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To Marcus and Vinny, who hold the roads open



[Mlen fight and lose the battle, and the thing that they fought for
comes about in spite of their defeat, and when it comes turns out not
to be what they meant, and other men have to fight for what they

meant under another name. . . .
William Morris, A Dream of John Ball



Preface

Today the sweep and import of communication have become virtually
uncontained. To study communication, it is now widely evident, is not
only to be concerned with the contributions of a restricted set of media,
either to the socialization of children and youth or to buying and voting
decisions. Nor is it only to engage with the ideological legitimations of
the modern state. It is, rather, to make arguments about the forms and
determinants of sociocultural development as such. The potential of
communication study, in short, has converged directly and at many
points with analysis and critique of existing society across its span.

This book is a sustained effort to trace this extraordinary transit of
ideas. Useful historical exegeses of thinking about communication, of
course, already exist—one thinks first of Hanno Hardt's Critical Commu-
nication Studies and of Dan Czitrom’s chapters in Media and the American
Mind. T have taken it upon myself to add to this body of work principally
for two reasons. First, the specialized literature, with its often unprece-
dented quality of scholarship, is quickly altering our received sense of
the past; indeed, the issues are open at such a number of points that it
becomes necessary to think afresh about the overall historical record.
Second, I believe that such an extended historical map of our intellectual
topography may also help us to look anew at some of the leading issues
and problems of our own time.

My purpose is to untangle the complex processes of topical engage-
ment, conceptual differentiation, and analytical synthesis that have
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structured critical inquiry into the character of communication as a de-
terminate social force. Over the last century, as we will see, this claim of
social power has been acknowledged in a variety of distinct and even
disparate ways. The need, in turn, is to assess this sprawling and unruly
intellectual progression across its range. But according to what guiding
theoretical principles?

The question itself may be discomfiting. The field’s longstanding
preoccupation with narrowly instrumental problems has undoubtedly
helped to obscure its theoretical affiliations. What intellectual history
worthy of the name can attach to such mundane, and frequently man-
ipulative, pursuits as how to develop a more reliable opinion poll,
how to measure the extent of TV violence, or how to create a more
effective political or marketing campaign? The difficulty of laying claim
to a tradition of real significance for social theory would seem to be
intrinsic in a curriculum that has contented itself, in Robert K. Merton's
celebrated euphemism, with “‘theories of the middle range.”’! Are we not
bound to recount the field’s development as a mere parochial progres-
sion?

Nor is it obvious how to situate communication study—which be-
came an established scholarly enterprise only during the middle decades
of the 20th century—in relation to the inspiring concerns of the 19th
century’s master disciplines: philosophy, history, and political economy.
The work of connecting formal thought about communication to classic
lines of inquiry into the nature and forms of social life, the origins of
economic value and surplus, and the purposes and character of human
thought and action remains largely to be done. What does the historical
record show?

I shall argue here that it reveals that the firmament of social theory
has not been omitted or forsaken by communication study, but only at
key points signally displaced. The theorizations which have indeed
shaped and guided formal thought about communication lie largely tacit
and submerged, and their unrecognizability ironically may owe as much
to social theory’s own abiding indifference as to communication study’s
malfeasance.2 In turn, the challenge is to salvage the infrastructure of
theory that underlies inquiry into communication, and to make sense of
its historical logic. But again, then, according to what principles?

Much can be learned—as Golding and Murdock? suggested some
years ago—by seeking to explicate the concepts of society and of social
relations which have spiraled through this field. These two cardinal axes
of modern social theory will be found also to have played an immanent
role in the evolution of communication inquiry. On one hand, then,
following a recommendation offered in a different context by Martin
Jay,* the need is to tease out the field’s successive notions of a purported
social whole or totality, that we may trace a first subterranean axis of its
theoretical identity and development. On the other hand, we must si-
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multaneously seek to comprehend the ascribed linkages between com-
munication and social relations. For my purposes in this book, this can
be done best by fastening on how formal thought about communication
has continually positioned itself in regard to “labor.” A few words on
each of these admittedly opaque claims will not be out of place.

Let me begin with the concept of social totality. What, we may ask,
have been the schemas through which successive schools have thought
to pose the relationship between the communication process and an
overarching social field?

There are three formal alternatives; each has been variously pursued
over the course of a century of communication study. First, some
thinkers have tried to add communication processes or functions to a
pre-existing concept of social totality; conceptions of totality are thereby
mechanically modified, via one or another new ingredient. The ubiqui-
tous declaration that there is something radically new about this or that
communication technology is often made against such a background; so
is the observation that mass media should be apprehended as dis-
tinctively contemporary agencies of social control. At a certain point,
however, we can sense in such claims a second tendency, toward a more
thoroughgoing substitution: in this case communication is employed,
sometimes quite comprehensively, to supplant or stand in for any pre-
existing conception of social totality. To say that *’communication is the
fundamental social process’” is an example. Finally, there have also been
synthetic efforts whereby “communication” is brought into “society”’
even as, in consequence, both ideas are altered. To say that “‘the system
of communication exists interdependently with the political and eco-
nomic systems’” provides a nominal instance of such a synthetic mode of
address.

These three conceptual frames—supplementary, substitutive, and
synthetic—are not mere abstract or random alternatives. Rather they
have succeeded one another in an overarching historical progression,
whose significance has gone generally unnoticed. This historical orbit,
we will find, has been a function mainly of the way in which seemingly
disparate theories of communication, offered within the divergent cir-
cumstances of each new watershed in the field’s development, have
approached the second of our two concepts: labor.

Discomfiture may now give way to disbelief. What, after all, has
“communication”” to do with ““labor’’? The answer is Nothing—and
therefore everything. This book is, in large part, the story of how their
polarization has shaped the fortunes of communication inquiry.

The idea that human activity is always integral in that it comprises
both mental and physical dimensions has not managed to predomi-
nate—or for long periods even to survive—in social theory. Instead such
a unitary framework for comprehending human self-activity has been
continually relinquished. Communication study has been an active
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party to this work of disengagement; at special, vitalizing moments, it
has also sponsored attempts at reconciliation.

To be sure, a conceptual schism of such magnitude hardly could be
confined to formal thinking about communication; the point is rather
that it swallowed up social thought more generally. Because it repeat-
edly proved decisive for this field’s development, however, the history of
communication study is perhaps the most promising site we have for
excavating the intellectual forms applied, over the last century or so, to
the ancient fissure between head and hand.

“Communication”” was lodged on the ostensive plane of language,
ideology, and meaning only as ““labor’” came reciprocally to affix to a
seemingly remote arena of energy and action. “Communication,” that
is, became free to demarcate humankind’s vast and multifarious poten-
tial for symbolic interaction only as ‘labor”” contracted (as it had long
since begun to do) around a sharply restricted range of human effort:
physical toil or, later, wage work or, most recently, the endeavors that
transpire within heavy industry.> These two movements of thought were
not simply concurrent, however, but intertwined. At the very historical
moment that the separation of hand and brain—and more precisely, of
conception and execution—was becoming decisive within the social
formation,® communication study began to expand into the conceptual
space bequeathed by the parallel tendency to separate ““intellectual’” and
“manual”’ labor.

The difficulties seemed increasingly insurmountable for those who
would seek to utilize “‘labor,”” contrariwise, as the touchstone of a non-
dualistic position on the nature of human self-activity. The concept ap-
peared to fall far short of capturing the salient features of modernity.
How could “labor” be utilized, after all, to take the measure of the
cavernous gulf that had apparently come to divide contemporary society
from its 19th-century forebears? How could ““labor”” account for either
the new cultural dominants of consumerism and leisure, or the growing
economic significance of services and white-collar work, as opposed to
manufacturing industry and its allied industrial working class? Yet it is
striking that even alternative conceptual bases for a nondualistic
framework—and, as we shall see, there have been some—have never
been able to constitute a lasting alternative formulation.

Theorizing Communication nevertheless rejects all claims for such a
bifurcation of human enterprise, including those that seek to assert dual-
ism as an unchanging and axiomatic ontological condition. Nor are
those attempts closer to my own that try to reunite those seemingly
disparate categories of language and action—or, to employ the terms
used here, communication and labor—via poststructuralist notions of
“discourse’” or ‘‘discursive practice,” notions that seek self-consciously
to escape the “‘productivist’”” bias seemingly inherent in a now-outdated
modernism. I will argue in this book that such formulations originate
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specifically in the same dualism they purport to surmount, and that,
consequently, they ironically avoid as much as they transcend.

Leaving substantial discussion of these issues for the chapters that
follow, I wish to suggest here only that by reinstating a different concept
of labor we may arrive at a very different result. In the perspective
offered by intellectual history—that is, of the ‘“historicity of the concepts
and categories by which we attempt to understand’’7—to charge that
““labor”’ is categorically bankrupt or obsolescent is only to say that it has
gone out of intellectual fashion. The urgent questions have to do with
how and why. To address them, we may begin by embracing that Aris-
totelean concept of labor—intelligent action—which figured so largely
in the thought of both Hegel and Marx.? In this tradition, I begin, then,
by defining labor not as mere physical production or bodily toil, but as
the species-specific capacity for human self-activity to which speaking
and thinking, as well as action and energy, are alike integral.® Where
might such a revisionary assumption—that these twin planes, ‘‘commu-
nication’” and “labor,” could not in fact ever really be separated except
for schematic purposes—leave us with regard to the history of commu-
nication study?

