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Working Culture 

Making Cultural Identities 
in Cali, Colombia' 

by Peter Wade 

There is a tension in social theory between approaches which 
privilege practice and those focusing on discourse. Such dualisms 
have recently been challenged, for example, in the analysis of so- 
cial movements, by perspectives which seek to overcome divi- 
sions between culture and politics. I argue that these challenges 
can be promoted by focusing on the tension between culture as a 
human activity of working in the world, in which the material 
and the symbolic are unified, and culture as a commodified ob- 
ject in the context of hegemonic constructions of culture which 
construct it as primarily a set of symbolic representations. I ex- 
amine this theme in relation to the efforts of young blacks in the 
city of Cali, Colombia, who use rap music to make a cultural 
identity as a way of life while at the same time constructing 
their culture as an object designed to move in circuits of con- 
sumer commodities and, especially, state and NGO funding. The 
local state and the voluntary sector also work on culture as a 
more limited set of expressions, seeking to depoliticize it. 

PETER WADE is Senior Lecturer in Social Anthropology at 
the University of Manchester (Manchester MI 3 9PL, U.K. [Peter.- 
Wade@man.ac.ukj). Born in 1957, he was educated at Cambridge 
University (B.A., i979; Ph.D., i985) and has been a research fel- 
low there and a lecturer in geography and Latin American stud- 
ies at the University of Liverpool. His research interests include 
"race"/ and ethnicity, nationalism, identity politics, and music. 
Among his publications are Blackness and Race Mixture: The 
Dynamics of Racial Identity in Colombia (Baltimore: Johns Hop- 
kins University Press, 1993), Race and Ethnicity in Latin 
America (London: Pluto Press, i9961, and Music, "Race," and Na- 
tion: Musica tropical in Colombia (Chicago: University of Chi- 
cago Press, in press). The present paper was submitted 5 I 99 and 
accepted 29 I 99; the final version reached the Editor's office I6 
II 99. 

Anthropological approaches to contemporary soclal 
movements are hampered by two overlapping concep- 
tual divisions in anthropological theory. The first of 
these is the old dualism between the material and the 
symbolic, which, although it has lost some of its con- 
tentiousness since the debates of the I970S, still per- 
sists to some degree today. One of the reasons for its 
persistence is the second division, between "culture" as 
a set of (often commodified) representations and "cul- 
ture" as a way of life, a being-in-the-world, a set of prac- 
tices. The two conceptual divisions overlap in the sense 
that "culture" as representation is also culture as sym- 
bol; both material objects and discourses may be in- 
volved, but they act as symbols of the culture as a way 
of life-of the embodied practices, the work, that cre- 
ated them. In these practices, the material and the 
symbolic are indissolubly linked, yet the widespread 
emergence of "cultures" as objectified representations 
tempts anthropologists, as well as non-academics, to 
privilege the symbolic. "Culture," whether as way of 
life or objectified representations, exists in a hierarchi- 
cal world in which some versions of culture are hege- 
monic. One of our tasks is to trace the dynamics of 
these two modalities of culture and examine how these 
dynamics participate in the operation of power in its 
hegemonic and ideological forms. 

The Material/Symbolic Dualism 

Debates about the material/symbolic dualism have 
been a feature of the theoretical domain in philosophy, 
the arts, and social science for a long time. For some the 
debate has been resolved: Bauman (I9731 and Bourdieu 
(I9771 in different ways propose approaches that at- 
tempt to go beyond subjective/objective distinctions; 
the Comaroffs (I992:30) see culture as a "shifting se- 
mantic field" the forms of which are "indivisibly se- 
mantic and material." Yet the persistence of debates on 
the matter indicates that the dualism remains a prob- 
lem. Post-structuralist approaches to society and cul- 
ture made a bid to resolve the problem by focusing on 
the discursive constitution of material realities and the 
materiality of discourse, but some such approaches 
have been criticized for retreating .into discourse and 
losing touch with materiality (see, e.g., Lave et al. I992; 

Shilling I993; Turner I994; Butler I993; Comaroff and 
Comaroff i992:40). In archaeology and geography, phe- 
nomenological approaches seek to reconcile positivist 
abstractions with notions of meaning in understanding 
space and landscape (e.g., Tilley I994 Tuan I9771. In 
anthropology, culturalist or interpretive approaches 
have been a long-standing target for materialist critics 
such as Wolf (I 982) . Likewise, Mintz (I 9 8 5: I 5 7-5 8) 
qualifies Geertz's approach to webs of meaning by ask- 
ing how such webs are produced and by whom in spe- 
cific historical instances. In a recent essay on the con- 
tinuing importance of Marx's work for anthropology, 
Roseberry (1997:29) also addresses the problem, noting 
that placing too high a priority on the "narrative con- 

i. Research in Cali was financed by the Nuffield Foundation and 
carried out over two months in 1997. I also did some supplemen- 
tary interviews in July I998, with funding from the University of 
Manchester Research Support Fund. In Cali, thanks are also due to 
CIDSE, a research centre of the Universidad del Valle, and to Fer- 
nando Urrea. I am grateful to my colleagues Karen Sykes, Mark 
Harris, Anna Grimshaw, and Richard Werbner for their comments 
on an early draft of this paper. I thank Arturo Escobar and four 
anonymous referees for valuable comments on earlier drafts. 
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ventions of the texts" may result in the disappearance 
of what Marx called "men [sic] in the flesh." In a review 
of cultural-identity politics, Hale (I997:570) observes 
that debates between "postmodem theoretical innova- 
tion and materialist reassertion" have become polarized 
and that some recent work strives to go beyond them. 

The concept of "culture" itself has been caught up in 
the tensions created by this dualism. For anthropology, 
this concept has classically denoted an entire way of life 
rather than just a set of aesthetic and symbolic expres- 
sions, whether elite or plebeian (Williams I96I:4I-43; 
i988:9i). Yet it is evident that especially in the 2oth 
century there is a certain slippage between these two 
meanings. Writing on the apparently autonomous 
growth of "culture" in a post-modem world, alongside 
the proliferation of information and images, Kahn notes 
that "culture is a word on everybody's lips." As evi- 
denced "in the proliferation of simulacra, our lives have 
become fully culturalised" 1I995:ix). Yet from a prop- 
erly anthropological point of view, everybody's life 
must always be "fully culturalized." How could human 
life be otherwise? 

If we look for a moment at the theorization of social 
movements, we can detect a similar problem: a coher- 
ent attempt to overcome the material/symbolic divide 
and its apparent persistence in some form. Theories 
about "new" social movements bring about "a funda- 
mental transformation in the nature of political prac- 
tice and theorizing" (Escobar and Alvarez I992:3). A 
politics based on class divisions has been overshadowed 
by a new one in which "a multiplicity of social actors 
establish their presence and sphere of autonomy in a 
fragmented social and political space." These new theo- 
ries are clearly connected to ideas about the fragmenta- 
tion and globalization of a post-modem world or the 
shift towards a post-industrial society.2 In social move- 
ments theory, the material/symbolic dualism is reg- 
istered as a tension between the so-called resource- 
mobilization model of social movements, based on the 
notion of actors' mobilizing to corner resources as- 
sessed through mainly instrumental calculations, and 
an approach which focuses on "identity as the first step 
in explaining strategic decisions" (Foweraker I995:12; 
Escobar and Alvarez I992:5-6). 

Both Foweraker and Escobar want to reconcile a focus 
on identity with one on resources. Foweraker (I995:I3) 
thiiiks it is possible to "construct a synthesis of the two 
approaches that treats social movements as both ex- 
pressive and instrumental." In this synthesis, identity 
is complex: it is not simply "there" as a "precondition 
of strategic action." Nor yet is identity constructed in 
its entirety through strategic action. Instead, the social 
location and shared experience of actors provide "raw 
materials" for identification, while "the processes of or- 

ganization and strategic choice contribute crucially to 
construct and shape this identity" (pp. 2 1-23). Simi- 
larly, against more traditional approaches to social 
movements Escobar wants to take into account the 
"cultural stakes of collective action" (I992:72) and 
views social movements "equally and inseparably as 
struggles over meanings as well as material conditions" 
(p. 69). This is not simply a question of combining the 
two but one of recognizing the fundamentally discur- 
sive iiature of all social practice (P. 78): meanings and 
interests are discursively constituted, and culture and 
politics overlap. Alvarez, Dagnino, and Escobar (I998) 
pursue this agenda and, in terms reminiscent of older 
feminist calls to see the personal as political, re-empha- 
size the need to understand politics as "more than just a 
set of specific activities (voting, campaigning, lobbying) 
that occur in clearly delimited institutional spaces such 
as parliaments and parties" (pp. io-I i). Discussing "the 
cultural politics of social protest," Fox and Stam (I997: 
3) also assert the "inextricability of the culture of poli- 
tics and the politics of culture in mobilization." Using 
a similar notion of "cultural politics," Alvarez et al. 
note that, although it is tempting "to restrict the con- 
cept . . . to those movements that are more clearly cul- 
tural," in fact "in Latin America today, all social move- 
ments enact a cultural politics" (I998:6). Culture is 
political because "meanings are constitutive of pro- 
cesses that, implicitly or explicitly, seek to redefine so- 
cial power" (P. 7). They distance themselves from a no- 
tion of cultural politics that refers to "disembodied 
struggles over meaning and representations" and want 
instead to make explicit the links between representa- 
tion and power as manifest in "the practices, the con- 
crete actions, of Latin American social movements" (p. 
6). I see this project as part of what Hale (I997:5 70) calls 
a "more radical departure" in theorizing, away from the 
mere "synthesis of the materialist thesis and the discur- 
sive antithesis" and towards the exploration of a "new 
politics of theory" which is politically engaged in a re- 
flexive fashion. 

I wish to build on these initiatives in a slightly differ- 
ent direction, one prompted by the fact that, despite the 
advances made in undermining distinctions between 
culture and politics or identity and resources, these dis- 
tinctions have a tendency to reappear. Escobar, for ex- 
ample, cites Fiske's split between "culture (meaning) 
and politics (action)" (I992:76), which sees culture as 
synonymous with "meaning" and implies that it is sep- 
arate from politics-even if the two realms are then re- 
united in a complex relationship. And again, in Alvarez 
et al.'s text I am interested in the idea that some social 
movements are more "clearly cultural" than others. 
What does this mean? From an anthropological point of 
view, all movements, indeed all human life, must be 
equally cultural. It seems that "cultural" is being used 
to mean representations, ideas, symbols, etc., which are 
then implicitly differentiated from something else 
("/politics") even as the two are brought into relation 
with each other. Alvarez et al. are, of course, hardly 

2. See, for example, Thompson (i992) on post-modemism in gen- 
eral; see Beverley and Oviedo (i995) on this shift in Latin America 
and Foweraker (i995:io-ii) and Escobar (1992:71) on Touraine's 
analysis of the shift to a post-industrial order. 
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alone here. The division is reiterated by the whole 
Marxist (and anti-Marxist) problematic, which has gen- 
erally been taken as posing the question of the relation- 
ship, determinate or otherwise, between the material 
and the symbolic. The anthropological approach must 
insist that economics, politics, the family, art, identi- 
ties-all are equally cultural and enacted in ways that 
have meaning and symbolic value. As Raymond Wil- 
liams insisted long ago, the opera-house culture is as 
material as a steel bolt is cultural (i.e., imbued with 
meaning).3 This inclusive concept of culture exists in 
tension with the fragmentation of culture-into cul- 
ture, politics, symbols, practice, etc.-which is often 
linked to power inequalities, especially under capital- 
ism. I suggest that we can advance by keeping an eye on 
this tension between the unity and the fragmentation of 
human activity. 

The approach I am advocating sees human activity as, 
at one level, a "necessary unity" (Roseberry I997:29). 
This unity can be analyzed, following Marx among oth- 
ers, into "what men say or imagine, how they are nar- 
rated, and men in the flesh"-or, in other terms, into 
discourse and practice-but it is, in my view, vital to 
recognize that these separated realms, aspects, or di- 
mensions are produced by the observer and not inherent 
in the object of analysis itself. To think in terms of ma- 
terial as separate from symbolic, even if these are put 
into a relation of "dialectic" or "mutual constitution," 
is deeply engrained in Western popular thought and has 
not been erased from academic approaches: the distinc- 
tion between words and actions is almost second na- 
ture. Yet it might be more useful to think of every say- 
ing (or imagining) as a doing and every doing as a saying. 
This is not the same as affirming that every practice has 
instrumental and symbolic "aspects." It is rather to say 
that all human activity is meaningful and that all hu- 
man meaning has materiality or is materially active. 
The latter part of this formulation is the more interest- 
ing. The former part is, of course, an anthropological 
commonplace taken in the simplest sense. Taken in a 
more complex way, it is the idea put forward by Sahlins 
(I976) and, from a different perspective, by post-struc- 
turalist theory in general that all material practice is 
symbolically constituted. In my view, it is neither a 
question of seeing the production of meaning as con- 
strained by the logic of material production nor yet vice 
versa: both sorts of production are part of the same 
"necessary unity" of human activity or working in the 
world. To "imagine a national community" is a mean- 
ingfully material act which actually constitutes that 
community, just as does buying a national newspaper 
or killing in the name of the nation. 

