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“This is street ra-dio, for unsung heroes

Ridin in they regal, tryin to stay legal

My daughter found Nemo, I found the new primo

Yeah you know how we do, we do it for the people!”








“The People,” by Common

1. Losing Hope [SLIDE #1] 

Today, in my short time on this panel, which I am honored to share with Rosi Braidotti, and very much in solidarity with her notion of an “affirmative ethics,” I want to offer not what Braidotti calls “a cartography of hope” but a dream of a theory and practice of alternatives that does not depend solely upon the logics of futurity and on the notion of a better world to come that “hope” implies with its rather Catholic overtones (Braidotti, 200?). In Greek myth, hope is the last evil in Pandora’s box and when she lets all the other evils out, she holds that one back. Nietzsche, always a good source to turn to for a dose of productive pessimism, saw hope as the most “evil of evils” because it “prolongs man’s torment.” (Nietzsche, Human All Too Human).   Instead of binding ourselves, then, to the temporality of hope, let’s lose hope and entertain the temporality of the title of the conference – the “nowness” of Cultural Studies, its location in the dynamism of the present but with an active relation to certain forms of the past. 

Our present, our “now,” is saturated already with the lost hopes for a better tomorrow produced by earlier generations. And rather than add to that burden, we might think creatively with the oppositional aspirations of earlier movements. Using just such a temporality for thinking about transformation, in his book on the Black radical imagination titled Freedom Dreams, Robin Kelley traces a genealogy of Black protest and resistance and he notes that it is not the success or failure of earlier movements that counts but instead their “legacy of possibility” (Kelley, 2002).  He writes: “in the past there have been movements that may not have succeeded in terms of our definition of success, but they have left us a very powerful legacy of possibility.” [SLIDE #2] The notion of a legacy of possibility, to amplify Kelly’s words refuses the narrow either/or logic or success and failure and favors instead the enabling notion of living with the conditions of possibility that earlier movements made possible. 

 For Rosi Braidotti, the time of the alternative resides in a refusal of psychoanalytic formulations of lack, melancholia and their implications of permanent and inevitable loss, and so she initiates a turn away from affective individualism and towards a nomadic vitalism, “a non-linear time of becoming” within which one can affirm life without presuming to be at the center of it, and where one finds an alternative ethics that springs from movement, dynamism and unpredictability. Building upon Braidotti’s work in Transpositions then my interest in the alternative is also an interest in affirmation but I focus on the nowness, in  “cultural studies now,” in the present possibilities rather than some utopic elsewhere still to come. For me, the alternative resides in a creative engagement with subjugated histories, an ecstatic investment in the subcultural and a defiant refusal of a dominant model of theory—one that I consider to be at odds with cultural studies--which devotes itself to the production of ever more detailed maps of the hegemonic and to a particular mode of disciplinary authority. Stuart Hall’s notion that theory is not an end unto itself but “a detour on route to something else” might lead us to a better model of cultural theory than current “theory capital T” does – and so we should conjure a Benjaminian stroll or a Situationist “derive,” an ambulatory journey through the unplanned, the unexpected, the improvised and the surprising (Hall, 1991). In keeping with earlier work of mine on the gaps and fissures in dominant masculinity expressed as female masculinity or the disruptions of normative uses of time and space expressed by subcultural actors, and in recognition of the amazing work represented here at this conference, I will argue for more serious engagement with subjugated knowledges and their specific temporalities (Halberstam 1998; Halberstam, 2005); I will also try to enact a current of public intellectualism that I call “low theory”: namely, the attempt to join abstract principles to what Stuart Hall, speaking of Gramsci, called “lower levels of historical concreteness” (Hall, 1996). Finally, I will be arguing for the necessity of producing both alternative knowledge formations and their archives. In my short time, rather than present a conventional paper with one overarching argument, I will present nomadic journey through what I consider to be one current (not new, not different, not completely other but simply current) critical vocabulary for  “alternative thinking.” This critical vocabulary will be supplemented by examples that I consider to be neither allegorical nor definitive, neither apt nor necessarily most appropriate: the example for me is random and interchangeable and should be quickly replaced by another and another. Similarly, the vocabulary (not keywords but just some words) is idiosyncratic and incomplete by its very nature and it awaits amplification by you, by us, by the project we are presumably all engaged in this weekend. 

