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“By culture, here I mean the actual grounded 
terrain of practices, representations, languages 
and customs of any specific society.  I also 
mean the contradictory forms of common 
sense which have taken root in and helped to 
shape popular life.” – Stuart Hall (Barker, p. 7) 



“Culture is concerned with questions of shared 
social meanings, that is, the various ways we 
make sense of the world.  However, meanings 
are not simply floating ‘out there’; rather, they 
are generated through signs, most notably 
those of language.” – Chris Barker, p. 7
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1. A field that is undisciplined or without discipline  (critics -- even 
from within the field)

2. An interdisciplinary or even “post-disciplinary” field (supporters)



The method of human 
communication, either spoken or 

written, consisting of the use 
words in a structured and 

conventional.
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Language



Representation
The description or portrayal of 

someone or something in a 
particular way or as being of a 

certain nature.
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Subjectivity
The state or quality of being a 

person.
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KEY THINKER:  Stuart Hall
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A British thinker born in Jamaica.  He is one of the 
founding figures, along with Richard Hoggart and 
Raymond Williams, of British Cultural Studies, also 
known as The Birmingham School of Cultural Studies.  
Hall’s work draws largely on the work of Antonio 
Gramsci, especially the concepts of ideology and 
hegemony.  He is also credited with increasing the 
significance of poststructuralism in Cultural Studies, as 
well as expanding the scope of Cultural Studies to deal 
with race and gender.
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Key Writings:
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Encoding and Decoding in the Television Discourse (1973)

“Notes on Deconstructing the Popular” (1981)

“Minimal Selves” (1988)

“New Ethnicities” (1989)

“What is this ‘Black’ in Black Popular Culture?” (1993)



“For Hall, what is at stake is the connection that cultural 
studies seeks to make to matters of power and cultural 
politics.  That is, to an exploration of representations of 
and ‘for’ marginalized social groups and the need for 
cultural change.  Hence, cultural studies is a body of 
theory generated by thinkers who regard the production 
of theoretical knowledge as a political practice.  Here, 
knowledge is never a neutral or objective phenomenon 
but a matter of positionality, that is, of the place from 
which one speaks, to whom, and for what purposes.” – 
Barker, p. 5 
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“Cultural studies is a discursive formation, that is, ‘a 
cluster (or formation) of ideas, images and practices, 
which provide ways to talking about, forms of knowledge 
and conduct associated with, a particular topic, social 
activity or institutional site in society’ (Hall).  Cultural 
studies is constituted by a regulated way of speaking 
about objects (which brings into view) and coheres 
around key concepts, ideas and concerns.  Further, 
cultural studies had a moment at which it named itself, 
even though that naming marks only a cut or snapshot of 
an ever-evolving intellectual project.” – Barker, p. 5  
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Bennett’s “element of a definition 
of cultural studies” (Barker, p. 6)
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Cultural studies is an interdisciplinary field in which perspectives from different 
disciplines can be selectively drawn on to examine the relations of culture and 
power.

Cultural studies is concerned with all those practices, institutions and systems of 
classification through which there are inculcated in a population particular values, 
beliefs, competencies, routines of life and habitual forms of conduct.

The forms of power that cultural studies explores are diverse and include gender, 
race, class, colonialism, etc.  Cultural studies seeks to explore the connections 
between these forms of power and to develop ways of thinking about culture and 
power that can be utilized by agents in the pursuit of change.

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



Language is not neutral.
“Cultural studies has argued that language is not a 
neutral medium for the formation of meanings and 
knowledge about an independent object world ‘existing’ 
outside of language.  Rather, it is constitutive of those 
very meanings and knowledge.  That is, language gives 
meaning to material objects and social practices that are 
brought into view by language and made intelligible to 
us in terms that language delimits.  These processes of 
meaning production are signifying practices.  In order to 
understand culture, we need to explore how meaning is 
produced symbolically in language as a ‘signifying 
system.’” – Barker, p. 7
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“Signifier, Signified, Signifying”
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Signifier
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The word, the sound image.



