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Summary

Cultural materialism has become an influential discipline in recent
years, particularly so in ‘Renaissance’ studies, but also more generally in
‘English’>, as well as departments defined as practising ‘cultural’ or
‘communications’ studies. The phrase is usually linked with the name of
Raymond Williams, but a cursory examination of Williams’s own work
quickly establishes that it is a phrase he rarely uses, and only schematically
attempts to define. The thesis therefore takes the form of an investigation into
the way cultural materialism has come to be understood, by examining in
detail the trajectory of Raymond Williams’s theoretical development, and how
his own engagement with various theoretical positions has helped to set
‘limits’ on the meaning of cultural materialism.

Chapters 1 and 2 deal with some of Williams’s earliest work,
particularly Reading and Criticism, as a way of investigating how reasonable
it 1s to tag him as a ‘Left-Leavisite’, arguing that Leavis’s undoubted
influence is resisted (though not entirely rejected) from a very early stage. The
first chapter considers in detail Leavis’s work at Cambridge, the influence of
Eliot, and the significance of the ‘Organic Community’. Chapter 2, which is
based around a comparative analysis of Williams’s and Leavis’s readings of
Dickens, argues that Williams rejects the “organic community’ in favour of his
‘knowable community’. Chapters 4 and 5 deal with specific “theoretical’
issues: the first, based around a reading of Terry Eagleton’s critique of
Williams’s use of the Marxist metaphor of ‘base and superstructure’, shows
some of the problems which arise from Williams’s cultural model, as well as
suggesting refinements; the second deals with the influence of Volosinov’s
theories on Williams. Chapter 6 comes out of Williams’s readings of the
‘Country-House’ poems in The Country and the City, showing how his
practice of literary criticism relies on an acceptance of ‘ideology’ apparently
denied in his more ‘theoretical’ writings. This analysis is extended as a result
of investigations into the ‘De L’Isle’ manuscripts relating to the Penshurst
estate. Chapter 7 argues that it is possible to see the work of Frednc Jameson
as developing Williams’s cultural materialism into Jameson’s debates on

postmodernism.

In the Introduction and Conclusion, I have taken the opportunity to
look briefly at the activity of cultural materialism as it has developed since
Raymond Williams’s death in 1988. The Introduction emphasizes what I see
to be important methodological differences between ‘cultural materialism’
and ‘new historicism’; the Conclusion deals with the continuing debate over

the value of a cultural materialist approach by considering the “appropriation’
of Shakespeare.



I looked myself up once in the Anatomy of Britain and found myself
described as ‘the Marxist Professor of Communications’ and I thought: ‘well,
I’m not a professor, I don’t teach communications; I don’t know whether the
first term of the description would be more or less accurate than the others.’

Raymond Williams, 1975

On a visit to the United States in 1988 I was surprised to discover that I was
a Cultural Matenalist.

Catherine Belsey, 1989

After all most of the work I was doing was in an area which people called
‘culture’, even in the narrower sense, so that the term had a certain
obviousness. But you know the number of times I've wished that I had never

heard of the damned word.

Raymond Williams, 1979
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Introduction

Why link the practice of ‘cultural materialism’ with the name of
Raymond Williams? The question is not such a strange one as it might first
appear. Cultural materialism has not disappeared with the death of Raymond
Williams in 1989, on the contrary, as I hope to show here and in the
conclusion, it appears to be thriving. Further, despite Williams generally being
acknowledged as the ‘founder’ of cultural materialism, as a term it is
conspicuous by its absence rather than its presence in his comprehensive
oeuvre. Briefly mentioned in one essay', it receives its main attention in

Williams’s most ‘theoretical’ work, Marxism and Literature:

[I] am concerned [...] to develop a position which, as a matter of
theory, I have arrived at over the years. This differs, at several key

points, from what is known as Marxist theory, and even from many of
its variants. It is a position which can be briefly described as cultural
materialism: a theory of the specificities of maternial cultural and
literary production within historical materialism. Its details belong to
the argument as a whole, but I must say, at this point, that it 1s, in my
view, a Marxist theory, and indeed that in its specific fields it 1s, in
spite of and even because of the relative unfamiliarity of some of its

elements, part of what I at least see as the central thinking of

Marxism.?



Much of this, in particular the relationship of Williams’s cultural
materialism to Marxism, will be the subject of specific discussion in the body

of the thesis. My reason for mentioning it here is to emphasize rather the
minimalist nature of the ‘definition’ given by Williams. Anyone assuming that
they will be able to define the ‘limits’ of the practice of cultural materialism by
casually referring to one or two of Williams’s ‘key’ works will very soon
realise the impossibility of satisfying such a desire. Instead, and this is more

like the approach I have followed, it becomes necessary to analyse in detail

some of those works, and deduce from there at least the outline of a ‘unified’
theory. But I want to stress also that this is far from being a disadvantage,
because it opens up the possibility of recognizing the faintly-defined ‘borders’
of Williams’s complex and at times contradictory approach to ‘cultural
analysis’> The trajectory of the thesis therefore is roughly chronological,
starting with some of Williams’s earliest writings, and ending with his
relationship to the postmodern.

But such a ‘teleological’ approach does not mean that it is possible to
discover a gradually evolving theoretical position, or that elusive
‘epistemological’ break in his thinking (between perhaps his ‘pre’ and “post’
Marxist incarnations). Rather, it helps to identify a generally steady attitude
towards °‘cultural production’, while at the same time recognizing that
Williams does revise and rethink his ideas in the light of new theories
elsewhere. This brings me to an important point about the thesis as a whole.

This is not a sort of ‘intellectual biography’ of Raymond Williams, although
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that is something which I believe is overdue.* Although Williams’s name and
work 1s prominent, the thesis is more about cultural materialism, considered
from the point of view of Williams’s relationship with various
theories/theorists, so that at times it is their work which becomes central.
Also, I have attempted to display both the theory of cultural materialism and
its practical value, by considering in detail specific work in literary and
cultural analysis. This helps to emphasize the limitations of the discipline, or,
more generously, how the work of Williams and others is not the end of a

cultural materialist interpretation, but part of a continuing cultural and

historical investigation.

