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OPINION: Ivory Arches and Golden
‘Towers: Why We’re All Consumer

Researchers Now

Pat Wehner

n her recent book on global brand marketing and its discontents, journalist
Naomi Klein writes that from the perspective of marketing executives at com-
panies such as Nike, Coca-Cola, and Disney, there was nothing inherently
threatening about the “culture wars” fought on university campuses during the
1980s. Before that time, positive images of gays, lesbians, and people of color had been
nearly as absent from advertising and the mass media as from the traditional literary
canon. But unlike the politically conservative opponents of university curriculum reform,
enterprising marketers quickly realized they had little to lose by supporting a goal of
equal “representation.” Consumer experts were describing the so-called minority mar-
kets as the growth opportunities of the future. At the same time, the kind of conspicu-
ous multiculturalism perfected by fashion companies such as the Gap offered affluent
mall-goers of every background the opportunity to imagine themselves as cosmopoli-
tan and politically down with the program simply by investing in a pair of $50 khakis.
By the mid-1990s, brand managers were routinely envisioning the multicultural United
States, in Klein’s trenchant phrase, as “Representation Nation,” a land where ethnically
balanced and well-chiseled groups of friends gather for Tommy Hilfiger photo shoots.
No matter that the windbreakers pictured as accessories of social harmony and inclu-
sion were sewn by Chinese workers earning 20 cents an hour (104-29).
Disheartening as it may be, Klein’s assessment is not exactly new. Journalists and
academics alike have observed that the principles of pluralism, diversity, and tolerance
espoused by university administrations often fit comfortably with the global designs

. of corporations (see, for example, Rieff; Averill; Leach; West).

After all, the whole idea behind The New York Times columnist Thomas L. Fried-
man’s celebrated “Golden Arches Theory” of world geopolitics—which, until NATO
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aircraft bombed Serbia during the humanitarian crisis in Kosovo, held that no coun-
try hosting a McDonald’s franchise had ever declared hostilities on a fellow Mc-
Colony—is that intense competition for markets reduces prejudice, nationalism, and
ethnic hatred to signs of poor corporate management. Nor is it s0 stunning to find that
marketers seldom waste their sense of irony on personal introspection. This profes-
sional lack of self-consciousness is especially apparent in today’s “been there, done that”
advertising environment, where an ironic sensibility might be more profitably applied
to Sprite commercials mocking the superficiality of celebrity endorsements.

But Klein’s claim that campus multiculturalists have failed to produce an effec-
tive response to the stark inequalitics and rampant exploitation that have accompa-
nied the expansion of the global economy deserves our attention, not the least because
it raises the question of how we might all have become unwitting partners in the pro-
cess. Today, given how strenuously the advertising, marketing, and public relations
staff at Fortune 500 companies labor to demonstrate their commitment to pluralism
and diversity, it might be time to declare the “culture wars” over and begin sorting
the wages of our success. Some undeniably positive developments have accompanied
the advent of marketplace multiculturalism. Historically marginalized populations
have received increased recognition, while the whole phenomenon of “identity mar-
keting” has provided an encouragement for young people to value racial, ethnic, and
cultural differences as sources of pride and pleasure (see, for example, hooks). Yet the
distinguishing feature of “Representation Nation” often seems to be, in the words of
Stuart Hall, “a kind of difference that doesn’t make a difference of any kind” (23), es-
pecially when it comes to issues of power.

If anyone believes that cultural and literary theory might still provide salvation by
creating a platform for academics to stand apart and critique the workings of the mar-
ketplace, recent issues of the Fournal of Consumer Research ( JCR), the official publica-
tion of the Association for Consumer Research, warn that the platform is getting
crowded. In the last five years, JCR has featured a number of articles such as “Decon-
structive Strategy and Consumer Research” (Stern), “Libratory Postmodernism and
the Reenchantment of Consumption” (Firat and Venkatesh), and “Visual Rhetoric
in Advertising: Text-Interpretive, Experimental, and Reader-Response Analyses”
(McQuarrie and Mick). Indeed, the titles lately given to some consumer research stud-
ies have become all but indistinguishable from the presentations listed in the Modemn
Language Association convention program, right down to the standard three-part sub-
titles, the fondness for creative punctuation, and the sly allusions to popular culture.
And though it is tempting to dismiss these similarities as the work of intellectual con-
artists and counterfeiters, the unmistakable sophistication of the arguments suggests
otherwise. Consider the following passage, from an article entitled “Post-structuralism
and the Dialectics of Advertising: Discourse, Ideology, Resistance,” which was included
in a marketing research collection published in 1997 by Routedge:
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In the case of mass communications such as advertising, the viscous meaning in the text
is subjected to individual readings and to elaboration in social contexts where the so-
cial reality of the group and self is compared with the consumption-based mythology
of advertising before a cuatextualized meaning is interpreted. The seminal work of the
Frankfurt School in developing Critical Theory has not bieen eclipsed but has gained
renewed importance with the recognition of advertising as a potent ideological force.
However, Horkheimer’s and Adormo’s rather pe.ﬁsimist‘ic account of the ability of the
individual to resist imposed meanings must be adjusted in the light of polysemy and

