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can dissent, as ] often do, from particular formulations and applications,
and still recognize the emphasis, the exceptionally valuable emphasis,
which he gave, theoretically and practically, to the development of
literary and social studies.

And this is more than a professional concern. Beyond the arguments, as
listening to him last spring in Cambridge it was not difficult to see, there
is a social crisis, a human crisis, in which, in just these ways, we are
ourselves involved. For the achievement of clarity and significance, in
these most human studies, is directly connected with the struggle for
human means and ends in a world that will permit no reserved areas, no
safe subjects, no neutral activities. Now and here, in respecting his
memory, I take the sense he gave: of a continuing inquiry, a continuing
argument, a continuing concern; of a man who made, in our time, a signi-
ficant response, and with whom we can find, as I think he would have
said, a significant community, a way of seeing and being and acting in the
world.

Base and Superstructure in
Marxist Cultural Theory

Any modern approach to a Marxist theory of culture must begin by consi-
dering the proposition of a determining base and a determined super-
structure. From a strictly theoretical point of view this is not, in fact,
where we might choose to begin. It would be in many ways preferable if
we could begin from a proposition which originally was equally central,
equally authentic: namely the proposition that social being determines
consciousness. It is not that the two propositioﬁ?ﬁecessarily deny each
other or are in contradiction. But the proposition of base and superstruc-
ture, with its figurative element, with its suggestion of a fixed and
definite spatial relationship, constitutes, at least in certain hands, a very
specialized and at times unacceptable version of the other proposition.
Yet in tne transition from Marx to Marxism, and in the development of
mainstream Marxism itself, the proposition of the determining base and
tRe determined superstructure has been commonly held to be the key to
Marxist cultural analysis.

"It is important, as we try to analyse this proposition, to be aware that
the term of relationship which is involved, that is to say ‘determines’, is of
great linguistic and theoretical complexity. The 1angu§§é—‘of determina-
tion and even more of determinism was inherited from idealist and espe-
cially theological accounts of the world and man. It is significant that it is
in one of his familiar inversions, his contradictions of received proposi-
tions, that Marx uses the word which becomes, in English translation,
‘determines’ (the usual but not invariable German word is bestimmen ).
He is opposing an ideology that had been insistent on the power of certain
forces outside man, or, in its secular version, on an abstract determining
consciousness. Marx's own proposition explicitly denies this, and puts
the origin of determination in men’s own activities. Nevertheless, the




" directly supported this. But since in many real cultural activities thisrela-
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particular history and continuity of the term serves to remind us that
there are, within ordinary use—and this is true of most of the major Euro-
pean languages—quite different possible meanings and implications of
the word ‘determine’. There is, on the one hand, from its theological
inheritance, the notion of an external cause which totally predicts or
prefigures, indeed totally controls a subsequent activity. But there 1s also,
from the experience of social practice, a notion of determination as
setting limits, exerting pressures.*

Now there is clearly a difference between a process of setting limits and
excrting pressures, whether by some external force or by the internal laws
of a particular development, and that other process in which a subse-
quent content is essentially prefigured, predicted and controlied by a pre-
existing external force. Yet it is fair to say, looking at many applications of
Marxist cultural analysis, that it is the second sense, the notion of
prefiguration, prediction or control, which has often explicitly or
implicitly been used.

Superstructure: Qualifications and Amendments

The term of relationship is then the first thing that we have to examine in
this proposition, but we have to do this by going on to look at the related
terms themselves. ‘Superstructure’ (Uberbau ) has had most attention. In
common usage, after Marx, it acquired a main sense of a unitary ‘area’
within which all cultural and ideological activities could be placed. But
already in Marx himself, in the later correspondence of Engels, and at
many points in the subsequent Marxist tradition, qualifications were
made about the determined character of certain superstructural activi-
ties. The first kind of qualification had to do with delays in time, with
complications, and with certain indirect or relatively distant relation-
ships. The simplest notion of-a superstructure, which is still by no means
entirely abandoned, had been the reflection, the imitation or the repro-
duction of the reality of the base in the superstructure in a more or less
direct way. Positivist notions of reflection and reproduction of course

tionship cannot be found, or cannot be found without effort or even
violence to the material or practice being studied, the notion was