A Critical and Radically Incomplete Lexicon for Alternatives

1) The Small, The Local, The Anti-Monumental [SLIDE #3]
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The problem with any search for alternatives may well be one of scale – nothing seems big enough, grand enough, expansive enough and so Marxists dismiss queer cultural performance politics as “minor” or too local, as concerned only with the body, as limited in every way. And the search goes on for the big answer to the big problems, the “multitude” are offered as the answer to “empire” in much the same way that the working class was the big answer to capital in another era. But while I will return to the question of “multitude” later, for now let’s stay with the small, the inconsequential and the insignificant, the tiny steps that lead to transformation rather than the grand gesture that pronounces it as a fait accompli. In fact, there are plenty of historical antecedents for an alternative politics grounded in seemingly irrelevant action. The Situationists, for example, invested much hope in the politics of the everyday, the “celebrated aimless strolls,” for example, that were supposed to create and sustain a kind of urban disorientation and that were subject to chance encounters. These ludic encounters are revived in Samuel Delany’s queer map of the city in Times Square Red, Times Square Blue, where he also wanders aimlessly and engages in anonymous sexual encounters, often with homeless men, who represent for him not simply poverty and abandonment but also an active refusal of the ethos of stability and place that modern life demands (Delany, 2000). Delany does not romanticize the homeless men he tricks with, nor does he cast them as the most aggrieved victims of neo-liberal boom/bust economies, instead he casts them as the protagonists of a drama that persists beneath the homonormative surface of gentrification and the corporate instinct for tidying up the city. 

For the scales of the small, the local and the anti-monumental, we might look to this year’s documenta art festival, a compendium of what one critic in the NYT calls: “unmonumental objects and installations by undersung, not to say unknown, artists.”
 The show is actually a fantastic treatise on the alternatives to the art market and to celebrity, and it highlights the abundance of activist art movements around the world and attempts to create conversations between and among them and across their historical and political moments. And so, documenta 12 juxtaposes the 1960s work of the Argentine artist Graciela Carnevale--famous for inviting people to an art show and then locking them in the gallery and waiting to see whether people would take action to release themselves--with the performance piece of Sanja Ivekovic who, in 1979, videotaped herself masturbating on her balcony in Belgrade while a parade for President Tito took place on the street below. Both works or events, in different contexts, reference a politics of escape, they attend to the enclosure or exposure of the body and they define the small, symbolic gesture as feminist, and as a quiet but totally effective prompt to the art patrons and the spectators to break out, literally in Carnevale’s case, of the gallery and into the street. 

One of the centerpieces of documenta 12 is Chinese artist Ai Waiwai’s sculpture, “Template,” a spiraling wooden form made of old pagoda doors and ruined houses. This piece literally collapsed during the storms that have buffeted Europe this year, dramatizing both what the show names as “productive failure” and what we might think of as “intelligent art” – this would refer to objects that actively make meaning over time separate almost from human intention – this piece began as a tower and collapsed upon itself, mimicking other collapsing towers of this century, and in its collapse, it becomes a spiral and a ruin made up of the fragments of earlier ruins; it is a tower that can’t stand made of doors that don’t open: it too refuses the easy gesture of hope and offers instead the untidy, the shifting, and the unsteady – it offers up wreckage in place of design, sprawl in place of containment, a decidedly anti-corporate pile of rotting wood as the template for art now.  
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[SLIDE #4] The show takes “productive failure” further by showcasing the theme of globalizations especially with the work of Austrian queer artist Inez Doujak. Doujak’s installation, “Victory Gardens,” consists of a long, raised, flower bed planted with seed packets that provide not gardening tips but information about the ransacking of Latin American eco-systems by Western industrial nations; taking the notion of “victory gardens” out of the context of the private allotments during WW2 within which people grew their own vegetables in times of rationing,  and casting a more sinister glow on the notion of the private,  this work thematizes corporate biopiracy and counters it with an exuberant model of biodiversity. The work creates a discourse about the dialogue between the local and the global, the sexual and the corporate, the small and the transnational. Doujak also gives information on these seed packets about biodiversity, hermaphroditic plants, transsexing fauna and she decorates the seed packets with images of drag kings and queens in order to reference the theme of biodiversity and bio sexual diversity in particular...the final verdict on documenta 12 from the NYT was: “too small...underdone,...done-before,” (Cotter, 2007).  a judgment that provides us with the lexicon we seek – inconsequential, undeveloped, inauthentic, the queer language of the alternative.
2) Pirates and Perverts: [SLIDE #5]
 “What else is criminal activity but the passionate pursuit of alternatives?”




