Cultural theory and popular culture : a reader / Edited by John [
Storey; New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1994 (56-64 p.)
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Raymond Williams

1}
There are three general categories in the definition of culture. There is, first, the
‘ideal’, in which culture is a state or process of human perfection, in terms of certain
absolute or universal values. The analysis of culture, if such a definition is accepted,
is essentially the discovery and description, in lives and works, of those values which
can be seen to compose a timeless order, or to have permanent reference to the
universal human condition. Then, second, there is the ‘documentary’, in which
culture is the body of inteliectual and imaginative work, in which, in a detailed way,
human thought and experience are variously recorded. The analysis of culture, from
such a definition, is the activiry of criticism, by which the nature of the thought and
experience, the details of the language, form and convention in which these are
active, are described and valued. Such criticism can range from a process very
similar to the ‘ideal’ analysis, the discovery of ‘the best that has been thought and
written in the world’, through a process which, while interested in tradition, takes
as its primary emphasis the particular work being studied (its clarification and
valuation being the principal end in view) to a kind of historical criticism which,
after analysis of particular works, seek to relate them to the particular traditions and
societies in which they appeared. Finally, third, there is the ‘social’ definition of
culture, in which culture is a description of a particular way of life, which expresses
certain meanings and values not only in art and learning but aiso in institutions and
ordinary behaviour. The analysis of culrure, from such a definition, is the
clarification of the meanings and values implicit and explicit in a particular way of
life, a particular culture. Such analysis will include the historical criticism always
referred to, in which intellectual and imaginative works are analysed in relation to
particular traditions and societies, but will also include analysis of elements in the
way of life that to followers of the other definitions are not ‘culture’ at all: the
organization of production, the structure of the family, the structure of institutions
which express or govern social relationships, the characteristic forms through which
members of the society communicate. Again, such apalysis ranges from an ‘ideal’
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emphasis, the discovery of certain absolute or universal, or at least higher and lower,
meanings and values, through the ‘documentary’ emphasis, in which clarification of
a particular way of life is the main end in view, to an emphasis which, from studying
particular #¥eanings and values, seeks not so much to compare these, as a way of
establishing a scale, but by studying their modes of change to discover certain
general laws’ or ‘trends’, by which social and cultural development as a whole can
be better understood.

It seems to me that there is value in each of these kinds of definition. For it
certainly seetns necessary to look for meanings and values, the record of creative
human activity, not only in art and intellectual work, but also in institutions and
forms of behaviour. At the same time, the degree to which we depend, in our
knowledge of many past societies and past stages of our own, on the body of
intellectual and imaginative work which has retained its major communicative
power, makes the description of culture in these terms, if not complete, at least
reasonable. It can indeed be argued that since we have ‘society’ for the broader
description, we can properly restrict ‘culture’ to this more limited reference. Yet
there are elements in the ‘ideal’ definition which also seem to me valuable, and which
encourage the retention of the broad reference. I find it very difficult, after the many
comparative studies now on record, to identify the process of human perfection with
the discovery of ‘absolute’ values, as these have been ordinarily defined. I accept the
criticism that these are normally an extension of the values of a particular tradition
or society. Yet, if we call the process, not human perfection, which implies a known
ideal towards which we can move, but human evolution, to mean a process of
general growth of man as a kind, we are able to recognize areas of fact which the
other definitions might exclude. For it seems to me to be true that meanings and
values, discovered in particular societies and by particular individuals, and kept
alive by social inheritance and by embodiment in particular kinds of work, have
proved to be universal in the sense that when they are learned, in any particular
situation, they can contribute radically to the growth of man’s powers to enrich his
life, to regulate his society, and to control his environment. We are most aware of
these elements in the form of particular techniques, in medicine, production, and
communications, but it is clear not only that these depend on more purely
intellectual disciplines, which had to be wrought out in the creative handling of
experience, but also that these disciplines in themselves, together with certain basic
ethical assumptions and certain major art forms, have proved similarly capable of
being gathered into a general tradition which seems to represent, through many
variations and conflicts, a line of common growth. It seems reasonable to speak of
this tradition as a general human culture, while adding thar it can only become
active within particular societies, being shaped, as it does so, by more local and
temporary systems.

