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It is with celebration and some sadness that we welcome you to the inaugural issue 
of Cultural Fields, the quarterly newsletter for the Cultural Sociology Thematic 
group of The Australian Sociological Association. 

Over the course of the year, Cultural Fields will provide quality interviews with prominent figures in 
the field, book reviews of significant publications, conference information, calls for papers and other 
articles of interest. We would also like to encourage debate and interest in culture of all sorts as it 
happens ‘on the ground’, and so have included in this issue a movie review, and a review of the gala 
night of the new Wheeler Centre. We also aim as editors to encourage articles, reviews, or other pieces 
from early career academics or postgraduates, as well as from scholars already associated with or 
interested in the group.

In this issue we celebrate the beginning of 2010 with an interview with founding co-convenor, Eduardo 
de la Fuente from Monash University. Here Michael Walsh delves into the motivations for creating a 
thematic group in the sub-discipline of culture and the general growth of cultural sociology across 
Australia. Towards the end of the interview, de la Fuente provides some useful career advice for those 
postgraduate students undertaking cultural sociology. Following this, we hear from Andy Bennett from 
Griffith University on the life and career of Richard Peterson, who passed away recently. An important 
figurehead in the study of music and in the American Sociological Association’s culture stream, Richard 
was also a special guest at the first Cultural Sociology group workshop held at Griffith University in 
2007. Certainly a sad time for all who knew his work intimately and for those who had the pleasure of 
meeting him.

We include in this edition a number of CFPs that may be of interest to members. We would like to 
encourage anyone working in the field to use this newsletter to publicise any CFPs or conferences that 
you think may be relevant to our readers. Lastly, as the new co-convenors of the group, we would like 
to express our gratitude to founding members Eduardo de la Fuente and Brad West for their efforts in 
publicising and concretising the field in Australian Sociology. 

Editors

Nick Osbaldiston and Catherine Strong 
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Our ‘founding fathers’
Interview with one of the original conveners of the 
Cultural Sociology Thematic Group, Eduardo de la 
Fuente

Michael Walsh, Monash University

Eduardo de la Fuente is Lecturer in Communications and Deputy 
Director of the Social Aesthetics Research Unit at Monash 
University, Australia. He was co-convenor of the Australian 
Cultural Sociology Group with Brad West and is a permanent 
Faculty Fellow of the Center for Cultural Sociology, Yale 
University. He is author of Twentieth Century Music and the 
Question of Modernity (Routledge, 2010), and has published 
articles in the Journal of Sociology, Thesis Eleven, Distinktion, 
Cultural Sociology and Sociological Theory. He is an editor of 
the journal Thesis Eleven and is on the Editorial Advisory Board 
of the Journal of Sociology and Apuntes (the journal of the 
Sociological Association of Argentina).

Michael Walsh: How do you think cultural sociology 
has changed in Australia in the last couple of years, 
from your position? 

Eduardo de la Fuente: Well, the most significant thing that’s 
happened is that cultural sociology is now on the agenda. I think, 
for a variety of reasons—historical and institutional—sociology 
was a bit neglectful of culture. There was probably a group of 
people, interested in culture, who in the 1970s and 80s went off 
to cultural studies in Australia and Britain (less so in the United 
States). I remember at one point, in one of those classic ‘Crisis of 
Sociology’ panels at TASA, at the University of Newcastle in 1995, 
Michael Bittman got up and said that sociology had changed 
when the people who were interested in cultural theory stopped 
coming to TASA – the way he phrased it was, ‘All of a sudden, all 
the papers with interesting titles, or quirky titles disappeared’ 
(laughs). Without wanting to sound gossipy, Tony Bennett said 
something similar to me, while I was being supervised by him 
in the late-1990s: he said he had stopped going to sociological 
conferences in Britain and then when he came out to Australia, 
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in the 1980s, he went to one or two TASAs but he 
didn’t quite feel like that was ‘where the action 
was’. So one of the things that probably retarded 
the interest in culture in Australian sociology was 
that the people who were doing culture decided the 
action was somewhere else. 

