Tony Bennett

Introduction: popular culture and ‘the turn
to Gramsci’

Why study popular culture? It’s tempting to answer: why not? To do so,
however, would merely be to lend hostage to fortune, for many reasons
have been advanced as to why popular culture should not, or at least need
not, be studied — on the grounds that it is too slight and ephemeral to be
worthy of any sustained inquiry, for example — and, for the greater part of
this century, such arguments have largely carried the day. Moreover, even
where they have not prevailed, the grounds upon which the study of
popular culture has been justified have been mainly negative: to expose its
morally corrupting influences and aesthetic poverty, for example, or, in
Marxist approaches, to reveal its role as a purveyor of dominant ideology.
In the context of such assumptions, to study popular culture has also meant
to adopt a position against and oppesed to it, to view it as in need of
replacement by a culture of another kind, usually ‘high culture’ — the view
not only of reformist critics, such as F.R. Leavis, but, oddly enough,
equally influential in Marxist circles too, especially in the work of Theodor
Adorno, Herbert Marcuse and the other members of the Frankfurt School.

It is one of the quirks of history that these arguments, which once
nowhere had quite so much sedimented cultural weight as in Britain, have
been overturned perhaps more decisively in Britain than anywhere else
over the course of the last 20 to 30 years. The study of cinema, popular
music, sport, youth sub-cultures and of much else besides has now
developed to the point where these are well established fields of inquiry,
with considerably developed bodies of theory and highly elaborated
methodologies, in which debate is no longer stalked by the ghost of Leavis
— or by the gloomy prognostications of the Frankfurt School, for that
matter. Equally lmportant, sigmficant advances have been made in
theorising the sphere of popular culture as a whole. The term had
previously been used quite loosely to refer to a miscellaneous collection of
cultural forms and practices having little in common beyond the fact of
their exclusion from the accepted canon of ‘high culture’, In more recent
debates, by contrast, the many and diverse practices which are typically
grouped under the heading of popular culture are more usually regarded as
being systematically interconnected by virtue of the parts they play in
relation to broader social and political processes, particularly those bearing
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© on the production of consent to the prevailing social order in both its
* parriarchial and capitalist dimensions. These theoretical developments,
 finally, have been accompanied by a sureness of political purpose as .ﬁrm
study of popular culture has been defined as a site of positive mOrﬁm&
engagement by both socialists and feminists in their concern to identify
both those aspects of popular culture which serve to secure consent to
existing social arrangements as well as those which, in embodying
alternative values, supply a source of opposition to those arrangements.
Having said this, many problems, of both theory and politics, remam.
Albeit in different ways, the essays collected in this anthology seek to
consolidate the advances of recent vears by engaging with these problems
and outlining the directions in which their resolution might most
productively be sought. In particular, they reflect an atterpt to ooﬁm..ouﬁ
and go beyond the terms in which problems in the field were posed in the
late 1970s. Debates in the area, at that time, were often deadlocked around
the polar opposites of structuralism and culturalism represented,
respectively, as the ‘imported’ and ‘home-grown’ varieties of cultural
studies.” In the perspective of structuralism, popular culture was often
regarded as an ‘ideological machine’ which dictated the ﬁwﬁ.ucmrﬁm of the
people just as rigidly and with the same law-like regularity as, in mmﬁmmcm.o,m
conspectus — which provided the originating paradigm for mﬁﬂnﬁcw&wma
— the system of langue dictated the events of parole. Focusing particularly on
the analysis of textual forms, structuralist analysis was concerned to ﬁnaam_
the ways in which textual structures might be said to organise aomaam or
spectating practices, often with scant regard to the conditions regulating
either the production or the reception of those textual forms.? Culturalism,
by contrast, was often uncritically romantic in its celebration of popular
culture as expressing the authentic interests and values of subordinate
social groups and classes. This conception, moreover, resulted in an
essentialist view of culture: that is, as the embodiment of specific class or
gender essences. In the logic of this approach, as Roszika Parker and
Griselda Pollock putit, many ferninists were led to look for an authentically
female culture as if this could ‘exist isolated like some deep frozen essence
in the freezer of male culture’,® just as many socialists rummaged through
popular culture in search of the authentic voice of the working class, as if
this could exist in some pure form, preserved and nurtured in a recess
immune to the socially preponderant forms of cultural production in a
capitalist society.* o .
These theoretical divergences were accentuated by their association with
different disciplinary perspectives, structuralism being most strongly
present in the study of cinema, television and popular writings while
culturalism tended to predominate within history and sociology,
particularly in studies concerned with working class ‘lived cultures’ or
‘ways of life’. Given this division of the field — a division that was
sometimes provocatively and needlessly deepened, particularly by E.P.
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Thompson’s The Poverty of Theory® — there seemed little alternative but to
pay one’s money and take one’s choice. Worse, it seemed as though,
depending on one’s area of interest, one was constrained to be either a
structuralist or a culturalist — the former if one studied cinema, television
or popular writing, and the latter if one’s interests were in sport, say, or
youth sub-cultures. It was almost as if the cultural sphere were divided into
two hermetically scparate regions, each exhibiting a different logic. White
this was unsatisfactory, it was equally clear that the two traditions could not
be forced into a shot-gun marriage either. The only way out of this impasse,
therefore, seemed to be to shift the debate on to a new terrain which would
displace the structuralist-culturalist opposition, a project which inchined
many working in the field at the time to draw increasingly on the writings of
Antonio Gramsci, particularly those on the subject of hegemony.®