The variations of meaning and reference, in the use of culture as a term, must be
seen, | am arguing, not simply as a disadvantage, which prevents any kind of neat
and exclusive definition, but as a genuine complexity, corresponding to real
elements in experience. There is a significant reference in each of the three main

.
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kinds of definition, and, if this is so, it is the relations between them that should
claim our attention. [t seems to me that any adequate theory of culture must include
the three areas of fact to which the definitions point, and conversely that any
particular definition, within any of the categaries, which would exclude reference
to the others, is inadequate. Thus an ‘ideal’ definition which attempts to abstract the
process it describes from its detailed embodiment and shaping by particular societies
- regarding man’s ideal development as something separate from and even opposed
to his ‘animal nature’ or the sarisfaction of material needs — seems to me
unacceptable. A ‘documentary’ definition which sees value only in the written and
painted records, and marks this area off from the rest of man’s life in society, is
equally unacceptable. Again, a ‘social’ definition, which treats either the general
process or the body of art and learning as a mere by-product, a passive reflection
of the real interests of the society, seem to me equally wrong. However diffcult it
may be in practice, we have to try to see the process as a whole, and to relate our
particular studies, if not explicitly at least by ultimate reference, to the actual and
complex organization.

We can take one example, from analytic method, to illustrate this, If we take a
particular work of art, say the Antigone of Sophocles, we can analyse it in ideal
terms — the discovery of certain absolute values, or in documentary terms — the
communication of certain values by certain artistic means, Much will be gained from
either analysis, for the first will point to the absolute value of reverence for the dead;
the second will point to the expression of certain basic human tensions through the
particular dramatic form of chorus and double kommos, and the specific intensity
of the verse. Yet it is clear that neither analysis is complete. The reverence, as an
absolute value, is limited in the play by the terms of a particular kinship system and
its conventional obligations — Antigone would do this for a brother but nor for a
husband. Similarly, the dramatic form, the metres of the verse, not only have an
artistic tradition behind them, the work of many men, but can be seen to have been
shaped, not only by the demands of the experience, but by the particular social
forms through which the dramatic tradition developed. We can accept such
extensions of our original analysis, but we cannot go on to accept that, because of
the extensions, the value of reverence, or the dramatic form and the specific verse,
have meaning only in the contexts to which we have assigned them. The learning
of reverence, through such intense examples, passes beyond its context into the
general growth of human consciousness. The dramatic form passes beyond its
context, and becomes an element in a major and general dramatic tradition, in quite
different societies. The play itself, a specific communication, survives the society and
the religion which helped to have it, and can be re-created to speak directly to
unimagined audiences. Thus, while we could not abstract the ideal value or the
specific document, neither could we reduce these to explanation within the local
terms of a particular culture, If we study real relarions, in any actual analysis, we
reach the point where we see that we are studying a general organization in a
particular example, and in this general organization there is no element that we can
abstract and separate from the rest. It was certainly an error to suppose that values
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or art-works could be adequately studied without reference to the particular society
within which they were expressed, but it is equally an error to suppose that the social
explanation is determining, or that the values and works are mere by-products. We

#ave got into the habit, since we realized how deeply works or values could be

determined by the whole situation in which they are expressed, of asking about these
relationships in a standard form: ‘what is the relation of this art to this society?’ But
‘society’, in this question, is a specious whole. If the art is part of the sociery, there
is no solid whole, outside it, to which, by the form of our question, we concede
priority. The art is there, as an activity, with the production, the trading, the
politics, the raising of families. To study the relations adequately we must study
them actively, seeing all the activities as particular and contemporary forms of
human energy. If we take any one of these activities, we can see how many of the
others are reflected in it, in various ways according to the nature of the whole
organization. It seems likely, also, that the very fact that we can distinguish any
particular activity, as serving certain specific ends, suggests that without this activity
the whole of the human organization at that place and time could not have been
realized. Thus art, while clearly related to the other activities, can be seen as
expressing certain elements in the organization which, within that organization’s
terms, could only have been expressed in this way. It is then not a question of
relating the art to the society, but of studying all the activities and their inter-
relations, without any concession of priority to any one of them we may choose to
abstract. If we find, as often, that a particular activity came radically to change the
whole organization, we can still not say that it is to this activity that all the others
must be related; we can only study the varying ways in which, within the changing
organization, the particular activities and their interrelations were affected. Further,
since the particular activities will be serving varying and sometimes conflicting ends,
the sort of change we must look for will rarely be of a simple kind: elements of
persistence, adjustment, unconscious assimilation, active resistance, alternative
effort, will all normally be present, in particular activities and in the whole
organization.

