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Not Exotic, but too familiar ...

Caracas, June 28, 2001

Dear friends of the Inter-Asia Cultural Studies: Movements project,

The time has come already in which I have to tell you what I am feeling and doing with which I experienced and learned during my participation in “The 2000 Inter-Asia Cultural Studies Conference, Transitional Era, Transformative Work, held in December 2000, in Fukoaka, Japan. 

Several perceptions, ideas, images, feelings, have lively inhabited me since the conference, becoming part of my –let´s say-- subjetivity. Contrary to any possible stereotyped assumption, I firmly believe that this is not because you were “exotic” to me, but, quite the contrary, because we are too familiar to each other. I mean, most of our societies share some significant historical problems, let´s briefly and very schematically name them as the legacies of European colonialisms, US imperialism, and Cold War politics. Besides, generally speaking, most of our societies have played peripheral roles in the development of world capistalism, and currently undergone similar neoliberal programs of structural adjustment. Certainly, there are differences too, not only becuase several Asian societies have not only known European colonialisms, but also Japan colonialism, because several Asian countries have experienced diverse communist experiences, and because at least one Asian country, Japan, has become one of the central players in contemporary capitalist development. There are many other differences related to languages, religions, and many other factors. But, beyond all those differences, the already mentioned similarities are there, which mean both that the national societies that frame our practices have some significant common characteristics, and that these common factors make them different from the US and most Western European countries. 

In addition, most of us think of ourselves not simply and professionally as “scholars”, but as intellectuals concerned for our societies´ problems.  I believe that the reasons why many of us do not assume ourselves as “scholars” are not only related to the vitality of certain models of concerned intellectuals in most of our countries, but also to economic factors. These economic factors are an additional force to make university educated persons to work either outside the academy, or in and out the academy. This happens because of both the relatively scarce availability of scholar positions in most of our countries and the fact that academic salaries are relatively low to make a living of them, at least in most countries of our “regions” of the world. I believe that these are additional factors that make our societies more alike among themselves than with regard to the US and most Western European societies. 

Finally, as intellectuals, most of us have experienced problems related to the eurocentrism of Modern thought, particularly as it is embodied in academic disciplines, of which it constitutes their foundational discourse. 

In connection with this, we also share the experience of the excluding effects of the contemporary hegemony of the English language in transnational intellectual exchanges and the establishing of theories and cannons (sometime ago I would have also mentioned the French language). Interestingly, at the same time, we also share the strategy of appropriating this language in order to exchange with colleagues from all around the world. But, it is precisely with regard to this that, after Fukoaka, I am more conscious of a difference between what happens in Asia, and what happens in Latin America. Meanwhile, because of the multiplicity of languages spoken in Asia you even need English to communicate among yourselves, here, in Latin America, we may communicate among ourselves based on only two colonial languages, Spanish and Portuguese, which are relatively familiar to each other. 

Thanks to my former exchanges with some of you and other coleagues from Asia as well as to my extracontinental participation in the Inter-Asia Cultural Studies journal project I had already suspected about these affinities, and difference, before attending the conference. But to be there, to hear the presentations and take part in the debates, and to share and exchange ideas, feelings and concerns with some of you have been a remarkable experience, that –as said— has become part of me, my feelings and my thinking. 

Since Fukoaka, I have found necessary discussing some of the orientations of your research and practices in my seminars in Venezuela, as well as in presentations I have made in Colombia and Ecuador, and in a seminar for students from all over Latin America I have recently offered in Spain. Besides, I have also had to make reference to the general orientations of your work in the Introduction to a collection (in Spanish and Portuguese) of some twenty essays on Latin American Studies and Other Practices in Culture and Power I´m finishing in these days. The reason why I say I have found necessary discussing these perspectives and contributions of yours is because I think they show some similarities between our social and institutional contexts that are particularly meaningful for our field (the field you and others name “Cultural Studies”, and which I prefer to name “Culture and Power”) . First, we share similarities in the importance for current social dynamics of long term worldwide geo-historical relations of power. Second, we share similarities associated to the existence of schemes of division of labor –-both between disciplines, and between academic work and intellectual practices outside/beyond the academy--- which even when still involve divisions we object are anyway less rigid than those prevalent in Western Europe and the US.

I believe that these factors contribute to make our social and institutional contexts more alike, and at the same time to explain significant differences between them and those others in the Us and most of Western Europe.  This postulated system of differences and similarities contribute to explain both some significant similarities within the vast and diverse world of our practices, and some meaningful differences we may find when comparing the orientations of so named Cultural Studies in the English speaking world vis a vis our orientations. Here there may be a risk of misunderstanding I want to prevent: I have argued in several writings that “Latin America” is a social construct and a homogenizing name given to world of diversities, not only between countries, but also within them, including domestic colonialism (i.e.: Mato 1998). In addition, I know that “problematizing Asia” is a crucial issue of your intellectual agenda. I do not ignore, neither do I forget our claims about diversity. What I am highlighting is that not incidentally, but historiaclly, or perhaps I should say geo-historically, there are also some similarities, which at the same time differentiate our contexts from those others.

