize, rather than
domesticate, the productive irresolution, epposition, and conflict of these
various narratives is neither a call for chaos nor a return to traditional West-
ern notions of art and high culture, It is rather an assertion that it may be
through contradiction that we begin to address the systemic inequalities
built into cultural institutions, economies, and geographies, and through
conflict that we call attention to the process through which these inequali-
ties are obscured by pluralist multiculturalism.
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A Style Nobody Can Deal With

Politics, Style, and the Postindustrial City
in Hip Hop

TRICIA ROSE

Multiculturalism—no doubt a complex and contested term—often refers to
a process of incorporation of marginal groups’ contributions into a main-
stream or dominant culture, In this context, multiculturalism is pressed into
service to highlight and legitimize the contributions of “others” to invisible
yet ommnipresent cultures of whiteness. Hence, multiculturalist efforts in-
clude revisions to the overwhelmingly white male author-based literary
canon to include writers and oral masters of color and women, and rewrit-
ings of Christopher Columbus that transform him into an agent of imperi-
alism rather than a heroic discoverer. In othér words, the "multi” in “muld.
cultural” frequently refers to multiple “others” kmocking an a central gate of
powet.

Although these efforts have been important in challenging cultural and
intellectual hierarchies, there are other modes of cultural dialogue that are
not as easily seen from this vantage point. In the cases of contemporary pop-
ular culture and the diverse communities of young people who create, con-
sume, and propel it, multicultural exchanges develop in several ways, most
notably via day-to-day cross-cultural contacts, identification with mass-
mediated images, similar cultural traditions, and shared lived experiences of
oppression. In this sort of multiculturalism, a variety of groups are engaged
in feisty and congenial dialogues that focus not only on resisting and/or cri-
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tiquing dominant institutions, but also on developing forms that grow out
of intercultural exchanges.

Hip hop continues to be a rich space for the development and explo-
ration of these interactions. Most heavily {(but not exclusively) shaped by
multiple sources of Afra-diasporic cuiftural influences and the postindus-
trial urban New York terrain, hip hop emerges in the mid-to-late 19705 as a
form of cultural affirmation and resistance, Puerto Rican, Dominican, and
Cuban immigrants—whose musical and cultural traditions have strong ties
to the Afro-diaspora—along with other Carribean Afro-diasporic cultures,
such as Jamaicans and Haitians, were especially important actors in the mul-
ticultural development of hip hop. No doubt these “multiple others” are
knocking at a central gate, but they are also hard at work in communication
with each other, building cultural bridges and new identities that affirm and
transform cultural traditions in new environments not only for purposes of
staking societal claims, but also for pleasure and regeneration,

Life on the margins of postindustrial urban America is inscribed in hip hop
style, sound, lyrics, and thematics.! Emerging from the intersection of lack
and desire in the postindustrial city, hip hop manages the painful contradic-
tions of social alienation and prophetic imagination. Hip hop is an Afro-
diasporic cultural form that attempts to negotiate the experiences of mar-
ginalization, brutally truncated opportunity, and oppression within the
cultural imperatives of African-American and Caribbean history, identity,
and community. It is the tension between the cultural fractures produced by
postindustrial oppression and the binding ties of black cultural expressivity
that sets the critical frame for the development of hip hop.?

Worked out on the rusting urban core as a playground, hip hop trans-
forms stray technological parts intended for cultural and industrial trash
heaps into sources of pleasure and power. These transformations have be-
come a basis for digital imagination all over the world. Its earliest practition-
ers camne of age at the tail end of the Great Sodiety, in the twilight of Amer-
ica’s short-lived federal commitment to black civil rights and during the
predawn of the Reagan-Bush era.? In hip hop, these abandoned parts, peo-
ple, and social institutions were welded and then spliced together, not only
as sources of survival but as sources of pleasure.

Hip hop replicates and reimagines the experiences of urban life and sym-
bolically appropriates urban space through sampling, attitude, dance, style,
and sound effects. Talk of subways, crews and posses, urban noise, economic
stagnation, static, and crossed signals leap out of hip hop lyrics, sounds and
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themes, Graffiti artists spray-painted murals and (name)®“tags” on trains,
trucks, and playgrounds, claiming territories and inscribing their otherwise
contained identities on public property.* Early breakdancers’ elzborate tech-
nologically inspired street-corner dances involving head spins on concrete

sidewalks made the streets theater-friendly and served as makeshift youth :
centers, The dancers’ electric robotic mimicry and identity-transforming -

characterizations foreshadowed the fluid and shocking effect of morphing, a
visual effect made famous in Terminator 2, DJs who initiated spontaneous
street parties by attaching customized, makeshift turntables and speakers to

streetlight electrical sources revised the use of central thoroughfares, made -

“open-air” community centers in neighborhoods where there were none,
Rappers seized and used microphones as if amplification was a life-giving
source. Hip hop gives voice to the tensions and contradictions in the public
urban landscape during a period of substantial transformation in New York
and attempts to seize the shifting urban terrain, to make it work on behaif of
the dispossessed.

Hip hop's attempts to negotiate new economic and technological condi-

tions as well as new patterns of race, class, and gender oppression in urban

America by appropriating subway facades, public streets, language, style,
and sampling technology are only part of the story. Hip hop music and cul-
ture also rely on a variety of Afro-Caribbean and Afro-American musical,

oral, visual, and dance forms and practices in the face of a larger society that :

rarely recognizes the Afro-diasporic significance of such practices. It is, in
fact, the dynamic and often contentious relationship between the two—

larger social and political forces and black cultural priorities—that centrally

shapes and defines hip hop.

The tensions and contradictions shaping hip hop culture can confound_ '

efforts at interpretation by even the most skilled critics and observers. Some
analysts see hip hop as a quintessentially postmodern practice, while others

view it as a present-day successor to premodern oral traditions. Some cele-

brate its critique of consumer capitalism, while others condemn it for its

complicity with commercialism. To one enthusiastic group of critics, hip
hop combines elements of speech and song, of dance and display, to call into -

being through performance new identities and subject positions. Yet to an-
other equally vociferous group, hip hop merely displays in phantasmagori-

cal form the cultural logic of late capitalism. I intend to demonstrate the .
importance of locating hip hop culture within the context of deindustrial- .
ization and to show how hip hop’s primary properties of flow, layering, and
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rupture simultaneously reflect and contest the social roles open to urban
inner-city youth at the end of the twentieth century.

In an attempt to rescue rap from its identity as postindustrial com-
mercial product and sitnate it in the history of respected black cultural
practices, many historical accounts of rap consider it a direct extension of
African-American oral, poetic, and protest traditions, to which it is clearly
and substantially indebted, This accounting, which builds important
bridges between rap’s use of boasting, signifying, preaching, and earlier re-
lated black oral traditions, produces multiple problematic effects. First, it
reconstructs rap music as a singular oral poetic form that appears to have
developed autonomously (e.g., outside hip hop culture) in the 1970s. Quite
to the contrary, rap is one cultural element within the larger social move-
ment of hip hop. Second, it substantially marginalizes the significance of
rap as music. Rap’s musical elements and its use of music technology are a
crucial aspect of the use and development of the form and are absolutely
critical to the evolution of hip hop generally. Finally, and most directly im-
portant for this discussion, it renders invisible the crucial role of the post-
industrial city on the shape and direction of rap and hip hop and makes it
difficult to trace the way hip hop revises and extends Afro-diasporic prac-
tices using postindustrial urban materials. Hip hop’s styles and themes
share striking similarities with many past and contiguous Afro-diasporic
musical and cultural expressions; these themes and styles, for the most
part, are revised and reinterpreted using contemporary cultural and tech-
nological elements. Hip hop’s central forms—graffiti, breakdancing, and
rap music—developed, in relation to one another, within Afro-diasporic
cultural priorities, and in relation to larger postindustrial social forces and
institutions,

What are some of the defining aesthetic and stylistic characteristics of
hip hopt What is it about the postindustrial city generally and the social
and political terrain in the 1970s in New York City specifically that con-
tributes to the emergence and early reception of hip hop? Even as today’s
rappers revise and redirect rap music, most understand themselves as
working out of a tradition of style, attitude, and form that has critical and
primary roots in New York City in the 1970s. Substantial postindustrial

shifts in economic conditions, access to housing, demographics, and com-

munication networks were crucial to the formation of the conditions that
nurtured the cultural hybrids and sociopolitical tener of hxp hop’s lyrics
and music.
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The Urban Context

Postindustrial conditions in urban centers across America reflect a complex
set of global forces that continue to shape the contemporary urban metrop-
olis. The growth of multinational telecommunications networks, global
economic competition, a major technological revolution, the formation of
new international divisions of labor, the increasing power of finance relative
to production, and new migration patterns from Third World industrializ-
ing nations have all contributed to the economic and social restructuring of
urban America. These global forces have had direct and sustained impact on
urban job opportunity structures, have exacerbated long-standing racial
and gender-based forms of discrimination, and have contributed to increas-

ing multinational corporate control of market conditions and national eco- -

nomic health.5 Large-scale restructuring of the workplace and job market
had its effects upon most facets of everyday life. It has placed additional
pressures on local community-based networks of communication and whit-
tled down already limited prospects for social mobility.