There are several theoretical approaches which pro- 
vide a useful basis for the direction I am taking. The 
most developed is that of phenomenology, which has 
made an impact on the social sciences in fields such as 
anthropology, geography, archaeology, psychology, and 
sociology. This approach, which strives to overcome 
meaning/action and mind/body dualisms, has been 
forcefully developed in anthropology by Ingold (see 
I99I, I992, I995; see also Jackson I989, Csordas I994). 
In a challenge to both cognitivist and Geertzian inter- 
pretivist approaches to culture, he argues that, despite 
their evident differences, these approaches converge in 
dividing the human being into a natural, organic ele- 
ment which needs material work for subsistence and a 
cultural, cognitive element that invests the formless 
flux of experience with structure and meaning. Most ap- 
proaches in anthropology assume that humans-and 
this is what defines their humanity-impose ordered 
meaning (culture) on the natural world: cultural worlds 
are thus "constructed." Ingold (I995) calls this the 
"building perspective," and it divides meaning from 
practice, making the first a prior blueprint which di- 
rects activity in the world. His challenge rests on the 
phenomenological idea that the entire human organism 
is involved in perception, not just "the mind." There is 
no pre-existing cultural template that gives form to the 
flux of nature. Humans and their environments are mu- 
tually constitutive, and culturally patterned ways of do- 
ing things arise in this dynamic relation. "Perception is 
a mode of engagement with the world, not a mode of 
construction of it"; people construct in a dwelt-in 
world, rather than dwelling in a constructed world (In- 
gold I99I:I5). Drawing on Heidegger and Merleau- 
Ponty, Ingold (I995:77) calls this the "dwelling perspec- 
tive," and it treats cultural form as not "brought in to 
environmental contexts of development" from external 
genetic or cognitive blueprints but generated within 
such contexts "in the movements of human beings' (or 
non-human animals') practical engagement with the 
components of their surroundings." Phenomenological 
approaches allow us to grapple with the unity of human 
activity because they seek to overcome the division be- 
tween mind and body and between meaning and action. 
Meaning is generated in and through engaging actively 
with the world and imbues that activity as a whole. As 
Jackson (i989:I22) argues, "meaning should not be re- 
duced to a sign which, as it were, lies on a separate 
plane outside the immediate domain of an act." 

Ingold's emphasis on practical engagement is valu- 
able, because while the terms used in phenomenologi- 
cal approaches-perception, dwelling, being-in-the- 
world-seem to evoke a certain passiveness, human ac- 
tivity in the world is vital. Construction may be a poor 
metaphor insofar as it suggests executing a model or 
blueprint, but it does capture the effort that being in the 
world requires. This is important because I wish to fore- 
ground the work people do. I am using "work" in a very 
broad sense here. Inspired by a Marxist vision of peo- 
ple's acting in and on nature as fundamental to their hu- 

3. See Williams: "The art is there, as an activity, with the produc. 
tion, the trading, the politics, the raising of families. To study the 
relations adequately we must study them actively, seeing all the 
activities as particular and contemporary forms of human activ- 
ity"; "all acts of men compose a general reality within which both 
art and what we ordinarily call society are comprised" (p. 69). 
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manity and sociality, I depart from a limited definition 
which focuses only on "material" labour as consisting 
of, say, transforming land or tools. For me, talking and 
thinking are also work, that is, human activities of en- 
gagement with and transformation of the natural and 
social world; at a banal level, both activities need en- 
ergy to sustain them. Working on the land and talking 
about the land may be located in different sets of social 
relationships and have different impacts on them, but 
they are not opposed as "material" is to "symbolic"; 
they are both forms of engagement with or work in the 
world which are simultaneously meaningful and mate- 
rial. This view of work is near to what Wagner (I98I: 
24-251 sees as a typically Melanesian or more broadly 
"tribal" view of human activity, in which "'work' can 
be anything from weeding a garden to taking part in a 
feast or begetting a child." This view, I contend, is not 
only "tribal" but should be -an anthropological starting 
point. 

A second theoretical trend, linked to the first, deals 
with embodiment. For Butler (I9931, for example, theo- 
ries of the sexual/gendered body as a "social construc- 
tion" (including her own earlier work) seem to dissolve 
the materiality of the body, and she is not alone in that 
concern (see Shilling I993; Csordas I994; Turner I994; 
Comaroff and Comaroff I992:40). Butler attempts to 
steer between radical constructivism (in which pre- 
existing meanings construct materiality) and essen- 
tialism (in which -a pre-given materiality defines some 
basic meanings) by talking in terms of "constitutive 
constraints." Constraints do not just limit some inher- 
ent performativity or human agency but are "the very 
condition of performativity"; they impel and sustain it 
(I993:94-95).4 Moore has also tried to theorize the ma- 
teriality of embodiment; drawing on Bourdieu (I977), 
she argues that "embodiment is a process and . . . the 
body is never finished, never perfectly socialised" (I994: 
77). The way in which gender differences are expressed 
in spatial configurations (within the Kabyle house, for 
example) can be decoded as meanings in a structuralist 
mode, but Bourdieu emphasizes how people actually 
use or make these spaces through bodily movement and 
activity to create and reconstitute these meanings. But- 
ler and Moore take rather different approaches, but both 
move towards a unity of meaning and bodily action- 
although they tend to see them in relations of mutual 
constitution rather than seeing each inhering in the 
other. The point is that an emphasis on the materiality 
of the body is vital because it is obviously through, or 
rather in, the body that humans are active or work in 
the world: the body is "the existential ground of cul- 
ture," and an embodiment perspective challenges clas- 
sic dualisms of mind/body, mental/material, and so on 
(Csordas I994). And a full view of embodiment must 

see all human activity as equally embodied-thinking, 
talking, dancing, "working" (in the traditional sense). 

Culture as Object and as Way of Life 

The persistence of the material/symbolic dualism in 
anthropology is due in part to developments in the late 
2oth century which encourage us-academics and non- 
academics, including social movement activists-to re- 
ify "culture" and "cultural identity" as autonomous 
realms consisting of symbolic representations. These 
developments are intimately linked to political domi- 
nation and economic commodification. 

It is recognized that, for some peoples for which "cul- 
ture" was, until quite recently, a relatively unself- 
conscious practice, "culture" has become an objectified 
entity, a thing they can own, display, and represent. 
Culture and cultural identity are different things from 
one point of view-identity is culture "assumed self- 
consciously" (Wagner I98I [I9751:34)-but get closer 
together when culture is objectified in this way as 
something approximating Western concepts of prop- 
erty. Wagner opposed Western concepts of human cre- 
ativity's leading to "culture" (as a set of products, 
whether "refined" or ordinary) to Melanesian concepts 
of production as making people and relationships as 
well as things (i98I[I9751:26-27). Such an opposition 
now no longer seems so simple, as non-Western peoples 
also produce something called "culture" as part of a 
self-conscious cultural identity in ways that have, of 
course, been current in the West for a long time (Stolcke 
I995, Wright I998). 

Brown (i998:I97) notes generally that "the ongoing 
struggle for political and cultural sovereignty often 
leads indigenous activists to talk about culture as if it 
were a fixed and corporeal thing." Terry Turner (I99I, 
I992) has described the Kayapo's objectification of their 
own culture in the context of increasing integration 
into and domination by Brazilian national space; the 
process was aided by the Kayapo video project he him- 
self helped to mount. Jackson (I995) traces a similar 
story for the Tukanoans in the Colombian Amazon, de- 
scribing how, at least for the more educated indigenous 
activists engaged in a struggle for land rights, their cul- 
ture becomes an object of discussion, analysis, and rep- 
resentation in interactions with the church, anthropol- 
ogists, and state agencies and with other indigenous 
activists from Andean backgrounds. In Colombia, black 
culture is also undergoing a process of objectification as 
it emerges as an object of the discourse of the state, an- 
thropologists, and black activist organizations fighting 
against racism and, in some regions, claiming land 
rights (Restrepo I997). Whereas once black culture 
barely existed as an object and was assumed by many 
anthropologists within Colombia and outside to be a 
minor variant of Iberian-American culture, now there 
are heated debates over the importance of Africanisms 
in "Afro-Colombian" culture, the I99I Constitution 

4. Butler has herself been accused of neglecting the materiality of 
the body; see Ebert (i995). However, Ebert's critique is founded on 
exactly the kind of radical distinction between discourse and mate- 
rial practice that I wish to avoid. 
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explicitly mentions "the cultural identity" of "black 
communities" (Transitory Article 55), and Law 70 of 
I993 protects and promotes "the culture of black com- 
munities" (Reputblica de Colombia I996:I7, 3Si see also 
Wade I995, Grueso, Rosero, and Escobar I998). 

Anthropological debate on this question has tended 
to revolve around essentialism and constructivism. Ob- 
jectification follows a model of culture as a collection 
of things that can be owned, lost, and rediscovered, that 
can be seen as authentic or inauthentic, invented or 
real. Such a model derives in part from post-Boasian, 
midcentury anthropological versions of cultures as 
units with essential characteristics, versions them- 
selves derived from igth-century romantic nationalism 
(Friedman I994:72; Pasquinelli I996; Williams I988: 
89). In recent years, this view of culture has largely been 
deconstructed by anthropologists, among others, who 
now tend to see culture as constantly re-created and re- 
constituted through discourse rather than as something 
stable (Appadurai I99I; Friedman I994:74; Jackson 
I995; Wolf i982:chap. I). "Culture is contested, tempo- 
ral, and emergent" (Clifford and Marcus i986:i9). The 
emphasis here is on heterogeneity and instability and 
also on the role of power in constructing specific repre- 
sentations of cultures. 

The debate around essentialism and constructivism 
has, I think, obscured another significant dimension. 
What exactly is the "culture" that is being essentialized 
or deconstructed? Bauman (I973) gives us a framework 
within which to understand this process. He focuses on 
an inherent dualism in human experience: being-an- 
object, in which a person experiences dependence and 
constraint, and being-the-subject, in which the person 
experiences agency and creativity. Culture as a human 
faculty "is the perpetual effort to overcome this dichot- 
omy" (P. 57). For him, culture is the "continuing and 
unending structuring activity [which] constitutes the 
core of human praxis, the human mode of being-in-the- 
world." Culture consists, he says, of "the process of 
structuring, together with its objectified results-man- 
made structures" (P. 56). My point is that it is the "ob- 
jectified results" which are often taken as "culture" it- 
self. 

In addition, this process generally takes place in a 
context of political and economic hegemony. Bauman 
expands his argument, referring to an "alienated [i.e., 
capitalist] society" in which a split has been produced 
between the private and the public. Here, the creative 
work of a person, directed at producing control in his/ 
her life, is forced to avail itself of the public sphere (of- 
ten labelled "society"), since this is where the mecha- 
nisms of control, that is, economic and political power, 
are located: "With control plucked out from the act of 
creation and transplanted into the sphere of the tran- 
scendental [i.e., the public sphere], the truncated relic 
of human work presents itself to its subject as an act 
thoroughly emptied of its original and inborn meaning" 
(I973:i64). Furthermore, "in an alienated society, [the] 
inalienable nature of culture tends to be obliterated or 

concealed" (p. I 73). The last word indicates that culture 
as praxis does not disappear in an alienated society; it 
becomes concealed. This means that a struggle takes 
place between subjects who have comparatively little 
control over their lives but who try to create cultural 
practices that will give them a sense of control and in- 
dependence and subjects who control the public sphere. 
Bauman's analysis is too pessimistic in that it neglects 
the struggle of subordinate subjects to invest the "relic" 
of their work with a sense of control. Yet even op- 
pressed minorities have to make use of resources in the 
public sphere in order to pursue their endeavours-or 
they must try to make their own private resources ac- 
cepted as public ones. 

It is not a theme that Bauman develops, but it is im- 
portant to grasp that this struggle is not simply a strug- 
gle of minority groups living a unified cultural praxis 
against alienating conceptions of culture which frag- 
ment their cultures from above. This is too romantic 
a conception. First, everyone perforce lives in tension 
between enacting control and experiencing dependence; 
everyone in a capitalist society faces the concealment 
of the inalienable nature of culture. But, of course, dom- 
inant groups have greater access to the loci of power in 
the public sphere from which they can create control in 
their own lives and a sense of being-the-subject as well 
as being-an-object. Second, relatively powerless minor- 
ity groups are intimately involved in fragmenting their 
own experience and producing their own cultures as 
representations. This follows from the necessity of us- 
ing resources located in the public_sphere, which in- 
clude dominant definitions not only of what constitutes 
"good" culture but also of what "culture" itself is: the 
former may be an ideological definition, that is, rela- 
tively explicit and open to debate, while the latter is 
likely to be more hegemonic, that is, tacit and outside 
debate (see Comaroff and Comaroff i992:28-29). Mi- 
norities eager to objectify and possess their cultures 
generally undertake this explicit process on a national 
and intemational political stage dominated by a defini- 
tion of culture as a set of objectified man-made struc- 
tures or representations. State agencies (and some non- 
govemmental organizations) are often eager to deal 
with minority cultures as representations, centred on 
aesthetic expressions and artistic activities, because 
this derails more contentious issues of the resources 
needed to develop a real sense of personal control. In ad- 
dition, when objectifying culture also involves com- 
modifying it, the process of commodification generally 
focuses on practices that fall into (or are put into) the 
realm of artistic and aesthetic expressions-artifacts, 
music, stories, etc.-since, by definition, it is impossi- 
ble to "sell" a way of life. Thus certain items of a whole 
culture come to represent it. 

Culture in the sense of artistic products has for centu- 
ries been objectified as a commodity for sale in the capi- 
talist marketplace, and with the post-World War II ex- 
plosion of commodification we are now seeing not only 
culture but cultural identities produced as commodi- 
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ties-as economic and political resources. The com- 
modification of culture and cultural identities is 
straightforward enough when seen in relation to the 
cultural industries.5 It is more problematic when seen 
in relation to grassroots cultural identities. Here the 
emphasis is often rightly on resistance of some kind or 
at least on subversion through appropriation and resig- 
nification.6 Yet while such cultural identities are often 
resistant, they may also be generated and worked on as 
objects with a view to their possible circulation in 
wider (potentially global) circuits of exchange, perhaps 
in the free market but more likely in networks of volun- 
tary and public-sector funding. 

