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CULTURAL CONSTRUCTIONS OF SPACE, POWER, IDEOLOGY: 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Eduard Vlad, Adina Ciugureanu 

 

The current volume displays, like the overarching concept of identity featuring prominently in 

some of the following articles, constructedness, continuity, change. Like identity, what follows 

does not consist of proud expressions of stable truths and their accompanying statements. 

Regarding identity and the humanities and the social sciences, which meet and peacefully coexist 

here, almost everything in the world we inhabit is culturally constructed (with such notable 

exceptions as gravity).  

The volume shows continuity in that it illustrates the consistent effort of collaborative 

research with the Association for Inter-Cultural Development (ADI) and within the framework of 

the Research Center of Cross-Cultural Studies, founded at Ovidius University in 2005 and The 

initial University Senate resolution to that effect enabled the subsequent accreditation, the same 

year, of the Center as a Type B research unit by the National Council for Research in Higher 

Education. The initial research team included doctoral supervisors and their colleagues serving 

on doctoral advisory boards, as well as some of the doctoral students themselves.  

The core of that initial research team remains, with some of the initial doctoral students 

still continuing their collaboration as colleagues, while others left and others joined the group. 

The success of the team’s work is to be seen in a number of individual and group publications 

(articles and volumes), as well as in the organization of a number of notable academic events, 

among which a series of conferences of the Romanian Association for American Studies 

(RAAS) and of the European Association for American Studies (EAAS). Selected papers of 

these events, some of them authored by members of the research center, were included in 

volumes printed by prestigious publishing houses, some of the most recent editorial 

achievements beingIdeology, Identity, and the US: Crossroads, Freeways, Collisions, published 

byPeter Lang in 2019 (edited by Eduard Vlad, Adina Ciugureanu, Nicoleta Stanca), as well as 

National and Transnational Challenges to the American Imaginary, also published by Peter 

Lang in 2018 (edited by Adina Ciugureanu, Eduard Vlad, Nicoleta Stanca). In addition to these 

recent publications, there had been a succession of international conferences and their attending 

volumes which complete the overall picture of a long and fruitful cooperation since the center’s 

beginning (conferences in 2006, 2007, 2009, 2012, 2014, 2016 and their respective published 

proceedings). 

The research team is here to stay, in one way. In a couple of words, this is continuity and 

consistency. In another way, it has to cope with, and to promote, change. The research center is 

to adapt its cooperation procedures to the challenges posed by contemporary standards and 
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requirements. Thus, before the cooperation for the publication of this volume, the research center 

followed a pattern usually employed by most academics in the field of the Humanities: doctoral 

supervisors wrote their own individual articles and volumes, while the doctoral students went on 

to publish their own work on an individual basis. The interaction consisted in the supervisors and 

the members of the advisory boards fulfilling their basic duties: giving advice, suggesting paths 

and bibliographies, arguing about the directions the doctoral students were following, correcting, 

when necessary, the students’ writing in progress. Judging by what has been going on in other 

fields for a long time now, that was an incomplete way of scholarly interaction. Since the 

responsibility for a doctoral student’s work is partially assumed by the supervisor as well, 

working and publishing together is a productive way of encouraging interaction and cooperation. 

What is more, the assessment of a doctoral school’s achievements by current standards requires 

proof of supervisor – doctoral student cooperation by the number of the articles co-authored by 

the two parties of the PhD game, so to speak. As a recognition of this important requirement, this 

volume includes both articles with individual authorship of current and former doctoral students 

and articles co-authored by PhD students and their supervisors.  

Therefore, like identity of all kinds in its general outlines, this volume shows dynamic 

change in the various ways in which the members of the Center interacted and collaborated 

across the years, in relation to various challenges, interests and academic requirements and 

standards. Identity defines itself socially, largely through the territorialization of specific places, 

constructed places, time and culture. Some of the articles below, as it will be seen, both 

individually authored and co-authored, deal with such aspects in both theoretical and applied 

manner. Thus, space, time and place in relation to identity, within the larger contexts of power 

and ideology, will be dealt with in a succession of articles. 

In “Real and Heterotopic Space with Joseph Conrad,”Adina Ciugureanu and Andrei 

DimitrieBorcan undertake to examine the fuzzy boundaries between real, fictional and 

heterotopic spaces and their relationship to what they define as hyperobjects and liminality, as 

well as wilderness, in a number of Joseph Conrad fictional texts. Bringing together ecocritical 

approaches and Foucault’s theory on space, the authors examine the ship as linked to both real 

and heterotopic space, while liminality is given memorable illustration by the shore, mediating 

the wilderness of the sea and the culturally constructed terra firma. 

“‘Metamanifest Places’ at the Crossroads of Literature and Activism with the Beat 

Generation” by AndreeaCosma, as the title shows, links the concepts of manifest places and 

metamanifest places to the identification and illustration of distinct cases of activism in relation 

to the city spaces and places in Beat texts of the first postwar decades in America. The author 

traces and follows these texts’ literary cartographies, engaging in an analysis of the works of the 

Beat Generation, in the more general context of real historical events. Like the previous article 

by Ciugureanu and Borcan, this text explores the potentialities of spatiality and literary 

cartography in the activation of artistic identity in specific texts anchored in specific time, space, 

and place, a characterist direction in the recent research carried out by Adina Ciugureanu, the 

doctoral supervisor of both Borcan and Cosma. 
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Mihaela Epifan Vasile’s “Reassertion of Identity in Native American Women’s 

Autobiographies” focuses on identity issues in three major American authors: Leslie Marmon 

Silko, Louise Erdrich and Linda Hogan. These authors construct, through their autobiographic 

narratives, selves evincing a bewildering variety of voices, stressing the close links between 

Native Americans and the surrounding natural world, as well as the cultural heritage to be passed 

on from one generation to the next. These links and the call of the past are necessary identity 

requisites in an age in which alienation and powerlessness are all but overwhelming.These 

remarkable Native American women writers artistically articulate in their works ways of coping 

with trauma from the more or less remote past. Rather than faithfully recovering an authentic 

identity, an illusory attempt, doomed to failure, they construct and artistically reconstruct an 

identity that illustrates the inner struggle most Native Americans of mixed heritage face. 

Rajaa Hamid Salih’s article, “Racism, History, and the Relevance of CDA Approaches to 

the Discourse of Migration,” co-authored by Eduard Vlad, sets out to stress what its title claims,  

the importance of more socially and politically committed forms of Discourse Analysis which 

have been promoted over the last few decades by such authors as Norman Fairclough, Ruth 

Wodak and Teun Van Dijk. Since such discourses as racism are obviously tainted by power and 

ideology issues, the author of the article undertakes to sketch a framework accommodating both 

the historical and theoretical coordinates of this form of critical inquiry.  

Dana Ianole and Eduard Vlad’s “Power Relations: The Dialog between Literary and 

Cultural  Studies as Interpretative Framework” sets itself the task of assessing the usefulness of a 

common interpretive pattern of dealing with cultural products that accommodates literary and 

cultural studies lines of approach in which the dynamics of power relations is a defining 

characteristic dimension. As far as literary texts go, should fictional works be examined in line 

with the socio-cultural codes regulating the power games between various characters or settings 

or should literary texts be appreciated merely as creations linked to pure aesthetic bliss?It has 

become increasingly obvious for critics and readers alike that works of fiction, more often than 

not, express and resist to world views, as well as engage with social or ethical dilemmas. Such 

main issues as violence, abuse, trauma, identity trouble, war, political games or gender inequality 

that contemporary novels testify to the fact that power plays a defining part in the configuration 

of the social fabric of a community, the article is bound to assert. 

In “The Beat Culture and the Reconfiguration of Space in Howl, On the Road, Naked 

Lunch and Holy Barbarians,” Bianca-Roxana Moise (Neacșu) and Adina Ciugureanu examine 

ways in which space is a defining feature of identity within the large configurations ruled by 

culture and power constraints and how resistance to such forces is illustrated in Lawrence 

Lipton’s, Allen Ginsberg’s, Jack Kerouac’sand William Burroughs’s Beat texts. Can one speak 

of a Beat reconfiguration of space, as the title suggests? A good example is Lawrence Lipton's 

Holy Barbarians, whichcreatively represents Venice, Los Angeles, as a spatial dimension which 

gives power to the rebellious and to the nonconformists. Whether it is Allen Ginsberg's 

HowlorJack Kerouac's On the Road, with William Burroughs' Naked Lunch as another telling 

illustration, space is reconfigured as a creative tool, promptingthe abolition of constraints and of 
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control. When it comes to the specific case of urban environments, space is dramatically 

refashioned,witnessing epic journeys thatcelebrate spiritual and artisticemancipation. 

Eduard Vlad and RashaDheyab define their aims from the very beginning, the title of 

their article clearly stating them: “Critical Language and Cultural Studies Approaches to the 

Development of a Framework to Deal with Racism and Migration in the Public Space Today.” It 

is part of a common doctoral project in which one party comes from literary studies toward 

cultural studies and critical discourse analysis and the other party, after an MA in Applied 

Linguistics in which Discourse Analysis was mainly context-free, particularly free from the 

impact of power and ideology, is moving toward a more critically-engaged approach to culture. 

The article, as part of the overall doctoral research aims at the denaturalization of the language 

about migration as it appears in the public space, especially in a number of British tabloids. The 

focus is on aspects of racism in western countries, where there is a large majority of white people 

and on issues related to patterns of access to the public and issues of inequality, racism and 

discrimination. The role of the media in the reproduction of racism in relation to the structural 

and ideological organization of certain section of the mass media as a distinct type of group 

power is the main focus of the article in particular, of the overall project as a whole. 

The figures from the title (and from the article) authored by Florian Andrei Vlad -  

“Authority and Alterity Figures, Power Rearrangements and Reconfigurations: Cultural Studies 

versus Postmodernism” – are, given the limited scope of a short text, a selective account of some 

of the important theorists that animated the critical debates heralding the emergence of 

significant developments defining cultural studies and postmodern thinking in the 1960s and 

1970s. The article undertakes to make sense of the plurality of positions,connections, filiations, 

that are to clarify key moments in the parallel, often interlinked narratives of these two areas and 

approaches of theoretical inquiry. It naturally follows that an account of the discursive practices 

of the two sometimes close, sometimes diverging modes of cultural examination conjures up 

authority figures that blazed the trail and came to have an impact on the paths followed bythe 

two theoretical projects. 

The final contribution to the volume is Ayad A. Abood’s review of Florian Andrei Vlad’s 

recent publication of an earlier doctoral project, New Flesh, Old Demons: Contagion Narratives 

in Post-Cold War U.S. Culture (Bucuresti: EdituraUniversitara, 2019). The reviewer examines 

the ways in which the author deals with the visual and narrative constructions of pestilential 

bodies in post-Cold War American fiction, films and television, acknowledging the pervasive 

influence of the Gothic tradition on significant American cultural developments today. 
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REAL AND HETEROTOPIC SPACE WITH JOSEPH CONRAD 

 

Adina Ciugureanu, Andrei Dimitrie Borcan 

Ovidius University,Constanţa 

 

 

Abstract:The article discusses navigation and the sailing ship both as real and heterotopic 

space in Joseph Conrad’s fiction, thus combining Michel Foucault’s theory on space with 

ecocritical and ecological views which look at nature (the sea) and the ship (material and 

human) as special interconnected spaces. According to these views, the shore, the strip of coast 

between land and sea is looked at as a liminal space that connects the atmospheric wilderness of 

the sea with the material land. What is the distinction between real, fictional and heterotopic 

spaces? What is their relation to liminality, hyperobjects and wilderness? How does ecocriticism 

apply these concepts to Conrad’s work?  

 

Keywords:heterotopia, wilderness, liminality, hyperobjects, navigation, shores, atmosphere. 

 

Introduction 

In blue ecology, sailing may be perceivedas trespassing or wounding the pristine oceanic 

wilderness, just like furrowing, ploughing and mining and their effects on land. In many of his 

novels Joseph Conrad uses the terms generally empolyed when describing land work to depict 

ship sailing on oceans. One such example is “Typhoon” from which we will quote the following 

passage: “The Nan-Shan was ploughing a vanishing furrow upon the circle of the sea” (10). On 

the other hand, wilderness retaliates on sailors for human intrusion through storms (The Nigger 

of the ʽNarcissus’, Lord Jim, “Typhoon”), stranding (“The Partner,” “Freya of the Seven Isles,” 

The Rescue), accidents  (Lord Jim,“Youth”), winds and disease (“The Shadow Line,”The Nigger 

of the ʽNarcissus’). In his whole work, Conrad expresses the sailors’ dual feelings for the sea: 

love and hatred, or, in his own words: “Odi et amo” (Mirror of the Sea 71). His characters feel 

either addiction or phobia to the sea, as Conrad himself explains in Notes on Life and Letters and 

illustrates in The Mirror of the Sea among other works. Ever since their first audacity at 

trespassing the oceans, men and their animistic ships have been punished by wilderness with 

death. Conrad stigmatizes the sea as ecophobically opposable, manageable only by the crew’s 

solidarity. The sea is a pitiless unimpressionable idol. As he himslef states in The Mirror of the 

Sea, it “has no generosity” and its “manly qualities” do not touch its “consciousness of 

power”(72).   
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Navigation and the Ship as Heterotopia 

Conrad denounces navigation as the use and abuse of the sea through ecocritical anticornucopian 

arguments in “A Smile of Fortune” in which he states that the beauty of the sea ought not to be 

used for trade, killing or traffic of a “homicidal and desperately mercantile world,” because spell 

and business are incompatible: “Why must the sea be used for trade - and for war as well? Why 

kill and traffic on it?” (Smile of Fortune 5) On the other hand, he starts “Youth” by expressing 

the nationalistic pride of sailing as a British traditional trade, a symbiotic “interpenetration” of 

the sea and the whole social life of England. 

 

This could have occurred nowhere but in England, where men and sea interpenetrate, so 

to speak - the sea entering into the life of most men, and the men knowing something or 

everything about the sea, in the way of amusement, of travel, or of bread-winning. (Youth 

71) 

 

Conrad praises the English gift for sailing, an “inborn” trait, existing in the phenotype of an 

insular people (10). He closes the story with a paradoxical statement: though the sea gives 

nothing but ecophobiogenic “hard knocks” and the chance to show off valour, it is valued in 

ecocentrism more than any other satisfactions land can offer. 

In the first pages of Heart of Darkness, the frame narrator also speaks about waterways 

and the glorious navigation traditions of Britain. Countries have always been connected by 

navigation to seas and oceans’ “interminable waterway” (5) networks, linking the shores of the 

earth rhizomatically, serving trade, colonization, and war. Victorian England boasts to be the 

greatest colonial empire covering all continents and, therefore, sailing becomes essential for 

creating and maintaining it. The frame narrator sees the sailors as the knights errant who carry 

the torch and the sword.  They do not bring only war, but also civilization, reterritorializing 

culture and creating empires: “Hunters for gold or pursuers of fame, they had all gone out on that 

stream, bearing the sword, and often the torch”, sowing “the seeds of commonwealths, the  

germs of empires” (Heart of Darkness 7). This eulogy is paralleled in Lord Jim by Marlow’s 

praise of  the seventeenth century English and Dutch adventurers, who were “heroic,” “pathetic”, 

not motivated by greed, but by “an inward voice” and who sailed “because the passion for 

pepper seemed to burn like a flame of love” (173), therefore they would “forswear their souls” 

for it (Lord Jim 173).  

 However, in Heart of Darkness, Marlow undermines the frame narrator’s idealizing 

speech by his unsettling remark on the similarity of the colony - metropolis relationship in both 

ancient and modern times. The hyperobject status of water results in the equivalence of the 

Thames, the Congo and their Malay tantamount, the Pantai, as routes for colonization and 

imperialism. The world’s waterways link historical ages and empires in a mesh in the 

synchronicity of the nonsynchronous. In Heart of Darkness, the Thames indicates both the 

Roman Empire and the modern British Empire, the Congo recalls the dynosaurs’ era and the 

primitive age is simultaneously linked with Belgian imperialism. All these ages are brought 
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together in the tide of the Thames estuary. Progress is illusory, and history is tidal, temporally 

resumable to the tide while the ebb and flow of the world is spatially summed up to the estuary, 

which becomes the chronotope of the novella, if I were to apply the Bakhtinian term to space. 

 The heterotopia of the ship is a favourite literary theme in Conrad’s fictional work. In 

The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus,’ the ship starts the journey as an artefact of the land, with her own 

life, in a circle of solitude, like insular Britain. Conrad expresses his nostalgia for sailing ships 

and resentment for the industrial future of steam sailing in The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’, for 

example.  Starting her voyage, the ‘Narcissus’ is both “a small planet” and a satellite, “a 

fragment detached from the earth” (13). She meets other similar heterotopias (“small planets”) 

and she is alive “with the lives of those beings who trod her decks; like that earth which had 

given her up to the sea” (12). In “august loneliness” with “a sordid” fate of a transport tool, the 

ship belongs to the astronomical order, being watched in pathetic fallacy, with anthropomorphic 

curiosity, by the sun and the stars (13).  

At the end of the novel, the Narcissus enters the Channel and England’s image mirrors 

the beginning as a ship carrying millions of lives, “freighted with dross and with jewels, with 

gold and with steel” (62), symmetrical to the Narcissus looking “like the earth” (12) at the 

beginning, carrying antithetical commodities metonymical for industry, art, wealth and war. 

England is isolated by waters and the Narcissus discovers her own image in England’s reflection 

in the Channel, both mirroring each other in the sea. Gustav Morf states that ships stand for 

countries in Conrad’s fiction (Morf 151). Michel Foucault declares that the ship is a typical 

heterotopic space, while Cesare Casarino considers that Conrad’s whole fiction is “the ship as 

the heterotopia of Western civilization” (Casarino 28). The ship’s animism is self-understood to 

Conrad, who feels the need to note at the end of the novel that “She had ceased to live” (54). 

Formerly a being, “she,” the ship becomes “it,” a thing in berth. Therefore, the ship is alive only 

on sea, while stuck in a port, the vessel is dead, it becomes a thing.   

  Conrad closes A Personal Record with an evocation of the Red Ensign, the symbol of 

Britain’s maritime power. The two decades he spent under it are described as “the best part of his 

life” (51). Conrad had set his life goal since boyhood to become “a British seaman” (51) and his 

pride is expressed in the final paragraph of A Personal Record and in the last chapter of The 

Mirror of the Sea. In Writing from Within (2005), Andrea White sees The Mirror of the Sea as a 

covert expression of exile attaching Conrad’s genealogy to the British sea knights in a 

Bildungsroman reflecting “the subject’s growth into an able, initiated British seaman [under] the 

tutelage of predecessors and tradition” (White 244), in a line of sailors including Nelson, whom 

he evokes in “The Heroic Age,” written for the centenary celebration of the battle of Trafalgar. 

 During Conrad’s maritime career, ship transport declines, steamers take over, and the 

disappearance of brigs, non-polluting vehicles closer to nature, is a poignant theme in his fiction. 

Conrad recalls his interview for the marine officer certificate and the examiner’s forecast, 

infirmed by the seaman’s career: “‘You will go into steam presently. Everybody goes into 

steam.’ Here he was wrong. I never went into steam - not really” (Personal Record 45). Conrad 

despises steamers, considering them to be inferior vessels and speaks with infinite love of sailing 
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ships, led by a more-than-human power, “bordering upon the magic of the invisible forces, 

sustained by the inspiration of life-giving and death-dealing winds” (Mirror of the Sea 34). He 

prefers the “natural function” of pteromorphic sailing ships, comparing “the setting of their sails 

[to] the unfolding of a bird’s wings” (Mirror of the Sea 15). 

 One cannot trick animistic brigs in the sailing art (The Mirror of the Sea, A Personal 

Record), because they react by sentient poor performance: “Of all the living creatures upon land 

or sea, it is ships alone that cannot be taken in by barren pretences.” They “will not put up with 

bad art from their masters” (Mirror of the Sea 19). In fauna, in ship building and in sailing art 

alike, the extinction of species is irretrievable, overlapping aesthetics and ecology. Again, 

according to Conrad, “[a]n art which has passed away is never reproduced. It is utterly gone out 

of the world as the song of a destroyed wild bird” (Mirror of the Sea 16). It also means the 

extinction of the sailor species, the centaur-manboat, able to defeat wilderness with his tiny ship 

in asymmetry of power: “What is the array of the strongest ropes, […]  and the stoutest canvas  

against the mighty breath of the infinite, but thistle stalks, cobwebs and gossamer?,” comments 

Conrad on the novel (20) Yet, the ship can win unhoped for performances: “like a sea-bird going 

to rest upon the angry waves, she will lay out the heaviest gale” (30), amazing her sailor.  

 In The Rescue, the water-mirrored swan image of Lingard’s brig appears at the start of 

the first chapter. He anthropomorphizes her as a female human presence, “perfect because a 

wandering home; his independence, his love - and his anxiety […] always desirable - like a 

strange woman; always tender - like a mother” (Rescue 6). He declares that he is osmotic to the 

brig and that, without her, he is disarmed. In Joseph Conrad and the Anxiety of Knowledge 

(2014), William Freedman notes that, of all the “hyperbolic paeans” addressed by Conrad to 

ships, Lingard’s are the most passionate (127). In The Shadow-Line, the young captain 

anthropomorphizes the ship as Sleeping Beauty, he is her Prince Charming and his command is a 

wedding tie  “to sink or swim together” (16) as well as a rite of passage: “She was there waiting 

for me […] the test of manliness, of temperament, of courage and fidelity” (16).  

 

Water-Land Liminal Spaces   

Conrad sees the sea and the shores animistically, as already revealed by Iovino and 

Oppermann:“The sea, as a pulsating nonhuman agent, functions as a vital force” (2012: 81). In 

their study, Iovino and Oppermann choose the following quote from Heart of Darkness, 

 

Watching a coast as it slips by the ship is like thinking about an enigma. There it is before 

you - smiling, frowning, inviting, grand, mean, insipid or savage and always mute with 

an air of whispering,“Come and find out” (HD 19).  

 

with a view to illustrating “the most conspicuous qualities [of the sea] associated with agency” 

(81). 

 



15 
 

Conrad sees the coast as apparently mute, but actually whispering as a co-locutor, 

inviting the sailor to explore it. In a geological analysis of Conrad’s fiction, the recurring concept 

of ‘shore’ also includes ‘mud’ and ‘sand.’ As the area separating land from water, it is present in 

Conrad’s fiction as a site with various functions, of which I mention: hiding (“The Secret 

Sharer,” “The Planter of Malata”), tryst (Almayer’s Folly), farewell (Almayer’s Folly), 

shipwreck (“Amy Foster”, “The Partner”, “Freya of the Seven Isles”), dwelling (The Rescue, 

Almayer’s Folly), drowning as suicide (Nostromo,The Secret Agent, “The Planter of Malata,” 

“The Idiots”), banishment (An Outcast of the Islands), and murder (Lord Jim, Nostromo).  