In the 19708, cities across the country were gradually losing federal fund-
ing for social services, information service corporations were beginning to
replace industrial factories, and corporate developers were buying up real
estate to be converted into huxury housing, leaving working-class residents
with limited affordable housing, a shrinking job market, and diminishing
social services. The poorest neighborhoods and the least powerful groups
were the least protected and had the smallest safety nets. By the 198cs, the
privileged elites displayed unabashed greed as their strategies to reclaim and
rebuild downtown business and tourist zones with municipal and federal
subsidies exacerbated the already widening gap between classes and races.

Given New York’s status as hub city for international capital and infor-
mation services, it is not surprising that these larger structural changes and
their effects were quickly and intensely felt in New York.5 As John Mollen-
kopf notes, "during the 1970s, the U.S. system of cities crossed a watershed.
New York led other old, industrial metropolitan areas into population and
employment decline™ The federal funds that might have offset this process
had been diminishing throughout the 1970s. In 1975, President Ford’s un-
equivocal veto to requests for a federal bailout to prevent New York from fil-
ing for bankruptcy made New York a national symbol for the fate of older
cities under his administration. The New York Daily News's legendary head-
line “Ford to New York: Drop Dead” captured the substance and tempera-
ment of Ford’s veto and sent a sharp message to cities around the country.?
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Virtually bankrupt and in a critical state of disrepair, New York City and
State administrators finally negotiated a federal loan, albeit one that accom-
panied an elaborate package of service cuts and carried harsh repayment
terms. These dramatic social-service cuts were felt most severely in New
York’s poorest areas and were part of a larger trend in unequal wealth distri-
bution and were accompanied by a housing crisis that continued well into
the 1980s. Between 1978 and 1986, the people in the bottom 20 percent of the
income scale experienced an absolute decline in income while the top 20
percent experienced most of the economic growth. Blacks and Hispanics
disproportionately occupied this bottom fifth, During this same period, 30
percent of New York’s Hispanic households (for Puerto Ricans it is 40 per-
cent) and 25 percent of black households lived at or below the poverty line.
Since this period, low-income housing has continued to disappear and
blacks and Hispanics are still much more likely to live in overcrowded,
dilapidated, and seriously undermaintained spaces.? It is not surprising that
these serious trends have contributed to New York’s large and chronically
homeless population.

In addition to housing problems, New York and many large urban cen-
ters faced other major economic and demographic forces that have sus-
tained and exacerbated significant structural inequalities, Although urban
America has always been socially and economically divided, these divisions
have taken on a new dimension. At the same time that racial succession and
immigration patterns were reshaping the city’s population and labor force,
shifts in the occupational structure away from a high-wage, high-employ-
ment economy grounded in manufacturing, trucking, warehousing, and
wholesale trade and toward a low-wage, low-employient economy geared
toward producer services generated new forms of inequality. Earlier divi-
sions in the city were predominantly ethnic and economic. “New York,”
Mollenkopf concludes, “has been transformed from a relatively well-off
white blue-collar city into a more economically divided, multi-racial white-
collar city” This “disorganized periphery” of civil service and manufacturing
workers contributes to the consolidation of power among white-collar pro-
fessional corporate managers, creating the massive inequalities in New
York.10

The commercial imperatives of corporate America have also undermined
the process of transmitting and sharing local knowledge in the urban
metropolis. Ben Bagdigian's study The Media Monapoly reveals that monop-
olistic tendencies in commercial enterprises seriously constrain access to a
diverse flow of information. For example, urban renewal relocation efforts
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not only dispersed central-city populations to the suburbs, they also re-
placed the commerce of the street with the needs of the metropolitan mar-
ket. Advertisers geared newspaper articles and television broadcasts toward
the purchasing power of suburban buyers, creating a dual “crisis of repre-
sentation” in terms of whose lives and images were represented physically in
the paper and whose interests got represented in the corridors of power.1
These media outlet and advertising shifts have been accompanied by a mas-
sive telecommunications revolution in the information processing industry,
Once the domain of the government, information processing and communi-

cation technology now lie at the heart of corporate America. As a result of

government deregulation in communications via the breakup of arar in
1982, communications industries have consolidated and internationalized.
Today, telecommunications industries are global data transmittal corpora-

tions with significant control over radio, television, cable, telephone, com-

puter, and other electronic transmitta} systems. Telecommunication expan-
sion coupled with corporate consolidation has dismantled local community
networks and has irrevocably changed the means and character of commu-
nication.!? Since the mid-1980s, these expansions and consolidations have
been accompanied by a tidal wave of widely available communications prod-
ucts, which have revolutionized business and personal communications,
Facsimile machines, satellite-networked beepers, cordless phones, electronic
mail networks, cable television expansions, VCRs, compact discs, video cani-
eras and games, and personal computers have dramatically transformed the
speed and character of speech and written and visual communication.

Postindustrial conditions had a profound effect on black and Hispanic
communities. Shrinking federal funds and affordable housing, shifts in the
occupational structure away from blue-collar manufacturing and toward
corporate and information services, along with frayed local communication
patterns, meant that new immigrant populations and the city’s poorest resi-
dents paid the highest price for deindustrialization and economic restruc-
turing. These communities are more susceptible to slumlords, redevelopers,
toxic waste dumps, drug rehabilitation centers, violent criminals, redlining,
and inadequate city services and transportation, This also meant that the
city’s ethnic- and working-class-based forms of community aid and support
were growing increasingly less effective against these new conditions.

In the case of the South Bronx, which has been frequently dubbed the
“home of hip-hop culture,” these larger postindustrial conditions were exac-
erbated by disruptions considered to be an “unexpected side effect” of a
larger, politically motivated “urban renewal” project. In the early 1570s, this
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renewal (sic) project involved massive relocations of economically fragile
people of color from different areas in New York City into parts of the South
Bronx. Subsequent ethnic and racial transition in the South Bronx was nota
gradual process that might have allowed already taxed social and cultural
institutions to respond self-protectively; instead it was a brutal process of
community destruction and relocation executed by municipal officials and
under the direction of legendary city planner Robert Moses.

