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'body who lived in an apartment. Screening Alfred Hitchcock’s The Trou-
ble with Harry (1955) for the first time on TV, he saved his lesson till last.
The Trouble with Harry provided the perfect counterpart to the pure po-
mological message (“they always fuck us over™ of The Guardian, Subtle,
usive, hilariously amoral in its utopian treatment of death, it also promised
perfect ending for my essay. For in this film, one day in a quiet mountain
village—where few sounds disturb the silence except for the drifting of
ltumn leaves, the bird song in the valley, the honking of an antique car
n, the popping of a shotgun, the call of an excited child, and the oc-
casional rustle of a rabbit in the grass—the pervasive calm is shattered by
the appearance of a corpse.

Harry is a strange body, in more ways than one. He is a foreigner to the
valley: the curious insignificance of his death, the incongruity of his pres-
ce there, is established by repeated shots of his feet sticking up as he
wls headfirst down the hillside. But as the locals begin to arrive, it
eems that there may be more trouble in paradise than the mere apparition
f Harry. One by one, the adults respond with astounding banality: they
k of blueberry muffins, coffee, elderberry wine, lemonade; a reader trips
the corpse and ignores it, going straight on with his book; a tramp steals

“John” moves in and makes the place his own. A sinister conflict emerges
Sheen wants a flexible frontier: residents inside, desperados outside, or:
dinary peaceful neighbors moving in and out as before. Gossett demands
strict closure, total control: he bashes visitors, kills intruders, and police
not only the building but the residents’ everyday lives.

At last, the sleeping liberal awakens in the would-be white vigilante. Tog
late: charging off into the night to tackle Gossett chez lui, Sheen falls afoul
of a ghetto gang. Pulverized by terror, he is saved at last by Gossett—to
suffer the ignominy of his own abject gratitude for the guardian’s greates:
violence. Back at the ranch, the two men lock gazes in the final scene of
the film: black guardian standing triumnphantly inside, undisputed master.
of the place; white resident creeping furtively outside, insecure and afraid:
between the zones of home and street—in each of which he will henceforth
be but a tenant without authority.

The structural reversal is complete, the moral ambiguity of the moment’
absolute. Was Sheen’s firs mistake to ac

bn}ary oppositions between “haves” and “have-nots,” self and other, pro 1y's shoes; an artist sketches the scene. The initial suspect, watching
priety and mobility. In such a schema, the drifter’s desire is colonized as om:the bushes, mutters: “Next thing you know they’ll be televising the

the settler’s worst nightmare.** The other's desire for 4 place can be rep: hole' thing!”
resented only in terms of a choice between the status quo (critique of prop: s'the mystery of these responses begins to be dispelled, another takes
€rty, romance of dispossession) or as a violent reversal of roles that lace. The inhabitants of this tiny village barely know each other, and
! ' oexist.in an anomic isolation far exceeding small-town discretion. This
be'a not-quite-innocent paradise, but it isn’t really a place; a utopia,
ota community. But when the truth of Harry’s death starts to emerge
o a casual chat about destiny, new relationships swiftly develop. During
nsuing narrative play between deception and detection, the corpse
shifts repeatedly between temporary homes—in the ground, on the hiliside,
he bathtub. Only when the full story has been told does Harry find his
per location {where he was in the beginning) and identity (as a banal
vietim of a fatal heart attack); couples are formed, first names exchanged,
stories shared, community established: and, when the founding of a place
mplete, “the trouble with Harry is over.”
Grasping something like thisin my first viewing, thrilling in an allegorical
iivity to each phrase, every scene, that echoes The Practice of Everyday
Iresolved to do a reading of the film-—forgetting that to retrieve a
theory of popular culture from 2 text framed as an exemplum of both
uld be to produce, at the end of my trajectory, precisely the kind of
banality” I was setting out to question.
Ldid not long enjoy the contemplation of my intention. “Did you notice,”
ed-Bill Collins in his meditative moment, “how everyone in this film
ms {0 want to feel guilty?” “That's not the pome!” 1 told the television,

urban poor might mean. -

If The Practice of Everyday Life provides a sophisticated attempt to un
der‘mme the fatality of this kind of system by introducing nonsymmetr
to 1ts terms-—theorizing difference rather than contradiction between
them, refusing to assign a priori a negative value ro either side—it nevers:
theless leaves us stranded when it comes to developing, rather than arriving

by knowledge and social expertence of insecurity and dispossession, and by
a politics of exercising established institutional powers. Similarly,
of de Certeau’s work may not be of much help with the problems of an
emerging cultural criticism which js equally—though not indifferent]y—:
“gt home” in a number of sometires conflicting social sites (academy, me:
dia, corpmunitygroup as well as “home” and “street”), moving between

technological changes, and from shifts in employment patterns, than it does
to transient desire. :
Bill Collins introduced The Guardion with a promise that it would unsett]
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_their experience of popular culture—without needing to defend the
lidity: of that experience, still less that of culture as ¢ whole—is still ex-
raordinarily depleted.