Design Collective, Shahrzad (Zurich/Teheran)
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As Ines Doujak’s work implies, piracy can cut both ways: obviously, her “Victory Gardens” references the long rapacious history of the colonial theft and transplantation of flora and fauna but it also thinks back to the practice of the cultivation of small plots by individuals and groups. “Biopiracy” is the name for what Doujak refers to as “the practice by which genetic or biological resources are being patented and used without the consent and financial compensation of the land of origin, the local communities or the indigenous peoples who previously maintained and used those resources.” But her work also turns biopiracy back on itself and counters corporate plundering with the kind of local knowledge that leads to the cultivation of precious alternative medicines in the first place. Piracy, in fact, might not be the best term for corporate crime given that, as Peter Linbaugh and Marcus Rediker have shown, the history of pirates is part of a complex history of anti-capitalist struggle. Their work is perhaps the most exciting, most detailed historical account of the subjugated history of what they call “the revolutionary Atlantic” (Linebaugh and Rediker, 2000).

In their book: The Many-Headed Hydra: Sailors, Slaves, Commoners, and the Hidden History of the Revolutionary Atlantic, social historians Linebaugh and Rediker trace what they call “the struggles for alternative ways of life” that accompanied and opposed the rise of capitalism in the early seventeenth century. In stories about piracy, dispossessed commoners and urban insurrections, Linebaugh and Rediker detail the modes of colonial and national violence that brutally stamped out all challenges to middle-class power and that cast proletarian rebellion as disorganized, random and apolitical. Linebaugh and Rediker refuse the common wisdom about these movements (i.e. that they were random and not focused on any particular political goal) and they emphasize instead the power of cooperation within the anti-capitalist mob and they pay careful attention to the alternatives that this “many headed hydra” of resistant groups imagined and pursued. 


Many Headed Hydra is a central text in any genealogy of alternatives because to return to Robin Kelley’s point, it refuses to accede to the myth of Herculean capitalist heroes who mastered the female monster of unruly anarchy and instead it turns that myth on its many heads to access “a powerful legacy of possibility.” The book dialogues with Stuart Hall’s cogent reminder that: “the more we understand about the development of Capital itself, the more we understand that it is only part of the story” (Hall, 1997) and to Doreen Massey’s critique of certain grand Marxist narratives by David Harvey and others within which: “capital always wins, and it seems capital can only win...” (Massey, 1994: 140).   For Linebaugh and Rediker, capital is always only part of the story and it must be matched by complex stories of the non-inevitability of capitalism; and so they describe in detail the wide range of resistance with which capitalism was met in the late 16th century: there were levelers and diggers who resisted the enclosure of the public land or commons; there were sailors and mutineers and would-be slaves who rebelled against the captain’s authority on ships to the new world and devised different understandings of group relations; and there were religious dissidents who believed in the absence of hierarchies in the eyes of the Lord; there were multi-national “motley crews” who engineered mutinies on merchant ships and who sailed around the world bringing news of uprisings to different ports. And all of these groups represent lineages of opposition that echo in the present. Linebaugh and Rediker flesh out the alternatives that these resistant groups proposed in terms of how to live, and how to think about time and space, about how to inhabit space with others and about how to spend time separate from the logic of work. 
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[SLIDE #6] The one absence in Linebaugh and Rediker’s compelling account of “hydrarchy” concerns the lusty legends of female pirates – these were mostly cross-dressed women, some of whom, like Mary Reade, had been raised as boys and had chosen to live in adulthood as men, others like Ann Bonny who married into piracy, but all of whom made common cause with male pirate crews. In the one paragraph devoted to female pirates in their chapter on “Hydrarchy,” Linebaugh and Rediker note that piracy obviously appealed to women who were seeking to flee from the ever-narrowing “sphere of social action for women” at that time. But the history has been used in a queer context as an archive of variant gendering – in the slide you see the tattoo images made by a Dutch female tattoo artist who draws heavily on the pirate legend in her work. And homosexual males were also a large part of the pirate world given the homosocial nature of the ship and the connection that still prevails between piracy and sodomy. Vietnamese queer video artist, Ngyuen Tan Huang uses “piracy” as a visual method in his work and in one experimental piece titled “Pirated,” he steals clips from popular pirate films to create a text about gay pirates and Vietnamese boat people and the connections between exile, escape, queer sexuality and informal economies. But, even the Hollywood treatment of pirates, The Pirates of the Caribbean, casts a very camp Johnny Depp in the lead role.  