 ‘Mud’ and ‘clay’ are elements used by Conrad with multiple symbolic values. Mud 

stands for moored ship burial in The Rescue and for human burial in Heart of Darkness. When 

Kurtz dies, he is disdainfully buried in a “muddy hole” (Heart of Darkness 100). In “Amy 

Foster,” mud also functions as a place of death. Mr. Swaffer’s toddler granddaughter nearly 

drowns in a muddy pool. Yanko Goorall’s agony is in a muddy puddle, too, by exposure to a 

wintry night. Mud is also the sign of lack of dignity which Goorall suffers in his lonely exile 

among the hostile English. In Lord Jim, mud-swallowed Jim struggles wildly to reach the land. 

His saved self, covered in mud, is a new different person: after having buried himself alive, “he 

struck out madly, scattering the mud with his fists” (193). The protagonist’s scrape mud 

drowning represents his death, resurrection, and baptism, his starting life anew like an Adamic 

clay creature. Clay is to be found in the scene with the three sorceresses in Heart of Darkness, 

those who lead the black tribe crowd and who are “plastered with bright red earth from head to 

foot” (96).  

 On shores, thresholds express symbolic warnings. In “The Idiots,” Jean-Pierre’s death is 

heralded by the ominous image of his mother-in-law’s house threshold on a tide-swept shore: 

“The house stood alone among the rocks A lane of mud and stones ended at the door.[…]On 

stormy nights, when the tide was out […] fifty feet below the house, resembled an immense 

black pit” (201). Conversely, “at high tide the returning water assaulted the ledges of rock in 

short rushes” (201). Isolated either by mud in an immense pit at low tide or by waves at high 

tide, this cursed place is a warning from the environment about Susan’s doomed genotype and 

forbidden childbirth, in a biosemiotic sign that is ignored, therefore triggering multiple tragedies. 

 Conrad’s shores are sites of entanglement of different historical ages, of mysteriously 

severed history and memory in wastelands as wilderness retrieved by nature. The first 

appearance of Leggatt in “The Secret Sharer” is in a “crazy” and “mysterious” shore scenery, 

abandoned by men for enigmatic reasons. Traces of a former settlement speak of suspended 

history: “lines of fishing-stakes resembling a mysterious system of half-submerged bamboo 

fences” (91). His departure occurs at a symmetrically mysterious shore, the Erebus gate Koh-

ring: Leggatt’s crime has made of him an amphibious runaway, whose survival is foreseen as 

doubtful. Koh-ring is an intertextual heterotopic evil shore that also appears in The Shadow-

Line, in which it keeps the ship still in its vicinity, for seventeen windfall days, revealing a more-

than-human superstition power.In Almayer’s Folly, the shore of Nina’s departure is later 

transformed by Almayer into sand tombs for her footprints, to erase her memory and hinder 
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reification. He is so fascinated by the river that he identifies his heart beats with the vibrant water 

pulsations and wishes that both beatings would simultaneously stop, ending his suffering (111). 

In both “The Idiots,” The Shadow-Line, “The Secret Sharer” and Almayer’s Folly, the warning, 

memory erasure and relativization of history by cyclicality happen on shores, spaces between 

water and land where time is tidally modified. 

 

Atmospheric Wilderness as a Hyperobject 

In an ecocritical study of Conrad’s fiction, atmosphere is, like hydrosphere, a hyperobject. Air is 

‘viscous,’ an elusive part of vegetal and animal organisms imperceptible to man. It is ‘molten,’ 

adhering to objects as mist or clouds. It is ‘nonlocal,’ circulating round the globe as winds or 

windfall (The Mirror of the Sea, The Nigger of the ʽNarcissus', The Shadow Line) or as gales 

(“Youth,” The Nigger of the ʽNarcissus', “Typhoon”). It is ‘phasal,’ passing through light/ dark, 

colourless/ colourful, cold/ hot, dense/rarefied, static/dynamic dichotomies, all depending on 

altitude, latitude, season, time, atmospheric pressure, and pollution. It is ‘interobjective,’ either a 

connector or an insulator, detectable only by its imprint. 

Winds, gales, light, dark, temperature, humidity are united in the wilderness of the global 

hypersphere. Air appears in various hypostases: pollution, perfumes, imperialistic winds, light, 

dark and sunset as death warning or shelter, crime hider, bewildering fog and extreme 

temperatures endangering human life. The theme of atmospheric pollution links the ‘Wilderness’ 

with the ‘Pollution’ tropes.  In “Youth,” the smouldering coal freight is a source of fumes along 

the ship’s trail: “Enormous volumes of smoke, whitish, yellowish, thick, greasy, misty, choking, 

ascended, as high as the trucks,[…] a poisonous cloud” (83). In contrast, the fragrant atmosphere 

of the eastern wooded shores appears at the end of “Youth” as a romantic heterotopia of 

compensation, the approach to the East is olfactive spell: “a puff faint and tepid and laden with 

strange odors of blossoms, of aromatic wood” (95). Similarly, in “A Smile of Fortune,” the 

rotten potatoes freight stench obsesses the captain, ironically contrasting with the luring scents of 

Jacobus’s flower garden. 

Winds are anthropomorphic male characters. The mightiest, the West Wind and the East 

Wind, divide oceanic climate imperialistically. The Atlantic West Wind is a Viking, the Pacific 

East Wind has oriental duplicity. The sailor is intentionally annihilated in gales, “blinded and 

deafened […] submerged, obliterated, dissolved, annihilated […]as if [his] limbs, too, had turned 

into water” (Mirror of the Sea 46). In “Typhoon” the anthropomorphic gale attacks a sailor “like 

a personal enemy” (17) who tries to “fasten upon his mind” with its human voice (25) In return, 

humans overwork ships, like Captain Alistoun of the ‘Narcissus,’ who asks the ship “to do too 

much,” to fatalistic Singleton’s disapproval: “The old man’s in a temper with the weather, but 

it’s no good bein’ angry with the winds of heaven” (Nigger of the Narcissus 20). 

Sailors have superstitions connected with winds: with dying or dead people aboard, wind 

falls and ships are stopped (The Shadow-Line, The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’). When Wait is 

buried, the wind rises, while in The Shadow-Line, wind falls at the latitude where the late wicked 

captain was buried. 
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 Conrad’s characters are photosensitive, vibrant matter influences their actions through 

light/dark, colour or mist. Night and fog hide mischief, they are the time of theft and murder 

(Nostromo, Lord Jim, The Secret Agent), while dawn and clearing unveil guilt and madness in 

the runaways’ lifeboat (Lord Jim). In Conrad’s fiction, light often contradicts traditional 

symbolism. It can provoke paradoxical reactions: the brightness of “starry nights” triggers 

Marlow’s depression at the thought of man’s loneliness and the earth’s puniness as compared to 

the immense “soulless universe” (25).  

 In The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus,’ the light/ dark opposition sets light as order versus dark 

as chaos. The beginning of the novel is designed on this opposition: “Mr. Baker, chief mate of 

the ‘Narcissus,’ stepped in one stride out of his lighted cabin into the darkness of the quarter-

deck. Above his head […] the night watchman rang a double stroke. It was nine o’clock” (2). 

The mate comes out into the dark to call the muster, so he asks for “a good lamp” (3). The bell, 

the lamp and the muster bring order into the chaos of the night. In another scene, a Norwegian 

sailor, member of the ‘Narcissus,’ crew, chattering animistically with the sun, loses the sense of 

separation from the elements, identifying himself osmotically with the cosmos.  

 In “The Tale” (1917), a barrel discovery at sea in the fog by the Commanding Officer 

determines a death sentence passed on the Northman: the paranoid officer’s thinking and acting 

are caused by the discovery of “a barrel of a certain shape and colour” (23), an ‘intervener,’ a 

‘quasi-causal operator’ in the void of the fog wilderness. In a large number of Conrad’s tales, the 

decisive element of the narrative is neither the subject nor the object of the incident, but the 

instrument/ intervener or deodand as defined by Jane Bennett, as part of human-nonhuman 

assemblages, with things becoming agentive and causal in “a materiality suspended between 

human and the thing” (Bennett 2010:9). In Conrad’s fiction, hazard as the universe’s justice 

includes agentive deodand objects that determine the human actors’ destinies, their “being in the 

right place at the right time” (Bennett 9). 

 Jeffrey McCarthy finds that the existence of things beyond the consciousness “makes 

object-oriented ontology a key player in the new materialism’s conversations about nature’s 

relation to humanity” (6).  Jarica Linn Watts notes that the First World War reveals to Conrad 

that “suddenly humanity is forced to recognize the permanence - and indeed the thing power, the 

staying power - of objects in relation to the transience and the ephemerality of man” (Watts 226). 

The narrating Commanding Officer admits that all that remains of submarine-sunken ships may 

be a suspicious looking object on the grounds of which he sentences to death the Northman, in 

spite of the denial of the crime, thus obliging him to live with doubt and the obsession of guilt in 

a moral fog.  

 

Conclusion  

Conrad is a master of ecophobic descriptions of extreme temperatures and man’s power of 

endurance of both heat and frost. In Heart of Darkness, the land literally boils: “The sun was 

fierce, the land seemed to glisten and drip with steam” (19), the river is a cauldron of heat, the air 

is “warm, thick, heavy, sluggish” (48), opposing human intrusion. In extreme contrast, in The 
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Mirror of the Sea, Amsterdam’s winter on the ice-bound frozen ship, no longer “she,” but “it,” a 

“corpse,” does not succeed in stopping the sailor from dwelling in a “chilly burial niche” (27)  

berth, clearly evoking a tomb. The use of oppositions in nature is a Romantic feature and Conrad 

makes plenty of use of contrasting elements. However, His best touch is the use of liminal 

spaces, such as shores and beaches, of mixed elements, such as earth and water (ex. mud / clay), 

and of heterotopic spaces, such as ships and harbours. Wilderness and the sea are terms that 

equally fascinated the Romantics. Yet, Conrad’s human element in both is revealed to ultimately 

overpower the hostile wilderness as part of centuries-old confrontations, in which the depths of 

the ocean and the depths of the human psyche intermingle and become part and parcel of an 

ever-going narration. 
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Abstract: A spatial analysis of the works of the Beat Generation, compared to real historical 

events, reveals challenges that writers, as social activists, may be confronted with while 

experiencing urban life and living under the values, norms and principles of the second half of 

the 20th century. The Beat writers can be seen as pioneers of the social movements after the 

1950s, by encouraging youth toward rethinking their place into the world. By following the 

literary cartographies created by the Beats in their texts, one may identify “metamanifest 

places” through which I mean places that reveal examples of activism meant to raise awareness 

on significant issues regarding the city. What are “manifest places” and how they function in a 

number of texts will be discussed in this article. 

 

Keywords:space, cartography, city, activism, Geocriticism, Beats, the Beat Generation. 

 

 

The impact of socio-cultural developments of American cities during the last century has marked 

several breakthroughs for activism and its roles to achieve individual freedom. The literary texts 

of the Beat Generation writers thoroughly portray the relation between place and person and the 

way in which they influence each other. From a geo-critical approach, the cartographies found in 

the Beat texts, such as the prose of Jack Kerouac and Joyce Johnson and in the poetry of Allen 

Ginsberg, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Diane di Prima and Anne Waldman, offer the reader an 

authentic taste of New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco during the second half of the 20th 

century as well as both a male and female perspective on one’s emergence and evolution in the 

big city during the post-war era.   

According to Robert Tally’s Spatiality (2013), literary cartography and literary geography 

walk the reader through the maps of the city as described in the literary text. The Beat texts not 

only help the reader to create mind cartographies, but they also reveal gender roles and relations 

in the big city, as Michel Dear describes in his theory of creative places. Both the selection and 

the omission of spatial details of the narrative mapping of the Beat texts, convey a blueprint of 

the mid-20th century city and depict the urban realm of that time from the perspective of an 

underdog. The gaps found in the texts contribute to the creation of places, either as sources of 

inspiration or as artifacts that illustrate cultural realities and encourage towards social change. 

Manuel Castells raises a series of questions in his work, The City and the Grassroots (1983), 
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when analyzing the relation between places and subcultures: “What are the cultural themes of the 

community, the forms of its social organization, the waving flags of its political battles?” (139). 

Space fosters the development of group identity and at the same time, it is shaped by social and 

political endeavors. This article focuses on the symbiosis between people and places and seeks to 

portray the city, as a socio-cultural construct from both, male and female points of view in the 

1950s through 1970s.  

In her “Preface” to Gender Trouble (1990), Judith Butler argues that we ought to analyze 

and consider the needs of minorities before labeling them as social pariahs (viii). It is for the 

efforts of writers as activists, whose works serve as representations of communities, that social 

outcasts received a voice. Poet and activist of the same time period as the Beats, Adrienne Rich, 

notes in “Compulsory Heterosexuality” (1980), that gender discrimination is based on a tradition 

that should be deconstructed and defined by its social role, that is to impose order among 

citizens: “I am suggesting that heterosexuality, like motherhood, needs to be recognized and 

studied as a political institution” (637). Rich compares heterosexuality to a political institution in 

order for people to understand what the root cause of social inequality is: a deficient social order. 

Such political shortcomings may cause impactful social ruptures and a restructuring of culture. In 

postmodernity, experience, space and time are “fragmented,” a fact that has led to a globalized 

era (Watson 67). This change in perspective manifested itself first in a social reorganization that 

stood at the leadership of activists during the Civil Rights Movement, The Second Wave 

Feminism and during the protests regarding LGBTQ rights, environmental protection, the 

Vietnam War and social and cultural equality. As Michel Foucault mentions in his chapter, “The 

Moral Problematization of Pleasures” (1976), “the freedom that needed establishing and 

preserving was that of the citizens of a collectivity of course, but it was also, for each of them, a 

certain form of relationship of the individual with himself” (79). The fragmentation of American 

big cities was triggered especially by the 1950s’ conformity and authoritative norms and the 

citizens’ need for social acceptance and inclusion. These challenges provoked a sense of 

“unhomeliness” among people, as Heidegger notes in “Being and Time” (quoted in Krell 44), 

which facilitated the restructuring of spaces and their meaning and role in society. The Beat 

Generation had been struggling with social isolation and a sense of “unbelonging,” which led 

them towards an unconventional lifestyle that set the tone of their literary work. The Beat writers 

can be seen as pioneers of the social movements after the 1950s, by encouraging youth toward 

rethinking their place into the world.   

The Beats could be viewed as a literary manifest against conformity and tradition. Their 

counterculture has shocked the urban society through their lifestyle. One can look at the Beat city 

as a compound of “paroxysmal places” (Certeau 91). While in The Practice of Everyday Life 

(1984), Michel de Certeau compares the conglomeration of spaces in New York, seen from a 

roof top, to an acute clinical condition, the Beats have portrayed the city in a similar manner, by 

describing an attack of architectural styles, cultures and social endeavors These “paroxysmal 

places” are constructed through the use of “chronotopes” (Bakhtin 58) that define the second half 

of the 20th century and the youth movements of this period. Social activism, after the 1950s, 
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emphasized the importance of “differences” in the city, especially in terms of oppositions such as 

nature and built space, and “being and thought” (Lefebvre 88).  

In his work, Writing on Cities, Lefebvre claims that sciences fragment the city in order to 

analyze it. History, sociology, demography, geography, economy, architecture and design are 

some of the sciences that shape the holistic image of the city and which also fragment the urban 

space into pieces. Lefebvre observes that these parts of the city can be unified only through a 

plan or project (94). Such projects can be seen like those of grassroots organizations and activists 

that united the city through cross-cutting actions that incorporated art, music, writing, protests 

and the promotion of a certain lifestyle. An important question of people’s lifestyle in the urban 

sphere is how the individual or a group of people insert their own “rhythm” of life into that of the 

others, that is the rest of the city, and more significantly, how one follows his/her own rhythm 

compared to that of authority, such as political, cultural, economic and social power structures.  

While Lefebvre states that projects have the role of unifying a city from a trans-sectorial 

approach to the urban space, in The Location ofSpace (1994), Bhabha considers that it is the 

creation of projects that fragments the community: “Social differences are not simply given to 

experience through an already authenticated cultural tradition; they are the signs of the 

emergence of community envisaged as a project” (3). Social discrepancies in people’s lifestyle 

trigger individual or group projects which naturally create subcultures and socio-cultural trends. 

It is for these people’s voices in society, expressed through various means such as art, literature 

or demonstrations, that others joined the movements they resonated with, and created waves of 

social change. Except for social fragmentation on the basis of cultural affiliation to a group or 

another, the economic and geographic fragmentation of cities is discussed by Edward Soja in 

Postmodern Geographies (1989), in which he emphasizes a shift from urban to suburban life and 

from luxury to necessity (101). This restructuring of regions and cities has led to the 

development of infrastructure, such as highways, new neighborhoods and corporations that 

promoted the consumption of products and services which meet the new trends and lifestyles 

after the 1950s. This “crabgrass frontier” (Jackson 7) has drawn clear delimitation between lower 

and higher class people, geographically, by the migration of the richer classes to the suburbs and 

also in terms of life standards, by the adoption of certain titles and routines by the wealthier 

class, such as ownership of the suburban house, isolation from the workplace and the crowded 

city and the ideas of home and family prosperity as a priority. In Rebel Cities (2012), David 

Harvey acknowledges the importance of the political spectrum of the city as an important power 

structure of the urban space, which is built by the city itself: 

 

The city of God, the city on a hill, the relationship between city and citizenship - the city 

as an object of utopian desire, as a distinctive place of belonging within a perpetually 

shifting spatio-temporal order - all give it a political meaning that mobilizes a crucial 

political imaginary” (xvii).  
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This structure is held and changed by the society that mirrors its philosophy into the city. 

However, difference in one’s understanding of what the city represents, may cause fragmentation 

on all layers of the city: social, cultural, political, economic and geographical.  

There are a number of questions which Beat literature raises when looking at the events 

of the mid-20th century American city, described through the lens of activism and the social 

agenda of the Golden Age. How did the Beats introduce and adapt their life-rhythm into that of 

the American city of the 1950s and what effects did this process create? What were the main 

projects created by social differences in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s and how did the Beat project 

influence the production of other similar social projects? What was the cry and the demand of the 

Beat Generation regarding the city and what was the urban dimension that this revolutionary 

subculture assumed? How are the blueprints of the three epicenters of the Beat Generation, New 

York, San Francisco and Los Angeles represented in the Beat literature through creative places? 

How did the cartography of activism in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, in the three cities represent 

the Beat Generation and the cultural realities of the three decades? What roles did gender and 

sexuality take during these three decades (1950s, 1960s, 1970s) in the mainstream society and 

how did the Beats respond to it? 

These questions aim at raising awareness about the importance of activism in the pursuit 

of equality and harmony in the contemporary era, by analyzing the experience of an inspirational 

and yet underrated youth subculture, the Beat writers. Their literature helps at creating a new 

understanding of the spatial dimension of activism: cartographies of artifacts that serve as social 

demonstrations through literature, for which I propose the term: “metamanifest places.” Through 

the literary act, the writer as activist may create a map of places of protest, through the 

construction of the real and imagined space (the artifact), hidden in the literary text. Such 

“metamanifest places” determine the grassroots atmosphere of a certain time period while 

endowing the writer with a double role: that of the author of a literary text and that of the activist. 

An analysis of activism during events of global importance and influence is relevant for a better 

understanding of inclusion, as a key-element of achieving welfare and a prosperous urban 

society, in an era marked and reshaped by possibility: the power of people to push limits further, 

through the technological development. Technological evolution causes disruption, restructures 

tradition and shifts experience from the natural to the artificial. It is important to find new, 

feasible solutions to obtuse social norms, which can be applied in accordance to the present 

needs of people, by giving visibility to root causes. Activists take the responsibility of 

emphasizing such problems through various means and seek to find solutions for the benefit of 

the community. 

The first half of the 20th century in America is characterized by conformity and a number 

of crises and struggles caused by the two World Wars and the Great Depression in between 

them. Such times of sacrifice are backfired by the second half of the century, a period of 

revolution, change, achievement and rebellion. Starting with the 1950s, America was marked by 

great milestones on politics, economy and culture, coming closer to the “melting pot” ideology 

that it promotes by making historical changes in its politics of freedom, race and racism, 
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discrimination and equal rights, one example in this respect being the Civil Rights Movement 

(King 66). The Civil Rights activists exchanged “immediate survival or interests” (King 66) that 

is temporary basic needs such as safety and comfort for the quest for social change that aimed at 

permanent improvement of more complex social needs related to dignity and social recognition. 

New social groupings started to front together against the mainstream culture of the previous 

ages. This fragmentation of society both restructured the traditional social and cultural patterns 

that have been respected throughout history and started to act on social issues by identifying the 

sources of their oppression. Moreover, the creation of subcultures of activists and social workers 

had a great impact on shaping new identities and goals for Americans, especially for those from 

marginalized groups. Activists have been stigmatized throughout time by the mainstream society 

because of their rebellious attitude and political agendas. The Beats depicted in their work the 

opposition between the status they had inside their group and the one in the society: It is a kind 

of hall of glory, as these people, in Ginsbergʼs view, are the “saints given vision” who are now 

“shrouded in junk” (Quinn 198). As the Beats have been through the first youth groups to see the 

world differently and to manage to adopt a lifestyle that opposed the 1950s expectations, they 

helped at contouring the image of the activist in literature through their writing. The same idea of 

stigmatized change-makers is also found in David Bernstein’sHow to change the World, which 

focuses on the issue of low social status of the activist and of the social entrepreneur: 

Over the past century, researchers have studied business entrepreneurs extensively 

[…]. In contrast, social entrepreneurs have received little attention. Historically, they 

have been cast as humanitarians or saints, and stories of their work have been passed 

down more in the form of children's tales than case studies. While the stories may 

inspire, they fail to make social entrepreneurs' methods comprehensible. One can 

analyze an entrepreneur, but how does one analyze a saint? (92) 

The activist becomes, thus, an underdog of society and a dreamer of social welfare, trying to 

make ends meet among those who are in need, and those who are in command. This study 

focuses on mapping social groupings as portrayed in literary and non-literary texts, and aims at 

giving visibility to the development of these groups’ identity.  

