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In one sense most if not all literature can be wid 1o be engiged
with its socicty. The statement seerms virtually w:f-cvident, But
its implications are varied and complex; they differ from prricsl
to period and from countiry to country,

The literary tradition in Britain — especially in the two centurics
since urbanisation, industrialisation and dernozraticzlion gt
under vay — has had a distinctive record of dircet and snceific
cngagement with questions facing the society of its time. The
engagernent has been carried on both by creetive writers 2nd
by critics, and often by men who were both. \What Raymond
Wiltiarna! has called the “culture and socicty debate” runs from
Blake to T, S. Eliot through Coleridge, Arnold, Carlyle, Ruskin,
Morris and many others. **Culture” there means the vshole wway
of life of a society, its beliefs, attitudes and temper as expressed
in all kinds of structures, rituals and gestures, as well as in the
traditionally-defined forms of art. We ore looking novy, 1 should
Slress, 0ot at the viay such weriters explored thair soziaty in
Aheir_creative work, but at their direct diseyrsive encrzement
In_queslions of the day,_in the anzlysis of the “quility of tha
{i{g" of their culture.

Wlhen we do turn to British creative wvoriting iteell, we find
again o characteristic tone of social and moral conzern. This
isn’t to say that social and moral concern doesn’t figure in
American and European weriters; obviously it does. 1t s to stress
that the shape and pressure of this concern differ with diffarent
cultures. In Englond it shows most often as a kind of concrete,
pragmatic, humane insistence. There is a long-standing belief,
not much examined but powerful and shared by many writers,
critics and serious general rezders, that “‘good literature” offers
a key to understanding societics better, a way of apprehending
better their “moral life”, Here again, the line of spacilic
statements by creative writers runs strongly from Blake through
Wordsworth and Georga Eliot to D, H, Lawtence.? In the fast
few decades, it was best continued, in critical writing, by
Scrutiny, and thence it moved out into English teaching at




all levels, By this tradition it is claimed that good liierature
can reveal a socicty to itsell in unique ways if — and the proviso
is very important — we learn how to read it properly and do
not try to usc it for external ends.?

Some critics have also, especially in the last thirty years, been
willing to try to analyse the social and moral significance not
just of "high literature” but of “low’ literature or mass liter:
ature. Or they have tried to assess the cultural meanings of
forms of mass art which are not simply verbal, such as advertising
or film or popular music. Here one thinks again, for instance,
of Scrutiny, of Mrs. Leavis's Fiction and the Reading Public and
of a few brilliant essays by George Orwell, Orwell did not have
time before he died to do mugh in this area, but he saw
the possibilities. ' ;

What you say about trying to study our own
customs from an anthropological point of view

" opas up a lot of fields of thought, but one
thing to notice about oursslves is that people’s
habits etc. are formed not only by their upbring:
ing and so forth but also very largely by books.
{‘ve often thought it would be very interesting
to study the conventions etc, of books from an
anthropological point of view. | don‘t know if
you ever read Elmer Rice’'s A Voyage 10
Purilia. 1t contains 3 most interesting analysis
of certain conventions — taken for granted and
never even mentioned — existing in the ordinary
film. It would be interesting and | believe valu-
able to work out the underlying beliefs and
general imaginative background of a writer like
Edgar Wallace.

b have mentioned these main lines at the start so as 1o suggest
the peculiar character and strength of the British tradition in
literary cuttural thinking. 1t has tended to be above all concrete,
to stick close to hurman beings and to the direct experience of
!ncramrc_: it has been on the whole non-acsthetic and non:
einmtract, not fond of making intcllectual patterns, rather
homely, decent and concerned. .
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1ts limilations are the reverse of its strengths, Inosnrme reapelis
it scems uninteilectual, suspicious of crduring its 0.n thoushts,
wilfully zmateurish, over-viary of “dicciplines” or “methods’.
It has assumed more than it hes proved, and has not &lwzys
been willing 1o listen to people who ask for more evidence or 2
more logical line of argument,

't has tended to be rather parochial, | heve rmentiontd the
“culture and socicty debate” as it wvsas carried on diszursively
by Cnglish creative writers throughout the ninztecnth ceniury.
But the tradition of nineteenth century contineriel {2nd es:
pecially -Germa'n) philosophical writing, which is 2ccresszd 10
simitar questions, is little known to literary students in 8ritain.®
Yet it hzs a great deal in common with the English debzte 2nd,
where it differs, is especially chellenging. Maex \Veber, for
instance, yses many of the skills of a literary critic, often
britliantly, sometimes in a way a literary critic vill question;
and he has a complex rigour in teesing at his definitions vwhich
is rurely scen in discursive writing about society by literary
students.®

It is especially easy for literary people to be suspicious of some
modern social-scientific work, Suspicious of its abstracting
character, since our work stresses the particuler, the individual,
the unique. But this is one reason why the social siences can
be good for us. When put to the test by the generalising,
“objective” disciplines of the social sciences our truths ought
to be confirmed, or they are shakily held.