* For a further discussion of the range of meanings in ‘determine’ see Keywords, London
1976, pp. 87-91.
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introduced of delays in time, the famous lags; of various technical compli-
cations; and of indirectness, in which certain kinds of activity in the
cultural sphere—philosophy, for example—were situated at a greater
distance from the primary economic activities. That was the first stage of
qualification of the notion of superstructure: in effect, an operational
qualification.. The second stage was related but more fundamental, in
that the process of the relationship itself was more substantially looked at.
This was the kind of reconsideration which gave rise to the modern
reproduction—indeed something radically different from either reflec-
tion or reproduction—actively occurs. In the later twentieth century

there is the notion of ‘homologous structures’, where there may be no
direct or easily apparent similarity, and certainly nothing like reflection

or reproduction, between the superstructural process and the reality of
the base, but in which there is an essential homology or correspondence
of structures, which can be discovered by analysis. This is not the same
notion as ‘mediation’, but it is the same kind of amendment in that the
relationship between the base and the superstructure is not supposed to
be direct, nor simply operationally subject to lags and complications and
indirectnesses, but that of its nature it is not direct reproduction.
These qualifications and amendments are important. But it seems to
me that what has not been looked at with equal care is the received notion
of the ‘base’ (Basis, Grundlage). And indeed | would argue that the base is
the more important concept to look at if we are to understand the realities
of cultural process. In many uses of the proposition of base and super-
structure, as a matter of verbal habit, ‘the base’ has come to be considered
virtually as an object, or in less crude cases, it has been considered in
essentially uniform and usually static ways. “The base’ is the real social
existence of man. ‘The base’ is the real relations of production corres-
ponding to a stage of development of the material productive forces. ‘The
base’ is a mode of production at a particular stage of its development. We
make and repeat propositions of this kind, but the usage is then very
different from Marx’s emphasis on productive activities, in particular
structural relations, constituting the foundation of all other activities.
For while a particular stage of the development of production can, be
discovered and made precise by analysis, it is never in practice either
uniform or static. It is indeed one of the central propositions of Marx’s
sense of history that there are deep contradictions in the relationships of
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production and in the consequent social relationships. There is therefore
the continual possibility of the dynamic variation of these forces. More-
ovr, when these forces are considered, as Marx always considers them, as
the specific activities and relationships of real men, they mean something
very much more active, more complicated and more contradictory than
the developed metaphorical notion of ‘the base’ could possibly allow us to
realize,

The Base and the Productive Forces

So we have to say that when we talk of ‘the base’, we are talking of 2
process and not a state. And we cannot ascribe to that process certain
fixed properties for subsequent translation to the variable processes of the
shﬁersxrucruré.' Most people who have wanted to make the ordinary
proposition more reasonable have concenirated on refining the notion of
superstructure. But I would say that each term of the proposition has to

be revalued in a particular direction. We have to revalug ‘determination’ |

towards the setting of limits and the exertion of pressure, and away froma

predicted, prefigured and controlled content. We have to rcvalue(:supgyjf)

structure’ towards a related range of cultural practices, and away from a
reflected, reproduced or specifically dependent content. And, crucially,
we have to revalue ‘the basehaway from the notion of a fixed economic or
technological abstraction, and towards the specific activities of men in
real social and economic relationships, containing fundamental contra-
dictions and variations and therefore always in a state of dynamic process.

It is worth observing one further implication behind the customary
definitions. ‘The base’ has come to include, especially in certain
twentieth-century developments, a Strong and limiting sense of basic
industry. The emphasis on heavy industry, even, has played a certain
cultural role. And this raises a more general problem, for we find
ourselves forced to look again at the ordinary notion of ‘productive
forces'. Clearly what we are examining in the base is primary productive
forces. Yet some very crucial distinctions have to be made here. [t is true
that in his analysis of capiralist production Marx considered ‘productive
work’ in a very particular and specialized sense corresponding to that
mode of production. There is a difficult passage in the Grundrisse in
which he argues that while the man who makes a piano is a productive
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worker, there is a real question whether the man who distributes the
piano is also a productive worker; but he probably is, since he contributes
10 the realization of surplus value. Yet when it comes to the man who
plays the piano, whether to himselfor to others, there is no question: he is
not a productive worker at all. So piano-maker is base, but pianist super-
structure. As a way of considering cultural activity, and incidentally the
economics of modern cultural activity, this is very clearly a dead-end. But
for any theoretical clarification it is crucial to recognize that Marx was
there engaged in an analysis of a particular kind of production, that is
capitalist commodity production. Within his analysis of this mode, he
had to give to the notion of ‘productive labour’ and ‘productive forces’ a
specialized sense of primary work on materials in a form which produced
commodities. But this has narrowed remarkably, and in a cultural
context very damagingly, from his more central notion of productive
forces, in which, to give just brief reminders, the most important thing a
worker ever produces is himself, himselfin the fact of that kind of labour,
or the broader historical emphasis of men producing themselves, them-
selves and their history. Now when we talk of the base, and of primary
productive forces, it matters very much whether we are referring, as in
one degenerate form of this proposition became habitual, to primary
production within the terms of capitalist economic relationships, or to
the primary production of society itself, and of men themselves, the
material production and reproduction of real life. 1f we have the broad
sense of productive forces, we look at the whole question of the base
differently, and we are then less tempted to dismiss as superstructural,
and in that sense as merely secondary, certain vital productive social
forces, which are in the broad sense, from the beginning, basic.