In fact, as I will try to show throughout this book, it casts this entire
history in a new light, for it permits us to see that the work of the field
has often proceeded as if this dichotomy were real. The first questions for
us to address, then, necessarily pertain to when and why this dualism—
which led a protean existence and, to repeat, not simply within this one
area of endeavor—became significant for students of communication.

Here is my argument: Constituting itself in light of an inclusive and
integral conception of human self-activity—productive labor—com-
munication study ironically commenced to develop only in spite of this
same formulation. The continuing inability to integrate, or even to en-
compass, ‘“labor” and ““communication’” within a single conceptual to-
tality marked a coherent—and fateful—turn in organized thought. Over
fully a century-long span, successive theorizations of communication
came to revolve around variously reified views of ““intellectual” labor,
that is, around a partial, but seemingly substantial and autonomous,
category of human effort.

Formal study of communication was born and bred of contention
over the place of institutionalized communication in American life. As
successive inflows of concern about the media washed through aca-
deme, scholars” attention and priorities—their intellectual apparatus for
apprehending the place of communication in society—underwent re-
peated metamorphoses. Theorizing Communication underlines the con-
tinuing significance for inquiry of this contextualist tradition.

In Chapter One I show not only that there was a robust and far-
ranging tradition of popular criticism of the institutions of communica-
tion, but also that this criticism was embedded within the still-vibrant
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tradition of “producer republican’ thought. Seeking to generalize or at
least to elevate the status of handicraft work, in which conception and
execution were united, this perspective, which had played a vital role
throughout antebellum decades, enjoyed a final efforescence during the
1880s and 1890s, before giving way to increasing inroads being made by
“unskilled” factory work and, on the other side, by a growing corps of
white-collar employees. Ironically, therefore, even for the radical critics
of late 19th-century capitalism and communication~—those who sought
to imagine a ““producer’s’” republic grounded in ““productive labor”’—no
truly comprehensive and integral category of “‘production” or ‘“labor”’
was achieved. As head and hand came to be ever more massively sun-
dered in the world, so they were also polarized within theory.

Such an axial displacement of a unified concept of human self-
activity is illustrated by the contradictory position of the first major
communication theorist I discuss: John Dewey. Dewey is important not
only because other writers on the intellectual history of communication
say he is, but also because his pragmatism, or instrumental philosophy,
influeniced subsequent writers on communication—C. Wright Mills, for
example. A member of the first generation of research university-based
intellectuals, Dewey is significant for having developed his cardinal con-
cept of “experience’ specifically as means of steering round the deepen-
ing social (and entrenched philosophical) dualism between head and
hand.

Yet already by the 1890s ““labor”” was eschewed by Dewey in this
integrative attempt. Within the alternative framework given by “‘experi-
ence,” moreover, ‘‘communication,” or ‘“‘organized intelligence,” sup-
plied for Dewey—who was himself versed in the radical-reform tradi-
tion—a supposedly intrinsic means of reconciling or ameliorating social
division. Even a trained philosopher, therefore, whose conscious effort
was to transcend dualism, here fell tacitly prey to it. ““Organized intel-
ligence’”” came to the forefront of Dewey’s philosophy, finally, exactly as,
through an uneven movement, “intellectual” functions were beginning
to be systematically reorganized throughout the wider society. One
might say that, when considered as a social theory, Deweyan instrumen-
talism reified, rather than critically appropriated, the profound changes
occurring throughout the contemporary social division of labor.

A second phase in the development of U.S. communication study
went well beyond this early displacement of an integral notion of human
self-activity. During the interwar period analysts looked to communica-
tion to effectuate a far-reaching conceptual supplement to existing views
of the social process. This was again a complex development, as I show
in Chapter Two.

Virtually all across the ideological spectrum, beginning in the later
1930s, communication researchers shared two overarching concerns for
a key decade, the decade in which communication study began to be
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formally institutionalized. First, they agreed that the organization and
social implications of propaganda—Ilinked intimately with the ‘‘agencies
of mass persuasion’” such as film, radio, and newspapers—posed worri-
some political and moral issues. Second, as I show, they associated these
problems and, specifically, the potency of propaganda with the continu-
ing growth of ‘‘unaffiliated”” white-collar strata. Thus the inability to
grasp an increasingly central modality of labor as but another form of
human self-activity became profoundly implicated in theorizing about
communication.

For Depression- and war-era writers on propaganda, however, these
loosely shared concerns about propaganda were also tinged by a third,
historically specific recognition: that, in the U.S. of the later 1930s, there
existed a glaring gap between popular opinion and media—more pre-
cisely, press—opinion. The public was squarely behind the New Deal;
publishers were almost equally solidly against it. After the Roosevelt
landslide in the 1936 election, the existence of this chasm had to be
virtually taken for granted by anyone writing about institutionalized
communication. Looking to developments occurring across the Atlantic
and Pacific Oceans, radicals thus pointed to the growing centralization of
the communications industries in the hands of business and political
elites, as salient reminders to an actively critical public that—a terrifying
portent—it can happen here.”” Backed by powerful institutions, main-
stream analysts, in contrast, began to develop means of assaying the
consequences of this same fissure for political campaign strategy and for
overall business leadership of American society. Along the way they
developed the notion that persuasion was most effective when it was a
multifaceted process, containing both mass-mediated and interpersonal
dimensions.

These diverging perspectives broke apart after the onset of the Cold
War. Mainstream writers, in keeping with their pluralist premises, re-
ified the gap between press and public opinion and systematically exag-
gerated ““the part played by people” in the communication process, even
as, at least in a domestic context, they discounted the social organization
and propagandistic potential of the mass media. Radicals, on the other
hand, utilizing the theory of mass culture which had begun to be
elaborated during the 1930s, reified the gap’s closure and turned to
formulations that accentuated the newfound role of media manipulation
as a means of social control. Onto a presumedly capitalist totality they
thus purported to graft an enigmatic and potent new supplement: ideol-
ogy. Yet again, however, as I detail in the case of C. Wright Mills, the
continued growth of theoretically anomalous white-collar occupations
lay at the heart of this reformulation; for, by a process of transference, it
was the growing preponderance of this new and ‘‘unattached” social
subject which conferred upon mass culture much of its apparently
deadly efficacy. Once again, in sum, the identity of communication
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study became bound up with the reification of a single vital aspect of
human practice.

It was not long before each of these early postwar conceptions—the
radical critique of mass culture and the “limited effects’” school that
formed the mainstream of academic communication study—began to
face criticism. The latter emanated from what have since become largely
separate projects: British cultural studies and the critique of cultural
imperialism. Initially, however, as Chapter Three shows, these were
interrelated radical endeavors, linked by their common rejection of be-
havioral orthodoxy and by their shared concern to develop a revisionary
concept of “culture’” as a means of reuniting head and hand within an
encompassing notion of human self-activity.

The critique of cultural imperialism responded directly to the con-
cerns expressed by leading ““Third World”’ revolutionary intellectuals:
Frantz Fanon, Amilcar Cabral, and others. ‘“Culture” it perceived as a
newly crucial strategic front within the ongoing reintegration of transna-
tional capitalism, under the aegis mainly of U.S. corporate and state
interests. To be sure, the critique continued to express some of the char-
acteristic features of the theory of mass culture, most notably, the latter’s
willingness to view the media as the prime contemporary means of
manipulative social control. But the critique of cultural imperialism also
harbored two other aspects, which ultimately—if only momentarily—
permitted it to diverge radically from the mass culture thesis: first, it
flowed against the mainstream, not only of ““administrative’’ research
but also of contemporary Marxism, in attempting to rejoin, if not entirely
to reconcile, ““culture’”” and ‘‘political economy”’ in theory. Therefore,
second—and above all—the critique sustained, in the form of the move-
ments for national liberation that had developed throughout much of
the poor world, a prospectively unified concept of human social agency.
In this sense and to this degree, “’culture”” became for the critique the site
at which human practice stood to be reintegrated. The delicacy of this
admittedly incomplete theorization, however, was such that when the
movements for national liberation began to falter during the 1970s the
critique of cultural imperialism fell back on a concept of totality in which
capital became the sole significant social actor. It thus became para-
doxically vulnerable to those who, lacking sympathy for any concept of
imperialism, cultural or otherwise, now began to charge the critique
with having neglected human agency.

In the priority which it momentarily conferred on human social
agency the theory of cultural imperialism concorded well with early
British cultural studies. The second half of Chapter Three details the
striated intellectual history of this latter project, paying attention to the
evolving thought of Raymond Williams. I show that Williams sought
expressly to use “culture,” in the same way Dewey had relied upon
“experience,”” as a synthetic term, a means of unifying the diverse as-



Preface xv

pects of contemporary society. In particular, ““culture” permitted the
split between ‘“‘mental” and “manual” labor to be sidestepped. This
formulation, however, despite its powerful challenge to received radical
thought, contained its own unbreachable theoretical difficulties.