Yet we do in fact move out from particular instences and
particular works into making general statemants about society.
We do it a great deal, most of us, and often rather cavalierly.
We wuse large words [like “moral”) and large concepts very
easily. We have a number of targe social and cultural essumpti-
ons at the back of our minds. Even further back, supporting
the assumptions, we have a whole pizture or patterned viaw of
the nature of society and the place of literature within it. Thus
we have largely undusted assumptions about the nature of
elites or minoritics, their roles in socicty, the ways in which
their volues are transmitied; or about relationships between
class and cultivation and power and authority.
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We tend, if we draww upon other disciplines ot all, 107 usce only
those which are most immediately sympathetic 1o us or appear
1o be so, and then to use them selectively. We are quick to
take off from a few porticular instances into general rhetoric.
Ve ought to have a more reatistic sense of tho cost of, the
necessary rules for, such moves outwards: and the social sciences
can help here, They vwouldn't deny the genuinely ncyvy insights
from literature; they could help us to grasg them better.

We insist, as 1 said carlier, that one has to lezrn to read works
of literature in and for themselves; that only by doing this can
we learn what they have to tell about socicty: and that what
they tell iz irreplaceable, available from no other source, |
think all this is true. But | am struck by the contrast between
the size of the assertions and the failure to do more than
propound them as self-evident truths, 1t is as though we are
talking to oursclves, to the converted, almost all the time. The
relations of the fictions of literature to knowledge, to “truth”,
are fantestically complicated. In a sense they can never be
conclusively demenstrated or “proved’, but only experienced.
S5ul, we could do more to help others to see just what we are
claiming, to see better how the revelations of literature about
socicly are brought to hear,

For instance, we usc the word “'significantly” frequently, as
vhen we say that such-and-such a man has shown a “'significant”
movernent or a ‘'significan.’’ detail about socicty. We say,
again quite confidently, that a good vuriter “secs further”, secs
“represontatively”, stands outside his society’’, conveys more
“troth” about its nature and so on. Though all these c¢laims
may be true, they are barder to prove than most of us think,
and are not proved or fornwvarded by assertion and re-assertion,

V/hen we exarine popular literature, we retain our self-
confidence by reversing our approach, We have claimed that
“good” literature will only yield what it has to tell about
socicty if it is read in and for itsell, each work as a unique
object; by contrast we a2ssume that popular literature can be
read in large generic groups, very quickly; and then boldly
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gencratisud about. 1t s, after all, mercly “symptoraiic”, we
say. Hence we tend to uee and abuse it wee arersimplify it
relation to society and so fail 10 sce what it can tell us zbout
the nature of a culture, what symptoms it reglly indicates,

It follows that our vicws about the effects of qosd or bzd
literature on individuals and socicly wnd 1o bo bzrgr bu
under-nourished. We claim too quickly that both goodd and b
literature are in dircct relationship to a socicly’s rnoral condition,
that good literature is an index to a society’s hezlth and s
nourishrent to jt, and mass literature a sign of its corruption
which will even further debase it. All this may be in some
senses true but, if so, it is true in very complex vrays. So 2gzin
we could do with less assertion and more petient consid2rziion,
There is by now a good deal of social-scientific literature
about effects. Most social scientists would agre2 that it doasn’t
get past, say, letter C in the alphabet of the probiems. But at
least it does get to letter C: so it «ould ba 23 well, bafore voe
talk about effects, to go that distznce vith people from
anoiher discipline.®

The point again is that, though good litarature may well be
valuable in the ways 1 have just described, in the insights it
offers and the moral growth it can prompt, all those things are
harder to demonstrate, especially to pzople who aren’t them.
sclves professional students of literature, than we usually think,
I'do not believe that it is sufficient for us to reply that this is
because such people are insensitive or because they “haven’t
learncd to read a book properly”. Often they do try 1o read
the book with all the care it demands, and they do listen 1o us
and they do scem as scnsitive as we are. But stll they can't
quite make our great leaps: they still seem fike 1zaps in the
dark, We do not help them 0 understand what we ace coing
and saying by repcating the instructions or incantations in
what has become a set of almost closed languagss. Bad literature
or mass literature or processed literature may be as corrupting
as we often say. But we have not made the claim convinging
cven to sympathetic outsiders: and, whatever the elfects of
bad literature, we shan't ourselves know them for what they
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are unless we read that literature with more care thun we

commonly give it. There is more to it, a good deal more, than
most o7 us think,

If what | have said so far is right then two main developrments

need o be made by Inerary stutlents wwho have sncu 1 interest

b —

be made b
" u”Tt‘rsmndmg aheir_culture, They need 1o improve htercry-
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ultural 2nalysis in itself; and they necd to make batter Tinks
vith other disciplhines,