Uses of Totality

Yet, because of the difficulties of the ordinary proposition of base and
superstructure, there was an alternative and very important develop-
ment, an emphasis primarily associated with Lukacs, on a social
‘otality’. The totality of social practices was opposed to this layered
notion of base and a consequent superstructure. This concept of a
totality of practices is compatible with the notion of social being deter-
mining consciousness, but it does not necessarily interpret this process in
rerms of a base and a superstructure. Now the language of totality has
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hecome common, and it is indeed in many ways more acceptable than the
notion of base and superstructure. But with one very important reserva-
tion. It is very easy for the notion of totality to empty of its essential
content the original Marxist proposition. For if we come to say that
society is composed of a large number of social practices which form a
concrete social whole, and if we give to each practice a certain specific
recognition, adding only that they interact, retate and combine in very
complicated ways, we are at one level much more obviously talking about
reality, but we are at another level withdrawing from the claim that there
1S any Process of determination, And this 1, for one, would be very unwil-
[ing 1o do. Indeed, the key question to ask about any notion of totality in
cultural theory is this: whether the notion of totality includes the notion
of intention. - :

If totality is simply concrete, if it is simply the recognition of a large
variety of miscellaneous and contemporaneous practices, then it is essen-
tially empty of any content that could be called Marxist. Intention, the
notion of intention, restores the key question, or rather the key emphasis.
For while it is true that any society is 2 complex whole of such practices, it
is also true that any society has a specific organization, a specific struc-
ture, and that the principles of this organization and structure can be seen
as directly related to certain social intentions, intentions by which we
define the society, intentions which in all our experience have been the
rule of a particular class. One of the unexpected consequences of the
crudeness of the base/superstructure model has been the too easy accept-
ance of models which appear less crude—models of totality or of a
complex whole—but which exclude the facts of social intention, the class
character of a particular society and so on. And this reminds us of how
much we lose if we abandon the superstructural emphasis altogether.
Thus 1 have great difficulty in seeing processes of art and thought as
superstructural in the sense of the formula as it is commonly used. Butin
many areas of social and political thought—certain kinds of ratifying
theory, certain kinds of law, certain kinds of institution, which after all in

Marx’s original formulations were very much part of the superstructure
—in all that kind of social apparatus, and ina decisive area of political and
ideological activity and construction, if we fail to see a superstructural
clement we fail to recognize reality at all. Th«cvs.eﬁlawhs?wc_gngtitu;jons,
theories, ideologies, which are 50 often claimed as natural, or as having
universal validity or significance, simply have to be seen as expressing
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and ratifying the domination of a particular class. Indeed the diﬂicuﬁy of
revising the formula of base and superstructure has had much to do with
the perception of many militants-—who have to fight such institutions
and notions as well as fighting economic battles—that if these institutions
and their ideologies are not perceived as having that kind of dependent
and ratifying relationship, if their claims to universal validity or legiti-
macy are not denied and fought, then the class character of the society can
no longer be seen. And this has been the effect of some versions of totality
as the description of cultural process. Indeed I think we can properly use
the notion of totality only when we combine it with that other crucial

Marxist concept of ‘hegemony’.

The Complexity of Hegemony

It is Gramsci’s great contribution to have emphasized hegemony, and
also to have understood it at a depth which is, I think, rare. For hegemony
supposes the existence of something which is truly total, which is not
merely secondary or superstructural, like the weak sense of ideology, but
which is lived at such a depth, which saturates the society to such an
extent, and which, as Gramsci put it, even constitutes the substance and
limit of common sense for most people under its sway, that it corresponds
to the reality of social experience very much more clearly than any
notions derived from the formula of base and superstructure. For if
ideology were merely some abstract, imposed set of notions, if our social
and political and cultural ideas and assumptions and habits were merely
the result of specific manipulation, of a kind of overt training which
might be simply ended or withdrawn, then the society would be very
much easier to move and to change than in practice it has ever been or is.
This notion of hegemony as deeply saturating the consciousness of a
society scems to me to be fundamental. And hegemony has the advantage
over general notions of totality, that it at the same time emphasizes the
facts of domination.