Having said that, can you do sociology without 
having a cultural component? Probably not! And, 
in a sense you could argue that culture never 
entirely disappeared. For example, the work of 
the Tasmanian sociologists, Malcolm Walters, Jan 
Pakulski and Steve Crook who published in 1993 a 
book called Postmodernization Change in Advanced 
Society. At one level, that seems to be a theory 
book or a book about cultural change, a book 
about ‘what is modernity’, and have we entered a 
new phase, called ‘post-modernity’. But I think the 
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and one which had a lot to offer. We—without wanting 
to alienate our cousins in another thematic group—did 
talk about if we ought to include people who were 
interested in mass media and communication. And by 
its very nature we have papers in the culture sessions 
at TASA, and in the special issue that we edited in 
2008, that involved analyses of different kinds of 
media. But, we actually decided when talking about 
whether or not to include media per se or art, or any 
specific cultural activity in the title, we were reserved 
about that because I suppose because we had both 
in a way became converts to the Alexander – if not 
the Alexander program, at least to the Alexander 
way of looking at how sociology can enrich itself by 
drawing on culture and culturalist approaches. What 
I’m alluding to here is Jeff Alexander’s 2003 book 
‘The Meanings of Social Life’, which says that the most 
significant intellectual cleavage for people interested 
in culture within sociology is between those that do 
a sociology of culture and those that who are in fact 
advocating for a cultural sociology. So hence the title 
of the group, the Cultural Sociology Thematic Group, 
but also why we thought in a sense it couldn’t be the 
television sociology group, or the football sociology 
group, not that there’d be anything wrong with those 
kinds of approaches, they could be quite innovative. 
But we felt that culture as an approach was something 
that ought to be cultivated in Australian sociology. 
So our achievements have been to raise the profile, 
institutionally or organisationally of cultural sociology 
– and I believe we have. There’s something in the order 
of 30 or 40 members, then there’s the website, we also 
have many PhD and postgraduate students involved 
with the group and the special issue which I alluded to 
earlier. I’ve also been quite buoyed by offhand remarks 
that have been made by people who regularly go to 
TASA, that it’s fantastic to see that there’s always lots 
of papers in the Culture stream, that lots of people 
have joined the group, and so forth. So, I think at that 
level of mundane gossip and TASA talk, as it were, the 
group has been deemed a success by other people and 
I think that’s been quite rewarding. 

MW: What do you think the differences are 
between cultural sociology in Australia vis-
à-vis similar groups in the United States and 
Europe? How do think these movements 
influence each other?

EdlF: Just before I answer that, the other thing I’d like 
to mention: although conference sessions per se don’t 
have the same cache that things like publications 
or research grants do, the 2008 TASA conference in 
which we had a session dealing with the most recent 
book by John Carroll, and a session on the cultural 
sociology seminar that was unknown to many people 
and had been running in one form or another since 
the 1970s at La Trobe University, headed by Claudio 
Véliz, but also involving people like David Kemp, 
David Tacey, and John Carroll (and, at one point, 
Agnes Heller). This was a really eye-opening panel. 

cultural sphere is a very dominant element in their 
analysis of social and cultural change. So, in a sense, 
culture never really disappeared.

Additionally, maybe one of the triggers for a new 
round of interest is that culture seems to be very 
much on the agenda in terms of non-cultural 
sociological topics, be it social and cultural change, 
be it social movement theory, be it deviance, be it 
identity. Research in these areas now seems to have 
a cultural dimension. Therefore, people coming 
into these fields form the 1980s onwards have had 
some contact with either culture as a topic or with 
cultural perspectives. I think one of the interesting 
things is, if we look at the ‘Culture’ section of the 
American Sociological Association, how many of 
those sociologists actually study culture and how 
many of them use culture as a framework through 
which to understand the symbolic character—the web 
of meaning as Clifford Geertz famously took from 
Weber—that surround social actions. 

MW: Just to focus on your tenure of the 
cultural sociology group, could you speak 
a little bit about the accomplishments you 
feet you’ve made during your period as co-
convenor?

EdlF: The main achievement was to get the requisite 
number of signatures—we had to get 15 people who 
were interested in culture—in order for TASA to let 
us start the group (laughs). So, speaking here about 
the actual establishment of the group: the idea for 
the group actually emerged while Brad West and I 
were both visiting scholars at Yale University, in the 
Center for Cultural Sociology – which is one the most 
vibrant intellectual centres in the field of cultural 
sociology, anywhere in the world. It was our practice, 
during our stay there as visiting scholars, to go and 
get burritos from a Central American guy with a Taco/
Burrito stand just down the road; and we would bring 
it back to this very nice outdoor table and seating that 
was just outside the Queen Anne mansion that the 
Centre for Cultural Sociology resides in at Yale. It’s a 
very lovely ornate weatherboard home that is about 
three or four stories high – you’ve got to see this place 
to believe it. In any case, it was a sunny spring day 
and we had both received the email from the TASA 
executive asking for proposals for the thematic groups 
and interestingly one of the things is that we didn’t 
opt for culture immediately. In fact, we seriously 
toyed with the idea of theory. We felt that, after the 
kind of excitement that had been generated around 
social theory in the late 80s and early 90s—where 
you couldn’t go to TASA without people talking about 
Giddens or Foucault or whatever—that theory had 
really declined quite significantly. But we quickly came 
to the realization: ‘Who were we to save theory!’. There 
was also the added issue that we were both coming 
around to being quite committed to the idea that 
cultural sociology was a distinctive take on the world 
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and culture seriously in many respects. So I imagine 
that the influence of European cultural theory and 
European cultural sociology is likely to remain strong, 
but I would qualify that in two ways. Firstly I think 
one of the things that does separate cultural sociology 
from cultural studies anywhere, including in Australia, 
is that cultural sociology is probably less prone to 
slavishly following theoretical fashions. So unlike 
cultural studies as a discipline or post discipline, or 
whatever, there probably will be less Lacan, Barthes 
and I don’t know, who’s the latest prophet from Paris, 
Alain Badiou or whatever his name is. There is going 
to be less of that happening in cultural sociology, as 
the lineage and theoretical influences are likely to be 
more social scientific than philosophical or literary. 
However, the irony is that some of the strongest 
pockets of support for an American cultural sociology 
now come from Europe. So if you want to meet 
(assuming one did?) a positivistic-minded, production 
of culture sociologist of art, you now go to France! 
So some of these distinctions between American and 
European sociology have become a little blurred. I also 
think those who subscribe to a sociology of culture 
perspective anywhere have been very influenced by 
authors such as Howard Becker, Richard Peterson, 
Diana Crane, Vera Zolberg. These are all big names 
and I’ve been to several conferences in Europe… Oh, 
the other person would be Michèle Lamont originally 
Canadian, who has strong connections with France and 
French ideas, but she’s very much a North American 
cultural sociologist in the way she goes about things. 
But Lamont, Zolberg, Peterson, Becker and these 
other names that I mentioned, they have been very 
important to the development of a sociology of art 
and a sociology of culture in Europe, in the last ten to 
fifteen years. So I think that the question of where we 
Oz cultural sociologists take our cues from—‘Europe 
or North America?’—has shifted significantly, as a 
result of a certain Americanisation, if you like, of 
French, German and possibly Italian sociology. So I 
think that on the whole European sociology is much 
more in dialogue with North American perspectives. 
Which in turn, means that we in the Antipodes, when 
we read our journals and when we put our research 
out in Journals, have to address those kinds of shifts 
that are occurring at an international level.  

