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"for years he was writing a book he wrote years ago in his head’

(Tom Raworth)
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seemed to capture some of the main difficulties 1 had with writing
this book. It would never have made it into the page without the
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University) for invitations to speak on Williams at their
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some way to the formulations presented here.
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the late Ravmond Williams was kind enough to offer help and

encouragement at an early stage in the planning of this work.
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Cambridge. the British Museum Reading Room. and the library of the
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due to the King' s College Research Centre for giving me office
space during & visit to Cambridge, and to Tony Tanner for enabling

this.
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Rayvmond Williams died. a full decade ago now, in January 1988.
The immediate response was overwhelming: progressive intelleétuals
throughout the world mourned the passing of one of the foremost
socialist thinkers. intellectuals and cultural activists of the
post-war period. In the obituary columns of leading newspapers,
at conferences and on television. and in the pages of academic
journals., we saw the public mourning of a figure who was, in
Patrick Parrinder's words, “father-figure to thousands’', who was.
for Juliet Mitchell and many more like her. "an intellectual and
moral touchstone' .1 Who was this remarkable figure and why
should his work continue to hold our interest and attention? We
can begin to answer these questions by looking briefly at the
backeground and career of Britain's most distinguished socialist

thinker on culture of the past forty yvears.

Ravmond Henryv Williams was born in the small Welsh village of
Pandy in 1921, the son of a railway signalman. He won é
scholarship teo Cambridge in 1939 where he was active in the
student branch of the Communist Party and the Cambridge University
Socialist Club.2 He was called up in 1941 and fought as a tank
commander in a number of the most bloody battles of the Second
World War. returning to Cambridge in 1946 to complete his degree
in English with a powerful dissertation on Ibsen in which some of
his own sense of vocational crisis came through. For the next

fourteen years, Williams worked as a tutor in Adult Education.?3



This move, and the consequent departure from the usual university
svlilabus of English studies, provided some of the ground for the
writing of two seminal works which challenged the existing

paradigm of literary studies, and did much to help the emergence

b
-1

0-1950 (1958) and The

1

his reputation as the leading thinker of the New Left, in the

words of the historian Edward Thompson. "our best man" .4

In 18961, Williams received a letter from the English Faculty of
the lniversity of Cambridge informing him that he had been
appointed Lecturer in English: a few days later. other letters
arrived. encouraging him to apply for the post!5 Discouraged by
the shift of emphasis 1n adult education awayv from working-class
education and towards middle-class provision. Williams accepted
the post and was to spend the rest of his working life at
Cambridge., first as a lecturer, and then. from 1974, as Frofessor
of Drama. I{ was from here, the centre of Britain's elite
educational system. that Williams was to produce a body of work
which challenged many of that elite culture’'s central assumptions.
not only as thev appeared in English studies. but also as they
informed the dominant modes of thinking about politics and
soclety. and as they swaved assessments of the very possibility of
progressive social and political action. As he clarified during

the exhaustive interviews with the New Left Review. published as

!

Politics and Letters in 1979. his work was above all the work of

an oppositional intellectual: "If wou look at the implied



relationships of nearly all the books I have written. I have been
arguing with what I take to be official English culture’® (Williams

1979: 316).

This study takes that argument with “official culture’ as its
guiding-thread, and follows it across the twentv-four or so
volumes of his academic writing. On the way, 1t challenges some
of the received ideas concerning his work. Chapter One examines
Williams's earliest writings, and particularly the essays written
for the journals he helped to found in the late 1940s, Politics

and Letters and The Critic, as well as his first major study,
Reading and Criticism (1950). Drawing attention to the pervasive
influence of Eliot (rather than Leavis., as is commonly assumed) .
it argues that the tensions between literary and Marxist analysis
which Williams found so crippling in this early period in fact
provided the motor of his development as a whole. Chapter Two

argues for the formative (rather than marginal) role usually

assigned to Williams's early thinking on drama, and examines

neglected works such as Drama from Ibsen to Eliot (1952). the
first version of Drame in Performance (1954). and the book co-
written with Michael Orrom. Preface to Film (1954). The third

chapter focuses on the largely neglected context of cultural.

educational and political debate from which Culture and Soc

iety
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and The Long Revolu
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ion emerged. while Chapter Four concentrates
on the significant detail of Williams’'s oppositional relation to

"Cambridge English’ in his books Modern Tragedy (1969), T
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the City (19723}, and the way these studies also carried on his

critical dialogue with Marxism. Chapter Six investigates the wayvs

in which cultural materialism is offered as the theoretical
alternative to existing formatiocns of English studies, while

Chapter Seven examines the final. interrupted. stage of Will

iams's

argument with "official culture’' through his renewed attention to

the ideological and disciplinary forces at work in the related

formations of modernism and English studies. both in their
historical trajectory and in terms of their contemporary

theoretical assessment and practice.

The guiding principle of this study 1is that Williams's

engagement with English studies cannot be understiocod in terms

5

purely internal to the discipline of English. As well as writing

against the official culture of liberal and conservative 1it

erary

studies. Williams alsec wrote in opposition to what he read acs the

orthodoxies of Marxist thinking on literature. culture ana
politics. Arguing first against Marxist literary criticism

knew 1t from the 1930s, he maintained an ever sceptical and

critical stance towards the later trends of Althusserian and

structuralist theory, while at the same 1i1me continuing his

defining commitment to socialist poliitics. While the terms

as he

ever

1 -
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this larger argument are necessarily present throughout. Chapler

Five focuses on them meore narrowly. and traces their development

in Williams's thinking from the late 1850s through to the

development of the concept of cultural materialism in Marxism and
P Marxlsm_anc

-~

Literature in 1977.
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Similarlyv. no one can read Williams's work without becoming
aware just how far its concerns reach beyond the bounds of the
academy and extend the usual confines of a professional acadéemic
identity. The single most striking characteristic of his work is
its commitment to the connection of literary argument and debate
with the broader issues of politics and society. This account
seeks to foreground some of the ways 1in which i1t always interacted
with the cultural and political debates of his dax. Williams was
never Jjust an academic. but always. to borrow Edward Said's terms,
a public and fullyv secular intellectual.®6 The study closes with
an examination of the difficult dynamics of settling Williams's
intellectual legacy 1n the decade since his death.7 The
Conclusion argues that the striking fact of his Jjoint commitment
to academic work and cultural politics was the ground for the
production of the central concept urged and embodied by his work
as a whole. though nowhere named as such. the concept of a

‘critical literacv'.

1 make no claim to cover every aspect of the extiraordinary
range of Williams's writing and thinking: Conspicuously absent:
any assessment of his own fictional and dramatic writing. any
substantial account of his specifically political ideas and
activities. or even a full engagement with his important work on
television and mass communication.8 The focus is narrow. but. I
hope. productive. While this study is not intended as a final

word or judgement on Williams's work as a whole. it is intended ac



a counter to some of the "final words’ that have been offered, to
my mind prematurely. For there seems to be an implicit {(and at
times explicit) judgement in some recent accounts that “we can now
only read Williams's work historically’', as if its relev@nce has
dissipated.9 My own feeling is that reading Williams

historically - as is attempted here - can be a salutary challenge
to anyv tendency on our own parts to either theoretical or
pelitical complacency. This study therefore presents an account
and analysis of the interaction in Williams's thinking between his
principled opposition to and questioning of both Marxist cultural
theorv and Cambridge literary criticism across some fortyv vears of

academic writing and debate.



Raymond Williams's first critical writings - from, say, the

Film (1954) - have been powerfully characterized as "Left-
Leavisite'. Perhaps in consequence, they have been too little
read. For, as Williams himself noted, in The_Long_Revolution,

sometimes the very availability of a description and the
ascription of a name can work to block fully historical

analysis (Williams [1961al: 89-90). The aim of the first two
chapters of this study is to prize open some of the internal
complexities and contradictions that the label “Left-Leavisite’
works to contain, and to provide a more historically nuanced
account and assessment of Williams's early criticism than is
generally available.l In so doing, I shall challenge the
dominant view that this early period is best viewed as a merely
probationary, and easily superseded, moment in Williams's
formation. I argue that, duly considered, the early work presents
us with the constitutive dynamic of Williams’'s intellectual
identity. This first chapter examines the uneasy development of
Williams’s thought from the autumn of 13939, when he began his
undergraduate studies in English at Cambridge University, through
the first years of his work as Staff Tutor for the Workers'
Educational Association in the Extra-Mural Delegacy at Oxford
University, to the publication of his first book, Reading_and

Criticism, 1in 1950.