Yet there are times when I hear discussions of hegemony and feel that
it too, as a concept, is being dragged back to the relatively simple,
uniform and static notion which ‘superstructure’ in ordinary use had
become. Indeed I think that we have to give a very complex account of
hegemony if we are talking about any real social formation. Above all we
have to give an account which allows for its elements of real and constant
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change. We have to emphasize that hegemony is not singular; indeed that
its own internal structures are highly complex, and have continually to be
rencwed, recreated and defended; and by the same token, that they can be
continually challenged and in certain respects modified. That is why
instead of speaking simply of ‘the hegemony’, ‘a hegemony’, 1 would
propose a model which allows for this kind of variation and contradic-
tion, its sets of alternatives and its processes of change.

For one thing that is evident in some of the best Marxist cultural
analysis is that it is very much more at home in what one might call
epochal questions than in what one has to call Aistorical questions. That is
to say, it is usually very much better at distinguishing the large features of
different epochs of society, as commonly between feudal and bourgeois,
than at distinguishing between different phases of bourgeois society, and
different moments within these phases: that true historical process which
demands a much greater precision and delicacy of analysis than the
always striking epochal analysis which is concerned with main linea-
ments and features.

T'he theoretical model which I have been trying to work with is this. 1
would say first that in any society, in any particular period, there is a

" central system of practices, meanings and values, which we can properly
call dominant and effective. This implies no presumption about its value.
AT am saying is that it is central. Indeed 1 would call it a corporate
system, but this might be mnl'uswi}\g, since Gramsci uses ‘corporate’ to
mean the subordinate as opposed to the general and dominant elements
of hegemony. In any case what L have in mind is the central, effective and
dominant system of meanings and values, which are not merely abstract
but which are organized and lived. That is why hegemony is not to be
understood at the level of mere opinion or mere manipulation. It is a
whole body of practices and expectations; our assignments of energy, our
ordinary understanding of the nature of man and of his world. Itisasetof
meanings and values which as they are experienced as practices appear as
reciprocally confirming. It thus constitutes a sense of reality for most
people in the society, a sense of absolute because experienced reality
beyond which it is very difficult for most members of the society to move,
in most areas of their lives. But this is not, except in the operation of a
moment of abstract analysis, in any sense a static system. On the contrary
we can only understand an effective and dominant culture if we under-
stand the real social process on which it depends: [ mean the process of
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rgpporpqration. The modes of incorporation are of great social signifi-
cance. The educational institutions are usually the main agencies of the
wransmission of an effective dominant culture, and this is now a major
economic as well as a cultural activity; indeed it is both in the same
moment. Moreover, at a philosophical level, at the true level of theory
and at the level of the history of various practices, there is a process which
I call the selective tradition: that which, within the terms of an effective
dominant culture, is always passed ofl as ‘the tradition’, ‘the significant
gaé[’. But always the selectivity is the point; the way in which from a
whole possible area of past and present, certain meanings and practices
are chosen for emphasis, certain other meanings and practices are neglee-
ted and excluded. Even more crucially, some of these meanings and prac-
tices are reinterpreted, diluted, or put into forms which support or at
least do not contradict other elements within the effective dominant
culture. The processes of education; the processes of a much wider social
training within institutions like the family; the practical definitions and
organization of work; the selective tradition at an intellectual and
theoretical level: all these forces are involved in a continual making and
remaking of an effective dominant culture, and on them, as experienced,
as built into our living, its reality depends. If what we learn there were
merely an imposed ideology, or itit were only the isolable meanings and
practices of the ruling class, or of a section of the ruling cluss, which gets
imposed on others, occupying merely the top of our minds, it would be—
and one would be glad—a very much casier thing 10 overthrow,

It is not only the depths to which this process reaches, selecting and
organizing and interpreting our experience. It is also thatitis continually
active and adiﬁstiﬂn}ig; itisn’tjust the past, the dry husks of ideology which
we Ganmore easily discard. And this can only be 50, in a complex society,
if it is something more substantial and more flexible than any abstract
imposed ideology. Thus we have to recognize the alternative meanings
and values, the alternative opinions and attitudes, even some alternative
senses of the world, which can be accommodated and tolerated within a
particular effective and dominant culture. This has been much under-
emphasized in our notions of a superstructure, and even in some notions
of hegemony. And the under-emphasis opens the way for retreat to an
indifferent complexity. In the practice of politics, for example, there are
certain truly incorporated modes of what are nevertheless, within those
terms, real oppositions, that are felt and fought out. Their existence
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within the incorporation is recognizable by the fact that, whatever the
degree of internal conflict or internal variation, they do not in practice go
beyvond the limits of the central effective and dominant definitions. This
1 imc, for example, of the practice of parliamentary politics, though its
internal oppositions are real. It is true about a whole range of practices
and arguments, in any real society, which can by no means be reduced to
an ideological cover, but which can nevertheless be properly analysed as
in my sense corporate, if we find that, whatever the degree of internal
Cnnlrjuvcrsy and variation, they do not in the end exceed the limits of the
central corporate definitions. ]