Everything must start with the experience of literature “'in and
for itsel!”. Without that kind of attention to the uniqueness of
the works, that constant concern for the integrity of their
individual natures, we shall ba led into premature patlern: making,
genre-ganeralisation and structural type casting — all. gained
through some infidzlity to the wviorks themeelves, There 15 a
place, as | shall mention later, for ideal-type abstraction across
. gunre; but it is more limited then we think and shouid come
fairly lote

We have to attend to the work as paculiarly itself if we are to
show why we say, and what we mean when we say, that
litcrature can make a unique contribution 10 the understanding
of a culture. Then we have to learn how to move outwards
into statements about the nature of the culture of a sort which
can be discussed veith other disciplines.

So the first task is to improve literary-cultural reading /n itself,
asapreparation for learning how to express its cultural meanings.
At the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies
we call this “reading_for tong™ and "reading for value™, The

phrascs aren’t satisfoctory, but it is difficult 1o 0 find better ones.

The fiest_means trying 1o gresp as fully as posanblc the texture
of the vrriting, 1t means paying attention in the ve first place to
Bl sorts of dlements in the fanguage, to stress and fack of stress,
to repetition and omission, to image, to ambiguity and so on.
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JHemeans moving from there to charecicr, incident, plol and

theme. All the time one has 1o keep in mind the thrzs miior
efernicnts in @ veork of litereture: the gesthetic, the ooycholomnins

Fia

and tho mlum Cricfly, the first points 10 thotaet izl
vihich have b been predominantly decided by sosihetic nseds, b-/
the work of art as a formal strutiure, a ly,’:ﬂ of "ficiion” or
gratuitous “"making”. The psycholegizal clemrents are 1':0::

which scem pre-eminently to have been decided by the meke-up
of the particular individual who virote thet periiculer b,.,
The cultural clements are those which scem chicfly to heve
been decided by the fact that this book wwes veritien in a certzin
kind of society at a certain period, Bui, of course, the first two
elements are to some extent culturelly conditioned; and none
of them is strictly separable from the oihers.?

We hove to make and then 1o ‘jusﬁfy “significent selection”,
the choice of what scem like “critice! incidenis”, Othenvise,
we will be making no difference betviezn the relziive pressures,
convincingness and importance of different passzgas and sConas;
and it is this dimension which is the first crucizl gzin from a full
reading. Otherwise, one might just as well simply count
references and recurrences, crossizbulzte snd ganerally make

claborate quantilativc manoeuvres with them,

The aim_is to find eventually what field of valyss js embodiag,
reflcctcd “or_resisted \y_n_tl_un he _weork. \What, u? assumed
rneanmgs or counter-meanmings and wvhether the writer- knows
it or not, is in play? One is “'reading for values”, but the phrase
doesn’t mean that one is at this point trying to make a “judge-

ment of value™ about the work in iise!lf; one is trying 10

describe as sensitively and accurately as possible the values
one finds within the work. Admittedly, onz can never be
quite as ‘‘objective’ or outside the work as that sounds. One
is part of the scene being observed. In any reading for cultural
meaning, one must start with some hypotheses, acis of selection,
prior judgements of certain kinds - or ona could never choos?
between the multitude of possible hypotheses. One can’t avoid
in some ways making at the least implicit value-judgements;
but one can try all the time to be clearer about one’s own
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involvement, and try to keep “reading for values” separate from
“judgemaents of value™, .

So, one isn't at this point specifically asking questions about
the value of the work, but is trying to understand better what
Weber called “'the relationship of the object to values”. One
s trying to find, from as internal 2 reading as possible, what
this Lind of work tells you about its society, abuut what that
society believes, about its self-identity. 11 is in this sense thai
we can be willing 10 go on using that often suspected phrase
“the quality of life", 1t is suspected because people often
think that one is saying {and sometimes critics are loosely
saying this) that one has a scale of merit for different attitudes
to experience and is giving marks for quality according to
that scale, Bt:ljc)od literary-cultura!l _anelysis, in_describing
quallly of hie”, sims to explore better the texiure or fabrig

UURINE L S

or feel or temper of the life embodied in a work {and though,

af. I saicl ;1:51 above tha( is at bouorn a SubjCCth(.‘__.Jﬂ.U.S'_r_;___

Behind el such atternpts at cultural reading are a set of major
assumptions, some obvious, some not quite so obvious. Such
as: that a society bears values, cannot help bearing values and
deciding their relative significance; that it makes whot scems
like a significant or ordered whote out of experience, a total
and apparently meaningful view of life; that it embodics these
structures of values in systems, rituals, forms; that it lives out
these values expressively, in its actions and its arts; that this
living out of values is a dialectical process, never complete,
always subject 1o innovation and change; and that no. one
individual ever makes a perfect “fit” with the dominant
order of values of his culture,

