
RespectfulRespectful AppropriationAppropriation 

IntellectualIntellectual historianshistorians shouldshould notnot bebe Cassandras,Cassandras, bemoaningbemoaning thethe currentcurrent popularitypopularity ofof culturalcultural studies.studies. 

ThereThere isis nono needneed toto repeatrepeat thethe hysteriahysteria thatthat intellectualintellectual historianshistorians mistakenlymistakenly feltfelt yearsyears agoago whenwhen socialsocial historyhistory waswas 

ascendent.ascendent. ButBut wewe dodo needneed toto bebe awareaware ofof thethe affinitiesaffinities betweenbetween intellectualintellectual historyhistory andand culturalcultural studiesstudies andand atat thethe 

samesame timetime toto bebe warywary ofof deepdeep fissuresfissures inin tonetone andand intentintent betweenbetween thethe twotwo approaches.approaches. 

BothBoth thethe scholarscholar ofof culturalcultural studiesstudies andand thethe intellectualintellectual historianhistorian areare poachers,poachers, bricoleurs.bricoleurs. NoNo theorytheory oror 

methodmethod isis sacrosanctsacrosanct fromfrom appropriationappropriation andand appreciation.appreciation. IntellectualIntellectual historyhistory isis atat itsits mostmost excitingexciting whenwhen itit isis 

merrilymerrily eclectic,eclectic, whenwhen theoreticaltheoretical perspectivesperspectives areare borrowedborrowed fromfrom diversediverse sources--sources--KuhnianKuhnian historyhistory ofof science,science, 

GeertzianGeertzian anthropology,anthropology, queerqueer theory,theory, chaoschaos theory,theory, Bourdieu'sBourdieu's sociology,sociology, gendergender relations--andrelations--and appliedapplied toto familiarfamiliar 

subjects.subjects. NorNor shouldshould intellectualintellectual historyhistory bebe tetheredtethered tootoo closelyclosely toto eliteelite textstexts andand authorsauthors inin anan actact ofof blindblind obeisance.obeisance. 

InIn somesome ofof thethe mostmost vibrantvibrant workwork inin recentrecent years,years, intellectualintellectual historianshistorians havehave discovereddiscovered thethe significantsignificant interplayinterplay 

betweenbetween eliteelite andand popularpopular culture.culture. InIn thethe process,process, Melville'sMelville's novelsnovels areare graspedgrasped withinwithin thethe contextcontext ofof thethe 

popularsensationalistsensationalist popUlar presspress ofof hishis time,time, whilewhile wewe alsoalso comecome toto recognizerecognize howhow massesmasses ofof working-classworking-class AmericansAmericans 

werewere fascinatedfascinated withwith ShakespeareShakespeare inin thethe nineteenthnineteenth century.century. 

CulturalCultural studiesstudies offersoffers muchmuch toto intellectualintellectual historians:historians: aa FoucauldianFoucauldian appreciationappreciation forfor howhow relationsrelations ofof powerpower 

maymay bebe widelywidely dispersed,dispersed, aa Bourdieu-inspiredBourdieu-inspired recognitionrecognition ofof howhow distinctionsdistinctions betweenbetween objectsobjects areare rootedrooted inin 

educationaleducational andand symbolicsymbolic capital,capital, ofof howhow popularpopular andand eliteelite cultureculture areare mutuallymutually related,related, anan appreciationappreciation forfor thethe powerpower 

ofof culturalcultural representation,representation, aa notionnotion ofof racialracial discoursediscourse asas aa cross-continentalcross-continental phenomenon,phenomenon, aa readingreading ofof famousfamous 

novelsnovels toto seesee thethe hiddenhidden handhand ofof imperialistimperialist discourse,discourse, andand aa self-reflexivityself-reflexivity aboutabout thethe collectivecollective practicespractices ofof thethe 

disciplinediscipline ofof intellectualintellectual history.history. AnAn ostrichostrich approachapproach toto thethe valuablevaluable contributionscontributions ofof culturalcultural studiesstudies willwill renderrender ourour 

disciplinediscipline irrelevantirrelevant toto somesome ofof thethe mostmost bracingbracing interpretiveinterpretive gesturesgestures inin academe.academe. 

ButBut caveatscaveats concerningconcerning culturalcultural studiesstudies mustmust bebe stronglystrongly registered.registered. WhileWhile notnot allall intellectualintellectual historianshistorians areare 

cheerleaderscheerleaders forfor thethe puritypurity ofof thethe texttext oror greatnessgreatness ofof aa particularparticular thinker,thinker, therethere remainsremains aa sensesense ofof respectrespect whenwhen 

intellectualintellectual historianshistorians communecommune withwith greatgreat textstexts andand authors.authors. IntellectualIntellectual historyhistory seemsseems toto bebe markedmarked byby aa certaincertain 

typetype ofof sobersober reverence,reverence, tingedtinged withwith thethe beliefbelief thatthat byby understandingunderstanding thethe languagelanguage andand contextcontext ofof thethe timestimes whenwhen aa 

workwork waswas writtenwritten andand itsits subsequentsubsequent history,history, wewe willwill bebe betterbetter ableable toto approachapproach thethe meaningmeaning ofof thethe text.text. ThisThis isis 

contrastedcontrasted withwith thethe culturalcultural studiesstudies imperativeimperative toto fitfit everythingeverything intointo anan overweeningoverweening contextcontext ofof domination.domination. 