Signified

The concept, the meaning, the 
thing indicated by the signifier.  It 
need not be a ‘real object’ but is 

some referent to which the 
signifier refers.  While the signifier 

is more stable, the signified 
varies between people and 

contexts.
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Signifying
The process of making meaning through the relationship 

between the signifier and the signified.
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“Dog”
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“Not Dog”
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Materialism and 
Non-reductionism

“Cultural studies has, for the most part, been concerned 
with modern industrialized economies and media 
cultures organized along capitalist lines.  Here 
representations are produced by corporations who are 
driven by the profit motive.  In this context, cultural 
studies has developed a form of cultural materialism that 
is concerned to explore how and why meanings are 
inscribed at the moment of production.  That is, as well 
as being centered on signifying practices, cultural studies 
tries to connect them with political economy.  This is a 
discipline concerned with power and the distribution of 
economic and social resources.” -- Barker, p. 9  

21



Consequently, cultural studies 
has been concerned with:

Who owns and controls cultural production

The distribution mechanisms for cultural products

The consequence of patterns of ownership and control for 
contours of the cultural landscape
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Power
“Cultural studies writers generally agree on the 
centrality of the concept of power to the discipline.  For 
most cultural studies writers, power is regarded as 
pervading every level of coercive force which 
subordinates one set of people to another, though it 
certainly is this.  It is also understood in terms of the 
processes that generate and enable any form of social 
action, relationship or order.  In this sense, power, while 
certainly constraining, is also enabling.  Having said that, 
cultural studies has shown a specific concern with 
subordinated groups, at first with class, and later with 
races, genders, nations, age groups, etc.” – Barker, p. 10 

23



Popular Culture	

“Subordination is a matter not just of coercion but 
also of consent.  Cultural studies has commonly 
understood popular culture to be the ground on which 
this consent is won or lost.  As a way of grasping the 
interplay of power and consent, two related concepts 
were repeatedly deployed in cultural studies’ earlier 
texts, though they are less prevalent these days, 
namely ideology and hegemony.” – Barker, p. 10 
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Ideology

1.  The body of ideas reflecting the 
social needs and aspirations of an 
individual, group, class, or culture

2.  A set of doctrines or beliefs that 
form the basis of a political, economic, 
or other system.
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Hegemony:

The predominant 
influence, as of a 
state, region, or 
group over 
another or others.
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Subjectivity
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“The moment of consumption marks one of the processes 
by which we are formed as persons.” – Barker, p. 11
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Subjectivity:  What it is to be a person

Identity:  How we describe ourselves to 
each other



How we come to be the kinds of people we are

How we are produced as subjects

How we identify with (or emotionally invest in) descriptions of 
ourselves as male or female, black or white, young or old, etc.
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Cultural Studies explores:



Intellectual Strands of Cultural Studies
Marxism (centrality of class) (Key thinker:  Karl Marx)

Culturalism (culture to be explored within the context of its material 
conditions of production and reception; active and creative capacity of 
people to construct shared meaningful practices) (Key thinker:  Raymond 
Williams)

Structuralism (signifying practices that generate meaning as an outcome of 
predictable regularities outside of any individual) (Key thinker:  Ferdinand de 
Saussure)

Poststructuralism

Psychoanalysis (construction and formation of subjectivity) (Key thinkers:  
Sigmund Freud; Jacques Lacan)

Politics of difference:  feminism, race, postcolonial theory (subjects are 
formed through difference; we are constituted in part by what we are not.
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Texts and Readers
“readers will not necessarily share all the same meanings 
with each other.  Critics…are simply a particular breed 
of reader.  Further, texts, as forms of representation, are 
polysemic.  That is, they contain the possibility of a 
number of different meanings that have to be realized by 
actual readers who give life to words and images.  We 
can examine the ways in which texts work, but we 
cannot simply ‘read-off’ audiences’ meaning production 
from textual analysis.  At the very least, meaning is 
produced in the interplay between text and reader.  
Consequently, the moment of consumption is also a 
moment of meaningful production.” – Barker, p. 11
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Poststructuralism
“meaning is unstable, being always 
deferred and in process.  Meaning 
cannot be confined to single words, 
sentences or particular texts but is the 
outcome of relationships between 
texts, that is intertextuality.” – Barker, 
p. 18
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A dog is a dog is a 
dog.