And there is an extra twist to the history of banality. In the Oxford version

his history, it has a double heritage in, on the one hand, old English,
n—to summon, or to curse—and a Germanic bannan: to proclaim
nder penalty. So banality is related to bamshmg, and also to wedding bans.
n.other words, it is a figure inscribing power in an act of enunciaiion. In
tieval times it could mean two thmgs besides “common place.” It could
ean to issue an edict or a summons (usually to war). That was the enun-
iative privilege of the feudal lord. Or it could mean to proclaim under
ders: to line the streets, and cheer, in the manner required by the call
n ban pour le vangqueur!” To obediently voice a rhythmic applause is the
anal” enunciative duty of the common people, the popular chorus.
Thxs two-sided historical function of banality-—lordly pronouncement,
metic popular performance—is not yet banished from the practice of
heorlzmg the popular today It's very hard, perhaps impossible, not to
ake the invoked “voice” of the popular perform itself obedxently in just
at_medleval way in our writing. However, when the voice of that which
_emlc discourses—including cultural studies—constitute as popular be-
‘in turn to theorize its speech, then you have an interesting possibility.
t-theorization may well go round by way of the procedures that Homu
a_b_ha has theorized as “colonial mimicry,” for example, but may also
ne. 3_1"0und eventually in a different, and as yet utopian, mode of enun-
1ative practice.”” However, I think that this can happen only if the com-
'ity of social experience investing our “place” as intellectuals today-—
ing the proliferation of different places in and between which we
:_léarn and teach and write—becomes a presupposition of, and not an
otal adjunct to, our practice.
For this reason, I think that feminists have to work quite hard in cultural
tidies not to become subjects of banality in that old double sense: not to
I_J_Iate edicts and proclamations, vet to keep theorizing, not to become
permimics in the Baudrillardian sense of becoming, by reversai, the same
the "t_:_which is mimicked, vet to refuse to subside either into silence or
posture of reified difference. Through some such effort, pained and
lisgruntled subjects, who are also joyous and inventive practitioners, can
egin to articulate our critique of everyday life.

ready with my counterthesis. “Well,” declared that irritating voice, “there’s:
a Ph.D. in that!”

In a fascinating essay on the figure of the speaking voice in the work of
Rousseau and Plato, Michele Le Doeuff points out that this voice (indefinite;
uncertain, irrational in its effects, “celle dont on aurait pu penser qu'elle était
la banalité meme”) may function in philosophy not only as an emblem of the
other but, therefore, as an instrument of demarcation whereby a theory’
can speak obliquely not of voices but of philosophy itself—its limits, its;
failures, and its problems of legitimacy.?

I suspect that in cultural studies, its function is rather the opposite. Pa
asitic on philosophy as cultural studies has been, it is perhaps today the
discipline most at odds with the historic, self-legitimating dream of philo-
sophical autonomy analyzed by Le Doeuff in L%maginaire philosophique..
Careless about its own epistemological grounding, its theoretical integrity,
and its difference from “other” discourses, cultural studies has been more
concerned (and, I think, rightly so) with analyzing and achieving political
effects. It may be for this reason, then, and along with the hlstorxcal de-
terminations that de Certeau describes, that the “banality” of the speaking:
voice becomes in cultural studies a way of suspending the question of Iegi—
timation, and all the problems that question entails.

“Banality,” after all, is one of the group of words—including “trivial”‘
and “mundane’—whose modern history inscribes the disintegration of old
European ideals about the common people, the common place the com-
mon culture, In medieval French, the “banal” fields, mills, and ovens were
those used communally. It is only in the late eighteenth century (and within
the “scriptural economy”) that these words begin to acquire their modersi
sense of the trite, the platztudmous the unoriginal. :

So if banahty is an irritant that repeatedly returns to trouble cultural
theory, it is because the very concept is part of the modern history of tast
value, and critigue of judgment that constitutes the polemical field within
which cultural studies now takes issue with classical aesthetics, “Banality”
as mythic signifier is thus always a mask for questions of value, of value
judgment, and “discrimination”—especially in the sense of how we distin-
guish and evaluate problems (rather than cultural “products”), legitimate
our priorities and defend our choice of what matters. :

This is a debate which has barely begun, and which is all the more com
plex in that the professional protocols inherited by cultural studies from
established disciplines—sociology, literary criticism, phalosophymmay well
be either irrelevant or contentious. If I find myself, for example, in the;
contradictory position of wanting polemically to reject Baudrillard’s use of
“banality” as a framing aesthetic concept to discuss mass media, yet go on
to complain myself of a syllogistic “banality” in British cultural studies, the
dilemma can arise because the repertoire of critical strategies available to
people wanting to theorize the discriminations that they make in relation
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