A spatial analysis of the Beats’ work, compared to real historical events, reveals the 

challenges that social activists may have been confronted with while experiencing urban life and 

living under the values, norms and principles of the second half of the 20th century. Beat writers 

such as Allen Ginsberg, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Gary Snyder, Gregory Corso, Jack Kerouac, 

Anne Waldman, Diane di Prima and Hettie Jones are some of the representatives of a movement 

that started as a group of experimentalist writers who later became recognized as the 

representatives of the San Francisco Renaissance and models for social activists that were 

inspired by the Beats’ courage to experiment in their work with form and language and also to 

express an attitude that determined change in Golden Age America.  

As Stephenson observes in his book, The Daybreak Boys: Essays on the Literature of the 

BeatGeneration, “Gary Snyder works through his poetry and his essays to aid in the achievement 
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of a new golden age ‘of ecological balance, classless society, social and economic freedom ... [a 

return to] The Garden of Eden’” (181). The Beats’ bluntness in writing is meant to fight 

constraint, which is seen as a social, cultural and economic force aimed to control and quiet the 

masses. While the Beats, in general, represented an isolated group from the society, Beat women 

had to overcome more obstacles than the men, irrespective of how rebellious their attitude was, 

they still had to face a strongly patriarchal society. In her foreword for Brenda Knight’s book 

Women of the Beat Generation: The Writers, Artists and Muses at the Heart of a Revolution, 

Anne Waldman discusses the challenges Beat women had to confront: 

 

I knew interesting creative women who became junkies for their boyfriends, who 

stole for their boyfriends, who concealed their poetry and artistic aspirations, who 

slept around to be popular, who had serious eating disorders, who concealed their 

unwanted pregnancies raising money for abortions on their own or who put the child 

up for adoption. Who never felt they owned or could appreciate their own bodies. I 

knew women living secret or double lives because love and sexual desire for another 

woman was anathema. I knew women in daily therapy because their fathers had 

abused them, or women who got sent away to mental hospitals or special schools 

because they'd taken a black lover. Some ran away from home. Some committed 

suicide. (x) 

 

All these “interesting creative women” that Waldman met and tells about, could be considered 

the authors of “those books that are missing” from the world, as Virginia Woolf observed in her 

essay A Room of One’s Own in 1929. All the experiences lived by those women that Waldman 

knew have been kept silent through obscurity and secrecy, as the patriarchal society dictated. The 

literary works these Beat women could have created if they would have had the support and 

safety, necessary to produce the artistic act, may have appeared today in the books of literature 

and literary theory alongside names such as Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac.  Brenda Knight 

gives these women a voice by giving them the literary space to recall their story. It is notable 

though, that after analyzing various books and anthologies of American poetry, such as The San 

Francisco Renaissance: Poetics and Community at Mid-Century by Michael Davidson, the 

Rolling Stone Book of the Beats by Holly George-Warren and the Columbia History of 

American Poetry: From the Puritans to Our Time by Jay Parini and Brett C. Miller, one can 

notice that these give little space for Beat women writers. In the same time, collections of poems 

that do not focus only on Beat poetry, but on American poetry in general, such as The Music of 

What Happens: Poems, Poets, Critics or Part of Nature, Part of Us: Modern American Poets, 

both by Helen Vendler, contain no mentioning of Beat women poets. Anne Waldman further 

adds in her forward of Knight’s book that “it is in certain interests, however, to keep women 

down” (x). Women poets, especially Beat, did not get to enjoy the perks of working as writers 

and those that did write, lacked visibility and the opportunity to focus on their talent and ideas 

due to all impediments that women’s experience in the Golden Age America encompassed.  
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Writers have been contributing greatly to the development of social welfare by writing 

about human experience from various points of view. The core of “metamanifest places” lies in 

the imbalances between people and places depicted in texts. Although cities are stratified in 

social structures, when the norms of the society are threatened by changes, social movements are 

born. In contexts such as industrial and technological evolution, traditions, lifestyles and beliefs 

have to adapt and thus, space needs to be restructured and remodeled to meet the new needs of 

people. In the case of cities, urban regeneration is strongly related to social movements and 

therefore, to activism. With the passing of time and generations, cities have to make space for the 

new activities of people or repurpose its places. Churches, castles, citadels, caves and city 

squares are a few of the types of places that needed to adapt to the evolution of, and changes in, 

lifestyle. When a considerable part of a city’s inhabitants does not resonate with the space they 

live in, they transform that need into a social demand. Both the location and the inhabitant can 

only transform together, which is why cities, as human settlements, determine how people live 

their lives, while people determine the role of the city in their endeavors. This dissonance 

between places and people that occurs at certain moments in time, are eternalized by writers as 

well as other types of artists in their works. The very aim of portraying this disorder in their 

prose or poetry, in the case of writers, is to offer the public an authentic documentation of those 

events and also to raise awareness on the feeling of “unbelonging,” “disapproval,” “rejection,” or 

“incompability” of individuals and the spaces they live in. Such literary cartographies may be 

called “metamanifest places,” as texts uncover the raw turn of social and cultural events, as well 

as their genuine atmosphere when analyzed. The very creation of such maps, which depict the 

irregularities of a generation and which give a voice to lower social classes, is an example of 

activism sustained by the author.  

Such themes of social injustice and fear of capitalist and patriarchal forces are 

emphasized in the works of Beat women poets. An analysis of their writings shows that they tend 

to describe more women’s experience in the city, which is a topic that resonates with the second 

wave of feminism. Anne Waldman creates literary cartographies of New York and San Francisco 

and portrays the two cities from a female point of view. In Light & Shadow (1972),the poem’s 

cartography records places in New York: “in a park under trees & towers,/ light on the fresh 

canvas, the painter/ on the roof of West 21st Street/ under thoughtful shadow” (Waldman, 

Helping the Dreamer 317). Waldman conveys a moment and a place of creativity. The city is the 

inspiration of the painter and of the poet that immortalizes the atmosphere through her lines. The 

view from the roof on West 21st Street becomes art in itself through the poem, as it may trigger 

emotional reactions from the readers. The place is one between old and new, between “trees and 

towers” and between light and shadow. This aspect draws on the Beat’s political philosophy that 

sees nature, art, creativity, imagination and experience as light, while dark forces such as the 

skyscrapers, industries and corporations are looked at as factors that deteriorate humanity. 

However, the use of words in Waldman’s poem, create confusion and a space that can be 

considered a representation of a metamanifest place. The use of “thoughtful shadow,” 

deconstructs the binary opposition “light-dark” by placing a positive adjective next to the noun 
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“shadow.” Through this association, the poet discusses the relativity of the way people perceive 

things as either good or bad and alludes to the fact that the world is a whole built on both light 

and shadow, negativity and positivity. 

In the case of Howl (1956), Allen Ginsberg deliberately uses expressions such as “cold-

water flats,” “with dreams, with drugs, with waking nightmares” (Ginsberg 134), in order to 

create the idea of a hostile space. The cartography of New York created in Howl portrays 

‘metamanifest places,’ as the poet influences the reader to empathize and agree with the poetic 

voice by presenting the city’s soft dimension that is the atmosphere, from Ginsberg’s 

perspective, which is that of desolation and of vice and abuse for the sake of respite from reality. 

Howl also emphasizes the condition of traveling and of moving from one place to another in 

order to emphasize the continuous search of one’s place in society. The landscape that Ginsberg 

presents is one of struggle and suffering that may cause suicide. The poetic voice feels 

unsupported, lonely and helpless in a stiff society. The poem can also be read as an icon of youth 

culture in the 1950s, as it did give young people a sense of belonging, change and identity. Howl 

is fraught with ‘metamanifest places’ as youngsters of the 1950s, who have witnessed WWII, 

received assurance through this poem that the strict and authoritative society of the time will 

change. Moreover, the poem is iconic of metropolitan culture in America, especially of New 

York, by offering an underground perspective on people’s experience of the urban space at the 

time.   

 Such social and cultural experiences have been portrayed by both male and female Beat 

writers, who contributed to the creation of the Beat city. The voices their texts emphasize are 

those of outcasts who fight the mainstream political agenda. Their thorough descriptions of the 

urban realm construct creative “metamanifest places” either by raising awareness or by depicting 

an image of protest against the unjust structure of power, through their representations of the 

American city. These places further create meaningful cartographies of activism, which 

influence change in communities and offer the readers the experience of the social underdog who 

strives for social, cultural and environmental freedom and welfare at a time of technological 

development and strict social norms.  
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Abstract: In the modern society, where alienation and powerlessness feature prominently, 

Native American writers provide in their works ways of dealing with traumatic experiences from 

the more or less remote past and of reconstructing an identity that resolves the inner struggle 

most Native Americans face, due to their mixed heritage. Native American women writers’ 

autobiographies emphasize the need to rely and incorporate traditional Native American identity 

formation components, namely language and storytelling, the land and its surrounding elements, 

and cultural tribal heritage into the present, in order to recover lost values and perspectives that 

would provide healing and continuance. Leslie Marmon Silko, Louise Erdrich and Linda Hogan 

create, in their autobiographies, a self composed of a multitude of voices, emphasizing the 

connection that exists between humans and the natural world, as well as the cultural knowledge 

that is transmitted from one generation to another. Apart from this interconnection between 

people and nature and ancestral heritage, Native American women writers also deal with 

another major identity formation component without which Native people could not reach a 

balanced sense of the self: that of language and storytelling. This article discusses ways of 

reconstructing identity in the autobiographical works by Erdrich, Marmon Silko and Hogan with 

a view to recovering cultural heritage. 

 

Keywords: identity components, Native American, language, land, cultural heritage. 

 

 

Introduction 

Over the last few decades, Native American writers have made strenuous efforts to rebuild their 

Native identity by highlighting its traditional components. These traditional identity formation 

components, namely bloodline, cultural heritage, the land, the natural environment and the 

language, are revered in Native American writers’ works as grounds on which an identity that 

best fits the modern world is reconstructed. The autobiographies of established Native American 

women writers, such as Louise Erdrich’s, Leslie Marmon Silko’s and Linda Hogan’s stand as 

evidence of Native American identity reinvention through elements of traditional identity 

formation. 

Identity is a concept that has been widely discussed and analyzed from different 

theoretical perspectives. From a sociological perspective, Peter J. Burke and Jan E. Stets define 
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identity as: “the set of meanings that define who one is when one is an occupant of a particular 

role in society, a member of a particular group, or claims particular characteristics that identify 

him or her as a unique person” (Burke and Stets 2003:3). According to Burke and Stets, society 

plays a major role in one’s identity formation because of his/her affiliation to certain groups or of 

his/her assertion of certain particularities that are socially constructed. Thus, people define their 

identity in relation to social constructs that society imposes on them. Regarding the relationship 

between society and identity, another important sociologist, Sheldon Stryker, notes in his “The 

Past, The Present and The Future of Identity Theory” that: “persons have as many identities as 

distinct networks of relationships in which they occupy positions and play roles” (Stryker 

2000:5). Here, Stryker highlights again the role that society plays in one’s identity formation, 

stating that one has multiple identities and enacts them according to what specific situations 

require.  

In Identity: Sociological Perspectives (2014), Steph Lawler states that: “It is not possible 

to provide a single, overarching definition of what [identity] is, how it is developed and how it 

works. […] what identity means depends on how it is thought about” (Lawler 2014: 7). Because 

the term identity encompasses many other categories such as gender, class, race, ethnicity, class, 

and so on, it has been rendered difficult to define. Depending on the category one has in mind, 

identity is defined in accordance to that category only, hence the wide range of analyses 

regarding the concept of identity. However, despite the numerous aspects of identity, there is one 

main issue that draws attention to writers and scholars: “[the] relationship between the ways in 

which people live and understand their lives and the kinds of social categories available to them” 

(Lawler, 2014: 9). According to Lawler, this relationship “is at the heart of struggles – both lay 

and academic - to understand identity” (9). This link between the social categories and self-

perception is also pointed out in Native American women’s autobiographies, because, in 

emphasizing their traditional elements of identity, Native American women writers also point out 

the derogatory social categories imposed on them by the mainstream society. 

The present article focuses on Native American women’s identity and their struggle to 

counteract the misconceptions regarding Native American women and reassert their former 

traditional power. The best way in which feminine Native American identity may be discussed is 

by analyzing internal sources, such as Native American women’s autobiographies, namely Leslie 

Marmon Silko’s Storyteller (1981), Louise Erdrich’s The Blue Jay’s Dance: A Birthyear (1995), 

and Linda Hogan’s The Woman Who Watches Over the World (2001). They are considered to be 

the best literary sources in which feminine Native American identity is depicted. According to 

Devon Abbot Mihesuah, “Native women- […] are the ones who can best describe what it means 

to be Indigenous women, because […] they are “those who live it” (Mihesuah 2003: 29).  
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One paramount reason for Native American women writers turning to autobiography 

writing is explained by Hertha D. Sweet Wong.  She claims that  

 

with the deconstruction of the subject and the complexities of contemporary Native 

identities in the late twentieth century, there are many writers who have turned to 

autobiographical writing as one mode of grappling with vexed questions about the 

instability of identity and perhaps as a way to articulate or fashion a coherent Native 

subjectivity. (Sweet Wong, 2005: 139)  

 

According to Sweet Wong, many Native American women writers view autobiographies as ways 

through which they can counteract the misconceptions regarding Native identity as well as ways 

through which they can reshape and reconstruct their own Native American identities in the 

modern world, where the concept of identity is a highly debatable one.  

Native American writers have taken their Native identity formation elements and turned 

them into major literary themes, pointing out the destructiveness brought by colonialism that still 

affects Native people. In Native American Literatures: An Introduction (2004), Suzanne 

Lundquist states that  

 

Native literary themes pivot around various descriptions and confrontations with the 

causes and effects of Native fragmentation while at the same time imagining how healing 

from such debilitating fragmentation might occur. (Lundquist 2004: 203)  

 

By employing the major elements of identity formation as themes, Native American authors 

explore the traumatic historical events and their effects on people and discover ways of 

overcoming the damages of the past. Thus, Native American writings can also be seen as 

methods of healing the wounds of the past events. They create special artistic effects not only for 

the readers but also for the authors themselves, who confront their own traumas and heal 

themselves through writing. Native American autobiographies also contain the major Native 

American literary themes proving that they are not fictional but on the contrary, they are part of 

present-day reality and that they actually provide ways through which Native American people 

can deal with the fragmentation resulted from the traumas of the past, but also with their own 

daily experiences. 

 

Homelands 

One major Native American identity formation component that is also a prevalent theme in many 

Native American works is the link to the land. It is a known fact that Native Americans revere 

nature with all its variety, and have a special relationship with their former tribal lands, as Native 

American origin stories are related to land. Native American women’s autobiographies also 

make numerous references to their former tribal lands.  



32 
 

 The traditional tribal stories about the origins of the world and myths show how 

important the land is for Native Americans’ identity formation, as they are all connected to it. 

Clara Sue Kidwell and Alan Velie state that: “American Indian stories of the origin of the world 

orient people to the land, in all its aspects, and to the sky. Stories of tribal origins give people 

their sense of place in the world” (Kidwell and Velie 2005: 24).  Thus, the land also gives Native 

American people a sense of belonging to a specific group, home and security. These tribal stories 

of the origin of the world are not only part of Native American people’s cultural background, but 

they are also “ways of establishing human relationships with existing environments” (Kidwell 

and Velie 2005:24). These stories of creation stand as guidelines for a nurturing relationship 

between people and the nature. 

The healing power of land does not lie only in origin stories, but also in the surrounding 

environment and all its elements, such as rocks, birds, animals and so on. As Velie and Kidwell 

state in their Native American Studies: “to many Indians winds, plants, animals, even rocks may 

be sentient beings, and their power can be harmful to those who do not understand and know 

how to use it” (Kidwell and Velie 2005: 31). Hence, the numerous references in Native 

American writers’ works underline the necessity of having a balanced relationship with the land 

and its elements in order to achieve a stable sense of identity.  

One of the three Native American autobiographies analyzed is Louise Erdrich’s The Blue 

Jay’s Dance: A Birthyear, in which she describes her pregnancy period and her daughters’ first 

year. Throughout The Blue Jay’s Dance: A Birthyear, Erdrich includes many references to birds, 

deer, wild turkeys and other elements of nature, such as trees, woods, or sky, showing the readers 

her personal and at the same time traditional Ojibwa connection to nature. Erdrich emphasizes 

the interconnectedness between people and nature when writing about her daughter’s love for 

plants and rocks. Erdrich reminisces that 

 

In the tradition of my grandmother, using her seeds, I literally transplant myself into this 

ground and find at the same time that our five-year-old as well inherited the gardening 

urge-she’s a ferocious planter, digger, weeder, fellow obsessive planner. […] She 

believes we die but all things are connected… (Erdrich 1995: 92-93).  

 

Erdrich clearly emphasizes the interconnectedness between people and their ancestors with and 

through nature. Her five-year-old daughter feels close to the natural environment, feeling at 

home surrounded by plants, a connection that she inherited from Erdrich’s grandmother. Erdrich 

points out the Native American traditional perspective which has already been instilled into her 

daughter: the people’s identity formation cannot exist outside their connection to nature. 

Throughout the book, Erdrich emphasizes her identity as a Native American by 

connecting cultural heritage with the land. Lee Schweninger states in his Listening to the Land 

(2008) that: “[Erdrich’s] writing, her self-identifying as Ojibwa, her overt struggle to survive 

through writing, all come together consciously, especially in her attitude toward the natural 

surroundings” (Schweninger 2008: 98). Thus, in her memoir, Erdrich emphasizes her cultural 
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heritage as Native American and her finding inner peace and tranquility by relying on the 

soothing powers of nature’s elements, by stating that:  

 

on lovely New England days when everything should be alright- […] - I fall sick with 

longing for the horizon. I suffer from horizon sickness. […]. And to compensate for 

horizon sickness, for the great longing that seems both romantically German and 

pragmatically Ojibwa in origin, I find solace in trees. (91).  

 

Here, she clearly points out the major role land plays in one’s construction and reconstruction of 

identity. The Ojibwa nation’s ancestral lands are located in the Northeast, a wooded area; thus, 

the trees provide the author a sense of belonging and a ground in which she can overcome the 

instability of having mixed heritage. 

Linda Hogan’s memoir, The Woman Who Watches Over the World (2001), is another 

major Native American work where the concept of interconnectedness is explored. Linda Hogan 

warns people of the tragedies that might come from a broken relationship between humans and 

the natural environment and its elements. The title of Linda Hogan’s autobiography stands as a 

metaphor for the connection between humans and nature and for the need of a nurturing 

relationship between these two. Linda Hogan explains that the title comes from a clay figure she 

saw in a museum gift shop from San Martin, Mexico. Hogan bought the clay woman entitled 

“The Bruja Who Watches Over the Earth”, but when it arrived, the clay woman was broken. For 

Hogan, the broken clay woman became a metaphor for the broken relationship between humans 

and nature, as she writes: “The woman who watches over the world was broken. [...] Yes, the 

woman who watches over us is as broken as the land, as hurt as the flesh people. […] Something 

between us and earth has broken” (18). Thus, the clay figure stands as proof for the current state 

of the world, predominantly characterized by destructiveness and fragmentation. In her “Coping 

with Trauma: Self-Portrayal in Linda Hogan’s Memoir”, Ludmila Martanovschi claims that the 

title can also stand for “the speaking voice in the text that strives to achieve unity and render 

meaning for the sake of the reader” (Martanovschi 53). In her memoir, Linda Hogan strives to 

raise people’s consciousness regarding the degrading state of nature and, in consequence, of their 

selves. 

A third Native American autobiography that emphasizes the healing powers of Native 

American identity formation constituents is Leslie Marmon Silko’s Storyteller (1981). According 

to Linda Krumholz, Storyteller has been divided into six sections, which she titles: “Survival” (1-

53), “Yellow Woman” (54-99), “Drought” (100-155), “Rain” (156-186), “Spirits” (187-211) and 

“Coyote” (212-267), each them focusing on specific themes that resemble a ritual of initiation 

for the non-Natives and a quest of identity for the Native Americans: it begins with the Native 

perspective as being in danger and doomed and ends by reinforcing Native values. (Krumholz 

2011:70) 

“A Geronimo Story”, for example, belonging to the last section, is imbued with 

references to nature and land’s importance in Native American lives. The story shows that only 
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by maintaining a balanced relationship with the surrounding environment, one can acquire a 

great deal of knowledge that ensures Native American identity survival. Another instance in “A 

Geronimo Story” that shows the close relationship between Native Americans and nature is 

found in Andy’s recount of the first night outdoor, where: “Siteye was singing a spring song to 

the stars: it was an old song with words about rivers and oceans in the sky” (Silko, 1981: 217). 

Here, the narrator initiates the reader into another Laguna tradition and perspective regarding 

nature: that of honoring nature’s elements and their power. Siteye is clearly a man deeply rooted 

in the tribal traditions and customs and even though he is familiar with the Euro-American ways 

of life, he continues to follow the old ways in order to preserve his sense of self and to show the 

next generation that Native American identity means strength, resilience and power if maintained 

by the traditional identity formation elements such as the link to the land and to the native 

language. 

 

Language and Storytelling 

Language is an important element in Native American identity. Across the centuries, since the 

early colonial times, Native American tribes have been forced, by hostile circumstances, to 

renounce their native language and adopt English instead. Because of this imposition, many 

tribal languages have been almost forgotten, and this led to the shattering process of Native 

American identities. However, nowadays Native Americans have realized that language is 

another major part of their identity and have been making efforts in resurrecting their tribal 

tongues. According to Velie and Kidwell “language is key to understanding Native world views” 

(2005, 83). Thus, Kidwell and Velie draw attention to the non-native readers to the importance of 

language in Native Americans’ lives. Even though non-native readers are unable to read or hear 

the Native American languages, they can still comprehend Native American perspectives if they 

become familiar with concepts such as orality and storytelling.  

Louise Erdrich uses extremely rich literary devices and profound metaphors to express 

the greatness of the language. She places a great emphasis on storytelling as part of the Native 

American identity in her works. Erdrich considers that storytelling should be part of all people’s 

lives as it is enriching and healing. She acknowledges that storytelling is actually part of the 

Native American tradition passed down from one generation to another, as she states that: “The 

voice in which my grandfather spoke to me is, however, laced unfathomably through the 

mechanism of my own brain, so that I hear him speak in clear tones” (1995: 186).  Native 

American oral traditions are powerful tools in the process of preserving and constructing 

identity, ensuring tribal survival and personal empowerment. Erdrich also acknowledges that her 

own gift of storytelling comes from a long line of storytellers and that her ancestors’ voices and 

their stories are deeply embedded in her own identity. According to Margaret Noori in her essay 

entitled “Louise Erdrich Anishinaabezhibiiaan”: “Telling stories in any language is an act of 

hope and memory; for Erdrich, it is an act of survival. Words convey with sounds and definition 

the history and creativity of individuals and communities” (2013: 105). Thus, the formation and 
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maintenance of identity and culture are based on language, which, in Erdrich’s works, including 

her autobiography, functions as a reinforcement of Ojibwa culture and identity. 