MW: What importance does cultural 
sociology have as a sub field in relation to 
Sociology more broadly?

EdlF: I think that what cultural sociologists have 
been able to do is drag their colleagues kicking and 
screaming into accepting that cultural perspectives 
are here and they’re not going to go away. And I think 
the popularity of undergraduate units, or sessions in 
conferences, and the growing number of PhDs, and 
publications in the area mean that basically if you’re 
expertise is culture or art, or sport or mass media, 
than your colleagues now have to take you seriously. 
They can’t dismiss you as a dilettante because you’re 

When some of the panelists talked about the fact that 
everyone from Roger Scruton through to Roy Grounds 
and Fred Williams had addressed this seminar. I have 
to say I was bowled over and I also felt a little bit 
envious (laughs). Which then means in terms of the 
first question about the vibrancy of cultural sociology, 
perhaps there have always been these hidden pockets 
that haven’t had much attention drawn to them. 

But your question was whether or not Australian 
sociology is influenced by external intellectual 
cultures…well, look I think probably the main 
influence on Australian sociology has in fact been 
English sociology, because there’s a lot of traffic 
backwards and forwards between those two countries. 
So, possibly we could say that there’s a great degree of 
overlap and mobility – and for very obvious reasons, 
including language, history and the professional, 
institutional connections, etc, for the flow of ideas 
between Australia and Britain. However, in terms 
of the places that have been generating original 
perspectives, or what it means to do a cultural 
sociology, I think North America has played a much 
more important role for Australian sociologists in the 
last 15 years or so. Crucial to this was the importation 
of a very gifted young English cultural sociologist, 
who had studied with Jeff Alexander – Phil Smith. 
Who is not only a very strong proponent of American 
cultural sociology, and not only was he very good at 
charting genealogies of the discipline and showing 
the distinctiveness of American approaches vis-à-
vis the European ones – I think also Phil was a very 
charismatic proselytiser for what a cultural sociology 
could do and was able to generate PhD students at 
the University of Queensland Sociology Department 
who, whether they were looking at sport or whether 
they were looking at backpacker tourism, could apply 
cultural sociological theories and methods. There’s 
also a short thought-piece in the journal of sociology, I 
remember vaguely performing a Durkheimian-cultural 
sociological reading of bushfires or drought in the 
Australian imaginary. So very innovative stuff and 
a necessary corrective to the hegemony of cultural 
studies in the field of ‘Oz studies’! At the time we may 
not have realised it, but I think Australian sociology 
was really fortunate to have someone who was very 
much a part of that unfolding Alexander ‘strong 
program’ in cultural sociology, being located in 
Australia, and influencing the work of PhD students. 
So, I think some of the recent highs, and some of the 
recent energy around cultural sociology in Australia, 
is connected with that important connection with 
the North American scene via Phil Smith, who’s now 
unfortunately gone back to America. 