Terry Eagleton, probably Williams's single most extensive
critic, proposed the term "Left-Leavisite' in his provocative and
polemical assessment of Williams's work, first published as an
essay in New Left Review, and then as the opening chapter of his

Criticism and Ideology, both in 1976.2 Of course, others had
remarked on the importance to Williams of his formation in the
discipline of English. But no one had done it with as much vigour
as the self-consciously iconoclastic Eagleton.3 In Criticism

and _Ideology, "Left-Leavisism' figures as the first of the three
main stages in Williams's incomplete move towards a genuinely
Marxist criticism. What I wish to examine here, in the first
instance, is the enabling rhetoric behind Eagleton's description -

one which makes it less a description of Williams's work, and more

an interested representation of it.

In the essay, Eagleton pays tribute to his former teacher as
someone who produced ~the most suggestive and intricate body of
socialist criticism in English history’', and argues that “any
Marxist criticism in England which has shirked taking the pressure

of Williams's work will find itself seriously crippled and

v
truncated’ (Eagleton 1976: 24). Williams has been “the English
n
pioneer’, asserts Eagleton; “but like every pioneer must now
submit to criticism from those he has enabled to speak’. What

follows are the "necessarily astringent criticisms’ made
nonetheless in a “spirit of comradeship and good faith’ asserts
EFagleton; though what comes through, in a language fraught with

some Oedipal angst or rivalry, is a desire to supersede Williams,



a desire implicit in the very placing of him as a “pioneer’.

For what “taking the pressure’' of Williams's work amounts to in
practice is turning the pressure back on him, subjecting him to
criticisms whose bitter necessity lies in making it possible for
Marxist criticism not to be crippled, not to be truncated, but to

be finally and more fully articulated by Eagleton himself.

It is worth quoting Eagleton's description in full in order to

grasp the implications of the story it tells:

Williams's intuitive knack of pre-empting intellectual
positions is nowhere more apparent than in his development
since 1968. The work of this period can be seen as
constituting a definite phase of his production, just as the
partial but significant break with the early literary-critical
writings. That early phase, characterised by such works as
Reading_and Criticism and Drama_from_Ibsen to Eliot, is most
aptly describable as "Left-Leavisite’: at this probationary
point, Williams still has to discover the idiom which will
allow him to extend “practical criticism' and organicist social
positions into fully socialist analysis. It is this task which
is undertaken in the work of the "middle’ period, in which the
concept of “culture’ becomes a crucial mediation between
literary analysis and social enquiry, and the socialist

orientation of Williams’'s enterprise receives increasingly
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explicit, if gradualist, formulation...Williams is now closer
to Marxism than at any stage in his career - an evolution which
seems logically continuous, yet which has come about precisely
at the point where the Marxist challenge to his early positions

is gathering strength. (ibid., p. 39)

What is the logic behind this story? What are its rhetorical
effects? First, note how Williams's work is represented as almost

but not quite achieving the Marxism of a “fully socialist

position’. This comes through most strongly in the emphasis on
the evolutionary aspects of Williams's development: Eagleton’s
emphasis on "Left-Leavisism’ as a “probationary point', and the

related assumption that there is a Marxist “idiom’ out there to be
discovered, though Williams never did quite get to it... The

implication is that the author who is able to state that “"Williams

is now closer to Marxism than at any stage in his career’, must
himself occupy that " fully socialist position', must of necessity
be in full possession of just that Marxism. Indeed, the reference

to “the point where the Marxist challenge to his [Williams's]
early positions 1is gathering strength' is puzzlingly vague until
we realize that this point 1is precisely fhe one we have reached in
Fagleton's own text - a moment where the pressure of Williams's
work 1s being taken, or rather taken on. In other words, the
substance of Eagleton's criticisms of Williams depends in large
part on the self-generated authority of the writing, a writing in
which Eagleton attributes to himself the position of secure

knowledge associamted with the Althusserian Marxism just then
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coming into vogue in Britain. The natural evolution of Williams's
work must lead beyond Williams; beyond Williams to Marxism, and,
it is implied, to the Althusserian Marxism now embodied in

Eagleton's own work.

For beneath the surface of Eagleton’s nuanced description of
Williams's work, there is a structurally familiar story, one in
which Eagleton plays Althusser to Williams's Marx. As with Marx
in Althusser's account, to be properly understood, Williams’s work
needs to be divided into three distinct phases.4 First, there
is the early humanist phase from which there must be an absolute
break in order for there to be “fully socialist analysis’. For
Althusser, this is represented by the works of the “Young Marx’:
early writings such as "On the Jewish Question’ and the 1844
Manuscripts, with their intrusive Feuerbachian elements. For
Eagleton, there is Williams's "Left-Leavisite' phase, and all its
corresponding humanism. Then there are the “works of the break’,
corresponding for Eagleton to Williams's “work of the "middle"”
period’ . And this is followed by the truly scientific works. Or
rather, those works in which the truly scientific can be
discerned, but only through the process éf a “symptomatic
reading’ . This corresponds in Williams to then recent works {such
as The_Couniry and_the City, and the essay “Base and
Superstructure in Marxist Cultural Theory’') in which traces of
"fully socialist analysis’ can be discerned, and where "Williams
1s now closer to Marxism than at any stage in his career' - but

where the interpreter is even closer still, by virtue of the fact
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that he is able to judge the degree of closeness that Williams has

attained.

It was just this rhetorically generated assumption by the
interpreter of a position of easy and automatic authority which
most troubled Williams in his first public response to Eagleton’s
essay.5 In an important but little-known interview with the
Cambridge journal Red Shift in 1977, Williams said that though he
“would accept much of [Eagleton’'s] account’, he was disturbed by
some aspects of it. Questioned about the contradictions of his
own position and intellectual history, Williams responded wryly
with "What I want to ask is who Eagleton is?'; and went on to
argue vigorously that the “basic fault of the kind of formalist
Marxism which Eagleton is now in is that it assumes that by an act
of intellectual abstraction you can place yourself above the lived
contradictions both of the society and of any individual you
choose to analyse, and that you are not yourself in question’.
Against this, Williams asserted that “the belief that one is above
that deeply contradictory situation is a fantasy...There is no

position except in fantasy where one can merely examine what

others are inscribing’ (Williams 1977b: 12, 15).

A year later, in a discussion with New Left Review which was in
part prompted by Eagleton's essay, Williams had sharpened his
response, and now rejected “the general label Left-lLeavisism’

because it implied far too unified and far too comfortable a

position. Except in fantasy, "Left-lLeavisism’ could only be an
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“inherently unstable' position (Williams 1979: 195). As we shall
see, what troubled Williams was the way in which Eagleton’s
confidently theoretical description glossed over instabilities and

contradictions which had been felt very deeply and very painfully.

The Tight Place

“The tight place, where you stick fast; there is no going

[}

Ibsen’'s words - from When we dead awaken

forwards or backwards.
- held a particular resonance for Raymond Williams as he completed
his undergraduate studies in Cambridge in 1946.6 He gquoted them
in his final year dissertation on Ibsen (an essay which later
formed the basis for the first chapter of Drama_ from Ibsen to

Eliot); and some thirty years later, he recalled how that sense of
being unable to move, of being trapped, which he had found in
Ibsen, seemed to sum up his own intellectual and political
predicament, his own troubled sense of self and vocation. "That
was exactly my sensation. The theme of my analysis of Ibsen 1is
that although everybody is defeated in his work, the defeat never

cancels the validity of the impulse that moved him; yet that the

defeat has occurred is also crucial’ (Williams 1979: 62-3).