Williams utilized a complex and sometimes downright contradic-
tory notion of “culture.” On one side, in his theorization, his reliance on
“culture’”” to denote an integrative totality of experience often seemed to
give way, again recalling Dewey, to ““culture” in the more restricted and
conventional sense of creatively shared meanings. On the other side,
“culture”’ for the early Williams also seemed to resonate to a single,
ineffable principle, endlessly reproducing itself across the social field. A
political party, a play, or virtually any other practice or form all might be
used to furnish evidence of what he still discerned as a singular and
unitary “‘structure of feeling.”” Not surprisingly, with the proliferation of
the new social movements during the 1960s, this view became—and, I
argue, was seen by Williams to have become—increasingly untenable. A
different theorization of ““culture’” and of the totality would be required.

In Chapter Four I offer an overview of three nearly contemporary
attempts to address these issues and some of their offshoots. First I
survey Althusser’s structural Marxism, specifically in reference to the
evolving variant of cultural studies practiced by Stuart Hall and the
Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at Birmingham. Then I turn to
the seemingly disparate theory of postindustrial or information society,
elaborated by Daniel Bell and others, mainly in the U.S. I show that a
reciprocal and tacit attempt to privilege intellectual Iabor as a separate
sphere—via ““culture’”” and “‘information,” respectively—was grounded
in each case in a conscious withdrawal from received concepts of labor.
This explicit displacement of “labor,” which was now conceived almost
automatically as denoting simply industrial waged labor, and which was
now open to growing feminist attack for this reason, resulted in theory’s
turn away from any integrated and encompassing concept of human
self-activity. It soon was accompanied by a more frontal rejection of
“labor,”” and a far more dramatic and explicit reification of intellectual
labor, in a third, influential school of thought, loosely associated with
poststructuralism. Forsaken by such writers as Foucault and then
Baudrillard was the earlier view shared by theorists of mass culture that
the mass media provided a kind of ideological supplement which sus-
tained the basic (but remote) workings of capitalist society. It is not
simply that these writers came to reject the primacy of capitalism in the
ordering of social relations. It is that they discerned in reified concepts of
intellectual labor a thoroughgoing substitutive foundation for the social
totality. Soon, and relatedly, the latter was hardly any longer even ad-
mitted as a viable concept.

Thus a profound and prolonged fissure in society and in social
thought led analysts, who were, after all, overwhelmingly intellectuals
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themselves, once again back to additive and substitutive modes of
animating the ‘“communication/society’”’ couplet. Communication was
increasingly portrayed as a separate, and often foundational, sphere.
These travails notwithstanding, successive theorizations continued to
extend and enlarge the terrain over which significant operative features
of a now seemingly separate domain of communication could be traced.
That twin process of displacement and creative engagement has led
back, however, during our own time, to the submerged conceptual em-
phasis on unified self-activity that, around the turn of the 20th century,
provided a negative origination point for communication study. Based
on further investigation of the concept of labor, I think that our own
moment of intellectual revision promises to endow the ‘‘communi-
cation/society”” relationship with a new and common basis. This difficult
and still unfinished journey portends, in other words, a profound recon-
figuration of the relation between the determinate figure of communica-
tion and its societal ground.

In my conclusion, I seek such a reformulation by explicating the
later thought of Raymond Williams. It is my hope that communication
study can eschew its endless reifications of intellectual labor by effecting
a return to an integral concept of human self-activity, such as that which
was once striven for by the term ““labor.” On such a basis alone, it seems
to me, can established conceptual oppositions—such as those that have
long acted to separate analysis of media production from media con-
sumption or reception by audiences, the members of which labor not
only at paid and unpaid jobs, but also as viewers, listeners, and readers—
be supplanted by a focus on the successive twin ‘“moments’” of media
production. Perhaps it should not go without saying that theory must
win to this new position without neglecting the determinative role of
capital within contemporary society.

I intend this book, then, to be a means not only of inventorying our
collective tool kit but, beyond this, of reckoning the latter’s contents. The
need for such a study idea announced itself with particular force when,
some years ago, I set about to prepare a formal speech to honor my
onetime doctoral advisor.10 It is fair to say that this book had its formal
beginning in that occasion; in turn it affords me a new reason to give
credit to George Gerbner, who, alongside:his colleagues at the (then)
Annenberg School of Communications, helped to instill in me a deep
interest in this field’s fascinating and under-appreciated history.

When I became a graduate student, I fancied that entry into the
discipline of communication would afford me a unique license to bind
together in an emerging theoretical synthesis my interests in cultural
criticism and political economy. I was wrong. Of course I found at once
that the study of communication already possessed a freestanding iden-
tity, and one that proved resistant to both poles of my interest. From the
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standpoint of the communication study of this early 1970s vintage, my
own prospective enterprise therefore remained tantalizingly opaque. In-
deed it has taken me the better part of two decades to understand the
historicity of the hoped-for synthesis that motivated my initial entry into
communication study, that is, to situate it in the field’s own evolution.
This book is one result.

Over these years, Marcus B. Rediker has urged me repeatedly to
explore this history in public view; through his own example, he has
helped me to see the necessity for undertaking what used to be called
“history from below.” Through most of this same interval, Vincent
Mosco has pushed me steadfastly to accept the challenges proffered
by problems of communication for social theory. Both of these dear
friends have given me repeated lessons in engaged and scrupled scholar-
ship.

Over the entire period of this work'’s gestation, Susan G. Davis has
acted as a sustaining and regenerative force. And through their occa-
sionally uproarious and always enlivening revelry, Lucy H. Schilier and
Ethan D. Schiller specifically inspired the integral conception of human
self-activity that infuses this work. I thank them.

Zach Schiller has always been a responsive sounding-board; his
boundless knowledge of the day-to-day workings of the U.S. political
economy makes him an equally invaluable source of ideas. I have also
continued to benefit from the learning and example of Anita R. Schiller
and Herbert I. Schiller, who have been engaged participants in some of
the trends and developments that I try to trace here.

Full of newspaper clippings and questions, Mary Ann Davis gra-
ciously allowed me to hold onto the belief that I was making a kind of
sense. I will always remember a walk with David G. Davis—one of
many, over the years—during which I confided some of my hopes for
this project. His unwavering support was characteristic.

My students Meighan Maguire, Dennis Mazzocco, and Lora Taub
have helped to inspire and, periodically, to rekindle the excitement I
have had for this project. Michael Cole, Susan G. Davis, George Maris-
cal, Robert McChesney, Vincent Mosco, Herbert 1. Schiller, Michael
Schudson, and Lora Taub generously read different drafts of the manu-
script and proffered invaluable criticisms. Antonia Meltzoff helped me to
see that I could and should write this book; conversations over the years
with Jeanne Allen, Michael Bernstein, and Robert McChesney—with
whom I have had the pleasure of ongoing dialogue on a whole range of
issues—energized me to stick with it. When I had the good sense to
consult Carlos Blanco Aguinaga, he proved a beacon of unassuming
wisdom. Everette E. Dennis did not make possible a year’s stay at the
then Gannett Center for Media Studies at Columbia University so that I
could produce this work; but I hope he will not be too dissatisfied by the
result.
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CHAPTER ONE

Communication and Labor
in Late 19th-Century
America

[I1deas belong to human beings who have bodies, and there is no
separation between the structures and processes of the part of the
body that entertains the ideas and the part that performs acts.

John Dewey!

The separation of hand and brain is the most decisive single step in
the division of labor taken by the capitalist mode of production.

Harry Braverman?

‘. . . what solution, if any, have you found for the labor question?
It was the Sphinx’s riddle of the nineteenth century. . . .
""As no such thing as the labor question is known nowadays.

’r

. I suppose we may claim to have solved it. . . .
Edward Bellamy3

In the 19th-century United States, criticism of communication institu-
tions and practices was rife and often sharp. The widest and most signifi-
cant antipathetic current, during the century’s final decades, streamed
through labor organizations and oppositional political movements.
Lodging repeated protests against the accelerating integration of major
media—both the press and the wireline systems of telegraphy and
telephony—into the expanding circuits of corporate capital, a broad
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span of reform groups proposed various collectivist and mutualistic
alternatives for the ownership and operation of communications.