oppositional social practices. For even if we only imagine freedom, imagi
can have real effects. (Elliot and Ritson 219) Binay coneepts

Given Routledge’s well-earned reputation for publishing work on the leading edge of
the unintelligible, there is nothing very remarkable about the prose. What is more star-
tling is that the authors in question, Richard Elliot and Mark Ritson, happen to be a
professor of marketing and a lecturer in management studies, respectively. Of course
their radical discovery about the power of advertising—that l)!’?lill“’?l'«'l!.l'l'lf_[ is harder,
than it looks—has been a standard corollary of reader-response literary criticism for
years. But even if we dismiss Elliot and Ritson'’s epiphany as last year’s model, what
do we make of the inconvenient fact that their account of the differences between
poststructuralism and postmodernism might pass for assigned reading in a graduate
seminar on critical theory?

Indeed, Routledge now publishes an entire series on “Interpretive Marketing”
with titles such as Representing Consumers: Voices, Views, and Visions; Censumer Research:
Postcards from the Edge; and Marketing Apocalypse: Eschatology, Escapology, and the lllu-
sion of the End. The firm's parent company, International Thomson Publishing, has
established its own franchise with the business text Postmodern Marketing, and its se-
quel, Postrodern Marketing Tivo. The reference lists in these collections are at times
indistinguishable from those in recent volumes in literary theory or cultural studies.
We find the usual suspects, poststructuralist and postmodernist surnames such as
Derrida, Fogcault, Baudrilliard, and Lyotard. We find both the American and British
inflections of cultural studies, Janice Radway and Jackson Lears, Stuart Hall and
Dick Hebdige. We find names seldom uttered today within the confines of their own
discipline, their owner'’s claims and dispositions not having aged so gracefully. From
the graveyards of literary criticism, for example, consumer theorists have exhumed
John Crowe Ransom, Cleanth Brooks, Northrop Frye, and Lionel Trilling. We even
find theorists and critics who, by virtue of their expressed politics, would seem, at best,
hostile witnesses for marketing researchers: Antonio Gramsci, Raymond Williams,
Donna Haraway, bell hooks, and Trihn T. Min-ha, to name some of the more strik-
ing examples. And although these lists might amount to so much name-dropping, I
suspect the truth is that this new breed of consumer theorists understands the V(')-
cabularies of cultural studies as well as anybody—and perhaps better than most.
“Postmodern” marketers talk of heteroglossia, habitus, hegemony, and hybridity and
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appear confident their colleagues will find these concepts useful in thinking about
or. .
CO“S‘}‘Z‘:: :; :)fe::v;rotest—how could these mercenaries really “get’t J.ameson or K_ns(;
teva or Lacan—we might well ask, since when have our local celel'mm?s been require
reading for the noncommissioned officers of industry? 'Frgm a hlstom.:al p;rs'pectge_,
the answer is since before such a thing as “cultural stm!nes ever came into elljng: eSS
search entrepreneurs—académics who have made their services avallable': t::‘ usn:le
patrons—have been part of the university landscape for most of the twen'ule‘ dctt;‘n BrY:
In the 1930s, for example, the émigré sociologist Paul Laza.rsfeld. esta!)hs ed the ud
reau of Applied Social Research on the fringes (')f quu‘mbla Umvcrsn:)y a.nd Se;l:::s
much of his institute’s funding by designing public opinion surveys fon: usn'nessf Chi:
During the 1950s, consumer experts were greatly influenced by University ﬂ(: e
cago anthropologist W. Lloyd Warsier, whose nine years of fieldwork on the ali
structure of a New England community garnered glowing endorsements from spea };
ers at American Marketing Association convenu'?ns. Alt}}ough most of the. rets;arc i
entrepreneurs from these earlier generations received thelr'formal trammbg in es ::‘)-
cial sciences, art and literature were also proposed as potential sources for :sn;:s
sights. Warner encouraged executives to read popl{lar novels hl'c? What Makes amm{
Run? and The Magnificent Ambersons as case studies in class mobility, and he or;;ebspen_
a half-dozen pages demonstrating how his class measurement formulas could be ap

