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Woodcock ends with a call for
greater corporate investment and
sponsorship of the ars. Some
regard this as the height of
politicization, an infegration of the
world of art with the world of free
enterprise that inevitably leads to
both political and ideclogical
control of the Ideas expressed. the
plays commissioned, the dances,
and exhibitions chosen. One
wonders just how Woodcock feels
about political art, about fims or -
plays that take on contemporary
social and political issues, about
artists who engage in public and
poiitical debate on issues related or
unrelated to arts funding. He
certainly issues no call 1o arms -
emphasis is placed on art for art's
sake alone. The artists of the nation
must be treated with care and
respect, and kept out of the
pigstrough of politics. Yet given his
antipathy towards cuttural
bureaucrats and arts administrators,
just how does he propose that the
godl of improved funding for the arts
be reached? Somebody has to
write the brief, contact the press. the
politicians, garmer suppott for the
issue, What does he understand by
political?

While this book Is a good
introduction to funding of the arfs in
Canada, and is perhaps best suited
as a reference text for university
courses in related disciplines, it
provides [itle o work with for artists or
others interested in the (I dare say it)
culturat life of this country. Inthis
year's round of activities to save the
Canada Council, the CBC, NFB, etc. it
looks like the artists across the
country will have to rely, as they
atways do, on their own inspiration.

Debra McGee I5 a filmmaker
currently living in St. John's,
Newfoundland. '
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Uncovering the Sixties: The Life
and Times of the Undergroun

1985

1dical Media: The Political
Experience of Alternative
Communication

By John Downing

South End Press, 1984

ood, Patrick Wright

ﬂ looks like a kind of

mirror- image of 1968. and that is how
one version of the history of the st
18 years has been written.
Animportant part of this Is the story
of the under ground press, made
possible by the collective work of
new sccial movements and cheap
offset print technology. According
to a deeply misleading version of
this history we have now grown up,
got sense, and the Underground
Press Syndicate got renamed

the Altemative Press Syndicate.
Well its true that it gof

renamed: but in 1973, not in the 80's.
The history is compiex. Many of
those underground papers now
exist only in microfim reseqarch
collections. But many others have
taken their place. We need history,
not a mythology. The 1960's is not
simply the decade when we
"belleved,’ any more than the 1980's
is the decade In which we get sold
things.

It is odd to read Abe Peck's
Uncovering the Sixties: The Life and
Times of the Underground Press.

The book is written in the short
breathless paragraphs of poputar
journalism. But in a bookthere is,
after all, no need to sell the reader
anything. What had seemed a
necessity fo hold a newspaper
reader who is tired, reading on the
streetcar, or about 1o tum on the
television, has then become a habit,
Not just a habit: a form of writing
which pushes an argument in certain
directions and makes other
questions difficult to address.

off our backs

a women's news journal

Abe Peck wrote (and edited) the
Chicago Seed, animportant
underground paper of the 1980', In
the 1970's he worked for Roling
Stone and the Chicago Sun-Times.
He now teaches journalism at
Northwestern University. Uncovering
the Sixties is fair and full of interesting
detail. It's organized as a narrative
from the 1950s to the 1980s. The
assumption is that the Sixties was a
unique period (what did you do in
the Sixties?). Animportant part of
the book is the discrete presence of
the world-weary journalist. Because
the book is in part the story of Abe
Peck the narrative is one of growing
up. growing sensible.

This mythology of "the 1960s" is
politically very damaging. The
problem is not just that the real
interest is in the period 1966-72, or
19561979 (depending on the kind of
guestions you want to ask). The
damage is that a version of 'the
Sixties" is used by

neo-consarvatives to prove the
foolishness and danger of liberalism
inthe 1980s. The danger s that a
version of the 1960s is used to divert
attention from oppositional
movements that exist strongly In the
1980s and are os lively and more rich
in ideqs than ever before.

In a wonderfully vitriolic review of
Peclk's book in Alfernative Media
(Winter 1986), Tom Ward argues
that as a "decade’ the 1960s are
probably less interesting than the
German 1840s or 19203, the Spanish
'30s, or the Britain of Morris and
Wwilde.

Ward also points out that there were
more people at the 1982 Central Park
anti-nuclear demonstration in New
York than af any Sixties demo. It's
only because we insist on holding 1o
the mythical Sixties that we object
and say that this 1982 demonstration
is "not typical” or that the
atmaosphere couldn't have been the
same. In 1982 the arguements are
harder, better argued. more
intelligent, and more urgent.




Marty Jezer reviewed Peck’s book in
The Progressive (February 1986) and
says that it is "the best study of the
underground press now avallable.”
This is wrong. David Armstrong's A
Trumpet to Arms is cheaper, better
wriften and more comprehensive., It
covers radio, television as well as
newsprint, it is a full history of
alterngtive media in the US in the 20th
century that continues into the
present and the future. It has a good
chapter on the state persecution of
alternative papers. It doesn't have a
fancy cover, though, and it is
published by an attemative
publishing house. It is probably not
distributed nearly as widely as

Peck's pop history but it is worth the
search,

One of the issues that Armstrong
deals with is the relation betweaen
skills among staff and democratic
organization. This is the main
subject of What a Way fo Run a
Railfroad which is published by a
London firm of radical media
consultants called Comedia. They
argue that the radical media need
to organize efficiently and learn
necessary skills (ke accountancy)
to survive in an incraasingly difficult
environment, A refiance on
collective structure is costly (ail
those meetings) and "the
collective” is not a solution for all
problems. H's a healthy argument
and | know at least two magazine
colectives where an earlier version
of this argument (in Media Culfure
and Sociefy (1984). 95-102) was
carefully read and passed arcund.