The analysis of culture, in the documentary sense, is of grear importance because
it can yield specific evidence about the whole organization within which it was
expressed. We cannot say that we know a particular form or period of society, and
that we will see how its art and theory relate to it, for until we know these, we
cannot really claim to know the society. This is a problem of method, and is
mentioned here because a good deal of history has in fact been written on the
assumption that the bases of the society, its political, economic, and ‘social’
arrangements, form the central core of facts, after which the art and theory can be
adduced, for marginal illustration or ‘correlation’. There has been a neat reversal of
this procedure in the histories of literature, art, science, and philosophy, when these
are described as developing by their own laws, and then something called the
‘background’ (what in general history was the central core) is sketched in. Obviously
it is necessary, in exposition, to select certain activities for emphasis, and it is
entirely reasonable to trace particular lines of development in temporary isolation.
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But the history of a culture, slowly built up from such particular work, can only be
written when the active relations are restored, and the activities seen in a genuine
parity. Cultural history must be more than the sum of the particular histories, for
it is with the relations between them, the particular forms of the whole organization,
that it is especially concerned. I would then define the theory of culture as the study
of relationships between elements in a whole way of life. The analysis of culture is
the attempt to discover the nature of the organization which is the complex of these
relationships. Analysis of particular works or institutions is, in this context, analysis
of their essential kind of organization, the relationships which works or institutions
embody as parts of the organization as a whole. A key-word, in such analysis, is
pattern: it is with the discovery of patterns of a characteristic kind that any useful
cultural analysis begins, and it is with the relationships between these patterns,
which sometimes reveal unexpected identities and correspondences in hitherto
separately considered activities, sometimes again reveal discontinuities of an
unexpected kind, that general cultural analysis is concerned.

It is only in our own time and place that we can expect to know, in any substantial
way, the general organization. We can learn a great deal of the life of other places
fmd times, but certain elements, it seems to me, will always be irrecoverable, Even
those that can be recovered are recovered in abstraction, and this is of crucial
importance. We learn each element as a precipitate, but in the living experience of
the time every element was in solution, an inseparable part of a complex whoie. The
most difficult thing to get hold of, in scudying any past period, is this felt sense of
the quality of life at a particular place and time: a sense of the ways in which the
particular activities combined into a way of thinking and living. We can go some
way in restoring the outlines of a particular organization of life; we can even recover
what Fromm calls the ‘social character’ or Benedict the ‘pattern of culture’. The
social character — a valued system of behaviour and attitudes — is taught formally
and informally; it is both an ideal and a mode. The ‘pattern of culture’ is a selection
and configuration of interests and activities, and a particular valuation of them,
producing a distinct organization, a ‘way of life’. Yet even these, as we recover them,
are usually abstract. Possibly, however, we can gain the sense of a further common
element, which is neither the character nor the pattern, bur as it were the actual
experience through which these were lived. This is potentially of very great impor-
tance, and [ think the fact is that we are most conscious of such contact in the arts
of a period. It can happen that when we have measured these against the external
characteristics of the period, and then allowed for individual variations, there is still
some important common element that we cannot easily place. I think we can best
understand this if we think of any similar analysis of a way of life that we ourselves
share. For we find here a particular sense of life, a particular community of
experience hardly needing expression, through which the characteristics of our way
of life that an external analyst could describe are in some way passed, giving them
a particular and characteristic colour. We are usually most aware of this when we
notice the contrasts between generations, who never talk quite ‘the same language’,
or when we read an account of our lives by someone from outside the community,
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or watch the small differences in style, of speech or behaviour, in someone who has
learned our ways yet was not bred in them. Almost any formal description would
be too crude to express this nevertheless quite distinct sense of a particular and

#hative style. And if this is so, in a way of life we know intimately, it will surely be
s0 when we ourselves are in the position of the visitor, the learner, the guest from
a different generation: the position, in fact, that we are all in, when we study any
past period. Though it can be turned to trivial account, the fact of such a
characteristic is neither trivial nor marginal; it feels quite central.

