Cultural Studies in Istanbul: Crossroads & Grand Bazaar.

By: Ronald Soetaert (Ghent University)

Preparing myself for the conference I combined Istanbul with Crossroads in Google: 385.000 for "crossroads" Istanbul - 0,12 seconds. It made me realize that the venue was indeed an interesting place, a kind of trope, a metaphor: Istanbul was at the crossroads (and you should certainly visit the Grand Bazaar). I also read the new novel by the Turkish writer Pamuk, a novel about the city: “Istanbul has always been marked by contrasts—old and new, east and west, secular and sacred. Now, as it attempts to bridge the gulf between Europe and the Muslim world, the city's split personality is more seductive than ever.” 

So, I arrived in Istanbul, walking around the conference, trying to decide which paper to attend, listening to the plenaries, talking to people from all over the world … well, this conference indeed was a Grand Bazaar in Istanbul. 

I also realized that a lot of papers presented at Crossroads could have been presented at another conference.  You can test this empirically by presenting a paper – the same paper - at different conferences. The only thing you have to do is ‘find’ and ‘replace’ your central concept (for example replace ‘cultural studies’ by literacy, communication, education, anthropology, literature, media, film, discourse and so on). And of course you should adopt your rhetoric to the context, refer to particular founding fathers/mothers (although a lot of disciplines in the humanities or social sciences share a lot of Founding Fathers and – indeed – a cultural turn). You can also test it by googling some titles of accepted papers in Istanbul: you can see that some of these papers have been presented at other conferences (form Media Studies to Literature, from Discourse Analysis to Multiliteracies etc).  

Cultural Studies has been described as an multi-, inter- and anti-discipline but ‘an adulterous discipline’ could also be a possible description. Indeed people with different disciplinary backgrounds are pretending for one week to be deeply in love with or at least involved in Cultural Studies. 

Cultural Studies as a Grand Bazaar at the crossroads. Later on I realized that this description was not that original, in 2003 Harley wrote:  “Because of its position as a crossroads or bazaar for the exchange of ideas from many directions, cultural studies has been at one and the same time a motley confusion of difference, and an ambitious intellectual enterprise, seeking nothing less than to rethink received truths and remake inherited frameworks of explanation. On the ground of difference, debate and disagreement, it has sought to build a new consciousness”. 

The first step to build a new consciousness is probably to become aware of the old conscience. All of us (well, people-like-us) have become a “homo rhetoricus” becoming self-conscious about language. 

After the Istanbul conference still suffering from my crisis in attention (Which paper to attend? Which place to visit? Which academic discipline to choose?), I was attracted by the title of a book The Economy of Attention by the rhetorician Richard Lanham. Didn’t Larry Grossberg suggest we should read more about economics? 

Lanham has combined ideas from economy and rhetoric. His central argument runs like this: Economy is based on a notion of scarcity. There is a general consensus we live in an information society. Lanham combines these two perspectives: “But information is not in short supply in the new information economy. We're drowning in it . What we lack is the human attention needed to make sense of it all. (..) Attention is the commodity in short supply.” So, rhetoric (persuasion) has become a central issue in economics.  Rhetoric is defined as the teaching of “the economics of attention”.

Lanham suggests that we could turn to an old discipline as rhetoric to study this process. I am fascinated by this suggestion for a renewed rhetorical paideia.  

It could bring Cultural Studies closer to other disciplines and it could link Cultural Studies with the history of Western philosophy. It could bring some coherence in all these disciplines who more or less are doing the same thing and are all obsessed by the same mid-life crisis question: where are we going? And it could bring people together who share something: a linguistic, cultural, anthropological, sociological, ethnographic, semiotic…turn. It could also help us to get rid of old fashioned binary oppositions, for example: literature against popular culture. Indeed, what Cultural Studies doesn’t do is canonical literary or literature in general since the ant-discipline was more less invented rhetorically against the elitism of Art. Apart from rhetoric, Lanham makes a justification for the utility of art: “To take only one example, a body of critical thinking, in the twentieth century argued that art’s job was to defamiliarize experience, to make it new by making us see in a new way. The technique employed was to make us look at what we usually look through”. Or in the words of the rhetorician Kenneth Burke: “Every way of seeing is a way of not seeing”. During the conference I was reading the novel  Istanbul by the Turkish writer Pamuk, a wonderful illustration of a rhetorical perspective and indeed also a CS-perspective: ''I take comfort in reminding myself that there is something foreign in my way of looking at the city, owing to all the time I've spent reading the accounts of western travelers”. 
