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ABSTRACT 

This thesis will attempt to develop a theoretical understanding of 

contemporary working class culture within the broad conceptual appara-

tus of Marxian social theory. Surprisingly, in most variants of 

Marxism no less than mainstream social science, the culture and 

consciousness of subordinate social classes has generally been ignored 

or else subjected to overly abstract, deterministic, and essentially 

functionalist modes of analysis. Mainstream sociological approaches 

utilize Parsonian theories of a common culture overarching the inclu-

sive society, and stress the, absorption of the working class (both 

structurally and culturally) into an acquisitive and individuated mid-

dle class. These mainstream approaches, however, tend to downplay the 

existence of structural class conflict, systemic social contradictions, 

and wide-spread value dissensus. Marxist theories have successfully 

exposed many of the these latent ideological assumptions, but most 

variants of Marxism - including 'orthodox' or economistic Marxism, the 

so-called 'Critical Theory' of the Frankfurt School, and Althusser' s 

'anti-humanist' Marxist structuralism - have likewise failed to concep-

tualize working class culture. Despite considerable differences in 

other areas, what all of these approaches share is the notion that 

the cultural and cognitive attributes of the working class are funda-

mentally determined by wider structural forces, and that social actors 

are essentially 'structural dopes' who passively respond to the 

reproductive needs of the capitalist system. 

I will argue that an anthropological conception of culture - by 

which I mean the discursive, symbolic, and practical ordering of the 
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external natural and social world - has been unduly neglected in the 

Marxist tradition. The result has been a pronounced reliance on 

reductionistic, mechanical models which are incapable of grasping 

adequately the profane social and cultural life of human actors. By 

examining the practices and relations of subordinate individuals at the 

'micro' level of social interaction, I. suggest it is possible to ascer-

tain moments of cultural resistance and a partial 'penetration', decon-

struction and inversion of dominant ideological discourses. I further 

suggest, moreover, that these 'cultural penetrations' are fragmented 

and repressed in a manner which effectively de-politicizes opposition 

to the prevailing social order, and which allows for the incorporation 

of some dominant cultural/ideological elements into working class cul-

ture. Accordingly, I argue that working class culture is best viewed 

as a heterogeneous and dynamic complex of elements drawn from both the 

'common-sense' of the working class, as well as the more systematic and 

coherent philosophies of the hegernonic order which are embedded in the 

rituals and institutions of civil society. Drawing on Gramsci's theory 

of hegemony, the 'culturalist' Marxism of E. P. Thompson and Raymond 

Williams, and the recent work of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural 

Studies, I will in this thesis endeavor to (i) undertake a critical 

assessment of some existing social theories already alluded to which 

have implications for the relationship between social álass and 

culture; (ii) attempt to better incorporate the notion of 'culture' 

into Marxist theory and develop a conceptualization of popular cultural 

forms; and (iii) discuss some ethnographic examples to provide some 

empirical grounding for the theoretical concepts I develop. 
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PREFACE  

"Illusion is the most tenacious weed in the collective unconsciousness; 
history teaches but it has no students." 

-Antonio Grarnsci 

The express purpose of this thesis is to develop a theoretical 

understanding of working class culture within the broad conceptual 

framework of Marxian social theory. Surprisingly, in most variants of 

Marxism no less than mainstream social science, the culture and 

consciousness of subordinate social classes has been either ignored or 

subjected to overly abstract, deterministic and essentially function-

alist modes of analysis. Typically, the working class is viewed as an 

inert entity which lacks any volition or agency of its own, but is 

passively molded by forces, both internal and external, beyond its 
L. 

control and understanding. Among consrvative theorists, it is often 

asserted that the existence of a 'lower' class is an inevitable and 

therefore permanent feature of industrial society - not, as Marxists 

propose, because of the very logic of capitalist social relations and 

the prevailing mode of production, but because of the wide 'demographic 

variation in naturally-occurring skills and abilities and the need for 

a conpiex division of labour in modern industrial society. These 

arguments sometimes take on sociobiological or Social Darwinist 

overtones - that the working class consists of individuals who are in 

some sense genetically inferior to elites and therefore lack the 

ability, intelligence and motivation to escape their class position, 

even if provided the material and cultural resources to do so. Such a 
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position, of course, serves to reinforce and legitimate conservative 

arguments against the redistribution of wealth and the necessity of a 

welfare state.' More 'liberal' sociological theories, by contrast, tend 

to eschew the biological reductionism of the conservative position and 

concentrate on utilizing Parsonian theories of a common, integrative 

value system. According to this perspective, one version of which has 

come to be known as the 'embourgeolsement thesis', the vast post-war 

increase in social affluence, the extension of social security, and the 

occupational shift from industrial to technical and service jobs has 

led to the dissolution of formerly rigid class barriers. The result 

has been the absqrption of the working class (both culturally and 

structurally) into a consumer-oriented and individualistic middle 

class. As such, working class culture per se has ceased to exist. 

However, these theories are 'ideological' in Anthony Giddens' 

sense (1979:195) that they either naturalize the existing social order 

(as with biological explanations vis-a-vis the persistance of the 

working class), or els deny or transmute the existence of contradic-

tions embedded in the social structure (as does the 'eithourgeoisement 

thesis'). The task for Marxist social theory, needless to say, has not 

been to legitimate the status quo but to develop a critical understand-

ing of capitalist society and to (at least ideally) fuse this knowledge 

with a revolutionary praxis. Yet the relative stability of contempor-

ary capitalist society and the apparent political quiescence of the 

working class has come to represent a major theoretical stumbling-block 

for Western Marxism. Unfortunately, solutions to this problem have all 

too often taken the form of a 'social control' theory, which tends to 
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view all cultural/ideological phenomena as media to be manipulated by 

the capitalist class for the purpose of sustaining its own domination. 

Thus, the existence of a dominant ideology and/or culture incorporates 

the working class into the reigning moral and political order, in the 

process blocking or negating its potential acquisition of a counter-

hegemonic consciousness. Such a position is typical of all Marxist 

theories which rely on some version of what Abercroithie et al. (1980) 

have termed the 'dominant ideology thesis', including Lukacs' theories 

of reification and 'false consciousness', Aithusser' s structuralist 

Marxism, and the 'critical theory' of the Frankfurt School. Despite 

considerable differences in other areas, what they share is a commit-

ment to the proposition that the cultural and cognitive attributes of 

the working class are fundamentally determined by and reflective of 

wider structural forces, whether these forces are to be located in an 

all-pervasive technological rationality, the reification of human 

consciousness via commodity production, or the reproductive needs of 

the capitalist mode of production. 

Paul Willis' remarkable ethnographic study Learning to Labour: Flow 

Working Class Kids Get Working Class Jobs (1977, 1981), however, 

provides a necessary corrective to the logic implicit in these theor-

ies. Utilizing the classic fieldwork methods of Social Anthropology, 

Willis describes in some depth what he calls the 'counter school 

culture' of a group of twelve working class 'lads' who attend a 

secondary school located in an industrial city in north-central 

England. 'The lads' spend most of their time maintaining .a highly-de-

veloped collective identity, focusing on the concerns of masculinity, 
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physicality and manual labour, which challenges the official, institu-

tional identity supplied to them by the state-sponsored educational 

system. They also develop a singular stylistic/symbolic cultural 

discourse (eg. fashion, the use of argot, insular forms of humor, and 

so on) which subverts established school conventions and 'rules. By 

skillfully undermining and manipulating the curricular system and 

hierarchical authority structure, they are able to wrest both symbolic 

and physical space from the system and instead engage in the pursuit of 

characteristic forms of leisure and diversion. This is especially 

evident in the development of one cultural skill in particular, what 

Willis refers to as 'having a laff' - that is, the deflation and 

inversion of teacher's authority through the use of aggressive sarcasm, 

irony and humor. All in all, the 'counter-school culture' penetrates 

many of the class-biased and ideological messages embedded in the 

school curriculum, and it provides an 'insider's knowledge' of shared 

meanings and experiences which allows for the development of an 

alternative view of social reality. 

Even more remarkable, however, is that in the process of creating 

this culture, 'the lads'. adopt a certain subjective sense of labour 

power which later facilitates a relatively smooth and unproblematic 

transition to a life of manual labour. That is, in rejecting the 

conformist road to success and the value of qualifications proffer-

ed by the school, 'the lads' voluntarily (but quite unconsciously) 

reproduce the distinction between mental and manual labour and perpetu-

ate the very conditions that contribute to their limited life-chances. 
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Thus, when they leave the school, the skills that the non-conformist 

kids have managed to obtain are only suitable for low-level manual work 

- or, as would be more typical today, chronic unerrloyment. This 

voluntary self-induction into an exploited and dominated class position 

is, I feel, an important and productive insight into the reproduction 

of capitalist social relations. Yet while 'the lads' may ultimately 

reproduce certain structural arrangements characteristic of capitalism, 

they do this unintentionally - that is to say, the knowledge produced 

by this culture is necessarily bounded by both external and internal 

liinitations - and they do it in a creative and innovative rather than a 

mechanical fashion. Furthermore, the reproductive, consequences of 

their actions are not inevitable. The 'partial penetration' of the 

counter-school culture into the realities of wage labour and the 

market system can potentially have disruptive rather than cohesive 

results, particularly if working class youth make the transition 

from what Mike Brake (1980:24) calls 'cultural rebellion' (or, in the 

vocabulary of mainstream sociology, 'delinquency') to 'political 

militancy'. 

What does Willis study tell us about the nature of subordinate 

cultural forms - and, moreover, what elements must a social theory have 

if it is to successfully conceptualize and explain these phenomena? 

First of all, I think it clearly demonstrates that human practices and 

the cultural/cognitive elements that inform these actions and practices 

- although they are conditioned by wider structural factors such as 

ideological representations, agencies of socialization, and modes of 

production - are not completely determined by or reducible to them. 
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While the counter-school culture Willis describes is not immune to the 

influences of external structuration, 'the lads' are not 'structural 

dopes' who passively respond to the hidden 'functional requirements' of 

the social system. Rather, they strive to develop their own subjec-

tively meaningful activities and symbols through the creation of a 

distinctive cultural discourse. The ability for social actors to 

develop such a relatively autonomous assemblage of practices and 

meanings at the informal cultural level implies at least two things: 

(i) that social agents are not passive or reactive subjects, but 

knowledgable, reflexive and relatively rational beings who have the 

capacity to utilize available resources and opportunities and direct 

them towards specific ends (see Giddens, 1984:3-4). Such a view of th 

social actor runs against the grain of deterministic, mechanical 

theories of socialization or ideological interpellation. And (ii) that 

no given hegemonic institutional and idologial arrangement can be 

totally monolithic and all-encompassing - rather, all social relations 

in a class society will be struggled over, contested and subjected to 

divergent cultural meanings and interpretations. 

Yet, as I have already made clear, the actions 'of 'the lads' also 

have unintended consequences which ultimately help to reproduce 

capitalism. The notion that value dissensus and cultural resistance 

can still lead to the stabilization of capitalist social relations is a 

valuable and productive insight, but one that has not received much 

attention. It also serves to highlight an important property of social 

systems that is missed by both reductionist forms of Marxism employing 

an abstract, deterministic base/superstructure formula and phenomeno-
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logical theories such as etbnomethodology - namely, what Giddens' 

(1984:25) refers to as the duality of structure. That is to say, the 

structural properties of social systems are simultaneously the medium 

and the outcate of specific forms of action and, therefore, both 

constrains and enables the purposive activities of social agents. What 

this irrlies is that the constitution of agents and structures are not 

independent processes, or that one unilaterally constitutes the other 

(as in structuralism or phenomenology); rather, they constitute each 

other in an ongoing dialectical process. Thus, as Apple notes (1982: 

94), any adequate social theory must not only be able to account for 

the nature and functioning of the relatively enduring structural 

properties of a given social system; it must also explain the actions, 

struggles and experiences of social agents as they reproduce or 

transform these structures in the context of everyday social praxis. 

Insofar as the cultural and cognitive attributes of social actors are a 

central element in this process, they are legitimate objects of social 

scientific inquiry. 

Of course, such a concern for the subjective elements of social 

existence has long occupied a influential position in Hegelian versions 

of Marxism, through the use of such concepts as alienation, estrangeme-

nt, commodity fetishism and the like. However, as these display many 

of the shortcomings and limitations of phenomenological approaches in 

general, I shall not refer to them directly. Instead, I will utilize a 

concept of culture that has more in common with Social Anthropology, 

yet one that is broadly conpatible with a non-reductionistic and 

theoretically-sophisticated reading of Marxism. I will also draw on a 
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source which Willis does not incorporate into his study: Antonio 

Gramsci's theories of hegemony, consciousness and ideology. In 

particular, I believe that Gramsci's problematic of hegny represents 

a decisive break with both economistic and phenomenological interpreta-

tions of Marxism. Is I understand it, hegemony represents the attempt 

by the dominant class to secure not only political and economic 

ascendancy,' but also to provide moral and cultural leadership. This 

necessitates the creation of a sphere - namely, civil society.-  within 

which the dominant class can exercise this 'intellectual and moral 

leadership' and establish its normative, cultural and political values 

as the most conventional, rational and universal. If this process is 

successful, the dominant class can form a 'historical bloc' and garner 

a significant degree of de facto consent (whether active or passive) 

for its rule. At the same time, however, this consent can only be 

gained at the expense of real economic and political concessions 

(albeit ones that do not threaten the essential economic interests of 

the dominant class). It also means that, because class domination is 

not exercised directly through the coercive apparatuses of the state 

(although this is resorted to in times of crises), the working class 

has some latitude to develop a 'corporate' culture embodying character-

istic social relations, values, discursive elements, political parties, 

and so on. Normally, however, this subordinate culture remains 

accomodative, inward-looking and incapable of expressing a systematic 

philosophy or world-view of its own which could potentially challenge 

the hegemony of the dominant class. 
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The value of Grarnsci's analysis is two-fold: firstly, it allows us 

to conceptualize the modalities of class conflict and the connection 

between the 'masses' and the leading groups in society not just in 

narrowly economic or political terms, but in all of its social, 

ideological and cultural manifestations. Accordingly, Gramsci rejects 

the idea that power is exercised solely through the repressive and 

ideological apparatuses of the state (as Althusser suggests); rather, 

class domination is diffused throughout society and is instantiated in 

all socio-cultural relations. By successfully avoiding the twin errors 

of reductionism and economism, Gramsci' s approach manages to maintain 

the theoretical integrity of human cultue and consciousness. And 

secondly, it transcends the notion that working class culture is either 

something imposed upon it by external forces (as in the 'mass culture 

thesis' of the Frankfurt School, or Aithusser' s theory of 'ideological 

interpellation'), or that it represents the pure and undiluted express-

ion of something called 'proletarian class consciousness'. The theory 

of hegemony, therefore, enables us to see popular cultural forms as the 

result of negotiation and exchange between different classes and 

strata. As such, it is important to realize that working class culture 

is not a seamless, hermetically-sealed whole. It is a heterogeneous 

and dynamic complex of elements drawn from both the common-sense or 

'spontaneous philosophy' of the working class, as well as the more 

systematic and coherent philosophies of the hegemonic order which are 

embedded in the rituals and institutions of civil society. 

Accordingly, the basic outline for this thesis is as follows. I 

will first address and 'critique two influential positions mentioned 
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earlier which have important implications for the understanding of 

working class culture as I have characterized it: (i) the so-called 

'embourgeoisement thesis' often espoused by mainstream academic 

sociology; and (ii) the 'mass culture thesis' developed by the Frank-

furt School. These will be dealt with in chapters one and two, 

respectively. I will hold that for many of the reasons I have already 

discussed, these theories maintain an ill-informed and often radically 

misleading view of working class culture. This critique will also 

present a useful vehicle for developing some of the central themes 

contained in this thesis. In chapter three, then, I shall discuss 

Marx's contributions to a theory of culture, followed by an extended 

consideration of the seminal concepts of Antonio Grarnsci. Chapter four 

will represent my attempt to develop a relatively systematic model of 

working class cultural forms in the context of late capitalist so-

ciety. The fifth and final chapter will provide an examinatiori of Paul 

Willis' ethnographic study which I have already alluded to in some 

detail, in order to provide some empirical grounding for the theoreti-

cal concepts I develop. It goes without saying that this thesis does 

not represent the last word on working class culture. Rather, it is 

intended as a critical guide through the existing literature, though 

far from a complete one, combined with my own modest attempts to 

systematize and draw together a number of disparate threads into what I 

hope is a relatively coherent model. My own suggestions and conclu-

sions, of course, require critical scrutiny, further elaboration and 

clarification, and at least some measure of empirical verification if 
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they are to be of any lasting value in extending the horizons of 

Marxist cultural studies. 
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CHAPTER ONE  

• . at any given time there will be two types of politics possible: 
one, the politics of those within; the other, the politics of those 
excluded. The end-of-ideology thesis is one ideology of those concern-
ed with legitimizing only the former." 

-Alasthir Maclntyre 
"The End of Ideology and the End 
of the End of Ideology." 

One of the central aims of this thesis is to defend the notion 

that each major social class generates at least partially autonomous 

and class-specific patterns of social practices, forms of conscious-

ness, ideologies, discourses, symbols - in a word, class cultures. 

Yet much of mainstream sociology has attempted to demonstrate the 

progressive demise of any kind of distinctive working class culture, 

and the co-option or integration of the working class into the dominant 

lifestyle and values of middle class society. The major implication of 

this view, sometimes referred to as the 'enibourgeoisement thesis', is 

that existing lines of class stratification are breaking down and, 

correspondingly, working class individuals are rapidly joining an 

affluent, upwardly mobile and consumer-oriented middle class. Overt 

class antagonisms are seen as being replaced by a high degree of 

consensus vis-a-vis the economic and political organization of society, 

leading to a convergence of the goals and interests of capital and 

labour. Thus, in this view, working class culture has largely ceased 

to be a significant feature of contemporary British society. 
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The 'eithourgeoisement thesis', as it was formulated in the 

nineteen-fifties and sixties, was indeed concerned with real changes in 

the post-war socio-economic environment of Britain. However, many of 

its assumptions concerning the nature of political power, class 

relations and social affluence were generally exaggerated, premised 

upon minor trends which later proved to be spurious, and based upon a 

certain amount of conscious or' unconscious misrepresentation of, 

empirical data. Nor,' with hindsight, could one ignore the: crude 

empiricism of its pronouncements, as well as its distinctly ideological 

and programmatic character. Such 'embourgeoisement' theories, which 

suggest the dissolution of working class culture and consciousness, 

contradict many of the central tenets and methods of analysis of this 

thesis. Therefore, they require critical scrutiny and evaluation if I 

am to demonstrate the continued validity of class analysis and the 

persistence of class cultures, however fragmented and contradictory 

they may actually appear on the historical and political stage. I will 

begin by outlining the basic positions and assumptions of the 'embour-

geoisement thesis' (as well as related theories of 'post-capitalist' 

society), and then follow this with a relatively systematic critique. 

,1 will also attempt to clarify such concepts as class relations and 

class domination, the nature of. political power in capitalist society, 

and the relation between economic development on the one hand and 

working class consciousness and culture on the other. 

The post-war era (at least until the late nineteen-sixties) for 

most of the advanced Western societies was marked by a number of 

important structural changes. Some of these include: sustained 
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economic growth combined with much milder economic crises than had 

previously been the norm; the extension of state-run health and welfare 

programmes; the growth of the so-called 'new middle class'; a relative 

decline in both the size of the manual working class and its tendency 

to engage in overt industrial militancy; and finally, a general rise in 

overall social affluence (Swingewood, 1975:119). While the actual 

impact of these various trends and changes upon the nature of class 

struggle and capitalist development were open to widely divergent 

interpretations, a more or less clearly defined body of thought emerged 

in both American and European sociology departments in the late 

fifties and early sixties. As it came to be articulated by such 

influential spokesmen as Daniel Bell, Edward Shils, Robert Nisbet and 

Ralph Dahrendorf, the central claim of this position was that the old 

class structure of pre-war capitalist societies was in the process of 

rapid dissolution. It was gradually being replaced by a new form of 

society - variously christened the 'welfare state', the 'affluent 

society', the 'post-industrial society', and so on, ad infinitum - that 

was, in many respects, qualitatively different than the crude market 

system of competitive.. nineteenth-century capitalism. If the 'pure' 

form of capitalithn was a type of economic organization centrally 

defined by the ". . . private ownership and control of the economic 

instruments of production, i.e. capital" (Abercrombie et al., 1984:30), 

then the so-called separation of ownership and control held to be 

characteristic of modern corporations and the growth of state interven-

tion had divested the private ownership of what Marxists call the 

'means of production' of any appreciable significance. These develop-
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merits, combined with the recent predominance of administrative and 

technical skills in both public and private bureaucracies, had both 

lessened the severity of economic crises and made possible a 'planned 

industrialism' or a 'benevolent capitalism'. 

The major catch phrases utilized by these 'post-capitalist' 

theories were 'affluence', 'consensus', the 'managerial revolution', 

and 'pluralism'. Affluence, in this context, referred to the general 

increase in social wealth in the Western democraôies and the overcoming 

of the vast inequalities which had characterized earlier forms of 

capitalism. Along with this alleged general levelling of wealth, 

income and opportunity, it was assumed that there 'was also a gradual 

eroding of the more rigid, 'closed' class structure of competitive 

capitalism. Instead, social 'fluidity' and intra- and inter-genera-

tional class mobility had become the hallmark of Western society in 

general. This new class fluidity was believed to hold two major 

implications for the composition and character of the manual working 

class: (1) that overt class conflict as such had largely ceased to 

exist. Any conflict of interest between management and labour had been 

safely institutionalized through the consensus politics of the 'post-

capitalist' era. And (ii), not only had class antagonisms ceased to 

have any real social significance, it was proclaimed that class in and 

of itself was a curious nineteenth-century anachronism which no longer 

held any analytical value for sociological investigation. The follow-

ing quotation from R. A. Nisbet (1959:17) is typical of this line of 

thought: 

• . . the concept of social class has been an important, 
and probably inevitable, first step in the study of 
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differential power and status in society; admittedly, there 
are non-Western areas of civilization, as well as ages of 
the past, where the class concept is indispensible to an 
understanding of power and status; but so far as the bulk of 
Western society is concerned, the concept of class is 
largely obsolete., Any useful inquiry into the distribution 
of wealth, power and status, and their interactions, will 
have to be made, I believe, in terms of concepts that are 
more representative of the actual history of modern 
political and economic society. 

Of course, 'post-capitalist' advocates could scarcely maintain 

that inequality or stratification per se did not exist. Rather, they 

asserted that a fluid, meriocratic status order, based on a complex of 

attributes (including education, occupation, and consumption 'achieve-

ments') had superceded class as the major dynamic of Western society. 

In this view, power and affluence were not distributed 'pyramidally', 

but rather in a 'diamond' shape. That is, although they conceded that 

extremes in the distribution of wealth and power continued to persist, 

they maintained that such poverty was being restricted to progressively 

narrower areas of life and/or social stratum (for example, the old, 

disabled, pensioners, and so on). In general, the industrialized West 

was increasingly dominated by a homogeneous, highly skilled and well-

paid middle stratum. This so-called 'new middle, employed 

primarily in service industries rather than commodity production, had 

no interest in challenging the class system itself but was entirely 

preoccupied with considerations of status and consumption. 

Such theories of 'post-capitalism' commonly asserted that, as a 

corollary of the decline of significant social inequalities, there had 

been a simultaneous diffusion of economic, political and cultural 

power. Supposedly, this process had not only created greater scope for 

mass political involvement, but had also divorced the question of 



17 

legitimacy and power from the ownership and control of private proper-

ty. Furthermore, these developments contributed to the general 

dissolution of the old class structure of capitalism (Bell, 1962:45). 

Characterizations of political power in the 'post-capitalist' society 

were generally held to have been radically influenced by the following 

two developments: (i) the so-called 'managerial revolution'; and (ii) 

increased political pluralism or 'countervailing power' (Westergaard, 

1972:136). The former thesis asserted that, with the separation of 

ownership from control in the modern conpany and the apparent diffusion 

of stock ownership from a few hands to many, de facto control of 

corporations had increasingly passed into the hands of non-owning mana-

gers. Accordingly, the private ownership of the means of production 

had ceased to be of structural significance. The primary locus of 

power had crucially shifted from the owner/entrepreneur characteristic 

of competitive capitalism to the corporate executive who exercised 

power on the basis of his/her position in the private (and increasing-

ly, public) bureaucratic hierarchies. Hence, the interests and motives 

of managers and owners had come to diverge - whereas the owner/entre-

preneur was solely concerned with the maximization of profit and the 

accumulation of capital, the new pattern of managerial control utilized 

corporate energies and resources for broader purposes that typically 

conflicted with the principle of profit maximization. These wider 

motivations included the long-term growth and maintenance of the 

corporation itself, an enphasis on the welfare of employees and 

shareholders, the establishment of harmonious work relations, and a 
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genuine respect for consumer rights. As one advoc.te of the 'manager-

ial revolution' put it: 

Because . . . the new managers do not have the same relation 
to private property as the old owners (though also for other 
reasons), there are significant differences in the nature 
of the profit goal and the degree of responsibility with 
which economic power is exercised. These differences consti-
tute one feature of present-thy, as opposed to capitalist, 
society (Crosland, 1962:24). 

This managerial stratum was not seen as constituting a new 'ruling 

class' in any recognizably Marxist sense, in that the nature of their 

class location was not rooted in its structural position in the 

relations of production, bit rather by an ethic of service, profession-

alism, and prestige (Dahrendorf, 1959:87-88). By interposing themselv-

es between the contradictory interests of capital and labour, the 

managerial stratum had succeeded in 'taming capitalism from within'. 

This was accorrlished by transforming the very nature of the private 

sector via the introduction of rationality and planning and the 

infusion of industry with a new sense of 'social responsibility'. 

Finally, it was often asserted that the process of managerial recruit-

merit itself was progressively less dependent on the hereditary privile-

ges and wealth associated with the capitalist class than with attribut-

es of ability and education, qualifications which were now available to 

individuals from any class background. 

The second major characterization of the nature of power in 

'post-capitalist' society was. one of increasing political pluralism - 

or, perhaps of more descriptive use, the theory of 'countervailing 

power'. According to this view, political power had been progressively 

diffused among a large number of interest groups, organizations and 
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institutions. Government policy was therefore primarily determined 

through the collective inpact of these discrete groups, which each 

wielded limited democratic control on public policy through their 

access to and influence upon the major elites. Yet the power structure 

remained decentralized, because no one group monopolized decisive power 

and a complex system of checks and balances preserved this arrangement. 

Any alignment between the various groups was a 'fragile equilibrium' 

that shifted from issue to issue. The result was a general, dynamic 

balance of diffused power, where capital and labour were simply two 

more groups represented in the overarching political arena. As one 

advocate put it: 

A plurality of independent and limited-function groups 
supports liberal democracy by providing social bases of 
free and open competition for leadership, widespread 
participation in the selection of leaders, and self-
government in wide areas of social life. Therefore, where 
social pluralism is strong, liberty and democracy tend to 
be strong; and conversely, forces which weaken social 
pluralism also weaken liberty and democracy (Kornhauser, 
1960:230-231). 

Another notion which was closely associated with the concept of 

pluralism was that class conflict has been effectively nullified via 

the erosion of traditional class distinctions and the extension of 

political rights and economic security. As such, political and 

economic disputes were now safely contained within an overarching 

consensus. Hence, as Daniel Bell (1962) put it, the 'end of ideology' 

had effectively arrived. This consensus entailed a common acceptance 

of such things as the necessity of limited state intervention in a 

mixed economy, a comprehensive welfare scheme, and so on. Advocates of 

'post-capitalism' had more or less completely rejected the characteriz-
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ation of Western industrial society as a class society, which Marxists 

viewed as being permeated by exploitative social relations and signifi-

cani inequities in the distribution of wealth and power. It is clear 

that this errhasis on consensus and a shared value-system - which was 

generally considered to transcend more inclusive loyalties of social 

class or race - was heavily influenced by Parsonian theories of a 

common culture. Parsons based his theory on a particular interpreta-

tion of Durkheim, particularly the latter' s investigations into the 

forms of social solidarity displayed by different types of social 

organization. Parsons felt that the so-called 'organic solidarity' 

characteristic of modern industrial society was, to a significant 

extent, an extension of the conscience collective - i.e.,  the shared 

stock of values and beliefs that formed the basis of social order and 

consensual integration in pre-industrial societies. Accordingly, 

Parsons asserted that the cohesion and stability of modern society also 

required the prior existence of a consensual moral and cultural order. 

This common value-system, which was imparted to particular individuals 

through existing agencies of socialization, provided the central 

framework for social action and motivation. This process served to 

encourage and reward confomity while simultaneously inhibiting 

deviancy. It is worth noting, however, that although the Parsonian 

position is generally characterized as 'neo-Durkheimian', Durkheim 

himself eventually came to doubt that industrial society could ever be 

successfully integrated through geinscbaft rituals and values 

eithodied in public ceremonies or religious festivals. By the time he 

wrote The Division of LaboIir in Society, Durkheim felt that the basis 
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of social order in Western society lay in the economic reciprocity 

necesitated by the expansion of the capitalist economic system and not 

through any kind of overarching normative consensus. 

'Embourgeoisement' was felt to be the cumulative result of all of 

these alleged social, cultural and economic trends. The industrial 

working class was rapidly losing its socio-cultural homogeneity and 

distinctiveness and was therefore in the process of being assimilated 

into a growing middle stratum characterized by relatively uniform 

middle class practices, values and aspirations. In particular, it was 

felt that the following developments: (i) the economic shift from 

manufacturing to service industries; (ii) the expansion of clerical, 

technical and professional occupations in the 'middle range' of skill 

and reward; and (iii) the decline of old industries (coal, steel, 

shipbuilding) and subsequent reduction in the inportance and influence 

of. one-class, one-industry communities - combined with the afore-men-

tioned phenomena of affluence, redistribution, and pluralism - were 

widely believed to have led to an almost colete undermining of 

working class culture, class consciousness and collectivist traditions 

(Swingewood, 1975: 120). Working class culture was being replaced, it 

was asserted, by such quintessential middle class values as the pursuit 

of material benefits, the acquisition of status and 'respectability', 

an increasingly privatized or home-centered existence, and (perhaps 

most inportantly) an instrumental or pragmatic orientation towards 

politics, union activity and industrial relations. Zweig, an ardent 

supporter of the 'ernbourgeoisement thesis', put it thus: 

It took the enployers a long time to imbue the worker 
with his own values and to turn him into a full and 
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willing partner in the acquisitive society, but he has 
finally succeeded, and the results seem to reinforce the 
working and the fabric of the society and to make it more 
secure from the inside. The acquisitive society has suc-
ceeded in expanding its frontiers and converting its natural 
antagonists to its own creed. It seems as if the acquisi-
tive society has only now come into maturity, reaching a 
uniformity which could hardly have been foreseen a genera-
tion ago (Zweig, 1961:211-212). 

The ability of the 'errbourgeoisement' and 'post-capitalist' theses 

to reflect accurately the social, political and economic realities of 

post-war British society was, as we shall see, noticeably deficient. 

However, as a neat ideological 'package' purporting to explain these 

diverse and complex developments, it did have some important social and 

political consequences. As Alasdair Maclntyre (1971:5) has noted, the 

'end-of-ideology' thesis was itself ideological, in that for all of 

its rhetoric about 'neutral' social science and the construction of 

purely 'empirical theories' about human behavior, it implicitly 

sanctioned and legitimized a particular view of 'consensus politics'. 

Accordingly, these forecasts of the end of class society and capitalism 

via the progressive, internal evolution of Western industrial society 

were not simply academic exercises; they had a discernable impact upon 

popular consciousness, the policies of both the Tory and Labour parties 

and, to a lesser extent, the general context of politico-economic and 

ideological struggle itself. Reaction to the news of the unmaking of 

the English working class ranged from triumph (in the liberal and 

conservative circles of the social sciences) to despondency on the 

intellectual left. Typical of the later was Richard Hoggart, who in 

his influential work The Uses of Literacy (1957) deplored what he saw 

as the 'cultural dilution' of traditional forms of working class 
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culture and its subversion by a standardized 'mass culture'. Other, 

more radical currents, particularly those influenced by the New Left, 

were quick to interpret these mainstream sociological theories as 

further evidence of the integration and pacification of the working 

class and its apparent demise as a potential agent of revolutionary 

transformation (for example, Nairn, 1972; also Anderson, 1965). 

Of course, the almost utopian promises of ever-increasing spending 

power, consumer goods, wages and political pluralism helped to obscure 

the continuity of both 'relative' and 'absolute' poverty and depriva-

tion. Few working class individuals actually subscribed to the 

political myths of 'affluence' or 'consensus", as they had little to do 

with the realities of working class conditions. It was most definitely 

an ideological response about and for the working class on the part of 

the dominant class and its ideologues. Despite its relative failure in 

terms of ideological co-option, however, it did aid capitalist hegemony 

in that it contributed to the integration of the Laboir party and many 

trade unions into the state apparatus, thereby 'dismantling' many of 

the major institutional supports of working class culture (Clarke et 

al., 1976:37). What, then, were the effects of post-war social 

affluence, economic development, changes in the productive process 

vis-a-vis the culture, consciousness, and ideological adherence of 

the English working class? I will attempt to discuss some of these 

developments, as well as the relation between economic change and 

working class culture and the nature of hegemony and political power 

under capitalism through the critique of these theories of 'embour-

geoisement' and 'post-capitalism'. 
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It is clear that many of the major claims of the 'end of ideolo-

gists' regarding the affects of post-war economic and political 

developments upon the manual working class are largely premised upon 

the assumption of a continuous and massive reduction in the inequality 

of income and wealth. This claim, based almost entirely on tax reports 

and official surveys, ignores the fact that the inequality of incomes 

is still maintained through differential access to fringe benefits as 

well as the conversion of income into forms which escape taxation. 

Furthermore, many claims of income leveling are based upon unwarranted 

extrapolations of short-term trends resulting from government economic 

intervention during and immediately following World War Two (Wester-

gaard, 1972:124). At any rate, property ownership remains a massive 

and overriding source of income inequality, and the distribution of the 

ownership of private property is strikingly unequal. In Britain in the 

mid-nineteen fifties, for example, two-fifths of all private property 

was owned by one per cent of the adult population, as was four-fifths 

of all share capital. Manual workers, therefore, have not altered 

their share of income relative to other wage earners in this century, 

much less in the post-war era (Ibid. :125). 

There is no question that the post-war era was one of remarkable 

economic stability and growth. It did lead to a partial reduction of 

the insecurity of working class life by allowing for a larger absolute 

disposable income and the extension of some public services. However, 

the degree of this 'affluence' was exaggerated in much of the sociolog-

ical literature - sometimes wildly so. Manual workers were still prone 

to higher levels of redundancy, technological displacement, and 
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unemployment than any other social stratum. Moreover, the relative 

position of the various classes - in terms of income, quality of 

housing, access to resources and facilities, and so on - had scarcely 

been altered. Not insubstantial pockets of poverty remained among the 

so-called 'marginal' segments of the population - the old, racial or 

ethnic minorities, the handicapped. The economic crises and rollbacks 

in social spending that have become de rigueur in the nineteen-seven-

ties and eighties have demonstrated that these post-war developments 

did not represent permanent features of the welfare state, but were 

essentially short-term phenomena resulting from the post-war economic 

boom. As Leslie Benson (1978:633) has pointed out, the growth or 

decline in numbers of people below the poverty line tends to mirror 

trends in natibnal prosperity. As such, there has been little real 

movement in wealth and resources from one class to another. The recent 

emergence of the policies of Peaganism and Thatcherism has returned 

vast areas of social (in) security to the virtually unrestricted play of 

market forces and private charity, much as it was in the laissez-faire 

capitalism of the nineteenth century. What all this amounts to is that 

there is nothing 'accidental' about continuing poverty and systematic 

inequality in capitalist society. Rather, it supports the traditional 

Marxist thesis that class inequity is a necessary structural feature of 

capitalism. In sum, there is no continuous trend toward significant 

income equalization or the diffusion of property ownership which could 

conceivably have led to the dissolution of the prevailing class 

structure of British society. Therefore, any explanation of the 

weakening of a nascent oppositional consciousness iris-a-viz the working 
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class on the basis of these alleged trends (as implied by the affluence 

scenario) is a non-sequitur. 

As outlined earlier, another major argument that forecast the 

demise of the cultural distinctiveness and hereditary character of the 

English working class was that high rates of social mobility and the 

achievement (rather than ascription) of social class position had 

rendered formerly rigid class barriers 'fluid' and 'open' (Dahrendorf, 

1959:220-221). Yet the evidence hardly supports these conclusions. 