In anthropological work there is sometimes a reluc- 
tance to see oppressed minorities as themselves produc- 
ing cultural identities as objects that have some com- 
modity function. This reluctance stems in part from a 
tendency to oppose counterculturalism to modem capi- 
talist consumerism. But Campbell (i987) argues that 
such consumerism is historically linked in an "elective 
affinity" (after Weber) with romantic movements 
which challenge social conventions: "romanticism has 
... continued to work in such a way as to overcome the 
forces of traditionalism and provide a renewed impetus 
to the dynamic of consumerism" as "a desire for plea- 
sure develops into a genuine concern for ideals, and eth- 
ical impulses 'degenerate' into mere narcissism" (i987: 
2o6, 2i6). The reluctance noted above also obeys a ten- 
dency to oppose the local to the global, for all the good 
intentions of the analyst to see these as interdependent 
scales of process. However, as Wilk (I 99 5) shows for Be- 
lize, "local culture" is a global product produced on a 
global stage right from the start-and the same is true 
of Caribbean culture in general (Mintz i996). If we focus 
on local-level cultural identities-for example, those 
constructed in social movements-then there is a great 
temptation to see these as somehow existing against 
the predations of global capitalism or perhaps able to ap- 
propriate elements of it in strategic ways. I think it is 
better to see these identities as being constructed (al- 
though not from scratch) on a global stage and as being 
themselves material productions that have been 
worked on as commodities, or at least objects, which 
perforce use hegemonic styles of the commodification 
and objectification of culture. 

This does not mean that such identities cannot artic- 
ulate an opposition to capitalism (or the state): on the 
contrary, precisely because they have been constructed 
through local work in this way, they may well articu- 
late just such an opposition. As Sahlins (I993:I9) con- 
tends, "for the [indigenous] people concemed, syncre- 
tism is not a contradiction of their culturalism-of the 
indigenous claims of authenticity and autonomy-but 
its systematic condition." Opposition, however, stems 

not so much from some local, even less some "tradi- 
tional," pre-formed identity but rather from its con- 
struction within a globalizing context-which may, of 
course, include notions of locality and tradition as ele- 
ments in that construction. 

The unity of human activity is divided up by different 
actors with different histories, self-conceptions, and 
places in a political hierarchy. Opposition occurs in the 
tension between the inalienability of culture and its 
constant alienation by both dominant and subordinate 
groups which nevertheless work through that tension 
in different ways, according to the power they have to 
create control in their lives and dominate others. In this 
process, the symbolic/material dualism that has not yet 
been banished from our own analysis is harnessed to 
this dynamic tension. Grueso, Rosero, and Escobar 
(i998), for example, indicate that the different practices 
which constitute the identity of black people in Colom- 
bia's Pacific coastal region involve social relations in 
which the forest, food, people, and supematural entities 
are manipulated: there is no easy material/symbolic 
distinction to be made here. With the rapid "develop- 
ment" of the region and the mobilization and politiciza- 
tion of the black population there, processes of objecti- 
fication and commodification of black culture- 
undertaken by the state, NGOs, and black activists- 
pull activists and outside observers in the direction of 
seeing culture as a set of representations. Black culture 
becomes an entity which is used in a struggle for some 
degree of local control but is also subject to powerful 
forces of co-optation from above. The problem with 
such a construction of black culture is that it plays into 
a well-established schema, managed by dominant pow- 
ers, in which "culture" is separated from "politics" and 
then seen as symbolic and non-political.7 If we want to 
contest a conservative and traditional split between cul- 
ture and politics, then one way of advancing this agenda 
is to contest the deep split between material and sym- 
bolic as it becomes harnessed to the objectification of 
culture in an arena dominated by hegemonic powers. 

In sum, then, my argument is that human activity is 
indissolubly material and symbolic at the same time. 
Theories of social movements (alongside social theory 
in general) have struggled with the relationship be- 
tween meaning and action, signification and produc- 
tion, material and symbolic, culture and politics, and 
they have challenged these dualisms. I suggest that 
these challenges can be advanced by focusing on the 
tension between the unity of human activity, in which 
there is no split between "culture" and politics, and the 
fragmentation of culture and identity, which is a result 
of the reification of "culture" in political and commod- 
ity circuits in the late 2oth century. Political struggle is 
often about how to manage without necessarily resolv- 

5. From Adomo on music (see, e.g., Middleton iggo:chap. 2) to 
Urry (i990) on tourism and Featherstone (i995) on global culture, 
this has been analyzed at length. 
6. See de Certeau (I984), Scott (i985 ), and Taussig (i980). On appro- 
priation, see Friedman (I994:i05-9), Das (i995), and Ota (I997). 

7. Cf. Campbell (I987:2i6), who notes that the consumerist pursuit 
of pleasure may generate idealism, in the context of "a more gen- 
eral romantic outlook," while it may also become mere raw mate- 
rial for a leisure industry when "materialistic and utilitarian beliefs 
prevail." 
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ing that tension. For oppressed minorities it is about 
how to gain a sense of control, a sense of subjectivity, 
in an alienated world in which they have little access 
to the loci of power. For anthropologists it is useful to 
understand the unity of human activity not as a pure 
and authentic modality which fights against and might 
even banish alienation but as a modality which exists 
in constant tension with objectified forms of culture, a 
tension which can be worked through in more, or less, 
oppressive ways. The embodied work that people un- 
dertake to create a sense of personal control in their 
lives inevitably places them in a potential relation to 
others in similar class positions who are doing the same 
thing. The cultural differences that are foregrounded 
when culture is understood as representations may be 
backgrounded when culture is understood, in Bauman's 
terms, as an attempt to overcome the dualism between 
being-an-object and being-the-subject. 

In what follows I show how culture is used, worked 
on, manipulated by different groups in the city of Cali. 
All the groups involved-the local state, NGOs, a com- 
munity-based rap group-produce culture as a set of 
representations, but for the rap group (the focus of the 
case study) the representation is an attempt to gain con- 
trol over their own lives, as poor black male residents 
of a marginalized barrio (neighbourhood), and those of 
others seen as like themselves. In this project culture 
becomes a way of life, but as such it exists in permanent 
tension with culture as representation. Cali is not ex- 
ceptional here: the processes I describe are very wide- 
spread, and many other examples could have been cho- 
sen. The specificity of the Cali case is given by the 
location of black groups in the historical context of Co- 
lombia (and Latin America), by the rise in that country 
of a black social movement alongside official multicul- 
tural nationalism, by the recent growth of a large black 
youth population in Cali, and by the relation of black 
youth groups there to reggae and rap. 

Black Rap Groups in Cali 

The black population of Colombia is not easily located 
because of a certain ambiguity about what "black" sig- 
nifies. Nevertheless, there are areas of the country 
where people of African descent are heavily concen- 
trated. One such area is the Pacific coastal region, 
heavily forested and with little infrastructural develop- 
ment, inhabited by various indigenous groups and a 
majority of people descended from the African slaves 
taken there to mine gold in colonial times (Wade I993, 
Whitten I986 [I9741). This area is undergoing rapid eco- 
nomic and social change directed mainly by forces from 
elsewhere in the country. This has resulted in increas- 
ing out-migration, some of it to the city of Cali, located 
in a region that also had and still has a substantial popu- 
lation of black people, originally employed in mining 
and agriculture (Taussig i980). 

Rural blacks in the Pacific region generally refer to 
themselves as libres (free people) or morenos (brown 

people) rather than as negros (blacks) or afrocolombi- 
anos (Afro-Colombians). They do not generally locate 
the term libre within a narrative about slavery, nor is 
there any collective memory of African origins (Loson- 
czy I997:354; Restrepo I997). Only recently and in 
more politicized circles have some local people started 
to talk about blacks or Afro-Colombians. In Cali and 
other urban environments, the term negro is more com- 
mon, although in some contexts, since it has long been 
a symbolic referent in colonial and nationalist discourse 
disparaging blackness and vaunting whiteness (Wade 
I998, Whitten and Torres i998), it may be seen as in- 
sulting and replaced by the euphemistic moreno. Also, 
since the I96os there has been a small black social 
movement, modelled initially after the U.S. black 
movements, located in urban areas and headed by edu- 
cated blacks (Wade I9 9 ). These groups have vindicated 
the use of negro and sometimes gente negra (black peo- 
ple) as terms of self-reference. This movement has been 
helped by a small number of academics who have stud- 
ied black communities and black history, often with a 
view to uncovering traces of Africanism (e.g., Arocha 
I996, Friedemann and Arocha I986, Friedemann I993). 
This has spurred increasing use of the term afrocolom- 
biano. 

Recently, the concepts of comunidad negra (black 
community) and to a lesser extent cultura negra (black 
culture) and blacks as an "ethnic group" have been en- 
shrined in legislation. The new constitution promul- 
gated in I99I declared Colombia to be a pluriethnic and 
multicultural nation and contained-articles protecting 
indigenous and black rights to land, "ethnoeducation," 
and freedom from racial discrimination (Arocha i992, 

Wade I995). In I993 a law was passed which, among 
other things, defined land titling procedures for "black 
communities" in the Pacific region (Grueso, Rosero, 
and Escobar i998), set up a Black Community Affairs 
Office as part of the Ministry of the Interior, and set 
aside two seats in the House of Representatives for dele- 
gates of black communities. These changes have, of 
course, prompted the formation of groups vindicating a 
black or Afro-Colombian identity, including commu- 
nity groups seeking land titles in the Pacific region and 
numerous small NGOs, ranging from production coop- 
eratives through development and education organiza- 
tions to dance and music groups. Formal electoral polit- 
ical parties, for example, the Movimiento Nacional de 
Comunidades Negras, have also emerged. At the same 
time, state initiatives have filtered down to local levels. 
For example, in I996 a Black Affairs division was cre- 
ated as part of the Cali city administration. 

Cali is the third city of Colombia, a large industrial 
centre located in the middle of a rich, heavily capital- 
ized sugarcane-growing region. It has the largest urban 
black population in the country (Urrea I997). Much of 
this black population, often made up of recent migrants, 
lives in the District of Aguablanca, a vast, sprawling 
low-income area that has mostly emerged since the 
I970s to house the huge immigrant population. The 
population of Aguablanca is, on average, younger, 
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blacker, less healthy, poorer, and more afflicted by vio- 
lence than the rest of the city. In a few parts of Agua- 
blanca, immigrant and native-born blacks form a cleai 
majority; other parts are more mixed. Black people also 
live outside Aguablanca: these include domestic ser- 
vants in richer households, better-off blacks, and poor 
blacks living in other low-income areas of the city (Ur- 
rea I997). 

My research focused on the intersections between the 
validation of black culture and identity and the practice 
of dance and music. I wanted to know how much black 
organizations with a focus on black identity as a basi- 
cally political project interacted with groups which had 
a more explicit focus on music and dance. In fact, I had 
to look at three sets of actors, all working in the realm 
of promoting (black) "culture" (usually understood to 
mean aesthetic expressions): (i) the local state, mainly 
at the city level (the Mayor's Office) but also at regional 
level (the government of Valle del Cauca province); 
(2) city- and national-level NGOs, including welfare 
foundations set up by Jesuits, black electoral-political 
movements, black non-electoral political movements, 
small research organizations, promoters of "cultural 
events," and a couple of bands; and (3) community-level 
groups from particular neighbourhoods, including 
bands, dance groups, black NGOs, and other organiza- 
tions. 

To examine these different groups, their agendas, and 
the way in which they work on culture, I will focus ini- 
tially on one community-level group, a rap group which 
also called itself an "ethno-educational and cultural as- 
sociation." It was located in one of the poorest low- 
income settlements in Aguablanca, with some very lit- 
tle-consolidated invasion areas side-by-side with more 
consolidated housing and with a high percentage of 
blacks.8 I will look first at the group itself, then at how 
the state and the higher-level NGOs viewed it. 

THE RAP GROUP 

In I997 when I first met the group-called Ashanty9- 
there were three central members whom I will label F, 
J, and R. As teenagers in the mid-ig8os, these three had 
participated in the usual community tidying and or- 
ganizing projects around annual events such as Christ- 
mas, and this had provided the basis for a very informal 
preliminary group consisting of youngsters getting to- 
gether and chatting. The local community centre 
(which had been set up with funding from the local 

state and national and intemational NGOs plus com- 
munity labour) was open to supporting this sort of ini- 
tiative, but the group remained fairly autonomous and 
began to practice singing and dancing, using rudimen- 
tary instruments such as boxes and buckets. It was all 
autodidactic; no one had training or musical experience. 
Some 2o groups of young people emerged at this time, 
although there was no overall organization. Many 
groups disappeared; others stayed and leaders emerged. 
One was a women's group, and another dealt with drug- 
related problems, but the majority focused on music 
and dance: currulao (traditional styles from the Pacific 
region),'0 reggae, and rap, following Jamaican and U.S. 
styles which reached Cali mainly through the nearby 
Pacific port of Buenaventura. Given the lack of instru- 
ments and musical training, most of the music was a 
cappella or accompanied only by commercially avail- 
able music played on a boom-box. 