What were the terms of this defeat? Why did the young Williams
suffer from such a sense of failure when, by all ordinary
standards, he already appeared to be an achiever, indeed a
success? He had, after all, survived the war and come through

some of its bloodiest fighting in the Normandy and Ardennes
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offensives. He had married in 1942; and he and his wife Joy had
their first child in 1944. He graduated from Cambridge with a
first class degree in English, was offered a place to do research,
but chose instead to become a tutor in the burgeoning Adult
Education movement. Between 1946 and 1953 he completed three
books, wrote most of a fourth, collaborated as editor of and
contributor to two new (though short-lived) journals, and at the
same time worked through the preliminary drafts and versions of
his first novel. On the surface, Raymond Williams in the late
forties and early fifties was already a successful academic and
intellectual. Why then this troubled sense of blockage and of

failure?

To understand this, we need to grasp something of the depth of
Williams's commitment, one which we can read in the terms he
appropriated from Ibsen as commitment to a vocation, and as a
commitment always under threat of failure. If we see Williams's
vocation as, in the first instance, that of a socialist literary
critic, then we can read that commitment as riven by a conflict
between its two main components. Literary criticism provided
Williams with both something of an inteliectual base and the
superstructure of a professional identity:; but its generally
apolitical or even conservative stance was deeply unattractive to
him, as were its usually apolitical and ahistorical modes of
analysis. In a sense, the discourse of literary criticism was the
“tight place’ in which Williams felt so trapped. At this point,

as we shall see, he was unable either to go back to the Marxist
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literary criticism which he decisively abandoned - on professional
grounds - in the course of his undergraduate studies; but neither
was he able to move forwards beyond the terms of existing literary

studies.

And at the same time we need to understand that it was just
this sense of being stuck which proved to be the necessary ground
for Williams's major work. For the deep feelings of failure and
defeat which dogged him in this early period provided the
necessary dynamic for a reworking not only of the possible
relationships between Marxism and literary studies, but for a
significant revision and recasting of both. This first chapter
examines the constitutive tensions of that “tight place’, of the
young Williams caught unhappily between a literary criticism he
couldn’t accept politically and a Marxism he couldn’t reproduce
professionally. It was the extreme discomfort of Williams's
"position’ in this period that proved to be the very motor and

motive of his intellectual development.

Beginnings

In the autumn of 1939, Raymond Williams arrived at Trinity
College Cambridge to begin his studies for a BA degree in English
literature. It was the beginning of a combative relationship with
"Cambridge English®' which was to structure and define the main
contours of Williams's intellectual identity. It was to shape

both the nature of his particular contribution to Marxism and to
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literary studies that together form the focus of this account:
that attention to the politics of culture, and to the primacy of
culture in politics, which he finally came to name a “cultural

materialism’.

Unlike most students at Trinity, and indeed in the university
as a whole, Williams did not belong to the privileged elite who
had received their secondary education in one of Britain's
“public’' schools. For these, three years study at “~Oxbridge' was
simply a stepping stone to an already established place in the
natural hierarchy of British society.7 Instead Williams “came
up’ to Cambridge as what was to become a familiar icon of 1950s
culture: as a “scholarship boy’, that is to say, as one of a
number of students from working-class families who won a place in

one of the prestige universities through the highly competitive

Entrance Examinations.8

Born in the Welsh village of Pandy, and educated first at the
local primary school, and then at King Henry VIII Grammar School
for Boys four miles away in Abergavenny, Williams arrived at
Cambridge unwilling to be intimidated, and, initially at least,
full of the brash self-confidence characteristic of first year
students.9 Trinity had no Fellow responsible for teaching
English, so in the first year, Williams worked with Lionel Elvin
and had his weekly tutorials on Shakespeare and the literature of
the Renaissance at Trinity Hall. As a member of the Communist

Party - which he joined in December - he devoted a great deal of
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his time to the Cambridge Socialist Club, writing for the Club
Bulletin, participating in debates at the Cambridge Union, and, at
the urging of the CP, as editor for the Cambridge_University

Journal. As a member of the ironically named Aesthetes, Williams
also showed a keen interest in film. Far from being the alienated
figure suggested by critics such as Jan Gorak, the young Williams
found a ready place in the active socialist life of the
university: as he was later to put it, "I had to dine in Hall and
the class stamp of Trinity at that time was not difficult to spot.
But it did not have to be negotiated as the only context at

Cambridge. The Socialist Club was a home from home.’ (Williams

1979: 40)10

Certainly the details of an average week's activities in the
Club show the fullness of its timetable. We might take the week
beginning March 6 1940 as presenting an average week's activities
in the Club: Wednesday March 6 - Hand'’'s Off Russia - Lobbying and
Poster Parade 12.30; Friday Hand’'s Off Russia - Meeting in The
Dorothy; Saturday 2-30 Film Club - Pabst’'s Westfront; 8.00 pm
Social; Sunday 2.00 Film Show; 4.30 Tea; 8.00 Film; Monday 8.00 pm
Business Meeting; Tuesday Union Debate - Intervention against the
USSR; Wednesday 8.00 pm - 1.30 am Dance. In addition, there were
three Faculty Group meetings for students in History, Physics, and
English.11 Williams gave a short paper “Culture and the People’
on Friday 1 November 1940 which CUSBC reports was “followed by
keen discussion providing enough questions to keep the group going

for the rest of the year.'12
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its hostile chapter on the Marxist literary criticism which was
the staple diet of young socialists like the undergraduate
Williams. The “home from home’' was to be repudiated. Chapter
Five of Part Three - "Marxism and Culture’' - is the only place in
of Williams's assessment breaks down, most obviously in its
notorious judgement on Caudwell whose writing is described with
contempt as "not even specific enough to be wrong’® (Williams
[1958] 1967: 277). The thirties had seen the publication of a
number of works which became standard reading for socialist
students of literature: Alick West's Crisis and Criticism (1937),

Ralph Fox's The Novel and the_ People (1937), Christopher

Caudwell’s JIllusion and Reality, and the Day-Lewis collection, The

Mind in Chains (1937). All of these are the targets of Williams's
sharpest criticism. What it is important to recognise, and what
is in any case evident from the angry tone of the account, is that
it was just these works which formed the initial basis of
Williams's literary analysis as he worked for Part One of the
English Tripos. The savageness of Williéms's later criticism
should alert us to the existence of what he was later to
acknowledge as a painful - and determinant - break with these
available forms of Marxist literary analysis under the pressures
of the availability of the techniques and skills of Cambridge

English. That this break was to be the very condition for the

formation of Williams's own distinctive version of literary and
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cultural studies is relatively easy to see in hindsight. It did

not and could not appear to be anything so promising at the time.

Impasse

The first cracks began to appear in the second year of
Williams's studies at Cambridge, when he moved from Elvin's
sympathetic supervision to a more challenging encounter with
E.M.W. Tillyard at Jesus College.13 For Tillyard - one of the
first lecturers to be appointed to teach the new Cambridge degree
in the 1920s, and the pioneer of studies in the historical
“background' of English literature that Williams was later to
attack with regularity - raised a number of questions which the

young Williams was unable to answer.