For_our purposes, the crucial idea here is that htcmture {and
lhq_hmhcr expressive arts) is a bearer of the mca_n_u_rl,]s witlin
2 cullure, 1t helps to recreate ywhat it felt like to believe those
thmgs, to assumc that experience carried end demanded those

rinds of value, ft dramatises how it {eels on the pulses to live:
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outl those kinds of value and, in particular, what stresses end
tensions come from that living-out. This helos 1o define the
“what” that is believed. To have a better ¢onse of the form
and force of an outlook on life helps to defina that outlook.

By creating_ordurs veathin_itsell, art belns Wzgzl the orgars

of valucs present wathin a_culture, cither by mirering or b,

resisting them and d proposing nove_orosrs, Yel inii me'es the
rel.;llon ship sound too logical. Orcers or anti-erdz:s cennct
be interpreted “straght” from litersiure of any dznth. To usz
structuralist language: ““the coherent univers2 cf the literary
work is not the sarne as the coherent universz of the culture
outside.” And indecd a work may 2im to destroy !l o;czr, to
suggest a state of anarchic’ non-ordar, agezinst nst only the
order of its socicty but against all ordar except the: of 21t (and
that, too, may be denied). Yet just there is its culiural mezning
— which can only be understood by experiencing the work
directly and sceing through its eyes. '

This is why we say that the expressive arts z-¢ guides of 2
unigue kind to the value-bearing nature of sociztizs. Ve also
claim that they affect the nature of the veluss held within a
society and the way they are held; that, for examale, writar
may purily the language and educate the emotions of the triba.
But that is harder to prove.

It is important that some critics continue 10 insist that a
work of literature is an autonomous artefact. This reminds us
that the “coherent universe” of a veork is, first and foremost,
itsell and not something else to bz used for other pUrposes.
[t underlines the singularity of each wsork of art 2nd the sense
in which the expressive arts are free, pointless a2ts, Tha claim
for autonomy has a heuristic value and in the lzst decade or
two has done a great deal to sharpen and make more subtle
our understanding of literature, But it is at bottom a limited
and mistaken claim. A work of art, no matter how much it
rejects or ignores its socicty, is deeply rooted w.ithin it tt has

massive cultural meanings. There is no such thing as ""a work
of art in itsplf* 10

-
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S0 far this discussion of “reading for value™ has been based on
the close tonal reading of single works. And this is right: we
have to begin with the single text and work outwrards from it
When one staris to read for cultural meanings in groups, by
genres or over a period, a wholt new range of problems arises.
It can be hezdy work, this hunting for trends or sketching in of
great secular movements — by watching the change in the role
of the hero or leaping across the mutations of meaning within
a word, Butitis justificd and necds to be done. At Birmingham,
though, we have not yet tried to do it, on the arounds that a
grasp of how to read for value in individual works is an
indispensible preliminary and that we do pot yet know how to
do that well. - .

Most of the foregoing applies to the analysis of mass art or
lowhrow art as vell as high art. But | said earlier that literary
students vwho move into the examination’ of non-traditional
Hierature usually work too quickly. Their preconceptions lead

them estray. | also noted that it is difficult enough to make, -

convincingly, the cas2 that good literature “stands outside its age
50 25 to illuminate and judge it”, difficult but worthwhile and
necessery. Butitis unhelpful and inaccurate to say that the mass
arts or lowbrow arts are merely symptomatic, mirrors of
conditions within their society, never in an oblique relation
to 11, simply reflectors of its conventiona! wisdom or folly.

Even the apparently most processed forms of mass art are

moie_complex constructions then_the usual _formulations

suggest, cornplex in_thernselves and in their relations to their

readcrs"or_audiences. James Bond, the Archers, Andy Capp,
Mirs. Dale, science fiction, Coronation Street —~ these do not
all belong to a single group of phenomena. Mass art can mirror

conventions, be a response 1o_the need for change and inno-

Sy
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)f_i}_"@'?_L?_.,:,..’:‘T?:_W_ELQQ!_r;_l‘/_gs_l___of regressive desires or shapeless fears, act

oul at one level — usually unconsciously — some of a socicty's

PO o
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some mass art hos more life than the formulation: "mass,
processed, conventional, dead” suggests. And sometimes what