In i992 Ashanty emerged out of this background as a 
reggae and rap group with a social and political agenda. 
Members of the group participated in spontaneous rap- 
ping sessions on a main city street, the Ciclovia, that 
was closed off for Sunday recreation. They were regular 
patrons of a bar, Nuestra Herencia (Our Heritage), 
founded by Mario "Rasta" Campaz in I989 as a salsa 
and reggae venue." (By 1997 both the Ciclovia rappers 
and Nuestra Herencia had disappeared, although by 
I998 another Ciclovia scene had re-emerged and Ash- 
anty had, on its own initiative, set up another bar with a 
similar name.) They were avid consumers of Spike Lee's 
films, especially his i992 Malcolm X, and they attended 
workshops run by the national black rights movement, 
Cimarron, picking up information on black leaders such 
as Martin Luther King and Nelson Mandela and leam- 
ing how to organize their own workshops and projects 
(see Wade i995). They had organized a large free rap 
concert in I996 which staged I7 rap groups from all 
over the city as the culmination of a series of workshops 
on everything from vocal technique to the history of 
"hip-hop culture." The venture had been supported by 
the Nuestra Herencia bar, Plan Intemacional (an inter- 
national-aid NGO), Desepaz'2 (a local state develop- 
ment agency), a local theatre group, and the archdiocese 
(which did much of the infrastructural organization). 
During the period of my research, a second concert was 
organized, without the preceding workshops, and it was 
rather rushed, more chaotic, and less successful at at- 
tracting a crowd. 

How did the members of Ashanty work with "cul- 
ture" and identity? On one hand, they lived their cul- 
ture as a way of life in a unified way (which does not 
mean that it formed a unified whole). On the other, they 

8. Census data did not permit an estimate at this neighbourhood 
level, and, in any case, such data would only reveal individuals' 
places of birth (and hence origin in "black areas" such as the Pacific 
region), although this is a useful proxy. However, informal esti- 
mates indicate that perhaps 60-70% of the population of the local- 
ity was black. 
9. This is the group's real name. I use it instead of a pseudonym 
because (a) it is already in the public domain for a performing 
rap group and an ethno-cultural association known across the 
city, (b) it is also in the public realm for academics (see n. i I), and 
(c) when asked the members of the group expressed a wish to have 
the real name of the group in this article. 

io. Within the Pacific region, currulao is heavily African-influ- 
enced style played by a group using a marimba and various drums 
and shakers (see Whitten I986 [I9941, List i980). 
i i. On Ashanty and Mario Campaz, see also Waxer (I997) and Ul- 
loa Sanmiguel (i995). Campaz has created a web page which also 
gives some information: http:\\home.fia.net\ -rasmario. 
i2. Consejeria para de Desarrollo, la Seguridad y La Paz (Advisory 
Board on Development, Security, and Peace). 
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were constantly involved with producing representa- 
tions of their culture as an object, a set of symbols of 
their lives and the lives of others. It would be wrong to 
see this tension as a straightforward opposition between 
an "authentic" local unity and a fragmented and alien- 
ated society, because the tension existed within the 
group and its locality as part of members' everyday ex- 
perience in a capitalist and alienated society. Black cul- 
ture and identity were paramount for them, although 
they also focused on general social problems (poverty, 
education, violence, drugs) as these affected their barrio. 
The problem of racism was central and not reducible to 
a problem of class. As one of them said, "A non-black 
person can put on good clothes and go to Sixth Avenue 
[a middle-class areal and s/he passes. You [a black per- 
son] can put on the best gear in the world and you face 
the same problem [of rejection]." They complained that 
the church and many of the NGOs with which they 
dealt did not admit that there was a problem of racism. 
Black culture was thus not simply aesthetic expression 
and style but also the experience of racism. 

This emphasis was evident in their promotion of rap, 
reggae, and raggamuffin music as part of what they 
called "hip-hop culture." Two of them had dreadlocks 
and often wore rasta colours. Rap and reggae, especially 
raggamuffin, were vital parts of their world and their 
self-image. One said that it had been an attractive reve- 
lation for them in rap videos "to see a black person tell- 
ing others to respect him; and to see that it was a well- 
off black, and not just well-dressed, but well-off! That 
was what one needed to see. The musical part, the 
rhythm, was important, but more so what one saw." 
Another added, "And the rhythm is aggressive, and one 
identifies with that. That rhythm, that beat, it's what 
one lives, that little beat. Then the beat gets inside you, 
not only through your ears but also through your pores, 
because it's something you sweat." 

Their view of black identity was both lived and ob- 
jectified in relation to an Afrocentrism similar in some 
respects to that found in the U.S. context. They wrote 
a proposal for a series of workshops entitled "Rights of 
Afro-Colombian Communities" which covered topics 
such as "Our African Origins," "Origins of African 
Rhythms," and "Contribution of Blacks to the Con- 
struction of Colombia." In discussing the outline for 
the African-origins workshop, N forcefully proposed the 
idea that everything had been bom in Africa. Humanity 
had originated there, hence all culture had originated 
there, including all musical rhythms. My suggestion 
that this telescoped history and ignored long-term pro- 
cesses of cultural diversification made little impact on 
his point of view. For him, reggae, rap, currulao, rhythm 
and blues, salsa-just to mention the most obvious- 
were all basically African, connected by a continuous 
historical thread. 

Ashanty members thus Africanized their culture 
with a kind of generic, globalized and commodified Af- 
ricanness available to them through global circuits of 
exchange. A central hang-out for Ashanty was a barbers' 
shop located near the barrio and run by two black men, 

neither of whom lived there. The symbols on the walls 
included reggae stars (Bob Marley, Lucky Dube), black 
U.S. rappers (Public Enemy), and black U.S. basketball 
stars (Michael Jordan). One of the Ashanty members 
worked there cutting hair, and he also turned his hand 
to decorating the exterior of the place, painting "Pelu- 
queria Africa" (Africa Hairdressers) in Rasta colours on 
the wall. There was also, at one time, an outline map 
of Africa painted on a wall. Identity here was being built 
on a perceived continuity of black resistance in the 
Americas and the Caribbean, stretching back to Africa. 
Ashanty members' objectifications of hip-hop culture, 
contained, for example, in the proposals for workshops 
submitted to funding bodies, were constructed in rela- 
tion to powerful global representations of blackness, 
shaped by consumer fashion and by the dominant crite- 
ria for an acceptable project proposal. They were avail- 
ing themselves of elements located in the public sphere 
and defined by hegemonic forms in order to achieve 
more control over their own lives. 

But this was not a collage made from anything and 
everything: only some things available in the globalized 
circuits were easily accessible to Ashanty and, more im- 
portant, only some things appealed to its members as 
historically relevant to their local and personal situa- 
tions, their practical engagement with their worlds. The 
relation between living out a black identity in a barrio 
in Cali and representing it for wider circuits helped de- 
fine both the representations and the lived identity. The 
spontaneous nature of rap and its low-tech possibilities 
suited them and other poor urban blacks. Its identifica- 
tion-and that of reggae-with black autonomy and 
protest and with youth fitted their ideas about the in- 
justice and inequality they lived. The continuities that 
N talked of in his Afrocentric view of history were re- 
lated to personal continuities. For him, salsa, reggae, 
and rap were all connected in his own life. Talking of 
early experiences with music, he mentioned the impor- 
tance of "that beat, that heavy beat which always 
marked my things." The representational meaning of 
these musics as youth-oriented, rebellious, and linked 
to black artists was inseparable, for him, from the em- 
bodied experience of his listening and dancing to them. 
His growing of dreadlocks, starting in the early I99OS, 
is a good example of an embodied engagement which is 
at once material and symbolic, a process of work- 
which went from an Afro hairstyle through "relaxed" 
Michael-Jackson-style hair in late-ig8os fashion to the 
addition of small plaits-in which transnational cir- 
cuits of representations informed a personal and collec- 
tive social project of living a culture as a way of life. 

Ashanty members were clearly "constructing" a cul- 
tural identity as a lived reality, a way of being in and 
experiencing the world. They were also, in the purpose- 
ful way that the metaphor of construction suggests, 
making something that could be represented, outlined 
in project proposals to funding bodies, and presented to 
Dther young people in workshops. There was a constant 
movement between these modalities of culture, both of 
them feeding off elements of transnational, mass-media 
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consumerist circuits; objectifications aimed at conquer- 
ing resources in the public sphere and the lived embod- 
ied experience of being poor black males in Cali fed into 
each other in a struggle to gain control and subjectivity 
and to make that subjectivity itself (e.g., Africanness or 
hip-hop culture) a public resource in Colombian society 
rather than an aberrant private one. 

One feature that struck me in spending time with 
Ashanty (and other groups in the barrios of Aguablanca) 
was the hard work involved in making an identity. This 
work involved talking, thinking, writing project propos- 
als, hawking them round the local govemment, church, 
and NGO circuits, organizing events, singing, dancing, 
writing lyrics, and sweating the beat out through their 
pores. All these activities interlocked to form a unity of 
experience in which symbolic and material aspects are 
impossible to separate. All of them were cultural, by 
definition; all of them were necessarily political in that 
they were part of a way of life lived in the shadow of 
poverty, racism, and violence. At the same time, they 
were partly directed towards producing representations 
of this unity of experience which necessarily had to be- 
come disembodied and dislocated from that unity in or- 
der to achieve the required effect with the Mayor's Of- 
fice or the city NGOs. 

The members of Ashanty spent a lot of time knocking 
on the doors of various agencies of the city administra- 
tion, the church, and NGOs to fund projects that they 
wrote up on a word-processor in the local hospital. They 
worked in what one NGO worker called the "project 
culture," a circuit in which every group had to know 
how to prepare a project which it could then fire at 
NGOs, local state departments, and visiting academics. 
At a very local level, the equivalent of this work in- 
cluded such exercises as getting together all the rap and 
dance groups in the barrio to talk about hip-hop culture 
and to try to organize workshops leading up to the I997 

rap concert. These attempts were fraught with effort: 
notifying everyone, getting the keys to the community 
centre rooms, making sure no one else had it booked, 
finding a video machine and/or tape recorder and set- 
ting it up. I attended several unproductive meetings of 
this kind at which the three main members of Ashanty 
would complain to the others, "You're the ones who've 
got to do the work as well." They were attempting pre- 
cisely to make hip-hop culture a more integral part of 
the others' daily lived reality, all these young people al- 
ready rapped and danced to some degree, but they had 
to be integrated into the organization of these activities. 
These meetings were, from one point of view, "purely 
symbolic"-the more so since they often failed to ac- 
complish anything concrete. Yet, from another point of 
view, they involved an active engagement-work 
which had multiple effects. The room slowly filled up 
as each person or small group arrived. Handshakes were 
exchanged, connections were made, people located 
themselves in relation to each other and to the barrio as 
a whole as they occupied the centre of the community. 

While I was in Cali, Ashanty organized a Sport, Mu- 
sic, and Beer Day in the barrio. This consisted of setting 

up a sound system (their own) in an open space usually 
used for soccer games, buying cases of beer and soft 
drinks on credit from a local wholesaler, and organizing 
a half-day soccer tournament and evening rumba 
(party). This event drew a mostly local black crowd, 
male and female, and it was, in an important sense, a 
statement of identity: This is who we are (young, 
black), this is the music we like (rap, reggae, and salsa). 
It was the creation of a public place of blackness/youth 
in a whitened city. But, as many geographers have 
pointed out, the creation of place is something that 
takes investment, and this investment comes from liv- 
ing-being, working-in a place.'3 This barrio "cultural 
event" represented hip-hop culture, but it also was that 
culture, involving many different activities which all 
evoked meaning and were material. The infrastructural 
work consisted of selling the beer, putting on the rec- 
ords, and doing all the things required to get the show 
on the road: negotiating with the drinks wholesaler, 
finding ice to cool the beer, bringing the sound system 
from another barrio (which threatened to torpedo the 
entire plan until I offered to pay the taxi fare). Every 
task instantiated, through evocation and enactment, 
the economic and power relations that existed between 
the organizers and the beer wholesalers, between them 
and other helpers in the barrio, between them and me. 
Like the meetings in the community centre, the event 
brought people together-locating them in relation to 
each other and the barrio and engaging them in hip-hop 
culture through the very actively embodied mode of 
sport and dancing, both of which required not only 
physical exertion but physical preparation (dressing up, 
putting make-up on, etc.). From Ashanty's point of 
view, the event was at once an expressive statement 
and an organizational form. Given the difficulty of or- 
ganizing youngsters in the barrio into workshops, and 
so on, they saw a party such as this as an important 
event, bringing people together and showing them that 
it could be done. My point is that a division between 
the material and the symbolic or a residual, short-hand 
split between culture and politics does not work when 
we see the event as part of a lived hip-hop culture. 

Yet the possibility of the event's being a disembodied, 
dislocated piece of culture was also always there. First, 
the means used to produce the event were part of mass 
consumer culture-the sporting competition, the com- 
mercial music, the dreadlocked rappers exhorting the 
crowd to buy beer in a style easily recognizable from 
mass media advertising-and were doubtless taken as 
such by many of the participants. Second, this type of 
event had been the object of previous (unsuccessful) ap- 
plications to the Mayor's Office for funding by Ashanty 
members. Third, N told me that afterward some people 
gossiped that Ashanty had made plenty of money from 

I3. Marxist geographers (e.g., Harvey i982, Massey I984) have em- 
phasized the successive accumulation of layers of infrastructure- 
but also social relations-which enable and constrain change. Phe- 
nomenologist geographers and archaeologists (e.g., Tuan I977, Til- 
ley I994) have emphasized human engagement with the meanings 
of place in a dynamic relation with the natural environment. 
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the event, implying that the whole thing had just been 
a business operation. The event was indeed intended to 
raise money to sustain the operation of Ashanty, but 
this was subject to different readings: the simple selling 
of commodified culture or the underwriting of an entire 
cultural project. 