The second year of the English Tripos focused on the history of
the novel and Romantic poetry. In his tutorials with Tillyard,
Willams sought to apply the stock-responses of thirties' Marxist
criticism. In this “proleptic criticism’, the literature of the
present and of the past is read and evaluated in terms of future
needs. In his introduction to The Mind in Chains (1937), the poet
C.Day-Lewis repeated with approval Edward Upward’'s contention that
"the most enduring books are those in which the writer has seen so
deeply into contemporary reality that he has exposed "the shape of
things to come"” latent there' (Day-Lewis 1937: 16). Upward

himself argued that for the Marxist "a good book is one theaet is

true to life...For the Marxist critic, therefore, a good book is
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one that is true not merely to temporary existing situations but
also to the future conditions which are developing within that
situation' (ibid., p.46). In the same vein, Ralph Fox, in his The
Novel and the People, also stresses the need for a new Marxist
realism: “The new realism it is our task to create must take up
the task where bourgeois realism laid it down. It must show man
not merely critical, or man at hopeless war with a society he
cannot fit into as an individual, but man in action to change his
conditions, to master life, man in harmony with the course of
history and able to become the lord of his own destiny’ (Fox 1937:
100) . Christopher Caudwell could write in all brash confidence
that in “bourgeois art man is conscious of the necessity of outer
reality but not of his own, because he is unconscious of the
society that makes him what he 1is. He is only a half-man.
Communist poetry will be complete, because it will be man
conscious of his own necessity as well as that of outer reality’
{Caudwell 1937: 298). 1In this view, novels of the past should be
judged in terms of how novels should be written in the present;
Romantic poetry represented an unfinished project of human
liberation.14 Tillyard’'s reply to this was apparently blunt and
forceful: “[he] told me this was not a tenable procedure; it was a

fantasy’

The truth is that for the first time in my life, long after it
should have been, I looked at myself with a radical doubt. I
did not feel very pleased. Nobody could construe from reading

my published works the sort of person I then was. I was very
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hostile and angry in immediate ways with Tillyard, and very
rude to him. The aggression was all from my side. Tillyard
was not an aggressive man, and he did absolutely nothing
against me, which he could easily have done. I just met with a
total sense of incomprehension and sense of put-down. There
was no one in the faculty then who could have spoken to my
problems. Leavis would probably have responded much more
angrily to my notion of how novels should be judged, although
he might have answered in terms nearer to the language of

objection. (Williams 1979: 52)

Williams found the encounter very stressfull: 1 was engaged in
having to satisfy somebody who was professionally teaching a
subject that my ideas were tenable and reasonable, and 1 could
not. ] was continually found out in ignorance, found out in
confusion...You must remember that a hell of a lot of my self-
image was devoted to the notion that I could handle academic work.
It now became clear to me that I could not’ {(Williams 1879: 51).
What was at stake were the very terms of Williams's developing
sense of self and vocation, and it is significant that Williams
later remembered his callup and entry in£o the army in July of
1941 as something of a relief, as a temporary way out of the tight

place he had found himself in.

But only temporary. Williams spent the next four years in the
army, but was given the early release available to university

students who had interrupted their studies to take part in the
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war. He returned to Cambridge in the autumn of 1945 and went on
to to complete the third year of the Tripos with a special paper
on George Eliot and a 15,000 word essay on Ibsen. In both of
these areas of work, Williams found himself troubled by the
arguments raised by Tillyard, arguments he still felt unable to
resolve. He felt he had reached an impasse, one in which a major
rart of his own sense of self-identity and self-esteem was at
stake: his professional identity as a literary scholar. In this
crisis, we can recognise what was to become a central and defining
characteristic of his work: its unusual biographical impetus, its
powerful sense of an integrity and focus located in the personal

voicing of the academic.

The feeling of impasse is crucial to an understanding of the
forces which drove Williams in his attempt to forge a new way of
doing literary studies. By his return to Cambridge in 1945,
Williams had rejected the available forms of Marxist literary
criticism. At the university, the energies of the Socialist Club
had waned, though Williams found society and stimulus with two new
friends, Henry Collins and Wolf Mankowitz, both enthusiastic
Leavisites. Together, the three were keen to promote left-wing
literary and cultural criticism which, while 1t accepted the
Leavisite criticism of Marxist literary analysis, refused the

Leavisite rejection of politics.
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Politics and Letters

In an early review, Williams repeats the standard Leavisite
line, and writes of the failure of Marxist literary criticism to
“emerge from theory into respectable practice’ (1947b: 52). The
practice in guestion was literary criticism, and the first attempt
to force such an emergence came with the founding of the journal
Politics and Letters in 1947. Williams put the journal together
with the help of his two Cambridge friends, Wolf Mankowitz and
Henry Collins. Its contributors, over its short lifespan,
included Jean-Paul Sartre, George Orwell, Christopher Hill and
F.R. Leavis. A “complementary’ Journal - one more purely
concerned with the “literary’, The Critic - also began at the same

time, but was amalgamated with Politics and Letters after the

second issue. Politics and Letters itself ran for four issues

before it collapsed in 1948.

As Williams was later to put it, the journal signalled an
attempt to “unite a radical left politics with Leavisite literary
criticism. We were to be to the left of.the Labour Party, but at
a distance from the CP. Our affiliation to Scrutiny was guarded,
but it was nonetheless quite a strong one' (Williams 1979: 65).
This is the position now generally known as “left-leavisism’,

though rejected by Williams for implying too unitary and too

static a position.
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currents of thought. First of all, it was directed against the
failed Marxist literary theory of the thirties; secondly, it
rejected the {(a)political stance of Leavis's Scrutiny, by now the
key journal in literary studies; and thirdly, it was set against
what Williams saw as the self-conscious metropolitanism and self-
indulgent aestheticicsm of Cyril Connolly's Horizon, (1940-49).

It was here that, in April 1947, Connolly saw fit to declare that
“the honeymoon between literature and action...is over...the left-
wing literary movement has petered out.'1l5 In positive terms,
activism in the Adult Education movement and sought to ensure that
the Labour government did not ignore the importance of cultural

politics in the struggle for working class emancipation and the

achievement of (in Williams's phrase) a participatory democracy.

The very title of its first editorial - “For Continuity in
Change' - embodied the difficult reliance on and yet combative
relation to Leavisism in its repetition and adjustment to the
title of Leavis's most polemical collection of essays, For
Continuity (first published by the Minority Press in Cambridge in
1933). The editorial chose the literary scandal of 1946 known as
the Zoschenko debate as the grounds of the journal’s first public
intervention. The central argument was that the usual “dichotomy
between politics and letters’ - exemplified in Leavis's writing of
the period, and in the pro- and anti-Marxist stances of Modern

Quarterly and Horizon respectively - needs to be challenged. A



25

proper understanding of the issues involved in the Soviet literary

debate shows why this challenge is necessary:

In our opinion, both sides in this debate neglect evidence
which is important in resolving the essential difficulty. On
the one hand, the "moralists' [i.e. Cyril Connolly and Horizon]

too often rest their case on a parade of abstract values which

they rarely seem concerned to relate to any detailed experience

of living. Morality, in such cases, is merely a theoretical,
at times a personal, indulgence. Yet, on the other hand, the
“political’ group, [i.e. John Lewis and the Modern Quarterly]

which centres around the English Marxzists, rarely misses an
opportunity to attack, often gratuitously, a position (under
the heading of “literary decadence’, “idealism’', “absolutism’,
etc.,) of the real nature of which they are demonstrably

unaware. (Williams et al. 1947a: 3 )

For Williams and his co-editors, both Marxists and anti-Marxists
miss what Leavis had grasped: the “real nature’' of literature.
The Horizon moralists miss the “detailed experience of living’
which literature embodies, and are therefore unable to prevent
their “values’' from being too abstract, or worse, too self-
indulgent. The ideologues of the Modern Quarterly are blind to
the very existence of a professional literary criticism whose
tools and methods should be brought to bear in any cultural

debate. Against these positions, the editors suggest the

following:
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What is valid, and in our opinion supremely important, is that
the structure of society, its institutions and directions,
should be constantly assessed by standards resting on certain
immediate qualities of living, qualities which social history
scarcely records, but which, “for continuity’, our cultural

tradition embodies. (3-4)

"Embodies’ is the key term. It articulates the journal's debt
to the "Cambridge English’' of the Scrutiny school, where
literature is not merely a record of past experience; it is the
still living embodiment of that experience. According to the
metaphysics of this school, the literary critic enjoys a highly
privileged relation to history. For somehow through the
experience of reading literary texts, the critic can re-experience
the structure and specificity of any historical moment. And hence
the idea - first put forward by I1.A. Richards, and later taken up
by F.R. Leavis, was the idea that the “standard of living' of a

society could best be judged - indeed, could only be judged - by

the literary critic.16 The editors of Politics_and Letters

allowed this same centrality to the critic; but went on to point
out that the critic needs to be concerned with more than the

understanding of literature alone.