@)licd to the characters in Sinclair Lewis's Babbitt (Warner, Meeker, and Eels). Other

i rts, apostles for the oddball collection of techniques known in the
Ilt:)a;(])(: :sn‘gne(:(g:adon fescarch,” urged their peers to con?ult lfhe work of Ca;ll:{ung al:u:
Franz Boaz, sociologists A. B. Hollingshead ant'i D:‘md Riesman, and philosophe

% writings on symbolic communication. N
S“m:l“:hl(;:;gei: slsw :ue glsat d\s:s:lkinds of partnerships have a !ong history, it dls a!so
apparent that the terms of exchange between busine?'s professionals and aca t;ml(:f
today contain important differences. In the most obvious departure, a gro:p o c:;
dentialed intermediaries, professional consumer resea_rchers, has ?ppeare (:]:'er th:
last half-century and now handles most of the introductions. Once little lr;mre b:;inhed
frontline observations of sales executives, consumer research was f.orma y estal hs ]
as a subdiscipline within the marketing programs of.many university bu.smes.s schoo :s
in the 1970s. From their beginnings in demograpluc. surveys and public opinion l‘n-
terviews, consumer researchers soon progressed to clinical trials, focus groups,d stausd
tical modeling, and computer databases. All of these tools and methods were adopte
in an effort to prove the fledgling “science” of consumer research could dlscoven.- some
logic behind the puzzling whims of desire. More recently, tl-lc field has beden w.llt)m:iss-
ing a second split with the past, a major shift in outlook that l.nsxders have ;‘:scn e tias
everything from a “market correction” to an all—ou.t revolution. To manyl lfl:la?ll es
scholars and social scientists, the outlines of this shift may appear strangely familiar.
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Based in a conviction that all truth is socially constructed, today’s consumer ex-
perts have set about redefining their goals: from uncovering the universal predictive
laws of the market to understanding the multiple, overlapping, and often contradic-
tory identities of consumers themselves. Diagrams, flowcharts, and other illustrations
of marketing certitude have been joined by ethnographies, close readings, discourse
analysis, and personal introspection. John F. Sherry Jr., a committed advocate for the
“postmodern” or “interpretive” turn in consumer reseirch, argues that the current
spirit of change was precipitated by a “crisis of confidence” in which marketing’s ac-
cepted wisdoms—everything from how to measure customer demand to the economic
function of marketing itself—were called into question (see, for example, Belk;
Sherry). Sherry locates the first rumblings of the insurrection in 1986. That year, a
backlash against “nontraditional researchers” at the annual conference of the Asso-
ciation of Consumer Research touched off a bitter struggle for control of the disci-
pline’s professional organization. Among the partisans of postmodern consumer
theory, the quantitative and formula-laden approach of the past was ridiculed as “dog
food managerialism,” while the traditionalists disparaged the new interpretive tech-
niques as the makings of “weird science.”

Shetry notes that one of the earliest flash-points in this struggle was a Journal of
Consumer Research article that startled readers with semiotic analysis of the film Out of
Africa. To this day the author of that article, Morris B. Holbrook, still delights in pre-
senting himself as something of a marketing maverick, although he now occupies the
decidedly establishment title of the W, T. Dillard Professor of Marketing in the Grad-
uate School of Business at Columbia University. The highlights of Holbrook’s career
illustrate how eagerly “postmodem” consumer theorists defy the stereotypes of their
profession. As a past president of the Association of Consumer Research, Holbrook
once urged his colleagues to recognize the role of “lyricism” in their work, calling upon
everyone from Alexander Pope to L. A. Richards to Crosby, Stills, and Nash in support
of his argument. In playful essays filled with personal anecdotes and pop culture ref-
erences, he likes to refer to himself as “Morris the Cat” while describing his feminist
awakening and other professional turning points. Holbrook’s background also includes
a B.A. in English from Harvard and a book about television game-show audiences pub-
lished by the University of Bowling Green Press, and although these accomplishments
are still unusual for the field, they are not altogether unique. Although marketing
Ph.D.% remain the standard credentials for consumer researchers, degrees in psychol-
ogy, sociology, anthropology, and English literature are becoming more common.
Postmodern consumer theorists such as Holbrook, Stephen Brown, Elizabeth Hirsh-
mann, and Barbara Stern—all of whom make ideas borrowed from literary criticism
central to their work—have become star attractions at international conferences, But
as often as these researchers find lit-crit or cultural theory to be a source of inspiration,
their names are all but unknown in departments of English. The reason is that few of
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1 y continue to regard
us in 'Ile ]lllllla! ities are “lucll aware 0‘ these Uends, and man