The organization of a citywide rap concert which 
took place on August I7, I997, illustrated the unified 
nature of material and symbolic concerns in Ashanty 
cultural identity and more widely the hip-hop culture 
they lived but also the possibility of disaggregating that 
unity. There was less support for the concert than in the 
previous year; the archdiocese was the main contribu- 
tor, although there was some support from a local paper 
(in the form of advertising), from a brewing company, 
from a member of the Movimiento Nacional de Comu- 
nidades Negras, and from me. In the end, the event took 
place with a smaller sound system than promised. The 
turnout was small (well under i,ooo), and not much 
money was made. The event was, like the Sport, Music, 
and Beer Day, a sort of unity: the work of organizing, 
getting money, singing, dancing, dressing up in hip-hop- 
style clothing and hairstyles (for both audience and per- 
formers), and getting together in one place was simulta- 
neously a material and a symbolic activity. However, in 
a demonstration that the unity of human activity is in 
constant tension with its fragmentation, the event of 
course displayed all the trappings of a standard com- 
modified sale of "popular culture," and this commodi- 
fication intruded in the form of conflicts over money. 
The last act was two black rappers, and the sound sys- 
tem kept breaking down during their performance. The 
whole thing wound down amid recriminations from 
them and accusations that Ashanty was pocketing 
money that should have been distributed among the 
performers. The unity of the activity was subject to dif- 
ferent readings which merged or separated the material 
and the symbolic: from one point of view, hip-hop cul- 
ture was being promoted; from another viewpoint, Ash- 
anty was just exploiting its fellow rappers. 

In this light, the comment of F after the rap concert is 
revealing. He pointed out that for the first time in Cali, 
people had paid to see rap performed live (previously en- 
try had been free). This, for him, was much more than 
an index of commercial possibilities; it was an expres- 
sion of the unity of human activity and of Ashanty iden- 
tity. People had paid for a dose of cultural identity: they 
had used their own (or their parents') hard-earned re- 
sources to participate in hip-hop culture as a whole 
rather than just purchasing a product. In his view, this 
alone made the event a success. "Paying for" may, for 
him, be similar to "working in." For others it may sim- 
ply mean exactly that commodification-and, indeed, 
for F himself that meaning existed in constant tension 
with his alternative. 

This tension was illustrated in my own relations with 
Ashanty members. They were aware of being open to 
being used by researchers whose efforts fed into per- 
sonal career development in a more or less commodi- 
fled market of knowledge. Therefore it was important 

for them and for me that there be some reciprocity in 
our relations. They asked me for information that 
would sustain their struggle for cultural identity, and I 
and a colleague, Fernando Urrea, who was heading a 
large research project on black migrants to the city, con- 
ducted a workshop with them in which Fernando pre- 
sented some results of the project and I discussed with 
them issues of race, class, and black identity. I promised 
to send them relevant materials from the U.K. I also 
made a hard-cash input into their rap concert, and this 
precipitated an interesting moment. Handshaking had 
always been a confused interaction in our meetings and 
Dne which usually labelled me as a non-member. 
Amongst rappers the typical handshake was a meeting 
Df closed fists, knuckle to knuckle. To me they offered 
a standard handshake, palm to palm. Other rappers, not 
knowing who or what I was, might offer me a fist as I 
affered them an open palm; I would then make a fist as 
they opened their palm. After the offer of money, how- 
ever, one of the Ashanty crew deliberately offered me 
his closed fist, saying, "Now you're in with the hard 
guys." I had made a contribution to their enterprise: 
that contribution could be glossed as simply material, 
X commodity, perhaps buying my way into the data 
needed for my own project, or it could be glossed as par- 
ticipation in a way of life, partaking if only momen- 
tarily and on the fringes in their cultural identity. The 
irony in the gesture and the comment recognized the 
imbiguity of my action. 

A second feature that struck me in working with Ash- 
mnty was that class issues were continually on the 
igenda despite the group's overt concern with black 
identity. Ashanty had the reputation of being "racist" 
imong some other young blacks I spoke with-mem- 
bers of other bands, workers in city NGOs, etc. That is, 
its members were thought to talk too much about rac- 
ism, to be too concerned with blackness and African 
roots and too "sensitive" about race. Yet in their dis- 
Sourse and their social relations there was a strong ele- 
nent of concern with class. While they had a song 

Salled "Negro ioo%" which affirmed black identity and 
;olidarity, the song lyrics -to "Dispara" (Shoot) were 
ibout exploitation and bad treatment at work, about 
?overty and violence as a response to it. Much of what 
.hey talked about was the lack of services in their bar- 
rio-the lack of state attention, education, and health 
.are-and the violence visited on it by the police. The 
)arrio had a majority black population, but it also had a 
,ubstantial minority of non-blacks. Added to this, their 
liscourse addressed the whole of Aguablanca, not just 
;heir own barrio. There was a certain ambiguity in their 
liscourse between race and class. 

From the perspective elaborated above, this is per- 
ectly logical. Racism and the more general problems of 

)overty and violence were experienced in a unified way, 
iot separable into problems of "race" and "class" or 
dentity and material resources. This recalls Hall's oft- 
luoted phrase that "race is the modality in which class 
s 'lived' " (I980:340). I think this is valid in a general 
;ense, but it does suggest that race is (surface) form, 
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while class is (underlying) substance. I would suggest 
that experience is lived in a unified way but in constant 
tension with objectifications which fragment experi- 
ence into components of race and class. This may be 
done by people reflecting on their own experience in 
particular (hierarchized) social contexts or by analysts. 
struggling with theoretical problematics (two sets of 
actors in a reflexive relation). In the case of Ashanty, 
the overall context was urban Colombia, where there is 
a lack of strict segregation along racial lines that is also 
characteristic of other areas of Afro-Latin America and 
what I have called the coexistence of blackness and race 
mixture, discrimination and accommodation (Wade 
I993). This militates against defining experience exclu- 
sively in terms of racial identities. 

At a more specific level, the problems of putting to- 
gether a cultural identity, an ethno-educational and cul- 
tural association, or a rap gig brought Ashanty members 
together with other rappers who were doing the same 
thing and who were either not black or black but much 
less concerned with Afro or black identity. For example, 
the Cali Rap Cartel, a loose collection of rap groups 
whose most prominent members were a black man and 
a mestizo man, used all the classic U.S. rap imagery and 
styles, but the focus of their lyrics and concerns was 
social problems shared by all low-income dwellers in 
Cali: poverty, violence, unemployment, etc. Yet various 
groups from the Cartel played in the rap concert orga- 
nized by Ashantr and were active in the preparations 
leading up to it. Ashanity's project was not limited to its 
immediate members but extended to others seen as like 
themselves (with "likeness" construable in flexible 
ways, such that similar poverty might override non- 
blackness or similar blackness might override gender'4 
difference or, most important, similar attachment to 
hip-hop culture might override a variety of differences). 

In short, although Ashanty members dealt in essen- 
tialism in constructing their cultural identity, it was an 
essentialism that in practice was non-exclusive because 
their insistence on racism and blackness was constantly 
combined with everyday class issues that they dealt 
with in the lived experience of their identity and that 
brought them into common cause with others. An em- 
phasis on the representational aspects of their identity, 
uprooted from everyday experience, foregrounded Afro- 

centrism and difference; an emphasis on the lived unity 
of their identity foregrounded common experiences. 
This emphasis on the practical impact and context of 
essentialist constructions (whether seen as consciously 
"strategic" or not) helps avoid the impasse created by 
automatic condemnations of essentialism as negative 
(see Hale I997:578; Monson I997; Wade I995). 

THE LOCAL STATE AND FORMAL NGOS 

The local state and some formal NGOs (i.e., ones work- 
ing at a citywide or national level) shared Ashanty's 
concern with culture as an important site of action but 
tended to understand culture as aesthetic expressions, 
as something separate from politics, or simply as a com- 
modity. The band had contacts with the Mayor's Of- 
fice's Special Groups section, which had subsections 
dealing with youth, blacks, senior citizens, and disabled 
people. Ashanty had requested money from the Blacks 
and Youth subsections but had been turned down; the 
section's director said that it did not fund parties. It did, 
however, fund other rap bands and dance groups which 
it saw as being better organized and more stable than 
Ashanty. Money invested in them was seen as paying 
dividends in terms of getting young people involved, 
keeping them off the streets, away from drugs, crime, 
and violence, and "developing" them into good urban 
citizens. The idea was not to invest in a whole way of 
life in which "culture" and "politics" were unified but 
rather to abstract individuals out of politics by involv- 
ing them in "culture." It seemed to me that the notion 
of "culture" implied here was restricted to artistic and 
perhaps sporting activity and, moreover, to something 
that had solidity and continuity (cf. Clifford I988) and 
was not too radical in its expression of racial identity. 
The Sport, Music, and Beer Days that Ashanty orga- 
nized did not meet the requirements of this "culture": 
they just seemed like parties. Although the I996 rap 
concert had received funding from Desepaz, the 1997 

one did not: it seemed too "disorganized." The fact that 
Ashanty's identity was built around music and style 
channelled the group towards the Mayor's Office's con- 
cern with culture, but it also meant that its activities 
could be discounted as ephemera. The anarchic nature 
of rap, which allowed groups to form around a boom- 
box and a couple of microphones and to dissolve as eas- 
ily, was an attraction for Ashanty and its hip-hop cul- 
ture, but it also worked against it in the eyes of the 
Mayor's Office. 

The Mayor's Office did, for example, fund a group 
called Black Scorpions, led by a young black man who 
was a fan of the more mainstream Michael Jackson, MC 
Hammer, and Vanilla Ice rather than the more radical 
Public Enemy, The Fugees, and Cypress Hill favoured 
by Ashanty. He was president of an NGO operating 
in Aguablanca called Cultural Network, which was 
founded and still mainly run by a white man from Bo- 
gota' and funded by the regional state and international 
NGOs. Its central activity was organizing an annual 
carnival-like spectacle called the Feria de Culturas and 

I4. All the members of Ashanty were men. There were female orga- 
nizations in the barrio, including one founded by black women 
which later included non-blacks and focused primarily on women's 
health issues and gender relations within the family. There were 
also all-female dance groups, although the ones I knew were 
formed of young girls and directed by men. Most rap groups in Cali 
were male; there were a few black female rap groups which on oc- 
casion addressed issues of sexism, although not, in my experience, 
in direct relation to black activism. Thus there were hints that the 
gender dynamics of black rap groups and black activism were bi- 
ased along the lines suggested by hooks (I98I) for the U.S.A. How- 
ever, black social movements in Colombia in general are often 
aware of these problems, and black women are active in such 
movements (see Pedrosa et al. I996, Rojas I996). Also, I did not 
observe in Ashanty the overt masculinization of blackness that 
hooks comments on, although among other rappers in Cali the 
close imitation of some U.S. black rappers did raise this problem. 
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helping other groups in the barrios to mount similar 
smaller-scale "cultural" events. From this perspective, 
rap and other styles of music and dance were more cul- 
tural productions or objects than ways of life. Perhaps 
in line with this, the Cultural Network played down 
the race issue, separating the experience of racism from 
music and "culture." Ashanty, in contrast, offended the 
head of the Youth section of the Mayor's Office by crit- 
icizing as "racist" her use of the term aguas negras (lit- 
erally "black waters," i.e., sewage). 

Through its Cultural Office, the Mayor's Office also 
funded the Asociacion Cultural Juventud Unida (United 
Youth Cultural Association), a youth group which em- 
braced rap groups, salsa and rock bands, and folkloric 
dance groups. It was run by a black man and had a 
mixed if predominantly black membership. In I997 this 
man ran for a position on a local administrative board, 
and I attended his campaign launch. Under a banner 
reading Al rescate de nuestra identidad cultural (For 
the recovery of our cultural identity)-which did not 
make clear to whom "our" referred-several main- 
stream politicians pledged their support after renderings 
of the national and city anthems. There followed pre- 
sentations by a series of groups, including African 
Power (a rap group, radical in lyrics and style), a band 
specializing in Michael Jackson and mainstream meren- 
gue imitations, sequinned and spangled salsa dancers 
(in keeping with Cali's public image as the Colombian 
capital of salsa), a brass band (used in party-political 
electioneering since the i gth century), and a rock group. 
In sum, this much more mainstream group, linked to 
traditional clientelistic party politics, was supported by 
the Mayor's Office in preference to Ashanty. 

The culture that Ashanty was creating did not mea- 
sure up to the standards of the local state. It seemed to 
them too black, too disorganized, and too ephemeral: it 
was not objectified and commodified enough to pay the 
right dividends. For the Mayor's Office, as for Ashanty, 
culture was a target for investment. For Ashanty, the 
investment was in terms of its activities as a whole, and 
the pay-off would be hip-hop culture and black identity 
as respected, autonomous cultures; for the Mayor's Of- 
fice the pay-off was citizens who were cultos (cultured, 
well-mannered, well-trained). It might fund aspects of 
"black culture," but only for the right result. Ashanty 
members themselves were not averse to being "citi- 
zens," but this had to include a notion of blackness and 
even Africanness, elements which were marginalized 
by the Mayor's Office. 

