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Claycomb, Nicholas, Smith I 

intellectuals. As you can tell, Lukacs' quip about the grand hotel of de
spair is one that I still have a lot of sympathy for. 

dC: So Horkheimer or Adorno blasted Jazz as empty expression, lack
ing the possibility for positive political action. But today that just 
sounds like pompous dismissal of popular cultural activity and perfor
mance because it doesn't qualify as art. Do you think the postmodern 
turn has amended this conception of popular culture as impotent, 
kitschy everydayness? 

GE: Yes. One of the most important consequences of postmodemism 
and cultural studies is their willingness to take popular culture seri
ously as a site of political action and engagement, really for the first 
time in the history of the Left. Going back through the last century of 
the history of the Left, it's extremely hard to find any willingness to en
gage seriously with popular culture in such a way. Even if you go back 
to the period of the formation of socialist parties, you don't find the at
tempt to get inside popular culture and appreciate its positive capaci
ties until at least 1968. And postmodernism and cultural studies are 
certainly the academic heirs to the heritage of '68. 

dC: Yet some forms of postmodernism also seem to demand the aban
donment of grand history, metanarrative, and even the possibili ty of 
radical social change. Doesn't that suggest that postmodernism also 
questions the possibility of political action in everyday activity, per
haps as much as Horkheimer and Adorno, although for different rea
sons? 

GE: Well, I'm not sure the one follows from the other. On the one hand, 
we have reason to be skeptical about grand narratives, in large part be
cause of the difficulty of establishing clear causal relationships in terms 
of the models of determination that were available to us in the Marxist 
tradition. So this skepticism is about political change of the most funda
mental and far-reaching kinds, whether in the context of revolution or 
long-run structural processes of social development and change. Con
sequently, theorizing that relationship now that base and superstruc
ture frameworks are no longer persuasive has fallen into disrepute. 
We've all backed off from that. 

However, that doesn't mean that large-scale political change no longer 
occurs. And one of the extraordinary things about li ving through the 
last decade has been the reminder that big changes do happen, after all, 
and we shouldn't be fooled by the inevitable disappointments of the 
messiness and limited nature of the democratic advances immediately 
registered after 1989 in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe 
into concluding that everything has stayed really the same. Quite aside 
from the dramatic legal and constitutional changes of 1989-90 them-
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contemporary project of the Left's rethinking popular culture along 
postmodern lines. We don't get very far in specifying the kinds of poli· 
tics that work in this new environment if we just stick with the strate
gies and concepts that are given to us by the tradition, whether 
Marxism, other radicalisms, or social democracy. On the other hand, if 
we acknowledge that politics is located elsewhere now, that doesn't 
mean that all of those given concepts and strategies are obsolete. I cer
tainly don't think, for example, that class has become an inoperative 
term of politics. It's the insufficiencies of those given terms that need to 
be faced and rethought. 
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