Language also functions as an important theme in Silko’s Storyteller. One of its roles is to 

maintain and reinforce identity. According to Helen Jaskoski, “Silko has been engaged in 

developing a theory of story and storytelling as constitutive of human identity and community” 

(2011: 87). Silko’s Storyteller can thus be read as a reaffirmation of her Native identity through 

language. 

Apart from the traditional or fictional stories that Silko includes in Storyteller, there are 

also autobiographic recounts of Silko’s grandparents. One instance of autobiographical recounts 

is about Silko’s grandmother, Marie Anaya Marmon, in which she once again emphasizes the 

importance of storytelling in Native Americans’ lives. Interestingly, the story belongs to the 

section that Krumholz calls “Survival”. Silko recounts the traditional Laguna ways of washing 

the hair with yucca roots or cleaning teeth with juniper ash still used by her grandmother. 

Regarding the importance of storytelling in grandmother A’mooh’s life, Silko recounts: 

 

Her last years they took her away to Albuquerque/ to live with her daughter, aunt Bessie./ 

But there was no fire to start in the morning/ and nobody dropping by./ She didn`t have 

anyone to talk to all day/ because Bessie worked./ She might have lived without watering 

morning glories/ and without kids running through her kitchen/ but she did not last long/ 

without someone to talk to (35). 

 

Silko clearly indicates that storytelling is part of Native American identity, acknowledging that 

without it, Native Americans lose their sense of self. She is fully aware that uprooting someone 

from their home, land, and traditions leads to a shattered identity and eventually loss of will and 

power. Silko emphasizes the great loss endured by her grandmother, forced to live in a strange 

place, where she could no longer follow her daily rituals, but considers that while the loss of 

these rituals was traumatic, her grandmother could have overcome them, she could have 

survived, if there had been someone to talk to and share her stories with. Silko acknowledges that 

her grandmother could not bear being reduced to silence and thus, lost her desire to live. The 

importance of storytelling in grandmother A’mooh’s life is once again emphasized by the 

photograph attached to this recount in which Silko’s grandmother is portrayed holding a book 

and reading from it to Silko’s sisters. 

Linda Hogan’s The Woman Who Watches Over the World is another autobiographical 

narrative where the importance of language in one’s identity making is stressed. Linda Hogan 

relies upon the Native American oral tradition of storytelling to reinforce her identity as a 

Chickasaw member. She states that: “A spoken story is larger than one unheard, unsaid. In nearly 

all creation accounts, words or songs are how the world was created, the animals sung into 

existence. […] We are […] made of words” (Hogan, 2001: 21). To Hogan, language is part of 

people’s identity providing the means to tell stories, which ensure survival. She takes up N. Scott 

Momaday’s statement regarding the power of language and reinforces it in her work, showing 
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the reader that words are means through which survival and healing can be achieved. 

Martanovschi claims that in Hogan’s autobiography “self-expression turns into salvation” (55). 

This process of self-expression reveals unknown or unattainable truths regarding one’s inner self 

or important aspects of the world. 

 

Bloodlines, Heritage, Reinvention 

Regarding the bloodline, many Native Americans place little importance on it, but in order to be 

part of a certain tribe, one must demonstrate that he/she is the descendant of one of the members 

of that particular Native American tribe. According to Kidwell and Velie: “in contemporary 

society, Indian identity may simply be represented by the possession of a Certificate of Degree of 

Indian Blood (CDIB), issued by the Bureau of Indian Affairs and based on descent from a 

federally approved roll of original tribal members compiled in the late nineteenth century” 

(2005: 70). Due to the reluctance regarding enrollment showed by many Native Americans 

during colonial period, many find it difficult to prove that they are descendants of particular 

tribal societies. Hence, bloodline does not constitute a major Native American identity formation 

constituent, as they value more previously discussed aspects of Native life. That is also why little 

importance is given to bloodline in Native American writings. 

Apart from blood quantum, which is nowadays less important, cultural heritage and 

lineage are part of Native American identity. Louise Erdrich emphasizes in her autobiographical 

work, The Blue Jay’s Dance: A Birthyear, the importance of family and community in shaping 

one’s sense of self. After the death of her grandfather, Patrick Gourneau, Erdrich realizes that “I 

must have been sustained by my grandparents even more than I knew” (184), since they are “our 

witnesses, our living memories. We lose them and we lose the farthest reach of ourselves” (186). 

Erdrich remembers her grandparents and their importance in every person’s life to underline the 

deep connection between tribal elders and young Native American people’s identity. Erdrich 

acknowledges that people’s identity and sense of self is shaped by the stories and memories of 

their grandparents or tribal elders as they pass down their knowledge to the next generation.  

Apart from short stories and poems, Silko has included family photographs in her 

autobiography. The role of these photographs is not only to evoke relatives or past events, but, as 

Elizabeth McHenry states, they “act as puzzle pieces to let in partial images of the past: the 

process of restoring pictures to their narrative contexts provoked questions never before asked or 

answered by Silko’s sense of self, family, immediate community, and the larger myths and 

legends of her region” (McHenry 103). In other words, Silko’s Storyteller is one of 

contemporary Native autobiographies that try to answer important questions related to Native 

identity and their perspectives on life. Through the use of family photographs, Silko bridges the 

field of anthropology and ethnography to that of autobiography, providing a clearer image of 

Native American contemporary life, identity and culture. In Silko’s Storyteller, the reader can 

find information about Laguna culture, can better understand the Native American identity 

constituents, and identify various life experiences of contemporary Native Americans. At the 

beginning of the Storyteller, Silko draws attention to the importance of photographs in her 
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autobiographical work as well as in people’s lives. She states: “I realized that the photographs in 

the Hopi basket/ have a special relationship to the stories as I remember them / The photographs 

are here because many of the stories can be traced in the photographs” (Silko 1). Thus, Silko 

both acknowledges, and draws attention to, the importance of photographs in people’s lives, as 

they stand as evidence for the stories of one family or community, contributing, at the same time, 

to strengthening and reinforcing tribal culture.  

Linda Hogan also emphasizes the concept of interconnectedness found in Native 

American traditional perspectives and employed by other Native American women writers, such 

as Erdrich or Silko in their works. Hogan acknowledges that people’s identity is constructed and 

influenced by their ancestors and the natural world. She states that: “Many fates dwell inside a 

single human being. We sleep with all those whose blood or lives we share, inheriting their 

histories. […] I became the meeting place of forces not my own” (Hogan 114). Just like Erdrich, 

who states that our ancestors are part of our identity, so does Hogan emphasize the deep 

connection between people and their ancestors, family members or members of the community. 

To show the reader the vast connection between people’s self and their ancestors as well as their 

community’s history, Hogan connects her personal life experiences and traumas that became part 

of her self with the history of Chickasaw nation, the Native American tribe Hogan is part of: “I 

am one of the children who lived inside my grandmother, and was carried, cell, gene, and spirit 

within mourners along the Trail of Tears” (Hogan 123). Once again, Hogan connects the history 

of Native American nations to that of her own, emphasizing the connection between people and 

cultural heritage as well as exposing the reality of Native American life in colonial and post-

colonial America. 

 

Conclusion 

Native American women’s autobiographies are evidences of their strong sense of self which is 

being built relying upon, and respecting, the Native American identity components, namely the 

power of language, storytelling, cultural heritage and the connection with the land. All these 

Native American autobiographies invite readers to acknowledge the interconnectedness between 

people and their cultural heritage as well as the natural environment and to love the world and its 

landscapes. According to Theresa S. Smith and Jill M. Fiore in their “Landscape as Narrative, 

Narrative as Landscape”, 

 

The stories that contemporary Native Americans often need to hear are ones that 

acknowledge dislocation and isolation while enacting healing for both the individual and 

a community that includes the natural environment. By definition, these stories must 

grow out of the landscape—indeed, must participate in the landscape—in order to be 

efficacious. (Smith & Fiore 2010: 60)  
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Thus, Native American writers find their inspiration in the surrounding environment and succeed 

in reconnecting with their roots by writing about the landscape, hence presenting the readers 

strategies of overcoming traumas and identity crises.  

 Louise Erdrich’s, Leslie Marmon Silko’s and Linda Hogan’s autobiographical narratives 

show readers that only by confronting the duality that exists within the self, due to their mixed 

heritage and by incorporating the traditional Native identity constituents into their lives, can one 

rebuild a balanced sense of self.  
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Abstract: The purpose of critical theories in the tradition of the Frankfurt School is to assess the 

true significance of prevailing ideologies promoted by privileged, ruling sections of a 

community. They may show that the dominant ideology misrepresents how human relations are 

represented and how they work in the real world. One of these critical theories has come to be 

called Critical Discourse Analysis, which combines the critical attitude of the Frankfurt School 

with the examination of language developed in Discourse Analysis. It has to do with language 

and power seen as Language and Power and with an engagement with harmful ideologies.  

Racism is obviously one such harmful ideology. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as a 

theoretical approach is becoming increasingly attractive to those analyzing language in action, 

its relation to power and ideology. That is why a transition from Discourse Analysis to CDA is 

particularly welcome in an examination of biased and prejudiced discourse, such as racism, 

especially in the sensitive contemporary contexts provided by migration and its consequences. 

The current article surveys significant moments and episodes linking the history of migration, the 

evolving discourse of racism and the theoretical framework in which it is to be investigated 

within which Critical Discourse Analysis plays a prominent role.   

Keywords:Critical Discourse Analysis, the Frankfurt School, migration, globalization, racism. 

 

An examination of ways in which such sensitive phenomena as migration are represented in the 

public space today is extremely important. This has to do with issues concerning how important 

agents and institutions are instrumental in promoting perceptions and turning them into 

prevailing ideologies. The press is obviously one of the most influential players at a time which 

is defined by the power of the media to shape and influence large audiences. The culture 

industries have long been thought to have gained particular power in the 20th century, as new 

technologies of communication and dissemination have made interaction in the public area 

increasingly available to larger and larger people. This has led to the even larger effect that 

propaganda allied to the culture industries has had, with the particular example of mass 

manipulation in Nazi Germany in the interwar years as one of the most powerful illustrations. 
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Those theorists who first examined the devastating effects of the negative consequences of the 

progress of the Enlightenment in the age of modernity were such figures of the Frankfurt School 

of critical theory as Horkheimer and Adorno, in their classic study, The Dialectic of 

Enlightenment. 

The purpose of critical theories in the tradition of the Frankfurt School is to assess the 

true significance of prevailing ideologies promoted by privileged, ruling sections of a 

community. They may show that the dominant ideology misrepresents how human relations are 

represented and how they work in the real world. They can also show how such distorting 

representations operate to justify and legitimate the domination of most people by the prevailing 

ideological force of a political minority. One of the Frankfurt School’s main representatives, 

Max Horkheimer, thought that the theorist must be involved in what he or she does in order to 

develop a class consciousness of the people who are subjected to the ideology of the upper 

classes. In order to become freer, less dependent on the prevailing ideology, the promoters of 

what he called critical theory and those whose interests they represented, should remember the 

past. Remembering this past which is about to be forgotten is the best way to adopt a critical 

attitude toward what is wrong today.  

One of these critical theories has come to be called Critical Discourse Analysis, which 

combines the critical attitude of the Frankfurt School with the examination of language 

developed in Discourse Analysis. It has to do with language and power seen as Language and 

Power. Why is language so powerful? Language has a powerful role in establishing 

understanding between human beings and discourse is the initial description for the system 

which is reflected in human language.  

Contemporary studies developing from Discourse Analysis, such as Critical Discourse 

Analysis, show that language is much more than an instrument for communication. Language 

controls the dimensions of human existence and its facts as represented in it.  It includes a scope 

of linguistic activities and it is the first tool in changing the world and human behavior by its 

vocabulary, significances, structures, and contents. It shapes both speech and written discourse 

and it is the repository of culture, representing and preserving the heritage of previous forms of 

social interaction. As long as these important dimensions are present in the discourse pattern, the 

acts are debated in various forms of interaction. In both its deliberative, interactive and cognitive 

dimension, in the social interactions in which it functions, language is seen as essential. It is 

structured through the act and power of various language areas and various language users. It 

shows the importance of its argumentative dimension, and it shapes opinions in human life. It 

follows that discourse refers to a variety of written and spoken ways of giving meaning. This 

applies to social experiences from specific perspectives.  

Discourse expressed through language as an institution contributes to the perception of 

the importance of social identities, social relations, knowledge systems and meanings. In so 

doing, it offers an important basis for the investigations undertaken by its important branch, 

Critical Discourse Analysis. It should be stressed time and again, that its contribution to 

discourse analysis is its particular preoccupation with the engagement with power and ideology 
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in the public space, as this engagement may lead to correcting or indicating corrections to the 

ways in which certain institutions and groups might abuse language communication and serve 

harmful interests. Racism is obviously one such harmful ideology. Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA) as a theoretical approach is becoming increasingly attractive to those analyzing language 

in action, its relation to power and ideology. That is why a transition from Discourse Analysis to 

CDA is particularly welcome in an examination of biased and prejudiced discourse, such as 

racism, especially in the sensitive contemporary contexts provided by migration and its 

consequences. 

Critical Discourse Analysis is not so much about remembering the past as it is about 

engaging with the present. One of the pressing issues today has to do with racism linked to 

migration and its patterns, in the context of practices driven by discourses of various power and 

ideology orientations. Although CDA is not so much concerned with the past, a better 

understanding of current developments having to do with migration, racism and ways in which 

people represent its configurations, also requires a certain historical outline, while also providing 

a necessary theoretical framework to address its contemporary challenges.  

This framework very productively deals with the mechanisms of how figurative 

language, metaphor in particular, plays a prominent role in CDA in shaping the interplay 

between racism and migration in the public space. What is the cognitive and ideological power 

of those metaphors is closely linked to it, and various theorists have contributed interesting ideas 

and observations to it. Nevertheless, for the time being, while acknowledging some of these 

theorists’ positions, it is also important to identify some relevant aspects linked to the 

development of a general narrative of migration and phenomena associated with it, including the 

way it is perceived by certain people in certain place, more specifically in the more developed 

Western world, which has more often than not been the target of migration, especially in the 

industrial age. 

Over the last few decades, but especially over the last few years, massive international 

migration has become again an important phenomenon. More than in the past, it has grown into a 

very sensitive and a very serious political issue affecting both national and international debates. 

The current article is concerned with some significant aspects about migration as it relates to the 

US across the centuries, with a special emphasis on the last century and with very sensitive 

issues concerning migration and racism today. The focus is not on a very comprehensive 

sociological work carried out by a professional sociologist. The author of this text is interested in 

the contexts in which migration to the US in particular, to Western Europe as well, has been 

covered in forms of public discourse in certain periodicals.  

Because of bloody conflicts all over the world, particularly in the Middle East, large 

numbers of migrants cross boundaries, usually illegally and in despair. Governments and various 

communities have become aware that the phenomenon has to be dealt with in terms of broader 

socioeconomic and political issues. Crises appear all over the areas affected by migration and 

local communities develop radical responses to the waves of migrants coming to their territories. 

Some people and institutions have tried to draw up multilateral strategies to diminish clashes, 
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conflicts and tensions coming from uncontrolled migration. Everything is complicated by 

economic disparities, by local and national political confrontations and increasing population and 

environmental threats. All this is reflected in language as it is used to mediate human interaction. 

The focus in this article is on the theoretical framework that facilitates the critical 

engagement with how migration and power are reflected in public discourse. Power is very often 

exercised through language, which explains why Critical Discourse Analysis as an 

interdisciplinary approach will be a good theoretical resource. On the other hand, understanding 

the complex phenomena of migration and attitudes to them requires a broad historical framework 

as a useful starting point.  

Migration all over the world has a long story, going back to the beginnings of time. Many 

thousands of years ago Homo sapiens and Homo erectus started to move across the globe. 

Manfred Steger associates the beginnings of migration with the beginnings of globalization. He 

finds a certain moment to start his narrative about migration and globalization: 12,000 years ago. 

It was then that   

…small bands of hunters and gatherers reached the southern tip of South America. This 

event marked the end of the long process of settling all five continents that was begun by 

our hominid African ancestors more than one million years ago […]In this earliest phase 

of globalization, contact among thousands of hunter and gatherer bands spread all over 

the world was geographically limited and mostly coincidental (Steger 2003: 20).  

 

It is interesting to see that Steger sees globalization and migration before more sedentary 

processes, which will appear later. The migrants, gradually, will settle down, stop moving 

around, start cultivating the land. Farming, agriculture, not migration and globalization, led to the 

emergence of civilization. However, migration came to assume different forms since prehistory. 

Apparently paradoxically, it was settling down and starting farming that will stimulate again the 

processes of migration and globalization. Farming led to the accumulation of food and gradually 

to the development of states, which needed infrastructure. From roads to the invention of the 

wheel the distance is not great. As the same Steger claims, the invention of the wheel “amounted 

to one of those technological and social boosts that moved globalization to a new level” (Steger 

2003:22).  

After the wheel was invented, naval transportation became one of those technological 

developments that would move migration as colonization forward from the ancient world to the 

modern world. Migration was linked to such processes as the colonization of the Mediterranean 

and the Black Sea by Greeks and Romans. The Romans went one step further than the Greeks: in 

addition to their ships, they also build their famous road network all over their empire, which 

will facilitate mobility of both people and goods.  

Closer to our times, the 18th and 19th centuries showed a very bad type of migration. It 

consisted in slave transportation from Africa to America. At this time, millions of slaves from 

Africa were bought and carried to the New World. According to Koser, others were sent in other 

parts of the world, in the area of the Mediterranean and of the Indian Ocean (Koser 2007:2). The 
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same author also informs us that after the end of slavery in the 19th century, indentured laborers 

from India, China, and Japan were brought to work on plantations owned by Europeans (Koser 

2007:3).   

The emergence of the U.S. as an industrial power is linked to the next period of 

migration. From the middle of the 19th century to the 1930s, several waves if migrants came 

from various parts of Europe. After World War II, some economies around the world flourished 

and needed cheap labor to satisfy growing demands all over Australia, Western Europe, and 

North America. Poku and Graham indicate spectacular developments to be noticed at the end of 

the 20th century in contrast to the 1960s:  

In the 1960s, only a handful of countries, mainly the traditional immigration nations in 

North America and Oceania, were significantly affected by international migration, but 

by the 1990s more than 2 per cent of the world’s population was living outside of their 

country of birth (Poku and Graham 2000: 2).   

 

In Europe, in response to the increased need for labor, African migrants worked in Belgium and 

France, and large numbers of immigrants from Turkey became workers in Germany. An opposite 

direction, from Europe to areas beyond it, was also to be observed, linked to relatively massive 

migration waves. Thus, this age also witnessed the migration of about one million people from 

Britain to Australia as a response to demands coming from a growing economy (Koser 2007:3). 

As a whole, one can say that the 20th century showed the onset of a massive wave of 

migration. Kawano is aware that, as a consequence of the doubling of the world’s immigration 

numbers, from 79 million in 1960 to around 170 million people in 2000, it is important to 

examine the cultural, demographic, economic, and political issues linked to migration (Kawano 

2006 :1). The same author notes that during the 1960s and 1970s, reforms of a liberal orientation 

considerably contributed to the elimination of discriminatory policies for admission of 

immigrants based on race, ethnicity, nationality. However, as Kawano claims, the same ethnicity, 

nationality, and race factors lead to an increased number of immigrants from third to first world 

countries, as well as immigrants from the South to Northern states (Kawano 2006:2). 

Koser considers that numbers of international migrant people coming to work in Europe 

declined by the 1970s, but rose again at the beginning of the 1990s in the U.S. The phenomenon 

is to be put in the context in which, as the global economy, especially manufacturing, began to 

move toward regions that welcomed labor migration such as Asia, workers’ migration continued 

to rise considerably (Koser 2007:4).   

American Migration is an important component of this historical outline, as it provides 

the framework for the discussion of important issues today, which have roots in a more or less 

remote past. Since the 1980s, the U.S. has experienced a radical decline in the skill level of 

immigrants. Over the same time, restrictive policies were developed not to allow the arrival of 

immigrants who were less skilled than possible counterparts. It is an uncontested fact that 

inequality has not been eliminated at this time, as education levels differ from country to 

country, which favor some and discriminate against others.  
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The impact the colonies had on immigration also contributed to the framing of the biased 

discourse on migration in various parts of the world. Looking in retrospect to previous historical 

colonial developments Koser thinks that European expansion and the voluntary resettlement of 

Europeans within the Americas, in the so-called colonies of settlement, as well as in the 

dominions, were better prepared to deal with critical circumstances in the countries of origin. 

Convicts, dissident soldiers, orphans, peasants, and workers in Britain, France, Spain, and the 

Netherlands were soon settled abroad (Koser 2007:3).  

Anti-colonial revolts in the second half of the 19th century led to the end of migration 

based on settlement and expansion. Not long after that, decolonization became an obvious 

phenomenon in the complex story of migration. Decolonization had an important impact on the 

migration patterns involving the movement and interchange of considerable numbers of 

Palestinians and Jews, and Muslims and Hindus. Such migratory movements of people led to the 

creation of the state of Israel’s and to the 1947 Partition of India, respectively (Koser 2007:4). 

Decolonization had an impact on migration patterns all over the world, not only in the hot spots 

in which the conflicts had broken out. 

Another important issue to be considered as part of the comprehensive framework of 

migration is its connection with various forms of prejudice and bias, especially with the 

discourse of racism, for which a contemporary source that is of particular importance for the 

current doctoral dissertation is Teun van Dijk’s work (Racism and the Press, 1991). Florian 

Andrei Vlad, in his exploration of the “old demons” of contagion narratives in fiction, notes a 

long tradition of linking migrants to plague and pestilence, to biological threats, thus indicating 

the hostility associated with them across the ages, tracing this attitude all the way back to 

Ancient Greek records: 

 

There is a long tradition of associating biological dangers with migrating groups of 

people, whether invaders or more peaceful visitors. An early account is that of 

Thucydides, who traces geographical movements of the plague from Ethiopia to Egypt to 

Lybia to Persia to Athens, therefore identifying the Athenian plague with the eternal 

enemy, the Persians (F.A.Vlad 2019: 122). 

 

Whether hostility toward the enemy is more than understandable, forms of racism against less 

warlike kinds of migrants are less so, as they negatively affect the lives of both those who 

indulge in them and, obviously much more directly, the lives of the people forced by 

circumstances to leave home and look for shelter elsewhere, with the journey involving both 

danger and suffering, in hope of a more tolerable life. Racism has had significant implications on 

migration and migratory patterns, both nationally and internationally.  