The Mayor's Office's view was shared by some of the 
larger-scale NGOs that also funded "culture." For ex- 
ample, the Corporacion Juan Bosco, a Jesuit-funded 
NGO, had various social work programmes and youth 
clubs in Aguablanca and also funded rap groups, mainly 
the Cali Rap Cartel. In my experience, the CJB had a 
good reputation in Aguablanca and was seen to perform 
valuable services. In some respects, the view of culture 
adopted by the CJB was similar to that of the local state. 
In a document outlining a funding proposal for taking 
over a Desepaz educational programme directed at 

"high-risk youth," the CJB laid out plans for "cultural" 
activities which were almost all artistic and sporting 
(Corporacion Juan Bosco I997). Crucially, they talked of 
culture as "the anteroom of our task in the popular sec- 
tors," that is, as a way into something else, something 
deeper. One had to invest in culture in order to get a 
pay-off at a deeper level (resolution of crime, violence, 
drug addiction, etc.). 

Conclusions 

We need to see cultural production as both a unified 
process in which the material and the symbulic are in 
principle inseparable and a process of objectification 
and commodification carried out in different ways ac- 
cording to different views and agendas. By doing so we 
can push farther the advances in theorizing social 
movements that have been made by scholars who chal- 
lenge conventional divisions between culture and poli- 
tics. This approach to the nature of cultural identity 
helps reconcile practice-centred and discourse-centred 
approaches (Monson I997:272) not by simply combin- 
ing them but by seeing practice as inherently meaning- 
ful and discourse as materially grounded. The unified 
work people do by being in the world is the basis for 
their objectifications of culture, which tend to divide 
unity into two aspects and to privilege symbols. It is 
common for subordinate groups to see their identities 
and cultures as "things," but this exists in tension with 
a view of cultures as ways of life in which what they do 
and what they say are part of the same process. The 
strong pressures of a commodified and alienated world 
to see cultures and cultural identities as representa- 
tions-meanings and expressions which are understood 
as separable from material work, practice, and action- 
are pressures from which anthropologists are not im- 
mune but can be counterbalanced by a more inclusive 
approach. 

In the Cali case study everyone, from Ashanty 
through large-scale NGOs to the local state, agrees to 
some extent on the nature of culture. Everyone wants 
to work on, talk about, and find money to improve, de- 
velop, and encourage culture. As the title of one of 
Strathem's essays has it: "The nice thing about culture 
is that everyone has it" (Strathem I995). Behind this 
shared premise of sameness, there are perceived cul- 
tural differences (youth culture, black culture, hip-hop 
culture, etc.) which, once their potentially problematic 
nature has been defused, can be cultivated and pro- 
moted in a "multicultural" society. Deeper, however, 
there are differences in the goals of different actors: to 
promote cultures as ways of life or to promote "cul- 
tural" (artistic) activities as an apolitical salve for prob- 
lems of an "anti-social" nature. The versions of "cul- 
ture," cultural identity, and Cali itself that fit most 
neatly with dominant views are those that find funding; 
other versions are marginalized. 

In practice, this means that, as several critics have ob- 
served (Fox and Stamn I997:9; Hale I997:57I), identity 
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politics has continuities with the politics of class. Of 
course, workers and peasants are no longer the central 
actors they once were, and a host of new identities and 
the concept of identity itself have become politically 
significant. But it is only when the politics of identity 
or the politics of culture is drawn into a view of "cul- 
ture" as symbolic products alone that it seems to retreat 
into discourse and class issues become masked (Hol- 
linger I997; Marable I995:chap. I6; Winant I993). 
When the possibility is raised of living culture, land, 
and territory as a unity-as many minority groups 
claim to live them-it seems more difficult to charge 
identity politics with neglecting basic issues of class. 
Dominant forces in the societies in which these groups 
live are intent on fragmenting that unity-divorcing 
culture from politics from economics from religion and 
so on (or blacks from youth from the disabled from se- 
nior citizens, as in the case of the Cali Mayor's Office's 
Special Groups section). Minority groups are perforce 
drawn into these ways of hegemonic thinking about 
their own activities, although with different ends in 
view. Anthropology has been predisposed both to con- 
test such fragmentation-focusing on culture as a way 
of life-and to reproduce it by studying culture as a set 
of products and even equating it with representation. 
Part of the politics of culture is recognizing the political 
implications of culture as a unity and understanding its 
contradictory coexistence with culture as object and 
commodity. 

Comments 

MICHIEL BAUD 

Department of Latin American Studies, University of 
Leiden, The Netherlands (BA UD@pcmail. 
LeidenUniv.nl). i 6 iv 99 

Anthropology has come a long way from the empirical 
comfort of ethnographic community studies and 
straightforward fieldwork. In the past few decades it has 
become more of a metanarrative questioning of many 
of the foundations of anthropological knowledge, as 
much a reflexive as an empirical discipline. This volte- 
face has resulted in fascinating new insights and inno- 
vative research and cultural reflexivity, but it has also 
had its drawbacks in an extreme inward-looking ten- 
dency and obscurantist language which is barely under- 
standable to noninitiates. Besides valuable insights, I 
unfortunately see both these flaws reflected in Wade's 
article, in which theory and empirical data remain 
largely disconnected. 

If I understand him correctly, Wade wants to show 
that cultural expressions should be considered as both 
representations and praxis, that the "material" is insep- 
arable from the "symbolic," and that culture should be 
approached as an inclusive concept without losing sight 
of the fragmentation of it which is, in his view, the re- 

sult of capitalism. Reading the article, I was not always 
able to distinguish between the first two points. Some- 
times "material" really means the material world (Ray- 
mond Willianis's "steel bolt") or at least the difference 
between a focus on identity and one on resources. In 
other instances, it seems to refer to strategic action in 
contrast to reflection and the construction of meaning. 
At the end of his theoretical introduction it becomes 
clear that Wade is trying to find an answer to the ques- 
tion raised in his elegant book on ethnic relations in 
Latin America. Whereas anthropologists stress the con- 
structed nature of (ethnic) identities, activists often 
resort to straightforward essentialism to support their 
social and political struggle. Wade holds that this appar- 
ent contradiction exists only in the minds of anthropol- 
ogists, being basically the result of their artificial con- 
trast between meaning and praxis. He argues that in 
attempts to gain control over culture and meaning "cul- 
ture becomes more than just a representation; it is also 
a way of life." I do not think that anyone would want 
to contradict him on this issue! 

Wade's work has been justifiably praised, but this ar- 
ticle makes me somewhat uneasy. Almost half of it is 
devoted to theoretical discussions with his fellow an- 
thropologists, and this sophisticated theoretical exer- 
cise is only loosely connected to his fieldwork material 
from Cali. It would perhaps have been better if he had 
presented it as a separate article or, alternatively, sum- 
marized his theoretical considerations in a few pages. 
Had he done so, the article would have been much more 
balanced. I am convinced that his motives are sincere 
and commendable, but the imbalance between the 
heavy theorizing and the presentation of a rather shal- 
low empirical case study here makes me uncomfort- 
able. The community in Cali and Ashanty do not really 
play a part in the article. They are the odd-men-out in 
the great academic ball game of anthropologists, objects 
whose only purpose seems to be to serve as arguments 
in the anthropologist's reflexive thinking. Of course, 
Wade's article demonstrates that they are not passive 
victims. This becomes all too clear in the ways in 
which they manage to take (financial) advantage of his 
presence. He shows that these young men are quite able 
to act in a socially and ethnically unequal but basically 
open society. They defend their interests with prag- 
matic, open-ended strategies that are well suited to the 
fragmented and contradictory circumstances in which 
they arise. Wade is at his best as a sharp and empathic 
observer of the construction of identities and the way 
these identities are expressed in contemporary Colom- 
bia. It is in this realm (his favorite) that the article is 
most stimulating. He shows how the global processes 
of signification have direct but constantly shifting in- 
fluences on local cultures. In this way, globalization 
provides-often in contradictory ways-the elements 
for new forms of culture and identity politics. 

These contradictions are revealed very clearly when 
we consider the commodification of these new local 
cultures. Wade's case study suggests that the value of 
culture and identity is increasingly translated into mon- 
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etary terms. In the situation in Cali that he has studied, 
identity politics is as much the result of global culture 
as of the commodification of that culture. Culture and 
cultural expressions there have acquired a value which 
is generated by a cultural market on a world scale. Wade 
suggests that "paying for culture" may indicate the 
struggle to retain a unity of human activity and cannot 
simply be equated with commodification. However, it 
is impossible to draw such a definitive conclusion from 
his scarce empirical data. His examples may just as well 
indicate the unavoidable influence of the present-day 
market economy and the complex intertwining of iden- 
tity and the market in present-day Latin America. The 
paradox is that the commodification of culture on a 
global scale can become the basis for new identity poli- 
tics. It may sound unfair, but instead of his lengthy cri- 
tique on the dualism of discourse and practice I would 
have preferred a more profound analysis of this paradox- 
ical relationship between local identity creation and 
cultural commodification on a global scale. 

ARTURO ESCOBAR 

Department of Anthropology, University of 
Massachusetts, Amherst, Mass. 01003, U.S.A. 
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In I984 Sherry Ortner, in her widely discussed article 
"Theory in Anthropology since the Sixties," argued for 
a new focus on practice as a productive approach to the 
dialectic of structure and agency, system and practice. 
The I980s ended up being not about practice but about 
representation and textuality-themselves particular 
types of practice, although not of the kind that Ortner 
had most in mind. Less encompassing than Ortner's, 
Peter Wade's well-thought-out argument revisits some- 
what similar issues, although this time focusing on the 
dialectic of discourse and practice; to this extent, the 
article could well have been entitled "Working Culture: 
Theory in Anthropology since the Eighties." And 
whereas the symbolic anthropology, cultural ecology, 
and political economy of the I960s and 1970S consti- 
tuted the background of Ortner's piece, in Wade's case 
it is theories of identity, social movements, and phe- 
nomenological conceptions of culture that are scruti- 
nized or summoned in support of a renewed call to over- 
come the binarisms that have plagued Western social 
theory for decades. These binarisms, between the mate- 
rial and the symbolic, production and signification, rep- 
resentation and practice, structure and agency, and so 
forth, continue to hamper our attempts at constructing 
a more clairvoyant social theory practice, one that is 
less complicit with the fragmenting processes of capital 
and culture that rely on the same binarisms for their he- 
gemony. Wade's argument is powerful and original, its 
originality arising in part from the unprecedented con- 
nections it makes and in part from its focus on a ne- 
glected issue in contemporary theory, namely, the con- 
cept of work. Although a fuller consideration of what 
has gone under the bridge since Ortner's article and of 

the best attempts at overcoming the endemic binarisms 
just mentioned (for instance, in the work of Laclau and 
Mouffe) would require a more substantial treatment be- 
yond the scope of the paper, Wade's contribution is im- 
portant and deserves to be widely read and discussed. 

A key aspect of his argument is his return to the con- 
cept of the "necessary unity" of human activity, draw- 
ing on an apparently disparate set of sources (Marxist, 
poststructuralist, phenomenological) that he neverthe- 
less manages to place in creative conversation. It could 
be said that the argument only partly succeeds at this 
level, since in asserting how people's activities form 
"an interlocking unity of experience in which symbolic 
and material aspects are impossible to separate," the 
unity that is assumed reproduces the split in the very 
enunciation of what it is about (and it does not help to 
say that these dimensions are "not inherent in the ob- 
ject of analysis itself" if the analytic distinction is 
maintained). This seems to be still an inescapable con- 
dition, one that phenomenology seeks to work through, 
I believe, in a more hopeful way than Marxism or post- 
structuralism (although this latter has made strides in 
this direction, it has admittedly fallen short of its 
claims). But for Wade, rightly, this is not the only im- 
portant aspect of working out the tension between dis- 
course and practice or between the unity and the frag- 
mentation of life. More important is the perpetual 
tendency to disaggregate that unity-a tendency fos- 
tered by processes of commodification exacerbated by 
globalism and one to which we anthropologists fall prey 
despite our best intentions-that is, the existence of a 
constant tension between unity and fragmentation and 
between lived, inalienable cultural experience and ob- 
jectified culture. He substantiates these claims ele- 
gantly through his ethnographic case of black cultural 
groups in poor urban neighborhoods of Cali. 

Wade's argument is passionate and compelling. I 
would only caution against a certain tendency to econo- 
mize culture reflected in the suggestion that the objecti- 
fication that subaltem groups make of their own cul- 
ture is primarily fostered by a view of culture as 
commodity. Are identities not also produced by non- 
capitalist and noncommodified processes? Although it 
is true that oppressed minorities, when mobilized polit- 
ically, tend to construct identities that have some com- 
modity functions and that these identities are con- 
structed through work processes, and bearing in mind 
that "'local culture' is a global product produced on a 
global stage right from the start," it is also true, I believe 
(at least when looking at similar processes among black 
and indigenous groups in more rural settings), that iden- 
tities are also supported by place-based practices- 
work, economic, ecological practices, for instance- 
that cannot be fully reduced to the logic of the commod- 
ity, transnational cultural flows, or "the global." To 
account for these noneconomistic and noncapitalistic 
modes of identity construction it might be necessary to 
disconnect work from the commodity, to reembed the 
economy in culture, and to take into account the phe- 
nomenological claim to locate power and politics in ex- 
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perience ana not oniy in structures ot domination. l his 
is to say that a more comprehensive theory of work 
would require not only working out the tension be- 
tween discourse and practice but also transcending the 
capitalocentrism and economism that continue to af- 
fect our frameworks (see Graham I996 for a critique of 
capitalocentrism in Marxism and political economy). 
Wade suggests at some points that there are modes of 
objectification of culture that might not be processes of 
commodification, that political struggle is also about 
gaining a sense of subjectivity that goes beyond an ob- 
jectified sense of culture, and that work produces and 
proceeds through powerful effects of groundedness and 
embodiment. These aspects, it seems to me, remain un- 
dertheorized in contrast to the elements of commodifi- 
cation, fragmentation, and the like. A fully worked-out 
theory of work predicated on the unity of human experi- 
ence would have to be ba7sed on a more balanced ac- 
count of all of these aspects. I look forward to Wade's 
future explorations in these directions. They should be 
part of a "theory in anthropology since the eighties" ap- 
propriate to the early years of the 2ist century. Impor- 
tant elements for this retrospective and prospective 
look are already presaged in his constructive and in- 
sightful contribution. 