Perhaps at thts point it would be helpful to emphasize just what the

thests 1s not. It is not an in-depth investigation into the work of those who call
themselves ‘cultural materialists’. Originally, this would have been ‘Part two’
of the thests, with the first part devoted more directly to Williams’s own
understanding of the term, as a way of measuring the distance between
Williams and some who have taken up his ideas. But this would have
restricted too heavily the level of analysis I found necessary in ‘Part one’
(which has now effectively become ‘the thesis’). In particular, it proved
important to devote considerably more space to Williams’s very early work
than I had expected initially. However, that leaves open the possibility for a
different sort of work, one more interested in studying the current practice of
cultural materialism, something which has been attempted, although I would
argue with only limited success to date.’ Although that is not now the subject

of the present work, its importance means that I am unable to ignore it
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completely, particularly since only through such investigation can it be
understood just why cultural materialism (however ‘defined’) is still of some
significance. In chapter seven, on theories of the postmodern, I suggest that
the American, Fredric Jameson ,effectively takes Williams’s cultural
matenalism into the postmodern debate, and that this therefore represents a
possible future. The conclusion understands ‘future’ rather differently,
looking at how cultural materialism has been taken up and adapted after
Williams’s death, particularly in relation to the present state of ‘English
studies’, and even more specifically the public debate over the “appropnation’
of Shakespeare; and at where else it can or should go from here. For the rest
of this introduction, I want to concentrate on how cultural materialism 1is
understood, and to deal briefly with some of its cntics, before summarising
the contents of the thesis.

In the conclusion, we will find a whole phalanx of critics ranged
against the practitioners of cultural materialism. Largely (but not entirely)
they will consist of conservative critics, apparently threatened by ‘theory’ and
particularly the suggestion that there are non-transcendental ways of reading
Shakespeare. But cultural materialism has its critics on the left as well: Fred
Inglis dismisses it as a ‘ringing oxymoron’, and Marxism and Literature,
where it is given its fullest theoretical analysis, Williams’s ‘unreadable book’.°
A rather more ‘theoretical’ analysis is given by Robert Young in his White
Mythologies’, and it will be useful to consider some of Young’s criticisms
briefly, particularly because they relate to an important aspect of the ‘limuts’

of cultural materialism, which is its distinction from ‘new historicism’.
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Young starts off by appearing to be as straightforwardly dismissive of
cultural materialism as Inglis: it amounts merely, he writes, ‘to a way of
describing British ex-Marxists.® But as his analysis continues, it becomes
clearer that, despite his doubts about its theoretical validity, it nevertheless
has certain advantages over the more ‘academic’ new historicism, in that its
practitioners are prepared to announce in advance their own political agenda,
unlike the new historicists, who tend rather towards hiding their own politics.’
For Young, both strategies owe an allegiance to the work of Foucault, in that
‘they neither propose, nor utilize, a general theory of history as such; but

unlike Foucault they simply tend to shelve the whole problem so as to avoid

its theoretical difficulties’.™®

What Young 1s drawing on here I think is the way the ‘historical’ and
the ‘materialist’ aspects of historical materialism are ‘shared out’ between
cultural materialism and new historicism, so that neither of them can claim to
incorporate a Marxist historical perspective. This cnticism has some
foundation: in particular it is true that much of what passes for ‘cultural
materialism® is rather a way of considering contemporary political 1ssues
through the ‘mirror’ of earlier (mainly Renaissance) texts. Although this new
‘reflection theory’ can thus reveal much of interest about contemporary
culture and society, it does so at the expense of sidelining the more
specifically ‘historical’ aspects of the particular texts considered. In other
words, as Young emphasizes, the desperate search for (Foucauldian)
categories such as subversion seeks not to discover whether such texts

actually were subversive, instead the texts are considered to have relevance to
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the extent that they can be read today as speaking about subversion.'' Three
points though need to be emphasized about Young’s arguments. First, it is his
own commitment to certain poststructuralist theories (this specific debate
appears as a ‘coda’ to his chapter on Foucault and discourse theory) which
makes Young so resistant to those alternative strategies which seem inclined
to hold on to ‘metaphysical’ notions of agency and the subject. Because
cultural maternialists appear to ‘ignore the theoretical consequences of
Foucault’s work for many Marxist concepts’'? suggests Young, their own
assumptions cannot be defended. But this in turn avoids a proper
investigation into Foucault’s own idiosyncratic use of ‘history’, as well as his
own trenchant denials of the validity of ideological critique.” Second,
although Young is right to show how cultural materialists can appear to
‘avoid’ history as they relate the past to the present, this is far from being all
they do. Just as frequently, they attempt to show how certain apparently
‘transcendental’ cultural concepts are themselves historical by interrogating
history in a way rather different from more traditional historicist approaches,
which rely on simply ‘mapping’ text onto context, at the same time tending to
privilege the ‘literary’. I would suggest that this emphasis on a new
understanding of historical contextualization is central to the practice of
cultural materialism, and further that it is the approach favoured by Williams,
as later chapters will demonstrate. Third, this emphasis on a different
understanding of historical investigation is one important way for attempting
to distinguish between cultural materialism and new historicism, whereas the

tendency in Young’s argument is to elide the differences between them.
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It 1s to this differentiation that I now turn. Obviously, there are

similarities between the two approaches, and, certainly in their recent

practice, both have seemed to owe more allegiance to Foucault than Williams.

They have tended to be distinguished by seeing new historicism as
concentrating on forms of oppressive power relationships (Foucauldian
‘panopticism’), and cultural materialism by contrast concentrating on the
possibilities for opposition against dominant ideologies (a Williams-like
‘resource of hope’). As Richard Dutton has suggested, ‘the two wings concur
and overlap in their convictions about the maternality of discourse, about its
positive role in the shaping of cultural forms and structures, about its function
as an agency of power’, so much so that he notes how Carol Thomas Neely
prefers to label them all ‘cult-historicists’ instead.'* But this merging is not
complete. The new historicist emphasis on discourse and representation (their
‘flagship’ journal 1s Representations) tends to devalue ideological critique In
favour of understanding ‘history’ as ‘text’. I would argue that, contrastingly,
cultural materialists incline rather to Fredric Jameson’s understanding of the
relationship between the two: that history is not reducible to text, but that it 1s
only through texts that we are allowed access to history. It also recognizes
and emphasizes the ‘history of texts’, which is why Willlams is so keen
frequently to indicate how a production today of (say) Lear 1s effectively not

‘reproduction’ but ‘new’ production.

