Talking about Culture
Philip Smith (2001)
Cultural Theory: An Introduction. Massachusetts:
Blackwell. ISBN: 0-631-21175-6.
This is another excellent offering from Blackwell’s 21st
Century Sociology Series edited by Steven Seidman.
Providing a timely, accessible and concise account of
classical and contemporary social theory it will
undoubtedly become an essential text for teachers and
undergraduate students.
The preface opens on a striking note: ‘As we enter
a new millennium, “culture” seems to be one of the things
that everybody is talking about’ (p.vi). Smith uses our
preoccupation with culture and cultural identity to link
classical social theory, mainly discussed in sociology and
the social sciences, with contemporary ‘cultural theory’
mainly discussed in cultural studies. In a neat move, Smith’s
focus on ‘cultural theory’ seeks to overcome both the
confines of many sociology texts, which tend to completely
disregard the enormous significance of cultural studies work,
and the limitations of many cultural studies texts, which are
blind to their own intellectual heritage in the sociology.
Smith quite rightly suggests that familiarity with
cultural theory will help us to understand a world that is
now shaped by sights, symbols, media and images; a world
where inequalities and participation are shaped by ideas
about who is and is not included in culture, and where political
challenges are ‘as much about identities and cultural
recognition as about economic inequality and legal rights’
(p.vi).
The book’s account of cultural theory is intended to
offer a toolkit for students of sociology, anthropology, and
cultural studies by explaining the changing circumstances
that inform our choices. General intentions aside, it is difficult
to ascertain precisely what Smith means by cultural theory
and how it differs from social theory. To get around the
messiness of the fields of social and cultural theory, Smith
focuses the early chapters of the book (mainly dealing with
sociologists who were preoccupied with questions of
‘society’ and social theory), on their understanding of culture,
while the latter sections – from the poststructural turn
onwards, have less need to foreground the significance of
culture, even though their understandings of culture may
well be equally submerged and difficult to get to grips with.
For Smith, culture refers to all aspects and levels of
social life, not just intellectual or artistic activities, or ways
of life, activities, beliefs and customs but:
a) something that is more abstract and distinctive
than material, technological and social structural
‘ways of life’;
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b) patterned beliefs, values, symbols and signs and
discourses pertaining to the realm of ideal,
spiritual and non-material;
c) an emphasis on the autonomy of culture from
economic forces distributions of power or social
structural needs;
d) the attempt to be value neutral (p.4).
Unfortunately, however, Smith’s sparse four page
introduction to cultural theory does not expand on its more
problematic assumptions and this is the only chapter of the
book that does not include suggested further readings. His
account of the complexities of the term ‘culture’ and
exploration of various theoretical approaches do not explain
why we should favour the term ‘cultural’ theory over the
more commonplace ‘social’ theory.
The book proceeds chronologically and is
organised around various theories and theoretical
movements. The introduction opens by distinguishing
culture and cultural theory. Subsequent chapters focus
on 1) Culture in Classical Social Theory; 2) Culture and
Social Integration in the Work of Talcott Parsons; 3)
Culture as Ideology in Western Marxism; 4) Culture as
Action in Symbolic Interactionism, Phenomenology, and
Ethnomethodology; 5) The Durkheimians: Ritual,
Classification, and the Sacred; 6) Structuralism and the
Semiotic Analysis of Culture; 7) The Poststructural Turn;
8) Culture, Structure, and Agency: Three Attempts at
Synthesis; 9) British Cultural Studies; 10) The Production
and Reception of Culture; 11) Culture as Text: Narrative
and Hermeneutics; 12) Psychoanalytic Approaches to
Culture and the Self; 13) The Cultural Analysis of
Postmodernism and Postmodernity; and 14) Postmodern
and Poststructural Critical Theory. Each of these
chapters offers a concise overview of its main
arguments, brief biographies of central thinkers, key
concepts and terms, and a brief critique of the theoretical
perspective.
Although Smith acknowledges that raised political
challenges have been raised by feminism, queer theory,
and ‘racial’ and Indigenous minorities studies, a major
shortcoming of the book is the absence of theories generated
out of these new social movements. Indeed, I would argue
that work undertaken in these areas contributed to our
dissatisfaction with traditional social theory and has thereby
assisted the intellectual rise to prominence of ‘cultural
theory’.