food managerialism. .
ma"kefing thee TChb;;):;\:; :)?ga(;i(.e;i.n‘:;ltl;ddsgnsumer research a5 institutionalized
ot ie.-‘t;:e (s:areers of its leading practitioners have proceeded all but un}:::;
courses of st " f the academy. At the same time, the work of consumer r:;.searchOl_ _
:ce(:):);,‘:nh:(: e,:;:e closely resemble that of literary crlin'cs and Cu(‘l:“,mmli :tumll:s i:chav-
as - s s but, perhaps more signiticantiy, 2
I borm‘:“;falt;l::: ?:r( ld':;‘::’;i:: gcr.':l U nivL.rsity Professor of !\-larl.(eung
ing many of the sameha ' eers to regard literary criticism as an important mrl}l to ]ulr)np-
Barbara .Stem lIl’EeS erall)uate thcir_ .hypnlhcse‘q, and test inherited nssnn1p‘t1:.)ns af::t
g 'hﬂ: lc)reeha:::i,:)tr ;tvephen Brown, one of the most co:siitl(:ntly Zntzt:;)x:u}:i‘ :e]f az
e stmod i ists (i ibutors’ notes, he likes to des el
?OSMOdem m’;ki;“g’l‘h_ﬁ':::::’;;;;?ng")’ illustrates the usefulness (;{ Cl‘;UFal
e o soren tiny the stories that marketers tell about themse!ves. pplying
th?O"Y bY dec ‘_’“;ml:joni of beteroglossia and carnivalesque, Brown d-cscrlbes howd\’l’por:
i Ba'khtm en :f the latest management fads, the so-called “ch'en.t-centere ap
i rewew}(:::in collapses under the weight of its own contradictions. o
proses t::)hmz:xamgp;les suggest, postmodern marketers value thcorz a:h a n‘lleeas " o
- ine : the accepted wisdoms of their field. As might be exp,;ctedrﬁe::‘ pestions
oxplored gth studies are often of a purely applied nature: What differe o
ngp]or!.:d ” cslec ? Which people have the most influence on the prospective hy 7
q‘:‘md bour gt er research has changed in this regard. In a few instances, Cic;
oy ﬂ.)O“t.C.fT"ls"lm ulse is extended to the structural features of consumer S(;] bit:';
e"e"', o C“tjhﬂ ll::n?what responsibility marketers might have for filscouraglﬁi taand
. e"d:“fl ,or environmentally destructive. As the quotation from lio and
tI:‘iat: a:’;::i‘:i:: a}:ivem'sing campaigns, long an object of anaﬁsns m:h:a:;;:,;r:f, cmar-
. e iot inist, or even Marxist r
ot }"a"e h?comei: f?vcl:liieﬁr)tll‘as:;n ;?glc;s?::adings offer practical advice abo;lt hovz
keung.) i Agai },u improve the effectiveness of their appea['s, at least ad ew te}):e
adv.erusmg ﬁ.rms lm Eum tions embedded within the slogans and images, holding ©
:lml'ne thse :c‘::j:\]x:t;)sle fof the ethnocentric, patriarchal, or heterosexist undercurren
esigners accr
i ﬂ‘?‘flmzsseﬁ; might conclude that today's consumer experts cont;nue t;:,l aops—t
propSZtl: ;::::)gl:ts from the humanities for th: same tr:;:ltsl:)nsm q:lege::\rvsa:: w::;.ons of
;i i i en u e mar!
e SFC‘?S' (:)‘l“dc h:(::i‘:lcgdt;l}:i:: :;:':l:;t:t in anpera when d.\e vocabulary .of mz;r-r
o has 1l udgthe academy and often leaves us feeling like sales a:r»socmtesd o
g o mﬁltr'atersi we may wonder if the balance of power has not tilted. To a:';
o COTPO“‘(? um‘:erstl}\,;rdly need us to legitimize their field in the eyes of corporad-
consume: l'Mm‘:th r hand, though their absolute numbers may be small, postmo -
e o metl? o:ists miéht well function as hidden persuad'ers who h.elg.;\;stalltnm
emhcf?lzzl ::?fert:in areas of humanities research. This kind of influence is dithcu
cas 0c
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gauge, but the musings of marketing visionaries have undoubtedly contributed to, for
example, the enthusiasm demonstrated by some foundations and policy institutes for
studying the globalization of cultures. So too, we might wonder, in an era of human-
ities downsizing, whether it hurts to have a Morris Hoelbrook quoting Wordsworth
to a roomful of marketing executives, or filling his articles with doggerel like