These theoretical differences, between on the one hand a cultural

poetics, and on the other a cultural politics", are emphasized, I believe, in the

practices of the two disciplines. Since both the theory and practice of cultural
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maternialism are the central concerns of much of what follows, I am able to
concentrate here on the methodology of new historicism, as exemplified by
the work of its most famous practitioner, and the man who claims to have
coined the term ‘new historicism’, Stephen Greenblatt.'® My problems with
new historicism are not centred on its concentration on oppression always
incorporating resistance. Greenblatt himself has argued powerfully that such a
reading misunderstands the subtlety of his arguments in an influential essay,
‘Invisible Bullets’.!” The problem rather is one of political significance. Roth
cultural materialism and new historicism, as I suggested above, indulge in a
form of historical contextualization, but one fundamentally different from
earlier (‘old’) historicist approaches. This ‘new’ historicism refuses to
distinguish in any simple way between the text, and its context, rather seeing

both as part of a whole. In Terence Hawkes’s words:

On the one hand [new historicism] represents a reaction against a de-
historicized idealism, in which an apparently free-floating and
autonomous body of writing called ‘literature’ serves as the repository
of the universal values of a supposedly permanent ‘human nature’. [...]
Such a historicism’s ‘newness’ lies precisely in its determination to
reposition ‘literature’ altogether, to perceive literary texts as active

constituent elements of their time, participants in, not mirrors of it.’

Much of this is also applicable to cultural materialism of course, and will

become the subject of further consideration in the Conclusion. But it is In
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Hawkes’s extension of this explanation that the gap between the two starts to
become more evident. Writing that ‘[Shakespeare’s texts] take their place in
an extenstve symbolic field which must also include royal proclamations,
parhiamentary debates, architecture, music, song, letters and travellers’ reports
as aspects of a number of different rhetorical or “textual” strategies available
and consistently utilized for the production of meaning’'’, Hawkes suggests
the wide field available for analysis. Thus, in an attempt to make the ‘literary’
inform history at the same time as history helps to ‘explain’ literature, the
analyst has at his or her disposal the whole field of textual ‘evidence’. But the
risk with such an approach is that it ignores the likelihood that some evidence
1s likely to be more ‘informative’ than others: in a discussion of Lear’s
relationship to his daughters, a song may well be relevant, but a royal
proclamation is probably a better starting point. In Hawkes’s own case, his
choice of parallel text is a map (actually in his case the idea of a map rather
than a specific historical example), particularly appropriate to Lear’s calling
for the map as his own textual support for the momentous decisions he 1s
about to make about his kingdom. Greenblatt however tends to approach the
task much more indirectly, and his method, based on searching for
‘homologies’ between the historical period and the specific text being
considered has tended to become the norm of such new historicist analysis.
Despite Greenblatt’s arguments that his reading in ‘Invisible Bullets’
has been misunderstood, what is undeniable, and manifest, is the great
emphasis he places on his chosen ‘homologaus’ text, Thomas Harriot’s Brief

and True Report of the New Found Land of Virginia. As Frank Romany has

Pt S A SR i o A b e by 3
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argued”, Greenblatt produces from this a typically suave and intriguing essay,
but one which is much more concerned with Harriot’s text (wherein reside
those ‘invisible bullets’) than the Shakespearean ones whose analysis follows
in the second part of the essay. This becomes the method for all of the essays
in Greenblatt’s Shakespearean Negotiations*'. As Romany summarises the

approach: ‘each chapter juxtaposes a representative play with other texts and

documents, some from the hinterland of established sources, others with no
formal connections with Shakespeare’.** Such a technique is reminiscent of
Foucault’s approach to historical scholarship, and similar qualifications seem
necessary. While on the one hand such trawling among the obscurities of the
past often nets illuminating examples usually ignored, the danger is that it
does so at the expense of more common, but also more relevant matenal. In
Foucault’s case, this may not be important, since he insists continuously on
the futility of equating history with fruth. Greenblatt, by substituting Aistories
for ‘history’, or as Romany puts it, abandoning the ‘grand récit’ in favour of
the ‘thick description of telling anecdotes’® effectively abandons the sort of
way Williams would want to understand ‘history’, and the relationship
between text and context.

The worry then, is that if we extend this analogy between the practices
of Greenblatt and Foucault, we may find that ‘truth’ itself, the truth of
history, is too easily abandoned in favour of the more interesting ‘telling
anecdote’. This is certainly the suggestion made in a more recent essay by

John Lee devoted to Greenblatt’s work.** Concentrating now on Greenblatt’s

Learning to Curse, Lee argues persuasively that Greenblatt’s delight in the
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ephemera of history (in this case a hat in the library of Christ Church, Oxford
which may have belonged to Cardinal Wolsey) has led him to rewrite history
in order to make the hat ‘work’ and so prove the value of a new historicist
approach. Comparing two versions of the same essay (‘Resonance and
Wonder’), one from the hardback edition of Learning to Curse and one from
the paperback, Lee carefully reconstructs Greenblatt’s textual manipulations,
emphasizing in the process how easy it is for the anecdote (necessarily
‘personal’) to blur the distinctions between story-telling and historical
reporting. As Lee points out, this emphasis on the anecdote at once
distinguishes the work of new historicists from cultural materialists: whereas
the cultural materialists ‘will typically concentrate on some aspect of culture
that 1s marginalized within the text that is being studied [...] and begin to
contextualize the play from this point, thus giving themselves criteria of
relevance’, the new historicist by contrast ‘contextualize[s] a play by placing
it next to an aspect of culture - often to be used synecdochially [sic] to stand
for all culture - arguing that play and aspect should be closely associated,
even when there is no literal connection’.* As Lee goes on to argue, the
beauty of the anecdote is its appearance of ‘newness’: however interesting
Hawkes may be on maps in Lear, someone has probably been there before;
whereas ‘Lear seen through the Reverend Wayland’s disciplining of his son
[Greenblatt’s reading] has not been written about before’. And Greenblatt’s

more recent work has tended towards ‘a sequence of anecdotes, interwoven

with a sequence of moral conclusions’.*
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Everyone likes anecdotes, even Raymond Williams®’, and this thesis,
and cultural materialism, may not be free of them. But I would want to argue

that what the thesis demonstrates is that the practice of cultural materialism as

developed by Raymond Williams understands history somewhat differently.
Interpreting a text requires more than finding something of similar age and
then saying something interesting about them, however well this is done. The
chapters which follow, and which I will now summarise briefly, attempt to
make sense of what Raymond Williams means by cultural materialism, and
how it can be put into critical practice - they do not ignore the problems,

despite my belief that cultural materialism is valuable in a way which 1s much

less certain of new historicism.

The first two chapters following the Introduction concentrate largely
on Williams’s earliest critical writing, and try to make sense of that
complicated relationship between him and the enormous influence on English
studies of the work of F.R. Leavis in particular. They argue, first through
detailed analyses of some of that early work, in particular the largely
forgotten Reading and Criticism®®, and later through an examination in detail
of the differences in literary critical practice (through Leavis’s and Williams’s
‘readings’ of Dickens), why tagging Williams as a ‘Left-Leavisite’ is both
inevitable and reductive. Inevitable, because particularly in Reading and
Criticism the debt to Leavis is so clear; reductive, because already in that
early work Williams makes it clear that he is starting to write in opposition to

Leavisian ideas. It is for this reason that I have subtitled the two chapters

‘Away from the Organic Community’ and ‘Towards the Knowable
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Community’, suggesting both that there are very different ways of looking at
the same thing, and that from the beginning Williams wants to reject a
dominant strand in Leavisian criticism.