The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 14, stipulates the right to seek 

asylum as universal human right. Various circumstances and the rise of nationalist, fascist and 

racist discourse have affected this human right even in some of Europe’s liberal systems, where 
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democratically elected governments can no longer enforce this principle or have accepted to play 

the nationalist, populist card.  

A number of host communities have come to believe that they were justified in regulate 

levels of cultural and social continuity and change. Large numbers of migrants in Europe had to 

experience racism correlated with European politics that focus on the marginalization and even 

expulsions of migrants and of their communities. In contemporary Europe, racism has moved 

from ethnic racism to cultural racism. Thus, race is not perceived as biological but as a cultural 

problem that continued to concern “inferior groups.”  

Such developments in the public space are easier to examine in printed form. This may 

place the discussion of racism and biased views on migration in the European and American 

press, especially in the tabloids, in a much more comprehensive, international context, in which 

many countries and communities have to work hard to cope with injustice and discrimination. 

The approaches promoted by CDA, the critical examinations of bias, discrimination and racism 

may contribute to the elucidation of the mechanisms of cultural misunderstanding, manipulation, 

tension and conflict. 

CDA theorists have raised awareness of key topics that have received considerable 

attention as far as both new and unexpected issues go. These have to do, often in connection with 

migration, with the transmission of AIDS by certain groups, with gender, nationalism, racism, 

xenophobia. Paul Chilton analyses political language, while also focusing on a cognitive 

methodological approach to racism, using linguistics as a tool kit in an attempt to address social 

injustice: 

 

Starting from single issues such as racism, or from political categories such as ideology, 

scholars in this tradition have tended to use linguistics as a tool kit and have not tried to 

tell us more about the human language instinct. Worthily, they have sought to fight social 

injustice of various kinds (Chilton 2004: x). 

 

The discourse of racism has developed over the ages, adapting to ever new circumstances and 

audiences in relation to ethnic groups that are discriminated against. Discursivity and 

interdiscursivity are used to express discourse, some of which may be linked to racism. 

According to interdiscursivity, racism may emerge from discourse related to immigration 

restrictions (Wodak 2001:12). Hence, this racist argument based on interdiscursivity is used in 

conjunction with other policies and standards created to address critical situations, including 

unemployment and negative acts and practices. According to Wodak and Weiss, discursive acts 

and symbolic practices are embedded within additional discursive acts and practices. Hence, an 

analytical balance must be achieved by means of an interdisciplinary approach between the text 

and context. This is what CDA is all about, with the examination of language as social practice 

in general, but also as an instrument of social progress. 

Another important issue has to do with populism, racism and power. Host communities, 

especially ordinary working people often perceive migrants as a threat. Their perceptions are 
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manipulated by the discourse of the tabloid press that supports a number of populist leaders. The 

tabloid media and populist leaders fashion together what they consider to be the proper manner 

in which migrants should be seen and dealt with. This influences host communities to the extent 

that they assume that the racist, populist agenda of the manipulators is all theirs. The information 

is biased and prejudiced, but shaped and marketed as the truth. It starts from the populist leaders, 

usually through some of the tabloid media, and is disseminated to community members, further 

distorting their perception and experiences of migrants and refugees These perceptions, all of 

which are based on the way migrants and refugees are presented in the media, help to label 

individuals as part of either ‘Us” or “Them,” as part of one of two groups, the in-group (host 

community member) or the out-group, which includes migrants with a set of negative 

characteristics that threaten the host community.  
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Abstract:This article aims at fashioning a suitable theoretical framework combining useful 

paths from literary and cultural studies. This critical landscape encompasses the dynamics of 

power relations which contemporary fiction is bound to engage with. This undertaking also 

makes use of the lens of the socio-cultural and historical premises involved in the production of 

the literary texts. The question arises whether fictional works should be deciphered according to 

the socio-cultural codes encrypted in the power games between various characters or settings or 

whether they should be viewed mainly as expressions of pure aesthetic bliss. As more than a 

mirrorimage of the contemporary world, contemporary novels frequently display and challenge 

views of the world, ideologies and theories, as well as social or moral conflicts. Key sensitive 

issues having to do with violence, abuse, trauma, identity trouble, war, political games or gender 

inequality are among the most exploited by contemporary writers and are relevant for the idea 

that power plays a major role in the dynamics of a society.  

 

Keywords: power, ideology, hegemony, identity, cultural studies. 

 

 

The concept of power is very important for the analysis of all social and cultural phenomena and 

has been largely discussed by theorists of various domains. In cultural studies power is 

associated with ideology, while it also dictates what knowledge is, in addition to what culture or 

fiction is. Power is commonly seen as a force by which people or groups are able to reach their 

goals or interests over, and against, the will of others. One might wonder what that force lies in, 

how it could be visualised. Far from being a possession controlled by a particular institution, 

power may be seen as a flow circulating throughout all layers and sections of society and is 

present in all forms of interpersonal relationships, often having negative connotations: power 

abuse, coercion, repression, discrimination are just some of the phenomena associated with the 

word. In cultural studies, power is defined in terms of ideology, the latter term being concerned 

with the organization and legitimation of those sets of ideas which human communities accept as 

working for themselves in relation to the world as a whole. Christopher Barker puts together and 

relates, thus offering a brief outline of the problematic, power, ideology and hegemony within 

the larger framework of culture in the traditions of cultural studies:  
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...the notion of ideology has been deployed to refer to ideas that justify the power of 

ascendant groups, though it can be used to suggest the justifying ideas of all social groups. 

The related concept of hegemony can be understood in terms of the strategies by which the 

ideologies or world-views of powerful social groups are maintained. Here culture is 

understood as a terrain of conflict and struggle over meanings and thus the concept of 

hegemony necessarily ‘contains’ or connotes issues of power (Barker 2004: 162). 

The central concept of ideology, a term used to describe the ideas that justify the attribution of 

power to a certain social group, or ideas which justify the actions of any group, is not likely to 

miss in any cultural work or project, with literature being among the important fields of 

investigation. Like power, ideology has acquired various meanings. Raymond Williams 

mentions three of them, having acquired currency in Marxist thinking, and then taken over and 

dealt with in cultural studies:  

(1) a system of beliefs characteristic of a particular class or group; (2) a system of illusory 

beliefs - false ideas or false consciousness - which can be contrasted with true or scientific 

knowledge; (3) the general process of the production of meanings and ideas. (Williams 

1994: 175)  

The third, very comprehensive meaning has become increasingly important in cultural criticism 

over the last few decades, in which class consciousness, whether genuine or false, has been left 

aside, given the dramatic social changes that have occurred. Class is less relevant to this cultural 

work today than it used to be in classical forms of left-wing, Marxist thinking. 

Among the most influential literature for the theoreticians of cultural studies, Michel 

Foucault’s work is widely dedicated to the analysis of the various relations between the social 

structures and between the individual and the institutions. He is critical of the view that power is 

exclusively detained by state institutions and focuses on the effects institutions have on certain 

groups of people and how individuals accept or resist those effects. Starting from his famous 

quote in The History of Sexuality, Volume1 “where there is power there is resistance” (Foucault 

1978: 95), one can identify the elements of a system of relations, hence the oppositional 

dimension of the concept of power relations, even if the impression one gets is that Foucault 

makes its distribution and configuration too ubiquitous, and therefore less likely to be responded 

to. Power, in Foucault (Discipline and Punish), is perceived as a complex chain or as a 

comprehensive net of relations, not only between an “oppressor” and an “oppressed,” but 

dispersed throughout the whole society. Power is seen as a crucial factor in all social relations, 

from family relationships to those between the individual and the institutions.  If it becomes too 

widespread and too pluridirectional, much to the displeasure of more militant theorists such as 

Stuart Hall, Foucauldian power is a less useful concepts in critical, militant approaches to human 

inequality and what it can be done about it. 

In Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies (1996) Stuart Hall disputes Foucault’s view that 

resistance is guaranteed as opposition of power and states that one should first establish where 

resistance comes from. This cannot be done without identifying the various “regimes of truth” in 
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the social formation. In his view, society needs to be apprehended not as a unitary entity, but as a 

formation of multiple regimes of truth. Some of these might be “subordinated” but they are 

relevant for a certain social group, although they do not belong to the “dominant episteme” (Hall 

1996: 136). All regimes of truth should be analysed in order to identify the balance of forces 

between power and resistance and how this balance is changing. 

Two Foucauldian concepts related to the exercise of power are discipline and 

punishment. How do agents in positions of authority deal with them in order to preserve their 

privileged power positions?  Historically, Michel Foucault identifies the shift from torture to 

painless punishments as corresponding to a shift in power distributed in society. Discipline is no 

longer straightforwardly imposed by the institutions, but encouraged by these to become a form 

of self-regulation in modern societies. Institutions like the hospital, the clinic, the prison or the 

university are thus seen as instruments which make individuals internalize control and make the 

disciplining appear as natural or innate. Disciplinary regimes have moved from the prison to the 

workplace, the army, the school, the university and this is also illustrated by Foucault through the 

use of the Panopticon symbolism. Thus, space, in addition to power and ideology, is promoted to 

a central position in the exercise of oppression and in the preservation of order and authority. By 

adopting a certain way of arranging the space in factories or schools for example, those “in 

power” are enabled to maximum visibility, forcing the “powerless” to behave as if they are 

permanently being observed even when they are not. The particular architectural arrangements 

lead to a particular configuration of power relations. 

In Domination and the Arts of Resistance (1990), James Scott develops the idea of 

“hidden transcripts” in power relations, explaining that both the powerful and the powerless are 

compelled or prompted to behave in a certain way according to the context in which they act, 

according to more or less overt scripts or transcripts. However, not everything is set in these pre-

established patterns. The challenge to authority may be performed according to various arts of 

resistance, more or less hidden, so to speak, to borrow Scott’s phrase and concept. Resistance 

may be overt or hidden.  

To put it very crudely and simply, for example the powerless might mock or insult the 

powerful when the latter are not present and the former are surrounded by their peers. By 

contrast, “the powerless are often obliged to adopt a strategic pose in the presence of the 

powerful […and] the powerful may have an interest in overdramatizing their reputation and 

mastery” (Scott 1990: xii). They both develop “hidden transcripts” which need to be analyzed 

along with the public performance in order to give a complete analysis of that power relation. 

Such strategic poses are often resorted to in countries having authoritarian regimes, such as the 

Communist countries before the fall of the Berlin Wall. This is not the case in more liberal 

democratic countries today, where challenging the system has almost become the standard 

practice of most authors. 

 On the other hand, resistance and confrontation within the artistic, the literary world 

might be more visible in other areas of dynamic interaction. For many years now, there has been 

a “literary war” between what agents or actors in positions of authority have considered the 
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relation between canonical positions and popular fiction positions. The tendency has been for the 

distinction between the two, initially very antagonistic positions, to be blurred. The canon, as 

well as its other, is a cultural construct, and what was once popular may have become canonical 

in the present or at more or less remote point in the past. If, unlike his sonnets, Shakespeare’s 

plays were initially perceived as part of popular culture avant la lettre, very much like Dickens’s 

novels in the 19th century, today both artists and their works are part of humankind’s gallery of 

cultural excellence. They have been used in the expression and functioning of complex sets of 

power relations to confirm and support various political, social and artistic institutions, part and 

parcel of supporting authority and superiority in relation to alterity, considered inferior by the 

powers that be, in art and outside it. Power relations have thus become very visible and tangible 

in the processes of artistic production, dissemination and consumption, although their 

functioning as such dates back to the beginning of art all over the world in all cultures. 

More than three decades ago, Anthony Easthope was speaking about a development that 

had been happening over the previous twenty years or so. It had to do with the distinction 

between what had been considered to be literature in relation to what it was not. Inclusion and 

exclusion of texts as literary or not are phenomena which are obviously political, as expression 

of power relations within the literary world, realization which, Easthope notes, did not appear as 

obvious two decades before he published his volume: “Twenty years ago, the institutionalised 

study of literature throughout the English-speaking world rested upon an apparently secure and 

unchallenged foundation, the distinction between what is literature and what is not” (Easthope 

1991: 3). 

It announced the emergence of cultural configurations in which literary studies were 

framed within cultural studies, with the attending dimensions of power and ideology. It thus 

became clear that the literary text both contains evidence of power relations expressed within it 

and engages in power relations with the world outside it, be it the literary or extra-literary world, 

where politics appears to reign supreme. Therefore, in relation to the aesthetic dimension of 

literary texts, the power relations that become enmeshed within are relevant in an assessment of 

the relevance and importance of the written word that is commonly called fiction or literature as 

a whole. 

One of the important questions to be examined in approaches to literature is the one 

having to do with the complex relationship between literary texts as cultural products, as 

artifacts, and the world around them, in which various agents, discourses and institutions play a 

part. In this complex relationship, how do words flow, in what configurations and directions, 

what do they do and what do various agents and institutions do with them? Is it a complex power 

game in which some entities win and some lose, or is it a win –win game? One of the frames in 

which such texts are to be placed and interpreted is the framework of cultural studies as 

encompassing, rather than as overlapping with, literary studies, and the above-mentioned 

position of Anthony Easthope is worth considering as a point of reference. His volume, Literary 

into Cultural Studies, is an important critical landmark advocating such a position. In cultural 

studies, the concept of power is central, so the political dimension of cultural products, including 
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literary texts, is relevant. And then, going back to Plato and following the discussion throughout 

a long tradition to the present, what is the connection between power, politics and representation 

or mimesis?    

According to Erich Auerbach, the concept of mimesis, translated literally as “imitation” 

from Greek, refers to the method by which a writer “imitates” the real world and transfers an 

understanding of that world to the reader. Identifying the elements of the narrative that convey 

sensory data of the setting is the most important thing when analyzing mimesis. Auerbach 

considers that through the imitation of a sensory experience one can offer clues about its history 

and process of evolution.  Throughout his entire study, he seeks to discover examples of 

“representations of everyday life” and to decode them into ways in which “that life is treated 

seriously, in terms of human and social problems” or even to detect “tragic complications” 

(Auerbach 2003: 342). These tragic complications obviously, although initially not so much so, 

have to do with the presence of power relations. 

Starting from Auerbach’s definition of mimesis, one might question the term of “fiction.” 

Is it a faithful imitation of the reality it pretends to display? What realistic elements can one 

detect in a non-realistic text? How are cultural, historical and literary issues to be deciphered in a 

purely fictional text? The answer to this might be provided by semiotics and the code systems to 

be decoded by the reader of the literary text. In her book Representation, Jenny Kidd reminds of 

five perspectives from which representations can be analyzed: reality, myth, visual culture, 

persuasion and identity politics (Kidd 2016:15).  Although only the last of Kidd’s perspectives 

contains the word politics and suggests the exercise of power, all of the other perspectives are 

involved in, and contribute to, ideology and power relations.  

Ideology and its mechanisms show and hide various power games. Ideology involves the 

distribution of ideas that can dictate how power is distributed, due to what is commonly 

perceived as these ideas’ natural or obvious character, resulting from the representations which 

have been developed and eventually indirectly imposed within a society, whose individuals have 

naturalized them, thus taking them for a faithful representation of truth or reality. 

Representations produce identities and are very closely linked to the subject of power, as terms 

indicating identity components like gender, race, sexuality, social status, family, create a 

connection with a certain position of power.  

More and more literary authors living in a world in which such realizations have become 

widespread are fully aware of the workings of ideology and power, often coming with 

memorable narratives that animate such far from innocent games. Referring to contemporary 

fiction as a depiction of contemporary cultural realities, one can trace various representations of 

power relations in literary texts, from those between individuals or social groups, to 

manifestations of gender power, territorial power or trauma and apocalyptic worlds. 

In literary texts, as in any other cultural products, there are various “codes and signs […] 

charged with ideology, invested with power, markers of difference and carriers of ‘value’” (Kidd 

2016: 22). Thus, it is essential to understand the meanings invested with power of the signs that 

compound a literary work or a work of art or any cultural item in order to reveal the reality 
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responsible the production of that work. However manipulative the author may be, or, the other 

way round, however disinterested and apparently far from the madding crowd an author might 

appear to be, it is still possible to trace various cultural aspects, social attitudes or interpretations 

of history and human agency, uses and abuses of power.  In these contexts, misrepresentations or 

omissions could stand as different forms of representations meant to confirm, react to or resist to, 

forms of power imbalances.  

Vladimir Nabokov, for instance, due to his family’s troubled history, appeared to hate 

politics and never got involved in any political games. He tried hard to stress the purely artistic 

dimension, the aesthetic bliss that he was aiming at in such novels as Lolita. Does that mean to 

say that power relations are strictly confined to Humbert Humbert manipulating Dolores Haze 

and the narratee inside his narrative? One might feel tempted to place the interpretation of that 

novel within more comprehensive power games outside the text and within larger political and 

geopolitical games, with the most obvious opposition between aesthetic bliss and socialist 

realism beyond the Iron Curtain at the time the novel was published, for example. 

Power is distributed to and within certain areas, both through mimetic representations and 

through omissions and misrepresentations. In a literary text, this imbalanced arrangement is 

frequently used to give a clear view of the power relations. Through persuasion or identity 

politics (matters of race, gender, sexuality, class, age), the writer outlines the entities which are 

in power and those which are oppressed or which are showing resistance, thus divulging the 

cultural environment the text is part of. In his book Representation (1997), Stuart Hall explains 

that it is necessary to select actively the codes which bear meaning and also to inspect the way 

they are presented, structured or shaped. This way, it is possible to fathom how a fictional text 

reflects or engages with reality, from what point of view that reality is perceived and which are 

the markers of power that compound it. Perceptions might differ, due to cultural constructs or 

different ways of decoding the signs. “Things don’t mean: we construct meaning, using 

representational systems - concepts and signs” (Hall 1997:25).  

While referring to this “constructivist” or “constructionist” approach to meaning in 

language, Hall differentiates between the material world, the reality of people and things, and the 

symbols, which are the object of representation, meaning and language. Although the existence 

of the material world cannot be denied, its meaning is only conveyed by linguistic or other 

representational systems. Individuals, based on the social background they come from, use their 

decoding systems to create meaning and to communicate in a meaningful way to others.  

In “The Rhetoric of the Image” (1964) Roland Barthes distinguishes between what is 

seen and what is understood, between denotations and connotations and shows that this 

difference should be used in cultural analysis. The denotation is the dictionary meaning of the 

word and its connection to something in the real world. The connotation is the interpretative 

association attributed to the sign and depends on the context and cultural background. In 

Barthes’ view, connotation shows a higher level of interpretation, and he assumes that 

individuals belonging to the same culture might have similar connotations to certain signs. 

Interpretations rely heavily on contexts, and contexts inevitably contain differentials of power, 
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confirming or challenging established authority and hierarchies, whether in the artistic world or 

outside it. 

Even apparently “innocent” differences between connotations given to the same symbol 

occur due to differences between the ideological components of cultural systems which have 

formed certain perceptions and power positions. In his book Orientalism (1978), Edward Said 

claims that Orientalism is a misrepresentative discourse about the orient issued by western 

voices, based on what has been subjectively perceived by travelers and displayed by the media. 

The connotation attributed to the Orient is based on how this part of the world is perceived by the 

culture of the Occident. Said says that “the Orient” is a semi-mythical construct that is widely 

misrepresented when interpreted by the western cultures. This misrepresentation is meant to 

consolidate western superiority and the subaltern position of the Orient. 

A Foucauldian “regime of truth” is a socially accepted discourse, effective for a certain 

society in the way that it regulates the distribution of power, regardless of how “true” it really is. 

A discourse is a particular way of representing something according to the interests of a certain 

group or class. The discourse is closely linked to the production of power, as it uses language to 

generate knowledge and those who produce the discourse must also have the power to “make it 

true” in order to make it effective. A discourse is hardly ever neutral or innocent; it simply builds 

up a position from which it becomes meaningful. Thus, regimes of truth might convey 

misrepresentations of the “oppressed” in order to justify the “oppressor”. Referring to Said’s 

Orientalism and the image of the orient which has been created by the western discourses, Stuart 

Hall identifies several “discursive strategies” in his paper “The West and the Rest: Discourse and 

Power.” The strategies of idealization, projection, failure to accept differences and the tendency 

to impose norms result in stereotyping and thus the “oppressed” is known and defined in a 

certain way, based on its image which has been created by the discursive strategies. 

 To sum up, one might reconsider a couple of simple questions. Thus, in terms of power, 

what do literary texts do? Do they reflect, represent the world in which they are created, 

disseminated, responded to, “consumed”? Such questions obviously have to do with the 

clarification of the main terms for a better understanding of the relevant positions involved in the 

process of cultural communication.  Do these texts make sense and acquire value through the 

power games that such complex relationships display or should they be viewed mainly as 

expressions of pure aesthetic bliss, in the wake of Vladimir Nabokov’s famous pronouncements 

linked to his work? What would be the power games within which the terrible story of the 

American scalp-hunters in McCarthy’s Blood Meridian are to be interpreted, obviously in 

relation to the prevailing stories of  the frontier thesis and of the discourse of Manifest Destiny, 

which might legitimate the westward movement of the American pioneers in the middle of the 

19th century? 

 Someone trying to live “far from the madding crowd” might feel that power games in 

literature would mainly involve character interaction, conflicts, crises and their resolutions. That 

would involve considering that power games mean the expression of crisis and conflict within 

the narrative only, usually between protagonists and antagonists. Good narratives, after all, like 
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all history so far, are based on something going wrong and conflict being finally resolved.  Since 

the texts, as already mentioned above, are part of a complex relationship, in which power 

features prominently, such a perception is correct, but obviously not complete. Power games and 

interactions transcend the inner fictional world, pervading the whole communication process and 

the world in which it works. 

Power may be visualized as an omnipresent fluid, circulating in all directions, through 

arteries and veins, within the body politic as a whole, within smaller or larger groups, 

communities, states, empires, the globe as a whole in the globalization age. it can also be viewed 

in terms of clashes between the prevailing power and the resistance exerted by the oppressed, 

since inequality has been a main feature throughout history, in more or less authoritarian, more 

or less democratic systems. Either way, power is what appears to move the world ahead, for the 

better or for the worse, and words and the way they work are part of this very comprehensive 

game. In a realist tradition starting in the 1850s, fiction has generally been considered a 

reflection or even reproduction of the socio-political, economic and cultural realities of the times 

it depicts, either directly or indirectly. As such, even if Balzac or George Eliot do not explicitly 

refer to it, power animates the fictional world seen in close connection with the extra-literary 

world. 