12

—— ——

offers el as, and is accepted as, "high art” (individuil, elive,
disinteresied, engaged) is dead. Because it hies wome of the formel
characteristics of high art ~ for instence, thernetic pattern = we
fail to notice that it lacks any perceptive Life, 13 s better not
1o starvwitha priori divisions betveenn tynos ol st (hish, midd'e,
lovs or_zny of the others). 11 is better 1o siert g2if {rom virzinh
coch time. This procedure doesn't lond 1o 2 oo of Liindarg e
é“glfz.[wQICSngLan_gL:m. It throws us into the sezreh for mge
valid_distinctions betveen quod art_sad poo: 2rt, ¢nd out of
that there can only be_gain. T

Lowbrow art or mass art won't yield its culturel meznings vsith-
out cffort, If we make that effort, w2 find thzt it can ba more
revealing than we would have thought; not es reveeling es
high_art (here is where valid distinctions rez2lly do come into
play — about integrity, complexity, perceptiveness) but cartainly
not casily read or dismissed, At Birmingham e have learnzd
this most of all by working in long veeckly seminers over tvwo
or threec months on a single short story form a women's
magezine.' And one of our graduate siudents has had a similer
experience from three years’ work on lan Fleming's Jamas
Bond novels.

Much the same is true of the other mzss zrts, whether or not
they are predominantly verbal. The populer press, in itself and
in its relations to society and its readers, is more difficult 10
understand than we have usually assumed and more rewarding
when it is read carefully. Advertisements zre even harder 10
read, since they are visual as well as verbal. Literary students
have spent most time looking at the words of agvertisaments,
and even then have looked sketchily. On the cultural meanings
carricd visually by advertisements hardly any work has baen
done. Those in the business who write about advertisements
usually produce technical descriptions which don‘t discuss their
inner meanings; or their attempts at discussing meanings are
perfunctory, There seems to be no adequate vocabulory for
deseribing the cultural meanings carricd by the shape and layout
of advertisements, let alone for describing the interactions
between copy and text. Again, a graduate student at Birmingham
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is 1rying to produce a first vocabulary for discussing the cultural
implications of the visual and verbal impact of modern advert
isements. In television one can say much the same: we arc
only just brginning to understand the complex n2ture of the
more distinctive television productions; nor do we yet know
much about the relationships betviean television and its over-
tapping audiences.'? In anglysing poputar song, we have habit-
vally given most of our atlention to the words, and it has not

been dilficult to prove that those are banal, Any pop-song writer”

in Denmark Street in the ‘twenties, ‘thirties or “‘orties could
have told us that in advance, since he paid little attention to
the words. But if you approach pop music in the ‘sixties in
this v/ay, you get a predictable answver and blind yourself to
maore uscful lines of approach, Pop song today is best approached
as a whole musical “evint” in which the words are only part
and, it may be, a small or almost irrelevant part (though some
pop song in the late ‘sixtics Is paying quite serious attention to
what is being said). And, once more, we know little about the
relationships of pop music 1o the people who listen to it, or
play it for themezlves,

Outside the arts {high or mass) as usually recognised there are in
any society a great range of other expressive phenomena. For
instance, typos of gesture wwhich appear at certain times in certain
parts of socicty, styles of dress, linguistic habits, all kinds of
manners. How does one “read” these, using the word "read”
to mean interpret or understand their cultural meanings? One
can decide that the job is 100 difficult, too amorphous, that
one can't separate the phenomena from the epiphenomena, One
can decide 1o leave such regions to popular journalists of
Cotour Supplernent trend-hunters. Or to a8 more firmly-
structured discipline, such as one of the social scicncos.[\’et
most literzry people, when they are not being professionally
literary, do rnake quite large generalisations about phenomena
of this kind, without any rccogniscable discipline. Much more
important: if we are justificd in clairning that literary criticism
can show one hovs to "read’” the meanings of a socicty through
tone and style in its officially recognised expressive arts at all
levels, if this is true and if vic want to continue thot tradition

v
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of dircet social observation set by some of our great forlsars
which | recalled at the start of this ¢zsay, then there is scope
here to modily and adant literary crilicism to the “reading”
of these non-formatl but nevertheless richly cxpressive phenom:
cna of contemporary CUIturc:._[ '

About the relationship of literary-culturel anzlysis to other
disciplinos for the study of society whole volumes wail to be
written, and will eventually be writien,™ As | said much
earlier, none of these interconnections necds to weaken our
sonse of the importance of literzture and may strengthen it
I shall meation briefly a few disciplines with vshich closer
connections would clearly be valuable, First, histort.since a