Although some occupational shifts have occurred, this process has had 

only a marginal irract upon the possibility of increased upward 

mobility. This does not mean that Britain is a 'closed' society, on 

the order of India's caste system. Movement between different strata 

is common, but little 'social distance' is covered, and much more 

movement occurs within either the manual and non-manual wage-earning 

groups than between them. There remain .persistent inequalities in the 

distribution of access to occupations and income, a condition which has 

not improved with the growing importance of formal education in job 

placement (which virtually excludes most working class individuals 

anyway). In sum, British society has not become noticeably more 

'open'. In fact, as Westergaard (1972:130) persuasively argues, the 

odds against a manual worker's son or daughter becoming a professional 

are roughly the same as they were at the turn of the century. 

Nor has the separation of ownership and control and the increasing 

administration of modern corporations by the "technostructure' of 

professional managers led to a form of 'post-capitalist' society in 

which the dictates of market logic, competition, the enforced extrac-
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tion of surplus-value, and the private ownership and control of the 

means of production no longer hold sway. Of course, there have been 

substantial changes in the functioning, organization and administration 

of the modern corporation (see, for example, Baran and Sweezy, 1966:14-

51). Yet the important question is not how businesses are organized, 

or whether owners or managers have more influence over company policy, 

but rather how businesses act. Although the process of the realization 

of surplus-value through market exchange that Marx analyzed in Capital  

has been modified by the monopoly form and state intervention, it has 

certainly not been transcended (Blackburn, 1972:168-169). Business 

simply does not have the option of continued growth or 'public service' 

without reference to the dictates of profit and capital accumulation. 

The structural constraints of a market economy insure that businesses 

cannot survive without maintaining a rate of profit not too far below 

the average. Moreover, successful growth itself is dependent upon 

prior profit accumulation and geared toward further profit. The 

deliberate limitation of profit to a modest yet stable level would, in 

a competitive market, soon lead to bankruptcy. Accordingly, top 

managers and owners cannot really be analytically distinguished. 

There is little evidence that corporate administration by managers is 

in any way incompatible with class domination based on the control of 

private property and the market system. The news of the peaceful 

evolution of capitalism into a new and more benevolent form through the 

actions of enlightened technocrats is, therefore, premature indeed. As 

Westergaard and Resler (1975:164) note: 

The argument for benevolent managerialism has 
altogether an air of striking unreality. For it assumes 
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that decisions are actually made on a matter which is not a 
subject for decision. It assumes that somebody - directors, 
executives, managers of this level or that, or some or all of 
these in a tug of war among them - makes a choice between 
profit maximization and a number of competing objectives: 
growth or just continuity for its own sake; the well-being 
of workers, consumers and so on, for theirs. But by every 
sign no choice of this kind is made by business, because 
there is no choice to be made. The aim of profit is simply 
taken for granted. Other objectives may be recognized, 
genuinely or by way of lip service. But they are subordinate, 
or just assumed to be in natural harmony with the axiomatic 
goal of profit. 

If. capitalism has not been tamed by the managerial revolution, it 

is equally clear that the era of 'post-capitalism' is not to be ushered 

in by increasing political pluralism either. The theory of counter-

vailing power, it will be recalled, basically asserted that political 

power had been separated from its previous connection to class inter-

ests and the ownership of private property. Thus, democratic control 

was preserved through the diffusion of power among a number of interest 

groups who competed equally for influence upon state functionaries and 

other elites. Moreover, the political process itself was marked by a 

flexible consensus among these groups (capital as rrn.ich as labour) in 

terms of social goals, the methods of achieving them, and the entire 

framework of the terms of political/economic debate and negotiation. 

The 'rational kernel' in all of this is that no one group or class 

in society maintains a total monopoly of power - except, perhaps, in 

anti-utopian fiction such as Orwell's 1984 or Zamiatin's We. It is 

simplistic to assume, for example, that the state apparatus is simply a 

tool of class rule. Rather, the state is also a locus of class 

struggle and stands in a complex and often contradictory relationship 

with the interests of the capitalist class (Offe and Ronge, 1982). 
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However, the answer to questions regarding the character of political 

power in Western society requires not abstract speculation on the 

nature of liberal democracy, but an examination of the actual economic, 

political and ideological framework within which these institutions and 

apparatuses operate and the historical developments they represent 

(Westergaard, 1972:140; also Lukes, 1974). The formally separate 

groups that pluralist approaches assume have distinct and competing 

interests are, in fact, organizations with broadly similar class 

interests in different 'institutional dress'. Wealth, political power, 

and cultural legitimacy is not distributed 'pluralistically' in 

contenporary Britain. Rather, power is centered within a small, 

relatively homogeneous elite, which shares a common class and educa-

tional background and is often directly united by ties of kinship. 

This elite maintains a disproportionate degree of control over the 

available wealth, capital stock, and representation in a variety of 

public and private political, economic and cultural institutions. Of 

course, the dominant class is not a monolithically united group. 

Conflicts and disputes certainly exist, but these are generally kept 

within clearly defined limits and rarely lead to significant internal 

divisions. If nothing else, the dominant class is united in its common 

desire to reproduce the social conditions necessary for the continued 

extraction of surplus-value from the subordinate classes. 

There are some wider theoretical and methodological objections 

which can be brought against these theories of 'post-capitalism'. It 

is impossible to ignore the fact that these theories are profoundly 

functionalist, incorporating many of the limitations of Parsonian 
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sociology. Free of the class-based conflicts characteristic of earlier 

forms of corretitive capitalism, 'post-capitalist' society is charac-

terized as being a fully integrated and self-regulating system of 

harmoniously balanced forces and institutions. This system is, 

moreover, fully adapted to the 'functional needs' of society and united 

by a common, 'middle-brow' culture and value-system. Normative or 

behavioural deviance from this central value-system has nothing to do 

with the divergent interests and experiences of exploited or marginali-

zed social groups and classes, but is explained by occasional irrerfec-

tioiis in the socialization process. Any major social problems or 

conflicts (such as the persistence of poverty or urban decay) are 

therefore not the result of internal structural contradictions, but 

rather the unintended result of 'dysfunctional' features of the 

industrialization process. Social problems are thus 'technical' 

obstacles, as opposed to the Narxian view that social conflicts and 

tensions emerge from the socio-economic structure of society itself 

(Gendron, 1977). Any sense of conflict or contradiction eithedded in 

the social formation is lost. Questions of ideology, power or domina-

tion receive only cursory attention or are ignored altogether (Gould-

ner, 1971; Giddens, 1968). The manual working class and the so-called 

'new middle class' has been fully absorbed into the dominant socio--

political structure, which is administered by a benevolent 'techno-

structure' of managers, technicians and scientists whose authority and 

legitimacy is effectively severed from any connection to property and 

ideology. In short, class struggle itself has disappeared, having been 

replaced by consensus and social integration. 
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The implicit ideological content of these theories should be 

obvious. 'Consensus' and 'stability' within the context of a class-

divided society are, at best, relative tenith (Mann, 1970). Sustained 

class domination does not (and probably cannot), as Abercrombie et al. 

(1980) argue, depend on some kind of monolithic political and ideologi-

cal/cultural 'incorporation' of the subordinate classes into the 
-I 

dominant order. Moreover, class conflict itself cannot disappear (at 

the risk of tautology) until the material conditions, productive 

relations and social institutions that generate and sustain a class 

society disappear. Although the working class can be said to be 

contained within the overall political, economic and cultural structure 

of capitalist society, 'corporate' working class institutions, social 

relationships, discursive elements, values and so on retain some degree. 

of cultural uniqueness which help to mediate and structure class rela-

tions. Class conflict, because of the dynamic nature of hegemony and 

the influence of specific historical conditions, is more or less 

formal, more or less open. But even at its most institutionalized, it 

remains one of the most fundamental dynamics of capitalist society 

(Clarke et al., 1976:41). The pronounced industrial conflicts of the 

nineteen-sixties and seventies have, of course, shattered any illusions 

regarding the existence of an integrative, overarching normative 

consensus characteristic of Western democracies. Yet even during 

periods of the most suppressed class antagonisms, both 'unofficial' 

shop-floor militancy as well as grass-roots, non-industrial political 

action have continued unabated. The failure of consensus theorists to 

recognize working class organization and action outside the context of 
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institutionalized union activity have led them to over-emphasize the 

degree of working class quiescence and pacification. Again quoting 

Clarke et al. (Ibid. :44-45): 

Negotiation, resistance, struggle: the relations between 
a subordinate and a dominant [class] culture . . . are always 
intensely active, always oppositional, in a structured sense 
(even when this opposition is latent, or expressed simply as 
the normal state of affairs - what Gouldner calls "normalized 
repression"). Their outcome is not given but made. The 
subordinate class brings to this 'theatre of struggle a 
repertoire of strategies and responses - ways of coping as 
well as ways of resisting. Each strategy in the repertoire 
mobilizes certain real material and social elements: it 
constructs these into the supports for the different ways the 
class lives and resists its continued subordination. 

Under the Marxist view, the capitalist social formation is not a 

smoothly functioning, integrated whole, but a complex of partially 

autonomous levels or structures that develop in a contradictory and 

uneven fashion (Swingewood, 1977:82-83). Capitalism, through its own 

internal logic of capital accumulation and characteristic productive 

relations, continually generates economic, institutional and ideologi-

cal crises and conflict. Thus, as Therborn (1976:428-429) notes, it is 

imperative to locate traditional sociological investigations of 'ideo-

logical communities' within the context of the particular social 

formation and historical period they inhabit; that is, how specific 

cultural and ideological systems articulate .with the forces and 

relations of production, the modalities of class struggle, the exercise 

of hegemony, and so on. Such an analysis is necessary to demonstrate 

how the appearance of cultural unity operates ideologically to conceal 

divergent class interests, structural class conflict, and value 

dissensus. If nothing else, 'end of ideologism' demonstrates the 

pervasive ahistoricism of mainstream social science, in that it bases 
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sweeping generalizations regarding the nature of Western political and 

economic systems on a generation's time of relatively subdued class 

struggle. 

To conclude, we turn to a critical examination of the whole notion 

of the 'bourgeoisefication' of the manual working class, starting with 

the specific nature of the relation between economic development and 

class structure on the one hand and working class consciousness and 

culture on the other. It is clear that theories regarding the 'embour-

geoisement' of the working class rely on some notion of a simple, 

mechanical relation between economics (in the form of wages) and life 

style (see Swingewood, 1975:120; also Westergaard, 1972:127). The idea 

that manual workers somehow 'catch' middle class values and orienta-

tions as they acquired (marginally) higher incomes and spending power 

is, at best, questionable. Indeed, this assumption succunibs to the 

very form of economic determinism that naive critics routinely accuse 

'Marxism of. That is to say, it posits an automatic, mechanistic reflex 

between economic and superstructural phenomena while dismissing human 

agency and consciousness as epiphenomenal and contingent. To suggest 

such a simple, one-to-one correlation between economics and cultural/ 

cognitive orientations obscues the complex and dialectical interrela-

tionships bound up within a given social totality. It is also essen-

tially functionalist, in that it postulates the existence of a set of 

'core values' which are a mechanical response to the 'integrative 

needs' of the social system. By contrast, the Marxist approach 

stresses that the acquisition of specific forms of class consciousness 

and cultural attributes represents the conjunction of a complex of 
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objective and subjective factors - the connections between the forces 

and the relations of production on the one hand, and the subjective 

awareness and everyday experiences of the working class on the other. 

Moreover, a mode of production itself is not a homogeneous 

structure. Its development is uneven and dialectical, and no mode is 

ever found in actual, concrete societies in its 'pure' form. Rather, 

any real society contains remnants of previous and nascent modes which 

coexist in a series of complex interrelationships (Aithusser, 1969). 

Hence, the effects of the development of a mode of production upon 

the prevailing class structure and social relation6 are never uniform 

but disjunctive and often contradictory. This conceptualization of the 

social formation has concomitant implications for the understanding 

of the dynamics of social class. For the 'mature' Marx, classes were 

never unitary, monolithic structures. Rather, as Swingewood (1975:116) 

notes, the Marx of Capital conceived of classes as clusters of groups 

united in their common relationship to the means of production, and 

which shared similar inte±ests, aspirations, and outlooks that trans-

cended particularistic distinctions of region, dialect and so forth. 

Accordingly, the very, significance of class in a capitalist society 

lies, as Westergaard puts it, in its being 'societal in its swoop'. 

Yet this does not mean that factors of region, local history and 

cultural traditions cannot partially fragment the working class and 

lead to divergent forms of consciousness, culture and political 

organization. 

For example, industrial development in post-war Britain centered 

around a definite shift from 'old' economic sectors (for example, coal, 



35 

steel, and shipbuilding) and the geographical regions in which they 

were located to newer, 'light' industries (based on modern technical 

advances within the framework of the contemporary monopoly corporation 

and geared towards the demands of consumer and export marketing). The 

effects of these changes upon working-class skills, housing patterns, 

cultural forms, and so on were, naturally, profound. The restructuring 

of the productive basis, which forms the material and social conditions 

of existence (and which in turn forms a large part of the 'raw mater-

ial' of everyday working class life and culture) generated pervasive 

effects within the local economy, working class neighbourhoods, forms 

of industrial production, management and control, and so on. These 

effects partially 'dismantled' many of the traditional supports of 

working class culture - the matrix of values, forms of solidarity and 

the entire network of negotiations and defences built up since the 

nineteenth century (Clarke et al., 1976:36). 

In general, these changes led to the virtual dissolution of the 

traditional closed, homogeneous, one-industry, one-clss community as 

being typical of the English manual working class. 'Eithourgeoisement' 

theorists interpreted .these changes as undercutting the cultural and 

social supports for a partially oppositional class consciousness, which 

was seen as being nurtured by intimate ties and loyalties of kinship 

and neighbourhood. But these changes were not monolithic and evolu-

tionary. The effects of economic growth and rationalization were 

diffuse and fragmentary - and in no sense did they automatically lead 

to a decline in the nascent counter-hegemony of working class culture 

and its integration into a middle class orientation. Rather, this 
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process represented a transitional phase in the reorganization and 

restabilization of the supports of class culture. In fact, the decline 

of traditional working class communities was accompanied by a growth in 

the collective force and organization of the labour movement. As Marx 

never tired of noting, the proletariat's power and capacity for 

socialist transformation largely emanated from the 'collective' 

worker's direct experience in the actual exercise of coordination and 

control in advanced capitalist production (Mann, 1973:14). This 

process of the centralization of the means of production and the 

socialization of labour, though itself a complex and contradictory 

process, tends to cross-cut , older, particularistic ties of community 

and region, helping to create the modern industrial proletariat united 

by a common relationship to the mode of production and material class 

practices. There was (and can be) no monolithic, mechanistic rela-

tionship between economic change and proletarian culture and conscious-

ness - not only because these economic changes are themselves diffuse 

and uneven, but also because a complex, dialectical and partially 

autonomous relationship characterizes the nature of the base/super-

structure nexus. 

In the next chapter, I will undertake a critical examination of 

another theoretical position which has important inplications for 

understanding the relationship between class and culture: the so-called 

'Critical Theory' of the Frankfurt School. Although Critical Theory 

has many continuities with the Marxist tradition, it also derives 

theoretical inspiration from a number of sources that are quite foreign 

and often antipathetic to Marxian sensibilities. Critical Theory also - 
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converges with the 'embourgeoisement' position on a number of key 

points, particularly in its characterization of the dissolution of the 

culture and consciousness the subordinate classes in the face of the 

dominant .hegemonic culture, and thus should provide an interesting 

counterpoint to this chapter. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

"There is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a 
document of barbarism. And just as such a document is not free of 
barbarism, barbarism taints also the manner in which it was transmitted 
from one owner to another. A historical materialist therefore disso-
ciates himself from it as far as possible. He regards it his task 
to brush history against the grain." 

-Walter Benjamin 
Three Theses on the Philosophy of History 

In the previous chapter, I examined mainstream sociology's view of 

the relationship between social èlass and culture in post-war industri-

al society. To these advocates of the 'errbourgeoisement' or 'end-of-

ideology' thesis, this relationship was deceptively straightforward: 

the working class had simply ceased to be a structurally significant 

entity and was thus no longer a reservoir of any degree of socio-cul-

tural uniqueness. Rather, it was asserted that existing lines of class 

stratification were rapidly dissolving under the impact of increasing 

affluence, opportunities for upward social mobility, and the progress-

ive diffusion of economic, political and cultural power. Thus, 

industrial society had largely solved the perennial problem of social 

cohesion. Class was no longer a divisive force, and society was 

successfully integrated through the functional necessities created by 

an increasingly specialized technical division of labour, as well as a 

system of common values and a homogeneous, middle class culture. 

However, these 'positive' conclusions regarding the trajectory of 

modern industrial society were decisively challenged by a group of 

philosophers and social theorists today referred to as the 'Frankfurt 

School'. For the central members of the. School, .the rationalization 
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and bureaucratization of Western society meant the reification and 

alienation of human social relations, the entrapment of the individual 

within a totally administered world, and the demise of a class-con-

scious proletariat. Yet the convergence of the concerns and preoccu-

pations of the Frankfurt School with such 'end-of--ideologists' as Bell, 

Dahrendorf, and Nisbet - particularly in their insistence on the 

cessation of class conflict, the emergence of an integrative common 

or 'mass' culture, and the ability of capitalist society to effectively 

manage and contain social antagonisms - is nothing short of remarka-

ble, despite their differences regarding the normative evaluation of 

these alleged trends. In this chapter, I shall (1) concentrate on 

outlining the approach of the School in terms of the analysis of 

culture, ideology and social relations in late capitalism, (ii) attenpt 

to understand the formative intellectual and socio-cultural influences 

which led to the genesis of 'Critical Theory', and (iii) undertake a 

systematic critique of the implications of this Critical Theory for the 

understanding of the concept of 'working class culture' as I have 

characterized it. 

The Frankfurt School, or the Institute for Social Research as it 

was originally called, was founded at the University of Frankfurt in 

1923 during the early years of the Weimer Republic. This period, at 

least for the intellectuals of the European left, was primarily marked 

by the consolidation of the Russian Revolution by the Bolsheviks (and 

the subsequent degeneration of the Revolution into a Stalinist bureau-

cracy); the catastrophic failures of revolutionary attenpts to seize 

state power by working class organizations in Central Europe; and the 
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apparent re-stabilization of the global capitalist system. As a result 

of these monumental dfeats for the revolutionary left, many left-wing 

intellectuals felt an urgent need to re-appraise the conceptual 

foundations of Marxist theory, ostensibly to explain the perceived 

failure of the European working class to achieve genuine class con-

sciousness and engage in collective forms of revolutionary activity. 

This included the formation of new concepts and categories and their 

insertion (though by no means without tension) into Classical Marxist 

discourse, particularly such aspects of Marxism as the relation between 

theory and practice, the question of the scientific standing of 

Marxism, the role of bureaucracy and ideology in maintaining capitalist 

hegemony, and the commodification of art and culture. As Perry 

Anderson has convincingly argued in his Considerations on Western  

Marxism (1976:32-34), the Frankfurt Schbol' s theoretical orientation 

was part of a more general intellectual movement, dubbed 'Western 

Marxism', which was characterized above all by the predominantly , 

philosophical and Hegelian-influenced interpretation of Marx as 

originally developd by Georg Lukacs and Karl Korsch. As I shall 

discuss later, the early work of Lukacs, particularly his History and  

Class Consciousness, was to have a profound impact on the initial 

development and concerns of the School which eventually led to its 

divergence from Classical Marxism. 

The Institute's key figures included Max Horkheimer (philosopher, 

social theorist), Friedrich Pollock (economist), Theodor Adorno 

(philosopher, social theorist, musicologist), Eric Fromm (psychoanal-

yst, social psychologist), Herbert Marcuse (philosopher), Franz Neumann 
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(political scientist), Leo Lowenthal (student of literature and popular 

culture), and, as a peripheral member (although, he often held widely 

divergent views), Walter Benjamin (essayist and literary critic). 

During the first phase , of the school (1923-1929), under the director-

ship of the now almost unknown labour historian Carl Grunberg, the 

research undertaken by the Institute was remarkably varied. It had a 

strongly historical and enpirical character, as Grunberg conceived of 

Marxism as a social science and not as a complete philosophical system. 

-When the directorship of the Institute passed to Max Horkheimer, 

however, its orientation was to undergo a radical shift. Abandoning 

its original focus on economics and history in the tradition of 

Classical Marxism, philosophy, and to a lesser extent psychoanalysis, 

were now to be its primary concerns. 

With the triunph of National Socialism in Germany, the School 

began a long period of exile in France aiid then in the U.S.A, until it 

was forced to close in 1941. The Institute was re-established in 

Frankfurt in 1950, excluding Marcuse (who chose to remain in America) 

and those members who failed to survive Nazi inprisonment. During this 

period a distinct notion of a 'critical theory' of capitalist society 

began to crystallize in a number of major works, and the School began 

to have a demonstrable impact on German social thought which later 

spread to the rest of the continent and eventually to the U.S. With 

the emergence of the so-called New Left, the key writings of the School 

found a large and enthusiastic audience. Although there is arguably a 

'fourth' period of the School, represented primarily by Jurgen Habermas 

but also by Alfred Schmidt and Claus Offe, we will focus almost 
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exclusively on the philosophical critique of culture and ideology as 

undertaken by Marcuse, Zdorno and Horkheimer during what can be termed 

the 'classical' middle phase of the Institute (roughly, from the 1930's 

to the early 1960's). 

The analysis and critique of cultural and artistic phenomena 

became a central preoccupation for the Institute in general and .dorno 

and HorkheJer. in particular. This theme certainly dominated the work 

they co-wrote in 1944, Dialectic of Enlightenment. Their pronounced 

concern with culture and other 'higher' superstructural phenomenon was 

inextricably bound up with both a specific aesthetic theory, and a 

particular view of the social and cultural impact of the Enlightenment 

on European society from the seventeenth century onwards. Ziccordingly, 

the major theme which dominates the opening essay in Dialectic of  

Enlightenment is one of the pervasive spiritual and cultural degrada-

tion of recent human existence - a 'universal barbarism' best exernpli-

fied by the success of authoritarian ideologies such as Fascism and 

Stalinism in capturing the loyalty of the working class. Paradoxical-

ly, the decline of human society could be traced to the very values and 

ideas produced by the Enlightenment, which had initially allowed 

humanity to transcend the constraints of thought and action dominated 

by religion and magic. That is, the form of knowledge fostered by the 

Enlightenment contained the seeds of its own destruction, in that it 

laid the ideological foundations of totalitarianism under the guise of 

bourgeois science and positivism. As Leszek Kolakowski put it: 

the movement which aimed to conquer nature and 
emancipate reason from the shackles of mythology had, by 
its own inner logic, turned into its opposite. It had 
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created a positivist, pragmatist, utilitarian ideology and, 
by reducing the world to its purely quantitative aspects, 
had annihilated meaning, barbarized the arts and sciences, 
and increasingly subjected mankind to 'commodity fetishism' 
(Kolakowski, 1978:373). 

For Adorno and Horkheimer, the theory of knowledge promoted by the 

Enlightenment was based on the enpiricist/pragrnatist premise that human 

beings could only understand and know something if they could control 

it. What could not be 'understood' in this manner was simply ignored, 

or described as 'cognitively meaningless'. Thus, this form of knowl-

edge actively encouraged: the manipulation of objects and events, 

thereby perfecting humanity's domination' of (and alienation from) 

nature. Traditional philosophical questions of meaning, substance, 

essence or quality were abandoned in favor of experimentation, instrum-

ental control, and knowledge derived from direct experience. The 

science of the Enlightenment, therefore, attented to perform a 

'totalizing' function. That is, it aimed at the containthht of both 

the natural and social worlds within an immutable, unified system of 

concepts and categories. For Horkheimer and Adorno, this was syrrtoma-

tic of reified thinking in a society increasingly dominated by ex-

change-value, which had reduced people and dynamic social processes to 

abstractions within a mechanical system. By hypostatizing what exists 

empirically as the only possible reality, bourgeois science implicitly 

rejected the possibility of an alternative state of affairs, and 

automatically defended the status quo against the necessities of 

freedom: 

• . Enlightenment is as totalitarian as any system. . . 

In the anticipated identification of the wholly conceived 
and mathematized world with truth, Enlightenment intends to 
secure itself against the return of the mythic. It 
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confounds thought and mathematics . . . Thinking objectifies 
itself to become an automatic, self-activating process 
Mathematical procedure becomes, so to speak, the ritual 
It turns thought into a thing, an instrument (Adorno and 
Horkheimer, 1972:24-25). 

The emergence of this positivist and pragmatist form of thought 

pervaded all areas of social existence, destroying in its wake all 

significant pre-scientific values, ideas, and forms of life. Even the 

notion of Reason itself, conceived of as a 'negative, critical treat-

merit of the facts' designed to uncover the 'essence' of phenomena as 

distinct from appearance, was disappearing under the onslaught' of the 

'false clarity' achieved by scientific thought. The domination of 

nature perfected the domination of humanity, as it led to the fetishiz-

ation of technology and the reduction of individuals to a mere cog in 

the system. while this rise of 'instrumental' or 'technological' 

rationality (Z'weckrationalitat) created the economic and technical 

infrastructure necessary for generating greater productive wealth, it 

also necessitated an even more specialized division of labour and made 

possible the complete enslavement of human beings, increased psycholog-

ical repression and the 'spiritual disenchantment' (Entzauberung) of 

humanity. 

From Lukacs' History and Class Consciousness, Adorno and Horkhei-

mer borrowed the key notions of 'reification' and 'commodity fetish-

ism', themselves ultimately derived from Marx's famous passage in 

Capital entitled "The Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret There-

of." Commodity fetishism occurs when social actors are alienated from 

the things they produce, and thus fail to recognize the social charac-

ter of commodities in the process of exchange. As a result, mystified 
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beliefs about the nature of these social processes replace or mask 

their objective social character. Individuals therefore come to view 

their social relations as relations between things, and hence as 

natural, eternal and unchangeable. For Lukacs, this reified thinking 

dominated-all areas of social life and helped to eliminate the qualita-

tive and human aspects from capitalist society. ?dorno and Horkheimer 

further suggested that this process of reification was aided and 

abetted by science and the dominance of' instrumental reason, which 

likewise treated the social world as a mechanical system. Fetishism 

and reification had so mystified the social relations of capitalist 

society that the ". . . oppressed . . . [could] no longer experience 

themselves as a class," and thus the proletariat had become "socially 

impotent" (Adorno in Bottomore, 1984:35). Technology and the scien-

tific ideology which accompanied it had penetrated and subverted the 

formerly autonomous spheres of personal and private life (the family, 

civil society, and so on), leading to the unproblematic transmission of 

dominant values and beliefs from above. 

The theme of the dominance of technological rationality was 

perhaps best developed in Marcuse's influential treatise, One-Dimen-

sional Man. As with Adorno and Horkheimer, Marcuse maintained that 

science (as expressed in terms of positivism, analytical philosophy and 

behavioral operationalism) was the dominant form of knowledge in 

Western society, and one that rejected all concepts which lacked a 

'functional' worth in the control of men, objects and events. Society 

had thus fallen victim to 'one-dimensional thinking', a pervasive false 

consciousness which excluded all forms of critical or negative thought 
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- the so-called 'second dimension'. Moreover, advertising and the 

mass media promoted 'false needs', in order to realize the exchange-va-

lue of goods and services and to 'cement' consumers to the status quo: 

The productive apparatus and the goods and services 
which it produces "sell" or impose the social system as a 
whole. The means of mass communication, the commodities of 
lodging, food, and clothing, the irresistible output of the 
entertainment and information industry carry with them 
prescribed attitudes and habits, certain intellectual and 
emotional reactions which bind the consumers more or less 
pleasantly to the producers and, through the latter, to the 
whole. The products indoctrinate and manipulate; they 
promote a false consciousness which is immune against its 
falsehood. And as these more beneficial products become 
available to more individuals in more social classes, the 
indoctrination they carry ceases to be publicity; it becomes 
a way of life (Marcuse, 1964:11-12). 

Thus, social forces had become subordinated to the needs and 

demands of technological rationality. Capital and labour were no 

longer antagonistic social classes. They had ceased to be 'effective 

historical agents', but were instead united by a broad consensus 

necessitated by the joint administration of the productive apparatus 

(Ibid. :32). Like his 'end-of-ideoloy' counterparts, Marcuse did not 

see capitalism as a 'class' society, but rather as a 'technological' or 

'industrial' one. In addition to the economic forms of incorporation 

via affluence and consumption, Marcuse also postulated the existence of 

political integration through the illusory democratization of various 

institutions and organizations. As long as the very logic of 'the 

system' itself was not directly challenged or threatened, late capital-

ism could 'repressively tolerate' and thereby neutralize relatively 

large amounts of dissent and deviance by channelling it into existing 

political parties and institutions. Despite a vestigial belief in the 

ability of such groups as students, racial minorities and the popula-
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tions of underdeveloped societies to retain some capacity for radical 

thought and action, Marcuse generally suggested that containment and 

stability were the distinguishing features of industrial society. Late 

capitalism, to Marcuse' s way of thinking, was a fully integrated, 

self-administering system which subordinated the working class through 

a powerful technical and ideological apparatus at the political, 

socio-cultural and psychological levels: 

the prospects of containment of change, offered by 
the politics of technological rationality, depend on the 
prospects of the welfare state. Such a state seems 
capable of raising the standard of administered living, 
a capacity inherent in all advanced industrial societies 
where the streamlined technical apparatus - set up as a 
separate power over and above the individuals - depends for 
its functioning on the intensified development and expansion 
of productivity. Under such conditions, decline of freedom 
and opposition is not a matter of moral or intellectual de-
terioration or corruption. It is rather an objective societal 
process insofar as the production and distribution of an 
increasing quantity of goods and services make corrliance a 
rational technological attitude (Marcuse, 1964:48). 

It is within the context of the apparent self-destruction of the 

Enlightenment and the domination of society by the unholy conination 

of exchange-value, positivist logic and technology that the cultural 

analysis of the Frankfurt School must be located. Despite some 

individual differences, the work of Adorno, Marcuse, Horkheimer and 

Lowenthal converge on enough essential points to be able to speak of a 

general approach of Critical Theory to the study of culture and 

aesthetics under the conditions of late capitalism. The central 

feature of this cultural analysis is the assertion that art and 

culture, along with most other features of human subjectivity and 

meaning, ha-,5b been dominated and degraded by exchange-value and the 

power of capital. This conclusion, of course, was informed by a 
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definite aesthetic theory. For Adorno and Co pany, art was not simply 

the passive reflection of existing social tendencies and class inter-

ests. Unlike Benjamin and Lucien Goldmann, who atterrpted to demon-

strate specific correspondences between social groups and cultural/ 

artistic phenomena, the Frankfurt School generally resisted the impulse 

to reduce culture to the ideological expression of straightforward 

class interests (which was a common practice of Leninist-inspired 

criticism). Nor, however, did they assert that, culture constituted a 

fully autonomous sphere of human existence (although, as we shall see, 

this is what they tended to do in practice). Rather, they sought to 

examine culture, as Adorno said, in terms of the ". . . general social 

tendencies which are expressed in these phenomena and through which the 

most powerful [social] interests realize themselves. Cultural criti-

cism must become social physiognomy" (Adorno, 1967:30). 

For the Frankfurt School, art and culture were inextricably bound 

up with social 'reality, and they reflected or expressed these social 

forces and contradictions (albeit in an indirect or mediated fashion). 

Yet the School's cultural analysis was also premised on an essential 

distinction between 'genuine' and 'false' art and culture. The former, 

for Adorno, consisted of art which managed to, resist 'assimilation' to 

the prevailing system of production and exchange; the latter, alterna-

tively, did not. Moreover, 'genuine' art contained moments of both 

'affirmation' (of the possibility of a different society) and 'nega-

tion' (of existing society). Art which failed to manifest these 

'moments of .transcendence' was absorbed into the existing conditions of 

domination, in the process contributing to the perpetuation of the 
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dominant order. Although the object-world of art was established 

reality, it could project or enact an alternative vision of society 

through its particular form and style: "Art, since it became autono-

mous, has preserved the Utopia that had evaporated from religion" 

(Horitheimer in Jay, 1973:179). In this way, 'authentic' art retained a 

critical or subversive character, an 'emancipatory impulse' which could 

help to negate the reification and alienation of human consciousness 

However, this 'negative' moment which authentic art manifested or at 

least aspired to had been systematically undermined by the emergence of 

what Marcuse referred to as an 'affirmative' culture, which accompanied 

the emergence of the domination of technology, instrumental reason and 

exchange-value. This affirmative culture failed to express a negative 

critique of the status quo (thereby providing a vehicle for critical 

reflection and an interest in social transformation), but rather served 

to reconcile social contradictions into a 'spurious harmony' at the 

level of popular consciousness. The establishment of bourgeois culture 

created an autonomous realm of 4alues and ideals which claimed indepen-

dence of and superiority to the sphere of 'civilization' or material 

culture. This realm held out the promise of inner fulfillment through 

the cultivation of such spiritual and intellectual qualities as 

'freedom, goodness and beauty'. However, since this fulfillment took 

place 'from within', there was no corresponding transformation of 

existing social conditions and the promise was ultimately a false and 

escapist one (Marcuse, 1968:195). 

The Frankfurt School also made use of Benjamin's notion of 'aura', 

especially as outlined in his important essay "The Work of Art in the 
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Age of Mechanical Production." For Benjamin, the 'aura' of a cultural 

or artistic product was the 'unique nirrus' that permeated an original 

work, a singular essence that transferred to th& object a sense of 

authenticity. The aura also manifested a sense of distance and 

inapproachability which was originally derived from the object's 

utilization in magical ceremonies and rituals. However, this mystic or 

aura could not be preserved if it was reproduced by mechanical means. 

Under such conditions, the reproduced object would no longer be 

imbedded in the fabric of tradition" (Benjamin, 1969:225). 

Thu, the loss of aura for Benjamin and the Frankfurt School signaled a 

distinct cultural crisis in modern society. The original social 

function of art and culture had been lost. No longer based on ritual 

or tradition, it now had an exhibition value through its utilization in 

the newly-emerging mass media. However, Benjamin and the central 

members of the School diverged sharply as to the interpretation of this 

perceived cultural crisis. Benjamin, although he mourned this loss of 

aura in artistic/cultural production, followed Brcht's lead in 

recognizing the progressive or even potentially revolutionary-capaci-

ties of 'a politicized, collectivized art and culture - particulary in 

film and recordings - which could raise standards of critical aware-

ness. The loss of aura de-reified and de-mystified art, encouraging 

the 'masses' to participate in the control and understanding of 

cultural/artistic production and consumption. 

For the key members of the Frankfurt School, however, these new 

techniques of cultural/artistic production, distribution and consump-

tion could only be properly understood within the broader historical 
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context: of the self-destruction of the Enlightenment, the decline of 

'autonomous' or authentic art and the emergence of a 'culture indus-

try', which reduced art to the status of an industrial commodity. 

While the partial commercialization of cultural/artistic artifacts had 

existed in pre-bourgeois society, Adorno et al. felt that the increased 

demands and contradictions of social reproduction literally forced 

the capitalist class to sustain existing social relations by all 

available means, including the manipulation of culture for political 

and economic ends (Held, 1980:89-90). The result was the commodifica-

tion of culture, in the sense that the profit motive was inextricably 

attached to the production and exchange of cultural/artistic objects. 

But it also meant that the realm of culture was now subject to the 

effects of commodity fetishism and reified thinking, and was increas-

ingly transformed into a means of subverting and controlling individual 

consciousness. 

With the continuous interlocking of state, economy and polity, as 

well as the extension of exchange-value into every sphere of social 
1' 

life, the production and distribution of art and culture was now almost 

entirely dependent on. finance and industrial capital. Moreover, the 

advertising and mass media monopolies created 'false needs' in order to 

realize the exchange-value of these cultural commodities. Hence, 

culture had become fully integrated into and subordinated to the needs 

of capital. The culture industry produced and distributed cultural/ 

artistic artifacts for the express purpose of mass consumption and 

maximum profitability. .Art's former autonomy had been completely 

subverted. Its form and content (and, increasingly, its consurrtion 
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and reception) were now determined by the constraints of mechanical 

reproduction and the dictates of the market. Despite the fact that 

artistic and cultural objects had become cheap and accessible to the 

'masses', they could no longer manifest any semblance of a negative or 

emancipatory impulse - what Kant referred to as 'purposefulness without 

a purpose': 

With the cheapness of mass-produced luxury goods and 
its complement, the universal swindle, a change in the 
&iaracter of the art commodity itself is coming about. What 
is new is not that it is a commodity, but that today it 
deliberately admits it is one; that art renounces its own 
autonomy and proudly takes its place among consumption 
goods constitutes the charm of novelty. Art as a separate 
sphere was always possible only in a bourgeois society. 
Even as a negation of that social purposiveness which is 
spreading through the market, its freedom remains 
essentially bound up with the premise of a market economy 
(?dorno and Horkheirner, 1972:157). 