Contemporary fiction could stand as the most eloquent example in this respect, as it does 

not closely stick to what used to be the formal constraints of literary genres. It usually extends, 

expands and evolves continuously in connection with the dynamic life of a world increasingly 

faster experiencing change In this world, interconnection and interdependence are sometimes 

performed at the speed of light, through sophisticated technological communication 

developments. As more than a mirrorimage of the contemporary world, contemporary novels 

frequently display and challenge views of the world, ideologies and theories, as well as social or 

moral conflicts. Key sensitive issues having to do with violence, abuse, trauma, identity trouble, 

war, political games or gender inequality are among the most exploited by contemporary writers 

and are relevant for the idea that power plays a major role in the dynamics of a society. The 

literary text can no longer be invoked as inhabiting an elevated realm, away from the sorrows of 

common humanity, much in the impressive, Romantic way in which John Keats’ poem Ode on a 

Grecian Urn seems to say: “Beauty is Truth, Truth Beauty.”   

 

 

Works Cited 

 

Auerbach, Erich. Mimesis, Princeton University Press, 2003. 

Barker, Chris. The Sage Dictionary of Cultural Studies. London, Thousand Oaks, New Delhi: 

SAGE Publications, 2004. 

Barthes, Roland. Mythologies. New York: The Noonday Press, 1972. 

Easthope, Antony. Literary into Cultural Studies, London and New York: Routledge, 1991. 

Foucault, Michel. The Archaeology of Knowledge. New York: Pantheon Books, 1974. 



56 
 

-----.The History of Sexuality. Volume 1. New York: Pantheon Books, 1978. 

-----.Discipline and Punish. New York: Vintage Books, 1995. 

Hall, Stuart et al. Formations of Modernity. Cambridge and Malden, MA: Polity, 1991. 

-----.Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies (Comedia). Routledge, 1996. 

-----.Representation. SAGE Publications, 1997. 

Kidd, Jenny. Representation. London and New York: Routledge, 2016. 

Lyotard, Francois. The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, Minneapolis: University 

of Minnesota, 1984. 

Said, Edward. Orientalism. London: Penguin Classics, 2003. 

Scott, James C. Domination and the Arts of Resistance. New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1990. 

Williams, Raymond. “Ideology.” Ideology. Ed. and Introd. by Raymond Williams. London and 

New York: Longman, 1994, pp. 175-189. 

  



57 
 

 

THE BEAT CULTURE AND THE RECONFIGURATION OF SPACE IN 

HOWL, ON THE ROAD, NAKED LUNCH AND HOLY BARBARIANS 

 

 

Bianca-Roxana Moise (Neacșu), Adina Ciugureanu 

Ovidius University, Constanţa 

 

 

 

Abstract: The Beat writers are known, besides their non-conformist literary works, to have  

managed to create liberating spaces in the disorienting and controlling spatial dimension of 

postwar America. Whatever work of the Beats one chooses to discuss, such as Allen Ginsberg's 

Howl(1956), Jack Kerouac's On the Road (1957)or William Burroughs' Naked Lunch (1959), 

space is either used as a writing tool, leading to the eradication of control or, when it comes to 

the cities, it is reshaped revealing journeys as spiritual escapes. At the same time, Lawrence 

Lipton's Holy Barbarians (1959) introduces Venice, Los Angeles, as a spatial dimension 

empowering “the rebellious, the nonconformists […] the misfits, the broken, the doomed, the 

drunk and the disillusioned” to form their own identities, to manifest their visions and show their 

power(16-17). The present article deals with the way space is related to culture, identity, power 

and resistance in the works of Beat writers such as Lawrence Lipton, Allen Ginsberg, Jack 

Kerouac and William Burroughs. 

 

Keywords: Postwar America, Beat Generation, space, mobility, power, identity, juxtaposition of 

culture. 

 

 

Introduction 

When reading Lawrence Lipton’s The Holy Barbarians (1959), one can hardly forget the 

depiction of Venice, the Beatniks’ place of residence in south in Los Angeles. Described as the 

“Land’s End”, the “time-rotted ruin”, it was actually a place where people came to “refresh their 

souls” and experience those “strange pleasures” in rituals and derelict acts which came with the 

“shock of non-conformism” (Lipton 17). This article will explore the way in which the Beats 

became part of such a wide cultural attitude and the extent to which their manifestation against 

the traditional thinking influenced social changes and people’s perspective about Venice. The 

focus will be on the way the Beats were seen as cultural producers as well as products in relation 

to their opinions of themselves and how popular they were at the time as part of mass or elite 

culture. We also intend to analyze how the emergence of countercultural movements influenced 

the development of inclusive perspectives on culture. The premise is that powerful and complex 

manifestations of culture can reshape the spatial dimension that a (counter)cultural group is 

inhabiting. This idea is supported by the works of several researchers, such as Gary Burns, 
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Christopher Gairand, a few members of the Frankfurt School, like Max Horkheimer, Theodor 

Adorno and Herbert Marcuse. 

 At the same time, since Venice is described as a decaying space, one may also need to 

take into consideration the way in which Allen Ginsberg’s Moloch terrorizes the city in the 

famous poem Howl (1956) and how the poet desacralizes churches and demasks post-war 

society’s false idols, revealing a decaying space. The city will also be investigated by looking at 

the postwar, industrialist, social background. One question that arises is how the Beats manage to 

find alternatives to the spaces in which the Western society is exercising control. Two articles are 

relevant at this point and will be focused on: Adina Ciugureanu’s “Between Realism and 

Phantasmagoria: The City in Allen Ginsberg’ Howl and T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land” (2004) and 

Tim Cresswell’s “Mobility as Resistance: A Geographical Reading of Kerouac's On the Road” 

(1993). 

 The innovative way in which Jack Kerouac and William Burroughs use space as writing 

tools will also be analyzed, starting from Robert Tally’s perspective on space in Spatiality 

(2013)in which he claims that “human condition is often one of disorientation” and “we are 

frequently encouraged to imagine other spaces” (43, 145).  Jack Kerouac uses the spatial 

dimension of writing to escape the Western tradition of materialism, while William Burroughs is 

concerned with the destabilization of language and spatiality in his very own narrative as an 

attempt to escape normality and, again, tradition. We will discuss the use of the travel narrative 

in Kerouac's On the Road (1957) and the use of ‘cut-up’ narrative in Burroughs' Naked Lunch 

(1959). 

 

The Beat Culture 

In the 1950s, after the WWII, mass culture generally served the middle classes to live a 

conformist life. As John Arthur Maynard states in Venice West: the Beat Generation in Southern 

California (1991), it made the working classes feel good about themselves, producing and 

consuming, doing the “right thing” and enjoying entertainment, while it also made the 

intellectuals define themselves in opposition to what was served on radio, television or in 

newspapers and magazines (9).  

 More recent studies aim to identify different ways in which mass culture and its elitist, 

populist or affirmative features have developed. Gary Burns, for instance, describes popular 

culture as the “fulfillment of the 1960s” and discusses it as “revolution”, “explosion” or 

“movement”, in opposition and resistance to the so-called “1950s-style elitist blanket 

condemnations of ‘mass culture’”(4-7). He argues that no works of art such as literature should 

be judged as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ according to a number of oppressive, undemocratic norms, which 

are relative in terms of context and purpose, of the person practicing critical theory on the 

particular cultural product. Burns explains how popular culture forms are important and worth 

analyzing because they can reveal “complex dimensions of otherwise inaccessible historical 

experience” and “evidence about the social context and lives of people whose stories were not 

present in the official archives” (14-16).  
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The Beats’ Venice and the Venice Beats 

Venice (California) became one of the preferred venues of the Beat Generation poets, who 

counted, among their Venice members, Kenneth Rexroth, Lawrence Lipton, Craig Rice, Diana 

Trilling, Stuart Perkoff, Charlie Foster and even, for a while, Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg. 

One of the beatniks who moved from Chicago to Venice, Lawrence Lipton, a journalist, poet, 

and essayist, published, in 1959, The Holy Barbarians considered to be the first biographical 

volume dedicated to the beatniks, in which he tries to explain the ideology of the movement and 

the unconventional behavior of its supporters. He opens his book with a long, ironical description 

of Venice: 

 

It is Sunday in Venice, not the Venice of the Piazza San Marco and memories of the 

Doges, Venice, California, the Venice of St. Mark’s Hotel where the arched colonnades 

of plaster, scaling off now and cracked by only a few decades of time, earthquake and 

decay. This is Venice by the Pacific, dreamed up by a man named Kinney at the turn of 

the century, a nineteenth-century Man of Vision, a vision as trite as a penny postal card. 

He went broke in heart and pocket trying to carry Mr. Cook’s Tour memories of the 

historic city on the Adriatic into the twentieth century. (Lipton, 15) 

 

Venice (or Venice West, as it was often called) is the space of fallen dreams, especially if the 

dreams are absurd or too far-fetched. Venice had remained to the American intellectuals only the 

Americanized version of a truly historic city, a place in which San Marco becomes St. Mark. The 

fall of the visionary theme park, which Lipton describes in the subsequent paragraph, is caused 

by several reasons, besides the Americans’ lack of musical taste which made the Venice Pier 

Opera House and the ballroom “[go] into history” (15). It is partially caused by the Japanese who 

came to reside in the area and “set up gambling wheels and fan-tan games on the ocean front” 

and partially by the oil derricks which “fouled up” with Kinney’s canals. Consequently, “the 

night air was filled, not with the songs of gondoliers, but with air-splitting screams from the 

roller coasters of the Venice amusement park,” (15) an excellent description of the Americans’ 

general preference of local popular entertainment to European culture during the first decades of 

the twentieth century. In the 1950s, the period described by Lipton, all that remained of Kinney’s 

“Folly” are  

 

a few green-scum-covered canals, some yellowing photographs in the shop windows of 

old store keepers who “remember when” and the PWA mural that decorates the Venice 

Post Office, in which the oil derricks are superimposed on the colonnades in a montage 

that is meant to be at once ironical and nostalgic. (15-16)  
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Lipton portrays the new “Doges” of Venice West, as “a gang whose teen-age members 

sometimes scribble the name on the fences, smear it on shop windows and even carve it into 

walls and bus seats, defacing private property and earning themselves the epithet of juvenile 

delinquents” (16). It is against this background that “the rebellious, the non-conformist, the 

bohemian, the deviant among the youth” could find shelter. According to Lipton, the beatniks 

chose Venice as a living and working location, because it represented, in a nutshell, the general 

dysfunctions of the post-WWII American society. Venice West stood, therefore, as a metonymic 

representation of the American city in general and of the metropolitan Los Angeles in particular. 

In this context, the Venice Beatniks, with their special, countercultural movement, could 

be seen as a particular case of non-conformist producers of culture that shifted from 

underground, to popular and elitist productions. Other non-conformist groups living in Venice at 

the time were Mexican immigrants and drug dealers who provided the misfits and the Bohemians 

the drugs that would make them feel that life was worth living. Such a space, according to 

Lipton, was “a go-to-church-Sunday soul bath”, “a place where Hollywood writers came to 

refresh their souls [and] look for the shock of nonconformism”, in which one could take 

“creative energy to turn it into the Big Money” (17-18). Lipton tries to suggest that the elite 

writers came there precisely for the unconventional atmosphere of the place, looking for 

inspiration and creativity. But what about the other writers? They were interested not in making 

Big Money, but in “exploring ‘other realities’ with the help of pot and jazz rhythms” (33).  

Lipton talks about the “taste of intellectual honesty and artistic integrity”, something that 

the “Big Money seekers” could find in Venice and, most possibly, something representative for 

the on-going movement at that time, the Beat movement (18). A disaffiliated generation with the 

so-called ‘honest’ intellectuals, who have not received high education and yet managed to 

‘revive’ poetry and music by means of creative abilities driven by their fight against the so-called 

‘social lie’ and ‘conspicuous consumption’ (293-309). 

 Chris Nelson, one of the Beat writers whose biography is to be found in Lipton’s book, 

seems to define himself in opposition to the intellectuals. He is discussing Carl Solomon’s 

homosexual proclivities and simply calls him a ‘homosexual’ (Lipton 36). However, when 

talking about Allen Ginsberg, he calls him a “weird, intellectual type of homosexual” (Lipton 

36). Carl Solomon was not that famous, but Allen Ginsberg was part of the New York Beats and 

was considered at that time and long after the leader of the movement. It seems as if, by calling 

him an ‘intellectual’, Nelson disassociates himself from this group of people and accepts his and 

others’ conditions as ‘middle/low class’. When looking at Chris Nelson’s background, one can 

see that he did not receive high education. He abandoned school in the eighth grade and then 

went into reform school while “the rest of [his] education is a story of public libraries, bookstore 

browsing and people” (Lipton 51). The way the author discusses Nelson’s self-education is also 

interesting. Lipton describes him as one of the “bohemians and rootless hoboes in the jungles of 

on-the-go America” and “beat generation youngsters who can discuss the most erudite subjects 

knowingly in the language of juvenile delinquents” (52). Chris Nelson is the working-class 
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representative blurring the lines between intellectual writers or poets and family men or other 

outcasts willing to create pieces of art by letting themselves enjoy jazz music, drugs or alcohol.  

 Just as Lipton’s oxymoronic title mentions, they were both ‘holy’, creating upstanding 

art, acting in this way as intellectuals, and ‘barbarians’, adopting a decadent lifestyle, living in 

decadent places and acting either as typical middle-class workers or simply against the way most 

artists or high-class people would at that time. Defining Beat culture as elitist or populist is not 

problematic only by means of identifying patterns of actions, lifestyles, individuals, social 

classes, locations or the processes of producing art. This division is also ambiguous in terms of 

time and space: what was once valueless and part of populist culture would become, dozens of 

years later, part of the most appreciated selections of the Western canon while decadent, 

decaying places managed to become revival places for literature, poetry and music.  

 

 

Resistance as a Writing Tool 

Several studies have been made on the issue of space in post-modern literature and poetry. The 

novels and poems discussed in the present article are very much related to the innovative use of 

the spatial dimension not only due to the authors’ and poets’ highly creative writing skills, but 

also due to the post war, post-industrial era in which they lived and manifested their non-

conformist views. Tally notes that “after the Second World War, space began to reassert itself in 

critical theory” (3). Thus, in an era of spatial reconfiguration and rapid infrastructural 

advancements, mobility and acclamation of space are impossible to ignore. 

 In her article "Between Realism and Phantasmagoria: The City in Allen Ginsberg’ Howl 

and T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land”, Adina Ciugureanu notes that the Beats seem to have rejected 

the “sacred, aesthetic city” which, vertically constructed, gave way to the ascension of its 

inhabitants’ souls into a spiritually higher dimension (165). By desacralizing churches and by 

demasking post-war society’s false idols, Ginsberg manages to create a “profane city” which, 

due to its horizontal construction, forces time to be “linear and chronological” (Ciugureanu, 166, 

167). In this way, the city’s inhabitants forget about ways to ascend vertically towards heaven or 

any other way of freedom and eternal life, suicide being the only solution, according to 

Ginsberg’s poem. 

  As Michel de Certeau also puts it when discussing about New York in Walking in the 

City, “extremes coincide - extremes of ambition and degradation, brutal oppositions of races and 

style” (91). Linear time only causes people to get lost in the vicious circle of working to buy 

more and more, of wishing to attain a higher and higher social status in the same time ignoring 

the injustice caused by race or gender privilege. Big, gray buildings, as well as large factories 

polluting the air block the citizens’ view of light, both physically and spiritually in the same way 

in which Ginsberg's Moloch terrorizes the city in the famous poem Howl. 

 De Certeau’s view is that “perhaps cities are deteriorating along with the procedures that 

organized them” (95). Indeed, a decaying space is related to the failed relationship between 

individuals and ideals imposed on them by society and inevitably leads to the rise of  powerful 
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countercultural movements and can leave traces or even reshape the spatio-temporal dimensions 

in which the resisting groups are reacting against the ones holding control and power. 

Although they had little interest in World War II or any other political aspect, the Beats 

reacted to the consequences of the war, when technologies such as the television, although 

developed much earlier during the war, started to enter households. As regards the way the wars 

ongoing in the 1940s and 1950 shaped the lives of Beat authors and poets, David S. Wills states, 

in his online article “The Beat Generation at War”, that, while “Allen Ginsberg was an icon of 

the anti-war movement”, deciding that the war had to do only with the “greed and prejudice a 

few powerful men”, Kerouac, who enrolled in the US Marine only for the Brotherhood of his 

fellow soldiers, but quickly gave up as being unfit for such duties, was unsure whether to think 

pro-war like his mother or anti-war like his father. He was “a patriot in a country sick of war”, 

feeling guilty both for hating the Communists and for supporting his capitalist American 

countrymen’s battle, making himself responsible for the killing of a massive number of people in 

the Vietnam War (Wills, www.beatdom.com/the-beat-generation-at-war/). Unlike the two 

previous writers, Burroughs was a lot more concerned with the wars. Not as emotionally 

involved as Kerouac or Ginsberg, Burroughs looked at the Cold War and the Vietnam War from 

a more practical perspective, for him the war being “no longer a matter of simple territory or loss 

of life, but a war into the mind”, “[...] an existential battle” (Wills, www.beatdom.com/the-beat-

generation-at-war/). 

After the end of World War II, “the United States and its Western allies had been 

engaged in a conflict of words, ideas, and influence against the Communist-led Soviet Union” as 

Tim McNeese states in his book on discovering US history, The Cold War and Postwar America 

1946-1963 (2010) when discussing the thin line between a cold war per se and a possible 

military confrontation involving nuclear weapons (7). The Cold War and the Communist threat 

created the need to keep the society conservative and obedient to the emerging capitalist society 

and subversive to countercultural, bohemian subcultures such as that of the Beats. 

 

Mobility and Spiritual Escape 

In Naked Lunch (1959), William Burroughs creates the same perspective of the city as the 

nutshell of the American dream, with citizens adhering to all the rules of the conservative 

agenda. Language is to Burroughs in this novel, what mobility and the road are to Kerouac in his 

1957 novel, On the Road. Frederick Whiting discusses his concern to language and notes that the 

main idea exposed in the novel is that the failure of communication and “linguistic falsification” 

led to the destruction of the “large-scale structures of societal organization that informed postwar 

American identity” (154). Language reshapes our imagination, communication can be a means of 

social control and it sets the stage for creating spaces in the readers’ minds. As this system fails 

and the words are left unbound, having escaped control, people are free to think for themselves, 

to rearrange meanings and reinterpret everything in uncountable ways. 

 As regards the structure of Naked Lunch, Burroughs himself describes it as a “mosaic of 

juxtaposition” (97). He uses cut-up narrative, where plot, conventional transitions or useful 

https://www.beatdom.com/the-beat-generation-at-war/
https://www.beatdom.com/the-beat-generation-at-war/
https://www.beatdom.com/the-beat-generation-at-war/
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descriptions are nowhere to be found. In his quest to liberate language and free the text from any 

means of control, he makes the reader responsible for adding order, values and meanings to the 

text, as one may like. One striking example of such a technique is the title of the first chapter: 

“and start west”, which makes the reader fall in the trap of wishing to find out what happened 

before. 

 Burroughs fellow writer, Kerouac, expresses mobility in configuring his novel. As 

Cresswell notes, “On the road takes jazz music as its central structural metaphor and Kerouac's 

writing techniques move the reader across the pages at a fast pace as the central characters race 

across the land” (256). By using spontaneous jazz music as a model for the structure of the 

novel, Kerouac breaks with the traditional linearity of the narrative, in a successful attempt to 

escape normality and the control of Western dogmatism.  

The space in On the Road (1957) is not similar to the one described in Holy Barbarians. 

In Kerouac's novel the focus is not on one space developing at the same pace with the subculture 

inhabiting it, but rather several spaces revealing to the characters one by one. Tim Cresswell 

argues that “in On the road there is a repeated pattern of excitement with the prospect of a new 

city, a period of exploration then dejection and sadness followed by continued travel” (254), the 

only hope they have left is the next destination, thus mobility becoming the central theme, spaces 

being formed gradually. Sal, a character from the book states that: “we were all delighted, we all 

realized that we were leaving confusion and nonsense behind and performing our one and noble 

function of the time, move. And we moved” (Kerouac, 127). The city, being too affected by 

materialism, industrialism and the celebration of the consumerist and conservative Western 

tradition, as equally seen in Ginsberg's Howl, has nothing genuine enough to offer the Beats. 

This is the reason why they cannot find any logic to stay and find joy only to be ‘on the road’, 

moving, travelling. 

 The city, a static place was nothing to offer besides ‘confusion and nonsense’. Space is 

no longer one that can be imagined in terms of dimensions, meter, colour, number of trees along 

the streets. It is experience and exploration at spiritual level, since mobility and ‘going’ is 

everything that makes sense. As Cresswell claims, “it never matters where they are going; they 

are just going celebrating travel itself” (Cresswell, 255). Therefore, the title of the novel evokes 

the most celebrated motif in the novel: the road. It represents the ability of the characters to move 

from one space to another in order to satisfy their desire to be free, to liberate themselves from 

the constraints of the society, to experience travelling. 

 Both authors use exceptional literary techniques as a way to react to the disorienting 

contemporary context of the Beats, struggling to make a point by rejecting normality and the 

spaces created by the wars, consumerism and conservative, traditional thinking. 

 

Conclusion 

Postwar America became a space that was gradually reconfiguring, the perfect scene for 

innovative and tenacious manifestations of countercultural movements, among which the Beats 

reigned supreme. Having identified the distinctions between traditional and critical thinking, as 
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well as elitist and popular culture, and having analyzed some of the most provocative sections 

from Lawrence Lipton’s work, it is obvious that the Beats in Venice contributed to the critical 

understanding of elitist and populist culture as a juxtaposed phenomenon, by resisting 

traditionally confined thinking and by seeking beatific experiences while also giving Venice 

California a new significance as the place made to “refresh one's soul.” 

 By opposing the historical and socio-political background in postwar America and 

looking at the metropolis as a preview of apocalyptic scenes, the Beat writers dared to subvert 

the traditional rules imposed by society on lifestyle and novel writing and reconfigured the 

spatial and temporal dimensions of their writings. The way mobility is translated into a spiritual 

search and is used as an alternative to avoid decaying cities became the major theme to be 

explored in Jack Kerouac's novel, On the Road.  

 Cityspace, the configuration of the space in the novel and the immensity of space offered 

by the road reveal the desire and struggle to break rules and conventions on the one hand, and the 

innovative spirit of the free mind to rise above the material world and live according to sensory 

and spiritual experiences, on the other. Reaching a spiritual dimension of life separate from the 

material world was the Beats’ ‘holy grail’ which they endeavored to experience through writing, 

non-conformity, and mobility.  
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Abstract:Historical surveys of the phenomenon of migration are useful for a better 

understanding for what is going on in the world today. However, the present article focuses on 

the critical language and cultural studies approaches to the development of a framework to deal 

with racism and migration in the public space today. Critical Discourse Analysis as an active 

engagement with discourse in the social space is one of these critical approaches. The current 

article aims at preparing the ground for the denaturalization of the language about migration as 

it appears in a number of British tabloids. The focus is on aspects of racism in western countries, 

where there is a large majority of white people and on issues related to patterns of access to the 

public and issues of inequality, racism and discrimination in the public space. The reproduction 

and promotion of racism by certain areas of the media is not a simple and straightforward 

process. To what extent is the role of the media in the reproduction of racism to be separated 

from the general properties of racism and white dominance in society, including the structural 

and ideological organization of that form of group power? 