This 15 not the place for a detailed exposition of the whys and wherefores
of this strategy, or for an appraisal of its productivity. These are matters the
reader will be in a hetter position to assess having read the essays collected
here since, with few exceptions, Gramsci’s work, especially when viewed in
the light of recent developments in discourse theory,” provides the
organising framework within which the studies are located. However,
some brief remarks are in order.so as to give some general sense of the new
kinds of emphasis which the ‘turn to Gramsci’ has helped to inaugurate.

Put in the most general terms, the critical spirit of Gramsci’s work,
totally shunning the intolerable condescension of the mass culture critic
while simultaneously avoiding any tendency toward a celebratory
populism, both avoids and disqualifies the bipolar alternatives of
structuralism and culturalism. However, this 1s less a question of style or of
Gramsci’s mode of address — although these are important considerations
in Gramsci’s writing — than one of theory. In Gramsci’s conspectus,
popular culture is viewed neither as the site of the people’s cultural
deformation nor as that of their cultural self-affirmation or, in any simple
Thompsonian sense, of their own self-making; rather, it is viewed as a force
field of relations shaped, precisely, by these contradictory pressures and
tendencies — a perspective which enables a significant reformulation of
both the theoretical and the political issues at stake in the study of popular
culture, -

Politically speaking, both the structuralist and culturalist paradigms
subscribe to a rather similar conception of the structure and organisation of
the cultural and ideological spheres viewed in relation to the antagonistic
economic and political relationships between social classes. Although
importantly different in other respects, both paradigms regard the sphere
of cultural and ideological practices as being governed by a dominant
ideology, essentially and rnonolithically bourgeois in its characteristics,
which, albeit with varying degrees of success, is imposed from without, as
an alien force, on the subordinate classes. Viewed from this perspective,
the main differences between the two perspectives are largely nominal or
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‘ ones of orientation. In structuralism, ‘popular culture’, ‘mass culture’ and
“‘dominant ideology’ arc usually equated through a series of sliding
" definitions. In consequence, the chief political task assigned to the study of
popular culture is that of reading through popular cultural forms and
practices to reveal the obfuscating mechanisms of the dominant ideology at
- work within themn, thus arming the reader against the occurrence of similar
" mechanisms in related practices. In culturalism, by contrast, popular
. culture, in being equated with the ‘autochthonous’ culture of subordinate
classes, is explicitly distinguished from and opposed to dominant ideology
“in the. form of mass culture. Where this conception prevails, analysis is
dominated by a positive political hermeneutic: that of, having found the
people’s authentic voice, interpreting its meaning and amplifying its
eultural volume. To be sure, the consequences of these contrasting
orientations are by no means negligible. In spite of these, however, the two
approaches share a conception of the cultural and ideological field as being

divided between two opposing cultural and ideological camps — bourgeois
and working class — locked in a zero-sum game in which one side gains
only at the expense of the other and in which the uitimate objective is the
liquidation of one by the other so that the victor might then stand in the
place of the vanquished.