Recall, the proverbial swallow

Does not make a summer. Hence,

A thick description must not wallow

In one’s own experience. (25 J)

At very least, this makes a stron

g case for the continued existence of poetry writing
workshops.

Meanwhile, it would be disingenuous not to allow that the title of this essay can
be read more than one way. We are indeed all consumer researchers now,
most frequent contributions are not in the realm of lit
ies. Rather,

but our

erary theory or cultural stud-
we contribute through the Universal Product Code and the checkout

scanner, by wittingly or unwittingly permitting our names to be added to the consurner
databases that generate maps of our “neighbiorhood clusters.”
hard facts and figures of marketing “science”
there is reason to suspect that postmodern co
sound and fury barely audible outside a few c
marketers to determine how the enduring cancept of consumer “lifestyles” will be
defined provides a telling example. On the one hand, there are the postmodern the-
orists, compiling detailed ethnographies of Harley-Davidson riders, whole-food su-
permarket shoppers, hip-hop listeners, and Internet users while emphasizing that the
construction of identity is an inherently fluid and fragmentary process and that a per-
son might conceivably belong to all these groups and more.

On the other hand, there is the Claritas Corporation, a wholly owned subsidiary
of the Dutch information services multinational VNU, which compiles “lifestyle clus-
ter” data to help marketers design advertising and direct-mail campaigns. Descriptions
of these lifestyle clusters—each summarized by a clever designation like “Urban
Achievers,” “Shotguns and Pickups,” “Rustic Elders,” or “Hispanic Mix"—can now
be cross-matched with audience data for every major form of media: newspapers,
magazines, radio, television, the Internet, even the local yellow pages (see Weiss).
Most recently, VNU added to the “synergy” of their databases by purchasing the ven-
erable A. C. Nielsen television rating service in a deal worth $2.7 billion. These du-
bious catalogs of consumer “types” have been a frequent target for the criticism of
postmodern consumer theorists. Still, when it comes to influencing a client’ decisions

about which products to develop, where they will be distributed, and how they will
be promoted, a potent combination of technology and convenience places the nutty
professors at a clear disadvantage.

In the end, any evaluation of how marketing ex

perts make use of critical theory
requires us to venture into the murky territory of motives, where few can be trusted