The cornmodification of art and culture, felt 1dorno et al., 

created enormous pressures towards the rationalization of production 

and distribution techniques in forms analogous to other branches of 

industrial production. This, combined with the ever-present profit 

motive, resulted in the standardization and 'pseudo-individualization' 

of cultural/artistic 'products. Standrdization referred to the struc-

tural similarities which tended to emerge in cultural forms as a result 

of mechanical reproduction and mass distribution. The continuous drive 

for maximum profit and efficiency entailed the endless repetition and 

imitation of the form of popular and successful works. However, in 

order to preserve the aura of autonomous, pre-bourgeois art, the' 

culture industry had to give the appearance of novelty and originality. 

This was 'pseudo-individualization' - the attempt to imbue each product 

or artist with the air of individuality and authenticity through 
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advertising. Despite the mindless conformity of cultural entities, 

this procedure was generally successful in preserving the illusion of 

free choice on the open market. The process of standardization and 

pseudo-individualization also meant that the culture industry could 

absorb elements of regional, folk, or indigenous cultua1 elements 

(including working class culture) but divest them of any hint of 

critical intent, rebelliousness or distinctiveness. Potentially 

critical themes or alternatives to the status quo were taken out of 

context:, integrated into popular styles and fashions, and in general 

distorted beyond recognition (see Held, 1980:91). 

Not only did the culthre industry provide an irresistible pressure 

towards the commodification and standardization of all cultural/artis-

tic forms, it also aimed at the solicitation of standardized responses 

as well. Pre-designed modes of interpretation were imbedded in 

cultural commodities and endlessly repeated, leading to the automatiza-

tion of psychological reactions. This process served to weaken 

individual resistance to the dominant ideology, and enured passivity 

and compliance. The products of the culture industry supplied a 

'substitute gratification' in the form of distraction and amusement, 

which replaced the desire foraesthetic fulfillment and critical 

reflection. However, this 'escape' from the irrationalities of 

capitalism offered by the culture industry was illusory, in that it 

simply reinforced the very consciousness from which escape was sought. 

The promise of spontaneity, meaning and pleasure only allowed for 

a cathartic adjustment to existing social conditions. Thus, mass 

culture was, in Lowenthal' s phrase, 'psychoanalysis in reverse', 
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because it created rather than cured authoritarian personalities 

(albeit 'well-adjusted' ones). By providing fleeting relief from the 

drudgery of everyday life, mass culture helped to sustain the capacity 

for wage-labour on the part of the working class. People were reduced 

to 'objects of contrivance', and the ideology which made this calcula-

tion possible no ldnger represented the universal revolutionary 

aspirations of the rising bourgeois class, but rather a 'manipulative 

contrivance' designed to fulfill a naked self-interest: 

In the culture industry this imitation finally becomes 
absolute. Having ceased to be anything but style, it 
reveals the latter' s secret: obedience to the social 
hierarchy. . . . Culture as a common denominator already 
contains in embryo that schernatization and process of 
cataloguing and classification which brings culture within 
the sphere of administration. And it is precisely the 
industrialized, the consequent, subsuription which entirely 
accords with this notion of culture. By subordinating in 
the same way and to the same end all areas of intellectual 
creation, by occupying men's senses from the time they leave 
the factory in the evening to the time they clock in again 
the next morning with matter that bears the impress of the 
labour process they themselves have to sustain throughout 
the day, this subsurction mockingly satisfies the concept of 
a unified culture which the philosophers of personality 
contrasted with mass culture (Adorno and Horkheimer, 
1972:131). 

Hence, the famous Weberian pessimism of Adorno and his colleagues. 

Like other commodities, the origins and functions of culture were 

obscured by a 'phantasmagoric smokescreen' which inculcated a false 

consciousness. The individual, left defenseless by the demise of the 

mediating influences of the family, civil society and an indigenous 

culture, was (to use Weber' s famous expression) imprisoned by an 'iron 

cage', manipulated by a homogeneous, standardized mass culture, and 

tolerated only insofar as he identified with the aims and needs of the 

prevailing system of social organization. Social relations were 
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utterly mystified and dominated by reified thinking and commodity 

fetishism. There had ceased to be any significant degree of genuine 

class consciousness; indeed, the 'system' had become independent of the 

control and understanding of individuals or social classes. Society 

was no longer driven by class 'conflict, but by the inersonal forces of 

technology and instrumental rationality. Thus, like théii 'end-of-ide-

ology' counterparts, the key members of the Frankfurt School came to 

regard class and class struggle as structurally insignificant, a relic 

of earlier competitive forms of capitalism. In other words, the very 

possibility of the notion of a 'working class culture' was expressly 

denied. The ability of the working class to foster any degree of 

partially independent values, beliefs and behaviors had been thoroughly 

negated by the combined mechanisms of instrumental rationality, 

reification and the culture industry. In sum, as Martin Jay put it: 

the Institute came to feel that the culture industry 
enslaved men in far more subtle and effective ways than the 
crude methods of domination practiced in earlier eras. The 
false harmony of particular and, universal was in some ways 
more sinister than the clash of social contradictions, 
because of its ability to lull people into passive 
acceptance. With the decline of mediating forces in society 
- there the Institute drew on its earlier studies, of the 
lessening role of the family in the process of socialization 
- the chances for the development of negative resistance 
were seriously diminished. Moreover, the spread of 
technology served the culture industry in America just as it 
had helped tighten the control of authoritarian governments 
in Europe (Jay, 1973:216-217). 

So far I have concentrated on exposition. I shall now turn to an 

examination of the Frankfurt School's approach to cultural and ideolog-

ical analysis in a more critical fashion. Specifically, I will be 

concerned to outline and defend the following two theses: (i) that the 

School's characterization of the nature of culture, ideology and social 
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relations in late capitalism is not descriptively true, in that it 

fails to generate an adequate understanding of the actual patterns of 

power, conflict and class structure in the context of the capitalist 

social formation; apd (ii) that this is the case by virtue of the very 

conceptual structure of Critical Theory itself, which consistently 

eschews historical and empirical research in favor of an abstract and 

essentially normative, philosophically-based critique of capitalist 

society. Moreover, it will be asserted that this philosophical 

critique is inseparable from the concerns and preoccupations of the 

dominant intellectual and cultural developments in German social 

thought which fostered Critical Theory, particularly the neo-Romantic 

and Lebensphilosophie movements. It is toward a consideration of this 

latter thesis that I shall now turn my attention. 

The Frankfurt School's notion of a 'Critical Theory' of capital-

ism did not represent a completely original theoretical approach. 

Instead, it reflected the attempt by such immediate predecessors as 

Karl Korsch and Georg Lukacs to purge Marxism of both the political and 

theoretical weaknesses of the Second International, particularly the 

latter's emphasis on the formulating 'iron laws' of social and histori-

cl development. This critique involved a return to the concerns of 

the early Marx - particularly such humanistic and Hegelian themes as 

praxis, dialectics, alienation and reification. Furthermore, this 

revolt against the more positivistic and scientistic interpretations of 

Marx can be placed within the general impetus of late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century German social thought represented by such 

individuals as Weber, Sirrmel, Dilthey and Tonnies. The central 
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preoccupation of this neo-Romantic and neo-Kantian movement was what 

Weber referred to as the rationalization of Western society, accompani-

ed by a pronounced existentialist-like concern for the impact of this 

process on the individual in modern society. 

The impact of neo-romanticism on academic social thought ostensi-

bly began with the publication of Ferdinand Torinies' Gemeinschaft and  

Gesellschaft (Cormnity and Society) in 1887. It was Tonnies' conten-

tion that the traditional form of communal solidarity characteristic of 

pre-capitalist society had been completely undermined by the impersonal 

contractual relations and scientific world-view that had come to 

dominate urban, industrial society. The result was the destruction of 

a meaningful Icultur, and the replacement of the spiritual arid subjec-

tive elements of human existence with naked self-interest and utilitar-

ian calculation. Tonnies' distinction between community and society, 

of course, highly influenced Max Weber' s account of the secularization 

and rationalization of Western society. While the scientific rational-

ization of social existence served to free society from the debilitat-

ing constraints of magical and religious thought, Weber contended that 

it also served to chain humanity to a particularly dehumanizing form of 

domination and economic compulsion. Similarly, Georg Simmel felt that 

the originally spontaneous and creative qualities of pre-bourgeois 

human activity were gradually being transformed into rigid, external 

forms. Even the most intricate and awe-inspiring cultural products no 

longer gave form and expression to human consciousness; but stood apart 

from humanity in a hostile and antagonistic fashion (Simmel, 1950:422). 
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As has been pointed out by numerous commentators (for example, 

Turner, 1981; Therborn, 1970), Georg Lukacs was the crucial interlocu-

tor between the ñeo-Kantianism of Sinanel, Weber and Dilthey and the 

Critical Theory of the Frankfurt School. Despite the fact that Lukacs 

and the School maintained definite theoretical and political differen-

ces, particularly with regard to the role of the party (Lukacs once 

bitterly denounced the School's apolitical stance as 'Cafe Marxism'), 

there are at least two aspects of Lukacs' early, work which are of 

paramount importance for an adequate understanding of Critical Theory: 

(1) his acceptance of the traditional romantic opposition between 

science and nature; and (ii) his philosophical critique of positivism/ 

empiricism, which also influenced his conception of historical and 

social knowledge. 

Lukacs, it is well known, was heavily influenced by both the 

Verstehen approach of Simmel and Weber and the proto-existentialist 

Lensiloschie of Dilthey and Heidegger. Indeed, Lukacs' notion of 

'reification' bears more than a passing resemblance to both Weber' s 

'rationalization' and Simmel' s 'externalization'. Likewise, Lukacs 

accepted their distinction between the natural and moral or cultural 

sciences. Just as Weber saw science as an element in the more general 

process of rationalization, Lukacs viewed scientific thought (espec-

ially when applied to social phenomena) as a reflection of the reifica-

tion of human consciousness in capitalist society. Both Lukacs and 

Korsch felt that the orthodox Marxism of Engels and Kautsky had 

attempted to formulate fatalistic economic 'laws of motion' of society 

which were wholly inappropriate for their subject matter - namely, the 
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conscious, reflexive qualities of human meaning and action. Lukacs 

explicitly rejected the Second International's claim that dialectical 

materialism was a natural science of society, a position which he felt' 

repi'esented the intrusion of bourgeois ideology into Marxist theory 

(Lukacs, 1971:229). Moreover, his critique of positivism/empiricism 

implied the that social scientific knowledge generated by comparative 

empirical and historical research was inferior to the 'self-knowledge' 

of the social totality acquired by hermeneutic understanding. 

Whereas Marx saw industrialism as a necesary (if devastating, in 

terms of its social costs) step in the overcoming of scarcity and the 

creation of the material pre-conditions for an egalitarian, socialist 

society, Lukacs and the other neo-Romantics felt that industrialization 

only served to destroy the (largely mythical) pre-bourgeois harmony of 

the community and to subordinate humanity to the machine. As a result, 

the study of real social and historical developments were ignored in 

favor of an essentially ideological critique of these alleged trends. 

Thus, while Marx managed to avoid the pitfalls of both a romantic 

anti-industrialism and a utilitarian positivism, in Lukacs' work 

there is no suggestion of the liberating effects of 
industrialism and scientific discovery, let alone Marx's 
belief that the theory of historical materialism was itself 
a real and responsible science. . . . there is [in History  
and Class Consciousness] a wholly undialectical and un-
historical depiction of capitalism from the outset as'a 
process of social decay and spiritual fragmentation. Cap-
italist development is not seen as a ruthless dynamism, 
liberating as well as destroying, but as an enveloping 
network of metaphysical passivity (Stedman-Jones, 1977:34-36). 

This 'enveloping network of metaphysical passivity', of course, 

became the central theme of Adorno and Horkheimer' s Dialectic of  

Enlightenment. It is essentially a high bourgeois, romantic, anti-
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scientific critique of industrialism, based upon philosophical specu-

lation and a humanistic normative standpoint rather than upon research 

into the soda-economic realities of the history of capitalist society. 

According to the logic of this position, instrumental rationality and 

not the socio-economic organization of society, is the defining charac-

teristic and driving force of late capitalism, a standpoint Marx would 

have certainly rejected as irrevocably idealist. It is in this sense 

that the work of the Frankfurt School can legitimately be described as 

historicist or essentialist. That is, society is not viewed as an 

irreducibly complex totality consisting of interrelated levels and 

relations, but rather as a unique manifestation of a central 'essence' 

which is both expressed and masked by the different phenomenal forms 

this essence embodies historically. History is therefore seen as the, 

continuous unfolding of the logic inherent in this essence. For 

Lukacs, this inner essence or 'fundamental relation' of capitalist 

society was the fetishization of the commodity form; for Marcuse, it 

was the alienation of labour and human activity; for Adorno and 

Horkheimer, it was the generalization of exchange-value. As Goran 

Therborn has noted, the Hegelian/philosophical characterization of the 

concept 'social formation' or 'social totality' eventually utilized by 

the Frankfurt School had little in common with its traditional Marxist 

connotation: 

• . . for humanist historicism, the term 'social totality' 
is something other than a scientific concept. In social 
science, the expression is used in a structural sense. To 
be able to explain a social fact, one must take into account 
the network of relationships of which it is a part, the 
structure which determines the place of that social fact and 
its mode of functioning. Marxism is a social science in 
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this sense, and it was by this procedure, for instance, that 
Marx showed that it is not the consumers and their needs and 
wishes which direct the capitalist economy. In a historicist 
perspective, however, the totality becomes the totality of 
humanity's generically determined (GaWmgsbesUimt) history 
at a given moment. . . . At every given point in time, society 
is a unique manifestation of man. This means that the mode of 
production, which in any classical reading of Marx is the 
central concept of historical materialism, plays at most a 
subordinate role. Capitalism is thus seen not as one mode of 
production among others, but as a completely unique moment in 
the history of Man. . . . This historicist conception of the 
social totality has prevented the Frankfurt School from making 
the contribution to historical materialism which would seem to 
be implied in its programme of 'social research' (Therborn, 
1970:77-78). 

While the essentially ideological critique put forward by the 

Frankfurt School may have effectively captured some aspects of the 

domination of social relations by economic values characteristic of the 

transition from feudalism to capitalism, it utterly failed to adequate-

ly conceptualize the political and economic realities of capitalist 

society. The Institute's characterization of the Enlightenment and the 

domination of instrumental reason led to the formulation of excessively 

sweeping generalizations regarding the collapse of dissent, working 

class consciousness, autonomous culture and so forth without any 

substantial attempt ti verify whether in fact these changes had 

actually occurred. Clearly, it is one thing to identify the limita-

tions and ideological tendencies of positivism/empiricism; it is quite 

another to completely abandon empirical and historical research. 

Instead, the Frankfurt School primarily engaged in 

• . . speculative constructions, in an older philosophical 
sense; a priori schemes for the understanding of history, not 
necessarily inconsistent with empirical evidence, but always 
undemonstrated by it in their mode of presentation. 
Characteristically, these conceptions have lacked any 
concrete grid of periodization, articulating them to 
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straightforward historio-graphical categories of the sort 
Grarnsci carefully respected (Anderson, 1976:80),. 

There are other intellectual and cultural influences which are 

relevant for an adequate understanding of the theoretical and philoso-

phical underpinnings of Critical Theory. To begin with, the Insti-

tute's theories of capitalist society were excessively coloured by 

their proximity to Nazism, the Stalinization of Soviet Marxism, and the 

experience of culture shock upon arriving in America. The original: 

members of the School were all from prosperous, Jewish, bourgeois 

families who were forced into exile after 1933. The almost complete 

destruction of their isolated, tuliured, 'high bourgeois' environment 

clearly impacted upon their assessrnezit of late capitalism as the 

culmination of the self-destructive, irrational elements of instrumen-

tal rationality. The members of the Institute certainly maintained a 

nostalgic attitude toward tradition and 'high culture', which represen-

ted (for them) the supposedly autonomous and integrated experience of 

pre-bourgeois man. Thus, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that 

this sense of spiritual decay, cultural degeneration and pessimism 

that so thoroughly permeated the Frankfurt School's texts did not 

reflect socio-economic reality so much as the decline experienced by a 

particular social strata - that of the educated upper-middle class or 

what Fritz Ringer (1969) has referred to as the 'German Mandarins'. Is 

Jay notes: 

Like the mandarins and unlike the more orthodox socialists, 
they wrote works permeated with a sense of loss and decline 
rather than expectation and hope. They also shared the 
mandarin's distaste for mass society and the utilitarian, 
positivistic values it fostered. . . . The Frankfurt School's 
distrust of the Enlightenment was likewise an essential 
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element in the mandarin defense of traditional German Kultur. 
they saw themselves as an enbattled Kulturtrager 

(culture bearers), a self-image the manc1jrins would have 
certainly recognized. And finally, their inherently 
apolitical attitude, even in the period when praxis was an 
imperative in their writings, invites corrarison with the 
mandarin's condescending disdain for the petty squabbles of 
interest politics (Jay, 1973:294). 

The last line of this quote raises another impdrtant point. While 

Western Marxism as a whole involved a definite shift away from active 

political involvement integrated with. relevant political and economic 

research, the Institute represented an extreme development in this 

'academization' of Marxist theory. Although Lukacs and Korsch had 

initiated the movement toward philosophical themes, both remained 

active militants. With the exception of Marcuse's brief membership in 

the left wing of the SDP, however, none of the other core merrbers of 

the School were directly involved inpolitical organizations. Perry 

Anderson, for one (1976:93), feels that this situation served to 

isolate them from an understanding of the day-to-day struggles and 

points of resistance of the working class - which not only led to an 

extremely abstract theoreticism which had little relevance for the 

understanding of concrete political and economic developments, but also 

encouraged the critical theorists to over-estimate the stability of 

capitalism and the degree of manipulation 'from above'. Concepts such 

as 'reification' or 'technological rationality' were used uncritically 

as synonyms for an all-pervasive power structure which, to their minds, 

had effectively neutralized all opposition and critical thought. This 

isolation also helps to explain the pessimism of the critical theor-

ists, which took on increasingly conservative (and, in the case of 

Hor]theimer, reactionary) overtones. It also paved the way for the 
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incorporation of European idealist philosophical currents into their 

work. The School came to resemble, as Jay (1973:292) has noted, 

Mannheim's conception of 'free-floating intellectuals' (or even 

Grarnsci's 'traditional intellectuals'), in that they abandoned all 

belief in the working classes' capacity for radical social change and 

instead located the residue of emancipatory social forces in the 

critical individual who remained aloof from day-to-day political 

activities. 

Thus far I have concentrated on outlining and critiquing the 

intellectual, cultural and social influences of Critical Theory, and 

how this impacted on its philosophical position and conceptual frame-

work. I will now examine three areas characteristic of the Frankfurt 

School's analysis of late capitalism: (i) the nature of the capitalist, 

social formation and the importance given to structural class conflict; 

(ii) the character of ideological phenomena; and (iii) the realm of 

culture. These will be dealt with in turn. 

For various reasons already discussed, Critical Theory failed to 

develop or absorb a framework of concepts that would have allowed 

Pdorno and company to - adequately analyze concrete economic and politi-

cal developments. This inability to grasp extant patterns of social 

conflict and tension led the Institute to maintain an. exaggerated 

notion of the cohesion and stability of capitalist society in a manner 

remarkably similar to their 'end-of-ideology' counterparts - although, 

of course, for much different reasons. Frankfurt School analysis, 

then, assumes an overharmonious relation between the economy, the 

political sphere, and the state apparatus. As David Held puts it: 
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• . . [Critical Theory] suggests a rigid relation between 
various public and private bureaucracies, and a conception 
of administrative and/or bureaucratic and/or class 
domination as seemingly inescapable. The mechanism that 
leads to this state of affairs are poorly elaborated and 
documented - especially the configuration of social 
relations and conflicts that underlie these apparent 
developments. As a consequence, the power of the ruling 
class and the 'control center' of the system appear as an 
obvious and/or necessary outcome, rather than one that has 
been - and is - a focus of struggle (Held, 1980:66). 

Suffice to say that the capitalist social formation is clearly 

not a simple unity reducible to a Hegelian 'essence', but is best 

conceptualized as a complex of partially autonomous levels or structur-

es that develop at different rates (the law of uneven development) and 

interrelate in an often tension-ridden and contradictory fashion. 

Marcuse' s view that capitalist society has been thoroughly integrated 

and class conflict neutralized via the 'functional necessities' created 

by the all-pervasive technological apparatus is particularly questiona-

ble. Marcuse fails to provide sufficient evidence for such extravagant 

claims. Moreover, he seems to have uncritically absorbed the conclu-

sions of the advocates of the 'post-capitalism' thesis, as well as the 

writings of mainstream academic American sociology and management 

literature (Therborn, 1970). In fact, as Maclntyre (1970:66) notes, 

the 'Marcusean problematic' abandons the Marxist position as to the 

essential neutrality of technology and instead moves dangerously close 

to a ". . . fairly crude technological determinism." 

Marxist sociology, by contrast, emphasizes the continuing impor-

tance and dominance of capital (despite its evolution into monopoly 

multi- and trans-national forms) and the important role of the working 

class in social change and transformation. Despite theoretical 
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differences regarding the interpretation of recent internal changes in 

the CMP (for example, the growth and centralization of capital, the 

increasingly important role of state intervention, and modifications 

in the overarching class structure), Marxists are generally in agree-

ment as to the 

• . recognition of the crucial and continuing importance 
of the relation between capital and labour, and its 
political expression in diverse forms of class struggle, 
conflict between parties, and the actions of social 
movements (Bottomore, 1984:40). 

Furthermore, the suggestion that capitalist stats are confined to 

reproducing the capitalist bode of production and corresponding social 

relations, and that all state activity simply represents 'manoeuvers 

from above' quickly succumbs to the weaknesses inherent in functional-

ist arguments and 'conspiracy theories' of class domination. Instead, 

the state apparatus should be conceptualized as a site' of class 

struggle. State activity in the form 0f the implementation of specific 

policies and reforms reflects not simply the domination of capital, but 

also, to an important extent, the outcome of conflicts between various 

classes and other social groups over rules and resources. Moreover, as 

Claus Offe (1976:46-47) has suggested, the cumulative effects of state 

activity can pose serious problems for the maintenance of continuing 

capital accumulation. There is constant pressure on the state and 

government to legitimate their activities, and the unintended conse-

quences of this- intervention in the economic sphere can create major 

contradictions between state and capital that may eventually result in 

severe economic, political and ideological crises. Despite massive 

state interventions in the nineteen-seventies and eighties, pervasive 
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structural crises have continued to plague the economic systems of the 

industrialized West. This has been accompanied by substantial out-

breaks of dissent and opposition to the domination of capital. 

Critical Theory simply does not provide the conceptual categories to be 

able to recognize and analyze these cyclical manifestations of opposi-

tion embodied in diverse social movements. Accordingly, it is diffi-

cult to argue that the Western working class has been totally pacified 

and integrated into capitalism to the degree that Adorno et al. 

suppose. Again quoting Held (1980:399-400): 

In trying to account for the absence of revolution the 
critical theorists tend . . . to underrate the complexity of 
political events. Their assumption that change should have 
occurred through a decisive break with the existing order, 
leads them to give undue weight to the power of the fortes 
operating to stabilize society. In attempting to explain 
why what they expected was absent, they exaggerate the 
capacity of 'the system' to abeorb opposition. As a 
consequence, critical theory loses sight of a range of 
important social and political struggles both within the 
west and beyond it - struggles which have changed and are 
continuing to change the face of politics. The struggles, 
for instance, between capital and labour, while not 
constituting a revolutionary situation, show no signs of 
abating in countries such as Britain. They continue to 
impinge on the successful reproduction of capital. 

We now turn to a consideration of the Frankfurt School's concep-

tion of ideology. As will be recalled from earlier discussions, for 

.Adorno et al. the consciousness of individuals in industrial society 

had become thoroughly dominated by reified and one-dimensional thought 

as a result of the generalization of instrumental rationality and 

capitalist exchange. This process was, of course, aided by the culture 

industry, which manufactured 'false needs', elicited standardized 

responses, and promoted ego weakness and psychological dependency. In 

other words, the critical theorists attempted to explain the pacifica-
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tion and incorporation of the working class via superstructural factors 

(in the form of ideology and a reified, manipulated culture), or a 

particularly strong formulation of what Abercrombie et al. (1980) have 

termed the 'dominant ideology thesis'. The central arguments of this 

thesis aEe nicely summarized as follows: 

in all societies based on class divisions there is a 
dominant class which enjoys control of both the means of 
material production and the means of mental production. 
Through its control of ideological production, the dominant 
class is able to supervise the construction of a set of 
coherent beliefs. These dominant beliefs of the dominant 
class are more powerful, dense and coherent than those of 
the subordinate classes. The dominant ideology penetrates 
and infects the consciousness of the working class because 
the working class comes to see and to experience reality 
through the conceptual categories of the dominant class. 
The dominant ideology functions to incorporate the working 
class within a system which is, in fact, operating against 
the material interests of labour. This incorporation in 
turn explains the coherence and integration of capitalist 
society (Abercrorrie et al., 1980:2). 

Yet such a reliance on the 'dominant ideology thesis' to defend 

the School's theoretical position vis-a-vis the demise of the revolu-

tionary potential of the working class or even the autonomous and 

critical individual is, as Abercrombie and company put it, 'empirically 

false and theoretically unwarranted'. To begin with, if the conscious-

ness of all social classes were actually contained within a single 

ideological universe as a result of the dominant classes' monopoliza-

tion of cultural and ideological production, then it would be impossi-

ble to account for the emergence of oppositional and alternative modes 

of thought (such as Marxism itself) and their instantiation in a myriad 

of oppositional groups and movements. Yet the fact remains that 

relatively large amounts of dissent continue to persist in the indust-

rialized capitalist nations. Moreover, there also exists a genuine 
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plurality or diversity of levels of awareness of social existence. 

Social consciousness in late capitalism is not monolithic or 'one-di-

mensional'. Rather, as has been pointed out many times (Parkin, 1971; 

Giddens, 1973; Mann, 1973; Swingewood, 1977) a dnal istic consciousness 

seems to be the rule. Thus, while it is true that the popular con-

sciousness of the Western working class has failed to articulate or 

absorb a systematic and coherent radical ideology, neither has it been 

successfully ideologically incorporated into the status 'quo. Such a 

dual consciousness involves the partial absorption of the dominant 

ideology coexisting in an uneasy relationship with a more critical 

assessment of the realities of everyday existence generated by distinc-

tive class practices, social networks and so on. This position seems 

to be well supported by the available errirical evidence, which 

suggests that Britain is not a cohesive society and that widespread 

value dissension exists (for exarrle, Mann, 1970 and 1973; Moorehouse 

and Chamberlain, 1974; Robinson and Bell, 1978). Abercrombie et al., 

after reviewing this data, concluded that 

• . . large numbers of working class - subordinates do not 
clearly endorse the fairness and legitimacy of the 
opportunity structure, do not accept the conventional 
political values that government is responsive to democratic 
pressure and even-handed in its treatment of different 
groups, and reject the bourgeois value of individualism 
(Abercrorrbie et al., 1980:143). 

While extant social structures certainly shape the consciousness 

of social actors, meaning systems do not sinply reflect the outcome of 

'manipulation from above'. The ideological and cultural analysis of 

the Frankfurt School assumes a definite homblogy between the form and 

content of objects produced by the culture industry and the actual 
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consciousness of working class individuals (Held, 1980:369). That is, 

the critical theorists move effortlessly from an aesthetically-based 

'internal' analysis of commodified cultural artifacts to their resum-

ed effects upon mass behavior and consciousness without adequate 

empirical data to support such speculations. Accordingly, as Grossberg 

(1984:396) points out, such an approach views a given cultural text as 

a simple 'conduit' which unproblematically determines the mode of its 

own consumption. Not only does this gloss over the enormously complex 

processes involved in the encoding and decoding of particular signify-

ingpractices, it treats individual social actors as passive subjects 

who unconsciously absorb and reproduce existing structures of domina-

tion. Thus, as Swingewood (1977:80) has noted, it is important to 

realize that the ideological effects of particular cultural products 

are mediated by a complex of structures and processes (civil society, 

the family, occupational sub-groups) - i.e., the 'defensive matrix' of 

working class culture' -  which quickly transform the 'formal coherence' 

of dominant cultural/ideological forms into a 'practical incoherence'. 

Consumption patterns do not necessarily foster a strong normative 

identification with the dominant value system as Adorno et al. seem to 

suggest. As research into youth subcultures, in particular, suggests 

(for example, Hebdige, 1979), the rhetorical symbolic content of any 

cultural artifact can be reinvested with alternative frameworks of 

meaning. Accordingly, cultural items, whether manufactured by the 

culture industry or not, do not automatically engender the levels of 

psychological manipulation that Critical Theory routinely asserts. As 

Swingewood (Ibid. :113-114) further observes: 
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• . . [the] 'traditionalistic' and crude behaviorist model 
of human behavior implied by the mass culture theory in 
which the individual responds passively to a series of 
cultural stimuli or 'messages' ignores the elementary fact 
that, in societies which are not totalitarian, the cultural 
media function through a complex nexus of mediating factors 
and influences so that the cultural object its 4f is 
grasped, understood and assimilated through the/ influence of 
peer groups, occupational groups, family and other social 
institutions. It is not a question of hegemony from above 
(which is not hegemony at all but. direct domination) but of 
the relation between these private associations and 
practices of civil 'society and the ideological assumptions 
of popular culture itself. 

At the heart of the Frankfurt School's failure to delineate an 

adequate theory of ideology is its inability to identify a plausible 

mechanism of ideological dissemination. As Abercrombie et al. point 

out, this is a central weakness of the dominant ideology thesis - i.e., 

the failure to distinguish between the capitalist classes' domination 

of the 'mental means of production' and the apparatus by which these 

beliefs and values are allegedly transmitted to the subordinate 

classes. In the case of Adorno and Hbrkheimer, this problem becomes 

particularly acute, in that (following Lukacs) they tend to reduce 

ideology to commodity fetishism and reification. In order to explain 

the apparent contradiction between 'imputed' (i.e., the consciOusness 

the working class would have if it fully understood its structural 

position in the social totality and the 'historical mission' that this 

recognition implies) and 'empirical' class consciousness (or the 

partial and fragmented consciousness of actual working class individ-

uals), Lukacs suggested that the generalization of commodity exchange 

produced a reified consciousness among the subordinate classes which 

led them to accept their domination and exploitation as a natural and 

inevitable fate. In other words, Lukacs explained the apparent 
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stability of capitalism solely by reference to this reification of 

consciousness, which he believed was fostered by an economic system 

dominated by the production of exchange-value. 

As a general theory of ideology, however, commodity fetishism is 

particulary weak. Under this view, reification simply radiates from 

commodities to 'bleach' the consciousness of social actors. What is 

missing, of course, is what Stedman-Jones (1977:40) refers to as the 

• • whole institutional superstructure of bourgeois class power" - 

that is to say, the hegemonic authority of the dominant class embodied 

in the state and civil society. This position is essentially ideal-

ist, in that it reduces the corrlexities of class power and domination 

to a particularly restricted view of ideology. Moreover, as commodity 

fetishism supposedly occurs when the social character of commodities is 

obscured and relations between producers appear as relations between 

things, it is far from clear how fetishistic thinking affects those not 

directly involved in commodity production (Abercrombie, 1980:88-89). 

Marcuse, by contrast, provides an elaborate account of the mechanisms 

for ideological incorporation, with particular emphasis on advertising 

and the mass media. Again, however, the effects of these institutions 

are assumed rather than documented and are subject to the very critic-

isms outlined earlier. The mass media, despite its pervasive influen-

ce, does not sinply transmit ideology via a straightforward process of 

manipulation and indoctrination. Nor, arguably, was it designed for 

such a purpose (see, for example, Ian Connell' s study of the news 

media, "Television News and the Social Contract, 1980). Instead, the 

mass media operates within vague guidelines of what is 'good' or 
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'legitimate', which in turn reflects the hegemony of the capitalist 

class. But this is not tantamount to a blatant indoctrination of the 

popular consciousness through overt propaganda. Again quoting Swinge-

wood (1977:85-86): 

• • . {the mass media assumes] a structure of discourse, a 
definition of both the range and nature of the problems, and 
it is this which shapes the treatment of themes and 
issues. . . . if there is, within civil society, bourgeois 
hegemony over the major cultural institutions, then the 
agencies of the mass media must reflect, in part, the 
existence of a wide-spread consensus which, based on 
bourgeois ideology, is neither forced nor unconsciousness. 

As Abercrombie et al. (1980:56) note, Marx's theory of the social 

stability of capitalism did not require a notion of the ideological or 

normative co-option of the working class into the dominant value 

structure. To Marx's way of thinking, the 'dull compulsion' .of 

economic and political factors were much more important - for exartple, 

the exclusion of the working class from the means of production, the 

entire coercive legal and institutional state apparatus, and the 

'functional dependencies' created by the capitalist class in the 

exchange of labour-power and wages. One could also add such factors as 

the presence of major internal divisions within the working class and 

the fragmentation of class struggle into conflicts based on gender, age 

or ethnicity. Indeed, the dominant ideology seems to be more important 

for the coherence and continuity of the capitalist class itself, rather 

than for a straightforward process of ideological incorporation 

(although it certainly does inhibit the articulation of a counter-ideo-

logy on the part of the subordinate classes). Moreover, conpliance to 

the rules of the status quo does not necessarily entail normative 

consensus; nor, admittedly, does a rejection of the dominant order 
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automatically result in politiôal action against that order (Mann, 

1970:375). Value dissension combined with a pragmatic acceptance of 

existing social arrangements seems to be the usual state of affairs. 

The latter generally occurs when few viable alternatives to the 

prevailing social order seem to exist, the pressure of political/eco-

nomic compulsions is perceived as overly formidable, or when the 

possibility of comfort and security is viewed as being inextricably 

contingent on participation in the dominant order. Frankfurt School 

analysis is symptomatic of the emphasis of Western Marxism as a whole 

on superstructural questions conceived independently of economic and 

political problems. Initially; this may have been a legitimate 

response to the overly positivistic and economistic tendencies of the 

Second International. Eventually, however, it led to a preoccupation 

with the presumed effects of culture and ideology in explaining the 

perceived incorporation of the working class (Anderson, 1976:75). 

While we have briefly dealt with the culture industry argument, we 

have yet to adequately examine the Institute's concept of culture per 

se. One could begin with the assertion that the notion of culture 

advanced in this thesis (i.e., a complex of meanings and values that 

emerge from the everyday experience of individuals embedded in social 

groups and classes through which they structure the 'raw materials' of 

social and material existence, including the lived relations and 

distinctive social practices which express these symbolic referents) 

appears to have little in common with that of Critical Theory's. 

Marcuse, in his Counterrevolution and Revolt (1972), advanced a useful 

distinction between material and intel 1  ectual culture. The former 
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consisted of the patterns of behavior contained in 'making a living' - 

i.e., the system of 'operational values' which included the social, 

psychological and moral dimensions of work, leisure and education. The 

latter referred to the 'heritage and practices of intelligence and art' 

- artistic production, science and the humanities. However, this was 

not a distinction the other members of the School shared, and Marcuse 

himself failed to incorporate this sphere of 'material culture' (which 

seems to be much closer to my characterization) into his analytical 

perspective to any significant degree. 

In general, the Frankfurt School operated with a notoriously vague 

notion of culture, which often incorporated Freudian rather than 

Classical Marxist concepts. They tended to equate the sphere of 

culture with pre-bourgeois expressions of art and philosophy - an 

elitist, nostalgic conception of 'high culture' as the only 'legiti-

mate' cultural form. Despite their avowed intention to examine culture 

in terms of its 'mode of interaction' with wider social forces and 

contradictions, in practice their 'immanent' cultural criticism 

utilized a very restricted and reified notion of culture conceptually 

removed from its social and material base. They rarely moved beyond an 

internal aesthetic analysis of cultural objects. The approach of 

Critical Theory served to transform the concept of culture into a 

static, autonomous realm of human activity which was then analyzed in 

terms of idealist and ahistorical categories. Yet culture does have a 

material basis, and the source of cultural forms must be examined with 

reference to the specific processes and contradictions bound up with 
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the prevailing mode of production and the social relations of produc-

tion. As Swingewood (1977:26) notes: 

.Culture is not a neutral concept; it is historical, 
specific and ideological. . . . culture does not exist 
apart from its specific determination in a social formation; 
culture develops in and through the many levels, or 
structures, of a society (economic, political, educational 
etc.), which form the totality of social relations and 
practices. An idealist, non-historical and abstract concept 
of culture will tend to eliminate the genetic approach to 
analysis, while the emphasis on the organic, collaborative 
character of culture will tend towards an uncritical 
idealization of.the past. 