For Gramsci too, of course, cultural and ideological practices are to be
understood and assessed in terms of their functioning within the
antagonistic relations between the bourgeoisie and the working class as the
wo fundamental classes of capitalist society. Indeed, Gramsci’s insistence
that these antagonistic class relations form the ultimately determining
horizon within which cultural and ideological analysis must be located
constitutes the outer limit to the programme of theoretical revision he
inaugurated in relation to classical Marxist theories of ideology.® Where
Gramsci departed from the earlier Marxist tradition was in arguing that
the cultural and ideological relations between ruling and subordinate
classes in capitalist societies consist less in the domination of the latter by the
former than in the struggle for hegemony — that is, for moral, cultural,
intellectual and, thereby, political leadership over the whole of soclety —
between the ruling class and, as the principal subordinate class, the
working class.

. This substitution of the concept of hegemony for that of domination 1s
not, as some commentators have suggested, merely terminological; it
brings in tow an entirely different conception of the means by which
cultural and ideological struggles are conducted.® Whereas, according to
the dominant ideology thesis, bourgeois culture and ideology seek to take
the place of working class culture and ideology and thus to become directly
operative in framing working class experience, Gramsci argues that the
bourgeoisie can become a hegemonic, leading class only to the degree that
bourgeois ideology is able to accommodate, to find some space for,
opposing class cultures and values. A bourgeois hegemony is secured not
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via the obliteration of working class culture, but via its articulation to
bourgeois culture and ideclogy so that, in being associated with and
expressed in the forms of the latter, its political affiliations are altered in the
process.

As a consequence of its accommodating elements of opposing class
cultures, ‘bourgeois culture’ ceases to be purely or entirely bourgeois. It
becomes, instead, a mobile combination of cultural and ideological
elements derived from different class locations which are, but only
provisionally and for the duration of a specific historical conjuncture,
affiliated to bourgeois values, interests and objectives. By the same token,
of course, the members of subordinate classes never encounter or are
oppressed by a dominant ideology in some pure or class essentialist form;
bourgeois ideology is encountered only in the compromised forms it must
take in order to provide some accommodation for opposing class values. As
Robert Gray remarks, if the Gramscian concept of hegemony refers to the
processes through which the ruling class seeks to negotiate opposing class
cultures onto a cultural and ideological terrain which wins for it a position
of leadership, it is also true that what is thereby consented to is a negofiated
version of ruling class culture and ideology:

Class hegemony is a dynamiic and shifting relationship of social
subordination, which operates in two directions. Certain aspects of the
behaviour and consciousness of the subordinate classes may reproduce a
version of the values of the ruling class. Bur in the process value systems are
modified, through their necessary adaptation to diverse conditions of
existence; the subordinate classes thus follow a ‘negotiated version’ of ruling-
class values. On the other hand, structures of ideological hegemony
transform and incorporate dissident values, so as effectively to prevent the
working through of their full implications.

Although an over-rapid and somewhat abstract summary of a complex
body of theory, the main point is, perhaps, clear enough: that the spheres of
culture and ideclogy cannot be conceived as being divided into two
hermetically separate and entirely opposing class cultures and ideologies.
The effect of this is to disqualify the bipolar options of the structuralist and
culturalist perspectives on popular culture, viewed as either the carrier of
an undiluted bourgeois ideology or as the site of the people’s authentic
culture and potential self-awakening, as unmitigated villain or unsullied
hero. To the contrary, to the degree that it is implicated in the struggle for
hegemony — and, for Gramsci, the part played by the most taken-for-
granted, sedimented cultural aspects of everday life are crucially
implicated in the processes whereby hegemony is fought for, won, lost,
resisted — the field of popular culture is structured by the attempt of the
ruling class to win hegemony and by the forms of opposition to this
endeavour. As such, it consists not simply of an imposed mass culture that
is coincident with dominant ideology, nor simply of spontaneously
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“oppositional cultures, but is rather an area of negotiation between the two
‘within which — in different particular types of popular culture —
‘dominant, subordinate and oppositional cultural and ideological values
and elements are ‘mixed’ in different permutations.