In short, we must ensure that critical activity continually
draws attention to “the best that is thought and known in the

world’', while at the same time we must recognise that the
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mechanisms of society, acting by their own laws, must also be
examined and reckoned with. No backwater social group can hope
to preserve the human values of the arts merely by
concentrating on personal cultivation and personal
commmunication. But, on the other hand, the usual
“progressive, scientific' assessment leaves no room for
anything but the satisfaction of routine appetites in group
activity. It is not sufficient to label the significance
attached to inwardness as “morbid introspection’. Nor, on the
other hand, can active social participation be dismissed as a
mere escape from the deeper problems of personality and
tradition. There is a “self’ to be reckoned with at the level
at which it finally comes to rest, a level which can have the
sanction of our main literary tradition. But at the same time
this self remains not only impotent but unexpressed unless it
continually interacts with the group. For the survival of the

group, diagnosis at every level is needed. (4)

There are then two primary tasks for the journal: the creation
of "an intelligent reading public’; and secondly, the creation of
a group which could and would intervene éolitically. The problem
was, of course, that there was no necessary connection between the
two groups, any more than there was a necessary connection between
the two journals originally imagined as “complementary’. Despite

the desire to go beyond Scrutiny’'s apolitical stance, Politics and

Letters remained, in the end, trapped by its inadequate

conceptualisation of politics. As the second editorial, “Culture
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and Crisis', put it, in the rather desperate terms which signalled

the journal's imminent collapse:

The critic stands subject to two autonomies: that of planning
for material survival and prosperity (it is an estimate we must
make objectively and with the methods of science);and that of
allowing for and fostering responsibility in society, an effort
in which we are supported by that evidence there is of human
maturity, by tradition evidenced by literature and social
history, by experience. We have at present to make separate
estimates of these problems remembering that as literary
critics we have training to aid us in the latter, while in
politics we are undoubtedly naive. (Williams et_al. 1947b: 7)
Subject to two autonomies, trained in one and yet naive in the
other: it is hardly surprising that Politics _and _Letters could

only reproduce in the end the tight place of Williams's

frustrations.

Williams contributed some thirteen essays and reviews to the
two Jjournals and these reflect his interests and preoccupations of
the time.17 His single most important essay was ~“Soviet Literary
Controversy in Retrospect’, published in the first issue of

Politics and Letters (Summer 1947). Many of the principles

outlined in the "For Continuity in Change’ editorial are here put
into practice (the editorial itself states that it “brings our

outlined preoccupation to bear on current disagreement in this
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country, as well as in the Soviet Union’ (op. cit., p. 4). The
essay is worth some detailed attention as it marks Williams's
definitive and public break with Communist Party orthodoxy as well
as representing the first of Williams’'s attempts to move beyond

that orthodoxy through the practice of literary analysis.

Soviet Literary Controversy

1946 had seen an intensification of repression in the Soviet
Union as Stalin responded to the pressures of a disastrous harvest
and the beginnings of Cold War attitudes in Britain and the
USA.18 As a part of a renewed drive to discipline and cow the
intelligentsia, Andrei A. Zhdanov, a key figure in the elaboration
of Socialist Realism in the 1930s, and now Secretary of the
Central Committee of the Communist Party, launched an attack on
two avant-garde Leningrad journals, Zvezda and Leningrad. He was

particularly scathing about the work of the modernist poet Anna

Akhmatova, and a short story - “Adventures of an Ape' - by the
satirical writer Mikhail Zoschenko.18 At a meeting of the
Leningrad Party Committee Zhdanov declared: "Why should we

provide a literary platform for all these decadent literary
tendencies so completely alien to us?’ His criticisms were picked
up by Cyril Connolly in the October issue of Horizon and read as a
warning of what socialism could mean in Britain.20 The Soviet

position was defended in turn by John Lewis in Editorial to the

Winter 1946 issue of the Communist Party journal, the Modern



30

“what we witness is not the spectacle of cowed and intimidated
writers reluctantly toeing the Party line, but writers, readers
and critics everywhere in the Union overhauling their

work.. .Nothing can be done in the Soviet Union that is dictated

from above'.21

Williams saw the debate itself as symptomatic of the emerging
Cold War. How else explain the attention paid to it in a press
usually hostile to literary discussion? Nonetheless it was useful
in revealing the “prevailing muddle about the relation of politics
and letters’ (Williams 1947c: 21), and particularly so in regard
to two topical questions - “the place of literature in the modern,
centralised state, and...the obligation of such a state towards
literature' (21).22 For Connolly, the stakes were “the principle
and practice of state interference in cultural affairs’'; while for
John Lewis, Zhdanov's intervention was a prime example "not of
interference, but of healthy self-criticism, [one] which might be
expected to arise in a country where human values are assured by a

rational social organisation' (22).

According to Williams, Lewis’'s editorial is “typical of the
popular Marxist writing on culture’ (ibid: 22) in that it simply
fails to understand anything about the ~the nature of literature
itself' (23). Drawing on Leavis’'s literary empiricism to argue
his case, Williams insists that “the practice of literary
criticism, and of creative literature, is bound to be different

from the administrative self-criticism to which he has attempted
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to relate it’ (23). It is bound to be so because above all

literature is concerned with “realised immediate experience’ and

not the dry abstractions which form social theory. “The function
of literature in keeping society healthy’, concludes Williams, in
full Leavisite tones, “is that it injects realised immediate

experience, personal and traditional, into the abstractions which
inevitably form the body of social thinking' (23). All in all,
Lewis can do nothing to prove his central assertion that the
Soviet literary controversy is a good example of how self-
criticism works in a socialist society. On the contrary, writes
Williams: "Criticism from below is the essence of the democratic
safeguard in Soviet society. The way this business has gone does
nothing, in itself, to disprove allegations that Soviet government
is based on decision from the top, followed by organized and
manipulated public approval® (23). Small wonder that Williams had
allowed his membership of the CP to lapse in 1941. Williams later
did not recall or choose to recall and was not asked the precise
circumstances of this. Certainly his assertion of the necessity
for “criticism from below' ran directly counter to the prevaling
Communist Party practice of “democratic centralism’, in which,
according to Raphael Samuel in a fine historical and
autobiographical account, the "Party allowed no conceptual

space.,..for dissent.'23

As far as Horizon is concerned, Williams cannot agree with

Connolly’'s complacent suggestion that judgement of art should

always be left to the "Reading Public’. How could Connolly not be
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aware that such a cohesive "Reading Public' no longer existed?

After all, this had been the burden of Q.D. Leavis's Fiction and

"It is no use saying' argued Williams

that state interference with art, or the suppression of non-
conforming writers which may be involved in state patronage, 1is
worse than the effects of commercialism or of advertising
manipulation. Both are bad; neither is admissible...to ignore
the destructive elements in our own society, and to concentrate
on them in another {(a society moreover which can hardly be
criticised without large political repercussions) - surely
that is not a defence of culture but rather political

opportunism in the real sense of that abused term?' (25).

Williams continued his attack on Connolly in the following issue
of Politics and Letters, where he defied him to write about the
American Congress Committee on UnAmerican Activities with as much

passion as he had about Russia (Williams 1947d: 105-6). For

Williams, as he was later to record, Connolly represented "a self-

indulgent decadence’ which he attacked “with ferocity’' (Williams
1979: 72).
Williams then turns to examine Zhdanov'’'s criticisms. “The

disturbing thing’, he writes, “is the exclusiveness, the
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narrowness, of the role which literature is called upon to play'’

(1947c: 27). Against this, it is urged that

We must, then, retain the right to judge a civilization by-its
culture. For culture is the embodiment of the quality of
living of a society; it is the “standard of living' with which
the critic is concerned. Assessment of it is the social
function of the critic and the creative writer...Our precept is
clear: we must, negatively, by the application of the strictest
critical standards, ensure that inwardness is neither abused
{becoming “profitable introspection’) nor set up for sale in
the commercial market; and positively, we must attempt, however
often we fail, to ensure that in our own inevitable development
towards a planned, rational, society, the distinctive values of
living embodied in our literary tradition are preserved,
re-created, expanded, so that ultimately with material may grow

human richness.