The Pirates of the Caribbean and Johnny Depp’s perversity notwithstanding, piracy rhymes with a number of other contemporary terms for oppositionality: bandits in South East Asian, terrorists in the Middle East, thugs in early twentieth century India. And so, if we were to extract a method from Linebaugh and Rediker’s it would be a piratology, a ransacking of historiography to find alternate logics of wealth, circulation, commerce and distribution and a revision of the narratives about mutineers and pirates that relegate such insurrectionists to the criminal margins of history. And pirates still live among us as those forced to create informal economies in what Lisa Lowe and David Lloyd have called “the shadows of capitalism” (Lowe and Lloyd, 1997).  

ONE EXAMPLE: [SLIDE # 7] 
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I visited Israel and the occupied Palestinian territories this summer, and when I went with the Israeli activist group Machsom Watch to witness at the check points, I saw the informal economies that spring up in the area of the checkpoints – taxi services, coffee stands, food stands and stalls selling both necessaries and frivolous toys. In an essay on “The Importance of Thugs: The Moral Economy of a Checkpoint,” Rema Hammami, an anthropologist at Birzeit University, explains the oddly contradictory nature of the checkpoints for Palestinians (Rammami, 2007). On the one hand, the checkpoints control and organize, limit and funnel the activities of everyday life. On the other hand, the checkpoints become a zone of activism and resistance, a place where “collective punishment simultaneously creates collective experience, activity and meaning.” Indeed, she eloquently writes: “Checkpoint workers constantly subverted physical boundaries: at night they stealthily pushed concrete blocks a few more inches apart to make way for horse carriages, or trampled the edges of newly-made dirt barriers so that porter carts could get to the other side. And through both necessity and ingenuity, they reclaimed the space of the checkpoint from being purely a site of oppression and brutality into one where livelihood, social life and even sociability could be recovered” (p. 28). Again, in this context, we see the alternative and informal modes of resistance sprouting like weeds wherever the colonial power seeks to clear or guard space and control the time and movement of the other. And Rula Halawani’s, a Palestinian photographer who also teaches at Birzeit University, majestic photograph of the wall is part of a series of images she took as the wall was being built, to try to make the wall represent both the crude tactic of separation but also the persistence of beauty within the land itself.

3) Animated Revolt: Finding Nemo? [SLIDE # 7] 
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While it seems like a big leap from pirates, fallen monuments and sites of resistance at check-points, to Nemo and contemporary animated films for children, in fact, my contention in this new project on alternatives is that many of our narratives about revolt, opposition and resistance are actually bundled up and they appear in disguised forms in Pixar films – probably because children love tales of rebellion and because the casting of such themes as childish, contains their threat. 