In sum, then, the ‘turn to Gramsci’ has been influential in both
disputing the assumption that cultural forms can be assigned an essential
class-belongingness and contesting a simply ‘bourgeois versus working
class’ conception of the organisation of the cultural and ideological
relationships. These reorientations have resulted in two decisive shifts of
political emphasis within the study of popular culture. First, they have
produced a perspective, within Marxism, from which it is possible to
analyse popular culture without adopting a position that is either opposed
to it or uncritically for it. The forms of political assessment of cultural
practices which the theory of hegemony calls for are much more
conjunctural and pliable than that. A cultural practice does not carry its
politics with it, as if written upon its brow for ever and a day; rather, its
political functioning depends on the network of social and ideological
relations in which it is inscribed as a consequence of the ways in which, ina
particular conjuncture, it is articulated to other practices. In brief, m
suggesting that the political and ideological articulations of cultural
practices are movable — that a practice which is articulated to bourgeois
values today may be disconnected from those values and connected to
socialist ones tomorrow — the theory of hegemony opens up the field of
popular culture as one of enormous political possibilities. It is thus, for
example, that in many recent debates, the call has been made that
nationalism, and the forms in which it is constructed and celebrated,
should be given a socialist articulation rather than be dismissed as
essentially and irredeemably bourgeois. "

Equally important, the Gramscian critique of class essentialist
conceptions of culture and ideology and the associated principles of class
reductionism enables due account to be taken of the relative separation of
different regions of cultural struggle (class, race, gender) as well as of the
complex and changing ways in which these may be overlapped on to one
another in different historical circumstances. Apart from being an
important advance on classical Marxism, this has also served as an
important check on the Foucauldian tendency to view power and the
struggle against it as equally diffuse and unrelated. Most important,
though, it has offered a framework within which the relations between the
cultural politics of socialist movements and those of, say, feminist or
national liberation struggles can be productively debated without their
respective specifications threatening either to engulf or be engulfed by the
others.

‘This is not to suggest that Gramsci’s writings contain the seeds of an
answer to all problems in the field of popular culture analysis. There are
specific and detailed technical and theoretical probléems peculiar to

XVl

Introduction: ‘the turn to Gramsct’

television and film analysis, popular music, the study of lived cultures and
the field of popular writings which no amount of general theorising might
resolve. Likewise, questions concerning the relations between culture and
class, culture and gender and culture and nation remained vexed and -
complex, requiring separate and dertailed attention if progress is to be
made. The value of the Gramscian theory of hegemony is that of providing
an integrating framework within which both sets of issues might be
addressed and worked through in relation to each other. By the same token,
of course, it is liable to the criticism that it is too accommodating and
expansive a framework, over-totalising in its analytical claims and ambit.
The charge has certainly been made often enough, and it seems one likely
to be pressed with increased vigour, particularly in the area of cultural
studies.

For the moment, however, Gramsci’s work constitutes a critical point of
engagement for anyone interested in popular culture; certainly, it has been
the most important single influence conditioning the organisation of this
anthology and its main orlentations. Viewed collectively, the various
essays collected here examine a range of popular cultural forms and
practices in the context of the varying social relations — principally those of
class, gender and nation — which constitute the interacting fields of
struggle within which such forms and practices are operative and have
effects. The essays comprising the first section, in offering an overview of
the main theoretical and political issues at stake in the study of popular
culture, outline in greater detail the relevance of Gramsei’s thought to work
in the area: to theorising the changing nexus of relations between the state
and popular culture in the case of Stuart Hall’s essay or, in Colin Mercer’s
case, to examining the little-explored question of the relations between the
mechanisms of pleasure and those of consent.

In the second section, the level of attention shifts toward an examination
of more localised and specific cultural forms and practices in the context of
the social and historical relations within which they were shaped and
which, in turn, they helped to shape. In some cases, the main focusison the
practices of a particular cultural institution, as in David Cardiff’s and
Paddy Scannell’s examination of the BBC’s radio policies during the war
and their part in reorganising the basis of consent in British society. In
others, the analysis concentrates on a particular cultural form, as in Colin
McArthur’s study of national exhibitions and their functioning, in the
Scottish context, within relations of colonial domination. In their different
ways, Catherine Hall and Tony Bennett’s essays in this section are
concerned with the interactive relations between a range of popular
cultural practices in the context of a wider cultural formation. Catherine
Hall thus focuses on the position of women in the predominantly
masculinist culture of early nineteenth-century radicalism while Tony
Bennett examines the place of Blackpool, and its organisation as a pleasure
complex, in relation to the more general patterns of class cultural relations
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in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Lancashire.