(1947c: 30-31)

The “standard of living argument’' had become a commonplace of
literary studies, adequate testimony to the strength of 1.A.
Richards's founding rhetoric of the 1920s. Williams sees little
chance of the raising of this standard in the Soviet Union where
he fears that “Soviet Man' will become a comparably caricatural
figure to the West's “Average Man’', or the “Successful Man' of the
advertising world. Both East and West show signs of failing to
understand the nature and importance of culture and the literary
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In the end, the Politics_and Letters project proved (to borrow
Williams's own later terms) to be emergent rather than - as Jan
Gorak suggests - residual. For Gorak, “Williams and his fellow-
editors ventured into the postwar world with the prejudices of

prewar intellectuals. A new cultural politics could hardly be

constructed from materials such as these' (Gorak 1988: 47). But

only survived for two years, and though they owed something to the
Leavisite orthodoxy, they did nonetheless signal an important

challenge to it.24

Reading and Criticism Revalued

When Reading and Criticism, Williams’'s first published book, is

mentioned, it is usually in dismissive terms. Reading and

accommodation to orthodox literary studies, and, as such,
something better left alone. Terry Eagleton, in his still
influential account, writes of “the techniques of textual analysis

question in Reading and Criticism’' (Eagleton 1976: 38). Jan Gorak
sees the book as an act of significant intellectual dishonesty on

Williams's part, accusing him of employing in 1t “a style of

literary criticism he had intellectually repudiated’ (Gorak 1988:
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47) . Fred Inglis asserts that it “came directly out of his
teaching, and that teaching was in the direct line of Leavis'’s

famous journal Scrutiny’' (Inglis 1995: 126). All agree on the

only reproduces the classic Leavisite argument', but reproduces it
“at its most circular’ (Williams 1979: 238). Nonetheless they
feel obliged to give Williams a chance to defend himself, and ask
whether he was aware of “any substantive divergences... [any]
unexpressed differences®'® (237) between the positions advocated in
whether, in other words, Eagleton was correct in suggesting that

Williams had simply reproduced that position “without question'.

We need to examine both Williams's reply in the late seventies

has hitherto been given: it needs to be read as a formative work
in his intellectual and theoretical development, rather than left
largely unread, and avoided as an embarrassment to the usual image
of him. Once this is done, we see that it helps to throw some

light on the development of one of Williams's most central and
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most problematic ideas, that of the “structure of feeling'.

Reading _and Criticism was written up in 1948 and can certainly

be taken as a partial record of Williams's teaching as a Tutor in

Adult Education. It was published in 1950 in the Man in Society

series, edited by three leading figures in the Adult Education
movement: Thomas L. Hodgkin, S.G. Raybould, the Director of the
Leeds branch, and Vice-President of the Association, and Lady
Simon of Wythenshawe. The books in the series were “intended for
the use of studeqﬁs in}adult classes such as those promoted by the
. e LU
W.E.A.:f%% guét the classes which Williams taught for fully the
first third of his academic career. The main aim of the series
was introductory: they were how-to books, designed to help

students acquire the dominant skills and practices appropriate to

particular subjects and disciplines.

In this sense, it is hardly surprising that Reading and

Criticism can offer plenty of evidence for Williams's

accommodation to existing literary studies since the basic purpose
of the book was to be an introduction to them. However, we should
also be aware of an important recommendafion of the series

editors, one crucial to the ethos of W.E.A. policy. This is that

even introductory texts should not J~exclude tqpics which are
CA D e LA YD
matters of current controversy}v Simple reproduction or critical

distancing? We certainly need to examine Reading and Criticism

with both options in mind, as the expression of Williams's debt to
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the dominant Scrutiny positions, but also with an awareness of the

ambivalence inherent in any indebtedness.

How did Williams - at the age of twenty-eight - see his own
relation to the literary studies of the late forties? And how do
we assess that self-image? Perhaps the strongest element in this
is the assertion, however qualified, of independence. In the
Preface to the book, he makes three basic moves. First, he
acknowledges his debts to a whole catalogue of critical
influences. Eliot, Middleton Murry, 1I.A. Richards, Empson, L.C.
Knights are all given honourable mention; F.R. Leavis is singled
out as being “largely responsible for the intelligent development
of critical analysis as an educational discipline.' “[Tlo his
work, and to that of Scrutiny, I am indebted’ admits Williams.
But in the next breath, in what was to become a characteristically
distancing gesture, he asserts that he has "never consciously or
formally belonged to any "school of criticism”’. This assertion
is then itself qualified by the admission of a common point of
departure: "As an independent student I have found the work of

these critics valuable because it insisted on "the text as the

starting-point of criticism”' (Williams 1850: ix-x). This
movement - from indebtedness, to independence, to the acceptance
of the text as the “starting-point of criticism’ - suggests that

at this point in his career, Williams was perhaps more able to
articulate a desire for intellectual autonomy rather than to
establish it. Nontheless this desire is itself crucial for any

understanding of his development. It is the source of all his
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later achievements. We need then to be aware of Williams's desire

it was its primary task to teach.

From a first reading, it is clear that the nine chapters of
conventional terms and assumptions of literary criticism. I. A.

Richards's Principles of Literary Criticism (1924) and Science_and

and the Reading Public (1932) all leave their traces, and are
acknowledged in the bibliographies, as are such secondary-school
text-books as Leavis and Thompson’'s Culture and Environment (1933)

and Thompson’'s own Reading and Discrimination. In a repetition of
the founding gesture of Cambridge English, the Introduction
defines criticism as a practice of reading and not just the
accumulation of the rote-facts of a literary history. In Chapter
One, criticism is defined as a "mature reading'’ to set against
the reading habits spawned by the mass culture of adverfising,
journalism and popular fiction, that ‘meqhanization' of reading
which stems from “the influence of newspapers and deliberately
written—-down publications’' (Williams 1950: 9). Chapter Two of the
book "The Way we read now'’ examines, in a way familiar from
Leavis and Thompson’'s Culture_and Environment, an advertisement
for tea, a newspaper report, and some examples of “popular’

fiction in order to argue that the "last thing which writing of

this kind encourages is a conscious and disciplined attention to
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the words which comprise the statement’ (14). Chapter Three
locates the position of the critic as the “mediamtor between the
artist and the serious reading-public', a position all the more

necessary in the fallen world of mass culture where “the facts of

our reading being what they are’, he has to be “increasingly
concerned...with the extension of literacy in the fullest sense’
(21). Chapters Four, Five and Six show analysis at work in =a

number of comparative passages of verse and prose while Chapter
Seven seeks to show what an analysis of a whole work might look
like {Conrad’'s Heart of Darkness). The two final chapters offer
brief discussions of drama, where Williams anticipates the central
theme of Drama from_Ibsen to Eliot, the tendency “"to believe that
the naturalist method is the permanent and universal dramatic
method’ (91); while in “Literature and Society’', Williams argues
for a distinction between the reductive view of literature as
evidence and “the fact of the text', suggesting that literature
should be read as "a highly aware and articulate record of
individual experience’ (101). All in all, Williams's “mature
reading’ is concerned with the three mots_d'ordre of Scrutiny

criticism, with “evaluation, with comparison, and with standards’.

nothing so much as an updated version of Culture and Environment

complete, and there are numerous points at which Williams seeks to

give substance to his claims for intellectual autonomy.?25
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In the most general terms, we can cite Williams's concern,
expressed in self-consciously socialist terms which recall the

polemics of Politics and _Letters, to stress the social nature of

criticism as essentally a matter of personal taste or individual

judgement :
Criticism...is essentially a social activity. It begins in
individual response and judgement...But its standards of

value,if it i1s to acquire meaning, must be ultimately matters
of mgreement between many people: values which are instinct in
the culture of a society. The doctrine of the self-sufficiency
of personal taste is hostile to criticism for the same reason
that the doctrine of individual self-sufficiency is hostile to

society. {Williams 1950: 29)