Many animated features for kids, “Pixarvolt” films as I call them, focus upon certain thematics which would never ever appear in adult films but which are central to the success and emotional impact of the Pixar narrative. The Pixarvolt films proceed by way of fairly conventional narratives about individual struggle and but they mostly use the individual character only as a gateway to intricate stories of collective action, anti-capitalist critique, group bonding and alternative imaginings of community, space, embodiment and responsibility. In one recent film, and here I am using an example that resonates with the checkpoints story and the problem of partition, Over The Hedge by Dreamworks, the film stages a dramatic stand off between some woodland creatures and their new junk food consuming, pollution spewing, SUV driving, trash producing, water wasting, anti-environmentalist human neighbors. As the creatures awake from their winter hibernation, they discover that while they were sleeping, a soulless suburban development stole their woodland space and the humans have erected a huge partition or hedge to fence them out. The creatures, raccoons and squirrels, porcupines and skunks, turtles and bears, band together in a cross-species alliance to destroy the colonizers, tear down the partition and to upend the suburbanites depiction of them as “vermin.” We only see the humans through the eyes of the woodland creatures and, as in countless other animated features, the humans look empty, lifeless and inert – in fact, unanimated. Over The Hedge (OTH) like other films in the Pixarvolt genre makes animation itself into a feature of kinetic political action rather than just an elaborate form of puppetry. The human and non-human then are featured as animated and unanimated rather than real and constructed or subjects and objects. The band of creatures in OTH make up a complex compendium of the non-human and they make affiliations according to a logic of friendship rather than family as it has been defined by the humans. Ultimately, this children’s feature offers more in the way of a vision of collective action than most independent films and critical theory put together and the film’s violent, insurgent, conclusion which pictures the band of rather queerly united animals disarming the extermination weapons used by the humans and breaking through the hedge, points to queer alliance, queer space and queer temporalities as the answers to the grim inevitability of reproductive futurity and suburban domesticity.

Queer fairy tales, indeed, are often organized around heroes who are in some way “different” and whose difference is offensive to some larger community: Shrek is an ogre forced to live far away from judgmental villagers; Babe is an orphaned pig who thinks he is a sheep dog and Nemo is a motherless fish with a disabled fin. Each “disabled” hero has to fight off or compete with a counterpart who represents wealth, health, success and perfection: while these narratives of difference could easily serve to deliver a tidy moral lesson about learning to accept yourself, each links the struggle of the rejected individual to larger struggles of the dispossesse. In Shrek, for example, the ogre becomes a freedom fighter for the refugee fairy tale figures whom Lord Farquaad (“Fuck wad” a.k.a. Bush) has kicked off his land; in Chicken Run, the chickens band together to overthrow the evil Tweedy farmers and to save themselves from exploitation; in Babe the sheep rise up to resist an authoritarian sheep dog, and in Finding Nemo, Nemo leads a fish rebellion against the fishermen.  

4) Dreams: [SLIDE #8]
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Here we see a slide of an Australian drag group, The Kingpins, who use drag not simply to make fun of dominant masculinity but to imagine new forms of embodiment – in “Rhapsody Happens,” they twist and manipulate their bodies so that they look like cartoon monsters; and in “Dark Side of the Mall,” they imagine themselves as pirates and turn a row of shopping carts into the ship with a lovely lady at its helm! The dream of an alternative way of being is often confused with utopian thinking and then dismissed as naïve, simplistic or as a blatant misunderstanding of the nature of power in modernity. And yet, the possibility of other forms of being, other forms of knowing, a world with different sites for justice and injustice, a mode of being where the emphasis falls less on money and work and competition and more on cooperation, trade and sharing animates all kinds of knowledge projects and should not be dismissed as irrelevant or naive. In the book I am working on now, Dude, Where’s My Theory? Losing Hope, Finding Nemo and Dreaming of Alternatives, I hold onto to what have been characterized as childish and immature notions of possibility and I look for alternatives in the form of what Foucault calls “subjugated knowledge” across the culture: in subcultures, counter cultures and even popular cultures. I don’t necessarily believe that alternative cultural productions can change the world but I do believe that if you watch Dude, Where’s My Car slowly and repeatedly and while perfectly sober, the mysteries of the universe may be revealed to you. I also believe that Finding Nemo contains a secret plan for world revolution and that Chicken Run charts an outline of feminist utopia for those who can see beyond the feathers and eggs. I believe that drag cultures offer potent critiques of not just gender norms but the very conception of family and the economic structures upon which such conceptions depend. I believe that cultural production can be the site of transformative knowledge, and I still think that Cultural Studies is the name for an alternative mode of knowledge production, a low theory, a popular theory, a theory for the people.
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