But it doesn't make d good
foundation for a serious book on the
attemative media. If is in effect
another version of “the rise and fall
of the 1960s." The argument lacks
any real history, The reason there is
no serious gay paper in England is
not because Gay News was run by
a coliective but because it owned
by one person who sold i, Many
alternative papers in the US were
founded by strong (male) edifors
and operated with a hierarchical
structure until this was challenged in
the early 1970s. But much more
research is necessary. For
example, how many papers would
simply not have existed were it not
for volunteer labour from collective
members? How many people who
are now professionals iearned their
work by volunteering, rather than in
journalism school? lsn't this broad
educational function often just as
important as getting the magazine
out?

Comedia also argues that the left
needs o organize commercially
viagble media for a wide audience -
not just the already commiited. The
idea is to provide forums where
debates could happen. At present
such debates happen (f at @l in
forums controlled by organizations
which are hostile to progressive
Ideas. Itis not clear if these media
could be collectively operated.
What mechanisms would be
necessary 1o prevent such an open
forum tuming into another Rofling
Stone ?

The arguments of What a Way fo
Run a Railroad could be alot more
convincing if they were backed by a
good history of alternative media in
Britain over the |ast (say) fifty years.
What is needed is a book like John
Downing's Radical Media. This is not
a general introduction. Itisa
specialized book of case studies of
alternative media in the United
States, Portugal and ltaly, and
Eastern Europe. Downing's main
emphasis is on worker-managed
projects: papers, radio, fiim and
video. He discusses these
enterprises in the context of the
broader history and political culture
of the countries. The conclusions
are complex and difficult fo
summcrize. The alterngtive media
are wild dandelions that split open
the pavement.

Downing has an expression for what
Comedia call an undue reliance on
lioertarian collectivity. He calls it
"uttra-democracy.” Like Comedia
he is critical of ultra-democracy
when if is infroduced for only
theoretical reasons. Like Comedia
he discusses the existence of skills
{including social skillsy which
ultra-democracy tends to ignore.
But against Comedia, he argues that
genuinely democratic
communications almaost always
have some form of collective
organization. If that Is the massage
of the 194Cs, it is stilt valid in the 1980s.

Alan O'Connor is a member of the
editorial collective ofThe Body
Politic and border/lines magaozines.

BORDERLINES: ‘.‘
SUMMER 1986 I""‘.37

Cultural Critique

Cudtural Critigue examines and critiques received values, institutions,
practices, and discourses in terms of their economic, political, social,
cultural, and aesthetic genealogies, constitutions and effects. The
journal encourages and solicits analyses utilizing various methodolo-
gies and combining different fields.

Number 2 {(Winter, 1986)

John Carlos Rowe

‘To Live Qutside the Law, You
Heritage: Christina Stead Re- Must Be Honest': The Authority of
functions Charles Dickens the Margin in Contemporary

and Mark Twain Theory

Peter Birger Michael J. Shapiro

The Institution of “Art” asa Metaphor in the Philosophy of the
Category in the Sociology of Social Sciences

Literature william V. Spanos

Terry Eagleton The Apollonian Investment of

The Subject of Liferature Modern Humanist Education

Jonathan Arac
The Struggle for Cultural

Jane Gaines (part two)
While Privilege and the Right to Robert Young
Look: Race and Gender in Feminist ~ Back to Bakhtin
Film Theory

David Lloyd

Arnold, Ferguson, Schiller:
Aesthetic Culture and the Politics
of Aesthetics

SPECIAL ISSUE, No. 3: American Representations of Vietnam, ed.
John Carlos Rowe and Richard Berg

Subscriptions: Check or money order (in U.S. dollars) should be

made payable to Cultural Critique and sent to Telos Press, 431 East 12th

5t., New York, N.Y., 10009. Rates (three issues per year):
Individuals $15(1 yr.) $30 (2 yr.) $45 (3 yr.)
Institutions $30 (1 yr.) $60 (2yr.) $90 (3 yr.)

Subscriptions outside U.S.: add $3 postage per year.

Submissions: Three copies of article to Cultural Critigue, English
Dept., 207 Lind Hall, University of Minnesota, Min-
neapolis, MN 55455,

Compulsive Technolegy explores the
ways in which computers confront
users as a cultural force, as both tool  technology’ in the general cuiture.
and master. Radical Science Series no.18
Three case studies —of schools, higher  £4.95/$6.50 from

education and the artificial intelligence  Free Association Books,

industry — contrast the rhetoric with 26 Freegrove Road, London N7.

Edited by Teny Solomonides and Les Levidow
COMPULSIVE TECHNOLOGY
Computers as Culture

the reality. Other essays explore how
computers become a ‘defining