Between the late 1930s and the late 1960s Moses executed a number of
public-works projects, highways, parks, and housing projects that signifi-
cantly reshaped the profile of New York City. In 1959, city, state, and federal
authorities began the implementation of his planned Cross-Bronx Express-
way, which would cut directly through the center of the most heavily popu-
lated working-class areas in the Bronx. Although he could have modified his
route slightly to bypass densely populated working-class ethnic residential
commumities, he elected a path that required the demolition of hundreds of
residential and commercial buildings. In addition, throughout the 1960s and
early 19705, some sixty thousand Bronx homes were razed. Designating these
old blue-collar housing units as “slums,” Moses’s Title I Slum Clearance pro-
gram forced the relocation of 170,000 people.!? These “slums” were in fact
densely populated stable neighborhoods, comprised mostly of working-
and lower-middle-class Jews, but they also contained solid Italian, German,
Irish, and black neighborhoods. Although the neighberhoods under attack
had a substantial Jewish population, black and Puerto Rican residents were
disproportionately affected. Thirty-seven percent of the relocated residents
were nonwhite. This, coupled with the subsequent “white flight,” devastated
kin networks and neighborhood services. Between the late 1960s and mid-
19705, the vacancy rates in the southern section of the Bronx skymcketed
Some nervous landlords sold their property as quickly as possible, often to
professional slumlords; others torched their buildings to coliect insurance
payments. Both strategies accelerated the flight of white tenants into north-
ern sections of the Bronx and into Westchester. Equally anxious shopkeepers
sold their shops and established businesses elsewhere. The city administra-
tion, touting Moses’s expressway as a sign of progress and modernization,
was unwilling to admit the devastation that had occurred. Like many of his
public-works projects, Moses’s Cross-Bronx Expressway supported the in-
terests of the upper classes against the interests of the poor and intensified
the development of the vast economic and social inequalities that character-
ize contemporary New York. The newly “relocated” black and Hispanic resi-
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dents in the South Bronx were left with few city resources, fragmented lead-
ership, and limited political power. -

The disastrous effects of these city policies wént relatively unnoticed in
the media until 197 when two critical events fixed New York and the South
Bronx as national symbols of ruin and isolation. During the summer of 1977
an extensive power outage “blacked out” New York and hundreds of stores
were looted and vandalized. The poorest neighborhoods (the South Bronx,
Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brownsville, and Crown Heights areas in Brooklyn, the
Jamaica area in Queens, and Harlem), where most of the looting took place,
were depicted by the city’s media organs as lawless zones where crime is
sanctioned and chaos bubbles just below the surface. The 1965 blackout, ac-
cording to the New York Times, was “peaceful by contrast,” suggesting that
the blackout that took place during America’s most racially tumultuous
decade was no match for the despair and frustration articulated in the black-
out of the summer of 1977.'4 The 1977 blackout and the looting that accom-
panied it seemed to raise the federal stakes in maintaining urban social
order. Three months later, President Carter made his “sobering” historic
motorcade visit through the South Bronx to “survey the devastation of the
last five years,” and announced an unspecified “commitment to cities.” {Not
to their inhabitants?) In the national imagination, the South Bronx became
the primary “symbol of America’s woes."1%

Following this lead, images of abandoned buildings in the South Brdhx :

became central popular cultural icons, Negative local color in popular film
exploited the devastation facing the residents of the South Bronx and used
their communities as a backdrop for social ruin and barbarism, As Michael
Ventura astutely nates, these popular depictions (and, I would add, the news
coverage as well) rendered silent the people who struggled with and main-
tained life under difficult conditions: “In roughly six hours of footage—Fort
Apache, Wolfen and Koyaanisqatsi—we haven’t been introduced to one soul
who actually lives in the South Bronx. We haven't heard one voice speaking
its own language. We've merely watched a symbol of ruin: the South Bronx
[as] last act before the end of the world.16 Depictions of black and Hispanic
neighborhoods were drained of life, energy, and vitality. The message was
loud and clear: to be stuck here was to be lost, And yet, while these visions of
loss and futility became defining characteristics, the youngest generation of
South Bronx exiles was building creative and aggressive outlets for expres-
sion and identification. The new ethnic groups who made the South Bronx
their home in the 1970s began building their own cultural networks, ones
that would prove ta be resilient and responsive in the age of high technology.
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North American blacks, Jamaicans, Puerto Ricans, and other Caribbean
people with roots in other postcolonial contexts reshaped their cultural
identities and expressions in a hostile, technologically sophisticated, multi-
ethnic, urban terrain. While city leaders and the popular press had literally
and figuratively condemned the South Bronx neighborhoods and their in-
habitants, its youngest black and Hispanic residents answered back.

Hip Hop

Hip hop culture emerged as a source of alternative identity formation and
social status for youth in a community whose older local support institu-
tions had been all but demolished along with large sectors of its built envi-
ronment. Alternative local identities were forged in fashions, language, street
names, and most importantly, in the establishment of neighborhood crews
or posses, Many hip hop fans, artists, musicians, and dancers continue to be-
long to an elaborate system of crews or posses. The crew, a local source of
identity, group affiliation, and support, appears in virtually all rap lyrics and
cassette dedications, music video performances, and media interviews with
artists, Identity in hip hop is deeply rooted in the specific, the local experi-
ence, and in one’s attachment to and status in a local group or alternative
family. These crews are new kinds of families forged with' intercultural
bonds, which, like the social formation of gangs, provide insulation and
support in a complex and unyielding envirenment and may, in fact, con-
tribute to the community-building networks that serve as the basis for new
social movements.

The postindustrial city, which provided the context for creative develop-
ment among hip hop’s earliest innovators, shaped their cultural terrain, ac-
cess to space, materials, and education, Although graffiti artists’ work was
significantly aided by advances in spray-paint technology, they used the
urban transit system as their canvas. Rappers and DJs dissemninated their
work by copying it on tape-dubbing equipment and playing it on powerful,
portable “ghetto blasters.” At a time when budget cuts in school music pro-
grams drastically reduced access to traditional forms of instrumentation
and composition, inner-city youth increasingly relied on recorded sound.
Breakdancers used their bodies to mimic “transformers” and other futuristic
robots in symbolic street battles, Early Puerto Rican, Afro-Caribbean, and
black American hip hop artists transformed obsolete vocational skills from
marginal occupations into the raw materials for creativity and resistance.
Many of them were “trained” for jobs in fields that were shrinking or that no
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longer existed. Graffiti writer Futura graduated from a trade school special-

izing in the printing industry. But, since most of the jobs for which he was
being trained had already been computerized, he found himself working at
McDonald’s after graduation. Similarly, African-American D] Red Alert
(who also has family from the Caribbean) reviewed blueprints for a drafting
company until computer autornation rendered that job obsolete. Jamaican
DJ Kool Herc attended Alfred E. Smith anto mechanic trade school, while
African-American Grand Master Flash learned how to repair electronic
equipment at Samuel Gompers vocational high school, (One could say Flash
“fixed them alright”) Salt N Pepa (both with family roots in the West Indies)
worked as phone telemarketing representatives at Sears while considering
nursing school. Puerto Rican breakdancer Crazy Legs began breakdancing
largely because his single mother couldn’t afford Little League baseball fees.!?
All of these artists found themselves positioned with few resouirces in mar-
ginal economic circumstances, but each of them found ways to become
famous as entertainers by appropriating the most advanced technologies
and emerging cultural forms. Hip hop artists used the tools of absolete in-
dustrial technology to traverse contemporary crossroads of lack and desire
in urban Afro-diasporic communities.

Stylistic continuities were sustained by internal cross-fertilization be-
tween rapping, breakdancing, and graffiti writing. Some writers, such as

black American Phase 2, Haitian Jean-Michel Basquiat, Futura, and black

American Fab Five Freddy, produced rap records. Other writers drew murals
that celebrated favorite rap songs (e.g., Futura’s mural The Breaks was a
whole car mural that paid homage to Kurtis Blow’s rap of the same name).
Breakdancers, DJs, and rappers wore graffiti-painted jackets and T-shirts,
DJ Kool Here was a graffiti writer and dancer before he began playing
records. Hip hop events featured breakdancers, rappers, and DJs as triple-
bill entertainment. Graffiti writers drew murals for DJs’ stage platforms and
designed posters and flyers to advertise hip hop events. Breakdancer Crazy
Legs, founding member of the Rock Steady Crew, describes the communal
atmosphere between writers, rappers, and breakers in the formative years
of hip hop: “Summing it up, basically going to a jam back then was [about]
watching people drink, [break]dance, compare graffiti art in their black
books. These jams were thrown by the [hip hop] DJ. ... . it was about piecing
while a jam was going on.”18 Of course, sharing ideas and styles is not always
a peaceful process. Hip hop is very competitive and confrontational; it
fosters both resistance to and preparation for a hostile world that denies
and denigrates young people of color. Breakdancers often fought other
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breakdance crews out of jealousy, writers sometimes destroyed murals, and
rapper and D] battles could break cut in fights. Hip hop remains a never-
ending battle for status, prestige, and group adoration that is always in for-
mation, always contested, and never fully achieved. Competitions among
and cross-fertilization between breaking, graffiti writing, and rap music
were fueled by shared local experiences and social position and similarities
in approaches to sound, motion, communication, and style among hip hop’s
Afro-diasporic communities.