Chapters four and five deal in detail with some of the major theoretical
1ssues which need to be confronted in the development of cultural
materialism. ‘Base and Superstructure in Terry Eagleton’ takes its title from
an essay on Williams by Eagleton®, in which Williams’s radical rewriting of a
central Marxist metaphor of determination, fundamental to a Marxist theory
of culture and ideology, becomes almost the defining moment both of the
‘limits’ and the ‘limitations’ of cultural materialism. The centrality of this
1ssue requires a re-examination of Marx’s and Engels texts in the light of
Eagleton’s critique, as well as a further consideration of some alternative
ways of understanding the internal dynamics of ‘base’ and ‘superstructure’
and the relationship between them. Chapter five takes up Volosinov’s critique
of Saussure’s sign theory, and argues that Williams’s early engagement with
the work of Volosinov and the ‘Bakhtin school’ allows him to develop a
language model which bypasses the ‘structuralist controversy’, using this as a
way of completing his model of cultural materialism.

In chapter six, I use Williams’s work from The Country and the City™
on ‘Country-House’ poetry as a way both of examining in some detail the
practice of cultural materialism, and to indicate how such analysis needs to be
further extended, in particular by an examination of the historical records on

the ‘Penshurst’ estate at the beginning of the seventeenth-century belonging

to the De L’isle family. Chapter seven, contrastingly, brings the thesis right up
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to the last wntings of Raymond Williams, represented by the collection of
essays published after his death, The Politics of Modernism.’" It uses the
work of the American critic Fredric Jameson as a way of showing how
cultural materialism can be used to interrogate, and try to make sense of, that
strange phenomenon ‘postmodernity’, and how Jameson and Willams are
related through their commitment to a sort of utopian ‘resource of hope’.
Finally, the Conclusion examines briefly what has happened to cultural
materialism after Williams’s death, in particular through an examination of the
debate around the ‘appropriation’ of Shakespeare. It also suggests some

further ‘limitations’ to the discipline as practised by Williams, and how they

may be beginning to be confronted.

Notes and References

! “Cultural materialism is the analysis of all forms of signification, including
quite centrally writing, within the actual means and conditions of their
production’, Raymond Williams, ‘Crisis in English Studies’, in Writing in
Society (London: Verso, 1984), pp. 192-211. (this essay is discussed further
in chapter 3).

? Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1977, repr. 1989), pp. 5-6. Actually, there is ‘another’ cultural
materialism. In 1979 the American anthropologist Marvin Harris published
Cultural Materialism: The Struggle for a Science of Culture (New York:
Random House, 1979), in which he writes; ‘Although I did not invent
“cultural materialism”, I am responsible for giving it its name’ (p. x). This

‘naming’ was in his earlier book, 7he Rise of Anthropological Theory (New
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York: Crowell, 1968). Neither contains the name of ‘Raymond Williams’
(stmilarly, I have found no trace of Harris’s name in any of Williams’s works).
Just as Williams sees cultural materialism in relation to Marxism, so Harris
compares his own practice with ‘the Marx-Engels-Lenin strategy of
dialectical materialism’, and argues that he is able to ‘improve’ on ‘Marx’s
original strategy’ by ‘adding reproductive pressure and ecological vanables to
the conjunction of material conditions studied by Marxist-Leninists’ (Cultural
Materialism, p. ix).

* In his introduction to Political Shakespeare: Essays in Cultural
Materialism (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985, 2nd edn 1994),
Jonathan Dollimore writes: ‘The term ‘cultural materialism is borrowed from
its recent use by Raymond Williams; its practice grows from an eclectic body

of work in Britain in the post-war period which can be broadly characterised

as cultural analysis’ (p. 2).
* To date, the only biography available is Fred Inglis’s Raymond Williams
(London: Routledge, 1989), which prides itself on its lack of intellectual (1..

theoretical) discussion of Williams’s work. My own, brief review of Raymond
Williams is in Diatribe, 6 (1996), 75-76. There are particular problems with
Inglis’s approach, besides this emphasis on ‘experience’ rather than ‘theory’.

For discussion, see particularly the review by Raphael Samuel in the London
Review of Books, 4 July 1996, pp. 8-11. There is a full-page response to
Samuel’s review in London Review of Books, 1 August 1996, and varnous

further responses through the following months.
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> The only full-length work is: Scott Wilson, Cultural Materialism: Theory
and Practice (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995). Raymond Williams’s name is
invoked early on: ‘Williams’s place in the history of British Marxism as a key
figure for the New Left is well known and vitally important, and any book on
cultural materialism must acknowledge him and his formative work” (p. 26).
However, there are only relatively sketchy summaries of a few of Williams’s
works. The book works best as an example of what to do with cultural
matenialism, particularly in the third and fourth parts, on ‘History’ and
‘Community’.
® Inglis, Raymond Williams, p. 249.
" Robert Young, White Mythologies: Writing History and the West (London:
Routledge, 1990).
* Ibid., p. 88.
? Ibid., p. 90.
" 1bid., p. 89.
11bid., p. 89.
2 1bid., p. 89.
" See e.g.: Michel Foucault, “Truth and Power’, in The Foucault Reader, ed.
by Paul Rabinow (London: Penguin, 1991), pp. 51-75 (p. 60).
' Richard Dutton, ‘Postscript’ to: New Historicism and Renaissance Drama,
ed. by Richard Wilson and Richard Dutton (Harlow: Longman, 1992), pp.
219-26 (p. 221).
> Although the phonetic similarities between these two may suggest that

poetics and politics are not as far apart as is sometimes suggested.
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' For a summary of this particular ‘history’, see; Wilson, Cultural
Materialism, chapter 3. The intimate relationship between cultural
materialism and new historicism is complicated by the knowledge that
Greenblatt actually mentions Williams as a defining figure, rather than
Foucault, following his days as a Cambridge Fulbright Scholar (Wilson, p.
53). Similarly, despite the subtitle of Political Shakespeare being ‘Essays 1n
cultural matenialism’, the first essay in the collection is Greenblatt’s ‘Invisible
Bullets’ (pp. 18-47). The ‘Afterword’ to Political Shakespeare is by
Williams. In the second edition of Jonathan Dollimore’s Radical Tragedy:
Religion, Ideology and Power in the Drama of Shakespeare and his
Contemporaries (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester, 2nd edn 1989) he
acknowledges that ‘UK cultural materialism’ was understood by American
new historicists as more politically inflected. Nevertheless, when he was
preparing to put Political Shakespeare together with Alan Sinfield 1n 1982:
‘(we] thought that, despite obvious differences, there was sufficient
convergence between UK cultural materialism and the then just-named new
historicism in the US to bring the two together in a collection of essays’
(Radical Tragedy, p. lix, n. 18). This suggests that cultural materialism
arrived first, but in New Historicism and Renaissance Drama cultural
materialism is defined as ‘[t]Jhe mainly British wing of New Historicism” (p.
228).
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2