. In the third section, finally, the contributors focus either upon specific

. _textual practices, as in Janet Woollacott’s examination of situation comedy
and Alan Clarke’s discussion of the television police series, or on the more
general theoretical and political questions implicated in the study of textual
practices. The questions of realism and pleasure thus supply the starting
points for the explorations of textual politics offered by Colin Mercer and
Richard Middleton respectively.

| It’s perhaps worth adding, in conclusion, that this collection avoids, and

 deliberately so, any attempt at apologetics. There are countless books
which seek to justify, even dignify, the study of popular culture by claiming
that popular culture is just as complex, as richly rewarding, historically
exciting, and so on, as ‘high culture’. It is not that the argument is wrong
but that the constant making of it merely confirms the existing hierarchy of
the arts in accepting the claim that ‘high culture’ constitutes a pre-given
standard to which popular culture must measure up or be found wanting.
Brecht gently satirised the logic of such comparisons in his story 4 Question
of Taste. A German, dining with a group of French artists and intellectuals
who guy their visitor for the German penchant for idealist philosophies in
contrast to the almost gastronomic materialism of the French, hesitates
before praising the meal:

The joint was excellent, a work of art. I was on the brink of saying so but
feared they would ask me straight away if I could name one single German

work of art that deserved to be called a joint of roast beef. Better stick to

“polities . . B

Quite so.

Notes

1. While the term ‘structuralism’ has a more general currency, the concept of
culturalism and the structuralism/culturalism: polarity are mainly attributable to the
collective work of the Ceentre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of
Birminghan. For the classic statement of this position, see 5. Hall, *Cultural studies:
two paradigms’, Media, Culture and Seciety, vol. 2, no. 1, 1980 {shortened versionin T.

) Bennett ¢ al. (eds), Culture, Ideology and Social Process, Batsford, London, 1981.)
2. Theheyday of structuralism, in this respect, is probably best represented by Umberto
. Eco’s The Role of the Reader, Hutchinson, London, 1981 (first published in Ttalian in
1979). In addition to providing rigorous structuralist analyses of the ideological
encoding of a range of popular texts (Superman, the James Bond novels, ete.), Eco’s
approach to the processes of reading is one in which such processes are conceived as
entirely regulated by textual structures. For critical discussions of this aspect of Eco’s
work, see chapter 6 of T, de Lauretis, Alice Doesn’t; Feminism, Semiotics, Cinema,
Macmilian, London, 1984 and chapter 3 of T. Bennett and J. Woollacott, Bond and
Beyond: The political-career of a popular hero, Macmillan, London, 1986.
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E.P. Thompson, The Poverty of Theory, and Other Essays, Merlin Press, London, 1678,
See, especially, A. Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebosks, Lawrence and Wishar,
London, 1971. The more recent translation and publication of Gramsci’s writings on
culture and politics seems likely to strengthen the Gramscian influence on
contemporary cultural theory; see A. Gramscl, Selctions from Cultural Writings,
Lawrence and Wishart, London, 1985.

For the most influential readings of Gramsci of this type, see E. Laclau, Politics and
Idesipgy in Marxisi Thesry, New Left Books, London, 1977, and C. Mouffe,
‘Hegemony and ideology in Gramsci’ in C. Mouffe (ed.), Gramsci and Marxist Theory,
Routledge and-Kegan Paul, London, 1979,

There have, however, been a number of attempts recently to go beyond these ‘outer
limits’, although whether the resulting formulations are meaningfully described as
Marxist is debatable. See, for example, E. Laclau, ‘Transformations of advanced
industrial societies and the theary of the subject’ in 8. Hénninen and L. Pald4n (eds),
Rethinking Ideology: A Marxist Debate, International General/IMMAQC, New York,
1983.

The failure to appreciate this is one: of the most conspicuous shortcomings of N.
Abercrombie, S. Hill and B.S. Turner, The Dominant Ideology Thests, George Allen and
Unwin, London, 1980.

R. Gray, The Labour Aristocracy in Victorian Edinburgh, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1976,
p. 6.

See, for example, R. Gray, ‘Left holding the flag’, Marxism Today, vol. 25, No. 11,
1982.

B. Brecht, Collected Short Stories, Methuen, Londoen, 1983, p. 185.
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