Now, Europe—we all read European theorists of one 
stripe or another, from Weber to Simmel through to 
say names like Bourdieu and Zizek—I remember his 
name being thrown around at the last TASA culture 
sessions. The Europeans have always had a very strong 
interest in art and culture. The North Americans have 
had to get over their anti-elitism in order to take art 
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even was invited to speak, which might have been a bit 
much for a few Australian sociologists! Anyway getting 
back to the point: I think that finding these hidden 
nuggets of gold would be a very useful activity. One 
can kind of overstretch the importance of genealogies, 
but I think that in intellectual work being able place 
yourself and also understanding why it is that certain 
ideas are in the ether; or to be pleasantly surprised 
that they were in the ether earlier on and you didn’t 
realise - that can be a very enriching and energising 
with respect to intellectual work. I think someone 
should in the next 5 to 10 years write a PhD thesis 
assessing the work of someone like Joanne Finkelstein 
and looking at the distinctiveness of her contribution 
to Cultural Sociology. Someone like Joanne I think 
epitomises some of what we’ve been talking about. A 
product of Melbourne, a PhD in North America, she 
is currently working in the UK. Her work on food and 
fashion are internationally recognised and always, 
in a sense, in dialogue with both North American 
and European traditions of sociology. I think she 
studied with Denzin, but there’s also a lot of Simmel 
and Elias and some Barthes in her work so I think 
touching base with antecedents or predecessors a la 
Finkelstein would be a very good thing to do. Beyond 
that, historically, Peter Beilharz and Trevor Hogan 
have been working on an intellectual history of Jean 
Martin and her significance to Australian Sociology. 
They have found that one of Jean Martin’s peers, was 
one of the pioneers of Australian Cultural Sociology, a 
woman by the name of Florence Harding who actually 
did not become an academic sociologist, I think she 
was in Anthropology with Elkin at Sydney University in 
the 1940s. But she wrote a postgraduate thesis in the 
1940s on bohemia in Sydney, a kind of ethnography of 
artistic and cultural bohemia in the Kings Cross area 
of Sydney. So again, that’s another potential nugget of 
gold that would be worth re-discovering. So perhaps, 
not that we want to become entirely self-referential 
and naval-gazing, but perhaps there is some work for 
the next generation to do for mapping and charting 
some of these earlier manifestations of a cultural 
sociology in Australia. 

Michael Walsh is currently completing his PhD with 
Monash University

Members are welcome to respond to this 
interview and continue the discussion about 
the place and role of Cultural Sociology in 
Australia at the Cultural Fields blog and 
discussion website: http://culturalfields.
wordpress.com

not interested in social inequality or social policy. 
I think that’s a very positive thing and I can’t see it 
being undone anytime soon. The cultural field though 
is probably a reflection of where sociology sits in 
Australia more broadly and what I’m thinking of here 
is there are an increasing number of sociologists 
presently, including myself, who don’t work in 
sociology departments. The current president of TASA 
doesn’t in fact work in a sociology department either. 
It doesn’t mean we don’t identify with sociology, 
it doesn’t mean the president of TASA is not a 
sociologist either, but I think that what in a sense that 
has happened is that the sub field has also found new 
homes in Leisure and Tourism Departments, in Media 
and Communications Departments. Take, for instance, 
Paul du Gay—I mean if cultural sociologists are now 
establishing beachheads in Business Schools, then I 
think this beast called cultural sociology is dynamic 
and doing well—both internally within the discipline 
but also in that cultural sociologists are taking up 
posts in, and speaking at conferences to do with, 
marketing, or to do with tourism, or to do with urban 
planning and urban policy, etc. 

MW: What advice would you give to early 
career researchers who are keen to make 
inroads into the academy through the use 
of cultural sociology? 

EdlF: Well, I suppose what everyone else says—publish, 
publish, publish—and there is some truth in that, not 
just for career purposes, but in terms of getting your 
ideas out there. I think it’s not a bad career choice 
to be identifying yourself as a cultural sociologist 
or culture being your sociological specialisation. So 
I can imagine that, in this day and age, when you’re 
putting together a CV that the branding of yourself, 
or presentation of your professional identity, being 
labelled a cultural sociologist is not something that’s 
going to damage your chances of getting an academic 
position. If my assessment is correct, and units in 
cultural sociology continue to pull large undergraduate 
numbers, both within sociology programs and also 
outside of them, that could be very much an asset. I 
am not vain enough or deluded enough to say I can tell 
younger generations of sociologists how they should 
be doing things and which people they should be 
reading – people who know me know which theorists 
I prefer and which methods, empirical or otherwise, 
I tend to favour. Like everyone else I have my own 
prejudices, biases – call them what you will. But maybe 
to return to your first question, I think one of the 
tasks that the emerging generation could set itself, 
which I think sociologists have only started to do 
very recently in Australia, is to acknowledge various 
antecedents and potential ancestors or predecessors. I 
mentioned earlier that it was a real surprise that under 
the rubric of the La Trobe Seminar on the Sociology of 
Culture, there had been these really interesting talks 
involving architects, painters and philosophers and 
High Court judges. I also believe Malcolm Fraser was 

http://www.culturalfields.wordpress.com
http://www.culturalfields.wordpress.com
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Richard A. Peterson, 1932 – 2010
Richard A. ‘Pete’ Peterson, a key figure in the sociology of culture, 
died on the 4th February, at the age of 77. 

Pete joined the Department of Sociology at Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN during 
the mid-1960s. Following his retirement he continued his association with Vanderbilt 
as an Emeritus Professor of Sociology. Pete was also a former chairman of the 
American Sociological Association’s culture section. During his long and distinguished 
career, Pete published a number of very important works, including Creating Country 
Music: Fabricating Authenticity , the first academic study of country music. Similarly 
significant is his widely cited work on cultural omnivorousness.