Or is it?
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KEY THINKER:  Jacques Derrida
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French philosopher who was born in French Algeria.  
He developed the critical theory known as 
deconstruction:  an effort to understand a text through 
its relationships to various contexts.  His most well-
know observation is:  “There is nothing outside the 
text.”  In other words, all references used to interpret a 
text are themselves texts, even the “text” of reality as a 
reader knows it.  

Key Writing:
Of Grammatology (1967)
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“We only think in signs.” -- Derrida
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“There is no original meaning circulating 
outside of ‘representation.’  It is in this sense 
that there is nothing outside of texts or nothing 
but texts (by which it is not meant that there is 
no independent material world).  That is, the 
meanings of texts are constitutive practices.” – 
Barker, p. 18 



Michel Foucault
“For Foucault, discourse concerns both language and 
practice.  The concept refers to the regulated production 
of knowledge through language which gives meaning to 
both material objects and social practices.

 Discourse constructs, defines and produces the objects 
of knowledge in an intelligible way while at the same time 
excluding other ways or reasoning as unintelligible…
 Foucault conceives of the subject as radically 
historicized, that is, persona are wholly and only the 
product of history.” – Barker, p. 20
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Anti-essentialism
“The argument, known as anti-essentialism, is 
that identities are not things that exist; they 
have no essential or universal qualities.  Rather, 
they are discursive constructions, the product 
of discourses or regulated ways of speaking 
about the world.  In other words, identities are 
constituted, made rather than found, by 
representations, notably language.” 

– Barker, p. 11
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“Perhaps the most significant influence of poststructuralism 
within cultural studies is its anti-essentialism.  Essentialism 
assumes that words have stable referents and that social 
categories reflect an essential underlying identity.  By this token 
there would be stable truths to be found and an essence of, for 
example, femininity or black identity.  However, for 
poststructuralism there can be no truths, subjects or identities 
outside of language.  Further, this is a language that does not have 
stable referents and is therefore unable to represent fixed truths 
or identities.  In this sense, femininity or black identity are not 
fixed universal things but descriptions in language which through 
social convention come to be ‘what counts as truth’ (i.e. the 
temporary stabilization of meaning).” – Barker, p. 20
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“Anti-essentialism does not mean that we cannot speak of truth or 
identity.  Rather, it points to them as being not universals of nature 
but productions of culture in specific times and places.  The 
speaking subject is dependent on the prior existence of discursive 
positions.  Truth is not so much found as made and identities are 
discursive constructions.  That is, truth and identity are not fixed 
objects but are regulated ways that we speak about the world or 
ourselves.  Instead of the scientific certainty of structuralism, 
poststructuralism offers us irony:  that is, an awareness of the 
contingent, constructed character of our beliefs and understandings 
that lack firm universal foundations.” – Barker, p. 21
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Postmodernism
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Epistemology & Knowledge strand:  

“knowledge is perspectival.” “there can be no one 
totalizing knowledge that is able to grasp the objective 
character of the world.”
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This strand argues that knowledge is:
•  specific to language-game
•  local, plural, and diverse



Cultural Changes in Contemporary Life strand:

“Postmodern culture is said to be marked by a sense of 
the fragmentary, ambiguous and uncertain quality of the 
world along with high levels of personal and social 
reflexivity.  This goes hand in hand with a stress on 
contingency, irony and the blurring of cultural 
boundaries…For some thinkers, postmodern culture 
heralds the collapse of the modern distinction between 
the real and simulations.” -- Barker, p. 21
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