As in many African and Afro-diasporic cultural forms, hip hop’s prolific
self-naming is a form of reinvention and self-definition.!® Rappers, DJs,
graffiti artists, and breakdancers all take on hip hop names and identities
that speak to their roles, personal characteristics, expertise, or “claim to
fame.” DJ names often fuse technology with mastery and style: DJ Cut Cre-
ator, Jazzy Jeff, Spindarella, Terminator X Assault Technician, Wiz, and
Grand Master Flash. Many rappers have nicknames that sugpest street
smarts, coolness, power, and supremacy: L. L. Cool J (Ladies Love Cool
James), Kool Moe Dee, Queen Latifah, Dougie Fresh (and the Get Fresh
Crew), D-Nice, Hurricane Gloria, Guru, MC Lyte, EPMD (Erick and Parrish
Making Dollars), Ice-T, Ice Cube, Kid-N-Play, Boss, Eazy-E, King Sun, and
Sir Mix-A Lot. Other names serve as self-mocking tags or critique society,
such as Too Short, The Fat Boys, $1Ws (Security of the First World), The
Lench Mob, NWA (Niggas With Attitude), and Special Ed. The hip hop
identities for breakdancers like Crazy Legs, Wiggles, Frosty Freeze, Boogaloo
Shrimp, and Headspin highlight their status as experts known for special
moves. Taking on new names and identities offered “prestige from below™ in
the face of limited legitimate access to forms of status attainment.

In addition to the centrality of alternative naming, identity, and group af-
filiation, rappers, DJs, graffiti writers and breakdancers claim turf a;1d gain
local status by developing new styles. As Dick Hebdige’s study on punk illus-
trates, style can be used as a gesture of refusal, or as a form of oblique chal-
lenge to structures of domination.?? Hip hop artists use style as a form of
identity formation that plays on class distinctions and hierarchies by using
commodities to claim the cultural terrain. Clothing and consumption ritu-
als testify to the power of consumption as a means of cultural expression.
Hip hop fashion is an especially rich example of this sort of appropria-
tion/critique via style. Exceptionally large “chunk” gold and diamond jew-
elry (usually “fake”) mocks yet affirms the gold fetish in Western trade;

¢" Gucci and other designer emblems, which are cut up and patch-
stitched to jackets, pants, hats, wallets, and sneakers in custom shops, work
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as a form of sartorial warfare {especially when “fake” Gucci-covered b-boys
and b-girls brush past Fifth Avenue ladies adorned by the “real thing”). Hip

hop'’s late 19805 fashion rage—the large plastic (alarm?} clock worn around -

the neck over leisure/sweat siits—suggested a number of contradictory ten-
sions between work, time, and leisure. Early 1990s trends—oversized pants
and urban warrior outer apparel, as in “hoodies,” “snooties,” “tims,” and
“triple fat” goose-down coats—make clear the severity of the urban storms

to be weathered and the saturation of disposable goods in the crafting of

cultural expressions.2t As an alternative means of status formation, hip hop -
style forges local identities for teenagers who understand their limited access -

to traditional avenues of social status. Fab Five Freddy, an early rapper and_
graffiti writer, explains the link between style and identity in hip hop and its
significance for gaining local status: '
You make a new style. That's what life on the street is afl about. What's at
stake is honor and position on the street. That’s what makes it so impartant, -

that's what makes it feel so good—that pressure on you to be the best. Or to
try to be the best, To develop a new style nobody can deal with. 2

Styles “nobody can deal with® in graffiti, breaking, and rap music not
only boost status and elevate black and Hispanic youth identities, they also
articulate several shared approaches to sound and motion that are found in
the Afro-diaspora. As black filmmaker and cultural critic Arthur Jafa has
pointed out, stylistic continuities between breaking, graffiti style, rapping,
and musical construction seem to center around three concepts: flow, layer-
ing, and ruptures in line2® In hip hop, visual, physical, musical, and lyrical
lines are set in motion, broken abruptly with sharp, angular breaks, and yet
sustain motion and energy through fluidity and flow. In graffiti, long wind-
ing, sweeping, and curving letters are broken and camouflaged by sudden
breaks in line, Sharp, angular, broken letters are written in extreme italics,
suggesting forward or backward motion. Letters are double and triple shad-
owed in such a way as to illustrate energy forces radiating from the center—
suggesting circular motion—and yet the scripted words move hqrizonta]ly

Breakdancing moves highlight flow, layering, and ruptures in line. Pop- -

ping and locking are moves in which the joints are snapped abmptly into
angular positions. And, yet, these snapping movements take place in one
joint after the preceding one—creating a semiliquid effect that moves the
energy toward the fingertip or toe. In fact, two dancers may pass the popping
energy force back and forth between each other via finger-to-finger contact,

setting off a new wave. In this pattern, the line is a series of angular breaks
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and yet sustains energy and motion through flow. Breakers double each -
other’s moves (like line shadowing or layering in graffiti), intertwine their
bodies into elaborate shapes, transforming the body into a new entity (like
camouflage in graffiti’s wild style), and then, one body part at a time, revert
to a relaxed state, Abrupt, fractured, yet graceful footwork leaves the eye one
step behind the motion, creating a time-lapse effect that not only mimics
graffiti’s use of line shadowing, but also creates spatial links between the
moves that give the foot series flow and fluidity.21

The music and vocal rapping in rap music also privileges flow, layering.
and ruptures in line, Rappers speak of flow explicitly in lyrics, referring toan
ability to move easily and powerfully through complex lyrics, as well as of
the flow in the music.? The flow and motion of the initial bass or drum line
in rap music is abruptly ruptured by scratching (a process that highlights as
it breaks the flow of the base rhythm) or the rhythmic flow is interrupted by
other musical passages. Rappers alternately stutter and race through pas-
sages, always moving within the beat or in response to it, often using the
music as a partner in rhyme. These verbal moves highlight lyrical flow and
points of rupture. Rappers layer meaning by using the same word to signify
a variety of actions and objects; they call out to the DJ to “lay down a beat,”
which it is expected will be interrupted, ruptured. DJs layer sounds literally
one on top of the other, creating a dialogue between sampled sounds and
words.

What is the significance of flow, layering, and rupture as demonstrated
on the body and in hip hop’s lyrical, musical, and visual works? Interpreting
these concepts theoretically, it can be argued that they create and sustain
rhythmic motion, continuity, and circularity via flow; accumulate, rein-
force, and embellish this continuity through layering; and manage threats to
these narratives by building in ruptures that highlight the continuity as they
momentarily challenge it. These effects at the level of style and aesthetics
suggest affirmative ways in which profound social dislocation and rupture
can be managed and perhaps contested in the cultural arena. Let us imagine
these hip hop principles as a blueprint for social resistance and affirmation:
create sustaining narratives, accumulate them, layer, embellish, and trans-
form them. But also be prepared for rupture, find pleasure in it, in fact, plan
on social rupture. When these ruptures cccur, use them in creative ways that
will prepare you for a future in which survival will demand a sudden shift in
ground tactics.

