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Cultural Studies Now is an increasingly global, heterogeneous and decentred imagined community of academics and critics who are all, somehow, interested in the intersections of culture, society and politics. But it is increasingly unclear exactly what the shared intellectual core of cultural studies is, theoretically and politically, and what the boundaries of this imagined community are. Where does Cultural Studies begin and end? As a consequence, Cultural Studies Now may be on the brink of both expansion and implosion. Expansion: encompassing ever larger constituencies around the world (eg the Association for Cultural Studies) – and implosion: a kind of melting away through the sheer dispersal of what it stands for. 

We can see the double passage of expansion and implosion in the widespread use of the phrase ‘site of struggle’ in the lexicon of contemporary critical discourse. The metaphor of culture as an ongoing ‘site of struggle’ is perhaps one of the most influential discursive legacies of cultural studies. A quick google search (5 February 2006) I did for the phrase has returned web references to a huge array of cultural ‘sites of struggle’: education, language, leisure, the family, citizenship rights, religion, policy, consumerism, the law, bodies, intellectual property, race relations, markets, urban planning, aged care, motherhood, women’s smoking, women’s breasts, film production, cyberspace, college admissions, middle class norms, electronic chatrooms, the workplace, the neighbourhood, the school, the meaning of words, biblical interpretation, national memory, Europe, theatre, the visual image, costume drama, the Martin Luther King Jr Boulevard in Los Angeles, Johannesburg, post-war Beirut, the Barcelona museum, Robben Island, mbira music in Zimbabwe, bank corruption in Mozambique, the bus as a vehicle of public transport, prostitution, gay rights in Taiwan. Depression was put forward on one website as a site of struggle rather than simply an illness to envision different ways of engaging individuals in distress. Calgary’s ceremony of welcoming visiting dignitaries with a white cowboy hat was interpreted as a site of struggle over the identity of this Canadian city. The life story of a young Kurdish-Swedish woman who was murdered by her father for rejecting an arranged marriage was presented as a site of struggle over patriarchal violence and ‘honour killing’. 

What characterises this list is its extraordinary heterogeneity, but all these issues, no matter how seemingly idiosyncratic, are potential topics of analysis and intervention for cultural studies. Thus, for cultural studies ‘culture’ is an inexhaustible, fluid and sprawling category, signifying a dispersed maze of contested practices and representations that pervades every aspect of social life. But this seemingly all-encompassing definition leads to a difficult paradox that cultural studies, as a distinct ‘field’ or ‘discipline’, has never been able to resolve. As Simon During has recently observed, ‘the sheer variety of topics and histories brought into the discipline through globalisation, along with the consequent loss of shared references and competencies, threatens to disrupt its capacity to draw practitioners into a shared project’ (2005: 5). 

This, indeed, is a problem for cultural studies, and it takes us to cultural studies’ apparent incapacity to demarcate its own boundaries. As the field has expanded, it is indeed virtually impossible to define what ‘shared project’ cultural studies as an intellectual practice represents. The centre, it seems, cannot hold. What then are the implications of this fundamental paradox at the heart of cultural studies? How can we still maintain some idea of cultural studies as a distinct field? And what does it say about its status as a ‘discipline’ (or not)? And does it matter? 
If cultural studies is a ‘discipline’, then it is a discipline without a distinctive object. It is therefore not surprising that cultural studies has always insisted on its interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary or even anti-disciplinary nature. We should keep in mind, however, that many older disciplines have also entered a period of uncertainty about their constitutive objects. Sociology can no longer rely on a definite definition of ‘society’ (Urry 2000), anthropology has had to abandon the idea of self-contained ‘other’ cultures that constituted the discipline, and literary studies no longer operates with an agreed-upon idea of ‘literature’, not least as a consequence of the encroachments of cultural studies. Moreover, these and other disciplines (geography, history, psychology, economics, politics, law, communications) have now developed their own engagements with ‘culture’, their own approaches to cultural research. What then, as Richard Johnson recently asked, ‘is cultural studies today when every discipline has made the cultural turn?’ (2004: 9). 

One way to resolve this question is to differentiate disciplines not in terms of their unique object, but in terms of the particular ways in which they approach it. That is, given that ‘culture’ has become a pervasive, transdisciplinary concern, it can no longer be monopolised by any single discipline or field, including cultural studies. But if culture is everywhere, then the way to claim distinctiveness for cultural studies  may be the specific angle from which it problematises ‘culture’ and asks questions about it. This angle or perspective is precisely the focus on ‘culture’ as ‘site of struggle’ – that is, culture as ‘political’, the terrain of political contestation. But this, too, is a tricky statement. Too often, in my view, cultural studies people tend to simply equate the cultural and the political. But precisely by doing that, cultural studies risks losing its claim to distinctiveness. It is important, therefore, to recognise that while there is always a cultural dimension to politics, there is not always a political dimension to culture. Terry Eagleton (2000), who has criticised cultural studies for sloppy thinking, gave this droll example:  
There is nothing inherently political in singing a Breton love-song, staging an exhibition of African-American art or declaring oneself a lesbian. These things are not innately or eternally political; they become so only under specific historical conditions, usually of an unpleasant kind. They become political only when they are caught up in a process of domination and resistance – when these otherwise innocuous matters are turned for one reason or another into terrains of struggle. (Eagleton 2000: 122/123)