I first had the pleasure of meeting Pete at a conference in Nashville in 1999. During 
the coming years we became great friends. Like many, I have greatly benefited from 
his mentorship, support and friendship. Working with Pete on our co-edited anthology 
Music Scenes: Local, trans-local and virtual was a highly valuable learning experience.

Following my relocation to Australia in 2007 to take up a Professorship in Cultural 
Sociology at Griffith University, Pete and his wife Claire visited me and my family for 
a working holiday. Pete gave several guest lectures and co-hosted with me a one-day 
symposium on Australian music scenes. Pete also attended my TASA Public Lecture 
and a special one-day seminar organised by the convenors of the TASA Cultural 
Sociology thematic group, Brad West and Eduardo de la Fuente. During his visit, Pete 
was, as always, gracious, modest and very generous with his time, making an effort to 
speak to everyone, including younger colleagues and post-graduate students.

Andy Bennett, Griffith University

Members are welcome to share their recollections of Pete at the 
Cultural Fields blog and discussion website: http://culturalfields.
wordpress.com 
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that yes, unemployment is bad, and suggests that it 
is a problem that people are being made unemployed, 
but manages to completely side-step the question 
of why these people are ending up unemployed and 
offers nothing in the way of a critique of the system 
that has let these people down so badly. Instead, the 
most prominent message seems to be that no matter 
how down and out you are, if you remember what’s 
really important, then you’ll be ok, and what’s really 
important is family. Heterosexual, nuclear (and white) 
families in particular. Clooney’s character is presented 
as being incomplete – he is referred to repeatedly as 
being like a child – because he has refused to follow 
the conventional life path that is mapped out in 
Western societies that leads to a house in the suburbs 
and 2.5 children. The theme of family, but of children 
in particular, is called on so incessantly that by the 
end of the film it feels as though ‘get married and 
have children’ is the main message that the film-
makers wanted to convey. 

The heteronormative and conservative 
elements of this message are never 
addressed, and other possibilities for 
creating meaning in life are dismissed. 

And it is this element of the film that takes the 
urgency out of any critique that may have been made 
of the currently very problematic capitalist system 
that we are a part of. If as long as you’ve got your 
family you’re going to be ok, then why ask questions 
about how and why things could be changed?

However, given the ability of all cultural objects to 
contain different possibilities for meaning, and the 
ability of audiences to read different messages into 
the same object, this film does contain a wealth of 
possible counter-messages. The dominant reading 
would seem to position Bingham as a type of anti-
hero, the focus of the film’s cautionary tale of how not 
to be. However, Bingham could easily also be read in a 
more positive way, as an anti-consumerist zen-master 
type, who has freed himself from baggage (literally 
and figuratively, as he owns almost nothing more 
than what can fit into a single carry-on bag) and from 
his bird’s eye view above the clouds has some insight 
into the difference between the rhetoric and reality of 
romantic love and following the conventional life path.

The relationships Bingham observes 
others having are universally problematic, 
and when challenged none of the other 
characters can provide a very good defence 
of the institution of marriage. 

The marriages and relationships that are portrayed 
in the film are also all quite flawed. In this way, 
there is an underlying ambivalence in the film that, 
like the inherent critique of capitalism, is never 
really acknowledged, and so remains unsatisfyingly 
unresolved.

Movie review: Up In The 
Air
Catherine Strong, Charles Sturt University

In the lead up to this year’s Oscars, ‘Up In 
The Air’ was being talked about a lot. 

It received a Best Picture nomination, a Best Actor 
nomination for its leading actor, George Clooney 
and Jason Reitman was also nominated for Best 
Director. The film has been received overwhelming 
well by critics, with its rating on review-aggregating 
site Rotten Tomatoes (www.rottentomatoes.com) 
currently sitting at 90%. ‘Up In the Air’, then, seems to 
be saying something that is resonating with cultural 
commentators at this point in time. 

The film follows Ryan Bingham (Clooney), who 
works for a company that hires people out to other 
companies to do their firing for them. Bingham lives 
in transit, flying from one city to another handing 
redundancy packages to people he doesn’t know 
and will never see again, and expertly deflecting the 
emotional fall-out of what he has to do. The job that 
he does seems to be inconsequential to him, secondary 
to the enjoyment he gets from being always on the 
move, and the sense of freedom this gives him. He has 
no wife, no girlfriend, is estranged from his siblings 
and spends as little time in his rented apartment at 
‘home’ as he possibly can. 

The film’s story develops around his relationships 
with two women. Natalie (Anna Kendrick) is a new 
up-and-coming employee at his firm, whose innovative 
ideas (firing people over the internet instead of face-
to-face) threaten his travelling opportunities, and 
who he takes ‘on the road’ with him to show her 
what the job really entails. Alex (Vera Farmiga) is a 
businesswoman also living in-transit, whose casual 
sexual encounters with Bingham present possibilities 
for something more. 