The term I would suggest to describe it is structure of feeling: it is as irm and
definite as ‘structure’ suggests, yet it operates in the most delicate and least tangible
parts of our activity. In one sense, this structure of feeling is the culture of a period:
it is the particular living result of all the elements in the general organization. And
it is in this respect that the arts of a period, taking these to include characteristic
approaches and tones in argument, are of major importance. For here, if anywhere,
this characteristic is likely to be expressed; often not consciously, but by the fact thac
here, in the only examples we have of recorded communication that outlives its
bearers, the actual living sense, the deep community that makes the communication
possible, is naturally drawn upon. I do not mean that the structure of feeling, any
mare than the social character, is possessed in the same way by the many individuals
in the community. But I think it is a very deep and very wide possession, in all actual
communities, precisely because it is on it that communication depends. And what
is particularly interesting is that it does not seem to be, in any formal sense, learned.
One generation may train its successor, with reasonable success, in the social
character or the general cultural pattern, but the new generation will have its own
structure of feeling, which will not appear to have come ‘from’ anywhere. For here,
most distinctly, the changing organization is enacted in the organism: the new
generation responds in its own ways to the unique world it is inheriting, taking up
many continuities, that can be traced, and reproducing many aspects of the
organization, which can be separately described, yet feeling its whole life in certain
ways differently, and shaping its creative response into a new structure of feeling.

Once the carriers of such a structure die, the nearest we can get to this vital
element is in the documentary culture, from poems to buildings and dress-fashions,
and it is this relation that gives significance to the definition of culture in
documentary terms. This in no way means that the documents are autonomous. It
is simply that, as previously argued, the significance of an activity must be sought
in terms of the whole organization, which is more than the sum of its separable
parts, What we are looking for, always, is the actual life that the whole organization
is there to express. The significance of documentary culture is that, more clearly
than anything else, it expresses that life to us in direct terms, when the living
witnesses are silent. At the same time, if we reflect on the nature of a structure of
feeling, and see how it can fail to be fully understood even by living people in close
contact with it, with ample material at their disposal, including the contemporary
arts, we shall not suppose that we can ever do more than make an approach, an
approximation, using any channels.
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We need to distinguish three ievels of culture, even in its most general definition.
There is the lived culture of a particular time and place, only fully accessible to those
living in that time and place. There is the recorded culture, of every kind, from art
to the most everyday facts: the culture of a period. There is also, as the factor
connecting lived culture and period cultures, the culture of the selective tradition.

When it is no longer being lived, but in a narrower way survives in its records,
the culture of a period can be very carefully studied, until we feel that we have
reasonably clear ideas of its cultural work, its sacial character, its general patterns
of activity and value, and in part of its structure of feeling. Yet the survival is
governed, not by the period itself, but by new periods, which gradually compose a
tradition. Even most specialists in a period know only a part of even its records. One
can say with confidence, for example, that nobody really knows the nineteenth-
century novel; nobody has read, or could have read, all its examples, over the whole
range from printed volumes to penny serials, The real specialist may know some
hundreds; the ordinary specialist somewhat less; educated readers a decreasing
number: though all will have clear ideas on the subject. A selective process, of a
quite drastic kind, is at once evident, and this is true of every field of activity.
Equally, of course, no nineteenth-century reader would have read all the novels; no
individual in the society would have known more than a selection of its facts. But
everyone living in the period would have had something which, I have argued, no
later individual can wholly recover: that sense of the life within which the novels
were written, and which we now approach through our selection. Theoretically, a
period is recorded; in practice, this record is absorbed into a selective tradition; and
both are different from the culture as lived.

It is very important to try to understand the operation of a selective tradition. To
some extent, the selection begins within the period itself; from the whole body of
activities, certain things are selected for value and emphasis. In general this selection
will reflect the organization of the period as a whole, though this does not mean that
the values and emphases will later be confirmed. We see this clearly enough in the
case of past periods, but we never really believe it about our own. We can take an
example from the novels of the last decade. Nobody has read all the English novels
of the 1950s; the fastest reader, giving twenty hours a day to this activity alone,
could not do it. Yet it is clear, in print and in education, not only that certain general
characteristics of the novel in this period have been set down, but also that a
reasonably agreed short list has been made, of what seem to be the best and most
relevant works. If we take the list as containing perhaps thirty titles (already a very
drastic selection indeed) we may suppose that in fifty years the specialist in the novel
of the 1950s will know these thirty, and the general reader will know perhaps five
or six. Yet we can surely be quite certain that, once the 1950s have passed, another
selective process will be begun. As well as reducing the number of works, this new
process will also alter, in some cases drastically, the expressed valuations. It is true
that when fifty years have passed it is likely that reasonably permanent valuations
will have been arrived at, though these may continue to fluctuate. Yet to any of us
who had lived this long process through, it would remain true that elements
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important to us had been neglected. We would say, in a vulnerable elderly way, ‘I
don’t understand why these young people don’t read X any more’, but also, more
firmly, ‘No, that isn’t really what it was like; it is your version’. Since any period
includes at least Wiree generations, we are always seeing examples of this, and one
compiicating factor is that none of us stay still, even in our most significant period:
many of the adjustments we should not protest against, many of the omissions,
distortions and reinterpretations we should accept or not even notice, because we
had been part of the change which brought them about. But then, when living
witnesses had gone, a further change would occur. The lived culture would not only
have been fined down to selected documents; it would be used, in its reduced form,
partly as a contribution (inevitably quite small) to the general line of human growth;
partly for historical reconstruction; partly, again, as a way of having done with us,
of naming and placing a particular stage of the past. The selective tradition thus
creates, at one level, a general human culture; at another level, the historical record
of particular society; at a third level, most difficult to accept and assess, a rejection
of considerabie areas of what was once a living culture.