'Culture', then, as Raymond Williams once put it, is 'ordinary'. 

The cultural observations of the Frankfurt School are irrevocably 

tinged with a nostalgia for a mythical, pre-bourgeois past where the 

individual was supposedly autonomous and non-alienated, and where art 

and culture were ndt tainted by utilitarian commercial values but were 

instead the exclusive enjoyment of a cultured, leisured elite. In this 

sense there exists a clear line of thought extending from such conser-

vative mass culture critics as Nietzsche, de Tocqueville, T. S. Eliot 

and Ortega y Gasset to the work of Adorno, Marcuse and Horkheimer. 

What they share is a pre-bourgeois contempt for the masses and the 

leveling effects of the 'age of the common man', and the assertion that 

society is evolving toward a collectivist, totalitarian state dominated 

by a common but vulgar and standardized mass culture. Because they 

tended to equate culture per se with so-called 'high culture', and 

because they neglected the historical analysis of the evolution of 

different cultural forms and styles, the Frankfurt School generally 

failed to recognize the importance or even the existence of 'indigen-

ous' working class cultural forms and practices. For Adorno et al., 
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all culture in late capitalism was subverted and dominated by the 

culture industry and reified thought. As a result, they vastly 

underestimated the heterogeneity and variety of contemporary culture, 

and how these cultural forms absorbed and reflected many different 

elements and influences in ways that simply could not be reduced to 

standardization and political/ideological domination. Adorno' s 

characterization of twentieth-century music, for example, does not 

allow for the possibility of the expression of dissident elements in 

rock or folk or the musical/cultural products of ethnic minorities. 

Unlike Ernst Bloch and the later Ma.rcuse, who saw moments of protest 

imbedded in folk culture and such musical expressions as jazz, blues or 

even rock, Adorno had nothing but contempt for indigenous forms of 

popular art and culture. Adorno' s hatred and coriplete misunderstanding 

of the socio-economic roots of jazz, for example, is a case in point - 

it belies a rather curious brand of Eurocentric cultural elitism. 

While some of the observation of the Frankfurt School regarding the 

harmful effects of the commercialization of art and culture are often 

incisive and revealing, they are on rather more shaky ground when they 

insist that all the artistic/cultural artifacts available to the 

majority of the population have been irrevocably degraded. 

The notion that the 'masses' passively submit to a monolithic 

cultural/ideological domination, in which, bourgeois institutions only 

function to maintain capitalist inequality and exploitation, may have 

some relevance in a situation of direct totalitarian domination., As 

Gramsci noted, however, while the domination of the capitalist class is 

ultimately based on the repressive apparatus of the state, police and 
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legal institutions, to an inportant extent this domination is achieved 

through the institutions of parliamentary democracy and a market 

economy. This attenpt at bourgeois legitimacy through consent neces-

sitates the creation of the partially-autonomous sphere of civil 

society, which encourages the growth of working class organizations and 

institutions and hence a partially autonomous class viewpoint at the 

political and cultural/ideological levels. Thus, civil society is 

augmented rather than destroyed in late capitalist society, in that 

such organizations as trade unions, political parties, occupational 

associations and the communication and cultural. media play a corres-

pondingly greater role in the mediation of dominant cultural and 

ideological forms. In sum: 

• . . as capitalism strengthens the sphere of direct 
domination so it necessarily creates the basis of a powerful 
civil society. For as a dominant class the bourgeoisie must 
subjugate the proletariat to its authority and confront the 
daily realities of class struggle through the repressive 
apparatus of a strong, centralized state; but equally the 
bourgeoisie seeks to dominate society through its own 
institutions built upon parliamentary democracy and a free 
market economy and thus achieves, legitimation not through 
force but through consent. But this process of hegemony is 
never total: as civil society grows ever more resilient with 
the development of independent. bourgeois institutions, 
working-class organizations and socialist ideology come to 
challenge bourgeois-class domination. . • . This function of 
social integration (that is integration from above) is not 
carried out by the state: it is a process based on the 
complex relations between the private institutions of civil 
society, bourgeois ideology and working-class organization 
and leadership (Swingewood, 1977:x). 

In the following chapter, I will briefly discuss the contributions 

of Marx and Engels toward a Marxist theory of culture, trace the 

evolution of the concept of culture as formulated by their immediate 

successors in the Marxist tradition, and then examine in some detail 
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the important contributions of Antonio Gramsci (particularly his 

theories of hegemony and consciousness) to the study of subordinate 

cultural forms. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

"The greatest Marxist thinker of the twentieth century, paradoxically, 
is also one of the greatest examples of the independence of the human 
spirit from its material limitations." 

-James Joll 
Grarnsci  

In the previous chapters I examined various theoretical approaches 

-to the study of the relationship between class and culture and found 

them wanting, for what I felt were significant methodological and 

substantive reasons. However, as I was mainly interested in criticiz-

ing these positions, little attempt was made to construct a 'positive' 

alternative model designed to account for the nature and emergence of 

subordinate cultural forms in the context of late capitalist society. 

The remaining three chapters represent an attempt to rectify. this 

deficiency. I will begin with a discussion of Marx's original contrib-

ution to a theory of culture, and then briefly examine the role of 

culture within Marxist theory as formulated by the immediate successors 

of Marx and Engels. This will be followed by a consideration of the 

uniquely rich and stimulating contributions of Antonio Gramsci, laying 

particular emphasis on his theories of hegemony, ideology and con-

sciousness. Then, in the following chapter, I will try to clarify some 

of the central problem areas which .I feel 'a genuinely Marxist theory of 

cultural' analysis will have to grapple with, and tentatively suggest 

some ways in which some of these gaps and limitations may be overcome. 

This will lead to an examination of the concept of culture itself and 

how 'ubordinate' cultural forms are generated within the socio-eco-
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nornic context of late capitalism. The final chapter will be concerned 

with a discussion of Paul Willis' ethnographic study of a working class 

'counter-school culture', in order to provide some empirical grounding 

for the theoretical themes I develop. 

'Culture' is not an indigenous Marxist concept in the same way 

that, say, 'ideology' or 'relations of production' is. Marx's own 

incidental comments on art, culture or aesthetics, however much .they 

say about his erudition and vast literary knowledge (which S. S. Prawer 

has magnificently chronicled in his Karl Marx and World Literature, 

1978), do not really add up to much more than some interesting observa-

tions and a series of unanswered questions about the relationship of 

culture to historical development and social structure. Accordingly, 

he did not develop or utilize anything like a recognizably anthropolog-

ical concept of culture. Despite this, however, it can be plausibly 

argued that within Marx's wider theoretical framework there are some 

central elements which can indeed contribute to our understanding of 

the role of cultural phenomena in human society. Indeed, it was Marx's 

insistence that no aspect of society could be properly understood 

without reference to the totality of human social existence - particu-

larly the production and reproduction of one's material life - that has 

important implications for any attempt to construct such a theory of 

culture. 

Prior to Marx, of course, it had been a familiar practice for 

philosophers and social theorists to 'bracket off' certain aspects of 

human activity or thought and treat them as completely autonomous and 

self-directed. This was held to be especially true for the so-called 
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'higher' realms of art, culture and theology - a: peculiar reification 

which is, needless to say, one of the defining characteristics of 

idealism. 'Culture', as Raymond Williams (1976:77) notes, came to be 

understood as a noun of 'inner process' - that is, as the method of the 

'cultivation' of one's spiritual, artistic and intellectual qualities. 

This notion was later extended to include the unique spiritual quali-

ties embodied by a nation or people, which found its fullest expression 

in the German concept of Kultur. Idealist philosophies of history 

tended to view this Kultur as the originating basis of human develop-

merit which, at least in the Hegelian version, was in turn but a 

particular manifestation of the Geist or 'world spirit'. 

Marx, by contrast, saw history as the process of 'man making 

himself' in the context of definite socio-economic configurations 

through which individuals produced their owi means of life. That 

is, for Marx history was not the realization of Hegel's abstract 

Spirit, but rather the progressive development of the material condi-

tions of human existence via praxis or conscious, productive activity. 

By this purposive, practical action on the external world designed to 

fulfill social, cultural and biological needs, humanity (according to 

the famous dictum) changes both itself and the world. Accordingly, 

praxis is not only necessary for the physical reproduction of the human 

organism. It is also the central element involved in the reproduction 

and transformation of social relations themselves. As Kosik (1976:136) 

once put it, ". . . in the concept of praxis, socio-human reality is 

discovered as the opposite of givenness, i.e. at once as the process of 
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forming human being and as its specific form. Praxis is the sphere of 

the human being." 

This teleological function of human labour, however, only takes 

place within and through the medium of definite forms of socio-economic 

organization; that is, through determinate and historically-specific 

sets of social relations. Material production, then, is intrinsically 

both a human and a social process. But the most important point to 

emphasize here is that 'man makes himself' through a total social 

process from which no aspect of human thought and action can be 

arbitrarily excluded. For Marx, the history of humanity was not 

sirtply represented by the most visible finished products of given 

intellectual, political or artistic activities, but rather the much 

more general social process by which social actors, utilizing the 

resources available to them within the context of a particular mode of 

production, acted on nature to produce everything from works of art to 

factories in order to satisfy their historically-modifiable needs. As 

Marx and Engels said in The German Ideology: 

Morality. religion, metaphysics, and other ideologies, and 
their corresponding forms of consciousness, no longer 
retain therefore their appearance of autonomous existence., 
They have no history, no development; it is men who, in 
developing their material intercourse, change, along with 
this their real existence, their thinking and the products of 
their thinking (Marx and Engels, 1972, 1978:154-155). 

This is no less true, moreover, for cultural practices than for 

political or economic ones. Yet while it is irrortant to appreciate 

the general social and historical conditions within which more special-

ized forms of human activity occur, it is equally iiortant not to 

treat culture and consciousness as epiphenomenal, or essentially 
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dependent upon the prevailing productive forces and relations. Men and 

women do not produce and then only a posteriori, as a 'secondary' 

reflex, gain consciousness of this act. Such a crude 'reflection' 

theory of consciousness, in which the human mind passively mirrors the 

natural world of external matter, is one relic of orthodox dialectical 

materialism that should be decisively rejected. It is indeed true that 

such a position can be found in some of Marx and Engels' s writings 

(particularly The Holy Family and Engels' Anti-Duhring), and it has 

been codified into Soviet dogma mainly because of its appearance in 

Lenin's Philosophical Notebooks and Materialism and Ertpirio-Criticism. 

It has also been encouraged and reinforced through the habitual use of 

abstract metaphors of determining base and determined superstructure. 

Nevertheless, there is not only sufficient textual support in Marx's 

writings foran alternative conception of the role of human conscious-

ness; there are, I believe, substantial prima fade reasons for doing 

so. In Capital, vol. 1, for example, Marx characterized the specifi-

cally human nature of production as follows: 

• . . the architect raises his structure in imagination 
before he erects it in reality. At the end of every labour-
process, we get a result that already existed in the imagina-
tion of the labourer at its commencement. He not only 
effects a change of form in the material on which he works, 
but he also realizes a purpose of his own that gives the law 
to his modus operandi, and to which he must subordinate his 
will (Marx, 1954:174). 

This characterization of the anticipatory as opposed to the 

reactive nature of consciousness is also to be found in Marx's critique 

of mechanical materialism, the famous Theses on Feuerbach. Here, Marx 

agrees with traditional materialism (and against idealism) that 

'objectivity, reality, the sensible world' exists independently of and 
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prior to thought. Nevertheless, he rejects Feuerbach's materialism for 

portraying the subject as being entirely constituted by the object, and 

for viewing consciousness as passive contemplation. Instead, Marx 

affirms the active role of consciousness in the appropriation and 

constitution of external reality through what he refers to as 'practi-

cal, human-sensuous activity', and asserts that such activity simultan-

eously changes both subject and object. Hence, consciousness, ideas, 

conceptions as embodied in human culture and expressed through 

material social practices - are necessary aspects of the production and 

reproduction of human social relations. As Jorge T.rrain has put it in 

his recent work A Reconstruction of Historical Materialism: 

It is because reality should not be conceived of 'in the form 
of the object' but as practice that consciousness cannot be 
understood as passive contemplation of a world already given 
but as an active process which accompanies and anticipates 
the practical constitution of reality. This means that human 
beings come to know reality in so far as they produce and 
appropriate that reality. Consciousness therefore not only 
'reflects' but also 'anticipates' and 'projects' (T.rrain, 
1986:109). 

Moreover, it is also important not to fetishize the realm of 

material subsistence as the only 'legitimate' element of human product-

ion, with all other aspects of human social existence relegated to a 

dependent superstructure of 'mere' ideas, customs and beliefs. The 

energy that is expended to fulfill cultural and social needs is no less 

'material' than that expended for purely subsistence requirements, and 

in practice it becomes impossible to arbitrarily separate those forms 

of activity that fulfil a manifest 'material' or strictly biological 

need from those which do not. As Raymond Williams says: 

'consciousness and its products' are always, though in 
variable forms, parts of the material social process itself: 
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whether as what Marx called the necessary element of 'imagi-
nation' in the labour process; or as the necessary conditions 
of associated labour, in language and in practical ideas of 
relationships; or, which is so often and significantly forgotten, 
in the real processes - all of which are physical and material, 
most of them manifestly so - which are masked and idealized as 
'consciousness and its products', but which, when seen without 
illusions, are themselves necessary social material activities 
(Williams, 1977:62). 

Yet, as Williams further notes, the concept of culture as a 

constitutive social process - which, as a central element of material 

production, helps to create specific and distinct ways of life - was 

never fully realized by Marx and Engels. Marx's vehement polemics 

against idealism, combined with his frequent descents into the byzan-

tine conceptual apparatus of political economy, ensured that a full 

appreciation of the theoretical possibilities of attributing a specifi-

cally cultural element to human activity was consistently ignored or 

undervalued. Thus, while Marx's so-called 'mature' phase was mainly 

concerned with the theoretical reproduction of the complex inner 

workings of the capitalist mode of production, such important 'super-

structural' practices as ideology politics or culture remained under-

developed from'a theoretical standpoint. The task of systematizing 

Marx' s work and providing formal definitions and axioms where none 

previously existed fell to his friend and collaborator, Engels. In 

hisAnti-Dubring and Dialectics of Nature, Engels developed Marx's 

thought into a general philosophical world-view that displayed pronoun-

ced scientistic and naturalistic overtones. In the hands of the second 

generation of Marxists, Engel:s'Anti-Duhring became an encylopaedic 

'manual for the intellectuals of the Second International and formed the 

textual basis for a rigid, codified orthodoxy. 
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Accordingly, the interpretation of the nature and significance of 

culture in the Marxist tradition was destined to develop along two 

major axes. On the one hand, there emerged what is today pejoratively 

referred to as 'orthodox' or economistic interpretations of Marxism, 

represented above all by the official ideologies of the Second Interna-

tional and the German Social Democratic Party. Orthodox Marxism was 

largely premised on the assumption that capitalism would collapse as a 

result of economic contradictions generated by the mode of production 

during the process of capital accumulation. These contradictions meant 

the proletarization and irrmiseration of the vast majority of the 

population, which would eventually lead to an all-out class war and 

more or less automatically usher in a classless society. An influen-

tial German Marxist, one Henryk Grossman, even went so far as to 

predict the exact year of the demise of capitalism on the basis of 

mathematical formulas of expanded reproduction he derived from the 

first volume of Capital. Moreover, as it was felt that the emergence 

and resolution of these economic contradictions were regular and 

predictable, all societies conformed to inexorable evolutionary laws of 

thesis, antithesis and synthesis that could be specified with the 

precision of natural science. The 'economic base', narrowly understood 

as the existing productive forces or even the characteristic technolog-

ical features of a given society, was therefore all-determining. The 

realm of ideas, beliefs, art, customs, culture' -  was secondary, 

dependent, in a word, 'determined'. As the superstructure simply 

'mirrored' the form and structure of the more fundamental base, culture 

was denied any real autonomy or efficacy. The unfortunate result of 
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this was to reproduce the idealist separation of culture and conscious-

ness from the context of human activities as a whole, as well as the 

naive dualism of mechanical materialism which Marx had criticized in 

his Theses on Feuerbach. It also entailed the development of 'reflec-

tionist' theories of consciousness mentioned earlier. As Bukhar±n 

(1965:61) put it: ". . . [it is] the evolution of material production, 

that creates the foundation for the growth of so-called "mental 

culture" . . . the mental life of society is a function of the forces 

of production." For Kautsky, Plekhanov et al., therefore, Marxism was 

no more and no less than the 'science of the proletarian revolution'. 

As such, it was to be exclusively concerned with the economic and 

political structure of capitalism and the objective historical condi-

tions for a transition to socialism. Marxism, it was held, had little 

to say about cultural questions. Cultural and subjective phenomena 

were (in a curious foreshadowing of the Althusserian 'problematic') 

generally reduced to the concept of ideology; that is, they were 

treated as subjective reflections of material class interests. 

This trivialization of culture and consciousness remained a 

theoretical weak point in the Marxist tradition for decades. Yet it is 

important to realize that these economistic interpretations did not 

simply represent a deliberate distortion and misappropriation of Ma='s 

legacy, as is commonly asserted. As Larrain (1986:31) points out, 

there does exist some textual basis in thework of Marx and Engels for 

the orthodox position - for example, Marx's repeated insistence on the 

primacy of the productive forces, or Engels' attempts to demonstrate 

that society and nature alike developed according to inherent dialecti-
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cal laws of motion. 11breover., thee were real political and ideologi-

cal reasons for the Second International's desire to portray Marxism as 

a natural science of society, reasons that were themselves inextricably 

bound up with the class practices of the authors involved. As Laclau 

(1977:126-127) notes, the German SDP's main priority in its formative 

years (1880-1910) was to expand and strengthen it trade union basis. 

Such an approach entailed an almost complete preoccupation with purely 

economic issues, and the identification of political action with 

economic struggle. In the absence of a coherent political strategy and 

organization, or any concept of what Grarnsci was later to call a 'war 

of position', there eventually emerged the belief that capitalism would 

collapse solely as the result of its own internal contradictions. 

Another important factor, as Poulantzas (1977:17-24; 223-233) asserts, 

was the degeneration of the Bolshevik party into an authoritarian 

bureaucracy which, through the Comintern, was able to impose its 

dogmatic ideological line on affiliated foreign parties. The Soviet 

domination of the Comintern effectively stifled creative theoretical 

debate and organizational experimentation within most Marxist organiza-

tions. These obvious political and theoretical deficiencies were to 

result in catastrophic failures for the European worker's movement, 

leading to a political vacuum 'which was quickly filled by Fascist 

regimes in Germany and Italy. 

The second major development which had implications for the role 

of culture in Marxist theory was the neo-Hegelian Marxism of Georg 

Lukacs, Karl Korsch, Ernst Bloch, Lucien Goldmann, and the Frankfurt 

School (for an excellent overview of this development, see Fredric 
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Jarneson's Marxism and Form, 1971). The Hegelian Marxists were concern-

ed to avoid the mistakes of orthodox Marxism; that is, they resisted 

the reduction of culture to class interests and productive relations 

and instead stressed the importance and specificity of superstructures 

and consciousness. But along with this new-found theoretical sophis-

tication came a number of deficiencies. First, as I have outlined in 

the previous chapter, Hegelian forms of Marxism had a pronounced 

tendency to substitute abstract philosophical' speculation for concrete 

historical and sociological analysis, which led to sweeping and 

essentially unfounded generalizations regarding the 'culture industry', 

ideology, commodity fetishism, the state and so on. This, combined 

with their isolation from day-to-day political struggles, encouraged 

them to ignore or misunderstand the production and reproduction of 

culture on the part of the subordinate classes. Finally, they lacked 

any true anthropological understanding of the concept of culture as a 

total social process, but instead subscribed to the bourgeois notion of 

'high' culture as the intellectual and artistic products of a privileg-

ed and, of course, 'cultured' elite. 

It is at this impasse that the work of Antonio Gramsci becomes of 

central importance. His writings are fragmentary, sometimes obscure, 

and often difficult, mainly because the Prison Notebooks were written 

during a ten-year prison term (imposed by Mussolini for his anti-Fasc-

ist activities) under conditions of ill-health, physical deprivation, 

and rigid police censorship. Indeed, this censorship forced Grarnsci to 

develop a sort of personal code in order to circumvent the suppression 

of certain texts, which contributes to the ambiguity and opacity of 



91 

some of his prose. Moreover, although reasonably well-known in a 

number of Latin countries, the Notebooks were not even translated into 

English until 1971. Nevertheless, Gramsci is now almost universally 

regarded (even by his detractors) as the most innovative and original 

thinker in the entire Western Marxist tradition, and the last decade 

has seen his theories extended to such diverse areas as the sociology 

of intellectuals, linguistics, literary criticism, history, education 

and, of course, social theory and politics. 

Gramscl remains a true anomaly in the history of Marxist thought: 

at a time when the 'academization' of Marxist theory had reached its 

most pronounced phase, he was (until his imprisonment) an active 

militant; while the dominant trend of Western Marxism was towards 

increasingly complex and abstract philosophical constructions, Grainsci 

was primarily engaged in detailed historical and sociological investi-

gations. His concern with culture, unlike his Hegelian counterparts, 

was not cast in terms of aesthetic or artistic considerations. While 

the Prison Notebooks do contain many references to Italian literature, 

his main preoccupation was with the total structure and function of 

culture within the systems of political class power in Europe, from the 

Renaissance to the present. As Perry Anderson (1976:77-78) notes: 

• . his most profound and original investigations were 
institutional analyses of the historical formation and 
division of intellectuals, the social nature of education, 
and the role of mediate ideologies in cementing blocs between 
classes. Gramsci's whole work was unremittingly centered on 
superstructural problems, but unlike any other theorist in 
Western Marxism he took the autonomy and efficacy of cultural 
superstructures to be a political problem, to be explicitly 
theorized as such - in its relationship to the maintenance or 
subversion of the political order. 
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Thus, Gramsci managed to avoid the pitfalls of an overly abstract 

and philosophically-inclined Hegelian Marxism. At the same time his 

theories were formulated as a conscious repudiation of the theoretical 

and political failures of econornisrn, particularly the positivistic 

Marxism of Nikolai Bukharin. As a result, Gramsci produced a unique 

body of work containing at least three major elements which are 

particularly relevant for a Marxist theory of culture: (i) his position 

vis-a-vis the role of culture and consciousness in history and society; 

(ii) the notion of hegetxziy; and (iii) his rather idiosyncratic (at 

least considering the orthodox Marxist position at the time) interpre-

tation of ideology. I shall consider these in turn. 

Grainsci' s main intention while writing the Prison Notebooks was to 

re-conceptualize the vary structure of historical materialism, and to 

attribute an independent and creative role to human culture and 

consciousness within the broad contours of historical development. 

This approach necessarily entailed a detailed critique of the 

economistic interpretations of Marx which I have already alluded to in 

some detail. The central thesis of economism, as Chantal Mouffe 

(1979:169) has noted, - is that the causal link that holds between base 

and superstructure is a unilineal one, in that the latter is but a 

mechanical reflection of the former. Hence, superstructures are 

essentially dependent and play no autonomous causal role in the 

historical process. In keeping with the scientistic pretensions of 

'vulgar' Marxism, this rigid economic determinism was combined with a 

positivist epistemology in which 'matter', narrowly defined, was 

accorded ontological priority. Under this view, human cognition was 
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simply a reflection of actual objects and processes in the external 

world and played no active or creative role in the organization or 

interpretation of this sense data. Human knowledge, therefore, 

consisted in the progressive accumulation of 'correct' as opposed to 

'distorted' mirror images of reality. 

To Grarnsci, the notion that human consciousness was simply a 

passive rebeptor of external, sense impressions only duplicated the 

crude reductionism of such pre-Marxist mechanical materialists as 

Hobbes and d' Holbach. Taking his cue from Marx's Theses on Feuerbach, 

Gramsci argued that the relation between subject (real, conscious men 

and women) and object (the external natural and social world) was not 

simply one of cause and effect, but was reciprocal and dialectical. 

The terrain of this interaction is the realm of praxis. Although the 

objective world conditions the activities individual social actors 

engage in, human praxis also acts on and transforms the external 

world. Thus, consciousness takes an active rather than a passive role 

in the appropriation and interpretation of the material world: 

Man does not enter into relations with nature just by being 
himself part of nature, but actively, by means of work and 
technique. Furthermore these relations are not mechanic' 1• 
They are active and conscious (Grarnsci in Femia, 1981:70). 

Grarnsci' s emphasis on the efficacy of intellectual and cultural 

factors also led him to reformulate the base/superstructure metaphor. 

Just as human consciousness is produced through the dialectic of Being 

and Thought, he reasoned, so society is the product of a series of 

complex interactions between structure and superstructure in a manner 

which is 'necessarily interactive and reciprocal'. Like all Marxists, 

Grarnsci subscribed to the central thesis of historical materialism; 
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namely, that it is the economic base and the interplay between the 

forces and relations of production that is the most fundamental and 

decisive motive force in history. Yet Gramsci steadfastly refused to 

interpret this as a form of economic or technological determinism. It 

is true, he acknowledged, that the mode of production represents the 

'backbone' of any society, and determines the trajectory of human 

history 'taken as a whole'. However, this does not mean that within 

any particular society and historical context the base 'determines' in 

any absolute sense the precise character of superstructural elements 

such as forms of property, class relations, institutional structures, 

and ideologies. Rather, the base exerts broad pressures and limits 

upon the range of possible types of superstructural forms. Within 

these broad limits, Gramsci felt there was both a considerable variety 

of potential social arrangements and at least some latitude for human 

creativity and action. 

Thus, as Fernia (1981:121) puts it, Gramsci managed to 11. . . steer 

a middle course between the Scylla of absurdity ('production determines 

everything') and the Charybdis of banality ('everything influences 

everything else')." Czitra Aithusser (who viewed Grarnsci' s 'humanist 

historicism' with considerable suspicion), Gramsci refused to accept 

the notion that individuals were simply 'bearers' of sets of inelucta-

ble structural relations. Certainly, he did not deny that objective 

structural constraints (Marx's 'realm of necessity') existed, and that 

they often appeared as natural, eternal forces to most individuals in 

society. Nor did he subscribe to the idealist dictum that effective 

human action was simply the result of pure will or volition. What he 
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did suggest, however, is that the capacity of the economic base to 

generate historical change was in no sense automatic; nor was the 

specific direction of this change guaranteed a priori. That is, 

in order for objective structural contradictions to become historically 

operative, they have to be subjectively grasped and translated into 

human will and action: 

• • . the existence of objective conditions, of possibilities 
of freedom is not yet enough: it is necessary to 'know' them, 
and to know how to use them. And to want to use them. Man, 
in this sense, is concrete will, that is, the effective 
application of the abstract will or vital impulse to the 
concrete means which realize such a will (Gramsci, 1971:360). 

This expression of conscious human practice, moreover, necessi-

tates the acquisition of definite moral and rational conceptions about 

social reality by particular members of social classes if they are to 

become effective agents of social change. These 'ethico-political' 

ideas and conceptions are not spontaneously born in the brains of 

social actors simply by virtue of their position in the relations of 

production. They have to be actively formed, articulated and dissemi-

nated. For this to occur, social actors must draw on existing ideas 

and values contained in the language, culture and world-view of the 

particular historical period they inhabit. Economic factors, there-

fore, do not in and of themselves move human history, but serve to 

U • • create a terrain more favorable to the diffusion of certain 

modes of thought, and certain ways of posing and resolving questions 

concerning the entire subsequent development of national life" (Grarnsci 

in Fernia, 1981:117). Thus, conscious human practice - particularly in 

periods of intensive class struggle and epochal social change - can 

retard or break down the 'automatic thrust' of the economic factor and 
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play a decisive role, in the transformation of the existing social 

order: 

necessity exists when there exists an efficient and 
active premiss, consciousness of which in people's minds has 
become operative, proposing concrete goals to the collective 
consciousness and constituting a complex of convictions and 
beliefs which acts powerfully in the form of 'popular 
beliefs'. In the premiss must be contained, already develop-
ed or in the process of development, the necessary and 
sufficient material conditions for the realisation of the 
impulse of collective will; but it is also clear that one 
cannot separate form this 'material' premiss, which can be 
quantified, a certain level of culture, but which we mean a 
complex of intellectual acts and, as a product and consequen-
ce of these, a certain complex of overriding passions and 
feelings, overriding in the sense that they have the power to 
lead men on to action 'at any price' (Grsci, 1971:412-413). 

Hence, Gramsci succeeded in restoring an appreciation of the role 

of human agency to the Marxist tradition.' Rather than seeing culture, 

consciousness and politics simply as thtennined, he attenpted to 

understand them as dynamic processes whic1' interacted with economic 

factors, shaping and acting on then as well as being acted upon. Thus, 

while the economic base may provide broad perimeters or the 'raw 

materials' for the expression of various forms of political or cultural 

activity, it does not absolutely pre-figure them in the sense of 

guaranteeing certain results. Accordingly, cultural, ideological and 

political phenomena have their own relatively independent modes of 

evolution and development - and, therefore, human history does not 

conform to inexorable 'laws of necessity', but manifests a significant 

degree of indeterminacy and open-endedness. Gramsci' s suggestions 

about the relationship between the various levels of society anticipa-

ted a number of recent developments in Marxist theory iris-a-viz 

reformulations of the base/superstructure metaphor, the concept of 
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'relative autonomy', the nature of determination, the centrality of 

human practice, and so on. The leiLit&Lif of Gramsci's thought can, 

therefore, be summed up by Marx's dictum in The Eighteenth Brumaire of 

Louis Bonaparte that [and women] make their own history, but they 

do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circum-

stances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly found, 

given and transmitted from the past". (Marx, 1972, 1978:595). Or, as 

Gramsci himself put it: 

If it is true that man cannot be conceived of except as 
historically-determined man - i.e., man who has developed, 
and who lives in certain conditions, in a particular complex 
or totality of social relations - is it then possible to take 
sociology as meaning simply the study of these conditions and 
the laws which regulate their development? Since the will 
and initiative of men themselves cannot be left out of 
account, this notion must be false. The problem of what 
'science' itself is has to be posed. Is not science itself 
'political activity' and 'political thought', inasmuch as it 
transforms men and makes them different from before? (1971: 
244). 

The manner in which culture, consciousness and ideology enter into the 

process by which 'men make their own history', however, is crucially 

dependent on the concept of hegenxny. It is toward a consideration of 

Grarnsci' s theory of hegemony that I now turn. 

While pursuing his detailed critique of economism and investiga-

tions into European history, Grarnsci came to the conclusion that (the 

official position of the Second International notwithstanding) the 

capitalist system was not about to collapse under the weight of 

its own internal contradictions. In other words, he realized that 

capitalism possessed sources of political and cultural stability that 

existing varieties of Marxism were utterly at a loss to explain, if for 

no other reason that they lacked the necessary body of theoretical 
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concepts. Realizing the importance of this deficiency for the future 

of the international worker' s movement, Gramsci undertook the construc-

tion of what he termed a new 'theoretical-strategic paradigm' which 

he eventually called hegemony. The term itself, at least in the 

Marxist tradition, was initially used by both the Mansheviks and 

Lenin to refer to the political leadership exercised by an alliance of 

the industrial proletariat and progressive sections of the peasantry 

during the Russian Revolution. In Grarasci' s hands, however, the 

concept was to undergo a radical transformation. Invoking and then 

cleverly inverting Machiavelli-Is categories of 'force and fraud', he 

utilized the notion of hegemony to designate the multidimensional 

strengths and resources of bourgeois class rule in the advanced 

capitalist nations, and the particular constellations of power that 

tended to hold between the 'fundamental' social classes in this 

historical context. The crux of hegemony, felt Gramsci, lay in the 

dynamic interplay between force and consent which provided the founda-

tion for the exercise of class domination: 

The methodological criterion on which our own study must 
be based is the following: that the supremacy of a social 
group manifests itself in two ways, as 'domination' and as 
'intellectual and moral leadership'. A social group domi-
nates antagonistic groups, which it tends to 'liquidate', or 
to subjugate perhaps even by armed force; it leads kindred 
and allied groups. A social group can, and indeed must, 
already exercise 'leadership' before winning governmental 
power (this indeed is one of the principle conditions for the 
winning of such power); it subsequently becomes dominant when 
it exercises power, but even if it holds it firmly in its 
grasp, it must continue to 'lead' as well (Gramsci, 1971: 
57-58). 

Gramsci's duality of force/consent, however, operates within yet 

another conceptual distinction fixed at the superstructural level- that 
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of civil society/political society. Althouh they interpenetrate in 

principle and in practice, the term political society generally refers 

to the state apparatuses of administration, law, services and so on. 

It is within political society, where class domination is maintained by 

force - i.e., through the punitive application of legally-sanctioned 

rewards and/or punishments designed to shape behavior and choices 

externally, by coercive measures carried out by the courts, the police 

and the army: 

[political society is the] apparatus of state coercive 
power which 'legally' enforces discipline on those groups who 
do not 'consent' either actively or passively. This appara-
tus is, however, constituted for the whole of society in 
anticipation of moments of crises of command and direction 
when spontaneous consent has failed (Grarnsci, 1971:12) 

Yet, Grainsci felt, it was only in unstable and historically 

backward societies - such as pre-revolutionary Russia; where ". . . the 

State was everything, [while] civil society was primordial and gelatin-

ous" (Ibid. :238) - that the dominant group maintained power solely 

through the exercise of force in political society. In the advanced 

capitalist nations of Western Europe, by contrast, there was a 'proper' 

relation between the state and civil society - in that behind the state 

apparatus could be found the 'sturdy structure of civil society'. 

Gramsci reasoned that the position of the dominant class was much more 

secure under these conditions, because the basis of its power was not 

naked force but the hegeinonic influence it enjoyed in the sphere he 

designated civil society. For Grarnsci, civil society consisted of 'the 

ensemble of organisms commonly called "private", including such 

organizations and institutions as political parties, trade unions, the 

press, the church, the family and so on. It was his contention that it 
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was within civil society that the dominant class exercised 'intellec-

tual and moral leadership', thereby establishing its ethical, cultural, 

and political values as the most universal, legitimate and rational. 

This in turn shaped the entire range of values, attitudes and beliefs 

by which people came to perceive and evaluate social reality. If this 

attempt was successful, the dominant class could exercise 'ethical-pol-

itical' as well as economic leadership and gain a significant degree of 

consent (whether passive or active) for its rule. The result of such a 

successful hegemonic process was the formation of a 'historical bloc', 

which was the term Gramsci used to describe a particular historical 

conjuncture where formerly disparate and antagonistic social classes 

and movements crystallized around a shared sense of political and 

national identity. The realization of hegemony also served to bring 

the superstructure into greater conformity with the needs of the 

economic structure - thereby forming a dialectical or 'organic' unity. 

In particular, Gramsci felt that the creation and dissemination of a 

'national-popular' culture and a common language was essential if the 

hegemonic aspirations of the dominant class were to succeed in 'cemen-

ting' the social bloc under its leadership: 

From this one can deduce the importance of the 'cultural 
aspect', even in the practical (collective) activity. An 
historical act can only be performed by 'collective man', and 
this presupposes the attainment of a 'cultural-social' unity 
through which a multiplicity of dispersed wills, with 
heterogeneous aims, are welded together with a single aim, on 
the basis of an equal and common conception of the world, 
both general and particular, operating in transitory bursts 
(in emotional ways) or permanently (where the intellectual 
base is so well rooted, assimilated and experienced that it 
becomes passion. Since this is the way things happen, great 
importance is assumed by the general question of language, 
that is, the question of collectively attaining a single 
cultural 'climate' (Gramsci, 1971:349). 
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The advantages of the concept of 'hegemony' over previous 'ruling-

class' models of class domination of the Leninist variety should be 

obvious. For Gramsci is not singly referring to the more visible 

manifestations of political and economic class power, but a complex 

interlocking of coercion and consent embodied in a wide range of 

social, political and cultural forces necessary for the continued 

dominance of the bourgeoisie and the reproduction of the capitalist 

social formation as a whole. Moreover, hegemony does not sinply 

correspond to a formal and coherent 'ideological system', because it 

submits largely unconscious and taken-for-granted meanings, values and 

practices - that is, culture itself - to specific patterns of power and 

influence. It is worth noting that Gramsci maintained a fairly broad 

notion of culture which went beyond those activities narrowly associat-

ed with art or entertainment, or with the traditional cultural preoc-

cupations of the various elites. Thus, Gramsci did not treat culture 

as a 'determinate object' which was co-extensive with particular works 

of art and literature (as was the habit with Frankfurt School cultural 

analysis, for exanple). Rather, he was concerned with culture as the 

much more general social and political process by which certain 

concepts and 'ways of life' came to inform the thoughts and actions of 

given social groups. Accordingly, Gramsci' S concept of culture 

incorporated the entire range of forms of social consciousness and 

activities on the part of the masses - including popular ideas, 

attitudes, folklore, customs, and so on - that functioned as ". . . an 

ideological mediation in the class struggle, either by confining or 
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accelerating class politics" (Boggs, 1984:44). As Raymond Williams 

(1977:110) has put it: 

• . . it [hegemony} sees the relations of domination and 
subordination, in their forms as practical consciousness, as 
in effect a saturation of the whole process of living - not 
only of political and economic activity, nor only of manifest 
social activity, but of the whole substance of lived identi-
ties and relationships, to such a depth that the pressures 
and limits of what can ultimately be seen as a specific 
economic, political and cultural system seem to most of us 
the pressures and limits of simple experience and common 
sense. • . . It is a whole body of practices and expecta-
tions, over the whole of living: our senses and assignments 
of energy, our shaping perceptions of ourselves and our 
world. It is a lived system of meanings and values - 

constitutive and constituting - 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. It is, that 
is to say, in the strongest sense a 'culture', but a culture 
which has also to be seen as the lived domination and 
subordination of particular classes. 