There is also a major difference of attitude towards the very
idea of a reading public. The Leavisite version worked to
establish a hierarchy of high and low culture, between minority
literature and mass culture, one in which the task of the critic
was to fight for higher standards. In LLeavis’'s seminal pamphlet,

the argument runs as follows:

In any period 1t is upon a very small minority that the
discerning appreciation of art and literature depends: it is

only a few who are capable of unprompted, first-hand judgement.
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They are still a small minority, though a larger one, who are
capable of endorsing such first-hand judgement by genuine
personal response...The minority capable not only of
appreciating Dante, Shakespeare, Donne, Baudelaire, Hardy (to
take major instances) but of recognising their latest
successors constitute the consciousness of the race (or of a
branch of it) at a given time... Upon this minority depends
our power of profiting by the finest human experience of the
past; they keep alive the subtlest and most perishable parts of
tradition. Upon them depend the implicit standards that order
the finer living of an age, the sense that this is worth more
than that, this rather than that is the direction in which to
go, that the centre is here rather than there. In their
keeping, to use a metaphor that is metonymy also, and will bear
a good deal of pondering, is the language, the changing idiom,
upon which fine living dependé, and without which distinction
of spirit is thwarted and incoherent. By “culture’ I mean the

use of such a language. (Leavis 1933: 13-15)

Williams takes issue with this representation of those who
appear to be innately capable of \unprométed, first-hand
judgement’' in his own emphasis on literary criticism as a training
in "mature reading’. Against the implicit emphasis (and
mystification) surrounding the abilities of the literary critic in
the Scrutiny mode, with its emphasis on the creative and

reparative powers of the critic himself, Williams offers a down-

to-earth reminder of the fact that skills in literary criticism
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may be acquired - indeed, have to be acquired - just like any
others, through hard work and practice. "To be able to read
serious literature requires training. A "born reader” is just as
much a fantasy as a "born writer": there are no such persons’
(Williams 1950: 8). It is hardly then surprising that Williams

of the "minority culture’' of critically trained readers:

The public for serious literature, in spite of almost universal
literacy, remains small. And, while it is possible to argue
that such publics will always be small, it seems doubtful
whether the present intelligent reading public in Britain is
anything like as large as it might reasonably be. There is no
need to surrender to popular sentimentalities in this matter,
but the aristocratic converse is no more acceptable. There
exist what would seem to be remediable reasons for the
smallness of the serious reading public...one should remember
that an increase in the serious reading public by the number of
students who annually attend formal courses - some 100,000 -
would revolutionise the material situation of literature...

(1950: 4,6)

Against the gifted few of Leavis's account, there are the capable

many of Williams's adult education experience.

In response to the NLR's prompting, Williams himself drew

attention to another point of difference with Leavis, one “which
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may not appear obvious now, but was important then’ (Williams
1979: 237). This was his challenge to the standard Scrutiny
practice of assessing the quality of a novel or a novelist through
the careful analysis of an extract from the work. Williams

mounted this overt attack in Chapter Four of the book, “What is

Analysis?’'.

He begins by quoting Leavis's definition of analysis, from
Education_and_the University, as “the process by which we seek to
attain a complete reading of the poem’ (Williams 1950: cit. p.
31). For Williams, there is a problem whenever this kind of
analysis is applied to a longer work, and particularly to the
novel . What is at stake is the status of the extract through
which such analysis then necessarily works, and the principles of
selectivity which govern the choice of such passages. He easily
demonstrates, through an examination of two sets of paired
extracts from George Eliot and D.H. Lawrence, that either can be
made to appear the better writer depending on the selection of the

passages. "[Wlhen we make a judgement by analysis we commit

ourselves to a judgment on_that piece of _writing alone’ he

insists. "We do not say that the analysis of a short extract is
sufficient analysis of the work of an author' (Williams 1950: 43).
At the same time, the aim of the critic must always be to arrive
at “a total judgment of a work and of an author’® {(45). A
writer's work is integral’' (74) he urges; and for this reason, the

question of selection is crucial. Williams foregrounds the
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practice of selection itself, and argues for it as a fundamental

feature of interpretation or “response’:

The structure or pattern of a work is more than the text; it is
the text and the response. It goes without saying that such
response must be everywhere actual, and its elements
justifiable from the text which is the only fact of the work.

(73)

Though the elementary rules of textual evidence must always be
adhered to, Williams recognises something like the agency of

the critic and of criticism itself, in the fact of the work
performed on the text. The “structure or pattern’ is at once a
property of the text, and of the critic's response: “A critic
assessing a writer's work as a whole will find that his primary
task 1s the perception of this fundamental pattern, and then the
finding of adequate passages which convey this pattern...' (74).
In the next chapter, we shall see how the “structure or pattern’,
which the critic finds in the text, is the forerunner of the idea
of the "structure of feeling' which, argues Williams, the author

articulates from the culture and experience of his or her time.

In the Conclusion to Reading and Criticism, Williams seeks to
sum up his understanding of the importance of literature not Jjust
for the literary critic, but also for the social critic. It is a

statement which is torn and tortured by the tensions in his

attempt to find a position which can supersede - that is, both
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retain and go beyond - the insights available from either a

dogmatic Marxism or an orthodox Leavisism:

What is 1t that literature represents which has reference to
our social needs? It is valuable primarily as a record of
detailed individual experience which has been coherently stated
and valued. This may be the commentary of a fully intelligent
mind - informed, detached, emotionally aware - on the society
and culture of its day. Or it may be the articulate statement
of a perception of certain individual relationships which set
the pattern of a culture. Or it may be the coherent evaluation
of close personal relationships, or the exposition of intense
and considered personal experience...Literature is
communication in written language. To the language of a
preople, which is perhaps the fundamental texture of its life,
literature 1s supremely important as the agent of discovery and

analvsis. (107)

While Williams accepts the conventional focus on literature as
valuable "as a record of detailed individual experience', he is
keen to twist that expression of individual experience to a social
end. This record need not then be concerned only with “close
personal relationships’ or “intense and considered personal
experience’ . It may instead be a commentary on contemporary
"society and culture’, the framing of the “pattern of a culture’.

In other words, Reading and Criticism, just at the moment when it
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anticipates, and not by verbal echo alone, something of the

project of Culture and Society.

available formulae of literary criticism. For this reason alone,
Reading and Criticism needs to be read with more attention than it
is usually given, and not passed over as quickly as possible, as
something best forgotten in the Williams canon. With his emphasis
on criticism as "mature reading’', and his concern with ~“the
extension of literacy in the fullest sense’', he is struggling to
articulate what will become the focus of his later work. For what
comes into play in the critic's assessment of the “structure of
pattern’ in a writer's work is no less than the whole of a
person's eXperience. Already, mature reading is not only a
literary critical method; it is an ethical and implicitly
political practice, a dialectical positioning of both self and
text. "Mature reading’ is the name he gives at this early moment
to the practice of a critical literacy which defines much of the

distinctiveness of his work as a whole -~ that unusual combination

of the academic and the autobiographical which is the trademark of

But at this stage, the formulations are often hesitant, often

awkward. Still in the tight place of contradiction, Williams's
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resort to the impersonal pronoun is most unlike him at the moment

he is most like himself:

one wishes to read adequately, and to set one’'s reading in
order with relation to one's personal experience and to the
experience of the culture to which one belongs. The basic
standards one seeks are those traditional valuations which have

been re-created in one’'s own direct experience (26).