This mutualism found its way into the thinking about communica-
tion undertaken at century’s end, by reform-minded academics associ-
ated with emerging research universities and with increasingly bounded
scholarly disciplines. Yet we will find that their thought was profoundly
marked by an increasingly significant conceptual truncation, or exclu-
sion, from which the most widely available radical traditions likewise
suffered. The difficulty lay in comprehending and theorizing the elemen-
tal equivalence of productive activity—that is, ‘“labor’’—across its range.
In particular, it proved impossible, and sometimes uncongenial, to con-
ceptualize so-called “intellectual labor” or “’brain work’’ as existing on a
par with skilled tradeswork, factory toil, farming, or domestic labor.
John Dewey’s notable attempt to provide a philosophical basis for re-
garding head and hand as an encompassing and inclusive unity pro-
ceeded, therefore, only by bypassing the overly restrictive characteriza-
tions of “labor” which resulted. The contradictory framework that
Dewey created, for all its attractive features, therefore nonetheless also
carried a debilitating and, as it turned out, enduring earmark: in Dew-
eyan instrumentalism, “labor” came to be separated from—but also
by—formal thought regarding ‘“communication.”” Dewey’s was only the
first in what would prove to be a succession of disparate communication
theories which displaced this indispensable category.

I

During the 1820s and 1830s, widespread disaffection developed among
urban artisans, producers of everything from carriages to shoes to
printed business forms, with the growing hold over society exercised by
“monopolizing’’ capitalists. Economically, the independent craft worker
was increasingly hard-pressed. Utilizing a coherent system of thought,
which historians have come to call “artisan” or “‘producer republican-
ism,” these tradesmen insisted on their own equal rights, not only to
property, but also to political power and knowledge.# Widespread an-
tagonism to the elite status and inequitable function of the commercial
newspaper was one byproduct of this more encompassing movement.
Concerted efforts to establish a more democratic popular press spawned
a flock of cheap commercial journals, which energetically cast them-
selves as an alternative to their pricy rivals: making new room for the
concerns of non-elite white men, but themselves still tending to subordi-
nate the interests of women, while often actively denigrating people of
color.? A related struggle arose in regard to the social purposes and chief
beneficiaries of the posts.® As against those merchants and elite pub-
lishers who were coming to rely on private “‘express’’ services to advance
their own commercial speculations in two booming commodity mar-
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kets—cotton and news—antimonopolists admonished that ““{i]t should
not be permitted that an individual should establish a mode of commu-
nication and continue it by which intelligence should be received and
acted upon by him before the community at large can have the benefit of
it.””7 The Post Office, they insisted, should provide a comprehensive,
nondiscriminatory, and exclusive service. Through subsequent decades,
Post Office service was indeed extended and diversified. However, the
concurrent proliferation of specialized business services, afforded by the
new technology of telegraphy, massively subverted any thoroughgoing
democratic restructuring of institutionalized communication.

Popular scrutiny of the existing state of communications continued
to increase toward a historical zenith, reached during the decades
around the turn of the 20th century. In this later period, a shifting array
of radicals and reformers sought to dispel or at least mitigate the ravaging
contflicts and problems ushered in by the new industrial capitalism. With
roots planted not only in different sections of the working class, but also
in the farm community and the growing urban middle class, the re-
formers naturally ranged widely in ideological temper. That they shared
a loose commitment to collectivism, and even to ““mutualism over com-
petitive individualism” thus did not prevent significant antagonisms
from erupting among them.8 In this fluid intellectual and ideological
environment, radical reformers could draw on conceptions as diverse as
those offered by Henry George’s ‘‘single tax,””® the moderate socialist
Laurence Gronlund’s ‘“‘cooperative commonwealth,””1© a grassroots
agrarian Populism,!! a militant trade unionism,12 Marxian socialism,
feminism, and a range of ameliorationist schemes stressing Christian
uplift, social harmony, and economic efficiency.13 Proselytizers of a so-
cial gospel harmonized relatively well with middle-class proponents of
systematic arbitration in disputes between labor and capital, and with
some settlement house reformers and evolutionary socialists. But real
discord could also flare up between these last-named groups and
working-class advocates of vindicative social action grounded in both
shop-floor solidarities and the still dominant thought-system of pro-
ducer republicanism. Animated above all by the practices and concerns
of skilled craftsmen and mechanics, producer republicanism bridged
over to many industrial workers, small merchants, shopkeepers,
farmers, and even clerks.i4

Folded into this range of rival mutualisms, at a greater or lesser
remove from their central doctrines and purposes, were anticompetitive
conceptions of communication. The often vital role ascribed to commu-
nication by diverse reformers between the 1870s and the 1910s, how-
ever, has not been well served by scholars.!> Several gencral aspects of
these popular critiques of communication need to be teased out because
of their underlying relevance to the academic discussion of communica-
tion that followed in their train.
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Of primary concern, to begin with, were disabling new constraints
on the press. Urban commercial and political newspapers had been
closely tied, during the 1830s, to class privilege, and their institutional
dependencies continued to be debated. In a book-length exposé pub-
lished on the eve of the American Civil War, Lambert Wilmer had gener-
alized: “Our journalism is both tyrannical and slavish; it succumbs to
every powerful influence, and it is bold and independent only when it
attacks the weak and defenseless.”’16 But by the 1880s, the class bases of
commercial journalism began to be criticized quite pointedly in terms of
the predisposing and prejudicial effects of capital. Hidden owners—
railroad magnates, corporation financiers, and industrial capitalists such
as Jay Gould, Henry Villard and John D. Rockefeller—were widely, and
validly, suspected of covert attempts to infiltrate the nation’s press. Cor-
porate capitalists” attempts to sway public opinion toward private ends
were matched by the corporate press’s willingness to disguise paid ad-
vertisements as news.!7 Far from being free, the newspaper was open
only to the ideas of its proprietors and advertisers—the summary verdict
rendered by one longtime radical.'® John Jarrett, president of the
Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers, expanded on this
theme:

Our people are under the impression that the press ought to be the mouth-
piece of the sentiments of the people in general, and they are also under the
impression that the press is really subsidized by capital, and perhaps by
these large corporations. . . . They think it very wrong that the truth is not
sent out, not only to the workingmen but to every man in the United States.
We believe that the press is largely subsidized by certain corporations, and
that it simply works to carry out the ideas of those men whose cause it has
espoused, and we do not think that is right.*®

In 1883, the same year that Joseph Pulitzer purchased the New York
World in hopes of finding a lucrative means of redirecting the relation-
ship between commercial journalism and the urban working class,
Scots-born typefounder and union organizer Edward King reiterated
Jarrett’s ideas:

The relation of the press to the labor movement of course is a very bitter one.
The laboring classes . . . have great antipathy to the newspapers. . . . It
is also a very widespread belief among the working classes that you should
not believe anything you read in the newspapers. The want of that faith in
the veracity and truthfulness of literary men is one of the phases of the labor
movement that I consider very remarkable indeed. The feeling is away
beyond what could be accounted for by anything else than very gross cases
of misrepresentation, and very exaggerated cases of opposition. . . . The
influence of capital upon the fourth estate I regard as most corrupt and fatal,
and a thing very much to be regretted, because when you recognize the fact
that these influences have not that hold they once had on the formation of
the opinions of the people, and when you remember that the press is rapidly
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taking the place of what the pulpit once did, I think it is a matter of very
grave concern that any large body of people should lose faith in the veracity
and justice of a power like the press. . . . it is a most unhealthy state of
things that a power such as the press should be believed by the working
classes to be warring with them and against their interests.2°

King went on to speak of ““frequent” efforts by ‘‘the working
classes”” to boycott those commercial newspapers which had given par-
ticular offense. When questioned about the workings of this early appli-
cation of the boycott strategy he replied:

They organize committees in every district of the city, exercise their influ-
ence as purchasers upon news stands-—the men who own news stands—
and they also resolve not to purchase such papers as are boycotted, but
resolve to read them without purchasing them. It is believed, I know by the
workingmen in this city, that they have brought newspapers to terms once
or twice. . . 2!

King added, as well, that it was now “beyond question that the
working class believe they must have papers of their own.”’22 Far from
being specialized trade union organs, moreover, these journals, he held,
should cater to a general interest. King testified, “While the working
classes want their trade news, want a labor paper, still they have a
burning desire to know what has happened connected with other affairs
besides trades affairs, and workingmen cannot be counted upon as will-
ing to throw over their interest in everything else for the sake of a trade
paper.” But a ““want of capital sufficient to advertise a daily labor paper”
combined with the difficulty of getting into the Associated Press to rule
out such a possibility. The working classes had come, he said, to believe
that the only solution was to cooperate. ““[Tlhe tendency now amongst
the people,” King asserted, “‘is to believe that all efforts [to start up
working-class newspapers] must be failures except co-operative, under
a law which prevents the capture of the paper by the shareholders, and
prohibits any person from having more than one share, &c.”’23

King’'s antagonism to the Associated Press news agency was tribu-
tary to a wide current of radical criticism.24 To comprehend this concern,
we must know that in the decades after the Mexican-American War
(1846—48), newsgathering became profoundly dependent on the tele-
graph. Telegraphy, in turn, was one of a trio of infrastructural functions
(the others were rail transport and banking) whose economic roles at-
tracted increasingly widespread popular antipathy. Many historians
agree that railroads, banks, and telegraphs acted as pivots of an emergent
corporate capitalism. Before them, no truly interregional capitalist
economy could be contemplated. By their mecans, on the other hand,
comparative economic advantages were enlarged and deepened, cen-
tralization of industry generative of vast productivity increases became
feasible, and corporate decisionmaking on a nationwide scale emerged.
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Within this broader matrix, Richard B. Du Boff has detailed the
extent to which this transition was predicated on the information advan-
tages conferred on capital by the telegraph.25 The latter’s domination by
Western Union seemed, however, to many farmers, workers, and small
businesspersons once more to exemplify the growing hold of a predatory
and enveloping corporate capitalism. Western Union, whose consolida-
tion of U.S. telegraph networks was complete by 1866, comprised the
second corporate monopoly of national scope—the first was the AP,
with which the telegraph behemoth became closely interlocked. West-
ern Union confronted government with unprecedented private power,
power it did not hesitate to utilize.26 Its executives evinced a precocious
talent for corporate maneuvering, providing free franking privileges to
legislators, for example, with an eye to securing their votes should need
arise.2?