At this point it may seem that the Grarnscian concept of hegemony 

does not differ substantially from the pessimistic conclusions of the 

Frankfurt School and their concept of the 'culture industry'. If 

hegemony is so all-embracing, so ingrained at. the level of everyday 

cultural practices and the popular consciousness, what possibility is 

there for the subordinate classes to gain any collective awareness of 

their shared exploitation and domination; that is, for the emergence of 

a partially counter-hegemonic culture? By carefully examining Gram-

sci' s theory of hegemony, it is possible to formulate a number of 

answers to this question. First, it is important not to conceive of 

hegemony as a fixed structure or system. Bather, it should be viewed 

as an internally complex and ever-changing ensemble of relationhips 

and activities that tend to emerge at particular historical moments. 
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Hegemony is never complete; elements of it are constantly resisted and 

challenged and thus must be continually rebuilt, defended and. transfor-

med. It is also the result of negotiation and compromise. Particular-

ly in its initial phase of historical ascendence, the rising class must 

attempt to gain legitimacy and popular support from the various class 

fractions and pursue the consolidation of class alliances. Thus, the 

dominant class really does have to make definite economic and political 

concessions - albeit ones that do not threaten its essential or 

'corporate' economic interests - in order to secure the historical 

bloc. Moreover, as Buci-Glucksxnann (1980:57) notes, the effects of 

hegemony are not always straightforward but often complex and contra-

dictory. That is, because class domination is not exercised exclusive-

ly through the state apparatus (as Aithusser maintains), but mainly 

through the relatively independent sphere of civil society, the 

subordinate class has some latitude to organize itself into an autono-

mous political force embodying characteristic values, social relations, 

forms of discourse, and so on. Hegemony, therefore, should be under-

stood as Gramsci himself conceived of it - as a dynamic and potentially 

unstable 'moving equilibrium' of social forces: 

• . • the development and expansion of the particular group 
are conceived of, and presented, as being the motor force of 
a universal expansion, of a development of all the 'national' 
energies. In other words, the dominant group is coordinated 
concretely with the general interests of the subordinate 
groups, and the life of the State is conceived of as a 
continuous process of formation and superseding of unstable 
equilibria (on the juridical plane) between the interests of 
the fundamental group and those of the subordinate groups - 

equilibria in which the interests of the dominant groups 
prevail, but only up to a certain point, i.e. stopping short 
of narrowly corporate economic interest (Grarnsci, 1971:181-
182). 
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reover, it is important to note that Grarnsci did not conceive of 

hegemony as an 'either/or' phenomenon. Although it is not generally 

acknowledged, the Prison Notebooks contain a definite typology of 

hegemonic forms corresponding to different historical phases, each 

embodying different institutional structures and forms of class 

power. The paradigmatic case, or what Femia (1981:46) refers to as 

integral hegemony, occurs when there is mass adherence to a given 

social order and a substantial degree of 'moral and intellectual 

unity'. There exists an 'organic' connection between the rulers and 

ruled, a relationship that is not threatened by significant contradic-

tions or conflicts at the economic, political or 'ethical' levels of 

society, and a distinct 'national-pàpular collective will' is estab-

lished. Widespread opposition to the hegernonic authority is either 

absent or too disorganized to provide a substantial counter-hegemony, 

and the (existing or emerging) dominant class succeeds in transcending 

its own corporate interests to represent a progressive social, politi-

cal and economic force. 

However, Grairisci believed this type of integral hegemony to be 

quite rare - the best historical examples being the societies brought 

into existence by the European bourgeois revolutions of the seventeentli 

and eighteenth centuries, particularly the French Revolution under 

Jacobin leadership. In modem capitalist society, by contrast, a state 

of decadent hegemony was far more typical. This occurs when the 

bourgeoisie is no longer capable of articulating the interests of the 

various subordinate classes. As a result, the existing historical 

bloc begins to decay; cultural and political integration is fragile; 
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and ecj4vodäl allegiance continually threatens to explode into social 

disintegration. - 

The weakest and least culturally and politically integrated form 

is termed minimal hegemony - which Gramsci felt characterized Italy 

from the period of unification to the early twentieth century. In 

this case, the various elites bind together and atteript to exclude the 

masses from any real political participation. Power is maintained more 

or less directly through the organs of political society, but also 

through the co-option of leaders from potentially antagonistic groups 

into the established institutional structure of the reigning oligarchy 

- a process Grainsci referred to as trasformisino. Although the 

consensual foundation is narrow, the masses generally lack the cul-

tural, intellectual and political sophistication to channel social 

discOntent into a coherent and effective direction. 

What should be clear from this discussion is that the stability 

that even the most advanced forms of hegemony secure for the dominant 

class is only relative and tnporary. There are periods when hegemony 

can deteriorate, for a variety of reasons, leading to what Grainsci 

termed a 'crises of authority' for the ruling class and an upsurge of 

counter-hegemonic challenges from various antagonistic classes. At 

this point the defensive 'trench-systems' (Gramsci was fond of using 

military analogies) of civil society erode, and the dominant class is 

forced to resort to directly coercive measures: 

If the ruling class has lost its consensus, i.e. is no 
longer 'leading' but only 'dominant', exercising coercive 
force alone; this means precisely that the great masses have 
become detached from their traditional ideologies, and no 
longer believe what they used to believe previously, etc. 
The crises consists precisely in the fact, that the old is 
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dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great 
variety of morbid symptoms appear (Grarnsci, 1971:275-276). 

It follows from this that the specific pattern of class relations 

at the political, cultural and ideological levels - as well as the 

'internal' characteristics of a given class - is not fixed or static, 

but varies according to the particular complex of historical determi-

nants exhibited at a given point in time. For Gramsci, one of the most 

crucial of these 'historical determinants' was the relation of politi-

cal forces which, in turn, depended on the degree of 'homogeneity, 

self-awareness, and organization' which the various competing social 

classes had managed to acquire. These forms of collective political 

consciousness were differentiated and analyzed by Graxnsci on the 

following basis. The first type, which he called the econcinic-corpor-

ate, happens when the members of an 'immediate professional group' are 

conscious of their commonality and unity on a local or regional basis, 

but have no real sense of a wider c1s interest. The second type, 

which could be termed class-corporate, occurs when members of a giver 

social class gain some consciousness of their convergence of interests 

- yet this awareness remains in the 'purely economic field'. A social 

class characterized by this type of consciousness may demand the right 

to participate in the organs of political power, and attempt to win 

'politico-juridical equality' with the ruling groups, but it fails to 

transcend its own narrow economic interests and therefore remains 

firmly entrenched within the existing political structure. The third 

and final type, which (for lack of a better term) I will call the 

class-hegainic, occurs when the individual members of a subordinate 

class are able to go beyond their own corporate interests and begin to 
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articulate the interests of other subordinate groups as well - thereby 

constituting a distinct challenge to the hegemonic authority of the 

existing ruling class. Thus begins a period of intensive class 

struggle in which the organization and dissemination of various compe-

ting ideologies and the expression of political will becomes of 

paramount importance: 

This is the most purely political phase, and marks the 
decisive passage from the structure to the sphere of complex 
superstructures; it is the phase in which previously gemina-
ted ideologies become 'party', come into confrontation and 
conflict, until only one of them, or at least a single 
combination of them, tends to prevail, to gain the upper 
hand, to propagate itself throughout society - bringing about 
not only a unison of economic and political aims, but also 
intellectual and moral unity, posing all the questions around 
which the struggle rages not on a corporate but a 'universal' 
plane, and thus creating the hegemony of a fundamental social 
groups over a series of subordinate groups (Gramsci, 1971: 
181-182) 

The degree of self-awareness and organization of a given social 

class is, however, not only dependent on its role in the 'decisive 

nucleus of economic activity', but also in its ability to construct and 

disseminate a coherent and systematic ideological viewpoint. For 

although hegemony is not entirely reducible to 'ideological domina-

tion', Gramsci felt that the ideological relationship between classes 

had important implications for the ability of the ruling class to 

provide 'moral and intellectual leadership' and thus to dominate civil 

society. I will now complete my discussion on Gramsci by an examina-

tion of his concept of ideology, and the implications of the exercise 

of 'ideological hegemony' for the understanding. of the culture and 

consciousness of subordinate social classes. 
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The concept of 'ideology' after Marx and Engels was generally used 

in one of two ways: (1) as a system of purely illusory beliefs or a 

'false consciousness', which could be contrasted with true 'scientific' 

knowledge. Under this interpretation, ideology was something propaga-

ted by the ruling class in order to prevent the working class from 

realizing its material class interests and fulfilling its pre-destined 

'historical mission'. Or (ii), ideology meant the 'ideological super-

structure', a sort of catch-all term which referred to all forms of 

consciousness and beliefs, which in turn corresponded to or reflected 

the underlying economic structure. It was precisely this treatment of 

ideological phenomena as 'false' or an 'immediate expression' of the 

economic structure, however, that Gramsci condemned as a form of 

'primitive infantilism' which he contrasted with the 'authentic 

testimony' of Marx's historical writings. As discussed earlier, 

Gramsci rejected the notion that the 'superstructure' resulted from the 

one-way transfer of effects from the base upwards, and he insisted on 

the mutual determination of base and superstructure. But more impor-

tantly, he. felt that the assertion that every ideology was "'pure" 

appearance, useless, stupid, etc.' only served to 'denature' the 

concept of ideology and to ignore the very important role it played in 

the class struggle and the wider historical process. For Gramsci (as 

for Lenin and, arguably, Marx himself) , 'ideology' as a theoretical 

category implied no particular epistemological significance, as there 

was no absolute or satisfactory way to demarcate 'true' as opposed to 

'false' knowledge. Every ideology contained elements of 'good' and 

'bad' sense, but ideology itself was not ipso facto false or distort-
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ing. The concept of 'value', for Gramsci, only served to burden any 

theory of ideology with unnecessary philosophical baggage. What he was 

concerned with, however, was how ideologies functioned historically to 

become material forces, and how they served as the medium or 'terrain' 

of individual and collective activity. Thus, Gramsci felt that human 

action was both embodied within and an expression of a given conception 

of the world: 

To the extent that ideologies are historically necessary they 
have a validity which is 'psychological'; they organize human 
masses, and create the terrain on which nn move, acquire 
consciousness of their position, struggle, etc. . . . It is 
worth recalling the frequent affirmation made by Marx on the 
'solidity of popular beliefs' as a necessary element of a 
specific situation. What he says more or less is 'when this 
way of conceiving things has the force of popular beliefs', 
etc. Another proposition of Marx is that a popular convic-
tion often has the same energy as a material force or 
something of the kind, which is extremely sigrificant. The 
analysis these propositions tends, I think, to reinforce the 
conception of historical bloc in which precisely material 
forces are the content and ideologies the form, though this 
distinction between form and content has purely didactic 
value, since the material forces would be. inconceivable 
without form and the ideologies would be individual fancies 
without the material forces (Gramsci, 1971:377). 

Gramsci defined ideology as ". . . a conception of life that is 

implicitly manifest in art, in law, in economic activity and in all 

manifestations of individual and collective life" (Ibid. :328). 

However, Gramsci made a distinction between 'arbitrary ideologies', or 

individual whimsies and speculations, and 'organic ideologies', which 

were the crucial ideas and concepts necessary to 'cement and unify' the 

historical bloc. Yet he rejected the notion that even organic ideolog-

ies were undifferentiated wholes necessarily pitched at a high level of 

intellectual complexity and abstraction - as, for example, did Lukacs. 

As I will discuss later, Gramsci analyzed ideology at a number of 
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different levels, including 'philosophy', i 1 'common sense' 

and 'folklore'. He also felt that ideologies were not unitary expres-

sions of class interests - that is, he condemned the reductionist 

notion that given ideologie§ were neatly pinned to discrete social 

classes simply by virtue of their position in the relations of produc-

tion. For Gramsci, any ideology was formed through the interplay of 

ideas, values and cbnceptions culled from different historical periods 

and articulated from the viewpoint of diverse soc1a1 groupings. 

Ideologies, therefore, do not emerge spontaneously and full-

blown. They have, as Gramsci said, a 'centre of formation, of irradia-

tion, of dissemination, of persuasion'. Of particular importance to 

the articulation and dissemination of organic ideologies is the social 

stratum of the inteflectual. While for Gramsci all men and women were 

intellectuals in the sense that they carried on some form of intellec-

tual activity and maintained a particular conception of the world, not 

all individuals were endowed with the social function of the intelli-

gensia. That is, Gramsci posited that a division of labour tended to 

emerge historically between the various class factions of the ruling 

bloc, some elements taking on a strictly economic function while 

others became engaged in broadly intellectual, directive or technical 

activities 'whether in the field of production, in that of culture or 

in that of politics-administration': 

Every social group, coming into existence on the 
original terrain of an essential function in the world of 
economic production, creates with itself, organically, one or 
more strata of intellectuals which give it homogeneity and an 
awareness of its own function not only in the economic by 
also in the social and political fields. The capitalist 
entrepreneur creates alongside himself the industrial 
technician, the specialist in political economy, the organiz-
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ers of a new culture, of a new legal system, etc. (Gramsci, 
1971:5). 

Thus; the category of 'intellectual' does not only include 

'thinkers' in the narrow sense, but also journalists, clerics, mana-

gers, scientists, politicians, technocrats, civil servants and so on. 

Within this broad social grouping, however, Gramsci does make an 

important distinction. Organic intellectuals are fairly closely 

connected to the economic and political structure which the dominant 

class helped bring into being, and serve to carry out the more practi-

cal administrative and technical tasks necessitated by the capitalist 

mode of production. Traditional intellectuals, by contrast, includes 

both the organizers of culture (i.e., the artists and scholars tradi-

tionally regarded as 'intellectuals') and the remnants of organic 

intellectuals left over from social formations based on historically 

antecedent modes of production (for exanpie, ecclesiastics). For 

Gramsci, the relationship between the various intellectual strata, the 

dominant class and the subordinate classes was not fixed or permanent. 

Indeed, the very effectiveness of hegemony depended on whether the 

intellectuals retained effective political and cultural links with the 

masses. There also remained the possibility that some intellectual 

elements could, for whatever reason, become alienated from the ruling 

bloc and, in their disaffected state, shift their attention and 

loyalties towards one or more of the subordinate classes. Generally, 

however, the intellectuals propagated ideas and modes of thought which 

were inherently conservative in their implications and which, directly 

or indJ±ectly, expressed the interests, aspirations and social experie-

nces of the dominant class. Thus, Gramsci regarded the intellectuals 
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as central to the organization of social hegemony and the securing of 

'spontaneous' mass consent. Moreover, there existed a vast material 

and institutional structure - the hegemonic apparatuses of the schools, 

churches, media, and so on - that functioned to legitimate and dissemi-

nate the culture and world-view of the dominant bloc as articulated by 

the organic and traditional intellectuals. 

What,. then, are the implications of the preceding discussion for 

the culture and consciousness of the subordinate groups in society that 

are subject to the hegemonic pressures initiated by the dominant class 

and its intellectuals? It is clear that the very essence of hegemony 

lies in the ability of the dominant class to sponsor the development of 

a systematic and coherent ideological viewpoint (which he often called 

its 'philosophy'), and to disseminate this Weltanschauung over the 

widest possible range of institutions, socio-cultural practices and 

national traditions in order to portray its culture and ideology as the 

most natural, all-embracing and universal: 

We have established that philosophy is a conceptidn of 
the world and that philosophical activity is not to be 
concerned solely as the 'individual' elaboration of systemat-
ically coherent concepts, but also and above all a cultural 
battle to transform the popular 'mentality' and to diffuse 
the philosophical innovation which will demonstrate them-
selves to be 'historically true' to the extent that they 
become concretely - i. e.  historically and socially universal 
(Grarnsci, 1971:348). 

But whereas philosophy was the most important element in securing 

the historical bloc, Grainsci felt other, less systematic forms of 

ideology were alsQ important in providing practical orientations for 

popular beliefs and actions. National religions, particularly Catholi-

cism, provided a significant bridge between the reigning hegemonic 
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philosophy and the beliefs and culture of the people. Language itself 

did not consist of 'words grammatically devoid of content', but was 

a 'totality of determined notions and concepts' - and, therefore, the 

veryuse of language expressed a distinct conception of the world. In 

securing this connection between popular thought and the upper levels 

of philosophy, the exercise of 'cultural politics' shaped the contours 

of mass consciousness in capitalist society. Generally, under 'normal' 

circumstances, the culture and ideology of the subordinate classes 

remained 'corporate' - that is, restricted to immediate and self-inter-

ested concerns - and lacked the capacity and the conceptual tools 

necessary to generate a distinctive class viewpoint. Elements of the 

world-view of the dominant class, however abstract and philosophical, 

eventually became 'sedimented' in the 'common-sense' of the working-

class: 

Every social stratum has its own 'common sense' and its own 
'good sense', which are basically the most widespread 
conception of life and of man. Every philosophical current 
leaves behind a sedimentation of 'common sense': this is the 
document of its historical effectiveness. Common sense is 
not something rigid and immobile, but is continually trans-
forming itself, enriching itself with scientific ideas and 
with philosophical opinions which have entered ordinary 
life. 'Common sense' is the folklore of philosophy, and is 
always half-way between folklore properly speaking and the 
philosophy, science, and economics of the specialists. 
Common sense creates the folklore of the future, that is as a 
relatively rigid phase of popular knowledge at a given place 
and time (Gramsci, 1971:326). 

Thus, 'common sense' for Gramsci meant something quite different 

that the traditional Anglo-Saxon connotation of practicality or 

prudent judgement (which he referred to as 'good sense'). Rather, what 

he had in mind was something much closer to the current ethnomethod-

ological meaning of the word; namely, the uncritical and largely 
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unconscious manner of perceiving and interpreting the world that tends 

to become 'common' or widespread in specific historical periods, espe-

cially among less educated social groups. Common sense was a particu-

larly 'diffuse and unco-ordinated' form of thought, one that was 

unsystematic and did not 'make explicit its own mode of reasoning'. As 

such, it could absorb contradictory ideas unconsciously without the 

logical tension that would be present among more coherent ideologies. 

Thus, common sense tended to remain a dependent and subordinate form of 

consciousness. 

At the same time, however, it is important not to conceive of the 

dominant culture and ideology, as totally monolithic and all-pervasive. 

For no matter how successful hegemony was at securing the historfcal 

bloc, Gramsci felt that the maintenance of consent necessitated a 

certain amount of freedom in the internal elaboration of popular forms 

of thought and culture. While the exercise of hegemony does set 

external limits on the boundaries of popular thought, it does not in 

any precise sense specify its internal characteristics: 11 . . . [hege-

mony]-limits the original thought of the popular masses in a negative 

direction, without ba'ing the positive effect of a vital transformation 

of what the masses think in an embryonic and chaotic form about the 

world and life" (Gramsci, 1971:420). Thus, common sense was not sirrly 

the sedimented deposits of dominant philosophies and world-views; to an 

important extent it also consisted of experiences and ideas generated 

by the everyday experience of class solidarity. According to Gramsci, 

therefore, the consciousness of subordinate classes was profoundly 

contradictory - that is, aspects of the passive acceptance of the 
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dominant world-view coexisted in an uneasy relationship with elements 

of apathy, equivocal consent, resentment and even overt hostility to 

the status quo. The acceptance of abstract dominant values and 

national symbols at the verbal level was often belied at the level of 

the everyday action and conduct of working class individuals: 

this contrast between thought and action, i.e. the 
co-existence of two conceptions of the world, one affirmed in 
words and the other displayed in effective action . . . can-
not but be the expression of profounder contrasts of a social 
historical order. It signifies that the social group in 
question [the working classes] may indeed have its own 
conception of the world, even if embryonic; a conception 
which manifests itself in action, by occasionally and in 
flashes . . . But this same group has, for reasons of 
submission and intellectual subordination, adopted a concep-
tion which is not its own but is borrowed from another group 

(Gramsdi, 1971:327). 

Thus, the common sense of the working class retained a 'healthy 

nucleus' of 'good sense' and a nascent class consciousness which 

deserved to be made 'more unitary and coherent'. This embryonic 

critical consciousness was rooted in the everyday practical experience 

of work, leisure and the family, as well as the unending daily struggle 

against the demands of capital. Gramsci also felt that regional 

dialects, local customs, songs, proverbs - that is, the folklore or 

'folk culture' of the subordinate classes - represented the attempt to 

contest and oppose the imposition of a hegemonic culture and ideology 

(see Lombardi-Satriani' s article, "Folklore as Culture of Contesta-

tion, "  1974). Thus, there is a continuun of cxzipliance to hegemonic 

authority that is rather elastic, and which varies according to 

specific social and historical contexts and, of course, the per-

sonality traits and life-experiences of particular social actors. Yet 

common sense is a mode of thought which is by its very nature limited 
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in horizon and scope. It is generally anti-theoretical, relying on 

personal experience and 'irrmediaté empirical perception' rather than 

sustained critical reflection of a philosophical sort. So although 

common sense remains an important aspect of class solidarity and 

usually embodies a healthy suspicion of authority, it generally cannot 

provide the conceptual tools necessary to thoroughly penetrate the 

dominant ideology and provide the basis for a counter-hegemonic con-

sciousness: 

The active man-in-the-mass has a practical activity, but 
has no clear theoretical consciousness of his practical 
activity, which nonetheless involves understanding the world 
in so far as it transforms it. His theoretical consciousness 
can indeed be historically in opposition to his activity. 
One might say that he has two theoretical corisciousnesses (or 
one contradictory consciousness): one which is implicit in 
his activity and which in reality unites him with all his 
fellow workers in the practical transformation of the real 
world; and one, superficially explicit or verbal, which he 
has inherited from the past and uncritically absorbed. But 
this verbal conception is not without consequences. It holds 
together a specific social group, it influences moral conduct 
and the direction of will, with varying efficacity but often 
powerfully enough to produce a situation in which the 
contradictory state of consciousness does not permit of any 
action, any decision or any choice, and produces a condition 
of moral and political passivity. Critical understanding of 
self takes place therefore through a struggle of political 
"hegemonies" and of opposing directions, first in the ethical 
field and then in that of politics proper, in order to arrive 
at the working out of one's own conception of reality 
(Gramsci, 1971:333). 

Of course, Gramsci was not only interested in a purely sociologi-

cal understanding of these phenomena. As a revolutionary Marxist, he 

was also concerned with the possibilities of transforming the limited 

common sense of the subordinate classes into a critical and reflexive 

world-view, with the development of a counter-hegemonic culture that 

genuinely expressed the experiences and aspirations of the working 
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class, and with conquering by degrees the agencies of civil society 

(the famous 'war of position') thereby precipitating a revolutionary 

crisis and creating a situation of dual power. Although it is beyond 

the scope of this chapter to discuss, Grarnsci was also one of the most 

innovative and original political strategists to emerge from the 

tradition of Western Marxism. For the purposes of this thesis, 

however, I will confine myself to some concluding remarks about the 

relevance of Grarnsci' S theory of hegemony for, the understanding of 

working class culture. After Graznsci, one could say, the concept of 

'culture' has lost its innocence. It is no longer the simply the 'way 

of life', of a particular group of people, a series of quaint or exotic' 

customs or beliefs, but a crucial element in the lived domination and 

subordination of social classes in particular historical circumstan-

ces. For the very crux of hegemonic domination lies in the ability of 

the ruling class to saturate civil society with a wide array of 'lived' 

meanings, values and symbols that constitute. 'reality as such' for most 

individuals, to .. £:ue all competing definitions of the world within 

its range" (Clarke et al., 1976:39). Thus, cultural institutions and 

practices are not indifferent or unresponsive but essential to the 

prevailing system of class relations and class subordination. At the 

same time, however, because Gramsci conceived of hegemony not as 

a simple transmission of an eternal domination but as a flexible and 

dynamic equilibrium of political, cultural and' ideological forces, it 

is possible to conceptualize political and cultural class relations as 

a dynamic historical reality. 
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Accordingly, the ideology and culture of the working class is not 

a result of the mechanical imposition of dominant values, symbols and 

mores from above, because there are always moments of contestation, 

resistance and a nascent counter-hegemony embedded in the cultural and 

social activities of subordinate individuals. Nor, however, is working 

class culture a pure expression of 'proletarian class consciousness' 

emanating from below. By. transcending this sterile dichotomy, Gram-

sci's analysis allows us to conceptualize popular cultural forms as the 

terrain of negotiation, struggle and exchange between various social 

classes and strata in the sphere of civil society. Thus, the culture 

and consciousness of subordinate classes is a 'chaotic agregate of 

disparate conceptions' culled from various social strata and historical 

periods, and therefore displays a heterogeneity of discursive, cultural 

and ideological elements. As Gramsci said: 

when one's conception of the world is not critical and 
coherent but disjointed and episodic, one belongs simultan-
eously to a multiplicity of mass human groups. The personal-
ity is strangely composite: it cor±ains Stone Age elements 
and principles of a more advanced science, prejudices from 
all past phases of history at the local level and intuitions 
of a future philosophy which will be that of a human race 
united the world over. . . . The starting-point of critical 
elaboration is the consciousness of what one really is, and 
is "knowing thyself" as a product of the historical process 
to date which has deposited in you an infinity of traces, 
without leaving an inventory (1971:324). 

In the following chapter, I will extend Gramsci's analysis of 

popular cultural forms, discuss recent developments in Marxian social 

theory relevant for the understanding of ideology, culture and con-

sciousness, and attempt to develop what I hope is a reasonably coherent 

model of working class culture in the context of late capitalist 

society. 
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CHAPThR FOUR 

"Society cannot share a common communication system so long as it is 
split into warring classes." 

-Bertolt Brecht 
A Short Organum for the Theatre  

It is hoped that the preceding discussion of Grarnsci's theories of 

hegemony, ideology, civil society and consciousness has identified and 

clarified some of the central problem areas and issues involved with 

the deielopment of a Marxist theory of subordinate cultural forms. 

What I would like to turn to now is a more detailed consideration of 

how subordinate groups react to the imposition of dominant meanings and 

values by generating a meaningful 'culture of resistance' at the level 

of everyday social interaction. For it is important to remember that 

'class' is not simply an abstract social category invented out of 

convenience by Marxist theoreticians, or a 'structural determination'; 

it also represents a totality of 'lived' experiences and practices that 

shape and define the collective existence of real men and women in 

definite historicl contexts. That is to say, the social 'raw mater-

ial' of class and other structural forces is experienced, 'handled' and 

interpreted in specifically cultural ways. As E. P. Thompson said in 

his seminal essay "The Peculiarities of the English": 

Class is a social and cultural formation (often finding 
institutional expression) which cannot be defined abstractly, 
or in isolation, but only in terms of relationship with other 
classes; and, ultimately, the definition can only be made in 
the medium of time - that is, action and reaction, change and 
conflict. When we speak of a class we are thinking of a 
very loosely defined body of people who share the same 
categories of interests, social experiences, traditions and 
value-system, who have a disposition to behave as a class, to 
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define themselves in theit actions and in their consciousness 
in relation to other groups of people in class ways. But 
class itself is not a thing, it is a happening (Thompson, 
1978:295). 

While Thompson could be legitimately accused of ignoring some of 

the structural and deterministic elements of class position, thereby, 

over-estimating the subjectivistic and voluntaristic aspects of 

class consciousness (see, for example, the criticisms levelled at 

Thompson by Cohen, 1978:73-77; also Anderson; 1980:39-43), the main 

point is valid enough: that it is impossible to adequately capture the 

'fine grain' of the profane social and cultural life experience of 

human actors under the auspices of abstract, totally deterministic 

models. By examining the practices and relations of individuals 

at the everyday 'micro' level of social interaction, it is possible to 

ascertain moments of struggle, resistance, and a partial rejection of 

the dominant order - which, although often inarticulate and tangential, 

are nevertheless important and significant. This not only affects the 

theoretical understanding of the cultural production of subordinate 

groups; it has (although I will not directly pursue these questions) 

profound and far-reaching implications for the development of a viable 

mass opposition to capital and the construction of socialism. It is 

this appreciation of the cultural element that is completely overlooked 

by Marxist and 'radical' social theories which subscribe to the view 

that the reproduction of capitalist social relations is primarily 

dependent on the unproblematic transmission of a 'dominant ideology' to 

the pliant and passive 'masses', who then automatically ascend to an 

exploitative and unequal social order. Typically, it is also asserted 

that this, normative allegiance to the status quo is ideally suited to 
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satisfying the 'functional requirements' of the economic structure of 

capitalist society. 

A couple of examples should suffice. Reproduction theories focus 

on the creation and maintenance of the extra-productive conditions 

necessary for the continuing existence of the capitalist mode, of 

production. These 'extra-productive conditions' involve above all the 

creation of a work force of sexed, gendered, fed and skilled individ-

uals who are dispoed to accept the existing state of affairs and 

willingly engage in the production of commodities. For Althusser, 

this reproduction is secured by the Ideological State Apparatuses (or 

ISAs for short) - that is, the assemblage of, state-sponsored institu-

tiôns , such as schools, universities,, churches, and political parties. 

The institutions contained within the ISAs, it is suggested, operate to 

'hail' or intexpeflate social actors as subjects, thereby constructing 

or constituting their subjective identities. This process ensures that 

individuals have the necessary skills and ideological dispositions 

which are most compatible to the demands of capitalist production. 

What this implies (and Althusser is quite explicit about this) is that 

human 'agents' have no agency as such, but are simply bearers of wider 

structural relations. For Marxist  structuralists such as Althusser and 

Poulantzas, the capitalist social formation is comprised of sets of 

pre-given 'spaces' which are filled by individuals (with the proper 

ideological and subjective credentials) who function to 'support' the 

structural relations which they inhabit. Accordingly, the working 

class is totally interpellated by an ideological mystification of the 

'real' conditions of existence, and thus utterly dominated by the 
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interests and needs of capital. As Althusser said in his influential 

essay, "Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses": 

To put this more scientifically, I shall say that the 
reproduction of labour power requires not only a reproduction 
of its skills, but also, at the same time, a reproduction of 
its submission to the rules of the established order, i.e., a 
reproduction of submission to the ruling ideology for the 
workers, and a reproduction of the ability to manipulate the 
ruling ideology correctly for the agents of exploitation and 
repression, so that they, too, will provide for the domina-
tion of the ruling class 'in words'. In other words, the 
school (but also other State institutions like the Church, or 
other apparatuses like the Army) teaches 'know-how', but in 
forms which ensure subjection to the ruling ideology or the 
mastery of its 'practice'. All the agents of production, 
exploitation and repression, not to speak of the 'profession-
al ideology' (Marx), 1rni5t in one way or another be 'steeped' 
in this ideology in order to perform their tasks 'conscien-
tiously' - the tasks of the exploited (the proletarians), of 
the exploiters (the capitalists), of the exploiters' auxilia-
ries (the managers), or of the high priests of the ruling 
ideology (its 'functionaries'), etc. (Althusser, 1971:127-
128). 

Another major development espousing this line of thought is the 

'capital-logic' or correspondence theory, represented primarily by 

Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis' work, Schooling in Capitalist America 

(1976). Here, it is suggested that individuals are socialized through 

the prevailing educational apparatuses to accept the status quo and 

accumulate the necessary productive skills via a 'hidden curriculum' 

which mirrors or corresponds to the needs of the economic base. That 

is, capital 'demands' certain skills, dispositions and traits from the 

workers who supply the necessary labour-power, demands which are so 

powerful that they 'determine' the form and content of what goes on in 

other social spheres. The agencies of the state and civil society 

function to fulfil these needs, thereby producing a docile and content-
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ed work force ideally suited to reproducing the conditions which allow 

existing patterns of capital accumulation to continue. 

While these theories do represent a distinct improvement over 

existing (and extraordinarily naive) liberal theories of education and 

socialization, it is clear that they also contain a number of problem-

atic assumptions vis-a-vis the nature of reproduction, class relations 

and the very structure of the capitalist social formation. They also 

utilize essentially functionalist modes of explanation. That is, such 

approaches often assume that 'society' is a highly integrated unity 

which displays certain 'functional needs' that must be satisfied if the 

social system itself is to persist over time. The existence of given 

social entities or activities are then 'explained' by their role in 

fulfilling these manifest needs. In the case of Althusser, for 

example, the capitalist mode of production requires certain conditions 

of existence - such as a large group of people who are willing to 

engage in unrewarding forms of manual labour - a need which is satis-

fied through the functioning of the Ms. 

Anthony Giddens has provided what is perhaps the most cogent 

critique of functionalist explanations to date. He maintains that 

functionalism is an illegitimate form of explanation and therefore 

should be expunged from social theory for at least three reasons: (i) 

functionalism rests on an unfounded and essentially false distinction 

between the synchronic and the diachronic. The assumption that it is 

possible to 'abstract' a given social system from the dynamic processes 

within which it i's embedded, and treat it as a 'timeless snapshot' on 

the pretext that this is necessary to identify its structural proper-
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ties and characteristic functional relations, ignores the fact that 

societies only exist in and through their evolution through time. 

Thus, any attempt to isolate one form of analysis from the other only 

results unnecessarily limits our understanding of these social process-

es '(Giddens, 1981:17). (ii) Secondly, Giddens asserts that societies 

are clearly not tightly-bounded, highly unified entities, but a complex 

of often disparate practices, levels and institutions. Although social 

totalities must display some degree of internal coherence and unity, 

the level of 'systemness' they manifest is highly variable and cannot 

be directly compared to physical or biological systems (Giddens, 1984: 

163-165). And (iii), functionalist explanations make little atterrt to 

deal with human action, or the reflexive intentionality that social 

agents display in the course of pursuing these forms of action. 

Instead, they attribute intentionality and rationality not to individu-

al social actors but to the social system itself. The metaphysical 

implications of this approach should be obvious. Accordingly, Giddens 

explicitly rejects the notion that social systems have 'needs' or, 

'functional requirements' at all - and, moreover, that recourse to 

explanation by positing such needs is an admission that the causal 

connections which link different social items or activities are 

unknown. Rather, there are only the results and unintended consequen-

ces of the purposive actions of social agents (Ibid. :294-295). 

Finally, one could add the Marxist assertion that class-based societies 

contain internal antagonisms and contradictions which can result in the 

dissolution and transformation of the relatively enduring structural 

properties of a given social system. Thus, capitalist social relations 
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are themselves inherently contradictory. There are always pressures 

and tensions within these relations, and their reproduction is not 

automatic or unproblematic but the site of struggle and contestation. 

As Paul Willis (1977, 1981:175) notes: 

• . . capitalism in its modern, liberal democratic forms is 
permanent struggle. . . . It can never be a dynasty. Insofar 
as it has a stability it is the dynamic one of risking 
instability by yielding relative freedoms to circles of 
unintention in the hope of receiving back 'a minimum consent 
for rule. There is thus a deep uncertainty and changing 
balance of ever-heightening contradiction at the heart of 
capitalism. Full contested capital reproduction is more 
important to capitalism than to any other system but the 
conditions for its own survival are alone the conditions for 
its replacement. 

If we are really interested in removing any vestiges of a latent 

functionalist gloss from Marxist theory, a critical re-examination of 

the traditional base-superstructure analogy cannot be avoided. A 

number of prominent contemporary Marxists - notably Raymond Williams 

and. Jorge Larrain - would like to see is use eliminated altogether. 