But if we are to say this, we have to think again about the sources of that
which s not (m‘porv-.\tc; ol those pracuces, experiences, meanings, vulucﬁs
which are not part of the effective dominant culture, We can express this
in two ways, There is clearly something that we ¢an cnll\uhcrnm lvcﬁﬁo the
cftective (10111inam culture, and there 1s something else that we can cgll
oppositionul,fin a true sense. The degree ofcxistenCQ oftl‘lcse ahgmauyc
and oppositional forms is itsel{ a matter of constant hxstf)ncal variation in
real circumstances. In certain societies it is possible to find arcas of social
life in which quite real alternatives are al least left alone. (I they are mrtdc
available, of course, they are part ol the corporate orgzmizuli‘on.) The
existence of the possibility of opposition, and ofits articulation, 1ts dctglrcc
of openness, and so on, again depends on very precise social an‘d p(')lmcal
forces. The facts of alternative and oppositional forms of social life and
culture, in relation to the effective and dominant culture, have then tolbe
recognized as subject 1o historical variation, and as having sour@s which
are very significant as a fact about the dominant culture itselt.

Residual and Emergent Cultures

1 have next to introduce a further distinction, between residual and emer-
gent torms, both of alternative and ofoppozsitional culture. By ‘rcsidual"l
mean that some expérié'h"c‘cs,‘ meanings and values, which cannot be veri-
fied or cannot be expressed in terms of the dominant culture, are never-
theless lived and practised on the basis of the residue—cultural as wc'll as
social —of some previous social formation. There is a real case 0f[hl§ in
certain religious values, by contrast with the very evident incorporation
of most religious meanings and values into the dominant system. The
same is true, in a culture like Britain, of certain notions derived from a
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rural past, which have a very significant popularity. A residual culture is
usually at some distance from the effective dominant culture, but one has
to recognize that, in real cultural activities, it may get incorporated into
it. This is because some part of it, some version of it—and especially if the
residue is from some major area of the past—will in many cases have had
to be incorporated if the effective dominant culture is to make sense in
those arcas. It is also because at certain points a dominant culture cannot
allow too much of this kind of practice and experience outside itself, at
least without risk. Thus the pressures are real, but certain genuinely resi-
dual meanings and practices in some important cases survive.

By ‘emergent’ I mean, first, that new meanings and values, new prac-
tices, new significances and experiences, are continually being, created.
But there is then a much earlier attempt to incorporate them, just because
they are part—and yet not a defined part—of eflective contemporary prac-
tice. Indeed it is significant in our own period how very early this attempt
is, how alert the dominant culture now is to anything that can be scen as
emergent. We have then to see, first, as it were a temporal relation
petween a dominant culture and on the one hand a residual and on the
other hand an emergent culture. But we can only understand this if we
can make distinctions, that usually require very precise analysis, between
residual-incorporated and residual not incorporated, and between emer-
gent-incorporated and emergent not incorporated. It is an important fact
about any particular society, how far it reaches into the whole range of
human practices and experiences in an attempt at incorporation.. It may
be true of some earlicr phases of bourgeois society, for example, that there
were some areas of experience which it was willing to dispense with,
which it was prepared to assign as the sphere of private or artistic life, and
as being no particular business of society or the state. This went along
with certain kinds of political tolerance, even if the reality of that toler-
ance was malign neglect. But I am sure it is true of the society that has
come into existence since the last war, that progressively, because of
developments in the social character of labour, in the social character of
communications, and in the social character of decision, it extends much
further than ever before in capitalist society into certain hitherto resigned
areas of experience and practice and meaning. Thus the effective deci-
sion, as to whether a practice is alternative or oppositional, is often now
made within a very much narrower scope. There is a simple theoretical
distinction between alternative and oppositional, that is to say between
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someone who simply finds a different way to live and wishes to be left
alone with it, and someone who finds a different way to live and wants to
change the society in its light. This is usually the difference between
individual and small-group solutions to social crisis and those solutions
which properly belong to political and ultimately revolutionary practice.
But it is often a very narrow line, in reality, between alternative and
oppositional. A meaning or a practice may be tolerated as a deviation, and
yet still be seen only as another particular way to live. But as the necessary
area of effective dominance extends, the same meanings and practices can
be seen by the dominant culture, not merely as disregarding or despising
it, but as challenging it.