Within a given society, selection will be governed by many kinds of special
interest, including class interests. Just as the actual social situation will largely
govern contemporary selection, so the development of the society, the process of
historical change, will largely determine the selective tradition. The traditional
culture of a society will always tend to correspond to its contemporary system of
interests and values, for it is not an absolute body of work but a continual selection
and interpretation. In theory, and to a limited extent in practice, those institutions
which are formally concerned with keeping the tradition alive (in particular the
institutions of education and scholarship) are committed to the tradition as a whole,
and not to some selection from it according to contemporary interests. The
importance of this commitment is very great, because we see again and again, in the
workings of a selective tradition, reversals and re-discoveries, returns to work
apparently abandoned as dead, and clearly this is only possible if there are
institutions whose business it is to keep large areas of past culture, if not alive, at
least available. It is natural and inevitable that the selective tradition should follow
the lines of growth of a society, but because such growth is complex and continuous,
the relevance of past work, in any future situation, is unforeseeable. There is a
natural pressure on academic institutions to follow the lines of growth of a society,
but a wise society, while ensuring this kind of relevance, will encourage the
institutions to give sufficient resources to the ordinary work of preservation, and to
resist the criticism, which any particular period may make with great confidence,
that much of this activity is irrelevant and useless. It is often an obstacle to the
growth of a society that so many academic institutions are, to an important extent,
self-perpetuating and resistant to change. The changes have to be made, in new
institutions if necessary, but if we properly understand the process of the selective
tradition, and look at it over a sufficiently long period to get a real sense of historical
change and fluctuation, the corresponding value of such perpetuation will be
appreciated.
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In a society as a whole, and in all its particular activities, the cultural tradition
can be seen as a continual selection and re-selection of ancestors. Particular lines wiil
be drawn, often for as long as a century, and then suddenly with some new stage
in growth these will be cancelled or weakened, and new lines drawn. In the analysis
of contemporary culture, the existing state of the selective tradition is of vital
importance, for it is often true that some change in this tradition — establishing new
lines with the past, breaking or re-drawing existing lines ~ is a radical kind of
contemporary change. We tend to underestimate the extent to which the cultural
tradition is not only a selection but also an interpretation. We see most past work
through our own experience, without even making the effort to see it in something
like its original terms, What analysis can do is not so much to reverse this, returning
a work to its period, as to make the interpretation conscious, by showing historical
alternatives; to relate the interpretation to the particular contemporary values on
which it rests; and, by exploring the real patterns of the work, confront us with the
real nature of the choices we are making. We shall iind, in some cases, that we are
keeping the work alive because it is a genuine contribution to cultural growth. We
shall find, in other cases, that we are using the work in a particular way for our own
reasons, and it is better to know this than to surrender to the mysticism of the ‘great
valuer, Time’. To put on to Time, the abstraction, the responsibility for our own
active choices is to suppress a central part of our experience. The more actively all
cultural work can be related, either to the whole organization within which it was
expressed, or to the contemporary organization within which it is used, the more
clearly shall we see its true values. Thus ‘documentary’ analysis will fead out to
‘social’ analysis, whether in a lived culture, a past period, or in the selective tradition
which is itself a social organization. And the discovery of permanent contributions
will lead to the same kind of general analysis, if we accept the process at this level,
not as human perfection (a movement towards determined values), but as a part of
man’s general evolution, to which many individuals and groups contribute, Every
element that we analyse will be in this sense active: that it will be seen in certain
real relations, at many different levels. In describing these relations, the real cultural
process will emerge.