In many nations, as the telegraph was assimilated into the Post
Office, it came to provide ““a vital social link joining families and friends
in joy and disaster . . . [and] transferring knowledge, instructions, and
human feelings from city, country, suburbs, capital cities, and back
again.’’28 In the United States, in contrast, more than half a century later
such “‘social uses” of telegraphy were still severely retarded by pro-
hibitive rates. No less than 90 percent of early U.S. telegraph demand has
been credited to business and press interests.2® By the early 1880s, the
telegraph was being utilized, according to the president of Western
Union—which then controlled perhaps four-fifths of the nation’s
telegraphs—by at most 500,000 persons, Iess than 1 percent of the U.S.
population; and no more than 5 or 6 percent of the company’s total
business concerned family or social matters. In contrast, in a small Euro-
pean country such as Belgium in 1880 private dispatches concerning
family and social matters amounted to some 55 percent of the whole; in
Switzerland, 61 percent.30

This pattern of business user domination persisted long into the
telephone era. In 1890 Postmaster General Wanamaker characterized
the portion of the community that used the telegraph as “infinitesi-
mal.”"31 Looking back on his turn-of-the-century Denver childhood,
writer Gene Fowler related how ‘“‘a telegram was a great event in
anyone’s life, and a fearful one as well. No one other than capital-
ists . . . ever sent or received telegrams unless there was illness or
death in a family.”’32 AT&T president Theodore Vail conceded as late as
1911 that ““[t]he ratio of the use of the mails to the telegraph is nearly
100 to 1, and less than 5 per cent. of the whole population use the
telegraph.”’33

Reformers were not slow to protest the inequity of these constraints
on access. ‘‘By what gauge or standard shall we undertake to measure
the benefit of cheap telegraphy in keeping alive and warm the relations
of blood and friendship, and in relieving the anxieties of families, by
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bringing within the reach of the many that prompt intelligence as to the
health and movements of their far-removed members which is now the
luxury of the few?”” asked Senator Nathaniel Hill in 1884.34 Sky-high
telegraph rates for many critics, however, were only a symptom of West-
ermn Union’s massively invasive and disequilibrating monopoly over
what the Populists generalized as “‘the transmission of intelligence,” or
“the means of transmission of information.” At the center of the prob-
lem, as Charles A. Sumner focused the issue in 1879, was the nation’s
sorry failure to establish the telegraph as ““a common carrier of intel-
ligence.”’35
The historical status of the ensuing campaign to restructure telegra-
phy has been undervalued, even by sympathetic historians, who tend to
subordinate it to the railroad, while also emphasizing the ideological
limitations of the reform effort overall. William Appleman Williams, for
example, declares that, far from amounting to some sort of agrarian
socialism, the Populists’ plan to nationalize the railroad, telegraph, and
telephone systems was ‘‘merely carrying the logic of laissez faire to its
classic fulfillment. Given the absolutely essential role of an open and
equitable marketplace in the theory and practice of laissez faire, they
concluded that the only way to guarantee the cornerstone of the system
was by taking it out of the hands of any entrepreneur.””?¢ Leon Fink
dissents from Williams’s stress on ‘‘the limited ideological reach of
. . . political demands focusing on ‘commercial arteries’ of the mar-
ketplace”” that left ““the system of private enterprise otherwise un-
touched.” Fink suggests that a ““more convincing explanation for the
centrality of transit and communication systems to the radical demands
of the period lies in the fact that it was here that public authority ap-
peared most baldly not only to have sanctioned but also to have colluded
with private ‘monopoly.”"’37
The popular critique of corporate ownership and control of commu-
nications as a site and an agency of class power may have been fiercely
pointed, but it was hardly for this reason limited, misguided, or naive.
What needs to be underscored is, in fact, its radicalism. The journalist
Richard Hinton declared: “ . . . as an observer and a student I have
long since come to the conclusion that in this country at least the artifi-
cial person called a corporation, who is in possession of the public func-
tions of a community, such as the railroad, the telegraph, and the bank,
is a person, speaking of him as an artificial person before the law, whose
existence is dangerous to the safety of the Republic.””38 The prevailing
social purposes of the new telecommunications technology even inter-
mittently provoked forcible responses, such as among Native Americans,
who sometimes recognized a strategic nced to defend themselves against
the U.S. military by burning or ripping down “‘the singing wire.”’3% In
eastern Oklahoma as late as August 1917, for example, some 800 to
1000 tenant farmers, militantly opposed to U.S. entry into World War 1,
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staged an armed uprising known as the Green Corn Rebellion, and
commenced to cut telegraph wires.4° Such collectivist destruction was a
world removed from efforts by individual financiers, at telegraphy’s in-
ception during the late 1840s, to disrupt service as a means of preserving
the confidentiality of their foreknowledge of conditions in European
commodity markets, and thereby of gaining a speculative edge against
the general public.#!

Opponents of private telegraphy also concertedly embraced formal
political action. In 1884, for example, the Anti-Monopoly Party Platform
declared that “’[t]he great instruments by which [interstate] commerce is
carried on are transportation, money, and the transmission of intel-
ligence. They are now mercilessly controlled by giant monopolies, to the
impoverishment of labor, and the crushing out of healthful competition,
and the destruction of business security. We hold it, therefore, to be the
imperative and immediate duty of Congress to pass all needful laws for
the control and regulation of those great agents of commerce. . . .42
Such a platform could not possibly be accommodated without a far-
reaching and potentially explosive societal reorientation. However
much reformers may have remained respectful of individual private
property rights, therefore, their actions and demands bespeak resistance
to, rather than an accommodation with, the ongoing ‘‘corporate recon-
struction’” of social life.

That a vital locus existed between the press and the telegraph, and
that it had come to be dominated by another fearsome monopoly—that
of the AP news agency—was, by the late 1870s, a chief focus of popular
concern. This combined ‘“news-telegraph monopoly” posed unprece-
dented threats to the polity as well as to the economy. For example, its
widely reviled effort to steal the contested Blaine-Cleveland presidential
election of 1884 (by delaying announcement of the voting results so as
to give Republican politicos time to doctor tallies in key districts of New
York State) ““drew thousands of New Yorkers to the streets” during two
days of demonstrations.#> Some of the criticisms directed at the AP
anticipated the arguments made a century later by poor world states
against the role of media, again including the AP itself, in a new style of
informal imperialism. They emanated from publishers and journalists in
the western states, alongside those elsewhere who found themselves
unable to secure an AP franchise. Their protest against the news mo-
nopoly encompassed both the AP’s economic dominance and its ten-
dency to represent issues from the perspective of capital—and eastern
capital, to boot.4¢ The radical journalist Richard Hinton thus recounted
how, in the wake of Western Union'’s absorption of a small independent
news agency, a subscribing local (Newburg, New York) newspaper had
been barred from access to telegraphic news. This story offered, he
claimed, an illustration, ““which I think every practical journalist will
understand,” of the corporate pre-emption of “‘control over great func-
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tions of civilization like that of gathering the news and transmitting
messages and intelligence.””45 ‘

Antagonism also erupted from within organized labor’s ranks. As
early as 1869, for example, the National Typographical Union petitioned
Congress to approve a bill establishing a government postal telegraph,
“thereby increasing the demand for our labor, equalizing the business
interests of the country, and destroying one of the worst monopolies in
existence.” The Typographers’ ire was directed chiefly at the contracts
which tied the Associated Press to Western Union, because, they as-
serted, such stipulations effectively decreed ‘‘that no more newspapers
shall be published in the United States, and that those in existence who
do not obtain their news through the Associated Press shall be sup-
pressed, thereby lessening the demand for our labor.””4¢ The complaint
recurred; in 1891 one union typographer declared: ““Let the Govern-
ment take charge of the telegraph and away will go the monopolistic
Associated Press, franchises and all. Everybody could get telegraph news
at the same price, newspapers could then run without the assistance of
Jay Gould and the Western Union Company. . . .47 Workers contin-
ued to complain that the telegraph was used to their disadvantage in
postbellum labor conflicts: private telegraph ownership by Western
Union, they charged, denied them the chance to send pro-union mes-
sages over the network, while the interlinked AP news monopoly sys-
tematically slighted and suppressed news its proprietors deemed inimi-
cal to their class interests.#® On grounds of both constraints on news
content and employment practices, union printers led the fight to re-
structure the communications system with which newspapers were en-
twined.4® That newspapers that subscribed to the wire service were
barred from speaking out publicly against the Associated Press, by the
threat of losing their franchise, only further inflamed antagonism.>¢

Recommendations for reform in turn had to look two ways: toward
both the newspaper and the telegraph. Social responsibility and access
were alike primary elements in thinking about the first issue, press re-
form:

One more suggestion with regard to the newspapers. They are not the
expression of the free public opinion of this country. I should suggest that a
national law be passed compelling every man who owns a newspaper to
leave a blank column to be filled up with the real opinions of the people—
my opinion or yours. . . . Some plan of that sort is coming to be more and
more essential for the salvation of this Republic.>!