While accumulation, flow, circularity, and planned ruptures exist across a
wide range of Afro-diasporic cultural forms, they do not take place outside
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of capitalist commercial constraints. Hip hop’s explicit focus on consump-

tion has frequently been mischaracterized as a movement into the commod.- .
ity market (e.g., hip hop is no longer “authentically” black if it is for sale),

Instead, hip hop’s moment(s) of “incorporation” are a shift in the already

existing relationship hip hop has always had to the commodity system. For -

example, the hip hop D] frequently produces, amplifies, and revises already
recorded sounds; rappers prefer high-end microphones; and both invest se-

rious dollars for the speakers that can produce the “phattest” beats, Grafﬁﬁ_

murals, breakdancing moves, and rap lyrics often appropriate and some-

times critique verbal and visual elements and physical movements from - -
popular commercial culture, especially television, comic books, and karate -

movies, If anything, black style through hip hop has contributed to the con-
tinued blackening of mainstream popular culture. The contexts for creation

in hip hop are never fully outside or in opposition to commodities; they
involve struggles over public space and access to commodified materials,

equipment, and products, Tt is a common misperception among hip hop

artists and cultural critics that during the early days, hip hop was motivated -

by pleasure rather than profit, as if the two were incompatible. Yet, it would
be naive to think that breakdancers, rappers, DJs, and writers were never in-
terested in monetary compensation for their work. The problem was not
that they were uniformly uninterested in profit; rather, many of the earliest
practitioners were unaware that they could profit from their pleasure. Once

this link was made, hip hop artists began marketing themselves wholeheart--
edly. Just as graffiti writers hitched rides on the subways and used its power

to distribute their tags, rappers “hijacked” the market for their own pur-
poses, riding the currents that were already out there, not just for wealth but
for empowerment. During the late 1970s and early 1980s; the market for hip
hop was stili based inside New York’s black and Hispanic communities. So,
although there is an element of truth to this common perception, what is
more important about the shift in hip hop’s orientation is not its movement
from precommodity to commodity but the shift in control over the scope
and direction of the profit-making process, out of the hands of local black
and Hispanic entrepreneurs and into the hands of larger white-owned,
multinational businesses. And, most important, although black cultural im-
peratives are obviously deeply affected by commeodification, these impera-
tives are not in direct opposition to the market, nor are they “irrelevant” to
the shape of market-produced goods and practices. o
Hebdige’s work on the British punk movement identifies this shift as the
moment of incorporation or recuperation by dominant culture and per-
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ceives it to be a critical element in the dynamics of the struggle over the
meaning(s) of popular expression. “The process of recuperation,” Hebdige
argues, “takes two characteristic forms ... one of conversion of subcultural
signs (dress, music, etc.) into mass-produced objects and the ‘Tabelling’ and
redefinition of deviant behavior by dominant groups—the police, media
and judiciary” Hebdige astutely points out, however, that communication in
a subordinate cultural form, even prior to the point of recuperation, usually
takes place via commodities, “even if the meanings attached to those com-
modities are purposefully distorted or overthrown.” And so, he concludes,
“it is very difficult to sustain any absolute distinction between commercial
exploitation on the one hand and creativity/originality on the other ™

Hebdige’s observations regarding the process of incorporation and the
tension between commercial exploitation and creativity as articulated in
British punk is quite relevant to hip hop. Hip hop has always been articu-
lated via commodities and engaged in the revision of meanings attached to
them. Conversely, hip hop signs and meanings are converted and behaviors
relabeled by dominant institutions. Graffiti, rap, and breakdancing are fun-
damentally transformed as they move into new relations with dominant
cultural institutions.?” In 1996, rap music is one of the most heavily traded
popular commodities in the market, and yet it still defies total corporate
control over the music, its local use, and its incorporation at the level of sta-
ble or exposed meanings.

These transformations and hybrids reflect the initial spirit of rap and hip
hop as an experimental and collective space where contemporary issues and
ancestral forces are worked through simultaneously. Hybrids in rap’s subject
matter, not unlike its use of musical collage, and the influx of new, regional,
and ethnic styles have not yet displaced the three points of stylistic continu-
ity to which I referred earlier; approaches to flow, ruptures in line, and layer-
ing can stiil be found in the vast majority of rap's lyrical and musical con-
struction. The same is true of the critiques of the postindustrial urban
American context and the cultural and social conditions it has produced.
Today, the South Bronx and South Central are poorer and more economi-
cally marginalized than they were ten years ago.

Hip hop emerges from complex cultural exchanges and larger social and
political conditions of disillusionment and alienation. Graffiti and rap were
especially aggressive public displays of counterpresence and voice. Each as-
serted the right to write?—to inscribe one’s identity on an environment
that seemed Teflon-resistant to its young people of color, an environment
that made legitimate avenues for material and social participation inaccessi-
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ble. In this context, hip hop praduced a number of double effects. First,
themes in rap and graffiti articulated free play and unchecked public dis-
plays, and yet the settings for these expressions always suggested existing
confinement.?? Second, like the consciousness-raising sessions in the early
stages of the women's movement and the hlack power movement of the
19605 and 1970s, hip hop produced internal and external dialogues that af-

firmed the experiences and identities of the participants and at the same -

time offered critiques of larger society that were directed to both the hip hop
community and society in general. '
Out of a broader discursive climate in which the perspectives and experi-

ences of younger Hispanics, Afro-Caribbeans, and African Americans had - :

been provided little social space, hip hop developed as part of a cross-

cultural communication network. Trains carried graffiti tags through the

five boroughs; flyers posted in black and Hispanic neighborhoods brought
teenagers from all over New York to parks and clubs in the Bronx, and even-
tually to events throughout the metropolitan area; and, characteristic of
communicatipn in the age of high-tech telecommunications, stories with
cultural and narrative resonance continued to spread at a rapid pace. It was
not long before similarly marginalized black and Hispanic communities in
other cities picked up on the tenor and epergy in New York hip hop. Boom
boxes in Roxbury and Compton blasted copies of hip hop mix tapes made
on high-speed portable dubbing equipment by cousins from Flatbush
Avenue in Brooklyn. The explosion of local and national cable program-
ming of music videos spread hip hop dance steps, clothing, and slang across
the country faster than brush fire. Within a decade, Laos Angeles County (es-
pecially Compton), Oakland, Detroit, Chicago, Houston, Atlanta, Miami,

Newark and Trenton, Roxbury, and Philadelphia had developed local hip |
hop scenes that linked (among other things) various regional postindustrial .

urban experiences of alienation, unemployment, police harassment, and so-
cial and economic isolation to their local and specific experience via hip

hop’é language, style, and attitude.”® Regional, and increasingly national, dif- -
ferences and syndications in hip hap have been solidifying and will continue

to de so. In some cases these differences are established by references to local
streets and events, neighborhoods and leisure actjvitles, preferences for
dance steps, clothing, musical samples, and vecal accents. At the same time,
cross-regional syndicates of rappers, writers, and dancers fortify hip hop’s
communal vocabulary. In every region, hip hop articulates a sense of entitle-
ment and takes pleasure in aggressive insubordination. Like Chicago and
Mississippi blues, these emerging regional hip hop identities affirm the
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specificity and local character of cultural forms as well as the larger stylistic
forces that define hip hop and Afro-diasporic cultures.

Developing a style nobody can deal with—a style that cannot be easily
understood or erased, a style that has the reflexivity to create counter-
dominant narratives against a mobile and shifting enemy—may be one of
the most effective ways to fortify communities of resistance and simultane-
ously reserve the right to communal pleasure. With few economic assets
and abundant cultural and aesthetic resources, Afro-diasporic youth have
designated the street as the arena for competition and style as the prestige-
awarding event. In the postindustﬁal urban context of dwindling low-in-
come housing, a trickle of meaningless jobs for young people, mounting
police brutality, and increasingly draconjan depictions of young inner-city
residents, hip hop style is black urban renewal.