JEAN MUTEBA RAHIER 
African-New World Studies and Department of 
Sociology and Anthropology, Florida International 
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The ethnographic case study analyzed by Wade well il- 
lustrates his argument about the "need to see cultural 
production as both a unified process in which the mate- 
rial and the symbolic are, in principle, inseparable and 
a process of objectification and commodification carried 
out in different ways according to different views and 
agendas." This piece adds to several recent publications 
on the issues of blackness, music, and popular culture 
and objectification and commodification in Colombia 
(e.g., Streicker I997; Pacini Hemandez I996; Wade 
I998, Iggga). 

Wade's ethnographic material and interpretation par- 
allel some aspects of what I have experienced in my 
own work on blackness in Ecuador. Various black musi- 
cal and cultural groups in Quito perform almost ex- 
clusively not Afro-Ecuadorian but African and other 
African-diasporic musical genres (Afro-Cuban, Afro- 
Colombian, Afro-Brazilian, etc.). In Ecuador as well, one 
can observe the objectification of black identities in re- 
lation to an Afrocentrism in some respects similar to 
that found in the U.S. context. For example, in the 
small town of San Lorenzo, located in the province of 
Esmeraldas near the border with Colombia, a group of 
black political activists created an organization called 
Cimarron. Inspired by Malcolm X's writings, it mili- 

tates for the creation of a vast region including Esmeral- 
das and the Pacific coast of Colombia in which the land 
would be recognized as traditional and communal un- 
der the control of its black populations. One of its mem- 
bers owns a bakery that he has named El Negro, on the 
walls of which one can read slogans of black resistance 
in other national contexts such as "Black Power," 
"Black Is Beautiful," and "By All Means Necessary!" 
Clearly, Wade's piece points to the spatial limitations- 
or U.S./British centeredness-of Gilroy's (I993) Black 
Atlantic. 

Wade's point that minority groups' cultural identity 
making is processual and always political is well made. 
It reminds me of Gordon's (I998) Disparate Diasporas, 
which underlines the diversity of negotiations and rene- 
gotiations of African-Nicaraguan creole cultural identi- 
ty(ies) according to the specificity of the socioeconomic 
and political contexts of the locations in which their 
communities live. 

Wade's broader argument consists in emphasizing the 
validity of approaching sociocultural reality as a unified 
process that indissolubly links the material and the 
symbolic. He decisively distances himself from the tra- 
ditional anthropological distinction made between 
"modes of thought" and "modes of action" that we still 
find presented as basic in numerous textbooks (Jacob- 
son I99I). My only surprise in reading this piece has 
been the absence from the discussion of the concept of 
"performance." Indeed, as the concept has been defined 
by scholars involved in performance studies during the 
past I5 years, "performance" means both representa- 
tion and practice. According to Drewal (i99i:i-2), 

Performance ... privileges process, the temporally 
or processually constructed nature of human reali- 
ties, and the agency of knowledgeable performers 
who have embodied particular techniques and styles 
to accomplish it.... Performance is thus a funda- 
mental dimension of culture as well as the produc- 
tion of knowledge about culture. It might include 
anything from individual agents' negotiations of ev- 
eryday life, to the stories people tell each other, pop- 
ular entertainments, political oratory, guerrilla war- 
fare, to bounded events such as theater, ritual, 
festivals, parades, and more. 

In the late I95os and thereafter, Erving Goffman and the 
symbolic interactionist school were already making 
this point in arguing that everyday social life was prac- 
ticed or performed (Goffman I9 9). When Wade says 
such things as "Ashanty members were clearly 'con- 
structing' a cultural identity as a lived reality, a way of 
being in and experiencing the world. They were also, in 
the purposeful way that the metaphor of construction 
suggests, making something that could be represented, 
outlined in project proposals to funding bodies, and pre- 
sented to other young people in workshops," he should 
perhaps explain his reluctance to use the concept, since 
many theoretical texts on "performance" seem applica- 
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ble to the situation he analyzes in Cali. In a book chap- 
ter entitled "Problematizing Performance," Edward 
Schieffelin (i998) recently wrote, 

Any ethnography of performance is inherently ad- 
dressing the issue of the social construction of real- 
ity, and, . . . in fact, performativity is not only en- 
demic to human being-in-the-world but 
fundamental to the process of constructing a human 
reality.... The central issue of performativity, 
whether in ritual performance, theatrical entertain- 
ment or the social articulation of ordinary human 
situations, is the imaginative creation of a human 
world. The creation of human realities entails onto- 
logical issues, and these need to be explored ethno- 
graphically rather than a priori assumed. 

As far as I can see, this is exactly what Wade does, and, 
for that matter, does quite well. 

LIVIO SANSONE 
Centro de Estudos Afro-Asiadticos, Rua da Assembleia 
I0, sala 501, 20II9-900 Rio de Janeiro (RJ), Brazil 
(sansone@candidomendes. br/sansone@ax.apc.org). 
I9 IV 99 

I am sympathetic with Wade's main argument, al- 
though the first third of the article could have been con- 
densed in the following bottom line: "The anthropolog- 
ical approach must insist that economics, politics, the 
family, art, identities-all are equally cultural and en- 
acted in ways that have meaning and symbolic value." 
I am also very sympathetic with his stand against the 
view that the fragmentation of social and political space 
and the full culturalization of everyone's life are spe- 
cific to the postmodem era of globalization. In fact, 
Wade is correct in rejecting a polarity between "tradi- 
tional" identities and ethnicities-which supposedly 
stress local symbols and resources-and "new" identi- 
ties and ethnicities, which are said to be especially syn- 
cretic, hybrid, constructed, and fluid, as well as suppos- 
edly less based on a specific territory and prone to use 
global icons. This polarity is wrong because it pos- 
tulates that culture and identity were once and 
somewhere purer and more spontaneously local than 
nowadays and that hybridity, eclecticism, and com- 
modification are characteristics of postmodemity. This, 
of course, is not to say that the self-conscious assump- 
tion of culture through which (ethnic) identity is con- 
structed shows no important novelties. As Wade dem- 
onstrates, in the case of black youth culture and 
identity in Colombia the process through which both 
black culture and blackness are constructed is more 
complex than in the past because it has to deal with a 
more varied array of agents. The state, NGOs, national 
and foreign foundations, beer companies and other po- 
tential sponsors, the Catholic Church, and local politi- 
cians are all are part of the game as opponents, referees, 

or even sources of inspiration. Wade is right in stressing 
that the process of commodification of culture, which 
implies that certain traits and objects are chosen to rep- 
resent culture as a whole, is activated not only from 
without but also from within. In Brazil, a situation that 
shows many resemblances with Colombia, the state has 
traditionally objectified and commodified Afro-Brazil- 
ian culture as well as the cultures of Native Ameri- 
cans-traditionally, black Brazilians have been dealt 
with by the Ministry of Culture and Indians by the Min- 
istry of Environment or the Ministry of Agriculture- 
but this process has also seen as active participants 
groups and individuals in the black and Indian popula- 
tions who acknowledged that in order to be seen, heard, 
and perhaps respected their culture had to be made into 
something, as it were, solid/material, something that 
could be exchanged for status and recognition, for ex- 
ample, in national rituals such as the carnival. 

In Brazil as well as in Wade's Colombia, these "new" 
identities are not constructed from scratch. The sym- 
bols, objects, and ways of manipulating them available 
for the making of "new black" cultures are strongly de- 
termined by the local ethnic tradition as well as by the 
way in which blackness and whiteness have been his- 
torically embodied in a particular country or region. 
Yet, to an increasing extent, these identities are con- 
structed on a global stage. All over Latin America young 
blacks in redefining their ethnic identity draw not only 
on local black traditions (e.g., the Afro-Colombian and 
Afro-Brazilian religious or musical traditions) but also 
on symbols, objects, and music styLes that are part of 
intemational black youth culture, most of which origi- 
nates in the English-speaking ecumene. For black peo- 
ple outside of the U.S.A., an orientation toward the 
mythical "superblacks" in the United States becomes a 
way of differentiating themselves from local white peo- 
ple while claiming black participation in "modemity" 
and the rituals of mass consumption. The conspicuous 
use of symbols commonly associated with North Amer- 
ican culture can be a way to achieve prestige, and here 
we come to the only real pyoblem I have with Wade's 
article. 

Once we decide to deal with the relationship between 
identity and commodification by questioning the mor- 
alistic perspective on consumption which has thus far 
been hegemonic in anthropology, we need to be more 
explicit about the history of mutual influence and inter- 
dependence between conspicuous consumption and 
black culture, by which consuming in a certain fashion 
can become part and parcel of blackness. After all, for a 
long time consumption has been something from which 
most black people were excluded. Prohibitions with re- 
gard to (conspicuous) consumption have been dehu- 
manizing and a marker of exclusion. Hence civil rights 
have been traditionally also meted out in terms of what 
one may consume and what of this consumption can 
be exhibited to the public. Moreover, in spite of many 
discourses by in- and outsiders on black culture, which 
emphasize purity and opposition to commerce as intrin- 
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sic to blackness, an intimate relationship with com- 
modification is as old as the making of black culture in 
the New World. Of course, this process has accelerated 
and intensified in recent times. This commercializes 
certain traits of black culture while dispersing these or 
other traits worldwide. This leads to increased interde- 
pendence with sections of white urban culture and fur- 
ther internationalization of the symbol bank from 
which local versions of black culture can draw inspira- 
tion. The construction of black culture and identity 
within such a commodified context and in the periph- 
ery highlights that the flows of symbols and commodi- 
ties within the Black Atlantic is dictated by a hierarchy 
in which certain commodities have a colonial aura 
whereas others, such as those relating to rap and reggae 
music and style, have an imperial, colonizing power. 
The former can be very important locally but mean 
something internationally only when they are "discov- 
ered," for example, by the talent scouts and producers 
of world music. The latter originate overwhelmingly in 
the English-speaking part of the Black Atlantic and ben- 
efit from the aura of modemity and progress that many 
things English have nowadays. Coloniality also affects 
the world of black commodities. If something is "am- 
biguous" in the construction of black identity in many 
parts of Latin America it is not so much its relationship 
to colour, race, and racism, as Wade suggests, as the 
consequences of this commodification. 

CARLOS ALBERTO URIBE 
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There is a climactic moment in Wade's discussion of 
the errands, one might say, of Ashanty when he asks 
one of them about his perceptions of the results of a re- 
cent citywide rap concert organized by the group. The 
concert, said F, was a success; it was the first time peo- 
ple "had paid to see rap performed live" in Cali. F is 
right, reflects the ethnographer, for "paying for cul- 
ture," for him, "was an expression of the unity of hu- 
man activity and of Ashanty identity. . . 'paying for' 
may, for him, be similar to 'working in,"' while for oth- 
erg it may simply mean paying for a commodity, a cul- 
tural product, a concert. This is exactly, concludes 
Wade, what he has been maintaining throughout: that 
culture can be taken to mean symbolic discourse, repre- 
sentation, or more material activity-a phenomenolog- 
ical being-in-the-world, a practical engagement-or 
both simultaneously, or even the result of "a process of 
objectification and commodification carried out in dif- 
ferent ways according to different views and agendas," 
that is, the result of the making of a cultural "product." 
And people do play with this ambiguity and use it to 
enhance and promote their political and cultural goals 
as well as their material aspirations. 

All these games with culture are taking place in a 
country like Colombia, where "culture" has recently 

gained prominence now that the country is acknowl- 
edged by a constitutional decree to be a "pluriethnic" 
and "multicultural" society. Furthermore, they are also 
taking place within a planetary setting, for culture is be- 
ing homogenized through an endless process of global- 
ization which tends to exclude and eliminate subordi- 
nate cultural forms. This globalization began not a few 
decades ago as some seem to imply but centuries ago, 
when the world system began to emerge, and it is "sell- 
ing" consumers in remote places a wide range of cul- 
tural products available to all in the intemational cul- 
tural marketplace-among them the baroque piece of 
hip-hop culture, reggae, and rap music consumed and 
elaborated upon by a group of marginal, poor black 
youths in a comer of Cali. Here we have Colombia, a 
country transformed into a sort of an intemational out- 
cast by the global news media and their politician 
friends in the centers of intemational power ("with a 
little help" from the Colombians themselves, of 
course), and Ashanty of Aguablanca (not Africa)-the 
comer of the comer of the comer, as it were, playing rap 
music of the more radical bent. This is quite a postmod- 
em collage indeed-one well suited to the hybrid soci- 
ety of the end of the millennium. (And, lest we forget, 
"hybrid" comes from "hubris.") 