They assert that the metaphor unavoidably connotes a fixed spatial 

relationship, and therefore treats corrplex and dynamic social processes 

in an undialectical and reductionistic fashion. Larrain' s remarks on 

the subject are fairly representative: the metaphor is 'inevitably 

static'; it 'tends to reify spheres of society' and treat them as sui 

generis entities outside the bounciries of human action; and it reduces 

such active phenomena as human consciousness and class struggle to 'one 

specific level to the exclusion of others' even though they 'pervade 

all levels of society' (1986:110). While there much to agree with in 

these objections, I will continue to refer to the, concepts of base and 

superstructure in this thesis - if for no other reason that their usage 
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is so solidly entrenched within the terms of Marxian theoretical 

discourse. If the metaphor is to retain any analytical value, however, 

the received view of determining base and Eletermined superstructure 

must be thoroughly dispensed with. Specifically, it is important to 

reject the notion that human consciousness is in any way a 'secondary' 

phenomenon, or a 'reflection' of the prevailing productive relations. 

Rather, what Marx referred to as 'forms of social consciousness' 

permeates afl levels of the social totality. Likewise, we must affirm 

the centrality of conscious human practice in the reproduction and 

transformation of society, and not accord extant structural arrange-

ments sole causal primacy. What this implies, among other things, is 

that the requirements of the 'base' cannot precisely specify in advance 

the form and character of superstructural phenomena necessary for its 

own reproduction - not only because the base cannot 'know' the social 

and cultural conditions of its existence like some omnipotent, trans-

cendent being, but also because these conditions are always changing 

under the pressures of class struggle and other historical processes. 

It follows that the economic structure cannot ensure a sinpie corres-

pondence between itself and the other levels of the social totality - 

and, therefore, the relation between the base and superstructure is not 

functional or unilineal but rather complex and dialectical (Hall, 

1977). Accordingly, there are many political, cultural and ideological 

elements characteristic of late capitalism that do not conform to the 

'functional needs' of the CMP. These cultural and ideological prac-

tices maintain a high degree of autonomy and inner cohesion, the terms 



127 

of which cannot be entirely reduced to the structural properties of 

the prevailing mode of production. As Stuart Hall says: 

Far from assuming a simple recapitulation between the various 
structures of society, this [the 'relative autonomy'] 
approach sees the 'work' which the superstructures perform as 
necessary precisely because, on its own, the economic system 
cannot ensure all the conditions necessary for its own 
expanded reproduction. The economic system cannot ensure 
that society will be raised to that general level of civiliz-. 
ation and culture which its advanced system of production 
needs. Creating an order of society around the fundamental 
economic relationships is just as necessary as production 
itself; the relations of production alone cannot 'produce' 
such a social order. Here, then, the relationship is not one 
of correspondence but of coupling - the coupling of two 
distinct, but interrelated and interdependent spheres. 
Gramsci is one of the outstanding theorists of this posi-
tion. The nature of the 'coupling' envisaged is described in 
Gramsci' s phrase, the 'structure-superstructure complex'. 
Again, simplifying, we may call this the paradigm of hegaony 
(Hall in Apple, 1982:17). 

Thus, cultural, ideological and political forms are not mechanis-

tically 'determined' by the base, but are dialectically related to it 

and have their own tempos, effects and modes of operation. They can 

and do act back upon the base, and serve to mediate the determinations 

emanating from the sphere of 'material forces' and are not entirely 

reducible to them. This brings us to a consideration of the notion of 

detenninatici itself. As Raymond Williams (1977:83) notes, Marxism 

(or any social theory, for that matter) is theoretically worthless 

without some concept of determination. Yet the manner, in which the 

concept has generally been utilized in the Marxist tradition leaves 

some cause for concern. To say that 'a determines b' should not-be 

taken to imply a unilineal cause/effect relationship, in which the 

operation of 'a' guarantees that certain results will always be brought 

about in 'b'. This is what Williams refers to as 'abstract' determina-
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tion - in which the determining process is completely external to and 

independent of human thought and action. 'Determination in the last 

instance' cannot mean that the economic structure exists as a necessary 

and a sufficient cause which somehow brings about those activities and 

ideas most compatible for its own reproduction. As - should be clear 

from the previous discussion, such an approach quickly lapses into 

Marxist functionalism. Bather, the structural properties of a given 

social system should be seen as providing a general framework within 

which a number of practical options can be carried out by knowledgable 

and reflexive social actors. Although this represents a distinct 

improvement over the received view of determination, it is not yet 

sufficient. For determination is not simply a 'setting of limits', 

however broad; it is also the exertion of pressure - what Williams 

calls 'positive determination'. By exhorting social agents to act in 

certain ways, this form of determination does not just mean 'constr-

aints' or 'limits' on thought and behavior, but provides a definite 

impetus for action and change. Determination, in this view, becomes a 

complex interlocking of limits and pressures that both objectively 

constrains and also serves as a medium for action. Insofar as social 

structures are not sui generis entities but forms of objectified human 

practice, social systems display a distinctive characteristic that is 

missed by overly deterministic and functionalist modes of analysis: 

namely, what Anthony Giddens (1984:25) calls the dia1ity of structure. 

What this implies is that social structures are simultaneously the 

medium and the outcome of human action - and, therefore, agents and 
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structures are not external, independent processes, but rather consti-

tute each other dialectically. As Williams (1977:88) notes: 

Any abstraction of determinism [i.e., outside of the whole 
social process], based on the isolation of autonomous 
categories, which are seen as controlling or which can be 
used for predicting, is then a mystification of the specific 
and always related determinants which are the real social 
processes - an active and conscious as well as, by default, 
a passive and objectified historical experience. 

E. 0. Wright goes even further than this, and in his important 

work Class, Crises and the State (1976) he offers a complex typology of 

no less than six distinct 'modes of determination', including 'selec-

tion', 'transformation' and 'mediation'. But the important point is 

that wider structural determinations do not automatically bring about 

certain results, but are lived, experienced, subject to contradictory 

and antagonistic processes, and are continually contested and struggled 

over. And the terrain of this contestation is precisely the array of 

practices, symbols, and relations which we have chosen to designate as 

'the cultural'. The centrality of human practice and struggle means 

that the contours of historical change cannot be prefigured in advance 

- and, therefore, all social development necessarily displays a high 

degree of indeterminacy and 'open-endedness'. Thus, as Stuart Hall 

(1983:83-84) asserts, the scientific character of Marxism does not lie 

in its capacity to predict historical outcomes because history itself 

is 'foreordained in the economic stars' - which, incidently, is 

precisely why Karl Popper condemned Marxism as a 'pseudo-science'. 

Rather, Marxism is recognizably scientific because it seeks to develop 

a theoretically-informed practice by grasping the limits -md poten-

tialities of specific social practices in concrete historical clrcum-
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stances. 'Absolute certainty' belongs to the sphere of theology or 

astrology - hence, as Marx himself put it, there is no royal road to 

science'. 

Given all this, how can we conceptualize the cultural relationship 

between what Grarnsci referred to as the 'fundamental' social classes? 

In order to attempt to answer this question, it would be useful to 

briefly recapitulate the central argument I have been concerned to 

defend in this thesis. This can be summed up as follows: 'if we are to 

adequately conceptualize the 'phenomenon of culture in the context of 

contemporary industrial society, we must decisively reject the notion 

that there is a distinctive culture characteristic of a given society 

or nation-state. This is itself an ideological claim. For, as P. M. 

Worsley (1981:111) notes, what is usually designated as 'the' culture 

of 'the' society is in fact simply the sub-culture of those who 

dominate it. Within any class-based society, then, there will be a 

number of major cultural configurations that co-exist at any given 

point in time and which are mainly (though not exclusively) structured 

along class lines. 

Raymond Williams-(1977:121-127) has identified no less than, four 

major cultural formations that co-exist at any given historical 

conjuncture. These are: (i) the daninant or hegemonic culture, which 

consists of elements that are most consistent with the maintenance of 

the prevailing class system; (ii)' the archaic, which is . . . .that 

which is wholly recognized as an element of the past, to be observed, 

to be examined, or even on occasion, to be consciously 'revived', in a 

deliberately specialized way" (Ibid. :122). The archaic, however, 
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consists of mainly of 'cultural survivals' which 'have no meaning 

outside of the context of a historically remote period, and is there-

fore not really part of a 'living' culture; (iii) the residnal, 

which includes traditions and practices that are 'still active in the 

cultural process', but which are primarily associated with a declining 

class or a decaying mode of production; and (iv) the emergent, which 

refers to ". . . new meanings and values, new practices, new relation-

ships and kinds of relationships [which] are àontinually being created" 

(Williams, 1977:122), and which mainly express the counter-hegemonic 

aspirations of one or more subordinate classes in society. M3reover, 

these cultural configurations stand in definite relations of domination 

and subordination to each other in terms of what could be termed 

cultural legitimacy or 'cultural power'. Whereas the dominant class is 

concerned to 'naturalize' the meanings and values contained in its 

culture (though rarely, if ever, in a conscious fashion) and project 

them as the most universal and rational possible, subordinate classes 

strive to resist this imposition by developing emergent cultural forms 

that better express their interests and experiences. This 'cultural 

class struggle', insoar as it has important political effects (as 

Gramsci' s theory of hegemony tells us), is marked by a dynamic and 

unceasing contestation over meaning. As Clarke et al.' (1976:12) 

put it in their seminal essay, "Subcultures, Cultures and Class": 

In so far as there is more than one fundamental class in 
a society (and capitalism is essentially the bringing 
together, around production, of two fundamentally different 
classes - capital and labour) there will be more than one 
major cultural configuration in play at a particular histori-
cal moment. But the structures and meanings which most 
adequately reflect the position and interests of the most 
powerful class - however conplex it is internally - will 
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stand, in relation to all the others, as a dczninant social-
cultural order. The dominant culture represents itself as 
the culture. It tries to define and contain all other 
cultures within its inclusive range. Its view of the world, 
unless challenged, will stand as the most natural, all-embra-
cing, universal culture. Other cultural configurations will 
not only be subordinate to this dominant order: they will 
enter into struggle with it, seek to modify, negotiate, 
resist or even overthrow its reign its hegexiny. The 
struggle between classes over material and social life thus 
always assumes the forms of a continuous struggle over the 
distribution of 'cultural power'. 

The dominant culture is not a totally homogeneous entity. Rather, 

it represents the diffuse interests and experiences of different 

fractions within the ruling bloc (for example, industrial versus agri-

cultural versus finance capital), as well as the conjunction of 

residual cultural elements from previous modes of production with more 

contemporary forms (such as religious and monarchical ideas co-existing 

with a largely secular and technocratic culture). For this reason, it 

is often marked by internally inconsistent and contradictory elements. 

Nevertheless, for reasons outlined earlier in my discussion of Grainsci 

(for example, the creation of stratum of organic intellectuals attached 

to the dominant class; its hegemonic domination of civil society; its 

leadership in the economic and political spheres) the dominant culture 

is more systematic, more legitimate, and simply mOre imposing and 

pervasive than alternative or oppositional cultural forms. 

The dominant culture of advanced capitalism, for lak of a better 

word, could be termed liberalin Liberalism encompasses a wide range 

of diffuse meanings and practices which are broadly consistent with the 

maintenance of existing class relations, including the notion that 

the individual should be free to pursue his or her self-interests 

without interference - i.e., an individualistic utilitarianism based on 
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entrepreneurial values; that the right to the private ownership, 

control and consumption of property is paramount; that the allocative 

mechanisms of market forces are the most rational and efficient 

possible; a formal equality before the law; and a defense of a merio-

cratic social order - i.e., that anyone with the motivation and 

qualifications can advance to the top of the social hierarchy. As 

Perry Anderson (1965:40-41) has noted, these classical liberal doc-

trines have (at least in English society) also been historically bound 

up with a pronounced traditionalism (through the veneration of dominant 

social institutions coirined with a deference to authority) and a 

deeply-ingrained empiricism. These have combined to produce a distinc-

tive hegemonic cultural discourse which he describes, somewhat dispara-

gingly, as a 'coagulated conservatism'. These and other elements of 

the dominant culture are, of course, legitimated and reinforced by the 

institutions and agencies of the state and civil society. Moreover, 

the dominant culture (no less than subordinate cultures) is not inert 

and static. As it develops and evolves, it constantly emphasizes some 

practices and meanings at the expense of others in ways that legitimat-

es hegemonic elemerits of the dominant culture. There is, in other 

words, what Raymond Williams refers to as a powerful selective tradi-

tion at work within the dominant ideology and culture: 

• . . tradition is in practice the most evident expression 
of the dominant and hegemonic pressures and limits. It is 
always more that an inert histdricized segment: indeed, it is. 
the most powerful practical means of incorporation. what we 
have to see is not 'a tradition' by a selective tradition: an 
intentionally selective version of a shaping past and a 
pre-shaped present, which is then powerfully operative in the 
process of social and cultural definition and identifica-
tion. . . . From a whole possible area of past and present, 
in a particular culture, certain meanings and practices are 
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selected for emphasis and certain other meanings and practi-
ces are neglected or excluded. Yet, within a particular 
hegemony, and as one of its decisive processes, this selec-
tion is presented and usually successfully passes off as 'the 
tradition', 'the significant past'. What has to be said 
about any tradition is that it is in this sense an 'aspect of 
contemporary social and cultural organization, in the 
interest of the dominance of a specific class. It is a 
version of the past which is intended to connect with and 
ratify the present. What it offers in practice is a sense of 
predisposed continuity. ...which offers a historical and 
cultural ratification of a contènporaxy order (Williams, 
1977:115-116). 

It is clear that this hegernonic culture has wide implications 

for the culture and consciousness of subordinate social groups and 

their ability to generate an understanding of their exploited and 

dominated class position. Again, the exercise of hegemony attempts to 

secure and legitimate the dominant view of reality thereby institution-

alizing it. But - and this is the major theme I have attempted to 

express throughout this thesis - it is equally clear that no set of 

cultural and ideological practices can be totally monolithic and 

all-encompassing. To posit this is to rely on an 'over-socialized' 

view of man. Social agents do not passively internalize extant norms 

and values; nor are they simply 'bearers' of dominant ideological and 

structural relations as Aithusser would have it. Although not always 

in direct conflict with the dominant culture, subordinate cultures 

coexist with, negotiate and re-interpret the authoritative world-

view. Again quoting Williams (1977:125): 

• . . no nth of production and therefore no dxninant 
social order ever in reality incliis or exhausts all human 
practice, hnan energy, and h1znan intention. . . . For there 
is always, though in varying degrees, practical conscious-
ness, in specific relationships, specific skills, specific 
perceptions, that is unquestionably social aM that a 
specifically dominant social order neglects, excludes, 
represses, or simply fails to recognize. 
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While contained within the overall structures of domination 

imposed by the ruling class, the working class does have the capacity 

to develop a repertoire of counter-hegemonic responses to the dominant 

ideology and culture. This allows it to 'build up' a corporate culture 

embodying characteristic social networks, institutions, values, 'modes 

of life' and what Williams (1977:132) has termed 'structures of 

feeling'. The particular form this cultural struggle takes, as Gramsci 

noted, varies with the wider social and political forces that come into 

play during a particular historical period - for example, the presence 

/absence of structural economic crises, the internal cohesion of the • 

ruling bloc, the character of international relations, the disposition 

of the various intellectual strata, and so on. But why is this the 

case - that is, how is the subordinate class able to resist a complete 

cultural and ideological incorporation into the dominant order and 

generate an array of cultural forms which are irreducible to the terms 

imposed on it by the dominant class? I have touched on some of the 

reasons for this in previous pages and chapters, but it would undoubt-

edly be useful to review and summarize the major arguments: 

(i) The capitalist social formation is not a simple structure but 

a complex of interrelated levels that develop in an uneven and disjunc-

tive fashion. As a result, cultural institutions and practices do not 

passively mirror or correspond to the economic interests of the 

dominant class and the 'functional needs' of the capitalist mode of 

production. Instead, they possess a partially autonomous character 

which serves to mediate and transform dominant meanings and values (see 

Swingewood, 1977:84). 
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(ii) The dominant ideology is not a 'seamless whole' or a highly 

systematic 'world-view', but a disparate set of meanings and symbols 

which express the interests of different fractions within the ruling 

bloc and are culled from a wide range of sources, historical periods 

and social class experiences. As such, the elements they contain are 

often inconsistent and contradictory and stand in an uneasy relation-

ship to each other. Indeed, it is this diffuse and heterogeneous 

nature that gives the dominant ideology a certain degree of flexibility 

in response to shifting historical conditions and the ever-changing 

balance of class forces. As we have rejected the sirrle equation of 

ideology with a 'false consciousness', it is clear that a given 

ideology contains both mystifying elements and aspects of 'good sense' 

which, at a popular, common-sense level, can provide some measure of a 

practical understanding of exploitative social relations. Because of 

this, ideologies are the terrain of contestation and struggle. Thus, 

as Apple (1982:93) notes: 

side by side with beliefs and actions that maintain 
the dominance of powerful classes and groups, there will be 
elements of serious (though perhaps inconpiete) understand-
ing, elements that see the differential benefits and pene-
trate close to the core of an unequal reality. 

(iii) In conjunction with (ii) above, the dominant culture and 

ideology is not passively absorbed en bloc by subordinate social agents 

but is interpreted and evaluated in light of the ordinary, everyday 

social experience. While there may be some tacit identification with 

abstract values and symbols produced by the dominant culture and 

ideology, at least verbally, this identification is often contradicted 

at the level of informal and mundane social interaction and behavior - 
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particularly within the established institutional network of the 

corporate working class culture. This, of course, is precisely what 

Gramsci referred to as 'common-sense' or 'contradictory' forms of 

consciousness. Dominant meanings,, then, are often deflected, inverted 

and negotiated through the collective cultural resources of subordinate 

social groups. As Willis and Corrigan (1981:89) put it: 

class relations form a repertoire of submerged, 
fractured, fissured, contradictory, and semi-visible resour-
ces from which social individuals especially through their 
collective life can simultaneously hold off the dominant 
social imagery and establish,' however partially, ways 
through to a different form of socialization. We want to 
argue for a notion of cultural forms as those structured 
relationships through which - dialectically together under 
the impulse of the production of material life - social 
experiences are formed, felt, sensed, expressed, and trans-
mitted. Their particular configurations are produced 
through work done on forms and norms and often on the raw 
materials of domination within the scope of a particular 
relation which includes that possibility of resistance as 
well as the constraints of the Obrious, natural, mythical 
world of hegemony - and the combination of these in inver-
sions, combinations, and limited (for the moment) transforma-
tions. 

(iv) It is important to realize that hegemony does not secure 

'consent' by 'brainwashing' subordinate groups to accept the right of 

the dominant class to rule. One of the most notable vulgarizations of 

Gramsci' s theoretical legacy is to interpret hegemony as a completed 

and static form of 'ideological domination'. Hegemony secures some 

measure of consent because it creates a public sphere (namely, civil 

society) where the ruling bloc makes real economic and political 

concessions. Thus, an institutional framework is created that allows 

for the incorporation of working class trade unions and political 

parties, thereby (at least temporarily) channeling class conflict into 

'acceptable' political forms. Of course, this should not obscure the 
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fact that the actual distribution of power is grossly unequal, or that 

these concessions do not challenge the fundamental political and 

economic interests of the ruling class. But it does mean that there is 

no need for a given hegemonic order to prescribe the precise content of 

the ideas of subordinate groups, but only to provide broad limits 

within which these ideas and conflicts develop and are ultimately 

resolved by institutional means. This allows the working class at 

least some latitude to develop its own corporate culture and partially-

independent class viewpoint (see Swingewood, 1977:77; also Clarke et 

al., 1976:39). 

(v) Finally, it is clear that there are other powerful factors 

besides cultural and ideological ones which operate to sustain capital-

ist social relations. It fact, as Abercrombie et al. (1980) point 

out, what Marx referred to as the 'dull compulsion of economic rela-

tions' (the separation of the labourer from the means of production, 

and the fact that the worker nust sell his labour power in order to 

survive) may ultimately be more important in this regard than some form 

of cultural/ideological incorporation. Moreover, a pragmatic accept-

ance of the given state of affairs is probably a much more common 

occurrence than any kind of normative integration (Mann, 1973). If 

nothing else, however, the presence of a hegemonic culture and ideology 

helps to block the emergence of a coherent and explicitly counter-hege-

monic culture on the part of the working class. 

There are other factors which are potentially important here, but 

I would like to move on to an extended discussion of some of the 

'internal' features and characteristics of working class culture. I 
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have up until this point (perhaps out of necessity) avoided an expli-

cit definition of the concept of culture itself. Nor have I adequately' 

distinguished the sphere of culture from that of ideology. To initiate 

this discussion, I could certainly do worse than to utilize Paul 

Willis' definition of culture: 

• . • [culture is] a relatively coherent system of material 
practices and interlocking symbolic systems having, according 
to the region, their own practices and objectives which 
constitute the ordinary milieu of social life through which, 
among other things, social agents come to a collective, 
mediated, lived awareness of their conditions of existence 
and relationship to other classes. • . . characteristic 
features of this milieu include : "lived collective aware-
ness" as concrete forms of resistance; relatively rational 
collective responses to current dilemmas and possibilities; 
material cultures and material forms of production of 
cultural forms; the irrmnence of unconscious and collective 
cultural meanings which nonetheless help to direct action and 
which constitute subjectivity; collective penetrations of 
regulating ideologies and enclosing technologies of control 
and domination; contradictory and complexly articulated 
discourses and inherited symbolic forms and practices; 
domination and social reproduction (i.e., production of what 
we would call structures) partly in the dynamics' of the 
self-formation of the dominated; and complex ideological 
effects which regulate the epistemology of meanings both as 
inputs and outputs of cultural forms (Willis, 1981:59). 

What this quote implies is that human culture is constituted by 

at least two interrelated yet analytically discrete 'levels'. It 

includes both the symbolic structures, meanings and values that emerge 

from the collective historical experiences of social groups, through 

which they 'handle' the raw materials of social and material existence, 

as well as the lived social relations and material 'practices through 

which these symbolic systems are embodied and expressed (Hall, 1980: 

63). As such, culture informs all social practices and activities, and 

forms a 'reservoir of possibilities' which groups inherit, utilize and 

partially transform as they confront the natural and social milieu 
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which they inhabit. It is thus in the widest sense the process by 

which 'man makes history' through the medium of what the younger, more 

humanistically-inclined Marx would probably have referred to as 

'sensuous human praxis'. By acting on the world in this fashion, 

individuals 'humanize' or make meaningful both their environment and 

themselves. As Mar* said in the Theses on Feuerbach: "Social life is 

essentially practical. All mysteries which mislead theory into 

mysticism find their rational solution in human practice and the 

comprehension of this practice" (Marx, 1972, 1978:5). 

How, then, can we distinguish the concept of culture from that of 

ideology? Any attempt to do so, of course, crucially turns 'on what 

conception of ideology we choose to adopt. Obviously, I cnnot do 

justice here to the intricate twists and turns of the current debate in 

Marxian social theory regarding the character and functioning of ideol-

ogy. Instead, I shall confine myself to some general comments and 

suggestions about what elements I think a viable theory of ideology 

ought to contain, and then attempt to delineate ideology from culture 

in what I hope is a reasonably coherent fashion. To begin with, 

although there seems to be as many theories of ideology as there 

are Marxist theoreticians, it is possible to separate these diverse 

interpretations along a single major axis. This is what Jorge Larrain 

(1983:4) has called the 'negative' as opposed to the 'positive' 

conception of ideology. The former refers to the interpretation of 

ido1ogy as a set of necessarily 'false' or 'distorting' ideas or 

beliefs - such as Lukacs' notion of commodity fetishism as 'false 

consciousness', or even Aithusser' s theory of ideological interpella-
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tion, which posits that ideology constitutes an 'imaginary' relation 

between the subject and the 'real' conditions of existence. The latter 

'positive' category contains a least two quite different interpreta-

tions: first, that ideology is a 'system of beliefs' which is held to 

be typical or characteristic of a given class or social group (for 

example, Lenin, Kautsky); or, alternatively, a currently fashionable 

version' (heavily influenced by semiotics and structural linguistics) 

which views ideology as the much moe general process of the production 

of meaning, signification, and ideas (Levi-Strauss, Kristeva). 

Any 'negative' conception of ideology, however, presupposes the 

ability to adequately distinguish, in some reasonably precise fashion, 

the epistemological qualities of 'true' as opposed to 'false' knowled-

ge. Although this problem was destined to occupy many of Marx's 

successors, it has never been satisfactorily resolved. Althusser's 

particular 'solution', in which only Marxist philosophers by virtue of 

their privileged insights into scientific methods and theoretical 

practice can penetrate the 'veil of surface appearances' and grasp the 

underlying structural foundation of human society, while the rest of us 

(even, apparently, 1na classless society) are condemned to wander 

about aimlessly in a world of illusions, is little more than an 

exagge -ated form of intellectual elitism (for more on this, see 

M(-'aniey, 1980:60-79; also Thompson, 1978:185-186). Moreover, it is 

also apparent that ideologies cannot consist of 'pure illusion.' If 

they are to have any effectiveness in influencing thought and behavior 

in real social situations, and remain a vital aspect of hegemonic. 

domination (or, conversely, a counter-hegemony), they must have sai 
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non-spurious orientation to social reality and everyday experience (see 

McCarney, 1980:109; also Swingewood, 1977:80). Thus, it may well be 

that ideologies (particularly dominant ones) contain obscuring or 

mystifying elements - not bcause they are the product of illusion or 

trickery, but in the sense that they either naturalize the existing 

social order, project a partial or incomplete class viewpoint as a 

universal and eternally valid one; or else deny or conceal the existen-

ce of social contradictions (see Giddens, 1979:195; also T.rrajn, 

1982:14 and Hall, 1983:76). But this does not mean that all ideologi-

cal phenomena are ipso facto false or distorting - every ideology, as 

Gramsci noted, contains elements of both 'good' and 'bad' sense. All 

aspects of the dominant ideology are not necessarily 'false' because 

they help to sustain' class domination - and, therefore, one cannot 

determine the truth or falsity of a given pattern of ideological 

discourses simply by demonstrating their class origin. 

Given the daunting philosophical problems that tend to arise when 

we utilize a 'negative' conception of ideology, it would seem expedient 

to jettison the burden of epistemology and adopt one or the other 

'positive' versions. *But which one? Clearly, such definitions as 'the 

belief system of a social group or class', or 'the process of the 

production of meanings and values' are impossibly vague. Moreover, 

they tend to overlap with related but not entirely synonymous concepts 

such as 'social consciousness' and 'culture' itself. What is primarily 

wrong with such formulations, however, is that they tend to lose sight 

of the crucial social and historical ccntext within which ideologies 

are most efficacious; namely, the dynamic social processes of class 
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struggle and class domination. By this interpretation, ideology 

becomes the process through which individuals become aware of their 

social interests and conflicts, or what Marx (1972, 1978:5) referred to 

as ". . . [the] legal, political, religious, aesthetic, philosophical - 

in short, ideological - forms in which [people] become conscious of 

this [class] conflict and fight it out. ,, Such a formulation would also 

appear to be corratible with Grarnsci s assertion that ideologies are 

the 'terrain' on which social actors develop conceptions of themselves 

and society and, on the basis of these conceptions, engage in specific 

forms of action and struggle. Thus, ideological phenomena do not 

consist of all beliefs or meanings as such, but only those ideas and 

conceptions which serve or express class interests (though not always 

in a direct or unmediated fashion) by being evaluative of the prevail-

ing social order through the essential medium of class struggle. As 

Joe McCarney (1980:10) puts it: 

• . . ideo1ogir1 complexes operate by directly incorporat-
ing evaluative elements: they are, as it where, the semantic 
c'rriers of their class tendency. Thus, they will embody an 
assessment or grading of, evince a pro or contra attitudes 
towards, states of affairs and human activities; towards, 
that is, particular patterns and arrangements and the 
practices which seek to modify, preserve, strengthen, 
undermine, or transform them. For the interests of classes 
consist in these states of affairs and the practices that 
have them as their objects and raw material: such items are 
what give the idea substance. 

Whether Marx himself came to reject the attempt to register the 

epistemological significance of particular ideological forms is a 

highly contentious issue; T.rrain (1983:113-118), for one, directly 

attacks McCarney on this point. But quite apart from any question, of 

textual fidelity, I feel that this characterization carries with it a 



144 

number of distinct advantages, not the least of which is that it allows 

us to delineate ideology from culture in a reasonably coherent fash-

ion. We can now legitimately talk about culture as a much broader and 

more general constitutive social process, a 'problem-solving matrix' of 

socially shared and transmitted behaviors and symbolic constructions 

that allows social actors to confront, make sense of, and transform the 

external natural and social world. Ideology, by contrast, is now 

understood as a much narrower and more restricted phenomenon: those 

ideas, beliefs, and relations that express class interests through 

historically-specific forms of class struggle. Thus, while culture may 

have ideological effects, in that the dominant culture expresses a view 

of the world which helps to maintain its hegeinonic dominance over civil 

society and the state - thereby playing a specific role in the class 

struggle - it is not ideology per se. Conversely, a given ideology may 

influence the form and content of cultural forms, but they should be 

understood as designating radically different sets of phenomena. As 

Clarke et al. (1976:12) note: 

Dominant and subordinate classes will each have distinct 
cultures. But when one culture gains ascendancy over the 
other, and when the subordinate culture experiences itself in 
terms prescribed by the dominant culture, than the dominant 
culture has also become the basis of a dominant ideology. 

Indeed, given the obvious problems in separating what is 'ideology' 

from what is not, it may be preferable, as Giddens (1979:187-188) 

suggests, to dispense with the practice of talking about ideology as 

a type of belief system and instead and concentrate on what he calls 

the ideological effects of given symbol-systems. This approach may 

serve to raise the debate above its current level of sterility, and 
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focus attention on the more interesting question of how particular 

cultural processes produce distinct ideological effects. 

What I mean by cultural activity, therefore, is the collective, 

largely unconscious process that provides a definite framework of 

expression and meaning that is embodied in han praxis and social 

relationships, and which allows for the exercise of creative action. 

It is also a vital aspect of the formation of individual (yet collec-

tively-defined) identities and subjectivities. This is the process of 

what Willis refers to as cultural production, i.e., ". . . the creative 

use of discourses, meanings, materials, practices, and group processes 

to explore, understand, and creatively occupy particular [social] posi-

tions in sets of general material possibilities" (Willis, 1981:59). As 

such, the production of cultural forms allows for a collective aware-

ness of the social and material conditions of existence which specific 

groups and classes inhabit, a capacity;which Willis calls 'cultural 

penetration': 

• . . this level of cultural activity 'expresses', mediates, 
or reports on, in its own materials and practices, a notion 
of the world as it is specific-1  ly inhabited by the social 
groups which constitute its terrain. If only because 
of this social position and lack of disqualification and 
self-mystification . . . there is likely to be elements of 
(perhaps distorted or displaced) radical insight, as well as 
much else besides, buried in specifically cultural activi-
ties. These activities - by working on real materials in 
particular contexts and producing surprising, unexpected 
outcomes - also act to expose and cast into doubt the work-
ings of the larger ideologies/institutions and structural 
relationships of the whole of society. This is achieved 
without any necessary direction, intention or purpose. It 
happens almost by the way, as if a by-product, in the 
immediate concerns of the day to day culture. • . . Experien-
tially it is an aspect of how the culture 'works' for its 
members in the way that others do not (Willis, 1977, 1981: 
125). 
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These 'cultural insights', moreover, are not automatically or 

passively absorbed by the individuals concerned.. Rather, they repre-

sent a reservoir of themes and symbols that are actively lived and 

creatively expressed, and which produce a vast array of styles, behav-

iors, linguistic conventions, habits and so on that often appear as 

utterly inconprehensible to the outside observer. This working class 

culture, however, does not express in any direct or undistorted fashion 

the 'objective' material class interests of the proletariat. This is 

the case for a number of reasons. First, culture, as we have been 

concerned to stress, possesses a significant degree of autonar' - 

which allows it to alter, mediate and partially transform more immedi-

ate and practical forms of consciousness as well as the effets of 

external structural arrangements. Secondly, the experiences and 

consciousness of the working class are not uniform and homogeneous, 

but highly diffuse, fragmented and contradictory. But the most 

inortant factor is that working class culture is subject to cultural! - 

discursive and material conditions which are not of its own making, but 

which have been imposed on it by the dominant classes and the more 

general social and historical conditions represented by the prevailing 

mode of production. Thus, the working class is not a discrete, 

perfectly formed entity with a full appreciation of its 'historical 

mission' tenporarily deflected by the reification of social relations 

resulting from commodity production, as Lukacs would have it; it is 

a dominated and divided product of capitalism. 

'Cultural penetration', then, is never conplete; nor does it 

represent a completely random act of individual creativity and voli-
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tion. While I have been concerned to stress the efficacy of human 

agency and consciousness in contradistinction to orthodox Marxism, it 

is equally important to recognize that class cultures are subject to 

definite modes of external structuration. It is in this sense that 

there is both a 'local' and a 'class' logic to the formation of 

subordinate cultural forms. The 'local logic' is the result of 

collective praxis and social interaction pitched at the informal level 

of everyday experience - particularly that of the school, the shop-flo-

or, the working class neighbourhood, instilthtions of leisure and 

recreation, and the family unit. Yet the cultural insights generated 

here are conditioned to run along the lines of external structural 

determinants located outside the immediate social group - factors which 

include the state apparatus, the mass media, and (especially) the 

productive process and social class. This wider 'class logic' helps to 

ensure that cultural penetrations on the part of disparate groups - 

which may be widely separated by time and space - come up with similar 

insights into their conditions of existence. The result is the genera-

tion of a body of shared themes and meanings which tends to cross-cut 

localized influences of geography, history and custom', and which can 

and does form an important basis for a wider class solidarity. Yet it 

is also clear that cultural production on the part of subordinate 

classes is repressed and distorted by a series of internal class 

divisions as well as the ideological and institutional framework which 

supports the continuing hegemony of the dominant class - a process that 

Willis refers to as 'cultural limitations': 

The pure logic of cultural penetration runs straight only on 
the page. In reality simultaneous forces of distortion, 
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limitation and mystification resolve this pure logic into a 
partial logic. In the way in which it is actually effective 
in the world the half-rejection and cultural penetration of 
the present social organization . . . becomes an always 
provisional, bare, skeptical, yet finally accepting accommo-
dation within the status quo (Willis, 1977, 1981:145). 

These limitations - the mental/manual division, sexism, racism, 

and so on - serve to prevent the partial insights generated by cultural 

penetrations from fully exposing and challenging the contradictions and 

inequalities of capitalism. This serves to fragment class solidarity 

and subvert the articulation of a truly count er-hegemonic culture and 

ideology on the part of the working class. But these cultural limita-

tions represent more than this - they help to ensure the continued 

reproduction of an exploitative social order in a manner which is, 

paradoxically, the result of attitudes, choices and actions that appear 

to be 'freely' entered into. That is, in the very act of rejecting and 

re-articulating the dominant values and meanings imposed on them by 

external sources, working class individuals often end up maintaining 

and reinforcing (though typically quite unconsciously) the very social 

relations which function to maintain capitalist expansion and accumula-

tion. 

Although the specifics of this process will be dealt with in more 

detail in the following 'ethnographic' chapter, an example here should 

suffice. An important element of the dominant ideology concerns a 

cultural devaluation of manual labour, which is generally viewed as 

'dirty' and 'unpleasant', and a concomitant appraisal of mental labour 

as inherently superior and more rewarding. This ideological distinc-

tion, of course, helps to justify and legitimate the access of mental 

labourers to better cultural and material conditions as well as the 
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separation 'of the worker from all but the physical execution of 

the produdtive process (a potent source of managerial control over the 

exercise of labour-power). But the interesting aspect here is that 

subordinate individuals do not automatically internalize these cultural 

devaluations of their status and the self-loathing and ego-weakness 

that this would normally imply. Instead, as Willis (1977, 1981:147-

148) demonstrates, a significant portion of the working class not only 

rejects out of hand but actually reverses this proffered view of their 

capacities. Thus, they assert that it is manual labour which is more 

rewarding, productive, better suited to masculine qualities, and so 

on. Yet although it is clear that this is definite example of a 

'cultural penetration' into the realities of exploitation, in that it 

represents a rejection of the status QO and is an attempt to gain some 

measure of meaning, dignity and control over the (largely imposed) 

conditions of work, the ultimate result is that the working class 

individuals sell their labour-power 'freely'. It means, therefore, the 

acceptance of many of the social conditions and forms of material and 

cultural deprivation which it is forced to enclure. As Willis (1977, 

1981:148) observes: 

A reverse polarization of a too well-learned distinction 
neatly compliments the dominant ideology and gives it a 
sounding-board for the subjective creation of identity in 
labour for all those faction above the lowest. Without this 
clinching inversion of. the ideological order at its lowest 
reach in relation to the giving of labour-power the system 
could not be stable. No amount of conditioning in state 
agencies could provide a fully human identity for those at 
the bottom of the class structure: coercion or permanent 
struggle, not free consent in submission, would be the basis 
of the social order. 
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We can, therefore, talk about a two-stage (and, of course, 

dialectically linked) process of cultural production and reproduction 

occurring here. Subordinate classes are subjected to cultural and 

ideological hegemonic pressures which serve to legitimate and sustain 

class domination. Yet these dominant meanings and values are not 

passively internalized, but are subject to scrutiny and evaluation in 

the light of practical knowledge and profane social existence. &ich of 

the dominant world-view is rejected out of band, and what is accepted 

at the abstract or verbal level is often subject to an insidious and 

nuanced reinvestment with divergent cultural and discursive meanings. 