Notes
This essay is adapted from Tricia Rose, Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in Con-
temporary America {Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1094}

1. 1 have adapted Mollenkopf and Castells's use of the term “pastindustrial” as a means of
characterizing the economic restructuring that has taken place in urban America over the past
twenty-five years. By defining the contemporary period in urban economies as postindustrial,
Mollenkopf and Castells are not suggesting that manufucturing output has disappeared, nor
are they adopting Daniel Bell's formulation that “knowledge has somehow replaced capital as
the organizing principle of the economy.” Rather, Mollenkopf and Castells claim that theijr use
of postindustrial “captures a crucial aspect of how large cities are being transformed: employ-
ment has shifted massively away from manufacturing toward corporate, public and nonprofit
services; accupations have similarly shifted from manual workers to managers, professionals,
secretaries and service workers” {John Mollenkopf and Manuel Castells, eds., Dual City: Re-
structuring New York [New York: Russel Sage Foundation, 191], 6). Similarly, these new post-
industrial realities entailing the rapid movement of capital, images, and populations across the
globe have also been referred to as “post-Fordism * and “flexible accumulation.” See David
Hurvey, Social Justice and the City (Oxfard: Basil Blackwell, 1988). For an elaboration of Bell's
initial use of the term, see Daniel Bell, The Coming of Post-Industrial Society (New York: Basic
Books, 1973). .

2. My arguments regarding Afro-dinsparic cultural formations in hip hop are relevant to
African-American culture as well as Afro-diasporic cultures in the English- and Spanish-speak-
ing Caribbean, each of which has prominent and significant African-derived cultural elernents.
While rap music, particularly early rmp, is dominated by English-speaking blacks, graffiti and
breakdancing were heavily shaped and practiced by Puerto Rican, Dominican, and other
Spanish-speaking Caribbean communities that have substantial Afro-diasporic elements. (The
emergence of Chicano rappers takes place in the late 19805 in Los Angeles.) Consequently, my
references to Spanish-speaking Caribbean communities should in no way be considered incon-
sistent with my larger Afro-diasparic claims. Substantial work has illuminated the continued
significantce of African cultural elements to cultural production in both Spanish- and English-
spenking nations in the Caribbean. For examples, see Herbert S. Klein, African Slavery in Latin
America and the Caribbean (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986); Ivan G, Van Sertima,
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They Came before Colunbus (Mew York: Random House, 1976); and Robert Parris Thompson,
Flash of the Spirit (New York: Random House, 1983).

3. See Allen J. Matusow, The Unraveling of America: A History of Liberalism in the 19605
{New York: Harper and Row, 1984).

4. In hip hop, the train serves both as means of interneighborhood communication and as
a source of creative inspiration. Big Daddy Kane says that he writes his best Iyrics on the subway
or train on the way to producer Marly Marl’s house. See Barry Michael Cooper, “Raw Like
Sushi,” Spin (March 1988): 28, Similarly, Chuck D claims that he loves to drive, that he would
have been a driver if his rapping career hadn't worked out. See Robert Christgau and Greg Tate,
“Chuck D All over the Map.” Village Vaice, Rock 'n’ Roll Quartesly 4:3 (fall 1091},

5, See John H. Mollenkopf, The Contested City (Princeton, N.J; Princeton University Press,
1983), especially pp. 12-46, for n discussion of larger twentieth-century transformations in U.S,
cities throughout the 1970s and into the early 19Bos. See also Mollenkapf and Castells, Dual
Gity; Michael Peter Smith and Joe R. Feagin, eds., The Capitalist City: Global Restructuring and
Compnunity Politics (London: Basil Blackwell, 1987); Michael Peter Smith, ed., Cities in Transfor-
mation: Class, Capital and the State (Beverly Hills, Calif.; Sage Publications, 1984); and Saskia
Sassen, The Mobility of Labor and Capital: A Study it International Investruent and Labor Flow
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988),

6.1am not suggesting that New York is typical of all urban areas, nor that regional differ-

ences are insignificant. However, the broad transformations under discussion here have been
felt in ali major U.S, cities, particularly New York and Los Angeles—hip hop's second major hub
city—and critically frame the transitions that, in part, contributed to hip hop’s emergence. In
the mid-1980s, very similar postindustrial changes in job opportunities and social services in
the Watts and Compton areas of Los Angeles became the impetus for Los Angeles’s gangsta rap-
pers. As Robin Kelley notes: “The generation who came of age in the 19805 was the product of
devastating structural changes in the urban economy that date back at least to the late 1960s.

While the city as a whole experienced nnprecedented growth, the communities of Watts and .

Compton faced increased economic displacement, factory closures, and an unprecedented
deepening of poverty. . .. Developets and city and county government helped the suburbaniza-
tion process along by cutting back expenditures for parks, recreation, and affordable housing in

inner city communities” (Robin D. G. Kelley, “Kickin' Reality, Kickin’ Ballistics,” in Race Rebels:
Politics and the Black Working Class [New York: Free Press, 1994], 192). See also Mike Davis, C:ty B

af Quartz: Excavating the Future of Las Angeles (London and New York: Verso, 1900).
7. Mollenkapf, The Contested City, 213,
8. Frank Van Riper, “Ford to New York: Drop Dead,” Daily News, 0 October1975:1.

- 9. Philip Weitzman, “"Worlds Apart’: Housing, Race/Ethnicity and Income in New York
City” Community Service Sodety of New York (css) (198g). See also Terry I Rosenberg,
“Paverty in New York City: 1980-1985," css (1987); Robert Newwirth, “Housing after Koch," Vil-
Tage Voice, 7 Novernber 1989: 2224,

10. Mollenkopf and Castells, Dunl Gity, 9. See also Parts II and 111 of the collection, which
deal specifically and in greater detail with the forces of transformation, gender, and the new oc-
cupational strata,

11. Ben Bagdigian, The Media Monopoly (Boston: Beacon Press, 1987). Desplte trends to—

ward the centralization of news and media sources and the fact that larger corporate medin out- . -

fits have proven unable to serve diverse ethnic and racial groups, a recent study on New York'’s
media structure in the 19805 suggests that a wide range of alternative media sources serve New
York’s ethnic communities, However, the study also shows that black New Yorkers have been

less successful in sustaining alternative media channels. See Mitchell Moss and Sarah Lud\-ng._ :

“The Structure of the Media” in Mollenkopf and Castells, Dual City, 245-65.

12. See Tom Forester, High-Tech Society (Cambrldge. aiT Press, 1988), and Herbert
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Schiller, Culture, Inc.: The Corporate Takeover of Public Expression (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1989).

13. Similar strategies for urban renewal via “slum clearance™ demolition took place in a
number of major metropolises in the late 19605 and 19705, See Mollenkopf, The Contested City,
especially chapter 4, which describes similar processes in Boston and San Francisco.

14. Robert D. McFadden, "Power Failure Blacks Out New York; Thousands Trapped in Sub-
ways; Looters and Vandals Hit Some Areas,” New York Times, 14 July 1977: Ay; Lawrence Van
Gelder, “State Troopers Sent into City as Crime Rises,” New York Times, 14 July 1977: Ay; Char-
layne Hunter-Gault, “When Poverty Is Part of Life, Looting Is Not Condemned,” New York
Tirmes, 15 July 1977: A4; Selwyn Raab, “Ravape Continues Far into Day; Gunfire and Bottles Beset
Police,” New York Times, 15 July 1977: A “Social Overload,” New York Times, editorial, 22 July
1977: A22.

15, Lee Dembart, “Carter Takes Sobering’ Trip to South Bronx,” New York Times, € October
1977: A1; Richard Severo, “Bronx a Symbol of America's Woes” New York Times, 6 October 1977:
Pa8; Joseph B. Fried, “The South Bronx USA: What Carter Saw In New York City Is a Symbol of
Complex Social Forces on a Nationwide Scale,” New York Times, 7 Cctober 1977: A2z

16. Michael Ventura, Shadow Dancing in the USA (Los Angeles: J. P. Tarcher Press, 1986}, 186.
Other popular films from the late 19705 and early 1980s that followed suit included 1990: The
Bronx Warriors and Escape from New York. This construction of the dangerous ghetto is central
to Tom Wolfe's 198p best-seller and the subsequent film Bonfire of the Vanities, In it, the South
Bronx is constructed as an abandoned, lawless territory from the perspective of substantially
more privileged white ontsiders,

17. Interviews by the author with all artists named except Futura, whose printing trade
school experience was cited in Steve Hager, Hip Hop: The Ihustrated History of Breakdancing,
Rap Music, and Graffiti (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1984), 24. These artist interviews were
conducted for my book on rap music entitied Black Noise,

18. Interview by the anthor with Crazy Legs, November 1991, “Piecing” means drawing a
mural or masterpiece.

19. See Henry Louis Gates Jr., The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary
Criticism (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988). Gates's supgestion that nam-
ing be “drawn upon as a metaphor for black intertextuality” is especially nseful in hip hop
where naming and intertextuality are critical strategies for creative production (see pp. 55, 87).