Now it is crucial to any Marxist theory of culture that it can give an
adequate explanation of the sources of these practices and meanings. We
can understand, from an ordinary historical approach, at least some of the
sources of residual meanings and practices. These are the results of
earlier social formations, in which certain real meanings and values were
generated. In the subsequent default of a particular phase of a dominant
culture, there is then a reaching back to those meanings and values which
were created in real societies in the past, and which still scem to have
some significance because they represent areas of human experience,
aspiration and achievement, which the dominant culture under-values or
OppOSEs, OF €VEN Cannog recognise. But our hardest task, theoretically, is
to find a non-metaphysical and non-subjectivist explanation of emergent
cultural practice. Moreover, part of our answer to this question bears on
the process of persistence of residual practices.

Class and Human Practice

We have indeed one source to hand from the central body of Marxist
theory. We have the formation of a new class, the coming to conscious-
ness of a new class. This remains, without doubt, quite centrally impor-
tant. Of course, in itself, this process of formation complicates any simple
model of base and superstructure. It also complicates some of the
ordinary versions of hegemony, although it was Gramsci’s whole
purpose to sce and to create by organization that hegemony of a prole-
tarian kind which would be capable of challenging the bourgeois hege-
mony. We have then one central source of new practice, in the emergence
ofa new class. But we have also to recognize certain other kinds of source,
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and in cultural practice some of these are very important. I would say that
we can recognize them on the basis of this proposition: that no mode of
production, and therefore no dominant society or order of society, and
therefore no dominant culture, in reality exhausts the full range of human
practice, human energy, human intention (this range is not the inventory
of some original ‘human nature’ but, on the contrary, is that extraordin-
ary range of variations, both practised and imagined, of which human
beings are and have shown themselves to be capable). Indeed it seems to
me that this emphasis is not merely a negative proposition, allowing us to
account for certain things which happen outside the dominant mode. On
the contrary, it is a fact about the modes of domination that they select
from and consequently exclude the full range of actual and possible
human practice. The difficulties of human practice outside or against the
dominant mode are, of course, real. It depends very much whether it 1sin
an area in which the dominant class and the dominant culture have an
interest and a stake. If the interest and the stake are explicit, many new
practices will be reached for, and if possible incorporated, or else extirpa-
ted with extraordinary vigour. But in certain areas, there will be in
certain periods practices and meanings which are not reached for. There
will be areas of practice and meaning which, almost by definition from its
own limited character, or in its profound deformation, the dominant
culture is unable in any real terms to recognize. This givesusa bearing on
the observable difference between, for example, the practices of a capital-
ist state and a state like the contemporary Soviet Union in relation to
writers. Since from the whole Marxist tradition literature was seen as an
important activity, indeed a crucial activity, the Soviet state is very much
sharper in investigating areas where different versions of practice, difter-
ent meanings and values, are being attempted and expressed. In capitalist
practice, if the thing is not making a profit, or if it is not being widely
circulated, then it can for some time be overlooked, at least while it
remains alternative. When it becomes oppositional in an explicit way, it
does, of course, get approached or attacked.

I am saying then that in relation to the full range of human practice at
any one time, the dominant mode is a conscious selection and organiza-
tion. At least in its fully formed state it is conscious. But therc are always
sources of actual human practice which it neglects or excludes. And these
can be different in quality from the developing and articulate interests of
a rising class. They can include, for example, alternative perceptions of
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others, in immediate personal relationships, or new perceptions of
material and media, in art and science, and within certain limits these
new perceptions can be practised. The relations between the two kinds of
source—the emerging class and either the dominatively excluded or the
more generally new practices—are by no means necessarily contradic-
tory. At times they can be very close, and on the relations between them
much in political practice depends. But culturally and as a matter of
theory the areas can be seen as distinct.