Reading and Criticism: Away from the Organic Community

At a Cambndge faculty meeting to discuss the radical notion of
including a new paper on the novel in Part II of the Tripos, attended by F.R.
Leavis and Raymond Williams, the debate centred on the advisability of
including ‘non-English> novels on the syllabus.! To Leavis, any suggestion for
including a foreign writer was ‘misdirection’ and must be resisted. As the
debate continued, and Leavis realised he would lose in a vote, he turned to
Williams, the committee secretary: ‘I put it directly to you, Mr Secretary. The
coherent course would be the English Novel from Dickens to Lawrence’.?
Williams’s remembrance of this relatively small incident says much for the
divergence in their positions: ‘He knew quite well that this was the title of my
main current lecture course. He knew also, I think, that the course was an
attempt at a sustained argument against The Great Tradition’.’ Leavis’s
shrewd tactic (although, as it transpired, an unsuccessful one) manages at one
and the same time to co-opt Williams in to his English tradition (from the
perspective of the other faculty members), and to let Williams know he 1s
aware of the hidden agenda behind the lecture-course structure. It 1s apparent
then, that, by this time (the mid 1960s), there is a recognizable difference in
literary approach between the two figures. If, as has been sometimes
suggested, Williams was at one time a ‘Leavisite’ (‘Left’ or otherwise)" he is
obviously something else by this time. I want to suggest that this difference 1s

a consequence of Williams’s slowly maturing concept of ‘cultural
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materialism’; and that it can be specified in the formal differences between
Leavis’s ‘organic’ and Williams’s ‘knowable’ community. Based on this
anecdote, it would seem appropriate to offer a comparison between Leavis’s
The Great Tradition and Williams’s The English Novel from Dickens to
Lawrence.” But I want to start before this, looking at a number of books and
documents relating to Williams’s early written work, and comparing them
with the pioneering work of Leavis, exemplified by his editing of Scrutiny, to
test how similar or different their approaches were in Williams’s formative
period.®

We need, I think, to start by stepping back slightly, to acknowledge a
real continuity between the work of Leavis, Williams, and previously
influential critics, all concerned with the ‘definition’ of ‘culture’, a ‘selective
tradition’ which attempts to put culture (however defined), at the centre of
critical debate. The names and the texts would then include T.S. Eliot

(‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’); Matthew Amold (Culture and

Anarchy), and Thomas Carlyle (‘Signs of the Times’).” It is necessary to

recognize these continuities as much as the perceived differences: in their
different ways, all of these writers (including Leavis and Williams) are
confronting modernity after the start of the Industrial Revolution. Their work
1s thus intimately concerned with ideas about ‘progress’, ‘civilization’, the
relationship of the individual to an increasingly ‘technological’ environment,
the need for new forms of education, the meaning of ‘democracy’ etc. There

is thus a structure which effectively binds their work together, while at the

same time allowing a developing dialectic. Just as The English Novel from
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Dickens to Lawrence responds to the demands of The Great ITradition, so
Williams’s Culture and Society tacitly recognizes and resists the influence of
Culture and Anarchy. Culture and Anarchy starts from the Carlylean position
that modern society is increasingly ‘mechanical’ and ‘external’. “The Function
of Criticism at the Present Time’ (Arnold, 1865) is taken over by T.S. Eliot,
and later forms the basis for an extended debate on literary criticism between
Leavis and F.W. Bateson (acknowledged as an influence by Williams).® The
first name mentioned by Leavis in ‘Mass Civilization and Minority Culture’
(1930) is Amold; and, as for Eliot, the debt 1s obvious and enormous: one
example must suffice, in ‘T.S. Eliot’s Later Poetry’ Leavis quotes Eliot’s own
words from ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’: ‘[Tradition] cannot be
inherited, and if you want it you must obtain it by great labour’ to describe
the writer of Four Quartets, a poet possessed of ‘magnificent intelligence’.”

And just in case we want to distinguish Williams from all the others by his
insistence on the ‘ordinariness’ of culture, we are reminded by Richard
Hoggart that it was T.S. Eliot who ‘said “culture is ordinary”” long before

Raymond Williams elaborated it and made it one of the rallying-cries of the

New Lefi’. !

1. Leavis and How to teach Reading

From my investigations, I would see the 1950s as the decisive period

for a radical split in theoretical position between Leavis and Williams, but, 1n

order to understand this history, it is necessary first to return to the 1930s,

and Leavis’s pioneering work in editing the Cambridge periodical Scrutiny
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(along with others such as L.C. Knights, Donald Culver, Denys Thompson
and D. W. Harding), which started in 1932, and finally closed in 1953."" This

important work, together with a series of influential full-length texts make up
a sustained and dominant oeuvre, which sets the cultural agenda, and offers a
critique of the (then) current practice of literary criticism, and its relative
importance compared with other disciplines. It attempts to offer nothing less
than a totalizing vision, which, nevertheless, refuses to embrace alternative
cultural, political or philosophical models. This would include Marxism,
which Leavis saw as a complete dead-end, but also, I will want to argue,
Cambridge positivism, exemplified for Leavis by the work of L. A. Richards",
this 1n spite of the obvious debt owed to Richards’s emphasis on ‘practical
criticism’.