20. Dick Hebdige, Subculture; The Meaning of Style (Landon: Methuen, 1979}, See especially
PP. 1719, 84-83,

21. “Hoodies™ are hooded jackets or shirts, “snooties” are skullcaps, and "tims"” are Timber-
land brand boots.

232, Nelson George et al., eds,, Fresh: Hip Hop Don’t Stop (New York: Random House,
1985), 111

23, Although I had isolated some general peints of aesthetic continuity between hip hop's
forms, I did not identify these three crucial organizing terms. I am grateful to Arthur Jafa, whe
shared and discussed the logic of these defining characteristics with me in conversation. He is
not, of course, responsible for any inadequacies in my use of them here,

24, For a brilliant example of these moves among recent hip-hop dances, see Reckin’ Shop in
Brooklyn, directed by Diane Martel (Epoch Films, 1992).

25, Some examples of explicit attention to flow are exhibited in Queen Latifah’s “Ladies
First™: “Some think that we can't flow, stereotypes they got to go”; Big Daddy Kane's “Raw™
“Intro I start to go, my rhymes will flow 50”; and Digital Underground's *Sons of the P “Re-
lease your mind and let your instincts flow, release your mind and let the funk flow” (later, they
refer to themselves as the “sons of the flow™).

26. Hebdige, Subcuiture, 94~95.
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27. Published in 1979, Hebdige's Subculture concludes at the point of dominant British cul- o

ture's initial attempts at incorporating punk, My project examines the points of incorporation
and responses that come after the initial moment of incorparation to which Hebdige's study is
devoted. ‘

28, See Duncan Smith, “The Truth of Graffiti,” Art & Text17: 84—90.

29. For example, Kurtis Blow's “The Breaks” (1980) was both about the seeming inevitahil-
ity and hardships of unemployment and mounting financial debt and the sheer pleasure of
“breaking it up and down,” of dancing and breaking free of social and psychological constric-
tions. Regardless of subject matter, elaborate graffiti tags on train facades always suggest that
the power and presence of the image is possible only if the writer has escaped capture.

30, See Bob Mack, “Hip-Hop Map of America,” Spin, June 1990,

Annotated Bibliography

DARRYL B. DICKSON-CARR

As the myriad essays in this volume have demonstrated, the concept we
know as “multiculturalism” has many different interpretations and mani-
festations. Its place in the evolution of global economics and politics is
widely debated; as a result, information about how and where we may find
examples of multiculturalism is relatively easy to find. On the other hand,
discussions of the origins of multiculturalism are much less common.
Where such discussions are found, schalars of race and ethnicity are locked
in debate over where and when multiculturalism first found a foothold in
saciopolitical consciousness. 1 refer the reader to the Introduction to this
volume for one history of the concept. .

This bibliography does not attempt to cover the entire history of the term
multiculturalism or its antecedents and variants. That effort would require a
bibliography easily several times the size of this one, and could oaly serve to
overwhelm the reader with confusing choices. Rather, this bibliography sur-
veys a selection of the more prescient and salient documents that explore the
basic (and occasionally far more complicated) terms of the debate on multi-
culturalism and its social purposes. The categories that divide the bibliogra-
phy are designed to touch upon those areas in American culture where dif-
ferent understandings of multiculturalism have been contested and (to one
degree or another) implemented. Furthermore, the texts listed offer a sam-
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pling of some of the most common places where different brands of mult.
culturalism (ranging from corporate “diversity management” training to edy.

cational guidelines) are currently found and have been found over the last

twenty-five years.

What becomes readily apparent as one surveys the resources listed here s

that most discussants of multiculturalism or racial and ethnic matters are

making serious attempts to achieve a semblance of social justice, whether

that justice be achieved in the political, social, or economic arenas, or at least
to make living and working communities appear more egalitarian, In the
vast majority of these cases, the authors of a given book or article view edu-
cation as the key to sociopolitical equity for a given racial or ethnic group,
This education may take the form of education in the public school system,

a university education, or a (re)orientation with the needs of racial/ethnic

employees and business partners in the workplace.

Since education is the basic key to multiculturalism’s success or failure in
the public domain, it might be expected that the most abundant category for
materials on multiculturalism is “Multiculturalism in Primary and Second-
ary Education,” This is the area where ideas and discussions of multicultur-
alisms caused the least anguish and produced the most extensive work. Many
of these works are direct or distant descendants of the integration-oriented
civil rights era, during which, at least initially, the most pressing issue for

politicians and educators was intelligent enforcement of school desegrega-

tion. As the civil rights movement became more complicated, however, edu-
cators began to perceive that inequities in schools and educational quality
were the result not only of segregation but also of prejudices that teachers
and administrators may have held against students of color and of the ab-
sence of a school system where people of color could have control of their
own schools. The latter turned out to be a more radical notion of restruc-
turing the school system, but the former has been served very well by the ar-
ticles listed here, in which authors frequently demonstrate the many ways
that educators have been biased against their constituencies and suggest
methods for overcoming or correcting those biases.

As physical desegregation became a slightly more tangible i'ealiry'in
American schools, educators (particularly educators of color) began to re-
assess the means of making children from disenfranchised racial groups as
well as their white counterparts feel more comfortable with one another and
with their peers’ histories, since the lessons in children’s formative years
regarding racial, ethnic, and other social matters are probably the most thor-
oughly entrenched. The period extending from the early 19705 through the
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mid-1980s saw a wealth of books and articles on multicultural education
that attempted to encourage the changes in education already noted; in re-
cent years {(when the debate on multiculturalism has escalated) this wealth
has become a veritable flurry. The reader, however, should be aware that
most of the work on multicultural education seeks the commean end of pro-
viding an education sensitive to the cultural situation of children of color.
More often than not, differences occur in the strategy for attaining an egali-
tarian educational systerh rather than in the general goal itself. This does not
mean, though, that it is not necessary to read a variety of texts to understand
what needs to be set in motion for multiculturalism to succeed; not all of the
strategies mentioned earlier are equally applicable to all parts of the popu-
Jace, and most could use the supplementary views of alternative texts. In fact,
the wisest reading strategy would be to pick texts from different periods (for
example, one from the early 1970s, one from later in the decade, one from
the early 19805, and so on), inasmuch as it is helpful to review approaches
that may have been discarded in favor of less controversial ideas,

Of farther note should be the fact that even multicultural education
at the public school level has come under fire in recent years, though not
nearly to the degree that its cousin at the college level has. The idea of revis-
ing the manner in which colleges teach and hire (and, by extension, who they
teach and hire and what they teach, as well as how they teach it) is one of
never-ending debate, but the racial portion of this debate began to simmer
in the late 1960s (especially at such campuses as Berkeley, the University of
California, Santa Barbara, and Howard), when students and professors
(many of color) registered some of the first demands for Black Studies and
Chicano/Latino Studies departments and courses. Such demands had enor-
mous implications, since the country’s universities are generally considered
training grounds and test labs for ideas that could affect the rest of the na-
tion. Appropriately, then, the category of “Multiculturalism in Higher Edu-
cation” signals a tenuous link between the topics of primary education and
the others, inasmuch as it covers teaching methods, policy, educational op-
portunities, and hiring at the university level. A few of the authors that have
worked on multiculturalism in primary schools have contributed to discus-
sions of university policy and pedagogy (most notably Donna M. Golinick).
But by and large, the scholars writing about these areas tend not to exchange
ideas. Perhaps one reason for this separation of resources is that the most
sincere and widespread concern for making American institutions reflect
the composition and needs of all levels of the nation’s population has
reached the university primarily within the last decade. In that time, educa-
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tors have made penetrating observations and studies of the university envi- -

ronment and its potential for enacting multicultural policies. Central to th"e
incorporation of muiticulturalism into university policies and practices is
the issue of affirmative action in all its permutations. Although most of the
texts under the higher education rubric touch upon this issue along the way,

it is one that needs further exploration, since affirmative action is perhaps

the most divisive {and therefore the most crucial) component in the mu]u.
culturalism debate occurring within academia’s halls.