Now if we go back to the cultural question in its most usual form—what
are the relations between art and society, or literature and society?—in the
light of the preceding discussion, we have to say first that there are no
relations between literature and society in that abstracted way. The
literature is there from the beginning as a practice in the society. Indeed
until it and all other practices are present, the society cannot be seen as
fully formed. A society is not fully available for analysis until each of its
practices is included. But if we make that emphasis we must make a
corres nding emphasis: that we cannot separate literature and art from
other kinds of social practice, in such a way as 10 make them subject 10
quite special and distinct laws. They may have quite specific features as
practices, but they cannot be separated from the general social process.
Indeed onc way of emphasizing this is to say, to insist, that literature 1s
not restricied to operating in any one of the sectors 1 have been seeking to
describe in this model. It would be easy 1o say, it is a familiar rhetoric,
that literature operates in the emergent cultural sector, that it represents
the new feclings, the new meanings, the new values. We might persuade
oursclves of this theoretically, by abstract argument, but when we read
much literature, over the whole range, without the sleight-of-hand of
calling Literature only that which we have already selected as embodying
certain meanings and values at a certain scale of intensity, we are bound
to recognize that the act of writing, the practices of discourse in writing
and speech, the making of novels and poems and plays and theories, all
this activity takes place in all areas of the culture.

Literature appears by no means only in the emergent sector, which is
always, in fact, quite rare. A great deal of writing is of a residual kind, and
this has been deeply true of much English literature in the last half-
century. Some of its fundamental meanings and values have belonged to
the cultural achievements of Jong-past stages of society. So widespread is
this fact, and the habits of mind it supports, that in many minds ‘literature’
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and ‘the past’ acquire a certain identity, and it is then said that there is
now no literature: all that glory is over. Yet most writing, in any period,
including our own, is a form of contribution to the effective dominant
culture. Indeed many of the specific qualities of literature—its capacity to
embody and enact and perform certain meanings and values, or to create
in single particular ways what would be otherwise merely general truths
—enable it to fulfil this effective function with great power. To literature,
of course, we must add the visual arts and music, and in our own society
the powerful arts of film and of broadcasting. But the general theoretical
point should be clear. If we are looking for the relations between litera-
ture and society, we cannot tither separate out this one practice from a
formed body of other practices, nor when we have identiticd a particular
practice can we give it a uniform, static and ahistorical relation to some
abstract social formation. The arts of writing and the arts of creation and
performance, over their whole range, are parts of the cultural process in
all the different ways, the different sectors, that I have been seeking to
describe. They contribute to the effective dominant culture and are a
central articulation of it. They embody residual meanings and values, not
all of which are incorporated, though many are. They express also and
significantly some emergent practices and meanings, yet some of these
may eventually be incorporated, as they reach people and begin to move
them. Thus it was very evident in the sixties, in some of the emergent arts
of performance, that the dominant culture reached out to transform, or
seek to transform, them. In this process, of course, the dominant culture
itself changes, not in its central formation, but in many of its articulated
features. But then in a modern society it must always change in this way,
ifitis to remain dominant, if it is still to be felt asin real ways centralin all
our many activities and interests.

Critical Theory as Consumption

What then are the implications of this general analysis for the analysis of
particular works of art? This is the question towards which most discus-
sion of cultural theory seems to be directed: the discovery of a method,
perhaps even a methodology, through which particular works of art can
be understood and described. 1 would not myself agree that this is the
central use of cultural theory, but let us for a moment consider it. What
seems to me very striking is that nearly all forms of contemporary critical
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theory are theories of consumption. That is to say, they are concerned with

understanding an object in such a way that it can profitably or correctly
be consumed. The earliest stage of consumption theory was the theory of
“aste’, where the link between the practice and the theory was direct in
the metaphor. From taste there came the more elevated notion of ‘sensi-
bility’, in which it was the consumption by sensibility of elevated or
insightful works that was held to be the essential practice of reading, and
critical activity was then a function of this sensibility. There were then
more developed theories, in the 1920s with L.A. Richards, and later in
New Criticism, in which the effects of consumption were studied
directly. The language of the work of art as object then became more
overt., “What cffect does this work (“the poem’ as it was ordinarily
described) have on me?’ Or, ‘what impact does it have on me?’, as it was
later to be put in a much wider area of communication studies. Naturally
enough, the notion of the work of art as object, as text, as an isolated arte-
fact, became central in all these later consumption theories. It was not
only that the practices of production were then overlooked, though this
fused with the notion that most important literature anyway was from the
past. The real social conditions of production were in any cas¢ neglected
because they were believed to be at best secondary. The true relationship
was seen always as between the taste, the sensibility or the training of the
reader and this isolated work, this object ‘as in itself it really is’, as most
people came to put it. But the notion of the work of art as object had a
further large theoretical effect. 1f you ask questions about the work of art
seen as object, they may include questions about the components of its
production. Now, as it happened, there was a use of the formula of base
and superstructure which was precisely in line with this. The compo-
nents of a work of art were the real activities of the base, and you could
study the object to discover these components. Sometimes you even
studied the components and then projected the object. Butin any case the
relationship that was looked for was one between an object and its compo-
nents. But this was not only truc of Marxist suppositions of a base and a
superstructure. It was true also of various kinds of psychological theory,
whether in the form of archetypes, or the images of the collective uncon-
scious, or the myths and symbols which were seen as the components of
particular works of art. Or again there was biography, or psycho-
biography and its like, where the components were in the man’s life and
the work of art was an object in which components of this kind were
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discovered. Even in some of the more rigorous forms of New Criticism
and of structuralist criticism, this essential procedure of regarding the
work as an object which has to be reduced to its components, even if later
it may be reconstituted, came to persist.