In attempting to categorize Leavis’s position, I will start by
examining that rather odd offering from 1932, How fo Teach Reading.
Subtitled A Primer for Ezra Pound, it takes the form of a rebuttal of Pound’s
How to Read, offering both a very distinctive critique of that work, and, in the
second part, Leavis’s ‘positive suggestions’ for a better alternative. Typical of
Leavis’s very Eliotic conception of ‘culture’, ‘tradition’ and ‘criticism’, it
starts with Eliot’s belief that ‘great literature is simply language charged with
meaning to the utmost possible degree’. Like Pound, Leavis wants to make a
decisive break with one very particular ‘tradition’, that style of English
criticism which has the ‘habit of discussing literature in terms of Hamlet’s and

Lamb’s personalities, Milton’s universe, Johnson’s conversation,

Wordsworth’s philosophy, and Othello’s or Shelley’s private life’."”” But he
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resists absolutely Pound’s prescription’ for ‘a minimum basis for a sound and
liberal education in letters’, both for its ignorance of the practicalities of
teaching and learning (‘reading what one is supposed to have read would be a
full-time business’), and for its insistence on the priority of foreign names at
the expense of canonical English writers, particularly Shakespeare and Donne
(HTTR, pp. 6-11). |

For Leavis, Pound’s problems arise particularly because, although,
like all critics, he insists on a certain level of ‘abstraction’ (inevitable in
Leavis’s view), such abstract theorizing will only be fruitful where 1t 1s
wedded to an acknowledgement of the central importance of ‘sensibility’
(again the homage to Eliot is clear), otherwise, it becomes abstraction for its
own sake, exemplified in Pound by his desire to reduce poetic interpretation
to a triad of obscure Greek rhetorical terms (HT7R, pp. 12-13). Fundamental
here is Leavis’s argument that Pound’s conception of ‘tradition’ is misplaced,
not only because he sees the canon as merely ‘a matter mainly of individual
works [...] written by individual artists’ (and therefore lacking an ‘organic’
dimension), but also because he fails to recognize the very real relationship

between language and literature, between the consciousness of a people and a

literary “‘memory’: again, Eliot is the guide:

[A] given literary tradition is not merely, as it were by geographical
accidents of birth, associated with a given language: the relation may
be suggested by saying that the two are of each other. Not only 1s

language an apt analogy for literary tradition; one might say that such
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a tradition is largely a development of the language it belongs to if one
did not want to say at the same time that the language 1s largely a
product of the tradition. Perhaps the best analogy is that used by Mr.
Eliot in ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent” when he speaks of ‘the

mind of Europe.” ‘Mind’ implies both consciousness and memory, and
a literary tradition is both: it is the consciousness and memory of the
people or the cultural tradition in which it has developed (HTTR, p.

19, emphasts in original).

The movement from ‘literary’ to ‘cultural’ is important: for Leavis, literary
criticism is much more than a system (‘scientific’ or otherwise) for aesthetic
evaluation, it becomes rather the basis for a whole set of moral and cultural
judgements which are ‘extra-literary’, and thus replaces other such ‘meta-
narratives’, including, most obviously, all those coming under the heading of
‘philosophy’.

‘One cannot be seriously interested in literature and remain purely
literary in interests’ (HT7R, p. 21): with this, Leavis ends his ‘critique’ of
Pound, and moves on to the second part of his thesis, a series of ‘positive
suggestions’, a mini blueprint for a new university education, and the ‘training
of sensibility’ (HTTR, p. 25). This ‘training’ needs certain standard works of
criticism as its basis, and it is useful to compare the advice given here by
Leavis, with his slightly amended suggestions in the version of How to Teach
Reading given ten years later in Education and the University. In the earlier

version, Leavis is very much in the debt of Richards and Empson: this is his
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summary of the value, for instance, of Richards’ The Principles of Literary

Criticism (1924), and Practical Criticism (1929):

This apparatus [Richards’ two books] will not give {the student] a
technique of analysis, but with Dr. Richards’ account of ‘What 1s a
Poem,’? of rhythm, meaning, sentimentality and so on, and a good

sensibility trained in constant analytic practice, he will be able to learn,
and to teach, how to discuss profitably the differences between
particular poems, to explain in detail and with precision why #Ais is to
be judged sentimental, that genuinely poignant; how the unrealized
imagery of this betrays that it was ‘faked’ while the concreteness and

associative subtlety of that come from below and could not have been

excogitated; and so on (HTTR, p. 26, emphasis in original).'*

Similar praise, although with at least the hint of a reservation, is given to
Empson’s Seven Types of Ambiguity (1930), ‘those who are capable of
learning from it are capable of reading it critically, and those who are not
capable of learning from it were not intended by Nature for an advanced
“education in letters™. In 1932, besides these examples, there i1s, states
Leavis, ‘little to recommend’ (HTTR, p. 26). However, in the version printed
in Education and the University, all this detail about Empson and Richards 1s
removed, and, instead, a footnote directs the reader back to chapter three of
that work, ‘Literary Studies’. Now, Empson’s work is offered with the

equivalent of a government health warning: ‘a warning against temptation that
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the analyst whose practice is to be a discipline must resist’.”’ Again, it is only

the already-able student who will benefit from Empson’s work, but it now

looks a much less desirable text:

A useful exercise for the moderately seasoned student would be to go

through W. Empson’s Seven Types of Ambiguity, or parts of it,
discriminating between the profitable and the unprofitable, the valid
and the vicious. Empson’s extremely mixed and uneven book, offering
as 1t does a good deal of valuable stimulus, serves the better as a

warning - a warning against temptation that the analyst whose practice

is to be a discipline must resist. '°

By now, Richards, like Empson, offers a combination of ‘the stimulating and
the aberrant’, particularly in regard to his strongly ‘scientific’ desires, the
‘ambition to make analysis a laboratory technique’.!” Indeed, a comparison of
Leavis’s later problems with both critics indicates a very important duality in
Leavis’s method: he both resists prescription, denying regularly any argument
which 1s based on saying ‘this is the correct method’ (which would
presumably be the result of Richards’s positivist approach), while, at the same
time, wanting to challenge what he calls the ‘Empsonian kind of
irresponsibility’, which delights in ambiguity and language games."®

This, surely, marks the interest and the real ideological problems in
Leavis’s approach, and is linked, inevitably, to a whole other debate over the

ability of an aesthetic (in this case ‘modemnism’) to offer a critique of
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modernity; and it is one reason why T.S. Eliot appears to represent an ideal
for Leavis. Eliot, for Leavis, is neither positivist (2 la Richards) nor

Empsonian relativist. In “T.S. Eliot’s Later Poetry’ Leavis summarises these

features in Eliot’s mature poetry:

The poetry from Ash-Wednesday onwards doesn’t say, ‘I believe,’ or

‘I know,” or ‘Here 1s the truth’; it is positive in direction but not
positive in that way. [...] It is a searching of experience, a spiritual

discipline, a technique for sincerity - for giving ‘sincerity’ a meaning."

This description, combining as it does experiential analysis and religious
organization fits perfectly with Eliot’s own developed persona, but how
helpful is it as a method for literary criticism? While giving something a
meaning is not necessarily the same as fixing a meaning, it implies at least
that such stability is possible and desirable. But how can it be achieved? - just
what is a ‘technique for sincerity’? The problem is that ‘sincerity’ is as loose
and ‘ambiguous’ a term as ‘sensibility’.