- dialogue with historians’ seems easiest 10 arrive at as veell a3

obviously interesting. But there are no e2sy roules in this
work and on effective dialogue batvseen historizns and literary
students (many, many miles past the point at which ong is
sciting Blue Books sideby-side with Dickens} is not soon
reached. The irony is that historians do often use literary
approaches without calling them that, eand literary prople vs2
historical approaches in the same unnzmed way. \Whether they us2
the cther’s approacheswell or ill depends not on a trzining in the
other discipline, but on general intefligence and imagination.
But that kind of almast accidental teking in of each other’s
washing doesn’t necessarily build a bridge across which other
tralfic can pass. The Birmingham Centre has diszussad with
syrapathetic hisiorians the way one should “read’ contemporary
popular journalism so as to bring out its relationship to its
culture. 1t was difficult for the hisiorians to s2e how e
arrived at our stalemcenis; and we felt thst they generalisad W00
quickly from the overt content of the newsplpers and paid
too little attention to the meanings carried by their inner tone,

Psychology and social psychology can co-cperate with literary:
cultural studies in at least three ways: in exploring the psychic
characteristics of individual augors and the links between
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e and other aspects of their work {1 referred to this carliers,
1 stodying the social anthropology of a period {Steven fMarcus's
aok The O:her Victorians is a good example of this kind of
rading of “low’" fiterature), and in.considering the psychology
i readers nd the act of rewding (2 handful of scattered essays
y 0. W, Harding are particularly suggostive in this rc‘spf:ct).M

ther kinds of co-operation are fairly obviously pessible. For

xample, at Birmingham wo are just {inishing a three-yeer study

[ changes in the British popular press, its attitudes to its
raders and its sense of its own corporate personality, as these
re indicated by tone and manner and style within the papers
hemselves, $t may be that this work will be carried further
y a group of social psychologists, vwwho will use thelr methods
o sce have far there is consonance between what seerns to be
adicated by a reading of the newspapers and what the
surnalists themselves think they are doing and saying. We vvant
o knows what causes changes in tone and style and attitude —
bicctive, nolitical and cconomic and social changes? Or myths
bt socizl changes, and about the nevispapers’ public person-
s, held by the journalisis? :

“ven more briefly, there is alot to be learned from anthrohr_)_o_]_ggy_.
Vuch of the hold of mass art or popular art takes place at the
evel of folklore or myth, and some understanding of the way
n which an anthropologist reads the meanings of myths in
srimitive societics and relates them to beliefs and tensions
~ithin those socictics can help with the reading of television
wap-operas 2s much as of earlier folk-literature.”™ The case
(or morc interest in structuralism follows naturally. ft was the
ltatian critic Umberto Eco v/ho called structural analysis “an
investigation into the reciprocal implications of a rhetoric and
an iduology”. Even more urgent is the case for semiology,
since we do not have languages or codes to discuss many of the
expressive phenomend of mass socicty."’ -

The cose for greater links with sociology_is plain and the gains
can be considerable, To speak personally and from a limited
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reading in sociology: | have learncd something from the
“disciplined  systematizations as well &3 from the brillizat in-
sights of good sociolegy. | have been strucr, in reedirg in the
sociology of knowledge and the nature of icectogy, by thuir
conncclions vaith some literary criticel epprozches. Vebsr his
been interesting in more veays than one: by his “incistence on
the subjective-rcaning complex of action”, by vestichen
sociolegy Gwhich has useful links with vwnt we cell tauenty
of life), by the sirnilarities between this divtusiion of Cretiene
ality” and clements in the literary dobeie ¢bout culiure, &nd
by his use of ideal-type analysis. Conizmporary Amsricen
sociologicts in particular have been veeful in their diccutsion of
mass socicly and mass culture, and, more preciszly, in communi-
cations rescarch of various kinds (the greup around the French
journal Communications has been. usaful in this conneliion
wo)."”

One parﬁcular arca, where the two disciplines come close
together and yet are not the szme ics in v/hat sociologists
call "content analysis”, the reading of 2 work s as to bring
out as many as possible of its meanings. Literary people tend
1o underrate such sociclngical work since it is 2t botlom —
must be — quantitative; whareas the literary rezding of 2 text
is, we claim, essentially “‘qualitative’”. But conient analysis
can Lo subtle and valuable. It needn’t querrel with a quelitative
or tonal cultural reading, as ! described such a reading above,
but cach can complement and learn {rom the other.