Objects and Practices

Now I think the true crisis in cultural theory, in our own time, is between
this view of the work of art as object and the alternative view of art as a
practice. Of course it is at once argued that the work of art is an object:
that various works have survived from the past, particular sculptures,
particular paintings, particular buildings, and these are objects. Thisisof
course true, but the same way of thinking is applied to works which have
no such singular existence. There is no Hamlet, no Brothers Karamazov,
no Wuthering Heights, in the sense that there is a particular great
painting. There is no Fifth Symphony, there is no work in the whole area
of music and dance and performance, which is an object in any way
comparable to those works in the visual arts which have survived. And
yet the habit of treating all such works as objects has persisted because
this is a basic theoretical and practical presupposition. But in literature
(especially in drama), in music and in a very wide area of the performing
arts, what we permanently have are not objects but notations. These
notations have then to be interpreted in an active way, according to the
particular conventions. But indeed this is true over an even wider field.
The relationship between the making of a work of art and its reception is
always active, and subject to conventions, which in themselves are forms
of (changing) social organization and relationship, and this is radically
different from the production and consumption of an object. It is indeed
an activity and a practice, and in its accessible forms, although it may in
some arts have the character of a singular object, it is still only accessible
through active perception and interpretation. This makes the case of
notation, in arts like drama and literature and music, only a special case of
a much wider truth. What this can show us here about the practice of
analysis is that we have to break from the common procedure of isolating
the object and then discovering its components. On the contrary we have
to discover the nature of a practice and then its conditions.
Often these two procedures may in part resemble each other, but ’

many other cases they are of radically different kinds, and 1 wc
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conclude with an observation on the way this distinction bears on the
Marxist tradition of the relation between primary economic and social
practices, and cultural practices. If we suppose that what is produced in
cultural practice is a series of objects, we shall, as in most current forms of
sociological-critical procedure, set about discovering their components.
Within a Marxist emphasis these components will be from what we have
been in the habit of calling the base. We then isolate certain features
which we can so to say recognize tn component form, or we ask what
processes of transformation or mediation these components have gone
through before they arrived n this accessible state.

Bur 1 am saying that we should look not for the components of a
product but for the conditions of a practice. When we find ourselves
looking at a particular work, or group of works, often realizing, as we do
so, their essential community as well as their irreducible individuality,
we should find ourselves attending first to the reality of their practice and
the conditions of the practice as it was then executed. And from this 1
think we ask essentially different questions. Take for example the way in
which an object—‘a text’—is related to a genre, in orthodox criticism. We
identify 1t by certain leading fearures, we then assign it to a larger cate-
gory, the genre, and then we may find the components of the genre in a
particular social history (although in some variants of criticism not even
that is done, and the genre is supposed to be some permanent category of
the mind).

Itis not that way of proceeding that is now required. The recognition of
the relation ol a collective mode and an individual project—and these are
the only categories that we can initially presume—is a recognition of
refated practices. That is to say, the irreducibly individual projects that
particular works are, may come in experience and in analysis to show
resemblances which allow us to group them into collective modes. These
are by no means always genres. They may exist as resemblances within
and across genres. They may be the practice of a group in a period, rather
than the practice of a phase in a genre. But as we discover the nature of a
particular practice, and the nature of the relation between an individual
project and a collective mode, we find that we are analysing, as two forms
of the same process, both its active composition and its conditions of
ymposition, and in either direction this is a complex of extending active
b1 tionships. This means, of course, that we have no built-in procedure
the , kind which is indicated by the fixed character of an object. We have
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the principles of the relations of practices, within a discover{ahly %nlen-
tional organization, and we have the available hypotheses of dominant,
residual and emergent. But what we are actively seeking is the true
practice which has been alienated to an object, and the true cogditiqns of
practice—whether as literary conventions or as social relationships--
which have been alienated to components or to mere background.

As a general proposition this is only an emphasis, but it seems to me to
suggest at once the point of break and the point of departure, in practical
and theoretical work, within an active and self-renewing Marxist cultural
tradition,