Keywords: Critical Discourse Analysis, critical theory, ethnoscapes, mediascapes, racism, 

ideological-discursive formations 

 

 

Migration has always been part of what is going on with humankind. Historical surveys of this 

phenomenon are useful, but in the present article the focus will be on developments of a 

framework to deal with racism and migration in the public space today. The theoretical 

framework which will be used will include Critical Discourse Analysis as an active engagement 

with discourse in the social space. Critical theory in general and empirical approaches from 

cultural studies also pay attention to power and ideology in the construction of contemporary 

discourses, such as racism, starting from an anthropological definition of culture as a way of life, 

for the better or for the worse, not as a collection of exemplary illustrations of the human spirit. 
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How are communities affected by the exercise of power in human communication is a major 

concern for all these critical approaches to public discourse in the contemporary world. 

For many years now, in Europe as well as in the other parts of the world, massive 

movements of people have had an impact on a number of national communities. They have 

influenced many aspects of national and global situations. Theorists and particular journalists 

and politicians have dealt with the problem of migration in many ways and in various fields of 

inquiry, including the various branches of cultural studies linked to contemporary forms of 

Critical Theory, but globalization theories and analyses are also important.  

One of the most visible of the globalisation theorists is Arjun Appadurai, whose concepts, 

ethnoscape, ideoscape, mediascape, can be very useful when it comes to the description of the 

complexity of the phenomena having to do with the way discourse works in the world at large, in 

specific communities in particular. Ethnoscapes consist in the landscapes of people who make up 

the dynamic world in which we live: tourists, immigrants, refugees, exiles, guest workers, and 

other moving groups. Mediascapes refer to the electronic media used to produce and convey 

information (newspapers, magazines, television stations, and film production studios), and to the 

representations of the world which these media create. Ideoscapes, like mediascapes, indicate 

series of images, but they are more clearly political and have to do with the ideologies of statal 

entities and the counter-ideologies of movements oriented to resisting and challenging state 

power. These ideoscapes are such ideas, terms, and images as freedom, rights, sovereignty, 

representation, and probably the main term in the Western world, democracy.  

These concepts are useful in the analysis and interpretation of various cultural texts and 

phenomena. They mainly have to do with how the popular press, the tabloids, use language to 

address issues which are very sensitive today, both in Britain and in the rest of the world. It is at 

a time when two forces of cultural interaction, which were very important in the past, war and 

religious discourse (Appadurai 2015: 94), have been supplemented by new forms of dialogue and 

confrontation. Among these new forms, affecting the ethnoscapes, is the discourse of racism in 

the mediascapes. Writing more than two decades ago, at the end of the previous millennium, 

discussing what they thought to be “recent developments,” Martin Bulmer and John Solomos 

comment on the power of racism at that time all over the world, and their observations are just as 

pertinent then as they are today: 

Given recent developments across the globe few would disagree that one of the key social 

and political issues faced by many societies is the question of racism and the social and 

political conflicts associated with its presence. Whether one looks at Western Europe, 

Eastern Europe, North America, or Africa the salience of race and racism as social issues is 

evident in a multiplicity of ways (Bulmer &Solomos 18). 

Racism, like other important discourses, has a long history, and it is not confined to white people 

today discriminating against people from other parts of the world and having different, non-white 

ethnic, racial and cultural backgrounds. In a book which claims to be a short history of racism, 

even if the history of the phenomenon proper is very old, George M. Frederickson attributed the 

origins of racism to various forms of religion which “invented” it (Frederickson 2002: 15). Some 
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theorists make distinctions between various forms of racism, such as institutional racism and 

intentional racism (Rattansi 2007:132 -133). Whatever distinctions can and have been made, it is 

undeniable that the phenomenon associated with such phrases, with this concept of racism, has 

been part of human history for a very long time. Its illustrations in contemporary discourse are 

particularly visible in the media, and particular periodicals, such as tabloids, have been an 

important instrument to promote it by the special kinds of language associated with them. In 

them, figurative language meant to appeal to emotions rather than to reason, has been of 

particular importance.  

Critical Discourse Analysis and its interpretation of figurative speech is particularly 

useful for the examination of the texts which show attitudes to migration as they have appeared 

in British periodicals over the last few years.  Norman Fairclough, Teun van Dijk, and Ruth 

Wodak are among the most important representatives of contemporary Critical Discourse 

Analysis (CDA), and their work is worth examining for a better understanding of the theoretical 

context in which various attitudes, usually negative, to migration are represented in a certain part 

of the press. The focus may fall on tabloids, since they try to manipulate their audience by 

appealing to their emotions and by using sensational language to impress them. Their impact is 

much easier to assess and their discourse to examine. This impact has to do with the power of 

language to get things done, by convincingly targeting a large audience. 

Fairclough’s book, Language and Power, published in the late 1980s, draws attention to 

the fact that words work on people, that they do more than describe the world. In our 

examination of how migration is dealt with in the British press, this power of words had to be 

taken into consideration. In following volumes, Fairclough will come up with several key 

elements in CDA, such as “critical” and “descriptive” goals in discourse analysis (Fairclough, 

1995:23), “ideological-discursive formations” or IDFs (Fairclough, 1995:24).  

Critical and descriptive goals in discourse analysis, discourse representation in media 

discourse, language and ideology are all important for research on representations of migration in 

the British public space, especially in periodicals addressed to a wide readership, having a big 

impact on how people think, speak and vote in their country and community. These periodicals 

are usually called tabloids, because of their format. However, it is not their format which is 

important for this article and subsequent work, but their content, style and target audience. These 

tabloids do not intend to educate ordinary people. They want to tell them, their readers, what 

they expect, exploiting their biases and prejudices. In addition to Fairclough, other CDA 

theorists, such as Teun van Dijk, Ruth Wodak and Michael Meyer have dealt with racist 

discourse, and their work is also useful in the study of tabloid language.  

The concept of “ideological-discursive formations” introduced by Fairclough in Critical 

Discourse Analysis: The Critical Study of Languageis of importance when we refer to a special 

kind of “speech community” with its own rules of discourse and ideological norms. This speech 

community, in our case, is made up of the language of the tabloid, of its journalists, of its target 

audience. These rules and norms may be detrimental to other people, such as those the tabloid 

describes as strangers, foreigners, aliens, and even more intimidating words. These formations 
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are linked to groups within the above-mentioned context in which a certain type of discourse 

usually assumes a dominant position. Following the norms of one specific IDF, subjects, such as 

migrants, are created and framed. The defining feature of dominant ideological discursive 

formations is that they make ideologies look natural. Hate speech may be made to look normal.  

People do not think about ideology as one which is invented, but as something natural, some 

kind of non-ideological common sense.  Racism is one of these naturalized ideologies. Thus, 

readers in this speech community and involved in its specific “ideological-discursive formations” 

may think that the way they see people coming from abroad is the true, unbiased way of 

perceiving them, that this way of seeing them is not influenced by a certain ideology to which 

they are subjected. 

 Fairclough’s concepts of “naturalization” and “denaturalization” of such types of 

discourse in the tabloid press must be taken very seriously. It is important to point out that what 

racist journalists and readers consider natural is not right and that a process of denaturalization is 

necessary. People familiar with CDA are in a better position to denaturalize xenophobic or racist 

discourse. This is what Fairclough points out, and is a key feature of CDA, the fact that while 

IDFs “naturalize” ideologies, CDA aims at “denaturalizing” them (Fairclough, 1995:26-29), by 

indicating the way in which 'ideological-discursive formations' in such context as those promoted 

by the tabloid press perpetuate and confirm racist discourse.  

This is important research regarding migration in the public space, since it is instrumental 

in identifying biased and prejudiced discourse in the press. The idea is to show how ideology 

works and how a critical reader can denaturalize it. The current article aims at preparing the 

ground for the denaturalization of the language about migration as it appears in a number of 

British tabloids. Some of the concepts and ideas expressed by such theorists as Teun van Dijk, 

Ruth Wodak and Norman Fairclough are very useful, so that the framework which is shaped by 

them within their texts will be referred to in the rest of this text.  For the time being, it is worth 

remembering that migration has led to controversy as to its consequences, and its history and 

importance have often been misunderstood. 

Koser’s introductory book on migration is one of the volumes that shed light on the 

phenomenon, placing it in a more comprehensive context. Koser is aware that migration is linked 

with other important global issues, including development, poverty, and human rights. It is the 

engine of globalization, as it drives what Appadurai calls the ethnoscapes. Migrants are often the 

most entrepreneurial and dynamic members of society; historically migration has supported 

economic development and the rise of nations and enriched cultures. It also presents significant 

challenges. Some migrants are exploited and their human rights abused. Their integration in 

destination countries, like Britain, for example, has been difficult at times. On the other hand, 

migration can deprive origin countries of important skills (Koser 2007:1). The author is fully 

aware that the topic of migration is important in the modern world. “The history of migration 

begins with the origins of mankind in the Rift Valley in Africa, from where between about 1.5 

million and 5000 BC. Homo erectus and Homo sapiens spread initially into Europe and later into 

other continents” (Koser 2007:1). Not only is this story going on, but it also animates 
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contemporary life, providing authors in the social science challenging topics to investigate in 

relation to the broad connection between power and discourse, to racism and discrimination in 

particular. 

Van Dijk, very much like Fairclough, discusses the relations between power and 

discourse, a key dimension that all CDA theorists deal with, and Fairclough’s IDF is a concept 

which can be preserved and used in such investigations. It so happened that Van Dijk, in 

recognition to Fairclough’s work, dedicated some of his work to the pioneering research done by 

his Lancaster colleague. According to Van Dijk, the crucial elements of the analysis between 

power and discourse are the patterns of access to the public by means of the press, in which 

discrimination is sometimes veiled or hidden. Although discrimination may be a prominent issue, 

especially in the liberal quality press, it should be emphasized that it is usually limited to 

discrimination in employment - never in the press. It is not covered as a structural manifestation 

of white group dominance, but as an incidental and individual transgression of the elite self-

image of tolerance (Van Dijk 1993:249). 

Tolerance and discrimination have long been associated with racism, a term with a 

certain history and with a certain degree of ambiguity. Robert Miles traces some of the defining 

coordinates of the term and its emergence in the public space in Britain, quite relevantly at the 

time in which Nazism emerged in Hitler’s Germany before World War II: 

Although the word ‘racism’ is now widely used in common-sense, political, and academic 

discourse, it is of very recent origin. There is no reference to the word in the Oxford 

English Dictionary (OED) of 1910 (although there are entries for race and racial). The 

OED Supplement of 1982 defines racism as ‘the theory that distinctive human 

characteristics and abilities are determined by race’ and records its first appearance in the 

English language in the 1930s (Miles 1999: 344). 

The term obviously explains critical aspects of abusive power in discourse. In order to be able to 

relate the two concepts of power and discourse we need to know how authors such as Van Dijk 

deal with the cognitive interface of language and culture which actually provides information 

about models, knowledge, attitudes and ideologies and social representations of the mind. Van 

Dijk suggests a study of the relations between discourse, power, dominance, social inequality 

and position of the discourse analyst. This is a new concept in comparison to the works of 

Fairclough, who did not place particular focus on the “discourse analyst” as a person (Van Dijk 

1993: 249), but on the structural-ideological components, on the IDFs (the ideological discursive 

formations). In addition to the discourse analyst and to the IDFs, the missing component one has 

to bear in mind is the target audience of public discourse, more specifically, the language of 

periodicals addressing a large number of individuals, the popular press, usually associated with 

the tabloids, but also with new, emergent forms of social media, even less controlled by 

identifiable groups and power structures. 

Focusing, in much of his work, on issues related to patterns of access to the public and 

issues of inequality, racism and discrimination in the public space, Van Dijk states that the 
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direction he approaches in his work regarding the critique of social inequality is by placing the 

focus on the role of discourse in the production, reproduction and resistance to dominance. 

 By dominance, the author refers to the action of the social elites, groups or institutions 

using social power. All this results in social, political, cultural, class, ethnic, racial and gender 

inequality. In this research on immigration in the UK, it is very important to identify the role of 

discourse in the production and challenge of dominance, and Van Dijk’s contribution is 

remarkable to everyone concerned with this aspect of human interaction. According to him, it is 

important for discourse analysts to know what structures, strategies, or other properties of text, 

talk, verbal interaction or communicative events play a role in the modes of production or 

reproduction of racist discourse, in the first place, especially in what he calls elite discourse, but 

which also influences less elevated forms of public interactions, such as the discourse of racism 

in the tabloid press, which, apparently, has nothing to do with the elites, but with common 

people. Although analyses of racism concentrate on non-elite, working and middle classes, Teun 

van Dijk shows how elite racist discourse contributes to discrimination to a considerable extent. 

Initially, the meaning of the word tabloid had nothing to do with the sensationalist 

language and discourse targeted at ordinary people expecting to consume, rather than to take 

issue with the information they get. The distinction was made between two different formats that 

periodical had, tabloids being contrasted with broadsheets. Today, one can speak about the 

creation of contemporary national community: tabloid Britain, and Martin Conboy’s book, 

Tabloid Britain, describes this very broad discourse field not in terms of format only, but in 

terms of what this community does in terms of the concepts borrowed from Appaduari above: 

mediascapes and ideoscapes. The tabloids display a special configuration involving discourse 

structures and power structures, in which the discourse of migration is still contaminated by the 

discourse of racism. Each tabloid, rather than following one particular ideological and political 

formula as far as its discourse is concerned, develops its own language, its own rhetorical 

pattern, in keeping with the target audience it imagines and addresses, as Conboy claims:  

The use of a range of language specific to a particular newspaper is an editorial strategy, 

among many others, which enables a readership to be targeted. The language of the 

popular tabloid press in Britain is as accurate a prediction of the assumed social class and 

income of its readership as the advertisements and news content (Conboy 2006: 14). 

Van Dijk’s proposal of a study of the relationships between discourse structures and power 

structures from a sociopolitical point of view is very useful, and the study of migration in this 

respect is a good case in point. As he explains, CDA analysts must adopt a sociopolitical stance 

by exposing the principles, political points of view and perceptions of those whose discourse 

they critically examine. According to this approach directive speech acts such as commands 

would enact power, in order to reproduce dominance, and in the same manner he proposes an 

examination of the style, rhetoric or meaning of texts for strategies aiming at concealment of 

social power relations. This concealment means that sometimes power is not shown directly, but 

it is hidden in less straightforward ways. This is what ideology usually does. However, Van Dijk 

states that it is crucial for certain social conditions to be met in order for these language features 
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(both oral and written) to be able to contribute to the reproduction of dominance. He argues that 

a detailed examination of social representations in the minds of social actors is necessary. Thus, 

as society develops and education makes forms of overt dominance less acceptable, forms of 

concealment become more prominent. David T. Wellman, in his sociological study of white 

racism, notes this contradiction and dilemma facing most white Americans, not overtly racist, but 

being affected by the ideology of racism in concealed forms: 

Defenses that vulgarly refer to biological differences are currently unacceptable in public 

arenas. Arguments that explain the situation in terms of racial subordination, on the other 

hand, are also unacceptable to many white Americans. Reasoning of this sort implies that 

blacks are not responsible for racial subordination; it directly implicates white people in 

the system of racial injustice. Most people are unwilling to accept this harsh judgment of 

themselves (Wellman 1999: 184). 

The relation of subordination implicit in the racist link between discourse structures and power 

structures are difficult to accept by those who are complicit in its functioning. Van Dijk explains 

the relation between discourse structures and power structure, in the context of CDA. With 

regard to power, he is aware of the fact that it involves control by the members of one group over 

other group and not that, in the opinion of such theorists as Foucault, power is disseminated 

throughout the social structure of a community, working in all directions, not only to impose 

control and assert authority. In Van Dijk’s view, specific contexts might involve the limitation of 

freedom of other groups or influence their perspectives. He divides the two effects into “action” 

and “cognition”. Discourse in the public space, such as articles in the media, more specifically in 

such areas as tabloid language, might influence the perspectives of the readers or in some cases 

even contribute to the limitation of freedom of immigrants. However, both might be realized 

through a form of subtle manipulation that influences the minds of the readers in the interest of 

the dominant group. 

According to the author, what he calls mind management (Van Dijk 1993:254), while 

others might call manipulation, is not realized through direct manipulative speech, but rather 

through repetitive, daily forms of text in which dominance is expressed in a subtle manner, in a 

language that appears “natural” and “acceptable”. These are key elements to pursue by any 

analyst interested in such key issues. Van Dijk states that Critical Discourse Analysis is 

specifically interested in “power abuse,” manifested through the breaking of law, rules and 

principles of democracy, equality and so on. He uses the concept of dominance in order to 

distinguish between more acceptable forms of power and clearly abusive forms of power. He 

further explains that a critical discourse analysis is not “straightforward” and uses the term 

“hegemony,” as used by Fairclough in the wake of a long series of predecessors going back to 

Antonio Gramsci, in order to describe the way CDA does not always portray in binary system 

the villains and victims. As seen in the work of Fairclough, Critical Discourse Analysis: The 

Critical Study of Language as well, he states that power and dominance are usually 

“institutionalized,” elaborating on the idea that groups of dominance usually rely on other 
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dimensions, such as media, the police, the law, implying an organization of dominance with a 

hierarchy of power, both cultural and political” (Van Dijk 1993:250). 

One of the most important sections of Van Dijk’s 1993 volume is section four. This part 

of the book is titled “discourse and access” and it is there that the author defines and describes 

the notion of access and various modes of access in the context of power and dominance. By 

access he understands the freedom of language users in the use of special discourse genres or in 

the participation in specific communicative events (Van Dijk 1993:256).   

Focusing on aspects of racism in western countries, where there is a large majority of 

white people, the Dutch theorist notes that it becomes more obviously expressed than in the past. 

It continues to penetrate ethnic relations in Europe, North America and other westernized 

countries (Van Dijk 1991:10). Van Dijk’s Racism and the Press points out that one of the main 

strategies of the ideological framework keeping white control in place is just to deny or to 

minimise the power of racism. Many white people do not believe in white racial law. The press 

is part of the problem of racism, as it has access to a large number of people from several 

sections of society (10).  

Van Dijk explains the problem of the increase of racism in the media is much more 

complex than the simple explanation of selfishness or narrow-mindedness, of lack of education. 

Its complexities require a more detailed, specific approach, explaining the political, economic 

and socio-cultural work of the press as a whole in white-dominated societies. Whether Van 

Dijk’s observations are still valid today is open to further investigation, and a good field to 

explore would be the language of the tabloid press after the 2016 Leave – Remain referendum or 

after January 31st, 2020, the moment Britain left the EU. Some interesting facts would be found 

there.  

Apparently, racism has become less virulent. However, according to Van Dijk three 

decades ago (1991), the essential features of the British press treatment of race - colored people 

has on the whole not been portrayed as an integral part of British society. Instead, certain 

sections of the press project an image of Britain as a white society in which the colored people 

are seen as a problem, or just an oddity, rather than belonging to the core of society. He went on 

to say at that particular time that ‘race relations’ are basically defined in a negative way, contain 

negative stories about Asian refugees coming to Britain, the accommodation of homeless 

families in expensive hotels, racial attacks (Van Dijk 1991:32-33). He claimed in 1991 that 

racism was not over, although most of the white Europeans were no longer assumed to believe in 

their “racial superiority.” Particularly since the Second World War and the Holocaust, 

controlling standard and values have discredited such an ideology, and hence the legitimation of 

group dominance in such terms (Van Dijk 1991:40). 

Nevertheless, the transformations of racism are far from unilinear or homogeneous, 

displaying various features at different times in the same place, let alone various places around 

the world, and a large number of authors have done specific work on specific situations. Thus, 

for example, apart from racism and discrimination expressed by white people against people of 

color, Frank Dikotter has studies group definition and the idea of race and racism in Modern 
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China (Dikotter 1999:151-159), Robert C. Smith has proved that even after the success and 

achievements of the Civil Rights era in the US, racism still remains a sensitive issue (Smith 

1999: 160-167), while Harry Troyna and Richard Hatcher have not avoided an even more 

sensitive topic, racism in children’s lives (Troyna and Hatcher 1999: 168-176). 

Van Dijk points out that immigrants of peoples from the Third World countries or of non-

western origin are not only categorized and (negatively) evaluated in terms of bodily appearance 

(whether or not conceptualized as different ‘races’), but also on the basis of cultural, that is, 

‘ethnic’ characteristics. Across history, such social representations used to differentiate in- and 

out-groups according to a changeable mixture of perceived differences of language, religion, 

dress or traditions (Van Dijk 1991:41). For example, Turks or Moroccans who migrated to 

western European countries may become represented and evaluated along a cultural dimension 

similar to the representation of Africans, South Asians or West Indians using a mixed racial-

ethnic dimension. He talks about racism or ethnicism it is common in western countries, both 

against “black” groups, that include peoples of African origin and those of (South) Asian origin, 

as well as Mediterranean or Arabic, and immigrants from the ‘borders’ of Europe (41). 

There are two dimensions of racism that depend on each other. They are either 

“structural” or “ideological” in nature.  Structural difference is analyzed as a dimension of 

racism only if it is supported by certain prejudices belonging to the ideology of the dominant 

group and about race or ethnic relations. The structural and the ideological are interwoven and 

interdependent. This connection between the structural and the ideological dimensions of racism 

displays complex configurations (Van Dijk 1991:42). 