Something of the same idea appeared as well in the socialist Lau-
rence Gronlund’s more formal proposal, itself embedded in his encom-
passing reform projection. Borrowing from the influential early writings
of Herbert Spencer, Gronlund insisted that “the State is a living Organ-
ism’” whose growing interdependence had come to require ‘‘that central
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regulative system which Spencer says distinguishes all highly organized
structures.’’>2 To establish the “’Public Opinion of the practical majority”’
as the governor of this regulative system, “‘representative public jour-
nals,” in addition to “collective control’” of ‘“all important instruments of
production,”” would be required.>3

There will probably in every community be published an official journal
which will contain all announcements of a public nature and all the news,
gathered in the most efficient manner by the aid of the national telegraphic
service, but no comments.

But we are assured that besides these there will also be published many
private journals, true champions of principles and measures. True, the print-
ing press will be a collective institution—but it will be open to every one.>*

Sixty years before the Hutchins Commission on Freedom of the
Press bruited similar ideas, Gronlund proposed to guarantee universal
access to the means of public opinion formation by turming the press into
a common carrier for hire. What was in some ways a kindred effort to
mutualize the nation’s system of intelligence, as we shall see, was briefly
projected in the following decade by the journalist Franklin Ford, and
his associates, including the philosopher John Dewey.

What about the telegraph, the other pole of reform effort? If Western
Union defined the negative model of system development, throughout
the half-century following the Civil War, the United States Post Office
comprised the chief positive model for reconfiguring the institutions of
electrical communication. The Post Office probably constituted the most
broadly familiar and genuinely popular of any federal agency. Edward
Bellamy sought to utilize it as ‘““the prototype’” of the state socialism he
called ““Nationalism,””5% while Gronlund hailed it for being ‘“already
essentially a Socialist institution.”’>6 The Post Office was seen, moreover,
as a triumphant success in discharging its chief mission: to universalize
the benefits of postal intercommunication. Gronlund thus sought to
clinch an argument for enlarging the scope of the state by asking: ““sup-
pose a proposition was submitted to the people to relegate our mail-
service back to private corporations, can any sane man doubt, that it
would be overwhelmingly defeated . . . 7’7 Why, as against the ra-
pacity associated with Western Union, should not the Post Office model
be generalized?

Not only, therefore, did reformers work to defend the Post Office
against what one called “/[t]he gold ring, the monopolies, and trusts
[which] already control the avenues and agencies of rapid communica-
tion and intelligence.”’>® Sometimes in unacknowledged alliance with
business executives, farmers and laborers and, eventually, suffragettes
also actively pressed to enlarge Post Office functions and to extend its
territorial and social reach.’® For half a century, indeed, reformers
sought to make the Post Office the foundation for a successively enlarged
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set of public responsibilities. Second-class mails, rural free delivery, par-
cel post, postal expresses, postal savings banks—these pyramiding ex-
tensions of postal service were some of the results. Extensive debate and
theorization of course accompanied this steady augmentation of govern-
ment responsibility. Protesting that the telegraph had come under the
sway of ““one overgrown company which has absorbed to itself all other
lines, with which no competition is possible, and which can absolutely
disregard the rights of the citizen,” political economists such as Henry
George and Richard Ely thus sought to justify a government takeover by
developing the theory that the telegraph, like the railroad, was a ‘‘natu-
ral monopoly.”” Said George in the mid-1880s: ““Practically, I think the
progress of events is toward the extension and enlargement of businesses
that are in their nature monopolies, and that the State must add to its
functions continually.”’6¢

This movement in favor of telegraph system restructuring repeatedly
attained formal political prominence. Czitromé! notes that Congress
considered seventy-odd bills designed to reform telegraphy between
1866 and 1900, most of which contemplated either a “postal tele-
graph”’—a government chartered and subsidized private competitor to
Western Union—or a government-owned and operated telegraph sys-
tem. “I do not recognize the necessity of our telegraphic indus-
try . . . being a capital stock concern,” was the position of John S.
McClelland, telegrapher and trade unionist, testifying before a Senate
committee in mid-August 1883.62 Following the failure that same
month of the telegraphers’ ‘‘Great Strike”” against Western Union, as
Edwin Gabler has asserted, many telegraph operators rallied to Henry
George’s United Labor Party and other groups calling for a postal tele-
graph.63

Trade unions continued to bring the issue to the fore during a new
round of reform effort after the strike debacle.64 Postalization, asserted
the Cincinnati Typographical Union No. 3, would comply ““with the
wishes of the great majority of our trades-unionists, agriculturalists,
merchants, etc., thus placing all who are compelled to use the telegraph
or to rely on the same for their living or any part thereof, on an equal
footing.”’65 The Knights of Labor claimed to have submitted petitions to
the 50th Congress (1887-88) containing no less than 530,000 signa-
tures on behalf of postal telegraphy, and to have spent some $21,000 on
public lectures on this subject throughout the country.¢6 Unions were
not alone in demanding telegraph industry reform. Members of the
Farmers’ Alliance, as well as a parade of Postmasters General and other
government officials, also hoped to enfold telegraphy within the postal
service. So too did many leading businesses. In 1890, Postmaster Gen-
eral Wanamaker enumerated the support for a postal telegraph shown
by major business users of telegraph services. Memorials in favor of a
postalized system had been received, he wrote—"“without any effort on
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my own part”’—from the National Board of Trade and from some two
dozen local boards of trade and chambers of commerce, representing
commercial users in, among other places, Baltimore, Boston, Chicago,
Cincinnati, Detroit, Indianapolis, Milwaukee, Minneapolis, New York,
Philadelphia, and San Francisco.? ““That man must be willfully blind
who does not see the vast and rising tide of public sentiment against
monopoly,” declared Wanamaker, in proposing yet another version of
the postal telegraph, in his 1890 Annual Report.6® National journals of
opinion, such as the Arena, continued to devote substantial space to the
subject, while scholars supplied learned argument and documentation.
The telegraph controversy was perhaps the first media debate in which
academic economists played prominent parts.s®

Although some reformers were boldly undaunted by the qualitative
changes such steps entailed for the practice and theory of government,70
others were acutely mindful that, absent stringent safeguards, a govern-
ment takeover might only inaugurate new evils. The chief worry was
that a government telegraph system would be incorporated into the
sprawling networks of patronage and political preferment which honey-
combed existing state agencies. “‘I don't think it should be regarded as
the province of lawyers and doctors and rum-shop politicians to pass
upon the qualifications of a man in telegraphy,” declared P. J. Maguire,
the General Secretary of the Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners.”?
Maguire’s considered proposal merits our scrutiny:

. . . first, we want the Brotherhood of Telegraphers legalized as an orga-
nization by Congress, like any other corporate organization. Then let the
Government inaugurate a postal telegraph service under its jurisdiction; or
let it purchase the plant and place that plant in the control of this brother-
hood, to be paid for by the brotherhood, the Government holding a mortage
on it, and the brotherhood, at stated periods, making payments on it to the
Government. But if the Government desires to institute a postal telegraphic
service under its own direct administration, then I contend that, to avoid the
evils of Government patronage incident to such a service, we should have a
provision in the law that will institute a civil service commission composed
entirely of members of the Brotherhood of Telegraphers to examine and
pass upon the application of persons desiring positions in the service. My
reason for that is, that I consider that if the brotherhood be legalized and the
postal-telegraph service becomes the property of the national Government,
then under those circumstances it would be to the interest of every employe
to belong to the brotherhood; and I hold that the power of patronage in the
corporation known as the State could be offset by the influence of the
corporation composed of the telegraphers themselves, who, from their
knowledge of their own profession, must be the people best qualified to pass
upon the fitness of applicants for positions in the service. . . . There is this
danger, if the Government takes the postal telegraph without some such
check, that when, for instance, an employe gives some offense to the Gov-
ernment officials—perhaps does not vote the ticket of the party in power—
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he will lose his situation, and a system of blacklisting could be readily
instituted by which he would be followed all over the country and pre-
vented from obtaining employment. That is the case now under the Western
Union Company, and the same system might be imitated even by those who
administered the business for the Government. . . .72