These women act as foils for Bingham, 
highlighting for the audience what is 
‘wrong’ with the way he lives.

 Natalie is not emotionally cut-off from the moral 
implications of the job they are doing in the same way 
he is, and Alex represents the connection to others 
that Bingham has been deliberately avoiding. (Alex is a 
particularly interesting character, but one who can’t be 
analysed too much here for fear of spoilers.)

Much of the focus of press around this movie has 
been on its use of real people who have recently been 
retrenched telling their stories of how it felt as part 
of the film’s narrative. Reading the reviews and the 
commentary on this aspect of the film, and seeing the 
trailers, one expects a biting, hard-hitting critique of 
the current financial crisis being played out in the US 
and elsewhere. Instead, what is delivered is a deeply 
conservative, almost reactionary film. It acknowledges 
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illustrate where cultural forms, ritualistic activity and 
the collective conscious play a significant role in the 
construction of certain styles of punishment. The 
key to the book’s success lay in the ability he has to 
demonstrate this aim via those elements of discipline 
so important to Foucault’s analysis. The death of the 
public execution is one example of this. Here, Smith 
contends using illustrative examples, that unlike 
Foucaldian (and Weberian for that matter) arguments, 
the development of more rationalised forms of 
punishment was also a response to the ‘counter-
hegemonic cults of the individual that revolved around 
the antihero and the martyr’ (2008, p.175). 

The importance of the sacrality of the 
self/person and the denigration of the 
condemned is vital to consider in the 
development of a theoretical consideration 
of these types of events. When cultural 
codes are transgressed, collective thought 
and at times action adds pressure to 
transform disciplinary techniques.

As Smith (2008, p.175) writes, ‘The range and extent 
of disciplinary possibilities have been as severely 
constrained by the sacred status of the sovereign 
human being as they have been energized by the quest 
for the docile body’. 

For the rest of the review, I will steer clear from a 
pedestrian account of the book itself. It is important to 
note that Smith picks on five key areas to demonstrate 
his claims to theoretical difference, the prison, the 
public execution, the panopticon, the guillotine and 
the electric chair. Each in this author’s opinion is not 
only exquisite in detail, but also highly illustrative 
of the problems of Foucaldian analysis; this being 
the removal of any cultural autonomy or influence 
in the ongoing transformation of the penal system. 
However, as mentioned earlier, this book is hardly 
anti-Foucaldian. 

Smith (2008, p.179) writes himself that 
‘although this book has pushed a claim 
against Foucault as a more visible agenda, 
careful readers will have noticed that I have 
written in a path to compromise here and 
there’. 

From this perspective, he suggests that if we are to 
think of society as multi-layered ‘comprised of both 
expert systems and wider publics’, then consideration 
towards both the governmentality type analysis 
and a cultural appreciation of public spheres is 
opened up. Of course, reading more contemporary 
Foucaldians such as Nikolas Rose may render such 
cultural conceptions as slightly problematic. This 
problem I contend can be worked through. Smith 
perhaps provides some clues though to how we may 
consolidate the two, which he claims as ‘ambitious’.

Ultimately, what is most interesting 
about this film is less its content (which 
is ultimately quite light-weight) but the 
response to it among cultural commentators 
and the possibilities it presents for 
different readings. 

The way this film is being lauded by critics as showing 
something real and significant about the world at 
the moment is an interesting insight into either how 
undemanding these critics are in terms of social 
commentary, or perhaps a shift towards a more 
conservative mood in times of uncertainty. 

Catherine Strong is a Lecturer in Sociology at Charles 
Sturt University

Book Review: Punishment 
and Culture (2008)
By Philip Smith. The University of Chicago 
Press: Chicago.

ISBN: 9780226766102

Nicholas Osbaldiston, Queensland 
University of Technology

We live in a society where the range of 
relevant meanings has been closed down, 
where what the public thinks or says 
cannot make a difference to the conduct of 
punishment, and where there is no pressing 
need for critique to start with a hermeneutic 
moment. Or so Foucault would have it. He 
is wrong. We have seen that his position 
seriously underestimates the resilience 
of the sacred, which Durkheim correctly 
recognized as the most powerful, necessary, 
and indestructible of all social forces 
(Smith, 2008, p.178)

From the outset of Punishment and Culture, 
author Phil Smith appears willing to tackle 
the dominant Foucaldian paradigm head on. 

As exemplified in the above conclusory remarks, 
Smith’s work is essentially to consider alternative 
pathways for comprehending punishment to 
Foucault’s culturally insensitive approach. Yet, to label 
his significant contribution, both towards punishment 
and in the broader cultural sociological tradition, as 
anti-Foucaldian would indeed be slightly reductionist. 
This point he himself considers towards the end of his 
piece, of which I will return to briefly.