Speaking in terms of broad lines, and not of individual cases, I think the orientations of our “studies” are more openly political, and our practices more linked to social movements, and specific social agents acting beyond “the academy”, than those in the US. Or perhaps, I rather say that the spectrum of our political concerns is wider, challenges state and other institutionalized powers, and/or have put not a few of us in more dangerous situations in terms of political repression, jail, exile, or death, than those in the US.  Meanwhile, the Cultural Studies project particularly in the US (and perhaps in a lesser extent in the UK), has increasingly become trapped in academic structures and values, the paper industry, academic racetracks, resulting in a depolitization that significant voices from within have already pointed out (i.e.: Grossberg 1998). In addition, it seems to me that, generally speaking (taken them as a whole), Cultural Studies in the US that are less concerned by agency, power and social injustices, and more inclined to agentless analyses. Or, at least, that the practices of US government agencies are not a focal point of research, neither at home (the death penalty for instance) nor at a worldwide scale. 

For instance, there are certain common issues in your agendas, ours, and those in the US, as for instance: ethnicity, identities, gender perspectives, feminist movement, sexuality, the media, internet, “popular culture”, modernity, religion, “consumer cultures”, globalization, etc. But there are other foci of research I have seen in your agendas, and also in ours, but that are not often in US Cultural Studies, like those dealing with labor movement and trade unions, human rights, imperialism, cold war, decolonization, neoliberal reforms, militarization, state violence, political repression, democratization, etc.

In addition, I´d say that one cannot see significant practical (not just rhetorical) efforts in the US Cultural Studies to integrate those intellectual practices in culture and power that take place beyond the academy. When concerns in this regard emerge are usually related to the case of so called cultural studies practitioners; a denomination that is more often related to the cases of professionals working in the arts, or in so called “cultural industries”, than to the cases of intellectual practices in social movements. I believe, and have argued and illustrated through some examples in my paper in Fukoaka as well as in publications in Spanish (2001),  that this panorama is different in Latin America, in ways that I believe make it comparable to what happens in Asia, at least as I can appreciate through the Inter-Asia Cultural Studies: Movements project, its integrative journal in English, the alliance of more than twenty journals in national languages involved, and the conference in Fukoaka which allowed me to learn more about your project. 


In Fukoaka, as well as through your integrative journal in English  I have learned not only on the importance of certain subjects (those mentioned above, i.e.: state violence, social movements, etc) for you, but also of perspectives informed by political concerns, issues of power and social justice, as well as of the participation in the project of intellectuals whose practices are beyond or even outside the academy. We may observe something alike in Latin America as I have outlined in my paper at the conference as well in my publications in Spanish. 


I see our field (the one you and others name as Cultural Studies, and which I prefer to name as Culture and Power) not just as a whole of academic practices, or a theoretical school, but as a large transnational project that involve inseparable ethical, political and epistemological dimensions. This a movement that put intellectuals from all over the world in transnational dialogues which, given existent relations of power, are mainly propelled from the US and the UK. Significantly these asimetrical relation of power are related not merely to macrosocial and macropolitical dimensions, but also to some more specific to our field, and related to university resources, academic presses, state and other agents´ support for conferences, grants and fellowships, and the worldwide predominance of the English language. A significant consequence of  these differences –as well as of the traces of colonial imaginaries that in diverse ways mark the imaginations of all of us, wherever we are from or live in— is the unproportional influence of representations and histories of the field thought and written in English, the “naturalization” of “made in English” cannonical references, a thought and written in English history and denomination of the field as “Cultural Studies”. Not surprisingly, sometimes this history, representations and denomination is not just promoted from the US and the UK, but also sometimes by colleagues from other regions of the world who have studied in univerities in the US or the UK , or who simply have not developed a critical thinking in this regard. Others, among us, like probably you and some colleagues of mine in Latin America, believe that the name of the field is not an issue and simply adopt the English denomination and use it as a reference to propose their own representations and genealogies of the field. Some also believe that more important than the name itself is and to develop alliances to challenge disciplinary boundaries.

Through these ways, we have come to a point in which it seems that the name of the field is more or less established and it is Cultural Studies, or its translation in different languages. As I have already argued in Fukoaka, as well as in my publications in Spanish (Mato 2001), I find this name problematic in two ways. First, because the omission to any explicit reference to issues of power tends to undermine the political dimension of the field, and to leave the field open to “textualist” and other agentless analytical fashions. Second, because the word “studies” explicitly excludes significant reflexive practices in culture and power which not necessary adopt the form of a “study”. There are numerous significant cases of practices that although involve reflexive elements and are related to issues of culture and power, and are non-disciplinary, are critical, etc, but are not “studies”, and are not made by university educated practitioners. For example, the cases of intellectuals from indigenous peoples, who move within or integrate other forms of knowledge (i.e.: ancient reflexive practices and other forms of non-Modern forms of knowledge). These other forms of  knowledge constitute a significant factor in the formation of indigenous peoples´ intellectuals, at least in Latin America as I have learned through conversations with some of them. It is because of these factors that I prefer to name the field as “Studies and Other Reflexive Practices in Culture and Power”. I recognize it is not as synthetic as desirable, and that is not as marketable as Cultural Studies, but, I belive it is conceptually more proper. As for our transnational dialogue, I believe it better represents the amplitude of the field in Latin America, as well as in Asia (at least from what I have seen both in Fukoaka and your journal).  Moreover, I believe it would also allow our English speaking colleagues to rethink the field in their own social contexts getting beyond the narrow limits of their institutional contexts (often the academy), regaining the extramural spirit of the old times Birmingham experience.

I hope my words stimulate further exchanges among us. I look forward hearing from you.

Once again, thank you very much for your invitation, it was an excellent learning opportunity for me.

With my very best wishes, e-hugs,






Daniel
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