Plans to vest operating control of a government telegraph in the
Brotherhood of Telegraphers verged on more direct plans for coopera-
tion via trade unionism. “One of my principal objects in joining” the
Brotherhood of Telegraphers, recounted H. W. Orr, one of the union’s
seven-member executive committee, “was to bring about co-operative
telegraphing among the operators themselves.” While, Orr conceded,
most union members enlisted simply for “‘protection against their em-
ployers,” his own ambition was grander: to join in building and operat-
ing an independent telegraph system.”’? John S. McClelland, also a
member of the Brotherhood, concurred in desiring ““a line built by those
engaged in the business of telegraphy, without the intervention of any
middlemen or third parties. . . . the line-men now in the employ of the
telegraph companies could construct the line, and the operators and the
managers now in the employ of the telegraph companies could operate
it.”"74

But for many, postalization was a stepping-stone in the right direc-
tion. As the emergent telephone industry’s employment practices, own-
ership structures, and overall public service obligations in turn became
matters of intense and overlapping scrutiny, the demand for postaliza-
tion of telegraphs quickly came to encompass telephones or, simply,
“means of communication.” As I show elsewhere,”5 postalization of
“the telephone utility” came to be viewed as especially important, as
one reformer summed up, because—in this era of dramatically increased
immigration—"the telephone is everybody’s common means of com-
munication, wherein, more so than with written communication, all
tongues, all thought and expressions can be conveyed or transmitted by
the persons interested, direct, without resort to writing and really by
personal conversation.”’76 Nationalization, accordingly, was an explicit
plank in at least one third-party platform in every presidential election
between 1884 and 1924,77 while campaigns for municipal ownership
erupted in many major cities in the decade before World War 1. This
restructuring initiative came to an end, ironically, only as a result of the
dismal experience of actual operation by the Post Office, for one year,
following U.S. entry into the Great War.

The demand for postalization even came to dovetail with a projected
reform of the patent system. A brief survey of this effort will be useful as
a springboard to discussion of what was—for the development of think-
ing about communication—the most prominent and far-reaching con-
ceptual blockage faced by radical critics and would-be reformers. Henry
Palmieri, an inventor, proposed in the 1880s that there be created a
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“‘National Patent Agency, headquarters, Washington; sub-offices at the
post-office of each State capital in the United States.” The new agency
would enforce payment to inventors of a standard 5 percent royalty by
manufacturers utilizing their patents.’® When questioned by a Senator
as to why this projected agency could not itself take the form of a corpo-
ration, Palmieri responded unequivocally that such “‘a great mo-
nopoly . . . would become more powerful than the Government’” and
thus would make itself intolerable.7®

Postbellum decades had seen an unprecedented intellectual and
economic enclosure, as a result of the exercise of corporate patent
monopoly—a trend associated with the dislodgment of the entrepre-
neurial inventor by the corporate science and engineering department.s°
Palmieri referenced this experience when he declared that ‘“[t}here are a
few inventors who succeed in obtaining payment for their services; there
are thousands who spend their substance mentally and physically pro
bono publico and get starvation for their pains.” In an increasingly
widespread contest between brains and money, the former were “frozen
out’’; growing corporate control over invention—Palmieri cited the sew-
ing machine, the telegraph, and numerous railroad improvements—was
the unhappy result. “This trick played upon inventors by men of means
is so well understood, so frequently witnessed, that its victims cease to
inspire a sympathy’’; nevertheless, he protested, patent monopolies
were tantamount to theft against the entire citizenry. Palmieri’s detailed
plan for a ‘‘national patent agency’’ thus projected major gains to ““con-
sumers’” from a standard, low royalty, allowing profits to ‘‘go to the
people.”’8! ““Even our patent laws,” agreed Gronlund (whose idiosyn-
cratic conception existed at some distance from both producer republi-
canism and Marxian socialism), “with the general advantage for their
primary idea, have become a means of enabling these capitalists, in no
sense inventors, to levy heavy tribute upon the community for an indefi-
nite length of time.”’82

Opposing these corporate efforts to enclose creative endeavor
allowed some reformers to question the still often delicate status of
intellectual property. The telegrapher and trade unionist John S. McClel-
land, for example, would simply have required the adoption of “’legisla-
tion that would compel the Western Union company to surrender the
right to any instrument that was solely for the public good.” No corpora-
tion, McClelland explained, ““should be allowed to monopolize a thing
of that kind.”’83 At its most evocative, this critique of intellectual prop-
erty verged vaguely on the idea of invention as a collective social process
embedded in an artisanal or craft labor system: “To whom does the
telegraph belong?”” asked Gronlund; and he answered: ‘“To Society.
Neither Prof. Morse nor any other inventor can lay sole claim to it. It
grew little by little.”84 Inventors and their advocates not surprisingly had
little doubt that, no less than manual or craft or farm work, their labor



Communication and Labor 17

merited its just reward. The radical journalist John Swinton, supporting
this position, took care to urge (though without specifying a workable
mechanism for achieving such a goal) ““freedom of patents . . . but
with a royalty system.”’35> And Palmieri proved quick to counter the
claim ““that although the laborer was worthy of his hire the inventor was
not.” “In this great bloodless war between labor and capital, and on the
labor side of the question,” Palmieri unequivocally declared, “‘we find
the inventor, the creator of all improvements in the arts and sciences, the
father of progress. . . .”’86 When pressed as to whether he considered
himself ‘‘a laboring man,” however, Palmieri hedged: ‘“Yes, sir; I am
essentially a laboring man.”’87 His slight hesitation betrayed one impor-
tant, and quickly fraying, end of the attempt to create an inclusive coop-
erative commonwealth.

In the twenty years between 1870 and 1890, by one estimate, mem-
bers of the professions in the U.S. more than doubled—from 342,000 to
876,000; over this same span, moreover, the number of clerical and
kindred workers shot up nearly sixfold, from 82,000 to 469,000.88 If
inventors and journalists, like the rest of this growing pyramid of aca-
demics and engineers, sales and clerical workers, were to achieve legiti-
mate inclusion within the ranks of the ‘“producing classes”’—that expan-
sive, imagined community at the heart of producer republicanism—their
efforts had to be widely understood and accepted as labor. 1t is then
profoundly significant that such acknowledgment remained, at best,
haphazard. The character of so-called “intellectual” labor or ‘‘brain”
work, into which this whole genus of activity seemed to fall, instead
tended to become impenetrably opaque.

During the antebellum era, as Nicholas Bromell has shown, writers
and critics had regularly invoked a basic distinction between mind and
body, the better to dichotomize “mental” from ““manual’ labor. Militant
craftsmen, such as the shoemaker William Heighton, had regularly pro-
claimed that the rich were, overall, “unproducers,” who with their own
hands ““shape no materials, erect no property, create no wealth.””8° The
artisans who developed this producer republican synthesis were confi-
dent that their own labor involved skill—a useful blend of mental and
physical activity; bankers and commercial capitalists, by contrast, ap-
parently by relinquishing any bodily investment in toil, transformed
themselves into parasites. This distinction, which eventually found its
way into Thorstein Veblen's biting analysis of the “‘leisure class,” was
useful in differentiating worthy producers—even while a growing pro-
portion of them were becoming, simply, factory ‘‘hands”’—from others,
such as lawyers, who continued to be widely reviled for their occupa-
tional attachment to the use of state power against the working class.

But by the late 19th century, this theory’s purchase on social reality
was being placed under intense strain. Clerks and salespersons struggled
to distinguish themselves from the unskilled, by identifying themselves
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as laborers on a par with the skilled trades, or on the other hand with
middle-class professionals.?® While lawyers were pridefully prohibited
from membership in the Farmers’ Alliance, and in the deliberately inclu-
sive national union the Knights of Labor, local organizations of retail
clerks did sometimes successfully affiliate.?! Distinctions drawn between
the salutary endeavors of the inventor and the predatory machinations
of the great capitalist likewise grew troublesomely elusive.

The distinction that tended to be employed between “productive”
and ““unproductive’”” labor was anything but clearly drawn. “[Iln our
Commonwealth,” declared Gronlund, ‘‘there will be a demand for the
labor of every citizen. . . . Mark! We speak of productive labor, and
mean thereby labor that creates anything which men desire,” be its
products ““physical, artistic or intellectual.””®2 Such an encompassing
category, however enticing and however much needed, was not easy to
ground conceptually, nor even to demarcate. Indicative were the diffi-
culties faced in this regard by a leading German-American socialist, at a
congressional hearing:

Q. Where do you limit the line of labor? Who is a laboring man and
who is not a laboring man, according to your idea? A. Useful labor, I have
already explained, is the only labor. All the rest is wasteful labor.

Q. What is useful labor? A. That which produces wealth, directly or
indirectly.

Q. Take Mr. Vanderbilt, for instance. I do not know Mr. Vanderbilt, and
I merely mention him as an example; nor have I any connection with men
of such large wealth; but take him as a representative of his class, does not
the man that directs the great influences that control industry become a
working man?