Despite this, Smith does embark in this book on 
an intellectual journey into punishment from a 
perspective now well embedded in the cultural 
disciplines. Using the Durkheimian platform which 
consists of others such as Douglas and Hertz, Smith 
attempts through an empirically based platform to 
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John Safran gave us an insight into the ways his father 
prompted him to test the system, Shane Maloney 
shared the only entry relating to him in his father’s 
280 page memoir, and Judith Lucy  observed that 
stories were the best gift her dysfunctional parents 
gave to her. Cate Kennedy celebrated her grandfather 
and his ‘reckless moments of contrariness’, Tara June 
Winch told a looping story centred on those three 
little words – ‘I love you’, describing how a story teller 
‘interrogates the space between the action and the 
outcome’, and John Marsden took us with him into 
an uncertain moral lesson. With generous harmony, 
Alexis Wright’s lyrical descriptions about how to 
imagine country led into Paul Kelly’s closing a capella 
song about his aunt and uncle and the way lives can 
change forever with a meeting.  

Aside from the gift of these personal stories, the 
audience was privileged to experience the differences 
in the storytelling and what this appeared to reveal 
about each writers’ relationship to their world and 
their writing. We were incredibly  honoured (‘and 
alarmed’ as Shane Maloney put it) to be in the 
company of so many writers willing to get out from 
behind their keyboards and notebooks and brave the 
vast space of the Melbourne Town Hall. The found 
value in the personal insights these stories prompted 
was balanced by the observation of the different ways 
of sharing stories each of us has and an appreciation 
of what we may reveal through these in one way or 
another. You don’t need a town hall to appreciate 
stories, but it certainly encourages a particular kind of 
reverence. 

The Wheeler Centre’s programme is available at www.
wheelercentre.com and you can view a recording of the 
event online at www.themonthly.com.au/slowtv

Kate Maher is a commencing PhD (p-t) student at 
Monash University.

He (Smith, 2008, p.180) writes, ‘rather than 
perpetuating a binarism that sees rule-driven formal 
organizations responding to nonrational external 
pressures...we might understand the distinction 
between disciplinary and symbolic discourses as an 
analytic possibility rather than as an empirical reality’. 
From this perspective, we could conceive of both 
theoretical styles as being analytically important. Thus 
rather than clambering for a messy framework which 
incorporates the critical world of Foucault and the 
culturally sensitive Durkheim, we can rather consider 
both to be equally important in the discussion of the 
institutions and codes of punishment that are ‘built 
up from bottomless layers of meaning’ (Smith, 2008, 
p.180). Thus, the Durkheiman and Foucaldian takes 
can work together. How this may operate, is a matter 
for future debate and consideration, perhaps tackled 
more by the cultural analysers than by the dominant 
‘bio-power’ disciples. 

However, Smith’s (2008) contribution 
makes it quite clear that ignorance of 
the emotive and affective responses to 
deviance in society through notions of 
sacrality and pollution (or profane), neglects 
important moments in the construction of 
punishment. 

Nick Osbaldiston is a concluding PhD student at 
the Queensland University of Technology.

Event review: Wheeler 
Centre’s ‘Gala Night of 
Storytelling’
Kate Maher, Monash University

The Wheeler Centre for Literature and 
Ideas, the newly established institutional 
symbol of Melbourne’s UNESCO City of 
Literature, held its gala event on Saturday 
13th February at the Melbourne Town Hall. 

It was a sell out event with a positive air derived from 
the conviviality of sharing a belief in the value of  the 
acts of reading, writing, listening and telling. 

Twelve writers presented twelve tales, sharing 
experiences and family histories ranging from 
David Malouf’s achingly elegant observation of the 
fractured life of his migrant mother, to Alex Miller’s 
characterisation of his father telling a bedtime 
fable about the subjectivity of value. Chloe Hooper 
related how a childhood experience of not accepting 
the message in a fable became the basis for her 
interrogation of inequality, while Christos Tsiolkas 
told about when, as a 10 year old boy, visiting his 
grandmother in Greece, she had been shocked that 
‘being nearly a man’ he had not known how to kill a 
chicken. 

http://www.wheelercentre.com
http://www.wheelercentre.com
http://www.themonthly.com.au/gala-night-storytelling-wheeler-centre-opening-p1-2272
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Call for Guest Editors 

Social Alternatives is an Australian based, independent refereed journal, published 
quarterly. Each issue contains a themed and non-themed (general articles) section.  The 
journal aims to promote public debate, commentary and dialogue about contemporary 
social, political, economic and environmental issues. 

We are seeking proposals from guest editors for themed sections for 2011. Issues are 
published in March, June, September and December.  We are asking guest editors to 
commence work for 2011 now.  

Themed issues have previously covered topics of international importance on the 
environment, social justice, governance, climate change, education, peace and non-
violence, ethics, social issues, health, literature, social movements, and politics.   The 
themed section consists of an editorial and seven to eight 3000 word articles.  Guest 
editors are responsible the themed section and writing an editorial.  

Proposals should be one page in length and include:

A paragraph summary of the proposed theme, why is it important and critical to 	
debate, and the important questions to be addressed in the issue;

A list of seven to eight contributors to the issue and suggested topics their articles 	
will address relevant to the theme (guest editors are responsible for inviting and 
securing the contributors);

A brief statement of how the proposed themed section will contribute to critical 	
debate aligned with the ethos of the journal. 