Overall, this book offers a readable account of some
very difficult theories and approaches, and so will be a
welcomed by teachers and students alike.
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get to know each other and work together are better for
military dictatorships in several continents (Ackerman
a nonviolent defence than ones that foster isolation and
and DuVall, 2000). Not all struggles are successful but
alienation.
many are.
A second nonviolent option against terrorism is
It is remarkable that nonviolent action is ever suctimely awareness of the possibility of attacks so that steps
cessful considering what it is up against. Hundreds of
can be taken to prevent them. Conbillions of dollars are spent on
ventionally this is called ‘intelligence,’
militaries every year, with millions of
which involves collecting information
soldiers in uniform and the most soThere is not a
and drawing conclusions from it. The
phisticated technologies available de11 September attacks revealed a masveloped by a significant proportion of
single case
sive failure of conventional intellithe world’s scientists and engineers.
where popular
gence despite annual expenditures of
Added to this is production of what
armed struggle
tens of billions of dollars.
can be called the ‘technology of reA forthcoming study by Dutch
pression,’ including equipment and
has toppled the
researcher Giliam de Valk suggests a
training for surveillance, crowd congovernment of an
nonviolent ‘intelligence system’ would
trol and torture. Set against this enorindustrialised
do better. He compares the performmous and powerful system for insticountry
ance of Dutch government intellitutionalised violence and social congence services with the performance
trol are networks of action groups
of the Shipping Research Bureau
with relatively little money, training or
(1995), a non-government operation that studied violaproductive capacity.
tions of UN resolutions against South Africa’s apartheid
A fourth component of a nonviolence strategy
regime in the 1980s. The Shipping Research Bureau did
against terrorism works by showing results, namely that
far better according to a whole range of criteria.
nonviolent approaches are more effective than terrorOne of the big problems with spy operations is
ism in overcoming oppression and repression. Violence
that they operate in secrecy. This reduces communicadoesn’t seem all that effective as a strategy for chaltion within agencies as well as with outsiders, and enalengers: there is not a single case where popular armed
bles inadequate thinking or incompetence to persist. The
struggle has toppled the government of an industrialised
Shipping Research Bureau, because it was open, could
country. Perhaps the attraction of violence has less to
better verify information by seeking reactions from opdo with proven or likely effectiveness and more to do
ponents such as shipping companies. It published its rewith symbolic expression of masculine virility or attachports and used subsequent criticism to learn from its
ment to secrecy, hierarchy and exclusionary politics. How
mistakes rather than covering them up. The Bureau’s
to challenge the counterproductive allure of revolutionpublic credibility also enhanced its information gathering
ary violence is one of the great challenges for nonviolent
capacity: in its final years of operation, it was able to
communication. For example, in the Middle East there
obtain information from within apartheid South Africa
are excellent nonviolent actions and strategies (Crow et
itself.
al., 1990; Dajani, 1994) but such efforts are overshadAn open nonviolent intelligence system would do
owed by violent approaches.
better than the US National Security Agency, CIA and
FBI. It could hardly do worse than the failures of conNonviolence against hypocrisy
ventional intelligence — or political controls over intelliPoliticians and others define and think about terrorism in
gence — prior to 11 September. An open operation would
a way that excludes the role of ‘respectable’ states in
be far more accountable to the public and could not so
terrorism. Terrorism is commonly defined as the use of
easily become a tool of state elites. Giliam de Valk thinks
violence by nonstate groups and so-called ‘rogue states’
that there should be several open intelligence agencies,
against civilians for political purposes. This is a very sewith competition between them to guard against politilective, indeed incoherent, usage (Gearty, 1997). Diccally biased or self-serving reports.
tionaries define terrorism more generically as, for exA third crucial dimension to a nonviolence stratample, ‘an organised system of intimidation, especially
egy against terrorism is to challenge the conditions that
for political ends’ or ‘the systematic use of terror espefoster terrorism, including repressive regimes, poverty,
cially as a means of coercion’ or ‘domination or coerinjustice, inequality, exploitation, neocolonialism and torcion by intimidation.’
ture. This is familiar territory to nonviolent activists who
By such definitions, governments can be involved
have played key roles in opposing apartheid in South
in terrorism. The evidence is that state terrorism is far
Africa, communist repression in Eastern Europe and
greater than non-state terrorism, but state terrorism, exSocial Alternatives Vol. 21 No. 2, Autumn 2002
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