To describe and then to see these early works as merely
probationary is to blind oneself to their tortuous internal
dynamic, and to their significance for any assessment of
Williams's developing project. For in these early writings we can
see something of the contradictory dynamic of his thought. This
is a deeply formative period for Williams, one in which we can see
the first attempts to bring literary studies and socialist
cultural criticism together by partially rejecting both. For
Williams, "Left-Leavisism' was not simply an assured position he
held for a while and then quite naturally grew out of: it
was the tight place in which he felt trapped and unable to move,
These attempts to get out of that trap can help us to better

understand the nature, limits and success of his entire oeuvre.
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This fact has tended to obscure the earlier and formative years of
his academic and intellectual development. It is the early
writings on drama which have suffered most from this neglect, and
many commentators have found it difficult to get his work on drama
as a whole into proper focus. This chapter examines the writing
on drama published between 1947 and 1954, but leaves aside the
later - and better known - recastings of it in order to emphasise
and understand the contribution this early work made to the
formation of Williams's distinctive theoretical vocabulary. 1
argue that this writing on drama was the crucible in which he
forged some of his central theoretical ideas, including that most
contested and most characteristic item in his conceptual
repertoire - the idea of the “structure of feeling'. Properly
understood, this notion represents Williams's first direct

conceptual challenge to Marxist literary orthodoxy.

In fact, a significant portion of Williams's work was devoted
to the history and analysis of dramatic forms. Cambridge
University acknowledged and celebrated his scholarly stature by
appointing him Professor of Drama in 1974. No less than three of

his first four books were concerned with drama and naturalism, and
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he retained a consistent interest in the history and dynamics of
dramatic production, whether on stage, in film, or on television.
In 1964 and 1968, the early studies Drama from Ibsen to Eliot and

Drama _in Performance were revised, extended and republished; and

these were joined by a new work, Modern Tragedy, in 1966.

between 1968 and 1972, and in 1974 published his influential
study, Television: Technology and Cultural Form. Chapter Six of

Culture (1981) deploys a "breathtaking chronological sweep’ of the
history of drama 1in order to substantiate his claims for what
"comparative formal analysis' of a cultural form can yield. All
the essay collections - Problems _in Materialism_and Culture
(1980), Writing in_Society (1984}, and posthuomous collections

(1989a), contain essays on film and drama, and show his continued
interest in the history of dramatic forms.l1 To the most casual
eye, 1t should surely be apparent that drama was one of Williams's
persistent preoccupations. And yet, for many commentators, the
considerable bulk of his work on the dramatic forms of theatre,

film and television is viewed as peripheral to his main interests.

In this, many students of his thought appear to follow the lead
given by Terry Eagleton in his powerful 1976 assessment. Here
Eagleton noted that “a volume of dramatic criticism has regularly

punctuated his production of "social"” texts’', but wrote that
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though he found ~the place of dramatic criticism within his
work... an interesting, even intriguing one’', in the end could
only suggest that “~the relations between the two bodies of work
are not easy to decipher’' (Eagleton 197%5 37). J.P. Ward, in the
X
first monograph on Williams, describes drama as the one area of
his writing that is “insulated, as though an interest that 1is
sealed off and self-contained’ (Ward 1981: 28). Similarly, for
Jan Gorak, writing in 1988, Williams's “dramatic interests remain
difficult to place in the light of his work as a whole' (Gorak
1988: 15). And even the scrupulously attentive New_Left Review
team could only suggest, in the course of their exhaustive
interrogation of Williams, that his work on drama represents a
“central paradox’' for any of his readers (Williams 1979: 201). In
the general view, the writings on drama are eccentric to the main
body of his work, his interest in it, peripheral. This chapter
takes a contrary view, and argues that Williams's work on drama -

and particularly the early writings - are central to the

foundation and formation of his whole intellectual project.?2

In this general neglect, the early writings on drama have been
even less attended to. Few have sought to establish any
significant distinctions between the early body of writing and
what came to replace it, or any significant connections between it
and the rest of Williams's work.3 In part, this may be due to
its relative inaccessibility, and the fact that two of the three

early books have been superseded by later versions: commentators
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focus on the revised editions. Drama_from_ Ibsen_to_Eliot, written
between September 1947 and completed by April 1948, was published
in November 1952. Drama in Performance and Preface to _Film (with
Cambridge friend Michael Orrom) were both written in 1953 and
published in 1954. In 1968, Drama_in_Performance was republished
in an enlarged edition; and Drama_from_ Ibsen_to Eliot was

first publication.

As in some academic version of the mystic writing-pad, this
early work is hidden beneath layers of subsequent rewriting and
revision. Drama from Ibsen to Eliot disappears beneath Drama from

Ibsen_to Brecht. The first version of Drama_in_Performance is
lost beneath the second. This chapter recovers some of what has
been lost or hidden in revision and rewriting in order to better
understand the difficult dynamic of Williams's developing thought.
One consequence of this is to further challenge the orthodox view
of Williams's “left-leavisism’' as i1t becomes clear that the single
most powerful influence on his thinking about drama was T.S.
Eliot. That this was an influence he wa% later to do his best to
forget perhaps only makes the point more strongly: the most

positive references to Eliot are silently removed from the later

versions of Drama from Ibsen to Eliot and Drama in Performance.d
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Against Naturalism

The early writings on drama express the sense of commitment
common to socialist intellectuals of the nineteen-forties and
fifties. They seek, in the first instance, to intervene in the
contemporary cultural situation, and to subordinate academic
analysis to cultural effectivity. The young Williams intended his
writings on drama to have a practical effect on the dramaturgy of
his time. In the process of revision, some of the urgency of this
address has been lost, and these studies have come to be treated
as textbooks and reference points in the history of

naturalism.5

Williams was not alone in perceiving something of a crisis in
the contemporary theatre. British drama in the late forties and
early fifties was widely seen to be in the doldrums. That deadly

calm was not to be broken until the acclaimed first performarice of

Kenneth Tynan, writing in 1954, gives something of the flavour of

the pre-Osborne theatrical scene in his essay “West-End Apathy’:

The bare fact is that, apart from revivals and imports, there
is nothing in the London theatre that one dares discuss with an
intelligent man for more than five minutes. Since the great
Ibsen challenge of the nineties, the English intellectuals have

been drifting away from drama. (Tynan 1964: 31)
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Four years later, Tynan offered a succinct and perceptive analysis
of the power and appeal of John Osborne's work. In his 1958 essay
“The Angry Young Movement’', Tynan describes Look Back in Anger as
a major break-through in British drama in terms very appropriate

to understanding some of the thrust of Williams’'s own project:

The new intelligentsia created by free education and state
scholarships was making its first sizeable dents in the facade
of public-school culture....For the first time the theatre was
speaking to us in our own language, on our own terms.... For
too long British culture had languished in a freezing-unit of
understatement and “good taste’. In these chill latitudes
Jimmy Porter flamed like a blowtorch.... The ivory tower has
collapsed for good. The lofty, lapidary. "mandarin’ style of
writing has been replaced by a prose that has its feet on the
ground. And the word “civilized’, which had come to mean
“detached, polite, above the tumult', is being restored to its
old etymological meaning: to be civilized nowadays 1s to care
about society and to feel oneself a responsible part of it.

(Tynan 1964: 56, 57, 62).6

For Williams, as for Tynan and others, the pre-war dramas had
no purchase on the new world of the fifties. For a time, the
seemed to promise a new vitality, but this was not to last. In
his writings on drama, Williams sought to help revitalise the

dramatic scene.7 The first blows were struck in a number of
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Actors

Williams's first essays on drama were published in 1947, in the
two journals he helped to edit, The Critic and Politics_ and

Letters.8 The most substantial of these was the essay A

Dialogue on Actors’ which appeared in the first issue of The
Critic. Here the debt to Eliot is evident throughout. The essay
is consciously modelled on Eliot’'s own A Dialogue on Dramatic
Poetry' {1928], and adopts virtually all of Eliﬁfﬂs main ideas on
drama.9 Eliot was keen to stress three main points: first, the
importance of convention in drama; second, the new possibilities
and energies offered by the new poetic drama; and third, the
insistence that good drama had to be good literature as well. All

of these come through in his influential essay, “Four Elizabethan

Dramatists'.

Eliot argues that Lamb’s selections of the Elizabethan
dramatists set the terms for contemporar& attitudes towards drama
in which the reader is committed “to the opinion that a play can
be good literature but a bad play and that it may be a good play
and bad literature’ (Eliot [1934a): 9): while William Archer's The
to see that the “faults’ of Elizabethan drama may be due to simply

the existence of different and non-naturalistic conventions, or
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