Or, as with social psychology, there could be useful joint
operations betveeen literary-cultural work and sociology. In,
for instance, understanding better the nature of “'youth culture™,
Such a project would marry sociolegical enguiry with the
“reading for cultural mezaning” of the main expresive phenom:
ena within youth culture, This has not, so far as't know, baen
done anywhere and would give a much fuller” understanding
than we have at present.
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In all this, the special contnibution of literary: cultural analysis
15 15 stress of the expressive elements of a culture, and on the
importance of "reading” expressively before interpreting in any
other way. It is natural for social scientists {and cven for
~historians, to som2 extent) to be tempied to read instrumentally
or aperationlly, to ask: “what does this kind of thing do to
people?” or “what do people do vith this kind of thing?” In
communications studies the movement has been from Lass.

well's input/output model (“who says what to whom, where

and with what effect?” — which, for a student of literature,
recalls 1. AL Richards) 1o two-step flow analysis and uses-and-
gratifications studies which have led to a closer examination
of audience differences (“what do different kinds of people do
with the media?”) and so to the study of communications as
only oae element in much more complex leisure and societal
»1ngs, The proccsa needs commulng into expressive rcadmg
in the Hiterary critic’s sense,

The literary student asks first: “what is the thing in itsal{?”
Thoreafter, 2lthough some of the questions hie goes on to ask
may be at bottorn quitle close 1o tivose of the social scientist,
he dorsn’t put them in quite the same way; and this is im-
partant, He asks not so much: “what do_people do_vrith the
object?”” but “whot relationshin glozs this \hing in itself, this.
co'rm;‘c\ fhmg1 have 1o the imeginztive life of the individuals
s readers or aydisnces?” Then whole new sets
of uucmcms begin to appeer. Do2s it reinforce an accepted
pattern of life? Or does it scem like a form of play? Or is it
oblique, drawing upon deep psychic needs, perhaps running
counter to the assumptions of its society? Or docs it celebrate,
stand in avve belore, vwhat one might call fundamental mysteries
about human life? These questions have to be asked if one is
to understond a work of art "in itself* and so its relationship
10 its socicty; however they are answered, they will tell us
something about that society, not just about the work of art,

So I come back to the claim that a literary-cultural critic is
not in any way "using” literature, He will do nothing to
dafine better the contribution which literature can make 10
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understonding society i1 he does not focus hirnsef first end
forcmost on the work of art "in and for iz, If he does
that, its special contribution to culturel undzratending mey be
released. 1t is important to say this clezely todzy since to meny
other disciplines are znalysing sogizty, The titerary-criticel con
tribution tends 1o go by defeult, just &t the tirne when it nosds
to be heard, through failing to definz its cwn charecler end
then o mcke the right kinds of inie''tzive) conniciions. The
literary coniribution lies, when it succzeds, in its intesrisy &0
scnsitivity of response to the objects studizd (e9zin, ons thinls
of a phrase of Weber's: “emphatic understinding”). 1t is

.concerned always with reading for velue. Vierss of litéreturs

at all levels are shot through with — irradizied,viith — values
with values ordered and valuas acted out. \inzt hiseraivre €013
all the time and what, therefore, the handrrzid ol literature,
literary criticism, musl do is insist and demaonstrate tnat, in
Coleridge’s words, "Men ought 16 bz we2ighed, not countzd”
At the points where the complex, valua-ledan styctires of

—— -
socielies most interect with the value-hzawy, nsychic hifs of
conlell

inddividuals -+ at these pmnls ON CXSEessive gul ". s 15 born; 31d
rm_-—'-"‘l—._'o—.rﬂ""‘-"-

it is al these points that we have 1o listen and try to read

most carefully,

1 have not been writing about what is usus'ly undarstood by
“the sociology of literature”, nor about “literature, life and
thought." That latter phrase in itsolf, in its disjointed,
aggregatory quality, suggests how far remosed is the idea it
describes from the more organic study | have been discussing.
I have not been describing “'background studics” nor, finally,
“the history of ideas” — another over-mechzmical phrase. |
have been talking about literary-cultural studias, chielly con-
ternporary  cultural  studies, which begin in close cultural
recading and can lcad out, in conjunction with o1 har disciphines,
into better cultural analysis.
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4.

NOTES AND REFERENCES ’

Unlews piheesise aoted, daes afe ol the firss English edition
Many ol these books are now available in paperback,

see Raymond Williams, Culture and Socicty (London,
1958)

Thore are relevant bibliographies in reports 1.4 (1064-7
inclusive) of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies,
University of Birmingham.

for example, George Eliot and D. H. Lawrence wirite in

strikingly similar terms about the moral runction of the
novel.

Srruffﬁy. The most available introduction is in the two
volume paperback seléction {Cambridge, Englond, 19_68}

This scems the point to mention some importznt books
which belong to this tradition or contrast usedully with it,
| have kept the list 25 brief as possibie:

L. C. Knights, Drama and Society (London, 1037)
tan Watt, The Rise of the Nove! (London, 19571
Lionel Trilling, Beyond Culture (London, 1966}

Among European critics, the most important in this
connection is the Hungarian Marxist, George Lukacs.