This said, I must acknowledge that I am sympathetic 
to Wade's endeavors. I agree with him that social theory 
must eventually overcome the persistent tension be- 
tween culture as practice and culture as discourse, be- 
tween culture as a material product and culture as a 
way of life, a being-in-the-world. Furthermore, I agree 
with him in calling attention to the contributions of the 
new theorizing on social movements, especially those 
movements having to do with politics and cultural 
identities being pursued simultaneously. And I am also 
tired, as he seems to be, of the rhetorical argumentation 
of the "essentialists" and the "constructivists," espe- 
cially considering the fact that the present phase of the 
long history of the world system has forever shattered 
the formerly well-preserved realms of anthropological 
inquiry (if such realms ever existed). My agreement 
with Wade extends to being quite positive with regard 
to the recent vogue of certain styles of phenomenologi- 
cal research in anthropology and the whole issue of cul- 
tural embodiment. There is, however, one aspect that I 
would have liked to see developed in Wade's otherwise 
competent and readable essay. It seems to me that a 
fundamental feature of Ashanty's errands is their imita- 
tive quality, and is not mimesis a basis of culture? Of 
leaming, producing, and acting in culture, in all the 
senses that Wade discusses? This imitative quality 
places Ashanty, the disciple, as it were, in competition 
with the master, the model, the human and artistic 
icons of hip-hop culture and rap music of the intema- 
tional cultural marketplace-a competition that im- 
plies an oscillating identification with and rejection of 
the model, which in this case can only create ambigu- 
ity: "paying for culture"/"working in culture." Recog- 
nizing this mimetic quality is helpful for understanding 
Colombia's cultural and human realities. 
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Wade's article is suggestive and provocative, and not 
only for its theoretical framework, which brings a re- 
freshing phenomenological approach to the making of 
culture as being-in-the-world (Heidegger), inseparably 
both material and symbolic. His contribution is very 
useful for the analysis of social movements in terms of 
the practices, at once political, material, and symbolic 
(full of meaning), produced and supported by concrete 
actors. They are actors in class scenarios with specific 
bodies whose visible and material (biological) features 
are the inevitable references for the sexual, gender, ra- 
cial, age, and other dimensions of social differentiation. 
This is an analytical approach to social practices and 
their various integrated levels that includes Bourdieu's 
and Ingold's points of view, the neo-Marxist tradition, 
alnd a new emphasis on social-constructive specifica- 
tions of the body beyond the feminist and conventional 
postmodemist deconstructive perspectives on sexuality 
and gender. 

The case studied by Wade is a local organization of 
young black people in one of the poorest areas of Cali. 
According to Wade, it is a type of cultural organization 
engaged in "making things" in order to generate social 
identities, demonstrating the importance of material 
activities related to the discourse and representation of 
class conditions and racial discrimination. However, 
his analysis does not pay enough attention to another 
very crucial dimension: the creative role played by the 
actors involved in this material and symbolic process 
and their products. Culture is a social process (at micro 
and macro levels) of continuous invention, including 
"re-creation." "Making identities" is the same as "cre- 
ating identities" or "inventing identities." In an ap- 
proach similar to Wade's, if identities are not only plu- 
ral but can change over time, they evolve through the 
acquisition of new meanings and symbolic representa- 
tions, partly in reference to concrete materialities pro- 
duced by the actors. Wade is clear on this change but 
not in terms of cultural creation, and this is also impor- 
tant because generally social movements are agents of 
cultural change; new ideas, discourses, and representa- 
tions are associated with a very complex creative pro- 
cess of cultural mixture. 

The Ashanty case is a good example of cultural cre- 
ation, particularly in the series of workshops on various 
topics emphasizing African origin as a strong represen- 
tation of identity and the idealization of all kinds of 
black music (folkloric, national, and international) as 
basically African. In Wade's terms, 

Ashanty members thus Africanized their culture 
with a kind of generic, globalized and commodified 
Africanness available to them through global cir- 
cuits of exchange.... But this was not a collage 

made from anything and everything: only some 
things available in the globalized circuits were eas- 
ily accessible to Ashanty, and, more important, only 
some things appealed to its members as historically 
relevant to their local and personal situations, their 
practical engagement with their worlds. 

This is a process of collage production instead of a com- 
modification of culture in a globalized world. Creation 
or invention is, as Wade recognizes, an interactive dy- 
namic among discourses, representations, and lived 
identity. 

It is important to emphasize this dynamic perspective 
in the study of social movements, especially of contem- 
porary cultural, ethnic, and social-racial movements, 
whose discourses and representations of identity are 
supported by creative invention. Thus cultural change 
is a social process of collage production generated by 
concrete actors in specific sociohistorical conditions. It 
is what Gruzinski (i999) calls a hybrid process of cre- 
ation. Focusing on the materiality of cultural practices, 
in terms of making things in which symbolic represen- 
tations and discourses are involved, in the study of iden- 
tity formation in social movements may be a limited 
analytical approach unless it also shows the active role 
of making identities as cultural creation. For this rea- 
son, it is important in these contexts of identity con- 
struction to place the social process in the broader con- 
text of cultural change as a hybrid process that permits 
the invention of new representations-apparently from 
old and original traditions-and of activities to support 
and to transform them. Behind or perhaps in front of the 
construction of modemity by these actors and their so- 
cial movements is history, because modernity is also a 
creative collage (Gruzinski I999). In any case, Wade's 
contribution opens a new perspective in the study of 
contemporary urban and transcultural processes. 
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My students struggle with both the content and the 
style of the literature on Latin American social move- 
ments. Together we develop an appreciation of the 
validity and importance of the designation "social 
movements" and of the challenges they pose for inter- 
disciplinary research. I attempt to translate the many 
difficult concepts we encounter while pointing students 
toward case studies for their term projects. These em- 
pirical landings seem like islands in a turbulent sea. 
Lacking coherent macrocultural entities to study, I sup- 
pose that contemporary ethnographers must welcome 
any port in a storm. 

Wade offers assistance to the uninitiated and the per- 
plexed. His central point about an overemphasis on cul- 
ture as a set of representations is well taken. His pur- 
pose is to demonstrate not that symbolic aspects of 
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culture are less important than material aspects bu 
rather that the experience of "working in the world' 
combines the two. The empirical section of the articl 
develops instances in which socially marginalizec 
actors strategically separate representations of their cul 
ture as a kind of symbolic political capital. However 
the primary subjects of the study-the young Afro-Co 
lombian men of Ashanty-are aware of living their cul 
ture at the same time as they are promoting it in an ide 
alized form. Some of the most interesting parts of thc 
discussion explore the tensions that build up as the) 
struggle to be true to themselves but to conform to im 
ages that will gain support from NGOs and other fund 
ing sources for their public performances. The powers 
that-be, including local govemment agencies, exert 
pressure to reduce the Afro-Colombian culture to its ex- 
pressive forms, while the young men attempt to valo- 
rize a more comprehensive Afrocentric way of life. 

One might question whether the beliefs, attitudes, 
practices, and situatedness of such a group cohere in a 
discrete cultural entity. Manifesting a range of distinc- 
tive attributes, its members remain embedded within 
the Colombian national society as bearers of a special- 
ized subculture, albeit with elements of a more global- 
ized Pan-African culture. Not to fall into the trap of es- 
sentializing culture (which Wade carefully avoids), I 
also see the unit of analysis precisely as presented: a so- 
cial movement. Absent, however, are the particulars we 
look for in more fully realized ethnographies, such as 
descriptions of multigenerational family life and com- 
munity relations among males and females of all ages. 

Conceptually and empirically, then, Wade addresses 
difficult issues. As a practitioner of the anthropology of 
work, I appreciate his broad definition of work. He 
pushes against the conventions of social movements 
discourse, in which an utterance such as "cultural pro- 
duction" refers to struggles over new and competing 
symbols-as if more conventional economic goods and 
services were not also culturally produced. I would have 
liked to see Wade counter the construction "cultural 
politics" more directly. The distinction of "culture" as 
a domain separate from "politics" (and "economics"), 
encountered so often in the literature, confuses my stu- 
dents. Neither would the findings make much sense to 
the Latin American peasants, artisans, and rural prole- 
tarians I have known; however, one exciting area of 
social movements research centers on indigenous in- 
tellectuals, some of whom may participate in this dis- 
course regime. 

In fieldwork, the decision to study a "movement" can 
shift the focus of attention away from whatever sem- 
blance of a "community" is present. This is where an- 
thropologists may need to assert their role more force- 
fully in the interdisciplinary efforts that are celebrated 
in Latin American studies and elsewhere. A compre- 
hensive conceptualization of the realm of cultural phe- 
nomena and an intimate involvement with the social 
actors distinguish Wade's work, which also may ac- 
count for the relatively accessible form of discourse. His 

article also serves to bring to a wider readership the rele- 
vant research of two Colombian anthropologists. Nina 
S. de Friedemann (who, sadly, died while this article 
was in preparation) and Jaime Arocha (see also his I998 
article for a recent assessment of obstacles to a greater 
national integration of Afro-Colombians). 

Reply 

PETER WADE 

Manchester, U.K. 21 V 99 

The correct balance between theory and case study data 
is always hard to find. Baud thinks I have got it wrong, 
and perhaps Rahier, Urrea, and Weil are implying some- 
thing similar in suggesting that I have neglected the 
concept of performance, the cultural creativity of Ash- 
anty members, or a more detailed ethnographic analysis 
of community relations. With reference to Baud's com- 
ments, I have no particular qualms about addressing the 
readers of CURRENT ANTHROPOLOGY in the way I have. 
One writes differently for different audiences. It is 
worth noting that a version of this article has just been 
published (Wade igggb) which not only is in Spanish 
but has a much reduced theoretical introduction and, I 
think, gives even more emphasis to the active, creative, 
resistive agency of the members of Ashanty. I am very 
sympathetic to moves towards the decolonization of 
anthropology, but it remains the case that academic 
anthropology joumals like this one are read mainly by 
English-speaking) academics and students of anthropol- 
:gy. I do not think that, in this context, my language 
is "obscurantist" or my approach is extremely "inward- 
looking." I do try to make the case study speak to larger 
issues which are of concem to academic anthropology, 
rnd, given that the case study in question was based on 
lust a couple of months of fieldwork, it was naturally 
impossible for me to present a full-blown ethnography 
f community social relations. 
I also think that the issues concemed are by no means 

purely academic. I am trying to show how social move- 
nents can be disempowered by dominant conceptions 

A culture which confine it to symbolic expressions 
while they may be seeking to construct a notion of their 
vulture as a unified way of life (which is not the same as 
Neil's "discrete cultural entity"), even as they are also 
lealing with the fragmentation of their culture imposed 
)y dominant views and reproduced by the relationship 
;o commodification that, as Sansone emphasizes, is a 
.ong-standing one for black peoples in the Americas. 
;ome critics of the article in this and previous versions 
iave commented that to contest the material/symbolic 
;plit-in any of its many dimensions-is not new. Per- 
iaps this is so-although the dichotomy does not seem 
:o go away, as I hope I have shown, and as Escobar 
lotes, does remain a problem for anthropology-but my 
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insistence on this is really only a theoretical underpin- 
ning for the more important and political point about 
how different conceptions of culture are involved in un- 
equal relations of power. My aim was not to oppose a 
subordinate notion of culture as unified to a dominant 
conception of it as alienated and fragmented. Rather, I 
wanted to suggest that everyone experiences the duality 
of culture as unified and alienated and that this experi- 
ence is constructed differently for dominant and subor- 
dinate groups, with alienation gaining the upper hand 
for subordinate groups even as they may attempt to con- 
struct a sense of unity. Baud argues that my data are too 
shallow to support the argument that Ashanty mem- 
bers are trying to construct this sense of unity in their 
lives and that they may just as well indicate "the un- 
avoidable influence of the present-day market econ- 
omy." Part of the point of my article is to show that 
what Ashanty members do is involved precisely in this 
duality. I agree, nevertheless, that more detailed eth- 
nography would support the argument better. 

Escobar's caution against the economizing of culture 
is well taken. It is, as I have said, an integral part of my 
argument that Ashanty members' notions of their own 
cultural practices are based in part on the circulation of 
global symbols of blackness in the commodity system 
that increases the alienation they must live and in part 
on their attempts to construct a sense of a unified way 
of life which is perforce localized and embodied (hence 
my emphasis on embodiment-in which I, perhaps not 
explicitly enough for Rahier's taste, included notions of 
performance). There is a very complex dynamic here be- 
tween locality and globality in which each is in some 
sense irreducible even as the two are in a process of mu- 
tual constitution. Escobar is probably right in saying 
that the construction of a sense of unity is undertheo- 
rized (or, in Baud's terms, not adequately demon- 
strated), and Urrea's feeling that I neglect the creativity 
of Ashanty members is pertinent here. I think this was 
due to my desire to avoid creating a simple opposition 
between local unity and global alienation. An overem- 
phasis on local, place-bound notions of culture misses 
the complex dynamic I refer to; as Sansone argues, "an 
intimate relationship with commodification is as old as 
the making of black culture in the New World"-al- 
though I am less convinced by his contention that it is 
this commodification that underlies the ambiguity of 
blackness as an identity in certain Latin American con- 
texts, since the same or even greater commodification 
seems not to lead to this in North America. 

Uribe's comments on mimesis are suggestive, but I 
am not sure where to go with them. Bhabha (I994) sees 
mimesis as a process in which subaltern imitation of 
dominant mores can destabilize the certainty of hegem- 
ony. But Ashanty members are appropriating symbols 
that are hardly culturally hegemonic-rap and reggae 
may be commodified and subject to co-optation and ap- 
propriation by dominant white culture, but they are 
still strongly associated with subordinate status. Hence 
Ashanty members do not really identify with and reject 

these cultural icons, although they do have this ambiva- 
lent relationship to the commodity marketplace in 
which the icons circulate, but that also contributes to 
their poverty. 

Weil's wish for a more direct challenge to the notion 
of "cultural politics" is important-although I thought 
I had challenged it fairly directly. I am interested that 
his students are confused by the distinctions often 
made between "culture" and "politics" in the analysis 
of social movements. I find students-and many oth- 
ers-all too ready to accept such distinctions at face 
value, and this attests to the power of dominant con- 
structions of "culture" as aesthetic and symbolic ex- 
nressions 
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