In other words, the
are still very much in evidence, and
nsumer theory signifies nothing, its
onvention halls. The struggle among
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on their words alone. Here, contrary to popular percept.jons of marketers, some of
today’s consumer theorists exhibit signs of a social consciousness. D.ouglas Hol.t, aln
assistant marketing professor at the University of Wisconsin, has w1.'m§n ext;nsnve y
about French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of “cultura! capl.tal .and as p.roc-l
posed that a similar phenomenon might contribute to clas.s straf:ﬁcatmn in the Umtel
States. Humanities scholars might find themselves agreeing with the editors of al\lr'o -
ume on “radical thought” in marketing, who argue thaF one of the most compe mlg
reasons to foster critical theories is the powerlessness of increasing numbers of .pegp. ;
to participate in the production of knowledge (I.Tir?t, Dholakia, :fnd .Bagozuzi.d ti
other marketing experts have argued their discipline has an obhgan‘on to al (;'.ess
some of the tore troubling consumer-related phenomena in our society, including
pervasive statis anxieties, the multiplying numbers of cor'np\flsu:e buyers, t%\e ongo-
ing destructian of the environment, and the continued privatization of public spaces.
But in the present ideological climate, what is perhaps most encouraging abO}lt po:‘;:-
modern consumer theory is the frequency with which its proponents reject ! de
dogma of a “free” and self-regulating market and instead demonstrate how t?:'lg ed,
imperfect, and inherently political the workings of the market can .be. Even if post-
modern consumer theory amounts to little more than a shreW(_i bit of sclf-prom(l)(;
tion and public relations on the part of many marketers, we mlgh't ta!(c scfn':ie'co
comfort in this implicit challenge to the economic ort}}odoxy, bearm.g in mind jour-
Bnalist William Greider's wry observation that “every important social change usu-
- ins in hypocrisy.”! '
o b(ellgc'):esrl:: h):)pme isthe emergence of postmodern marketing incontr(_)vemble (al-
beit ironic) evidence of the influence our theories might bave pon society at large,
or does it represent the final sellout of our critical potcnua!? Clearly, we have a ;:;rt
to play in deciding the answer. Enamored of our own theories about' the ma:ls mcd u;,
popular culture, and consumer society, we have often neglected d}c ideas an t}r:lo els
that carry the most weightina world of Disneys, Viacoms, and Ml:rosofts-—' e con-
ventional wisdoms about audiences, markets, and cultural “pro.duct tlTat justify the ta}::-
tions of mazketing and media decision makers. It is an obvious point, but one ;
passage from Eltiot and Ritson quoted above bears out: the more absmcf and remove
from real-world examples that cultural studies has become, the :‘nor.e its vo"cabulary
and rhetorics are available for unforeseen ends. The language. o.f resistance” and the
active, discriminating consumer are easily adaptable to the polmc.al agend: of thebt;.coc-l
nomic Darwinists and free marketeers, much as the abstract notion ofa colcfr- 1;1
society” hasbeen used to chisel away at the popular support and legal foundauorl\s o:l'
affirmative sction policies. This is the deeper concern behind the parody of cu tura
studies as a hunch of pointy-headed wannabes arguing about ho.w Madonn'as career
died for our sins. Most of us are willing to admit that the. more mﬂatﬁl f:lalms mac.i:
by cultural studies scholars have sometimes warranted this kind of criticism. Ever; if,
by some stretch of the imagination, popular culture and the free market give all of us
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active, resistant consumers a level field on which to play, someone else continues to
own and manage the ballpark, and there are still people outside the gates.
Sociologist Michael Schudson writes that the cultural studies truism that “no
knowledge is innocent” has too often amounted to “a rationalization for expanding
and making relevant the fading place of literary studies in our culture” (393). He ob-
serves that even as a loose confederation of feminists, Marxists, postcolonialists, queer
theorists, and New Historians has tc ppled the Great Books from their pedestal, liter-
ary scholars have extended their reading skills into areas such as popular culture, po-
litical theater, and social performance. The danger in annexing this territory, Schudson
argues, is that none of these phenomena can be reduced to a mere text. But although
he may be correct to question some of the claims of the cultural studies movement, ar-
ticles such as those published in the ournal of Consumer Research indicate it may be pre-
mature to judge the power of literary theory as fading. The apparently sincere
appreciation that some consumer researchers have for literary criticism and cultural
studies, not to mention the appearance of a sort of business school underground that
questions marketing orthodoxy, raises the possibility of some new alliances if we are
willing to risk them. If our goal is to have a genuine impact, not only in playing the pop-
ular culture game but in deciding its rules, rosters, and ticket prices, now might be a
prudent moment to take an interest in the kinds of research emerging from business
schools. We should be prepared to do our own translations of cultural theory and not
leave that work to others, so that we can make the case wherever possible that critical
inquiry and progressive politics might prove to be the foundations of good business
practice. As critics and activists, our responsibility is then to hold the decision makers
to these standards, aligning ourselves with others who are attempting to redefine con-
sumer issues within the broader frames of human rights campaigns, racial justice
movements, international labor struggles, and continuing efforts to end the oppression
of gays and women, Indeed, the real test of our interdisciplinary mettle might be to live
up to Cornel West’s rousing call for “intellectual freedom fighters” with one foot cau-
tiously in the mainstream and the other grounded in progressive traditions of cultural
critique. For those of us who imagine some greater role for cultural theory, this has be-
come a pressing challenge. Otherwise, cultural studies runs the risk of becoming a sort
of intellectual outsourcing, reducing people like us to writing software that keeps the
machinery of marketing and media conglomerates from becoming obsolete.2

NOTES

1. William Greider, lecture at Agnes Scott College, 5 October 2000. The remark that Greider at-
tributes to “a wise friend,” also appears in Greider's article, “Waking Up the Global Elite” (The Nation 2
October 2000: 17-18). Greider was paraphrasing a remark by Lawrence Goodwyn, a historian of social
movements in the United States.

2. Thanks to Amy Schrager Lang, Stacy Morgan, Felicity Paxton, Emily Satterwhite, and partici-

pants in the 50th Anniversary Conference of the Graduate Institute of the Liberal Arts, Emory University,
for their comments on earlier drafts of this essay.
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