In other words, the singing of a Breton love-song, say, could take place within a political campaign for Breton cultural identity and independence – in which case it would reasonably be the subject of cultural studies – but it could just as well be the uncontentious expression of musical tradition or local community celebration (the analysis of which would be more in the realm of musicology or anthropology). In short, it is only insofar as a cultural practice, process or event is meaningfully or usefully understood as having a ‘political’ dimension – that is, as a social site of struggle over meaning and value – that it is, nominally, within the realm of cultural studies. At the same time, the very rise of Cultural Studies has coincided with an expansion of politics in advanced liberal democracies, to the extent that more and more arenas of social life have become politicised, the object of ‘cultural politics’: in this sense, the very impulse to conceptualise the singing of Breton love-songs as a site of struggle is part of an intellectual history that is coterminous with the emergence of Cultural Studies. 

Cultural Studies, then, is interested in the many forms of politicisation of culture. Culture is not always-already (or inherently) political: it is the articulation of ‘culture’ and ‘politics’ in concrete contexts that is central to Cultural Studies analysis.
This analytical demarcation of the distinctive perspective of cultural studies also enables us to clarify the boundaries between cultural studies and existing disciplines, each of which would have their own angle on ‘culture’. However, the boundary lines are inescapably blurred. To return to the example given above, a successful cultural studies analysis of the singing of Breton love-songs as a ‘site of struggle’ would indeed illuminate its ‘political’ dimension in the everyday lives and historical circumstances of people living in Bretagne, but such an analysis might in all likelihood incorporate musicological and anthropological insights, as well as those of other disciplinary traditions (eg French history). In this sense, cultural studies cannot carry out its analytical work without selectively using and bringing together other disciplinary knowledges within its own frameworks. In other words, cultural studies needs these other disciplines as intellectual resources on which to draw (Felski 2005).
At the same time, other disciplines have embraced perspectives, approaches and subject matter derived from cultural studies. The interface between cultural studies and other disciplines has been the subject of much intellectual debate. For example, the anthropological habit of analysing ‘cultures’ holistically as discrete objects of study, modelled after the isolated tribal society, has declined markedly in recent years, bringing the anthropological notion of culture into greater overlap with that of cultural studies. Furthermore, anthropologists have increasingly entered into the study of contemporary media cultures (eg. Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod & Larkin 2002), one of the key areas where cultural studies has made its impact. In a different vein, Rita Felski has forcefully refuted the idea, expressed by some literary scholars, that ‘literary and cultural studies should become one’ (2005: 38). The necessary distinction is both methodological and conceptual. While literary studies’ key expertise resides in its sophisticated methods for the close reading of exemplary texts, one of the central tenets of cultural studies is precisely a ‘questioning of the view that a single work can be treated as an allegory of social relations’ (Felski 2005: 39). Thus, while textual analysis is a crucial part of cultural studies’ methodological toolkit, cultural studies is not interested in texts per se, but in ‘shuttling between texts and institutions, aesthetics and social analysis, semiotics and power’ (2005: 38). This is in line with Gregor McLennan’s argument for a ‘more synthetic and less polemical way of conceiving the relationships between cultural studies and sociology’ (1998: 11). In his view, a more sociological imagination, lacking in much cultural studies, is crucial if we are to understand ‘the (assumed) increased importance of cultural forms in defining social relationships in late/post-modernity’ (ibid: 12). In short, these diverse intersections between cultural studies and other disciplines illuminate how ‘cultural studies is both like and unlike literary criticism, communication studies, sociology, anthropology or history’ (Felski 2005: 41).

The cultural turn in the humanities and social sciences, then, has led to the unsettling of disciplinary boundaries, even if those boundaries have not been eradicated and, in the context of academic turf wars, continue to be heavily guarded. Disciplines are still powerful building blocks for the division of labour and expertise within the contemporary academy, but mutual contamination is rampant. As Vincent Leitch observes, ‘each discipline itself is always already infiltrated by some other discipline(s)’ (2003: 170). Leitch (2003) refers to this situation as ‘postmodern interdisciplinarity’: the de facto and unstable intermixture of the disciplines without, for the time being, resulting in a new, postdisciplinary synthesis. In this situation the position of cultural studies is less that of a discipline in its own right than that of the interdiscipline whose very existence, ironically, provides ammunition for the reinvigoration of the older disciplines. What then, in this situation, can the future for cultural studies be? How can an interdiscipline maintain a space for itself in the uneven and moving terrain of disciplinary intermixture? 