In fact, multiculturalism-oriented policies in American universities have
provided more grist for the antimulticulturalism mill than they have at any )

other societal level. It should come as no surprise, then, that most of the en-

tries under “The Multiculturalism Debates” focus on the university. These
articles or essays represent the more staunchly rhetorical, and (in some
cases) even demagogic, voices concerned with Armerican racial matters, es-

pecially those that emerged within the last decade in the forefront of the de-
bates. We have culled most of these articles and books from the more “main-
stream” portion of the mass media, such as newsmagazines or the more

popular academic journals, Within these publications, the multiculturalism

debate has engendered the most widespread attention (or notoriety), to say
nothing of generating considerable heat. A substantial number of these
polemics, however, are in want of serious historical scholarship, whether

they be for or against multiculturalism. A curious facet of the debate waged

in the popular press is an unsettling tendency for antimulticultural critics to
lump multiculturalism in the same camp with Afrocentrism or other ethno-
centric theories, even if those theories have demonstrated a marked aversion
to being truly multicultural (that is, to looking at history from multiracial
points of view). Not unlike the resistance to the physical integration of
African Americans into the mainstream university environment, the anti-
multiculturalism approach in the polemics marks a stubborn and often
poorly thought-out resistance to, even a backlash against, the integration of
ideas fostered by African Americans. This trend is especially problematic in-
sofar as the American public is led to believe that the work of Afrocentrists,
whether right or wrong, is synonymous with multiculturalism, and this fre-
quently leads to a rejection of multiculturalism at all levels of society, in-
cluding primary and secondary education. These articles and their authors
will probably continue to produce the most controversial statements and
wield the greatest influence on public opinion as scholars continue to debate
multiculturalism.

A less discussed, though no less essential, area of the multiculturalism
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phenomenon is “Muiticulturalism in the Corporate World.” One of the cen-
tral demands of virtually all social protest movements, such as those that
preceded and emerged from the activism of the 1960s, has been for jobs, or
equal access to jobs, for oppressed groups. As the social, racial, and class
dynamics of both the United States and the world in the 19605 transformed
into those of the 1970s and 1980s, private corporations began to adjust their

‘business policies to accommodate some of the demands and needs of a

racially shifting labor pool, one that began to include significantly more
African, Asian, and Latino Americans. Given the reluctance of the American

‘workforce to include these groups in everyday operations, corporations

were forced, whether by the government or from within, to make greater ef-
forts to cope with a slightly more diverse workforce, These coping mecha-
nisms, however, were and are not necessarily intended to be more inclusive
corporate policies; rather, many of them are intended to defuse conflicts
within the workforce, to enforce an artificial peace. Additionally, “diversity
management” texts generally do not provide much more than cursory histo-
ries of corporate multiculturalism. Rather, they tend to act as instructional
“textbooks” for implementing specific management methods. And pursuant

to those goals, numerous authors (many of whom are full-time consultants)

have produced volumes that explain these methods in incredible detail for
managers of all levels in order to make their intra- and interbusiness rela-
tions run more smoothly through cultural awareness. Notable authors in
this vein include Farid Elashmawi, Pierre Casse, and Muriel James. Of fur-
ther note should be the recent publication dates of these authors’ works.
“Diversity management” is a relatively young development under the multi-
culturalism rubric, one that has yet to be extensively interrogated and
explored.

On the other hand, the topic of “Multiculturalism in the Humanities,”
not unlike “The Multiculturalism Debates,” has been extensively mined by
academics. Given the fact that the focus of pro- and antimulticulturalism
discourse has been on considerations of canonicity in literature, curricu-
lum, and program structures in the university and of the infusion of diver-
gent politics into everyday life on the American campus, it makes sense that
those academic disciplines most apt to call for and extend these discourses
should produce numerous texts on multiculturalism. Most of the works
placed under this category fill considerable numbers of pages discussing,
undermining, and revising the notion of multiculturalism or complicated
issues of race tangential to the current debate. Very few, however, engage the
logistical issues of pedagogy with the kind of rigor that Betty E. M. Ch'maj's
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Multicultural America does. The predominant trend, instead, is to review the
past and current policies and politics of integrating different definitions and

practices of multiculturalism into the classroom. Henry Louis Gates Jr’s col-
lection of essays reviewing the controversy over canonicity offers a fair sum-.

mary of the pedagogical issues on the American campus, while Reginald
Martin’s interview of author and scholar Ishmael Reed provides an insight
into a definition of multiculturalism in the early 1980s. Additionally, the en-
tire January-February 1992 issue of Change magazine includes some of the
most insightful and practical histories and applications of multicultural
pedagogy produced since the controversy around the term arose. Mény
scholars in this category have formulated their perspectives from different

kinds of race theory, which, instead of discussing what multiculturalism

might mean or how it might be practiced in general, revolve around specific

racial and/or ethnic groups and question the very idea of “race” and its his- - '

tory as a social and political concept. Unfortunately, many serious race the-
orists {and the articles we have culled from them) are ensconced in ethnic or
racial studies departments (and journals or presses), such as Black/African-
American Studies, Asian-American Studies, or Chicano/Latino Studies pro-
grams and departments, which may prevent their work from receiving its

due notice from the rest of the scholarly community. Additionally, many of -

these volumes have been produced within the last few years. This phenome-
non is partially attributable to the fact that scholars of race and ethn.icitjr
have only recently begun to discuss the relation of racial histories to the con-
cept of multiculturalism. :
“Multiculturalism in Society and Public Policy,” while a relatively short
list, is as important as the education-oriented areas, Here, the majority of
texts center on how federal, state, and local agencies and institutions might
be able to address the problems that are endemic to particular racial or eth-
nic groups in the United States, Legislative bodies, welfare systems, the legal
profession, and other forms of public social organization find themselves
increasingly burdened with demands to accommodate the needs of different
social or racial groups that cannot be covered through “blanket” measures.
The reaction to this demand takes the form of increased study of the eco-
nomic and political conditions that lead to certain groups’ difficulties with
navigating bureaucratic institutions. Such texts as Clausen and Berming-
ham's Pluralism, Racism, and Public Policy or Michael Omi and Howard
Winant's Racial Formation in the United States help to delimit some of the
general issues facing public policymakers. The remainder of the texts in this

ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY 451

area, however, tackle more specific institutions and problems, the selection
of which shall be left to the reader.

As the reader begins to pick and choose among these numerous rubrics,
s/he will notice that the tone of the arguments, as well as the intentions of
the proponents and opponents of multiculturalism, shift considerably be-
tween areas, For example, the sorts of issues at stake in implementing multi-
culturalism at the university level tend to be much more complex, or atleast
more acrimonious, than those at the primary educational level, This is not
to say that one is somehow less important than the other by virtue of being
less fraught. But whereas the primary and secondary levels are often con-
cerned with pedagogical methods that accommodate a diverse general pop-
ulace, the college and university levels are often concerned with diminishing
resources, whether financial, cultural, ideological, or otherwise, for which a
few impassioned groups must continually struggle. One of the principal
concerns of corporate multiculturalism, on the other hand, is maintaining
control of a potentially and practically volatile workforce.

So when, therefore, we encounter the term multiculturalism at any point
in general public discourse or within these texts, we must force ourselves to
consider the social realm in which the term appears. To transfer the same
sorts of sociopolitical considerations from one area where they have full va-
lidity to another could prove to be disastrous and confusing. Although it is
simultaneously true that some common ground exists between the various
areas, such as the calls for education or affirmative action mentioned earlier,
the relationships between each become more complicated beyond these few
common points. Only by undertaking thorough and particularistic in-
quiries into the many uses of the concept and practice of multiculturalism
could we discern to what degree it not only is working but could work with
our support.
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