RepulsionRepulsion withwith thethe colonialistcolonialist oror hegemonichegemonic aspectsaspects ofof everyevery texttext oftenoften seemsseems toto bebe thethe mastermaster keykey thatthat unlocksunlocks allall 

thethe doorsdoors ofof culturalcultural studies.studies. CulturalCultural studiesstudies andand NewNew HistoricistHistoricist scholarsscholars taketake scantscant pleasurepleasure inin thethe textstexts oror 
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thinkersthinkers thatthat theythey study.study. Moreover,Moreover, theythey confrontconfront textstexts inin theirtheir ownown imperialisticimperialistic manner.manner. AsAs MichelMichel Foucault,Foucault, aa 

guruguru ofof culturalcultural studies,studies, onceonce phrasedphrased it,it, whenwhen hehe encounteredencountered aa texttext byby NietzscheNietzsche hehe wantedwanted toto makemake itit groangroan underunder 

thethe weightweight ofof hishis ownown interpretation.interpretation. IntellectualIntellectual historianshistorians caresscaress thethe texttext moremore lightly,lightly, theythey seekseek toto makemake thethe textstexts 

andand thinkersthinkers thatthat theythey studystudy singsing outout lessless inin painpain thanthan inin appreciationappreciation forfor thethe valuablevaluable conversationconversation thatthat hashas occurredoccurred 

betweenbetween interpreterinterpreter andand objectobject ofof interpretation.interpretation. 

IntellectualIntellectual historianshistorians mustmust alsoalso recognizerecognize thatthat culturalcultural studiesstudies isis defmeddefmed byby itsits politicalpolitical agenda.agenda. oneone basedbased inin 

oppositionaloppositional criticism,criticism, inin aa leftleft critiquecritique ofof thethe representationsrepresentations thatthat capitalismcapitalism produces,produces, andand which,which, inin turn,turn, 

reproducesreproduces structuresstructures ofof domination.domination. TheThe turnturn toto culturalcultural studiesstudies isis rootedrooted withinwithin thethe politicspolitics ofof academe,academe, inin thethe 

culturalcultural debatesdebates thatthat bothboth enthuseenthuse andand disabledisable campusescampuses atat present.present. CulturalCultural studiesstudies isis unrelentingunrelenting inin itsits politicalpolitical 

agenda,agenda, withoutwithout muchmuch internalinternal debate,debate, oror valuablevaluable doubt,doubt, aboutabout itsits prograrnrnaticprograrnrnatic viewsviews onon thethe naturenature ofof oppression.oppression. 

InIn itsits FoucauldianFoucauldian searchsearch forfor relationsrelations ofof power,power, distributeddistributed throughoutthroughout thethe socialsocial body,body, thethe agendaagenda forfor thethe scholarscholar 

ofof culturalcultural studiesstudies isis wellwell formedformed inin advance.advance. ItIt isis doubtfuldoubtful thatthat aa conservative,conservative, oror eveneven aa liberal,liberal, couldcould walkwalk 

comfortablycomfortably inin thethe landland ofof culturalcultural studies.studies. 

ThatThat doesdoes notnot meanmean thatthat intellectualintellectual historyhistory shouldshould becomebecome thethe provinceprovince ofof thosethose ofof thethe politicalpolitical rightright oror faintfaint 

ofof interpretiveinterpretive heart.heart. TheThe bestbest workwork inin intellectualintellectual historyhistory doesdoes havehave resonanceresonance withwith politicalpolitical issues,issues, doesdoes seekseek toto 

offeroffer moralmoral guidanceguidance forfor thethe present.present. YetYet thethe bestbest inin intellectualintellectual history,history, forfor mymy tastes,tastes, doesdoes soso inin aa mannermanner thatthat isis atat 

onceonce lessless self-righteouslyself-righteously strenuousstrenuous andand hencehence moremore effective.effective. IntellectualIntellectual historyhistory attemptsattempts toto enterenter intointo aa RortyeanRortyean 

conversationconversation whichwhich mightmight slowlyslowly movemove individualsindividuals towardtoward valuablevaluable redescriptionsredescriptions whichwhich areare rootedrooted inin aa liberalliberal 

discourse,discourse, markedmarked byby aa healthyhealthy reverentialreverential kinshipkinship withwith previousprevious textstexts andand thinkers.thinkers. AndAnd outout ofof thisthis alchemy,alchemy, suchsuch 

relationshipsrelationships maymay bebe nudgednudged towardtoward reinventionreinvention andand renewal.renewal. ForFor thethe intellectualintellectual historianhistorian thisthis isis bestbest accomplishedaccomplished 

withwith anan attitudeattitude ofof respectfulrespectful appropriation.appropriation. SuchSuch respectfulrespectful appropriationappropriation willwill allowallow intellectualintellectual historyhistory toto acceptaccept 

thatthat whichwhich isis convincingconvincing inin culturalcultural studies,studies, whilewhile alsoalso maintainingmaintaining anan interpretiveinterpretive opennessopenness whichwhich isis distanceddistanced fromfrom 

culturalcultural studies.studies. ThusThus willwill intellectualintellectual historyhistory remainremain vital,vital, eveneven inin thethe faceface ofof aa newnew regimeregime ofof thethe politicspolitics ofof truth.truth. 
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