One might conclude that the reproduction of racism by the media is not a simple and 

straightforward process. It has become obvious for such theorists as Van Dijk that the role of the 

media in the reproduction of racism cannot be separated from the general properties of racism 

and white dominance in society, including the structural and ideological organization of that 

form of group power. That makes obvious the role of the press as a corporate, social, and cultural 

institution. The press needs to be analysed in relation to other institutions, such as those of the 

polity or the economy (Van Dijk 1991:63). These particular dimensions are shared by such 

related areas of inquiry as cultural studies and critical cultural studies, sociology, while Critical 

Discourse Analysis plays an important part in elucidating the complicated interplay of power and 

ideology in the construction and dissemination of ideologies in the public space, with a view to 

clarifying the cultural landscape and contributing to the improvement of whatever social system 

or community life they are to function in. 
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Abstract: The authority and alterity figures in the title are associated with theoretical narratives 

preceding the developments of both Cultural Studies and Postmodern thinking in the 1960s and 

1970s. The present paper sets itself the more reasonable task of clarifying some connections, 

filiations, and oppositions that are meant to shed some light on important developments in the 

parallel, sometimes interwoven narratives of these two sometimes friendly, sometimes inimical 

travelers, with a view to elucidating the meanings linked to them and to stressing their relevance 

to contemporary thinking about culture. It will become apparent that the description of the 

discursive practices and modes of inquiry, extending in both cultural space and time, naturally 

require evocations of both influential authority figures that paved the ground to and became 

influential in the two respective cultural projects, as well as instances when expressions of 

alterity are necessary to achieve that end. The stress, as it will become apparent, will be laid on 

definitions of Cultural Studies in what is here called “the Birmingham tradition.” 

 

Keywords: cultural studies, indeterminacy, postmodernism, alterity figure, liberal humanism. 

 

 

 

Both Cultural Studies and Postmodernism were the most spectacular success stories1 in the 

humanities and the social sciences of the late 1960s and 1970s, with important reverberations 

well into the following decades and up to the contemporary age. Their overwhelming diversity 

appears to be almost impossible to deal with and make sense of even in full-length volumes, let 

alone shorter texts like this one. However, the present paper sets itself the more reasonable task 

of clarifying some connections, filiations, and oppositions that are meant to shed some light on 

important developments in the parallel, sometimes interwoven narratives of these two frères 

ennemis in order to highlight the meanings associated with them and their relevance to 

contemporary thinking about culture.  

Definitions of such complex sets of discursive practices and modes of inquiry, extending 

in both cultural space and time, naturally require evocations of both influential authority figures 

                                                           
1 In “On postmodernism and articulation: An Interview with Stuart Hall, edited by L. Grossberg,” Hall, one of the 

founders of British Cultural Studies, calls postmodernism, well into the 1980s, “the biggest success story going” 

(Hall 1996:131). 
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that paved the ground to and became influential in, as well as instances when definitions of the 

two respective cultural projects are achieved in relation to each other as expressions of alterity. 

In other words, one’s identity may largely be defined in terms of parents, ancestors and 

influential senior relatives (such as uncles and aunts), as well as in relation to out-groups (hostile 

neighbors, foreigners, rivals, enemies). The authority and alterity figures in the title will 

therefore find, arguably, significant illustrations in what is to follow in an attempt at clarification, 

not mystification, although indeterminacy and the permanent deferral of meaning appear to be 

valuable concepts and ideas for individuals drifting in the wake of previous streams of 

postmodern thought. 

The shortest story of Cultural Studies is very likely to start from its institutionalization as 

the Centre of Contemporary Cultural Studies at Birmingham University in 1964, while 

postmodernism might start from a discussion of Equivalent VIII, a regular, rectangular pile of 

bricks, laid and exhibited by Carl Andre in London’s Tate Gallery two years later (1966).  

Christopher Butler sees those bricks as “a typically postmodernist object” (Butler 2002: 1), while 

the same author evokes, on the authority of such figures as Fredric Jameson2 and Edward Soja3 

the Westin Bonaventure Hotel in Los Angeles, California as an equally postmodernist object, 

this time not as a very simple pile of bricks, but as a very challenging architectural landmark 

(Butler 3). 

Both Cultural Studies and Postmodernism in “the shortest story” are to be seen in the 

turbulent context of the 1960s and 1970s, when radical, revolutionary young people in the 

Western World, especially in France and America, but elsewhere as well, were rising against 

what they thought were repressive and oppressive establishments, requiring a reconsideration of 

what the coordinates of culture were. In addition, but in strikingly different ways, at it will be 

shown below, Cultural Studies and Postmodernist thinking of those revolutionary years were 

forms of critical response to the reflection of orthodox Marxism in the Eastern countries. East of 

the Iron Curtain, orthodox Marxism had become the prevailing ideology, very much in the way 

in which liberal humanism, initially progressive, had become the prevailing ideology of 

capitalism in the Western world. 

Cultural Studies and Postmodernism alike can trace earlier roots in relation to the 

discourse of the Enlightenment, with which a critical engagement can supply a valid starting 

point. Jere Paul Surber, in his Culture and Critique: An Introduction to the Critical Discourses of 

Cultural Studies, considers the discourse of the Enlightenment, liberal humanism, to be the first 

version of cultural studies in a very broad sense. Liberal humanism is critical of the superstitions 

and dogma inherited from the authoritarian regimes of the Middle Ages. The champions of the 

liberal humanism of the Enlightenment in its progressive, critical version “counterposed reason 

as an analytical solvent to dogma, superstition, and unwarranted social authority” (Wolin 

2004:1). Like the critical cultural studies proper of the 20th century, liberal humanism does not 

take anything for granted, subjecting the prevailing discourses of the Establishment to a rational 

                                                           
2 In Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 1991. 
3 In Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion of Space in Critical Social Theory, 1989. 
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and skeptical scrutiny. Surber sees liberal humanism as both the first notable form of critical 

cultural discourse and as what one might call the “alterity figure” against which subsequent 

critical cultural discourses took shape in their response to it:  

The first modern critical discourse arose during the Enlightenment. In fact, one might say 

that the defining characteristic of Enlightenment thought was a new, self-consciously 

critical attitude toward prevailing cultural practices and institutions. Although the broadly 

liberal humanist basis for the Enlightenment's cultural criticism has itself been attacked by 

virtually every subsequent critical discourse, we should not overlook its crucial role in 

initiating a project that has continued into our own time (Surber 1998: 24).  

Surber identifies three forms of liberal humanism: Enlightenment, post-Enlightenment and 

contemporary liberal humanism, but one can speak, in broad lines, of one distinct critical cultural 

discourse being promoted by various agents at various times from various positions in the social 

hierarchy of society. Thus, in the post-Enlightenment (after the victory of the Industrial 

Revolution and the elevation of the bourgeoisie to the ruling class position which it has occupied 

ever since) and contemporary age, liberal humanism has lost its critical attitude toward the 

Establishment, acquiring the role of preserving the capitalist status quo. 

 In the context of liberal humanism losing its critical dimensions, while trying hard to 

legitimate itself as the cultural discourse of capitalism, the contribution of the first versions of 

hermeneutic discourse can shed light on later versions of cultural studies in a confrontation with 

emerging postmodern attitudes. Much like the forerunners of the British Cultural Studies, the key 

figures of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory, as it will be seen in the subsequent sections of 

this essay, share with such critical cultural discourses as hermeneutics a distinctly anti-

Enlightenment perspective. In its turn, hermeneutics, from the very beginning, took issue with 

the extremely disembodied forms of rationalism that liberal humanism adopted. It was, before 

the postmodernists announced it two centuries later, the first important declaration clamoring the 

failure of the Enlightenment project. Hermeneutics, unlike liberal humanism, puts forth its 

concerns in relation to specific historical coordinates, linked to concrete, reliable texts in real 

places. In so doing, it shares with subsequent forms of cultural studies an unmistakable historicist 

dimension. It also involves an active engagement based on difference, which will be taken over 

in poststructuralist thought, and highlighted by Gadamer as one of his basic theses. As Nicholas 

Davey notes, in connection with Gadamer’s thought in relation to understanding, 

Philosophical hermeneutics does not suppose that understanding occurs when a reader’s 

grasp of a text is the same as its author’s. To the contrary, understanding requires and 

perpetuates a mode of differentiation (the hermeneutic differential), which sustains 

understanding as an enduring task. (Davey 2006: 5) 

Cultural Studies, in the wake of hermeneutics, with which it does not share unquestioned respect 

for the cultural heritage and what that means for organic communities, insists that understanding 

and intervention are heavily dependent on both spatial and socio-cultural parameters. Unlike 
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liberal humanism, both hermeneutics and cultural studies are aware that context-free universal 

knowledge is neither to be desired, nor to be postulated. 

While early forms of hermeneutics would attempt to recover the past and its traditions, 

liberal humanism had treated tradition as oppressive superstitions coming from a barbarous age. 

While liberal humanism had consistently upheld individual rights and freedoms in the public 

space, hermeneutics considered individuals as part of a more comprehensive organic structure, 

the attitude that the members of the first wave of British Cultural Studies will be known to adopt 

in their reverent attitude toward the communal dimension of the culture shared by organic 

communities. Hermeneutics had paid attention to interpretation and cultural dialogue, rather than 

to observation, description and lucid explanation, and its promotion of texts to be interpreted, 

rather than a focus on principles and values to be debated in the public space, is its contribution 

to the close reading of any kind of cultural product in Cultural Studies today. 

Another contribution made by hermeneutics to the development of both Cultural Studies 

and postmodern thought was its focus on the concept of text, rather than process, although most 

forms of cultural critique would also value practices and discursive practices, apart from texts in 

a very broad sense. Culture for scholars in the early hermeneutic tradition was made up of the 

vast array of texts, mainly reviving the past, thought of as the sum total of human achievement, 

texts to be read attentively and duly interpreted. The interpretation consisted in a creative and 

imaginative kind of reading, thus heralding active engagements with the text promoted by reader 

response theories today. It was not considered a passive, receptive skill, with the reader 

contributing his creativity and sense of belonging, as the founder of hermeneutics, Friedrich 

Schleiermacher, both an authority and an alterity figure in the progress of cultural studies, proves 

in his Hermeneutics and Criticism. 

One can see both British Cultural Studies and emerging forms of postmodern thought, as 

briefly announced above, as responses to the economic determinism and to the dogmatic 

ossification of classical Marxism in the post World War II age. Stalin’s last tyrannical stand, and 

what went after him, such as the repression of the 1956 revolution in Hungary and the Soviet 

repression of the Prague Spring in 1968 caused many Western Marxists to find new theoretical 

and ideological avenues, such as the New Left, from the 1950s onward. In this context, some 

distinct forms of critical response typical of the so-called new wave of British Cultural Studies 

(Richard Hoggart, E.P. Thomson, Raymond Williams) created a new platform for the 

reconsideration of the role of ordinary people in the new postwar contexts.  

Initially, one can see an attitude that they apparently share with such postmodernist 

thinkers as Jean Francois Lyotard in relation to some of the pronouncements of the Frankfurt 

School. In their “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception,” Adorno and 

Horkheimer had already noted that what had been a project of progress, reason and human 

emancipation had turned into its opposite through excessive rationalization, scientific and 

technological progress having thus led to increased control and manipulation of the masses 

through such instruments as the culture industries:  
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Under monopoly all mass culture is identical, and the lines of its artificial framework begin 

to show through. The people at the top are no longer so interested in concealing monopoly: 

as its violence becomes more open, so its power grows. Movies and radio need no longer 

pretend to be art. The truth that they are just business is made into an ideology in order to 

justify the rubbish they deliberately produce. They call themselves industries (Adorno & 

Horkheimer 1999: 32). 

The two Frankfurt School thinkers saw, from elitist positions, the emerging mass culture as the 

main instrument of mass-deception. Since cultural production has significantly shifted cultural 

production from the unique individual as author to the over-rationalized strandardizing processes 

of modern industrial production, typical of capitalism, the result is that rationality had turned into 

its opposite, and cultural consumers are brainwashed into passively accepting mass-produced 

culture. The technological developments of the culture industries, through their deceptively and 

convincingly “realist” advertising, straightforward and more subtle forms of propaganda, 

Hollywood movies, have all been able to blur distinctions between the real and the ideological.  

This undermining of the real by the culture industries, in the opinion of Adorno and 

Horkheimer, will be later explored, and even celebrated, by such postmodernist thinkers as 

Lyotard and Baudrillard. On the other hand, the parallel approach of British Cultural Studies, 

while deploring the effect of the culture industry and of its mass culture at first, while being 

nostalgic about the authentic organic popular culture of the working classes, for example, will 

adopt ways that will gain prominence in subsequent versions of Cultural Studies. There will be 

focus placed upon the active role of the audiences to respond in specific, creative ways to the 

standardizing influence of the culture industries, and their inclusion of the definition of culture a 

wide range of processes, practices as well as artifacts, irrespective of their excellence or of their 

lack of it, defines their cultural populism, a defining feature of Cultural Studies ever since. 

A very important illustration of what Gadamer would call the hermeneutic differential, 

understanding in terms of response to difference and alterity, is the debate between Jurgen 

Habermas and Jean Francois Lyotard over the nature and legitimation, or the alleged failure of 

the Enlightenment project of modernity. Habermas takes a stand reminiscent of the progressive 

stage of modernity with its emancipatory project of progress, encoded in its major discourse, 

which Lyotard sees as its metanarratives or grand narratives. Lyotard as one of the pillars of 

postmodern thought sees the collapse of these metanarratives as the defining feature of the 

postmodern condition. There are, according to Lyotard, two major versions of the narrative of 

legitimation. One of them, more political in nature, casts humankind in the role of the hero of 

liberty, with individuals having the right to benefit from the advantages offered by the 

advancement of knowledge. The second, more general and philosophical, concerns itself with the 

pursuit of knowledge by institutions, such as a site of higher learning which, as Lyotard critically 

notes, “lives and continually renews itself on its own, with no constraint or determined goal 

whatsoever” (Lyotard 32). It is what intellectuals like Matthew Arnold in Culture and Anarchy 

would find as the equivalent of the hard sciences in the field of the humanities, where culture is 

seen as a disinterested love of perfection, as “a study of perfection” (Arnold 2006:  34). 
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A major opposition between Habermas and Lyotard has to do with the role of universal 

principles in the process of the legitimation of judgments. While Lyotard considers that any 

discussion of universal criteria is useless and metaphysical, Habermas claims that universal 

principles are necessary, even vital, for social theories meant to engage in legitimation and 

critique undertakings. 

Habermas’s defence of the Enlightenment/modernist project is worth considering, 

though. Unfortunately, it is unable to assess the bewildering, conflicting trends in 20th century 

Western culture to which postmodernist theories, such as Lyotard’s, point to, stressing the 

inadequacy of the two major metanarratives, among other aspects of the legitimation crisis that 

the postmodern condition experiences. Lyotard and other postmodernist theorists are aware of 

the erosion of the modernist project, of these critical aspects showing dramatic changes.  

A cultural studies position assessing this hermeneutic differential between Habermas and 

Lyotard and his version of the postmodern condition, in which America plays an important role, 

is assumed by Stuart Hall, in an interview in which he introduces in the contemporary cultural 

dialog his theory of articulation in relation to Habermas and to Lyotard and the postmodern 

discourse. Referring to Lyotard’s ideas, Hall considers the Frenchman’s ideas as celebratory, 

rather than critical, of how the Western world as a whole dreams itself to be or become 

“American.”   In this 1986 interview, edited by another big name in Cultural Studies, Lawrence 

Grossberg, Stuart Hall deplores, in a very unexpected way, what he calls an essentialist and 

uncritical way of aspects of Lyotardian postmodernist thought to contemporary developments. In 

Lyotard’s vision of postmodernism through American perspectives,  

[…] it not only points to how things are going in modern culture, but it says, first, that 

there is nothing else of any significance—no contradictory forces, and no counter-

tendencies; and second, that these changes are terrific, and all we have to do is to reconcile 

ourselves to them. It is, in my view, being deployed in an essentialist and uncritical way. 

And it is irrevocably Euro- or western-centric in its whole episteme (Hall 1996:132). 

Hall thus defines his version of cultural studies in the 1980s, an important decade in the 

diversification of this mode of cultural enquiry, in relation to the lack of political commitment 

from the Western-centric postmodern episteme and in relation to what he and his kindred spirits 

consider, very much like the postmodernists themselves, the failure, or the old-fashioned 

perspectives, of the Enlightenment project, refusing to accept the dilemma of what he calls two 

unacceptable options. The former director of the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural 

Studies considers that the modernist or Enlightenment project is far from unilateral or 

homogeneous: 

So we are caught between two unacceptable choices: Habermas’s defensive position in 

relation to the old Enlightenment project and Lyotard’s Euro-centred celebration of the 

postmodern collapse. To understand the reasons for this oversimplified binary choice is 

simple enough, if one starts back far enough. I don’t think that there is any such thing as 

the modernist impulse, in the singular. Modernism itself was a decisively ‘western’ 
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phenomenon. It was always composed of many different projects, which were not all 

integratable or homogeneous with one another; they were often, in fact, in conflict. (Hall 

1996:132) 

As a matter of fact, it will turn out that postmodern thought is only seen as an updated, 

Americanized or Western-centric form of modernism having reached a new level in the post-war 

development of capitalist societies, and Marshall Berman’s All That Is Solid Melts into Air only 

goes on to confirm this postmodern Americanization. In the second chapter of his book, “The 

1960s: A Shout in the Street,” Berman discusses what he calls that decade’s modern environment 

of the “Expressway world,” and what everybody else today would associate with the rise of the 

postmodern: “The Expressway world, the modern environment that emerged after World War 

Two, would reach a pinnacle of power and self-confidence in the 1960s, in the America of the 

New Frontier, the Great Society, Apollo on the moon” (Berman 1988: 313). This expressway 

world of economic and cultural modernization in a complex relationship with modernism (as a 

break with the modern rather than as an expression of it) itself and with its postmodern 

challenges is definitely a western rather than a global phenomenon. 

Postmodern thought up to the 1980s and 1990s usually conceptualizes itself in terms of 

“dismemberment” (Hassan 1971) “death” (Barthes 1969 “death of the author,” Zito 1993, “death 

of meaning”), or “end” (Fukuyama 1992, “end of history”), when, in fact, what its theorists 

identify as dismemberment, to use Ihab Hassan’s term, is mere suspicion of previous certainties. 

A critical attitude to these certainties or an incredulity toward the metanarratives, to use 

Lyotard’s famous definition, apparently brings these thinkers closer to the cultural studies’ 

position, but this is not true, even if some key theorists, like Foucault, are claimed by both ways 

of contemporary cultural reassessments. 

The sharpest opposition between postmodernism and cultural studies lies in their position 

in relation to representation, signification, meaning as a whole and, very importantly, ideology 

and the challenging of the “real.” The postmodernists have taken over Foucault’s ideas of the 

discursive as devoid of ideological power, with power ubiquitously spread in communities rather 

than expressing relations of clear inequality and oppression, as well as resistance to it, with 

Baudrillard proclaiming the end of signifying practices and representation. In Stuart Hall’s 

opinion, these thinkers define themselves in opposition to the ideological and political projects of 

cultural studies in the Birmingham tradition.  

Cultural Studies positions thus define themselves in opposition to what they are not and 

their “alterity figure,” even if inevitably a generalization, is apolitical, ahistorical and largely 

anti-humanist. Cultural studies invokes its militant, ideological agenda, while also, in some of its 

orientations, humanist in its confidence in people’s emancipator ability to deal with what Louis 

Althusser, the “anti-humanist” post-structuralist, used to refer to as the Ideological State 

Apparatuses. Although accepting the challenges of poststructuralist thought and its agency vs. 

structure oppositions, Stuart Hall and his trend in Cultural Studies advocated the power of 

agency and the importance of commitment in the promotion of cultural production, with a 

specific version of the theory of articulation, which, in a more extended article than this one, 
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requires further definition in relation to other important theories, such as Arjun Appadurai’s 

ideas expressed in his “Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy.” Stuart 

Hall’s version of articulation both supports the idea that “ideology empowers people” (Hall 

1996:142) and explains the bewildering diverse configurations that it, articulation, can lead to, 

nor only in the Western world affected by the postmodern condition. His theory, very much like 

Appadurai’s, which accounts for the extreme diversity engendered by the interwoven action of 

his perspectival cultural flows4, is able to explain both the diversity and the dynamic interaction 

of cultural actors and processes on a global scale, thus giving Cultural Studies a much wider 

scope and complexity.  
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BOOK REVIEW BY: AYAD A. ABOOD5 OF FLORIAN ANDREI VLAD’S  

NEW FLESH, OLD DEMONS: CONTAGION NARRATIVES IN POST-COLD WAR U.S. 

CULTURE. BUCURESTI: EDITURA UNIVERSITARA, 2019. 

 

 

For the last few decades, epidemics have swept into works of fiction. Besides driving plot lines in 

literature, film, television, video games and other forms of popular media, they have provided 

ubiquitous metaphors for the social transmission of ideological and ethical notions and the imposition 

of various forms of power, as well as expressions of social and cultural anxiety, especially in moments 

of uncertainty or crisis. 

Florian Andrei Vlad’s New Flesh, Old Demons: Contagion Narratives in Post-Cold War U.S. 

Cultureaddresses the visual and narrative constructions of pestilential bodies in post-Cold War 

American films and television, with incursions in literature, placing a strong emphasis on 

contextualization and historicization, beginning with an acknowledgment of the impact of the Gothic 

tradition on significant developments leading up to the current cultural stage. It focuses on important 

critical junctures: the end of the Cold War and 9/11 with its subsequent “War on Terror” and drives 

toward a more security-oriented government. The use of pre-modern terms such as “plague” and 

“pestilential” emphasizes the degrees of continuity between the “plague narratives” of the Western 

literary and artistic canon, rooted in supernatural understandings of the contaminated body, and modern 

narratives of contagion, which, despite changing contexts, also often rely on the supernatural. 

The researcher draws on the intellectual contributions of Foucault, Edward Said, and Artaud, to 

mention a few, on the impact of the contemporary pestilential narratives and Gothic tradition. He 

further examines the ways contagion or disease inform and shape a wide variety of 20th and 21st century 
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texts and contexts, both literary and televisual, ranging from more canonical literary texts to those that 

fall more in the broader field of popular culture. 

Florian Andrei Vlad dissects the cultural assumptions concerning disease, contamination, 

quarantine, before exploring different perspectives on key themes such as plague, terror, the uncanny 

and focusing on certain key cinematic texts including the Walking Dead, Land of the Dead, Children of 

Men. 

Plague, pestilence, and contagion, besides being biological, entail metaphorical and 

metonymical interpretations. The vampires and zombies, who show biological transformations, could 

be understood in terms of metaphor and metonymy. For instance, the “mainstreaming” vampire in True 

Blood is an obvious metaphor for the struggle of the LGBT community for acceptance (p.122). On the 

other hand, a powerful illustration of metonymical relationship between living and contagious undead 

is the revelation, in the comic book series and TV series The Walking Dead, that all humans carry the 

zombie virus (p.125), therefore positing the zombie as the metonymical embodiment of precarious 

human existence. 

One of the most outstanding concluding remarks this dissertation arrived at is the all-pervasive 

influence of the 18th century Gothic on the contemporary American culture. This is felt all along the 

investigation and analysis of the literary texts, movies, and TV series under study, which are largely 

aimed at exposing the most important “old demons” still haunting the contemporary realms of 

contamination narratives. 
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