This 'cultural distancing' and skepticism vis-a-vis the official 

viewpointis, as Giddens (1979:72) notes, often achieved through the 

use of aggressive humor, parody and sarcasm. Thus, as Abercrornbie et 

al. (1980) assert, it is only the dominant class that fully assimilates 

and is committed to the dominant ideology. 

This struggle over meaning is possible in part because language, 

as semiotic theory tells us, is a social and not a natural construct. 

Thus, as Volosinov (1973:23) observed, things do not have a fixed, 

unalterable, 'supra-class' meaning. Although the aim of dominant 

discursive practices is precisely to establish a fixed, 'uni-accentual' 

equivalence between a particular language-system and reality, the 

success of this attempt is always partial and conditional. Hence, 

Volosinov asserted that any coupling that had been established through 

social convention between a given signifier and referent could be 

effectively 'un-coupled' and reinvested with a quite different mean-

ing. The outcome of this 'class struggle in language' crucially 
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depended on the prevailing constellation of political, cultural and 

ideological forces that tended to hold at any given historical conjunc-

ture - that is to say, the unstable social equilibrium that Gramsci 

referred to as hegemony. To quote Volosinov (Ibid. :23): 

Existence reflected in the sign is not merely reflected 
but refracted. How is this refraction of existence in the 
ideological sign determined? By an intersecting of differen-
tly oriented social interests in every ideological sign. 
Sign becomes an arena of class struggle. This social 
multi-accentuality of the ideological sign is a very crucial 
aspect. . . . A sign that has been withdrawn from the 
pressures of the social struggle - which, so to speak, 
crosses beyond the whole of the class struggle - inevitably 
loses force, degenerates into allegory, becoming the object 
not of a live social intelligibility but of a philological 
corrrehension. 

Although this type of 'semiotic guerilla warfare', bywhich I mean 

the inversion and recombination of the stylistic, behavioral and 

discursive conponents of mass culture are more spectacularly and 

provocatively viewed in the context of working class youth subcultures 

(see, for exanpie, Hebdige' s Subculture: The Maaning of Style, 1979), 

they are also present in a more subdued fashion in the more tradition-

bound adult working class culture. Again, it is iirortant to remember 

that there are many cultural and ideological elements manifested by 

subordinate groups to which the CMP is relatively indifferent. Hence, 

culture does manifest a real autonomy - and not the spurious 'partial 

autonomy' of Aithusserian Marxism. Yet the successful operation of the 

42 does require that certain reproductive requirements be met, which 

means that working class individuals must sell their labour-power and 

engage in the production of commodities if capitalism is to be main-

tained at all. This is what Willis calls the 'second moment' of 

cultural reproduction, in which both external determinants and internal 
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limitations distort a full cultural penetration into the realities of 

wage labour and the class system. Instead, this partial and distorted 

knowledge becomes the basis for choices and decisions that ultimately 

reproduce capitalist social relations - and therefore, the acceptance 

of class, position paradoxically appears to be something freely entered 

into: 

• . . cultural forms that cannot be reduced or regarded as 
the mere epiphenomenal expression of basic structural 
factors. They are not the accidental or open-ended determin-
ed variables in the couplet structure/culture. They are part 
of a necessary circle in which neither term is thinkable 
alone. It is in the passage from the cultural level that 
aspects of the real structural relationship of society are 
transformed into conceptual relationship and back again. The 
cultural is part of the necessary dialectic of reproduction 
(Willis, 1977, 1981:174). 

Yet it is important to realize that there is nothing inevitable 

about this process. Particularly under conditions of systemic crisis, 

contradictions in the prevailing hegemony can become more or less 

exposed, eventually leading to the development of more explicit and 

widespread counter-hegemonic opposition to capitalist. social rela-

tions. Social and cultural reproduction is always a site of contesta-

tion and struggle, at least in a class-divided, society; dominant 

meanings and values are not abstractly 'beamed downward' and passively 

absorbed but are mediated by the cultural resources of subordinate 

groups and subject to deconstruction and rearticulation in ways which 

limits, deflects or partially reverses the imposition of material, 

cultural and ideological domination: 

Culture is not static, or composed of a set of invariant 
categories which can be read off at the same level in any 
kind of society. The essence of the cultural and of cultural 
forms is their contribution towards the creative, uncertain 
and tense social reproduction of distinctive kinds of 
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relationships. Cultural reproduction in particular, always 
carries with it the possibility of producing - indeed in a 
certain sense it really lives out - alternative outcomes 
(Willis, 1977, 1981:172). 

Moreover, as Willis (Ibid. :123) further notes, the working class 

is the only class in the capitalist system that does not have a vested 

interest in mystifying its own conditions of existence. Thus, while 

the dominant class has to believe in its own ideological constructions, 

the working class is under no such pressure and is thus potentially 

freer from its logic. Yet it is important to realize that this 

'cultural class struggle', as with more explicitly political and 

economic forms of class conflict, is by no means fought with equal 

resources and capacities. Subordinate cultures are private, informal, 

overtly empirical and often fragmentary and inarticulate, while the 

dominant culture is the more legitimate, public, formal and systematic, 

and its exposure and dissemination is virtually guaranteed by its 

organic intellectuals and the vast media resources which it can bring 

to bear. Even though working class culture is partially sustained by 

an established institutional structure of trade unions and political 

parties, with often not inconsiderable financial and organizational 

resources, these are (at least in England) accmxiative and corporate 

in nature. Thus, its perspectives are generally limited to immediate 

practical concerns and tangible economic issues, and typically does not 

constitute a counter-hegemonic threat to the established order. 

What should emerge from this discussion is that the ideological, 

cultural and political attributes of given social classes are not 

discrete 'historical givens' which can be neatly read off from their 

position in the economic structure. Such an 'essentialist' position, 
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which posits that particular cultural/ideological systems are exclu-

sively attached to whole, unified classes should be rejected as a crude 

form of economic reductionism (Laclau, 1977). What I have been 

concerned to demonstrate in this thesis is that the ideological/cultur-

al attributes of given social classes are formed through a conplex 

intersection of relatively-autonomous forms of social practices and 

struggles, overlapping discursive chains, and diverse modes of signifi-

cation. Thus, working class culture is not a unitary expression of 

'pure' working class interests; nor is something iriposed on it exter-

nally through the agencies of the state and civil society in a manner 

which mechanically reflects the interests of the dominant class. 

Culture in modern industrial society is not a unified whole, as 

Parsonian theories of a conon, integrative 'value-system' suggest, but 

a heterogeneous, discontinuous melange of elements drawn from diverse 

class origins and from different historical periods which are pitched 

at varying levels of coherence and corrlexity. As Kenneth Thompson 

(1986:108) notes, therefore, class cultures are 'layered' both dia- - 

dironicafly (through the sedimentation of successive cultural produc-

tions through time, from the most fleeting and inconsequential fads of 

mass culture to the longue duree of demographic and institutional 

trends) and synchronically (that is, the articulation of divergent 

cultural elements from the most spontaneous and immediate to the most 

institutionalized and enduring). Insofar as particular cultural 

formations exhibit these various 'depth levels', Thompson advocates 

what he calls an 'archaeological' approach in order to analyze and 

conceptualize them properly. 
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While I feel that these modes of cultural penetration and repro-

duction are characteristic features of subordinate groups in all class-

or even ethnically-divided societies (see, for example, Eugene D. 

Genovese' s Grarnscian study of the slave culture of the deep south, 

Poll, Jordon, Roll: The World the Slaves Made, 1972, 1974. What -

Genovese rediscovered was a remarkably vital and expressive culture 

that is misunderstood and devalued if it is seen simply as cultural 

reflex of 'defeat' or of 'poverty'), our mandate is considerably nar-

rower. What, then, are some of the essential characteristics of 

working class culture in the context of late capitalist societies - 

in this case, .contemporary Britain - bearing in mind that the specific 

content of working class culture is of less interest to me than the 

farm it takes and the modes of determination and generation it tends to 

exhibit? 

To begin with, working lass culture must be understood in 

the relation to the basic structure of the society in which it exists - 

i.e ., in its working or productive relations - which, of course, is of 

particular relevance to the labouring classes. Work provides many of 

the key focal points around which the central struggles and activities 

of the manual working class revolves. Productive relations crucially 

involve the exercise of labour-power - i.e., the capacity of social 

actors to work on nature in order to produce use-values for the 

satisfaction of human needs and wants The specific form labouring 

activity takes and the particular social relations it embodies, of 

course, is not changeless but varies historically according to particu-

lar modes of production. As labour-power is the main (though not the 
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only) form of working class praxis, it is a significant 'raw material' 

for the working up of more symbolic processes and meanings - i.e., for 

the construction of cultural foms themselves and the subjective 

appropriation of this. culture by particular individuals in concrete 

social situations. Thus, labour-power and its embodiment in the work 

routine is a potent source of experiences, themes, and meanings that 

eventually come to be translated into the characteristic concerns and 

points of reference of working class culture.. As Willis (1977, 1981:2) 

observes: 

Labour-power is an important pivot to . . . [working class 
culture] because it is the main mode of active connection 
with the world: the way par exc1 lence of articulating 
the innermost self with external reality. Once this basic 
compact with the future has been made everything else 'can 
pass for common sense. 

The experience of work is also the site where the capital/labour 

contradiction is at its most efficacious; that is, it is where the 

'domination of management and capital is indispensible for the mainten-

ance of existing patterns of capital accumulation. As Harry Braver-

man's important study Labor and Vbnopoly Capitalism (1974) effectively 

demonstrates, the productive process under capitalism is marked by the 

relentless penetration of managerial/corporate logic into the organiza-

tion and control of nearly every aspect of everyday life in the 

workplace. In order to remove the last vestiges of skill and knowledge 

on the part of workers (a legacy 'of pre-capitalist craft production 

which could potentially undermine capital's ability to constantly 

reorganize production), as well as to cheapen the price of labour under 

the pressure of competition, management attempts to implement a wide 

range of measures designed to subvert what remains of worker's control 
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over the productive process. This generally involves such things as 

the separation of planning from execution (i.e., to divide mental from 

manual labour), various processes of deskilling, automation, bureau-

cratic control, and so on. .As Braverman says: 

The breakup of craft skills and the reconstruction of 
production as a collective or social process have destroyed 
the traditional concept of skill and opened up only one way 
for mastery over labor processes tot. develop: in and through 
scientific, technical, and engineering knowledge. But the 
extreme concentration of this knowledge in the hands of 
management and its closely associated staff have closed this 
avenue to the working population. What is left to workers is 
a reinterpreted and woefully inadequate concept of skill: a 
specific dexterity, a limited and repetitious operation, "spe-
ed as skill," etc. With the development of the capitalist 
mode of production, the very concept of skill becomes 
degraded along with the degradation of labor and the yard-
stick by which it is measured shrinks to such a point that 
today the worker is considered to possess a "skill" if his or 
her job requires a few days' or weeks' training, several 
months of training is regarded as unusually demanding, and 
the job that calls for a learning period of six months or a 
year - such as computer programming - inspires a paroxysm of 
awe (Braverman, 1974:443-444). 

Yet there remain a number of problems with Braverman' s analysis, 

however important and ground-breaking a study it is. For example, his 

single-minded preoccupation with the labour-process seems to imply that 

capitalist domination is exercised completely within the sphere of 

production itself, to the exclusion of important forms of cultural and 

political domination which Grainsci, for one, was to understand. But 

more importantly, at least for our purposes, Braverrnan' s study tends to 

view the working class as a curiously inert entity which is passively 

molded by the dynamics of management domination and the process of 

valorization. In other words, Braverman does not really take into 

account the existence of class struggle at the point of production; 

that is, the actual responses of workers to the organizational strate-
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gies of management and the ability of the working class to at least 

partially subvert or deflect them in specifically cultural ways (for 

these and other criticism of Braverman, see Buroway, 1979; also Elger, 

1979). 

Despite the imposition of various strategies of domination 

on the part of management, therefore, workers continue to exercise some 

measure of collective control over the productive process in ways that 

heighten rather than diminish resistance and conflict. This work 

culture or shop--floor culture provides a 'space' where informal norms 

and rules can develop into a central focus for collective worker 

resistance via the partial control of skills, 'pacing and knowledge. 

Such a 'cultural space' can then serve to mediate the authority of 

management thereby distancing workers from its impact. Resistance of 

this nature may involve such overtly combative methods as discretely 

controlling the pace of work; industrial sabotage; protecting slower 

workers from management discipline, and so on. It also embodies 

subtler and more specifically cultural forms of solidarity, such as 

highly idiosyncratic forms of language, verbal and physical humor, 

bluffs, drama, and confrontation which are all designed to undermine 

and challenge managerial authority. This lived work culture is not 

simply an epiphenomenal response to external economic or productive 

relations. It is a creative attenpt to imbue the experience of work 

under capitalism with a modicum of meaning, dignity and control - 

despite the imposition of hierarchical domination and rationalization 

under alienating and often degrading conditions. As Willis (1975:7) 

observes: 
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The absolutely central thing about the working class 
culture of the shop floor is, however, despite the subjective 
ravages, people do look for meaning, they do impose frame-
works, they do seek enjoyment in activity, they do exercise 
their abilities. They do, paradoxically, thread through the 
dead experience of work a living culture, which isn't simply 
a reflex of defeat. This culture is not the human remains of 
a mechanical depredation, but a positive transformation of 
experience and a celebration of shared values in symbols, 
artefacts and objects. It allows people to recognize and 
even to develop themselves. For this working class culture 
of work is not simply a foam padding, a rubber layer between 
humans and unpleasantness. It is an appropriation in its own 
right, an exercise of skill, a motion, an activity applied in 
its own right, an activity applied towards an end. It has 
this specifically human characteristic, even in conditions of 
hardship and oppression. 

Although our, focus here has been on the shop-floor culture of the 

(largely white and male) manual working class, it should be understood 

that work cultures are not just found in the area of primary produc-

tion, but also in clerical and sales work, and among women (and 'ethnic 

minorities') just as much as men. MDreover, I do not wish to imply 

that working class culture only consists of this shop-floor culture; I 

merely want to emphasize that the experience of work is a central 

focus of wider cultural elements which are to be found 'in the spheres 

of leisure, school, the family, the local neighbourhood, churches, 

trade-unions, and sb forth. The important point here, however, is that 

the ability of workers to create cultural methods of partially control-

ling the actual conditions of work mediates the economic and ideologi-

cal requirements of capital in ways that are not simply reproductive 

but potentially disruptive and transfonnati've of capitalist social 

relations. Again, of course, it would be wrong to suggest that this 

'cultural class struggle' occurs on anything like equal terms. 'Scien-

tific' management techniques employ a battery of methods to break down 
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and fragment the collective nature of worker resistance, from assembly-

line production to bureaucratic controls to the introduction of status 

and rank distinctions within the workplace. Many of these techniques 

and methods are culled from so-called 'neutral' social science (behav-

ioral psychology, industrial sociology, economics) and both private and 

public research facilities. Meover, this says nothing about the 

ability of capital to maintain ideological hegemony over the 'right' to 

institute such measures, or the wider ideological, cultural and 

political pressures brought to bear on the working class (see Apple, 

1982:82-85). 

Yet however significant (and theoretically under-appreciated) 

these forms of cultural resistance and struggle are, it is important 

not to romanticize them or to over-estimate their potential for social 

transformation. Working class cultural forms are not some kind of 

conscious experimentation with future social forms, a guideline for 

living in the 'inevitable' march towards socialism, as some orthodox 

Marxists have implied (Willis, 1977, 1981:122). In many important ways 

it is a 'utopian' response to the structures of domination it encoun-

ters. While it may generate some insight into capitalist social rela-

tions and create moments of leisure, diversion and meaning under 

exploitative conditions, cultural forms of resistance do not fundamen-

tally challenge the legitimacy of managerial authority per se. Nor is 

it generally able to link these fragmexitary insights into a wider and 

more coherent understanding of the totality of the capitalist system. 

As such, working class culture is ultimately a cathartic and somewhat 

illusory response to real material conditions, in that it can effec-
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tively -politicize resistance to capital and paradoxically encourage 

the voluntary self-induction into the labour-process. This, as we have 

discussed earlier, is an extremely important aspect of the reproduction 

of capitalism itself. In fact, those very qualities of working class 

culture which allow it to persist and survive (e.g., its informality: 

its largely non-verbal and taken-for-granted or common-sense nature; 

the limited and contradictory penetration of social reality it allows) 

are also what make it particularly vulnerable to de-legitimization and 

fragmentation in the face of a much more formal, public and explicit 

dominant culture and ideology. Cultural hegemony generally ensures 

that oppositional cultural practices are not fully translated into a 

stable basis for more threatening forms of political action and class 

solidarity. 

There are 'other 'negative' aspects to working class culture as 

well. Since shop-floor work consists mainly of heavy, demanding 

labour, there is a tendency for working class men to fetishize elements 

of masculinity, physical strength and sexual prowess (Willis, 1979: 

196). One unfortunate result of this is a pronounced expression of 

masculine chauvinism and sexism in working class culture, although this 

has been blunted somewhat, in recent years by the rise of the women's 

movement and the expansion of women's roles in the workplace. The 

reversal of the imposed cultural evaluation of the mental/manual 

distinction I discussed earlier, quite apart from its purely reproduc-

tive aspects, is also manifested in a profound anti-intellectualism and 

an intense distrust of abstract knowledge which is ultimately self-de-

feating. This mental/manual cultural inversion tends to dovetail with 
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patriarchy and sexism, as manual labour is associated with the social 

superiority of masculinity while mental labour is affiliated with the 

perceived inferiority of femininity. Finally, racial or ethnic 

divisions are often exploited by the white, male working class both. 

materially. (in that the existence of an underclass lessens its own 

exploitation) and ideologically (by providing an object for the 

transference of feelings of inadequacy and the affirmation of superior-

ity). Thus, ethnic divisions (no less than those of gender) as they 

are embodied in working class culture serve to seriously divide the 

working class and weaken its capacity for solidarity and resistance 

(see Willis, 1977, 1981:152; also 1979:196). 

Nevertheless, this should not be taken to inply that the working 

class is forever destined to remain a largely defensive, inward-looking 

and 'corporate' culture. There are elements of this culture that can 

ard do pose serious threats to the continued reproduction of capital-

ism. Moreover, class cultures are not impervious to change. Working 

class culture today is much less overtly sexist and racist than it was 

even twenty years ago, and there are signs that the working class can 

overcome these debilitating divisions if only (so far) for the purposes 

of specific (and often limited) politic-1 and economic demands. But 

most importantly, working class culture (and all such 'subordinate' 

cultures) is not a mechanistic response to external conditions but a 

living, creative expression which gives the social agents bound up with 

it ". . . some meaningful scope for viewing, inhabiting and construc-

ting their own world in a way which is recognizably human and not 

theoretically reductive" (Willis, 1977, 1981:172). As such, it is 
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worthy of our attention, and is of more than passing interest to what 

Gramsci called the 'war of position' (that is, the cultural and 

ideological transformation of civil society as a necessary prelude to 

the conquest of state power). In the following and final chapter, I 

shall discuss in some detail a specific ethnographic example of working 

class culture which I have already discussed in some detail - namely, 

Paul Willis' seminal study Learning to Labour (1977, 1981) - in order 

to illustrate the major themes and theoretical positions I have 

sketched out here. 
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CHAPThR FIVE  

"The philosophy of praxis is full of contradictions, in which the 
philosopher himself, understood both individually and as an entire 
social group, not merely grasps the contradictions, but posits himself 
as an element of the contradiction and elevates this element to a 
principle of knowledge and therefore of action." 

-Antonio Gramsci 

The express purpose of this concluding chapter is based on two 

distinct yet interrelated considerations: first, to supply some measure 

of an empirical justification for my claims about the nature of working 

class cultural forms through a discussion of some ethnographic exam-

ples; and, secondly, to attempt to balance the admittedly abstract and 

formalistic bias of my previous chapters with more tangible and 

concrete examples of how working class culture operates 'on the ground' 

- that is, at the level of informal, day-to-day social interaction. As 

it is virtually impossible to adequately cover all or even most aspects 

of working class culture as contained within a major ethnographic 

survey, which would require a separate thesis altogether or else the 

results of my own fieldwork, I have decided to focus in on one or two 

of the most important loci where the dialectic of cultural production 

and reproduction is at its most apparent and efficacious. At the same 

time, I want to utilize existing texts that are as compatible as 

possible with the theoretical model I have outlined in previous 

chapters. Consequently, in the following pages I will discuss in some 

depth a single study which in broad terms can be described as 'ethno-

graphic', and which I feel best illustrates the fragmented, inchoate 

and often contradictory nature of working class culture and conscious-
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ness: Paul Willis' Learning to Labour: How Working Class Kids Get  

Working Class Jobs (1977, 1981). 

My rationale for selecting, this work in particular may not be 

immediately apparent. Willis' book does not deal with working class 

culture per se, but with shat he describes as the 'counter-school 

culture' of a group of working class 'lads' who attend a secondary 

school located in a mid-sized industrial city in north-central Eng-

land. Nevertheless, since the particular form of cultural resistance 

this counter-school culture displays is a1s6 representative of the 

wider class culture, and the fact that Willis' theories feature 

so prominently in my own discussion about the nature of the relation-

ship between class and culture, I felt that it was the best choice 

under the circumstances. If Willis is correct, and I have good reason 

to believe he is, it is within the counter-school culture that a 

certain subjective sense of manual labour power is produced which later 

leads to a voluntary self-induction into a life of manual labour. This 

is an extremely important element in the legitimization and self-reprd-

duction of capitalist social relations. 1,1oreover, as I will discuss in 

more detail below, the counter-school culture shares a number of 

essential similarities to, and continuities with, the shop-floor 

culture of the male, adult working class. Thus, in many (though, of 

course, not all) respects the adolescent counter-school culture can be 

viewed as a microcosm of and a precursor to the wider class culture. 

There are other reasons for choosing Willis' study as opposed to 

other, more general ethnographies of working class communities. Most 

available accounts of urban, manual working class life are either badly 
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dated or - perhaps more to the point - they utilize a theoretical and. 

methodological framework that is unsuitable in terms of my own needs 

and interests. Until the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies' 

ground-breaking analyses of working class youth subcultures in the 

early seventies, there simply did not exist a self-conscious tradition 

of sociological writing on the culture of the labouring classes. This 

doe not mean, of course, that there was no sociological research on 

the working class at all. However, as Clas Critcher points out in his 

essay "Sociology, Cultural Studies and the ?ost-War Working Class" 

•(1979), most of the studies written during the fifties and sixties - 

such as Young and Wilmott's Family and Kinship in East London (1957) or 

Dennis et aL's Coal is Our Life (1956) - tended to suffer from a 

number of limitations and deficiencies which in turn reflected the 

positivistic, ahistorical and policy-oriented nature of pre-seventies 

mainstream British sociology. 

Three objections in particular can be levelled at this genre: 

first, these studies tended to abstract some aspect of working class 

life and relate this to one or two chosen variables, such as 'income' 

or 'education'. This quantitative and statistically-oriented approach 

failed to grasp working class culture as a totality, and it often 

ignored the wider determinations which play an important role in the 

dialectic of class and culture. Accordingly, little attention was paid 

to the 'layered' and contradictory character of working class cultural 

forms, or the existence of an active cultural resistance to the 

dominant hegemonic culture and ideology. Studies such as these would 

have undoubtedly benefited from the utilization ,of anthropological 



167 

methods of intensive fieldwork and participant observation. Secondly, 

much of this research passed through the distorting prism of the 

prevailing 'affluence-embourgeolsement thesis', which led to a number 

of sweeping, pseudo-sociological conclusions regarding the relationship 

between material changes and working class culture and consciousness. 

Many writers on the left also accepted these conclusions. Consequent-

ly, their task became one of chronicling the apparent political and 

cultural identification of the working class with the status quo, and 

with considering the implications of this for the policies and tactics 

of the Labour Party. Finally, rna1iy (though not all) of these survey 

fall into the so-called 'community studies' genre; that is, they tended 

to concentrate on self-contained, one-industry communities of less than 

fifty thousand people. Not only had such communities 'ceased to be 

representative of the vast majority of the working class, it precluded 

any analysis of national class cultures and, as I have mentioned above, 

the wider structural context within which even local variants of 

working class culture must be placed. 

These mainstream sociological case studies did not, however, 

exhaust all the social scientific research done on working class life 

during this period. Yet these also suffer from their own peculiar 

shortcomings and limitations which, although eminently more valuable 

than those mentioned above, make them unsuitable for my purposes. The 

prime example here is Richard Hoggart' s rather subjective and impres-

sionistic account of post-War British popular culture, The Uses  

of Literacy (1957). Hoggart (who latter founded the Centre for 

Contenporary Cultural Studies, which eventually abandoned. his method of 
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Leavisite literary criticism for a more overtly Marxian ideological and 

structural analysis of contemporary culture) was concerned to trace the 

decline and dissolution of a what he felt was a genuinely popular 

working class culture in the face of a commercialized mass culture. 

As the predominance of the 'affluence thesis' had more or less effec-

tively stifled criticism of capitalism as an economic system, Hoggart 

wanted to shift the attention of the social democratic left toward the 

quality of the cultural life of the working class and, more specifical-

ly, to focus on issues of cultural exploitatiori and 'massification'. 

He set out his basic assumptions as follows: 

My argument is . . that we are moving towards the creation 
of a mass culture; that the remnants of what was at least in 
parts an urban culture 'of the people' are being destroyed; 
and that the new urban culture is in some irrortant ways less 
healthy than the often crude culture it is replacing (Hog-
gart, 1957:24). 

The value of Hoggart' s work is that it gives us an insider's 

glimpse into the minutiae of day-to-day working class existence and the 

shared cultural menings which it embodies - . idiomatic phrases, ritual-

istic observances, characteristic emotions and concerns, family life, 

local pubs and clubs - which the methods of empiricist, quantitative 

sociological approaches could never adequately capture. Yet The Uses  

of Literacy is firmly locked within an essentially literary, rather 

than a social scientific mode of explanation and. interpretation. As 

such, its use of evidence is exceedingly selective and unsystematic 

(Hoggart haphazardly refers to a few novels and a social survey, to 

support his arguments), and it fails to utilize a sufficiently self-

conscious and rigorous theoretical and historical framework of analy-

sis. Finally, Hoggart' s stance vis-a-vis the alleged cultural degener-
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ation of the working class is clearly influenced by the sweeping and 

essentially unfounded generalizations of the mass-culture theorists.I 

discussed in a previous chapter, as well as the elitist, romantic and 

overly moralistic cultural criticism of two influential figures of the 

English literati, F. R. Leavis and T. S. Eliot. 

There remain two other important .works produced during this period 

which have been extremely important in delineating the subject matter 

and methods of what has come to be known as 'Culturalist' Marxism: Ray-

mond Williams' Culture and Society (1958) and E. P. Thompson's The 

Making of the English Working Class (1963). The early work of Thompson 

and Williams represents a radical break with both mainstream sociology 

and the reductive economism of existing forms of Marxism, in that they 

brought to the foreground previously-ignored questions of culture, 

consciousness and experience while stressing the all-in ortant role of 

human agency. They are extremely seminal and formative texts in the 

study of class 'and culture, and they also helped to spawn an influen-

tial English school of Marxist historiography also represented by 

Christopher Hill, Eric Hobsbawm and George 1udè. Yet although we 

can learn much from their methods and sensibilities, both works deal 

with historical periods which considerably pre-date (Thompson' s with 

the formation of a class culture and popular traditions from 1790-1830; 

Williams' with the 19th and early 20th century, but mainly concentrat-

ing on literature) the one I am specifically concerned with; namely, 

the post-war era. Accordingly, they cannot offer anything like an 

ethnographic account of contemporary working class life. Finally, I 

also examined a number of case-studies of factory workers, such as 
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Beynon' s Working For Ford (1973) and Armstrong et al.'s ideology and  

Shop-Floor Industrial Relations (1981), but as these fall into the 

genre of 'industrial sociology', they did not really analyze the 

cultural fabric of the shop-floor in sufficient depth. Accordingly, I 

now turn to a discussion of Willis' ethnography. 

The main ethnographic study contained in Learning to Labour  

concentrated on a group of twelve 'non-academic' working class 'lads' 

who attended an all-boys, non-selective secondary school labelled 

'Hammertown Boys'. The school was located in the heart of an 'abso-

lutely characteristic' working class council estate in the industrial 

city of 'Hammertown'. Hammertown was described by Willis as a typical 

Midlands 'nuts and bolts' town which contained a population of about 

sixty thousand, the vast majority of whom (some ninety-two percent of 

the working population) were employed in some form of manual labour. 

Much of this manual employment was in large factories, often branches 

of national or multi-national corrpanies, which were mostly engaged in 

the production of metal and metal goods, foodstuffs, and construction 

materials. The 'lads' were selected on the basis of friendship ties 

and a common membership in an oppositional counter-school culture. 

This main group was studied intensively via the classic fieldwork 

methods of Social Anthropology; that is, through participant observa-

tion, daily diary entries, informal individual and group interviews, 

and group discussions. This fieldwork took place in the classroom, the 

school at large, and characteristic places of leisure. Willis also 

carried out a number of shorter comparative case studies of 'conform-

ist' and 'non-conformist' friendship groups from other working class 
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and 'mixed class' schools, in order to provide variables of class, 

ability, school and what he called 'orientation to the school' (i.e., 

the degree of conformity/non-conformity). 

The main distinguishing featue of this school counter-culture is 

what Willis describes as an 'entrenched personalized opposition to 

authority', and an interesting cultural inversion of traditional modes 

of acquiescence to this authority. Thus, diligence is replaced by 

various methods of avoiding work at all costs. deference by confronta-

tion, and respect by contempt and disdain. This opposition is expres-

sed through a distinctive cultural 'style'; that is, in the particular-

istic habits, routines and rituals of the daily school life of 'the 

lads". • The school conformists, by contrast, have invested a significa-
nt element of their identity and futue in the formal school system. 

Therefore, they accept the norms of educational authority, technical 

knowledge, the value of credentials, and so on. This perceived 

complicity with immediate authority makes them an object of vehement 

derision by 'the lads'; hence, the conforming students are labelled 

'ear' oles', or more succinctly, 'lobes', because they are seen as 

always listening but never 'doing' (as Willis points out, the earlobe 

is one of the least expressive features of the human body). 

Thus, 'the lads' not only reject the 'ear'oles' but feel distinct-

ly superior to them as well. The primary medium for the acting out of 

this sense of superiority is 'having a laff' - that is, the pursuit of 

fun, independence and excitement (often involving the use of external 

stimulants or a hapless victim of abuse) at the expense of schoolwork - 

combined with an apparently greater degree of experience in the sexual 
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realm. Thi8 also involves the deflation and inversion of the teacher's 

authority, typically through the use of aggressive sarcasm, irony and 

humor. While it is difficult to capture these and other discursive 

forms either on tape or th±ough standardized interviewing methods, 

Willis contends that they are important and significant cultural modes 

of coping with an oppressive 'and authoritarian social environment: 

The space won from the school and its rules by the informal 
group is used for the shaping and development of particular 
cultural skills principally devoted to 'having a laff'. The 
'laff' is a multi-faceted implement of extraordinary impor-
tance in the counter-school culture.-- the the ability to produce 
it is one of the defining characteristics of being one of 
'the lads' - 'We can make them laff, they can't make us 
laff'. But it is also used in many other contexts: to 
defeat boredom and fear, to overcome hardship and problems - 

as a way out of everything. In many respects the 'laff' is 
the 'privileged instrument of the, informal, as the command is 
of the formal. . . . the 'laff' is part of an irreverent 
marauding misbehavior. Like an army of occupation of the 
unseen, informal dimension, 'the lads' pour over the country-
side in a, search for incidents to amuse, subvert and incite 
(Willis, 1977, 1981:29-30). 

'The lads' also manage to create a singular stylistic/symbolic 

discourse which subverts school conventions and rules - e.g., wearing 

clothes influenced by the fashions of pop music and wider youth 

sub-cultures (in express violation of school dress codes); the almost 

fetishistic use of cigarettes and alcohol; the development of a special 

argot for describing themselves and their own characteristic concerns 

and practices as separate from other groups. Fighting, frequent 

expressions of violence, and various forms of masculine posturing are 

also hallmarks of this culture.  For Willis, this often violent 

machismo expresses 11 . . . the ultimate way of breaking a flow of 

meanings which are imposed from above, or limited by circumstances. It 

is one way of making the 'mundane suddenly matter" (1977, 1981:34). It 
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also reflects the absorption of masculine attitudes from the adult, 

male working class culture, and the rejection of mental labour that 

this particular cultural affirmation implies. Mreover, the ability to 

fight marks an informal status which clearly differentiates 'the lads' 

from the 'ear' oles' (the latter variously described as 'poufs' or 

'cissies'). Other important elements, of the counter-school culture 

which set them apart from the conformists and non-working class kids 

include: a development of an in-depth 'social understanding' (which is 

simultaneously 'practical' and 'cultural') of the surrounding neigh-

bourhoods, streets, clubs, houses, etc.; a feeling of superiority to 

the teachers, who are admonished for having only an abstract and 

book-derived as opposed to a practical understanding of the world; and 

an attempt to foster an autonomous identity outside of the confines of 

the school, mainly by frequenting working class pubs and clubs, buying 

clothes, having dates, and so on. The latter puts an enormous amount 

of pressure on 'the lads' to have extra cash at their disposal, which 

most try and fulfil through odd jobs before and after school. This 

exposure to the adult working class world of work provides a cultural 

resource which helps to solidify their attitudes towards wage labour 

and authority, and it gives 'the lads' a sense of self-confidence and 

physical mastery which the 'ear' oles' lack. 

All of these aspects of the counter-school culture represent a 

challenge of the informal against the formi1 - on the one band, the 

stylistic opposition, 'micro-interaction', and specialized non-public 

discourse of 'the lads'; on the other, the school system with its clear 

structure, rules, staff hierarchy, and coercive sanctions ultimately 
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backed up by the powers of the state. The dominance of the informal 

(however fleeting and ultimately pyrrhic it is) is manifested in the 

ability of the non-conforming students to wrest both symbolic and 

physical space from 'the system', thereby limiting its demands to the 

minimum and garnering some degree of autonomy and self-direction in the 

pursuit of characteristic forms of leisure and diversion. The infra-

structure' of the counter-school culture is located in the informal 

social group, which gives 'the lads' a sense of collective identity as 

distinct from the purely institutional identity supplied by the school 

and the state, and it provides an 'insider's knowledge' of shared 

experiences and meanings which allows for the development of an 

alternative view of social reality. As Willis says: 

It is basically through the group that other groups are 
met, and through them successions of other groups. School 
groups coalesce and further link up with neighbourhood 
groups, forming a network for the passing on of distinctive 
kinds of knowledge and perspectives that progressively place 
school at a tangent to the overall experience of being a 
working class teenager in an industrial city. It is the 
infrastructure of the informal group which makes at all 
possible a distinctive kind of class contact, or class' 
culture, as distinct from, the dominant one (Willis, 1977, 
1981:26). 

Of course, it would be a mistake to assume that the counter-school 

culture is ccirletely autonomous and self-made. This culture must be 

properly contextualj.zed within both the wider class culture and the 

institutional requirements of the state-sponsored school system. As 

far as the former is concerned, 'the lad's' culture draws on a shared 

body of themes, skills and meanings inculcated by the family, the 

working class neighbourhood, the early experience of work, and at pubs 

and clubs. Thus, many elements of the counter-school culture dovetail 
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with the adult shop-floor culture I discussed in the previous chapter, 

particularly in the common attempt to 11 . . . weave a tapestry of 

interest and diversion through the dry institutional text" (Ibid. :52). 

For example, the toughness and machismo of 'the lads' is also expressed 

in the shop-floor culture. There, the hard physical labour that must 

be exerted in most forms of industrial manual work is embodied in a 

cultural emphasis on masculinity, physical strength and chauvinism. 

Another important feature of the shop-floor culture is the pervasive 

attempt to gain some measure of informal control over the productive 

process - which finds a parallel in 'the lads' utilization of their 

cultural resources to subvert the imposed constraints of the day-to-day 

classroom routine. Both cultures share the same attitude to conform-

ists and informers; they both maintain a 'us versus them' view of 

authority and an 'omnipresent' feeling that practical knowledge is more 

important than theory; and both generate a highly idiosyncratic system 

of linguistic conventions, styles and forms of intirnidatory humor. 