As many theories of hybridity have illuminated (eg. Bhabha), occupying the space of the ‘inter’ – the in-between – is a position riven by ambivalence, marked by the insecurity and the creativity brought about by the ambiguities of (un)belonging. Cultural studies occupies such a hybrid space within the contemporary landscape of the humanities and social sciences, and in my view it is precisely this intellectual hybridity that cultural studies should capitalise on, although this has its own contradictions. 
Richard Johnson has argued that ‘as culture becomes the site of competing disciplinary claims and imperial skirmishes, cultural studies has a role, still, in exceeding conventional definitions’ (2004: 23). He suggests that cultural studies can make a virtue of being ‘a kind of specialism of non-specialty’, interested in ‘interpreting and explaining cultural processes as a whole, as they operate in time, space and social relations’ (2004: 267). Such a description stresses the integrative role of cultural studies as the (inter)discipline that fills the gaps left open by other, more specialised disciplines and compensates for the consequent fragmentation of knowledge. What it does not take into account, however, is the fragmentation of a different kind that cultural studies itself has both embodied and produced in its insistence on the radically contextual singularity of multiplying ‘sites of struggle’. Indeed, the spatialisation of culture invoked by the idea of ‘site of struggle’ highlights the multiplicity – indeed, the potentially infinite proliferation – of disjunctive objects of study across realms of ‘culture’ and across the widely spread locations (both geographical and virtual) that cultural studies has ventured into. One implication of this double movement – at once expansion and dispersal – is a tendency for the field to be divided up in ever more specialised subfields. Thus, cultural studies today can be said to have been scattered into a wildly disorganised array of discrete yet overlapping specialisms such as media studies, film studies, television studies, journalism studies, gender studies, postcolonial studies, diaspora studies, multicultural studies, race and ethnic studies, disability studies, visual culture studies, queer studies, trauma studies, memory studies, science and technology studies, internet studies, food studies, whiteness studies, leisure studies, cultural policy studies, popular music studies, environmental cultural studies, and numerous more (Leitch 2003). 

One of the key contradictions of cultural studies, then, is that in its tendency to hone into ever more specific sites of struggle, it tends to neglect exploring how these different sites of struggle might relate to each other, based on a broader, more overall understanding about how different cultural realities, practices and processes might interconnect, intersect, or ‘hang together’. I am not sure, in fact, that cultural studies would have the conceptual tools to do so in the face of the enormous complexity of the contemporary world. Indeed, if what cultural studies is focused on is the multiple politicisations of culture, is there still an overarching idea of ‘the political’ that cultural studies practitioners of all colours and commitments can share? If much of the cultural studies ethos and epistemology is still informed by a 1970s notion of new left politics – motivated by longings for emancipation and postures of resistance and marginality that are too often romanticised – how much of this is still adequate for the vastly more complex situation of the contemporary world? What can cultural studies say, for example, on the implications for cultural politics of climate change, the rise of Islamist terrorism, or the rise of China and India – all 21st century global developments which have thoroughly unsettled the traditional divisions of ‘left’ and ‘right’? 
In this sense, it is perhaps time for us cultural studies folk to start thinking much more seriously about cross-disciplinary collaboration. For example, as political theorist Jodi Dean has argued, a conversation between political theory and cultural studies would be especially useful for thinking about politics at a time when the political and the cultural are so inextricably intertwined. She spells out how such an exchange might help overcome partial biases within both fields: ‘To put it bluntly, political theory risks oversimplifying its accounts when it fails to acknowledge the multiplicity of political domains. Cultural studies risks non-intervention by presuming its political purchase in advance’ (Dean 2000: 5). Indeed, hasn’t cultural studies become too inward-looking in recent years, too absorbed in its own discourses and not engaging sufficiently with what other intellectual disciplines and communities have to say? 
Interestingly, ‘complexity’ has become a buzzword in a range of disciplines in recent years. This reflects the general intellectual uncertainty about the theories, concepts and research directions to be meaningfully pursued in a time of massive social, economic, political and cultural dislocation at global, national and local levels of life (eg Hannerz 1992; Urry 2003; Rosenau 2003). In other words, interest in complexity is itself a signal of the epistemological crisis of the disciplines. In this, cultural studies is caught in the middle, as it were, as both symptom and messenger. 

The contemporary crisis of the humanities and the social sciences may usefully be articulated as one of uncertainty about where the cultural analyst stands in the face of global cultural complexity. Different disciplines set about the challenge posed in different ways. Nestor Garcia Canclini has characterised some of the differences in this way: ‘The anthropologist arrives in the city by foot, the sociologist by car and via the main highway, the communication specialist by plane’ (1995: 4). What I think a collaborative mode of cultural research, which cultural studies as the hybrid interdiscipline can broker, is the use of all modes of transportation – feet, car, plane, and other means of ‘getting there’ as well, including the mobile phone, the evening television news, the tourist map, the city archives or, indeed, the conversations overheard in the bar – in order to map cultural complexity in complex ways: the coexistences at any single moment or place, the multiple realities people live in, the partial connections and intersections between those realities. Not one researcher, nor one discipline, can ever do this on their own: it has to be a more collaborative effort. At the same time, the cultural studies practitioner recognises that she is an inhabitant of the city in the first place, not just a visitor: her quest for knowledge is propelled by being situated somewhere inside global cultural complexity, where negotiating multiple, sometimes mutually conflicting sites of struggle will be an endless task. It is in this precarious condition that cultural studies can stay poised, with an unpredictable future ahead. 
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