Interested guest editors are encouraged to visit the website for further information on 
previous themed issues. http://www.socialalternatives.com/ Please send enquiries or 
proposals to Dr Victoria Palmer v.palmer@socialalternatives.com Proposals for 2011 issues 
will be received from March 2010 to July 2010 by email.  All proposals will be discussed 
and a final decision made by the editorial collective for the journal.

http://www.socialalternatives.com/
mailto:v.palmer@socialalternatives.com
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CALL FOR PAPERS
Book Collection: Identity Technologies: producing 
online selves  Deadline: June 15, 2010

The popularity of social networking sites, user-generated 
content,  wireless technologies and games has engendered a 
rapid proliferation  of  identities and ways to imagine, produce 
and consume them. As a  result,  the internet has become central 
to how many of its users understand  intimacy, communication 
and community. We contend that this  phenomenon  is nothing 
new. Online and offline forms of identity have the  potential  
to act genealogically, challenging our ideas about utopian 
approaches  to  the internet as a place without history, bodies or 
politics. 

How then can we understand what identity means online and 
why it is  so  important to so many internet users that they have 
a digital  existence?  For us, answers to this question do not have 
to take the form of  utopian  ideas about internet identities, time 
and space, but should admit  that  issues about internet identity 
are inevitably embedded in concerns  about  the production of 
discourse and about the material conditions of  internet access, 
surveillance and use.   

In this essay collection, we hope to gather together investigations  
into  a whole host of questions raised by the popularity and 
power of  identity  technologies. What kinds of selves are 
generated online? How do  memory  and narrative, key elements 
of autobiography, exist and persist in  various forms of online 
subjectivity? How is identity related to  virtual  time and space? 
How do we account for the role of recreation and  entertainment 
in communicating an online self? How do we describe and  
analyze the relationship between hardware and software design 
and the  identities they occasion and transmit? Is it possible 
to resist the  hail  of ITs (internet technologies)? What is the 
relationship between  identity politics and ITs? We aim to bring 
together emerging ideas  about  identity and online life from 
the fields of cultural studies,  sociology,  new media studies and 
auto/biography studies in order to explore what  online identity 
is and what it might mean.   

Please submit a completed essay by June 15, 2010. 

Essays must be  4000-6000 words in Chicago B style with 
12-point font. Essays must be  written in English, but they 
do not have to be about the anglophone,  western version of 
the internet. The collection will be published in  digital and 
paper form with a university press.  We welcome submissions 
which include—but are not limited to—the  following topics:   
theorizing online identity; questions of pedagogy; research 
methods; youth cultures and emerging identities; social 
networking; virtual lives; online desires; collaboration; biography 
and technology; work; shopping; hardware and software; 
publicity and privacy; regulation; identity theft; personal video;  
cyberbodies and cyberspaces; avatars; internet surveillance  
archives; viruses and “going viral”; deception and authenticity; 
activism.   

Send one copy of your submission as an electronic attachment 
to:  Anna Poletti, Charles Sturt University (apoletti@csu.edu.au) 
Julie Rak, University of Alberta (julie.rak@alberta.ca)

Contributions to 
Cultural Fields 
welcomed
Cultural Fields aims to present 
a range of articles on the 
contemporary practices and 
theoretical concerns of cultural 
sociologists. We equally welcome 
contributions from graduate 
students, practitioners, fellows 
and members.

Feature interviews: 2000 words

Feature articles: 1500 words

Book/movie/event reviews: 800 words

Calls for Papers/Chapters: up to 1 A4 
page advert, preferably half A4

Conference Announcements, Positions, 
Scholarships etc.: up to half A4 page

Discussion: visit our blog site http://
culturalfields.wordpress.com to 
contribute to the discussion about 
cultural sociology.

Membership/Fellowship: please send 
your expression of interest to Luke 
Howie (luke.howie@arts.monash.edu.au) 

Associated Students: please send 
your expression of interest and a brief 
paragraph describing  your current 
research interests to Luke Howie (luke.
howie@arts.monash.edu.au)

Cultural Field Subscriptions: visit 
http://culturalfields.wordpress.com and 
subscribe to receive updates and notices 
of new posts

To contribute, or for more 
information about contributing, 
please contact the editors: 
Nicholas Osbaldiston 
(n.osbaldiston@qut.edu.au) and 
Catherine Strong (cstrong@csu.
edu.au)

mailto:apoletti@csu.edu.au
mailto:julie.rak@ualberta.ca
http://www.culturalfields.wordpress.com
http://www.culturalfields.wordpress.com
mailto:luke.howie@arts.monash.edu.au
mailto:luke.howie@arts.monash.edu.au
mailto:luke.howie@arts.monash.edu.au
http://www.culturalfields.wordpress.com
mailto:n.osbaldiston@qut.edu.au
mailto:cstrong@csu.edu.au
mailto:cstrong@csu.edu.au