Finally, the shop-floor no less than the counter-school culture is 

rooted in the informal group, which provides the basis and focal point 

for symbolic and material resistance to external demands and pres-

sures. But if 'the lads' do not áreate their cultural discourse de 

novo, neither do they absorb all elements of the wider class culture 

indiscriminantly. Bather, they engage in a selective and creative 

regeneration of characteristic working class themes and concerns, 

choosing some and transforming others in combination with symbolic 

forms of youth culture and unique generational experiences. As Hall et 

al. (1978:53) put it: 
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Many forms of adaptation, negotiation and resistance, 
elaborated by the 'parent culture' in its encounters with the 
dominant culture are borrowed and adapted by the young in 
their encounter with the mediating institutions of provision 
and control. 

This continuity of the counter-school culture with the wider 

shop-floor culture is far from accidental, but, as we shall see, is an 

important moment in the relatively unproblematic and largely voluntary 

transition from school to a life of manual work. The best way to 

analyze the contradictory and paradoxical qualities of 'the lad's' 

culture is through Willis' catagories of cultural penetration and 

limitation. Cultural penetrations, it will be recalled from my 

discussion in the preceding chapter, refer to those instances where 

subordinate social actors come to a collective awareness of their 

conditions of existence and general life-chances through the cultural 

forms they produce and inhabit. What Willis implies by these 'pene-

trations' is remarkably close to what Giddens' (1984:375) calls 

'practical consciousness' . Practical consciousness, for Giddens, is a 

form of knowledge that all social actors have vis-a-vis their extant 

social conditions and (especially) the conditions of their own ac-

tions. Furthermore, Giddens suggests that this practical consciousness 

is 'below' discursive consciousness; that is, while social actors may. 

'know' in great detail their ininediate conditions of social existence, 

this knowledge is so habitually ingrained that it is taken for granted 

and generally cannot be expressed verbally. 

While these 'cultural penetrations' generally do not represent a 

conscious attempt at class solidarity so much as an informal cultural 

response to the contradictions of their class position, they do provide 
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some insight into an unequal reality and provide some cultural resour-

ces which allows individuals to mediate the most deleterious effects of 

these external pressures. For Willis, the cultural penetrations of the 

counter-school culture expose and call into doubt a number of signifi-

cant aspects of the official institutional ideology of the school and, 

more generally, the perceived role of education in a liberal-democratic 

society. In so doing, 'the lads' actually maintain a less distorted 

understanding of the realities of capitalism and the exigencies of the 

job market than the official ideology dould ever provide. Specifical-

ly, these penetrations run along three major lines: 

(i) A subtle and nuanced assessment of the costs and rewards of 

conformity and obedience. 'The lads' maintain a deep-seated skepticism 

of the value of official qualifications vis-a-vis long-term career 

success, and they are reticent to abandon their independence and 

self-directed activity in pursuit of what they see as dubious rewards. 

They realize that any qualifications they could obtain are low and 

unlikely to affect job choice, as they are largely irrelevant for the 

unskilled and semi-skilled manual employment 'the lads' are most likely 

to find available. Thus, the actual possibilities of upward mobility 

are, not unrealistically, seen as remote. MDreover, what is usually 

viewed as 'success' in this particular context - such as a skilled 

apprenticeship or clerical work - are subject to a negative cultuzal 

assessment as unfit for working class capacitie .and thus intrinsically 

undesirable. reover, such enployment (which is generally more 

tightly structured and closely supervised than most manual work) would 

allow little scope for the pursuit of diversion, excitement and humor 
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through the activities of the informal group. Thus: "Free cultural 

involvement, social collectivity, the risk of the street and the 

factory floor, and independence of mind would all be lost for a mainly 

formal - not real - prize" (Willis, 1977, 1981:126). Willis further 

argues that these cultural penetrations challenge the entrenched 

liberal view that educational opportunities in and of themselves create 

new openings for meaningful eriployment, and that upward mobility is 

really only a matter of individual drive and initiative. The counter-

school culture grasps at some level the reality that new job opportuni-

ties are created solely by the upward pull of the economic system, or 

else by direct state intervention. Even relatively high rates of 

individual mobility would not alter the structural position or continu-

ed existence of the working class itself. 

(ii) The counter-school culture assesses the quality of available 

work offered by the job market. That is, 'the lads' implicitly reject 

the notion that qualifications alone would guarantee a higher quality 

of work than would otherwise exist. To their way of thinking, all work 

in industry is inherently valueless. Hence, meaning and interest is 

created and sustained at another level of social interaction altoge-

ther; namely, the shop-floor culture of the informal group. In this 

manner, doubt is cast upon the conformist road to success proffered by 

the school ideology. Similarly, this attitude penetrates the phenome-

non that most jobs in the monopoly phase of capitalism are tending 

towards extensive 'de-skilling' and standardization of the type 

Braverman discusses in his inportant study Labor and Monopoly Capital-

ism (1974). Most industrial work demands little in the way of skill or 
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training and, correspondingly, does not offer much in the way of 

satisfaction or enrichment in return. As such, this particular 

penetration exposes the illusion that the job market can be signifi-

cantly altered by the pool of skills and capacities which new workers 

have to offer. It also involves a rejection of the class-biased and 

ideological institutional knowledge ('cultural capital') which the 

educational system imparts to students. 

(iii) Finally, the counter-school culture is a coU1-ive and in 

some important sense unified response to the contradictions and 

distortions fostered by the school system. That is, while it may be 

rational for a given individual to garner some 'cultural capital' and 

try to rise up through the system, thereby legitimating the .ideology of 

meritocracy, to the working class as a whole such an attempt is 

basically illogical. Thus, individuals (through the mediating influen-

ce of their culture) manage to penetrate the difference between 

'individual' and 'group' logics - thereby constituting a critique of 

the fetish of individualism which so pervades the dominant culture and 

ideology: 

The counter-school culture reasserts as one of the bases of 
its visible forms a version of the appropriate class logic 
and gives an identity to - 'explains' the position of its 
members, not by an illusory accommodation in the dominant 
academic and occupational gradient, but by a transformation 
and an inversion. For the class as a class, the academic and 
occupational gradient measures not abilities but its own 
immovable repression. The working class is at the bottom 
half of the gradient no matter how the atoms move. The 
wisdom of movement up the gradient is replaced by the 
stupidity of movement as a class. By penetrating the 
contradiction at the heart of the working class school the 
counter-school culture helps to liberate its members from the 
burden of conformism and conventional achievement. It allows 
their capacities and potentials to take root elsewhere 
(Willis, 1977, 1981:129-130). 
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At the saiiie time, the counter-school culture allows its individual 

members to expose and explore the special qualities of human labour 

power as it is structured by the demands of capitalist pruction and 

the prevailing system of wage labour. By evading work and subverting 

teacher's authority, 'the lads' eventually learn how to control and 

re-direct a significant degree of their labour to more subjectively 

gratifying ends. Needless to say, this withholding and partial control 

of labour' power at school later acquires even more resonance on the 

shop-floor, where the demand for the creation of surplus-value places 

the worker under the enormous coercive pressures of efficiency and 

capitalist rationality. Hence, the counter-school culture effectively 

'recognizes' the nature of the commodity form of labour power, and the 

principle of abstract labour which underlies all forms of labour under 

capitalism. That is, the assurrption that all work is inherently 

meaningless and essentially the sane exposes the fact that (because the 

worker is separated from the means of production and is subject to an 

ever-increasing division of labour), as capitalism develops, all work 

is gradually being reduced to a mere soure of homogeneous, standard-

ized (i.e., abstract) human energy (see Braverman, 1974:181-182). In 

sum: 

The cultural is the creative, varied, potentially transforma-
tive working out - not the suffering - of some of the 
fundamental social/structural'relationships of society. 
As the counter-school culture lives against, exposes and 
reacts to the principle of general abstract labour it is 
worrying at the very heart of how the capitalist system runs 
and maintains itself (Willis, 1977, 1981:137); 

However, this obvious potential for a thorough de-mystification of 

the dominant culture and ideology is ultimately (though not inevitably) 
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broken up, repressed, and turned back upon itself through what Willis 

refers to as an 'unseen and often unintended circle of meaning and 

direction'. The cultural penetrations I have outlined here fall short 

of transformative political activity for a number of reasons, not 

the least of which is the lack of a mass-based revolutionary organiza-

tion which could interpret, mobilize and re-direct these cultural 

insights into more direct assaults on capitalism. But this simply begs 

the question, because these cultural divisions are partly responsible 

for the lack of working class political organization to begin with. 

This repression and inversion of these cultural penetrations, as I have 

discussed in the preceding chapter, is referred to by Willis as the 

process of limitation. These limitations basically fall into two 

catagories. First, there are internal or self-generated cultural 

divisions. In terms of the counte-sthool culture, this means the 

mental/manual separation and divisions based on gender and/or ethni-

city. Is to the former, the rejection of school and of individualist 

qualifications entails a corresponding rejection of mental labour in 

general. While this is an important basis of class solidarity, this 

particular unity is won at a great expense; namely, the voluntary 

acceptance of a life of manual work. By dismissing'mental work as 

'effeminate' and "impractical', "the lads' help to reproduce their own 

subordinate class position and fulfil the separation of conception from 

execution that successful capitalist production requires. This 

self-induction seems wholly natural, because it conforms entirely to 

the nature of the counter-school culture and the wider working class 
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and shop-floor culture of which 'the lads' have an intimate knowledge. 

Thus: 

• . . there is a moment - and it only needs to be this for 
the gates to shut on the future - in working class culture 
when the manual giving of labour power represents both a 
freedom, election and transcendence, and a precise insertion 
into a system of exploitation and oppression for working 
class people (Willis, 1977, 1981:120). 

The cultural penetrations embodied by the counter-school culture 

are also internally disoriented by an often virulent sexism and 

racism. Since manual labour is associated with the 'social superiority 

of masculinity, the obverse is that mental labour is identified with 

the social inferiority of femininity. Hence, women are seen as being 

incapable of certain kinds of work and activity and therefore subject 

to the ideology of domesticity, which serves to reproduce contemporary 

forms of sexual division and oppression. Similarly, the existence of 

an underclass of irrnigrant labourers (whose upward mobility is perceiv-

ed as a threat to white jobs) provides a focus for feelings about the 

superiority of self and the degeneracy of others. Thus, while the 

bourgeois ideology of individuality is rejected by 'the lads' in 'favor 

of a collective and solidaristic form of cultural resistance, this 

apparent victory is ultimately subverted from within by the creation of 

further internal weaknesses and divisions. 

The second major form of limitation is of the external variety, 

particularly stemming from agencies of the state, the mass media 

and the dominant culture and ideology. While, as we have seen, many 

elements of this dominant ideology are mediated and eventually inverted 

by the counter-school culture, these external forces still manage to 

have pertinent effects. The most important of these, according to 
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Willis, is that of confirmation - i.e, the 'naturalization' of social 

divisions (such as sexism and the mental/manual distinction) as 

inevitable and permanent, which coincides with and reinforces existing 

cultural divisions within the counter-school culture. Another is 

dislocation - the 'de-centering' and re-location of social conflicts, 

inequalities and cohtradictions by transferring blame from the class 

system itself to a bewildering variety of causes which are in turn 

viewed as natural or timeless (e.g., 'human nature', 'fate' and 

so on). In sum: 

• . • it is their own culture which most effectively prepares 
some working class lads for the manual giving of their labour 
power . • . [and thus] there is an element of self-damnation 
in the taking on of subordinate roles in Western capitalism. 
However, this damnation is experienced, paradoxically, as 
true learning, affirmation, appropriation, and as a form of 
resistance. • . . They involve a partial penetration of the 
really determining conditions of existence of the working 
class which are definitely superior to those official 
versions of their reality which is proffered by the school 
and the various state agencies. It is only on the basis of 
such a real cultural articulation with their conditions that 
groups of working class lads come to take a hand in their own 
damnation. The tragedy and the contradiction is that these 
forms of 'penetration' are limited, distorted, and turned 
back on themselves, often unintentionally, by complex 
processes ranging from both general ideological influences 
and those within the school and guidance agencies to the 
widespread influences of a form of patriarchal male domina-
tion and sexism within working class culture itself (Willis, 
1977, 1981:3). 

If any serious criticism can be levelled at Willis' study, it is 

that he tends to give the impression that the 'ear'oles' and girls that 

'the lads' interact with are totally complacent and passive (see Apple, 

1979). Yet the reality is much more complex than this. As Angela 

MRobbie points out in her ethnography "Working Class Girls and the 

Culture of Femininity" (1978), girls as much as boys react to the 
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imposition of external ideological and material conditions through the 

creation of a meaningful and distinctive cultural discourse. Yet this 

culture does differ in significant ways from that of 'the lads'. In 

particular, working class girls are subject to a double determination - 

that is, they are being 'prepared' for entry not only into the work-

place (where they are even more exploited than their male counter-

parts), but also for domestic labour and child-rearing. Accordingly, 

the realities of gender in a patriarchal society intersect in complex 

ways with those of social class. Thus, their free time is itn.ith more 

narrowly circumscribed than that of 'the lads', as the girls are 

expected to spend their leisure hours under parental supervision with 

other female members of the family learning to cook, sew, and so on. 

They are also less able to make extra money doing part-time work before 

or after school, and theie main source of personal income is through 

the performance of domestic tasks and, of course, 'baby-sitting'. As 

McRobbie (1978:9697) observes: 

• . . the culture of these working class girls [is] in no 
sense a free-floating configuration. Instead it •[is] 
linked to and partially determined by, though not mechanical-
ly so, the material position occupied by the girls in 
society; their social class, their future role in production, 
their present and future role in domestic production and 
their economic dependence on their parents. And because 
cultures, though referring to the essentially expressive 
capacities of the group in question, are not created' from 
scratch but 'instead embody 'the trajectory of group life 
through history, always under conditions and raw materials 
which cannot wholly be of its making,' then it [is] important 
to situate the girls from the start within a pre-existent 
culture of femininity which they, as females in a patriarchal 
society, are born into and which is continuously transmitted 
to them over the years by their mothers, sisters, aunts, 
grandmothers, neighbours, and so on. 
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In opposition to the traditional middle class ideal of female 

behaviour (neatness, diligence, passivity, deference to masculine 

authority), 'the girls' combatted the class-based, oppressive features 

of school life by asserting their femininity in an aggressive and 

sometimes overtly sexual manner. They' effectively transformed the 

school into an arena for expanding their social life, discussing pop 

music and the latest dances, sneaking cigarettes, 'fancying the boys', 

disrupting classroom proceedings, and so on. Diffident midcile class 

girls were admonished for 'having no style', for 'sucking up' to the 

teachers, and for having little enthusiasm for boys in general and 

sexual experimentation in particular. Accordingly, 'the girls' used 

their femininity as a means to exert some measure of control over 

their immediate surroundings (including their boyfriends), to enhance 

forms of collective solidarity, and to inject meaning and excitement 

into oppressive social conditions. Yet; in the end, the contradictions 

of their particular 'magical solution' also lead them into a voluntary 

self-induction into both a class and a gender position. Although 

'the girls' culture (as with that of 'the lads) penetrate the realities 

of class relations and the basis of patriarchal power, no lasting 

political solution is comprehended and the result is a reproduction of 

many of the conditions of the prevailing social and sexual divisions of 

labour. Again quoting McPcbbie (1978:104): 

Marriage, family life, fashion and beauty all contribute 
to this feminine anti-school culture and, in so doing, nicely 
illustrate the contradictions inherent in so-called opposi-
tional activities. Are the girls in the end not simply doing 
exactly what is expected of them - and if this is the case, 
then could it not be convincingly argued that it is their own 
culture which itself is the most effective agent of social 
control for girls, pushing them into compliance with that 
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role which a whole range of institutions in capitalist 
society also, but less effectively, directs them towards? At 
the same time, the girls are expressing a class relation, in 
albeit traditionally feminine terms. 

What about Willis' 'ear'oles', or working class kids like them? 

Do they genuinely internalize the ideological values of upward mobili-

ty, the accreditation process, individualism, et al. advanced by the 

state-sponsored school system? Again, the dialectic of cultural 

production and reproduction is no less complex and contradictory here 

than with either Willis' 'lads' or McPbbie's 'girls'. Robert Ever-

hart's (1979) study of a mainly working class junior high school 

(although it is an American sample and one should be cognizant of the 

historical, institutional and ideological differences) would seem to 

indicate this. Everhart' s 'conformists' also engaged in the construc-

tion of a 'lived' culture centering around sports, leisure, pop music, 

and so on. A great deal of time was spent 'goofing off' and 'bugging 

the teacher' - in general, attempting to exert some measure of control 

over day to day social interaction in the school. The main difference 

is that they completed the minimal curricular requirements (which 

actually left them with a fair amount of leisure time to pursue 

collective cultural activities), and therefore held a pragmatic and 

non-normative attachment to formal educational demands. 

Needless to say, these forms of cultural resistance I have been 

concerned to discuss here can also be found among racial minorities - 

although, of course, the salience of race provides an added dimension. 

The ultimate example is the culture of black or brown working class 

girls, in which factors of race, class and gender co-exist in an 

exceedingly complex fashion. But the most important point to emphasize 
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here is that despite the unintended reproductive consequences of 'the 

lad's' (and their counterpart' s) actions, ideological hegemony is never 

complete. It is constantly resisted and contested by dominated social 

classes and strata on the cultural terrain as much, or perhaps more so, 

than any other. 

To conclude this chapter, I would like to summarize some of the 

major themes I have developed so far in this thesis vis-a-viz the 

nature of working class culture, which the preceding discussion has 

served to illustrate. To begin with, I think that Willis' 'ethnography 

of a working class counter-school culture clearly demonstrates that 

culture is not simply an epiphenomenal response to prevailing economic 

structures or productive relations. Human culture represents a 

partially autonomous sphere of social experience and activity that is 

irreducible to the level of the economic. 'The lads', for example, do 

not simply react t0 the pressures of external forces and determina-

tions; they strive to develop their own subjectively meaningful symbols 

and activities through the creation of a distinctive cultural dis-

course. While this cultural discourse can be shown to be influenced by 

the wider class culture and a commercialized mass culture (in this 

case, pop music, youth fashions, and so on), in no way can the specific 

attributes of the counter-school culture (or any 'subordinate culture') 

be 'read back' to the underlying economic structure to reveal some kind 

of hidden one-to-one correspondence. I would argue, therefore, that 

the abstract and overly detetministic nature of the base/superstructure 

model employed by reductionist forms of Marxism obscures the complex 

nature of the interconnections between the cultural/ideological, 
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political and economic levels of society. This capacity of social 

actors to create a relatively independent assemblage of practices. and 

meanings at the informal cultural level; means (1) that social actors, 

notwithstanding the unintended consequences of certain actions or the 

constraining influences of social structure, are knowledgeable, 

purposive agents and not simply 'bearers' or 'supports' of wider 

structural relations (Giddens, 1984:281). That is to say, individuals 

can develop a fairly detailed (though typically limited and distorted) 

understanding of their immediate social situation through the discur-

sive/practical consciousness geperated via the creation and maintenance 

of a collective cultural milieu. Accordingly,, any social theory which 

inplicitly or explicitly advocates a 'derogation of the lay actor', 

Marxist or non-Marxist alike, should be regarded with considerable 

suspicion. As E. P. Thompson said with characteristic bluntness in his 

classic riposte of Marxist structuralism, The Poverty of Theory: 

as always with Althusser, we are offered an ideological 
penny, greasy with bourgeois use, and told it is Marxist 
gold. That penny's twin is still being passed every day in 
Parsonian and structuralist-functional systems: behind 
Althusser' s "definition and distribution of . . .. pbic  and 
functions", with all its italicized "rigour", we find the 
Smelserian "social system", behind trager we find "roles", 
and behind Aithusser' s grotesque notion of ideological 
"interpeflation" or "hailing" we find even more chic notions 
of men and women (except, of course, select intellectuals), 
not thinking or acting, but being thought and being perform-
ed. All of these exalted thinkers, "bourgeois" or "Marxist", 
proceed from the same "latent anthropology", the same 
ulterior assumption about "Man" - that all men and women 
(except themselves) are bloody silly (Thompson, 1978:148). 

And (ii), I think Willis' study supports my contention that no 

given hegemonic institutional and ideological arrangement can be 

totally monolithic and all-encompassing. An appreciation of this fact 
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strikes at the heart of any theory which asserts there is a haracter-

istic culture of modern industrialized societies, whether Parsonian 

theories of a 'common, integrative culture' or the 'mass-culture' 

thesis of Adorno et al. Thus, in any concrete situation, all socio-

cultural relations and forms of consciousness in a class society will 

be shot through with contradiction, struggle and contestation. 

Moreover, subordinate cultures are not invariably or inevitably 

reproductive; they are potentially transformative of the prevailing 

system of class relations. To quote Willis (1979:186-187): 

There is no question, for me, of counterposing the 
'cultural' with the 'productive' or the 'real' as if the 
former had no actual constitutive role in the basic social 
relations hich govern the form of our society. I am arguing 
against the trivialization of the notion of culture, of 
working class culture and especially its central domain: cul-
tural relations/struggles/forms at the point of production. 
Culture is not simply a response to imposition which binds or 
blunts a 'proper' understanding, nor is it merely a compensa-
tion, an adjustment to defect - these are essentially 
mechanized, reactive, models. . . . There are forms of praxis 
arising from definite human agency at the site of production 
which . . . provide the conditions for capitalist relations 
and also partially penetrate and variably challenge these 
relationships. 

My examination of 'the lads' culture also reveals the fragmentary 

and incomplete nature of all subordinate cultural forms. While 

members of this counter-school culture may gain some insight into the 

unequal reality they face, and develop creative cultural responses to 

the official ideologies of individualism, meritocracy and competition, 

this potential for a fully counter-hegemonic consciousness is subverted 

by a series of internal and external limitations (and hence the 

'common-sense' and contradictory nature of working class culture that 

Gramsci noted). Thus, the culture and consciousness of subordinate 
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social actors is constituted by both the partially autonomous meanings 

and practices generated at the informal group level, as meU as 

hegemonic cultural and ideological elements present in civil society. 

Accordingly, it is important to recognize that culture is simultaneous-

ly creative and determined. To enphasize the former while ignoring the 

latter quickly succumbs to idealism; to reverse the procedure results 

in a mechanistic determinism. While the dualistic and negotiated 

nature of working class culture and consciousness has been noticed 

before, notably by Parkin (1971), it is important to errhasize that the 

relationship between the 'self-generated' and the 'hegemonic' aspects 

of subordinate cultures does not easily conform to the rigid Weberian 

typology of dominant/subordinate/radical 'value-systems' that Parkin 

advocates. This relationship is not static, but is a dynamic and 

constantly evolving reality which in turn reflects the 'unstable 

equilibrium' that hegemony inevitably is. At the same time, the 

counter-school culture also demonstrates the reproductive nature 

(though I cannot emphasize enough that this is not a necessary feature 

of subordinate cultures) of much working class cultural resistance. 

While these informal attempts to mediate the demands of external 

ideologies and institutions are culturally creative and call into doubt 

many aspects of the dominant world-view, they tend to be expressed 

through non-politic1 forms of leisure and diversion. This provides a 

degree of consent to the hegemonic authority of the capitalist class, 

and helps to legitimate existing social arrangements. 

Finally, the counter-school culture of 'the lads' nicely demon-

strates a number of 'internal' features of working class culture in 
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general: (i) the 'epistemology' of working class knowledge - i.e., the 

distrust of abstract, mental labour and its rejection in favor of 

manual labour, the latter of which is culturally assessed as being more 

suitable for the masculine ideal of the working class male; (ii) the 

rejection of the cult of individualism as being detrimental to class - 

interests and a simultaneous affirmation of the necessity for coflec-

ti've forms of cultural resistance to external demands and pressures; 

(iii) the 'local' logic of class cultures - that is, how an informal 

cultural milieu is created at the level of the small group through 

everyday praxis and social interaction; and (iv) the dialectic of 

cultural penetration/limitation, and how the internal divisions of 

racism and sexism emerge in working class culture. 

By way of conclusion, I offer a final quote from Paul Willis, 

whose work has been extremely influential to me while. I have been 

engaged in the process of writing this thesis: "At best, daily life, 

like art, is revolutionary. At worst it is a prison house." 



192 

BIBLIOGRAPHY  



193 

Abercrombie, N. 
1980 Class, Structure and Knowledge. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 

1980 
 • et al. 
The Dominant Ideology Thesis. London: George Allen & 
tJnwin. 

 • et a]-. 
1984 Dictionary of Sociology. Harmondswortth: Penguin Books Ltd. 

Adorno, T. 
1967 Prisms. Cambridge: The MIT Press. 

 • and Horkheimer, N. 

1972 Dialectic of Enlightenment. New York: The Seabury Press. 

Aithusser, 
1969 

L. 
For Marx. London: Verso/New Left Books. 

1971 Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays. London: Verso/New 
Left Books. 

Anderson, P. 
1965 "Origins of the Present Crises", in P. Anderson and 

R. Blackburn (Eds.), Towards Socialism. London: Fontana. 

1968 "Components of the National Culture", New Left Review,, 
No. 50. 

1976 Considerations on Western Marxism. London: Verso/New 
Left Books. 

1980 Arguments Within English Marxism. London: Vérso/New Left 
Books. 

Apple, M. 
1979 "What Correspondence Theories of the Hidden Curriculum 

Miss", Review of Education, V, Spring. 

1982 Education and Power. Boston: Ark Paperbacks. 

Armstrong, 
1981 

P. et al. 
Ideology and Shop-Floor Industrial Relations. London: 
Croom Held. 



194 

Baran, P. and Sweezy, P. 
1966 Monopoly Capital. New York and London: Monthly Review 

Press. 

Bell, D. 
1962 The End of Ideology. New York: The Free Press. 

Benjamin, W. 
1969 Illuminations. Ed. by H. Arendt . New York: Schocken 

Books. 

Benson, L. 
1978 Proletarians and Parties. Wellington: Mathuen Ltd. 

Beynon, H. - 

1973 Working For Ford. Hatmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd. 

Blackburn, 
1972 

R. 
"The New Capitalism", in R. Blackburn (Ed.), Ideology in  
Social Science. New York: Pantheon Books. 

Boggs, C. 
1984 The Two Revolutions: Grarnsci and the Dileirnas of Western 

Marxism. Boston: South End Press. 

Bottomore, 
1984 

T. 
The Frankfurt School. New York and London: Tavinstock 
Publications. 

Bowles, S. and Gintis, H. 
1976 Schooling in capitalist America. New York: Basic Books. 

Brake, M. 
1980 The Sociology of Youth Culture and Youth Subcultures. 

London: Rutledge & Kegan Paul. 

Braverman, H. 
1974 Labor and Monopoly Capital. New York: Monthly Review 

Press. - 

Buci-Glucksmann, C. 
1980 Gramsci and the State. London: Lawrence and Wishart Ltd. 

Buitharin, N. 
1965 Historical Materialism, a System of Sociology. New 

York: Russell & Russell. 

Buroway, M. - 

1979 "Towarth a Marxist Theory of the Labor Process: Braverman 
and Beyond", Politics and Society, VIII, Nos. 3-4. 



195 

Clarke, J. et al. 
1976 "Subcultures, Cultures and Class", in S. Hall and T. 

Jefferson (Eds.), Resistance Through Rituals. 
London: Hutchinson & Co. Ltd. 

Cohen, G. A. 
1978 Karl Marx's Theory of History: A Defence. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Connell, I. 
1980 "Television News and the Social Contract", in S. Hall et 

al. (Eds.), Culture, dia, Language. London: Hutchinson 
& Co. Ltd. 

Corrigan, 
1981 

Critcher, 
1979 

P. and Willis, P. 
"Orders of Experience: The Differences of Working Class 
Cultural Forms", Social Text, 4. 

C. 
"Sociology, Cultural Studies and the Post-War Working 
Class", in J. Clarke et al. (Eds.), Working Class  
Culture. London: Hutchinson & Co. Ltd. 

Crosland, C. 
1962 The Conservative Enemy. London: Cape. 

Dabrendorf, R. 
1959 Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Society. 

Stanford: Stanford University Press. 

Dennis, N. et al. 
1957 Coal Is Our Life. London: Tavinstock Publications. 

Elger, T. 
1979 "Valorization and Deskilling: A Critique of Braverman", 

Capital and Class, 7. 

Everhart, R. 
1979 The In-Between Years: Student Life in a Junior High  

School. Santa Barbara: Graduate School of Education, 
University of California. 

Femia, J. 
1981 Grainsci's Political Thought: Hegemony, Consciousness and - 

the Revolutionary Process. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 

Gendron, B. 
1977 Technology and the Human Condition. New York: St. 

Martin's Press. 



196 

Genovese, E. 
1972, 1974 Poll, Jordon, Roll: The World the Slaves Made. New 

York: Vintage Books. 

Giddens, A. 
1968 "Power" in the Recent Work of Talcott Parsons", 

Sociology, Vol. 2, No. 3. 

1973 The Class Structure of the Advanced Societies. London: 
Hutchinson & Co. Ltd. 

1979 Central Problems in Social Theory. Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press. 

1981 A Contenporary Critique of Historical Materialism. 
Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press. 

1984 The Constitution of Society. Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press. 

Gouldner, A. 

1971 The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology. London: Heinemann. 

Gramsci, A. 
1971 Selections From the Prison Notebooks. Ed. by Q. Hoare and 

G. Nowell-Smith. New York: International Publishers. 

Gross1erg, L. "Strategies of Marxist Cultural Interpretation", 
1984 Critical Studies in Mass Communication, Vol. 1, Dec. 

Hall, S. 
1977 "Be-thinking the 'Base-and-Superstructure' Mataphor", in 

J. Bloomfield (Ed.), Class, Hegemony, and Party. 
London: Lawrence & Wishart Ltd. 

et al. 
1978 Policing the Crisis - M.igging, the State and Law and 

Order. London: Macmillan Press Ltd. 

1980 "Cultural Studies: Two Paradigms", Media, Culture and 
Society, 2. 

1983 "The Problem of Ideology - Marxism Without Guarantees", 
in B. Matthews (Ed.), Marx: A Hundred Years On. London: 
Lawrence & Wishart Ltd. 



197 

Hebdige, D. 

1979 Subculture: The Meaning of Style. London: Methuen. 

Held, D. 

1980 Introduction to Critical Theory. Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press. 

Hôggart, R. 

1957 The Uses of Literacy. Hannondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd. 

Jameson, F. 

1971 Marxism and Form. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Jay, M. 

1973 The Dialectical Imagination. Boston: Little, Brown and 
Company. 

Kolakowski, L. 
1978 Main Currents of Marxism, Vol. III: The Breakdown. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Kornhauser, W. 
1960 The Politics of Mass Society. New York: The Free Press. 

Kosik, K. 
1976 Dialectics of the Concrete. Dordrecht: D. Reidel. 

Laclau, E. 

1977 Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory. London: Verso/ 
New Left Books. 

Larrain; J. 
1982 "On the Character of Ideology: Ma±x and the Present 

Debate in B'±itain", Theory, Culture and Society, Vol. 1, 
No. 1. 

1983 Marxism and Ideology. London: MacMillan Press' Ltd. 

1986 A Reconstruction of Historical Materialism. London: 
Allen & Unwin. 

Lombardi-Satrinani, L. 
1974 "Folklore as Culture of Contestation", Journal of the  

Folklore Institute, Vol. XI, No. 1/2. 

Lukacs, G. 
1971 History and Class Consciousness. Cambridge: The M1IT 

Press. 



198 

Lukes, S. 
1974 Power: A Radical View. London: MacMillan Press Ltd. 

McCarney, J. 
1980 The Real World of Ideology. Sussex: Harvester Press. 

Maclntyre, A. 
1970 Marcuse. London: Fontana/Collins. 

1971 Against the Self-Images of the Age. London: Duckworth & 
Co. Ltd. 

MRobbie, A. 
1978 "Working Class Girls and the Culture of Femininity", in 

Women's Study Group (Eds.), Women Take Issue. London: 
Hutchinson & Co. Ltd. 

Mann, M. 
1970 "The Social Cohesion of Liberal Democracy", American  

Sociological Review, 35. 

1973 Consciousness and Action Among the Western Working  
Class. London: MacMillan Press Ltd. 

Marcuse, H. 
1964 One-Dimensional Man. Boston: Beacon Press. 

1968 Negations: Essays in Critical Theory. Boston: Beacon 
Press. 

1972 Counterrevolution and Revolt. Boston: Beacon Press. 

Marx, K. 
1954 Capital, Vol. I.Moscow: Progress Publishers. 

  and Engels, F. 
1972, 1978 The Marx-Engels Reader. Ed. by R. Tucker. London: 

W. W. Norton & Company. 

Morehouse, H. and Chamberlain, C. 
1974 "Lower Class Attitudes to Property: Aspects of the 

Counter-Ideology", Sociology, Vol. 8, No. 3. 

Mouffe, C. 
1979 "Hegemony and Ideology in Gramsci", in C. M3uffe (Ed.), 

Grarnsci and Marxist Theory. London: Rutledge & Kegan 
Paul. 



:1.99 

Nairn, T. 
1972 "The English Working Class", in R. Blackburn (Ed.), 

Ideology and Social Science. New York: Pantheon Books. 

Nisbet, R. 
1959 "The Decline and Fall of Social Class", Pacific  

Sociological Review, Vol. 2 (1). 

Offe, C. 
1976 "Crises and Crisis Management: Elements of a Political 

Crises Theory", International Journal of Politics, Fall. 

and Ponge. V. 
1982 "Theses on the Theory of the State", in A. Giddens and 

D. Held (Eds.), Classes Power, and Conflict. Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: University of California Press. 

Parkin, F. 
1971 Class Inequality and the Political Order. London: 

McGibbon & Kee Ltd. 

Poulantzas, N. 
1977 Fascism and Dictatorship. London: Verso/New Left Books. 

Prawer, S. 
1978 Karl Marx and World Literature. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Ringer, F. 
1969 The Decline of the German Mandarins. Caithridge: Harvard 

University Press. 

Robinson, R. and Bell, W. 
1978 "Equality, Success, and Social Justice in England and the 

United States", American Sociological Review, Vol. 43, 
April. 

Siimel, G. 
1950 The Sociology of Georg Sirnmel. Ed. by K. Wolff. New 

York: The Free Press. 

Stedman-Jones, G. 
1977 "The Marxism of the Early Lukacs", in Western Marxism: A 

Critical Reader ed. by New Left Review. London: Verso! 
New Left Books. 

Swingewood, A. 
1975 Marx and Modern Social Theory. London: MacMillan Press 

Ltd. 

1977 The Myth of Mass Culture. London: MacMillan Press Ltd. 



200 

Therborn, G. 
1970 "The Frankfurt School", New Left Review, No. 63. 

1976 Science, Class & Society. London: Verso/New Left Books. 

Thonpson, E.' P. 
1963, 1968 The Making of the English Working Class. 

Haxmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd. 

1978 The Poverty of Theory. New York: Jxbnthly Review Press. 

Thompson, K. 
1986 Beliefs and Ideology. London: Tavinstock Publications. 

Turner, B. 
1981 For Weber. London: Poutledge & Kegan Paul. 

Volosinov, V. 

1973 Marxism and the Philosophy of Language. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press. 

Westergaard, J. 
1972 "Sociology: The Myth of Classlessness", in R. Blackburn 

(Ed.), Ideology in Social Science. New York: Pantheon 
Books. 

  and Resler, H. 
1975 Class in a Capitalist Society. Harmondsworth: Penguin 

Books Ltd. 

Williams, R. 
1958 Culture and Society. London: Chatto & Windus. 

1976 Keywords. . Glasgow: Fontana. 

1977 Marxism and Literature. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Willis, P. 
1975 "Human Experience and Material Production: The Culture of 

the Shop Floor", Working Papers in Cultural Studies, 
No. 33. 

1977, 1981 Learning To Labour. New York: Columbia University 
Press. 



201 

Willis, P. 
1979 

1981 

Worsley, P. 
1981 

Wright, E. 
1976 

Young, M. 
1957 

Zweig, F. 
1961 

"Shop-floor Culture, Masculinity, and the Wage Form", in 
J. Clarke et al. (Eds.), Working Class Culture. London: 
Hutchinson & Co. Ltd. 

"Cultural Production is Different From Cultural Reproduc-
tion .. . ", Interchange, Vol. 12, Nos. 2-3. 

"Marxism and Culture: The Missing Concept", Dialectical  
Anthropology, Vol. 6, No. 2. 

0. 
Class, Crisis & the State. London: Verso/New Left 
Books. 

and Wilmott. P. 
Family and Kinship in East London. Harmondsworth: 
Penguin Books Ltd. 

The Worker in an Affluent Society. New York: The Free 
Press. 