Further, 1t points towards a more extreme version of ‘poetic
sensibility’, one exemplified for instance in Eliot’s extension of his arguments
in “Tradition and the Individual Talent’, given in 1933 in the series of lectures
offered to the University of Virginia, and published as After Strange Gods: A
Primer of Modern Heresy.”® Moving away from what he considers the over-
literary emphasis of the earlier essay, Eliot now ties a similarly understood

version of ‘active’ tradition, to ‘orthodoxy’. While explicitly insisting that
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these terms are not being used in a narrowly religious sense, he nonetheless

emphasises the deeply theological structure to his argument by stating: ‘that

an acceptance of the validity of the two terms as I use them should lead one

to dogmatic theology, I naturally believe’ (45G, p. 31). ‘Dogma’ might well
suitably summarise the tone of Eliot’s lectures, which contain some
particularly virulent material, supported by his view that ‘a spirit of excessive
tolerance is to be deprecated’ (ASG, p. 20).*' His main thesis, an extension of
the ‘lost organic community’ theory, is that modern literature has become

divorced from any genuine moral perspective as England has suffered ‘the

decay of Protestantism’, and that this discloses itself in a failure of aesthetic
achievement (A5G, p. 38). In giving examples of this decline, Eliot writes off
many of the pioneers of modernism and before, the names that will inform the
‘Great Tradition’. Thus he dismisses Pound: ‘his powerful and narrow post-
Protestant prejudice peeps out from the most unexpected places’; Yeats: who
adopted ‘the doctrine of Amold, that Poetry can replace Religion’; George
Eliot: ‘we must respect her for being a serious moralist, but deplore her
individualistic morals’; Hardy: his ‘extreme emotionalism’ is ‘a symptom of
decadence’, Hopkins (a Jesuit priest). ‘not a religious poet in the more
important sense in which I have elsewhere maintained Baudelaire to be a
religious poet’ (ASG, pp. 41-55). Only Joyce is saved: he 1s ‘the most
ethically orthodox of the more eminent writers of [Eliot’s] time’, and his
work is ‘penetrated with Christian feeling’ (ASG, pp. 38,48). Eliot is far from
illuminating about his privileging of the very unorthodox (certainly in religious

terms) Joyce, but it may be linked to Eliot’s belief that he can no longer talk
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of blasphemy, since only a believer can blaspheme (ASG, p. 52). For surely,
Joyce, at least as much as Hardy or George Eliot, is guilty of the ‘heresy’ of
shifting his writing towards the ‘personal’, or of intruding the ‘diabolic’ into
modern literature (ASG, pp. 53,56). For it is this, above all else, which has
led, in Eliot’s view, to the “crippling effect of [the] separation from tradition
and orthodoxy’ (ASG, p. 56). As an example of this fall, Eliot singles out
Lawrence for particular attention. From the failure of his mother to give him a
sound religious education, to the production of Lady Chatterley’s Lover,

which shows Eliot that he was a ‘very sick man indeed’, and ‘spiritual’ but

‘spiritually sick’, Lawrence is for Eliot ‘an almost perfect example of the
heretic’ (ASG, pp. 38-39, 60-61).

This represents a very significant point of difference between Eliot and
Leawis, and, although Leavis starts his Scrutiny review of After Strange Gods

by rather wishfully dismissing it as *not a book the author would choose to

have written’,” he obviously cannot ignore what amounts to a radical
dismissal of much of what has previously informed his own critical position.
He therefore rejects both Eliot’s critical argument, that moral analysis should
replace hiterary criticism (‘moral or religious criticism cannot be a substitute
for literary criticism’), and accuses Eliot of being a bad critic (‘the criticism
seems painfully bad - disablingly inadequate, often irrelevant and sometimes
disingenuous’).” In particular, Leavis rescues Lawrence, using the very terms
reserved by Eliot as marks of value: ‘it must be plain why for those
preoccupied with orthodoxy, order and traditional forms Lawrence should be

especially a test’.** Lawrence stands, argues Leavis at the end of his review,



31

‘tor something without which the preoccupation (necessary as it is) with

order, forms and deliberate construction cannot produce health’

2. The Organic Community

The remainder of How to Teach Reading, Leavis’s ‘positive
suggestions’, summarises many of the ideas which underpin much of his life’s
work; the concentration on the relationship between art and morality, the

necessity for a ‘critical approach’ to criticism, and, significantly, the notion of
‘tradition’ as intimately linked to the present as much as to the past (again,

the model, inevitably, is Eliot, but the Eliot of ‘Tradition and the Individual
Talent’). It is this insistence which fuels his continual resistance to that other
notion of ‘tradition’, represented in Cambridge English by the emphasis, for
instance, on the study of Anglo-Saxon and ‘The History of the Language’ as
prerequisites to ‘understanding’: for Leavis, the ‘traditional’ training in
Cambridge English rather prevents the student from ‘acquiring any real

understanding of anything’, and produces ‘not merely a deadening waste of

time and energy, but exposure to a deadening and dehumanizing spint’
(HTTR, pp. 46-7). This, for Leavis, is not ‘tradition’, but ‘traditionalism’, a
disregard for the present (including of course contemporary literature) which
‘means usually an incapacity for any real interest - the kind of interest that
understands the meaning of “technique” - in literature at all’ (HT7R, p. 39).
The focus, then, is on the present, but the solution to the ‘present problems of
art’ can only be by bringing the ‘forces of the past to bear upon the solution

of these problems’ (HTTR, p. 39, quoting Eliot). Only once this type of
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cntical sensibility has been achieved, can there be any profit in spending
significant time on ‘other literatures’ or ‘the classics’ (a link here to Leavis’s

later rejection of European novels as ‘misdirection’). In this, Leavis admits to

being very much a product of Romanticism, citing both the Wordsworth of
The Prelude and the Coleridge of Biographia Literaria as exemplars of the
rejection of Augustan ‘rule[s] and precedent’, a system of ‘language divorced
from experience’ (HTTR, p. 44).