Among saciological works see:

Leo Lowenthal, Literature and the Image of Man
(Boston, 1957}

Thece is an article in Vol XIX No. 4 {1967) of the
International Social Science Journal, published by
UNESCO: “The Sociology of Literature: Some Stages
in its History”, by Jacques Leenhardt, which gives
very usclul background. '

The quotation from George Orwell is from Vol. 1, p. 222
of The Collected Essays, Journalism and Leteters {London,
14968)
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Apart from Q. D. Leavis's Fiction and The Reading Public
{London, 1932) which is mentioned in the text, other
relevant books are:

F. R. Leavis and Denys Thompzon, Culture and
Fnvironment {London, 1832

Richard Hoggart, The Uses of Literecy (London, 1957}

Swart Hall and Paddy Vihennel, The Populer Arts
{London, 1984)

I think it is also true to sey that the British culiure and
society debate, let alone the Continenial, is not sufficiently
well known 1o literary students in Britein.

The continental tradition includes Saint-5imon, Comte,
Durkheim, Marx, Veber, Tonnies and Mannheim. For a
discussion of this traditien and of the English literary-
cultural tradition sée Alan Shuttleworth, Tvo \orking
Papers in Cultural Studies (D=casional Papar No. 2, Centre

for Contemporary Cultural Studiss, University of Birming:
ham, 1S806)

Alan Shuttleworth suggests that yet another tracition
chould ba ascociated with the two ebove. that of Arnglo-
American Social Anthropology. .

See particularly Max Weber, The Protestent Ethic and The
Spirit of Capitalism {London, 1920}

These questions are outlined in: Richard Hoggart, The
L iterary Imegination and The Study of Society {Occasional
paper No. 3, Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies,
University of Birmingham, 138}

The best short guides | know to studies of effects are:
J. D. Haltoran, The Effccts of 103s Communication
{Leicester University Pross, 1955)
J. D. Halloran, Attitude Formation and Change
{Leicester University Press, 1937)
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A rather fuller description of “reading for tone™ can be
found in:

Richard Hoggart, The Voices of Lawrence (Nc'w
Statesmean, London, 11th June, 1€68) '

One of the most easily available and cogent bricf state-
ments of that view of literatue which | am challenging

here is to be found in Chapter 9 of Rene Wellek and .

Auctin Warren, The Theory of Literature {London, 1949)

The record of this enquiry, as it moved from stage to
stege, will be published shortly as an Occasional Paper by
the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, University
of Birmingham,

Since the characteristic and distinctive nature of television
transmissions has been mentioned, this seems the right
plece 1o note:

Marshall NMcluhan, Understanding Media {London,
1964)

Mearwhile, a very clear, shrewd and useful first guide is:

P. Rickman, Understanding and The Human Studies
(London, 1967) '

See Steven Marcus, The Other Victorians (London, 1866)
Among essays by D. W. Harding, sece:

“psychological Processes in the Reading of Fiction”,
British Journal of Aesthetics, 2, 1962, pp. 133- 147

“peader and Author”, Experience into Words, pp.
163-174 (London, ‘! 233)

“Raids on the Inarticulate”, The Use of English, 19/2,
Winter, 1967

“The Notion of 'Escape’ in Fiction and Entertain-
ment”, Oxford Revievs, 1V, Hilary, 1967

“Considered Experidnee: The Invitation of the Novel”,
English in Education, 211, Summer, 1967
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17.

18.

Sce also:

"Norman N. Hollend, The Dynamics of Literary Res-
ponse {New Yaork, 1962)

Levi-Streuss snd the analysis of popular literzture, Sze the
discussion in:

Tim Moore, LeviStrauss and The Culturel Sciences,
- {Occasional Paper No. 4, Centre for Contemporary’
Cultural Studies, University of Birmingham, 1€58)

Structurglisrn and semiology. See in pzrticuler the wrork
of Lucicn Gotdmann, Umberto Eco, end Roland Barthes.
More particularly, see:

Lucicn Goldmann, ““The Scciolcgy of Literature:
Status and Problems of hicthod' in Vol, XIX, No.
4,1967 of the Internatione! Social Science Journal,
published by UNESCQC, The vw/hole of thisvolume,
which has the overall title, Sociology of Literary
Creativity, is relovant,

Roland Barthes, Elements of Semiolegy (London,

1967)
Roland Barthes, Writing Degree Zero (London, 1987)
“Recherches  Semiologiques”, spcciai issue  of

Communications, No. & (Paris, 1264}

“Structurclism®’, Yale French Studies; 36/37 {New

Haven, 192066)

Sce: Karl Mannheim, Essays in The Sociology of
Knowledge (London, 1952)

Rosenberg and \White, Afass Culiure {Glencoe,
1957) '

INinots,

The Sociology of Literature. Some studies in the sociology
of literature are simple and mcchanistic; some are subtle
and imaginative; most seem to fall in between these Lwo
poles. At its best, the sociology of literature can throw
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