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Presupposing the importance of theoretical frameworks in discussions of communications within a
cultural studies field, what the authors attempt to do in Communication and Cultural Literacy is provide a
broad introduction to the field of cultural studies, focusing on 'communication' as a, if not 'the', core
element of cultural inquiry.

Launching with a critique of the process model of communication (sender - message - receiver), they
present to a (presumably) undergraduate audience a space in which communication as an enquiry is a)
indelibly and subjectively linked with culture and cultural meaning, b) specified by contextual notions of
meaning and practice, and c) affected, always, by a need to recall the subjective ability to negotiate the
'rules of culture'.

What the text is not doing is providing a history of communication and culture, nor is it attempting to
present a series of essays which are 'local' in their background, study and theoretical informants. Neither
of these tasks have previously been successful in providing an overview of the meaning and ways of
exploring the topic of communication. Instead, by critically analysing several of the most notable
contributors to the fields of semiotics, structuralism, post-structuralism, psychoanalysis, gender theory,
and Marxist theory, Schirato and Yell provide us with something that is more akin to a tool-kit and a map
for the technicalities of the tasks of critique and analysis in the terrain of cultural theory.

Weaving consistent reminders of the issues of race, gender and ideology into every section, the authors
explore the 'works of influence'. These are briefly contextualised both historically and theoretically before
examining their usefulness in a practical application. For example, the major points of critical contention
in the works of Michel Foucault are discussed and followed by a Foucauldian analysis of Dolly magazine.
By collapsing distinctions between theory and practice, this text aims to 'teach' theory by the way it can
be used in a communications/cultural studies forum. But what does the text do for cultural studies? As
David Bennett points out, 'Cultural studies is one of these domains. . . still promisingly ill-defined and
fast growing, in which the vocation of 'theory' has acquired a mixed reputation in recent years.'[1] By
discussing the interdisciplinarity of theory, and by examining 'high' theory in the light of examples from
'popular' culture, this text pushes and prods at the boundaries of cultural studies itself.

However, the text fails to go beyond the view of Cultural Studies and Communications as 'umbrella' fields
of multiple disciplines and disciplinary techniques. Because the text 'acts' as an introduction, there is a
risk that it sets the boundaries for a future cultural studies (even with the context-ualisation of
communicational 'variety' as a core point) which will be just as 'disciplinary' as those fields it has
attempted to disrupt.

Another issue that the reader must bear in mind is that while the text explores theory and practice at the
crashing point of 'high' and 'popular', the theories and texts used are drawn from western ideological
culture alone, which appears as a (perhaps conscious) distancing of cultural studies from
condescendingly anthropological research into non-western ideological thought structures.

Overall, this text provides not only the information but experiential and practical tasks for these issues to
be further explored. As a guide for undergraduates beginning to explore communication and cultural
issues it is invaluable and, while the language and practical technique descriptions may appear
simplistic, it is equally as valid a work for graduates and academics. So thorough is it in its coverage of
the wide scope of theoretical issues in cultural studies, it is capable of providing insights into different
and alternative approaches to a variety of academic enquiries.

Endnote

[1] David Bennett (ed.),Cultural Studies: Pluralism & Theory (Parkville: University of Melbourne, 1993), p.
ix. Return to endnote reference.