It 1s here, in the interaction between ‘language’ and ‘expenence’, that
we enter into what will form the most important point of comparison between
Leavis and Williams, between what I want to call the ‘organic community’
and the ‘knowable community’. Coming out of a long historical debate about
the methods of literary crticism, and the desirability to °place’ a text
(conventionally a short poem) within a suitable context, this becomes, for the
Leavis of the 1930s, a crucial moment of distinction between his
understanding of the activity of criticism, and that practised under the heading
of ‘Practical Criticism’. This latter term, the title of Richards’ book from 1929
(Practical Criticism: A Study of Literary Judgement), relates to Richards’
Cambridge experiments, in which he forced his students to sharpen their
critical awareness by making them write comments on unsigned poems,

concentrating, therefore, on the ‘words on the page’. While applauding the
effort at close reading which this obviously entails, for Leavis it ignores a
large part of the ‘function of criticism’, which requires that lterary
appreciation has to be linked to ‘training in the awareness of the environment’

(HTTR, pp. 48-49). [Before continuing, it is important to emphasize here that
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Leavis’s arguments are complex and sometimes contradictory: in particular,
we will later have to confront more carefully exactly how he understands the

distinction between ‘text’ and ‘context’ by examining his debate in the 1950s

with F. W. Bateson]. For Leavis, writing in the early 1930s, ‘awareness of the

environment’ means a recognition of the development of what he will want to

stigmatize as ‘mass culture’, a cultural environment which acts as a ‘pervasive
counter-influence’, and for which ‘the literary training of sensibility in school
1s an inadequate reply’ (HTTR, p. 49). This extended sensibility, one which
links the activity of literary criticism to cultural practices such as advertising
and the cinema, is the subject of much of Leavis’s work in the 1930s,

including ‘Mass Civilization and Minority Culture’ and Culture and

Environment.*®

Culture and the Environment confronts head-on Leavis’s and Denys
Thompson’s fears about the encroachment of ‘mass culture’, and the loss of
the ‘organic community’, and thus completes a set of critiques embracing
Carlyle, Ruskin and Arnold in the nineteenth century, and continued into the
twentieth by the likes of Eliot and E.M. Forster. Indeed, we can see one
small, ironic example of such historical continuity in Leavis’s reworking of
Arnold’s anxieties over the decline of popular reading matter in "Mass
Civilization and Minority Culture’: Opening his article by complaining about
the ‘much more desperate plight of culture to-day’ (compared with the
1860s), he adds, in a footnote, Amold’s argument, from Culture and
Anarchy, that the decline in cultural standards is evidenced by the success of

the Daily Telegraph. Leavis completes this by adding, without comment, ‘It
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is the News of the World that has the largest circulation to-day’.*’ Like the
full-length work, ‘Mass Civilization and Minority Culture’ offers an overview
of contemporary culture, and promotes the idea of an educated minority
(again, following on from the work of Coleridge, Carlyle and Arnold). Both
works denigrate the Press, cinema, advertising and most of what had, through
the nineteenth century, gone under the heading of ‘progress’. Although
‘munority culture’ is promoted, Leavis and Thompson expected Culture and
Environment to help a wide cross-section: though ‘designed for school use’,
they hope it will prove of use also to trainee teachers, workers in adult
education, debating societies, even the ‘general reader’.”® The book’s
anxieties, fuelled by a belief in the physical and spiritual debilitation caused by
the Industrial age: mass-production, standardization, a general ‘levelling-
down’, find their apotheosis in a loss of tradition and the ‘organic
community’. This decline, the opposite of a Whig theory of continual
progress, i1s one to be investigated again when we consider Williams’s
Country and the City and his analysis of ‘golden age’ rhetoric. For now, it is
worthwhile noting just what importance Leavis attaches to his discipline of
literary cniticism, given his intense pessimism at the ‘plight’ of culture.
Nevertheless, despite an insistence on the increased need for training in
‘sensibility’, Leavis is reconciled to a structural faultline - no amount of

literary education can replace ‘the organic community with the living culture

it embodied’ (CE, p. 1), and, like any good village nostalgic, he remembers

the ‘good old days’:



35

Relics of the old order are still to be found in remote [sic] parts of the
country, such as the Yorkshire dales, where motor-coach, wireless,
cinema and education are rapidly destroying them - they will hardly
last another decade. In those parts speech 1s still an art. And the
cultivation of the art of speech was as essential to the old popular

culture that in local variations existed throughout the country as song,

dance and handicrafts (CE, p. 2).

This is the ‘organic community’ which mass civilization has destroyed. Leavis
and Thompson base most of their analyses on the writings of George Sturt,
from the 1910s and 20s.” Following Sturt, Leavis and Thompson describe a
(pre-dominantly) rural economy subject only to slow change over time (what
will be categorized later by Williams as a ‘residual’ formation), a community
where ‘tradition’ is embodied in the daily activities of tradesmen, who inherit
ways of working with ‘natural’ materials which offer them aesthetic and
spiritual fulfilment, as well as physical satisfaction. The danger with
standardization and the ‘levelling-down’ associated with the machine age, 1s a
loss of what Sturt calls the ‘picked experience of ages’ (CE, p.80), and Leavis
and Thompson link this back again to a concern with the effect on culture and
language. They see the activity of communication as dependent for its well-
being on that sense of order which we saw earlier: a link back to the past,
which ‘depend[s] for [its] life, vigour and potency on being used In
association with such traditions as the wheelwright’ (CE, p. 81). If this last

link with the past, a linguistic one, is lost, then, so their argument goes,
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‘culture’ is dead, and language is only used ‘in association with advertising,

journalism, best-sellers, motor-cars and the cinema’ (CE, pp. 80-82). This is

the reason literature, and literary criticism are now of such central importance

to a ‘definition of culture’:

It now becomes plain why it is of so great importance to keep the
literary tradition alive. For if language tends to be debased [...] instead

of invigorated by contemporary use, then it is to literature alone,
where its subtlest and finest use is preserved, that we can look with

any hope of keeping in touch with our spiritual tradition - with the

‘picked experience of ages’ (CE, p. 82).

It is here where the cultivated minority are so important, only they have the
right level of sensibility, a ‘tradition of taste’ which goes beyond the
individual, and matches, at the linguistic level, that ‘picked experience of
ages’ which Sturt senses in his own agrarian economy and history. Sturt’s
vision of the ‘organic community’ is now commonplace: it represents
stability, continuity, no ‘division of labour’, a society where village life
represented a symbiotic relationship between human and nature, and the
town, though “different’, still had to tune itself to the demands of the country,
demands that were regulated and sensitized by the rhythm of the seasons (CE,
pp. 87-92). But it is to D.H. Lawrence that Leavis and Thompson turn for the
literary evocation of Sturt’s social history, the Lawrence, contra Eliot’s After

Strange Gods, of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, offering Connie’s description of
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her drive through Tevershall, the drab monotony of the devastated, urbanized
landscape figured in the repetition of key words - the ‘black’ of the buildings

and streets, the ‘blot on the landscape’ which turns England into a gigantic
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