A. He does not direct anything. He pays directors, who do the work.

Q. Is not his brain worth anything? A. No, not at all, since it is not
exercised for the advantage of the country.

Q. I should like you to tell me where is the line of distinction between
useful labor and labor that is not useful. Is it in industrial employment—
manual labor—or is it in all the exercises of the brain, just such as you have
shown us to day?

A. I have not for a moment denied that intellectual labor is labor; but
this intellectual labor that is exercised to the damage of the whole society
and country is not useful labor. Every labor must be useful in order to be
true labor. That is the first distinction of political economy.®3

Was it then labor’s broadly ‘“useful’”” contributions to society or its
strictly economic role in ‘‘producing wealth’” which was primary? How
could a unitary category of productive labor be contrived, so as both to
accommodate a host of different types of work, blending ‘“manual’’ and
“mental’” work in innumerable ways, while still excluding other species
of activity? In fact, quite disparate criteria continued here as elsewhere to
confound analysis; and the result was that no clear-cut category of pro-
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ductive labor could be made to encompass so-called “inteliectual” en-
deavor.

Historians have stressed that, during the 1880s, the Knights of Labor
briefly stood for an inclusionary concept of labor, which gave a prospec-
tive common basis to the toil that animated workshop, field, factory and
even household.®4 However, cracks shivered through the Knights’ grand
but somewhat rickety house of labor. Uncertainty about how to compre-
hend the growing raft of intellectual employments thus symptomatized a
multifaceted problem: that producer republicans” dominant concept of
labor ironically hindered them from theorizing ““the producing classes’’
in the expansive way projected by their own rhetoric. Nor, in this crucial
respect, did Marxian socialists or Bellamyite Nationalists do signally
better. Disparagement of “‘brain”” work alternated with its exhaltation;
each took its place beside a concurrent tendency to devalue women'’s
domestic labor and to accept that a ‘‘family wage’’ ideally should be paid
to male “breadwinners’’; and beside widespread acceptance of race- and
gender-segmented labor markets and occupational structures. Indeed,
the questions were intertwined; as Kocka emphasizes, the burgeoning
white-collar occupations were often simultaneously coded by ethnicity,
region and especially gender, which may have worked against the
achievement of a shared working-class social consciousness.??

It was, however, the difficulty experienced in making a clear con-
ceptual space for “intellectual”” labor within the idea of productive ac-
tivity that was specifically—and profoundly—relevant for thinking
about communication, and this difficulty sprang, in turn, from a wide
range of factors: the unfinished dislodgment of the craft worker from the
center of the labor process, during the ongoing transition to an industrial
capitalism that was itself soon to become increasingly beholden to ideas
of “scientific management’’;96 the related incomplete erosion of appren-
ticeship as a means of imparting craft skills; classical political economy’s
own persistent difficulties with the concept of labor;%7 and producer
republicanism’s inherited allegiance to the doctrine—in which the dis-
tinction between ‘““manual” and ‘““mental” labor became so generally
and deeply ingrained as to become virtually a surrogate for an ontologi-
cal distinction between body and mind-—that nonmanual employments
were, at best, ‘‘of lesser functional importance’ for society.?® As against
all this, mutualist reformers now also had to confront the sudden and
unprecedented growth, beginning during the antebellum decades but
reaching explosive proportions nearer the turn of the century, of an
industrial working class on one side and, on the other, of new social
strata peopled by white-collar academics, secretaries, sales persons, and
engineers as well as managers, whose relationship to production was
indirect and mediated, and often seemed not only indefinite but actively
parasitic.®?

In this context, what is interesting is that the challenge mounted by
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producer republicans and other mutualists to corporate capital and to
the wage relation, as putative intruders on a pre-existing totality, could
prove so energetic. During the 1880s, hundreds of thousands of workers
joined the Knights of Labor, the nation’s first encompassing industrial
union, in the belief that a common identity provided a bond between
“producers,” whose acknowledgment would be the first step toward
needed economic and political reforms. Included, in principle and in the
practice of some of the Knights’ local assemblies, were at least some
“intellectual’” vocations. Into the 1890s, the same inclusive spirit per-
sisted within portions of the Farmers’ Alliance, the group out of which
formed the People’s (Populist) Party. With a suddenness that matched its
spectacular efflorescence during the previous decade, however, the ca-
pacity to imagine and attempt to organize ‘“‘grand coalitions of pro-
ducers” then gave way. In the face of a concerted employers’ offensive,
state coercion, and effective cooptation by an entrenched two-party sys-
tem, the inability to theorize productive activity across its extended and
seemingly disparate range evidently began to foreclose any hope of
viewing labor per se as constitutive of the social totality. Privileged seg-
ments of the labor force in turn beat a symptomatic retreat into protec-
tive craft unions and, it might be added, professional associations.100
Through the 1880s, in contrast, even though it was never effectively
answered, the question of “intellectual labor” still remained open to
creative address. Forty-five years before the Italian Communist Antonio
Gramsci launched his unsurpassed discussion of intellectuals by declar-
ing that “in any physical work, even the most degraded and mechanical,
there exists a minimum of . . . creative intellectual activity,’10! Bap-
tist Hubert—a machinist—sought to neutralize the animus “‘intellectual
people” so regularly harbored against so-called unskilled laborers:

The great mistake of intellectual people, I think, is that they believe me-
chanics and workmen are working without brains. It is not so. Every man
has brains, perhaps not highly cultivated, but, so far as his brains go, he uses
them in his work. This is true not only of intellectual labor, as it is called, but
it is true of all kinds of labor. Even the most humble worker uses his brains.
The street-sweeper, although occupied in a very humble, and, to some a
very disgusting work, cannot afford to do without his brains. If he does not
use his brains to direct him you will find the place where he sweeps to be
poorly swept. Neither, again, can a man leave his body behind. His body
must move with his brain.102

Hubert’s was not, like Gramsci’s, a sustained attempt to grapple with
the theoretical status of intellectuals, but a more defensive effort to insist
that neither democratic rights nor economic well-being should be re-
served for favored segments of the division of labor. His insistent point—
that all labor, even the lowliest of manual pursuits, required brains, and
that therefore the apparent leading difference between “intellectual”
and ““manual’”” work served only to provide a spurious means of social
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distinction—was timely and acute. Through the chapters that follow we
shall find that, right on down to our own time, the full implications of
Hubert’s argument have persistently eluded communication study.

The other side of this same argument of course concerned ““intellec-
tual people” themselves. Not surprisingly, given his attempt to ward off a
long-accustomed disparagement, Hubert did not speak directly to the
question of whether “‘brain’”” workers should be classed as productive
laborers. But we do not lack for equally incisive contemporary comment
on this related—and likewise, portentous—issue. In 1869 the German
tanner, socialist, and autodidact Joseph Dietzgen (whose writing was
hailed by Marx and Engels and later utilized by the Dutch revolutionary
Anton Pannekoek, and who himself, after moving to the U.S., served as
a radical editor in Chicago during the 1880s), declared unequivocally,
“Thinking is a physical process and . . . [a] process of labor.””103 How-
ever, his independent derivation of knowledge as a sensuous practice
proved to be almost altogether beyond reach, not only of producer re-
publicans, but also of most of their contemporaries whose allegiance lay
with Marxism. In Europe, where the latter was being assimilated under
the auspices of freshly organized Social Democratic parties, ““labor’ was
equated increasingly instead with the physical capacity for manual
toil, 194 while the status of ““brain’”” work—akin to another type of down-
graded activity, unpaid domestic labor—again became a source of crip-
pling incomprehension and internecine conflict.

In view of the essential relevance of this point for my own later
argument, I will emphasize here that I do not regard this truncation of
“labor’” as an inherent or even as an originating feature of Marxist
theory. Quite the contrary; Marxism should be credited for ever seeking,
as it unquestionably did—initially to distinguish itself from idealist
philosophy—to establish thoughtful labor as the distinctive trait of hu-
man species being. Evidences may be found in Marx’s mature writings
that this youthful insight never became altogether remote or inhospita-
ble to him, but the dominant tendency within the organized socialist
movement was, equally surely, by the later 19th century to devalue
“intellectual”” labor. As Walter Adamson, Anson Rabinbach, Marshall
Shatz, and other scholars have noted,105 this truncation of “labor’—
however understandable it may have been—inevitably carried punish-
ing implications for socialist theory and practice. The status of intellec-
tuals within the European Social Democratic parties (and for their suc-
cessors within what was to become actually existing socialism) indeed
became well-nigh schizophrenic. On one hand, intellectuals often pur-
ported to function as the wellspring of ““scientific’”” Marxian socialism.
On the other, while awaiting their own said-to-be incipient proletaria-
nization, they were asked to attach themselves to the proletarian cause
as mere adherents, rather than true protagonists. As we will find in the
next chapter, it was to become a fact of some moment for communica-
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tion study that these confused and collisive impulses left numerous radi-
cal intellectuals bereft of a comfortable home within the European ‘‘la-
bor movement.”

In the U.S., meanwhile, the academic concern with “‘communica-
tion,”” as we are now in a position to see, emerged as a complex and
contradictory response to this self-same inability to retain and think with
a comprehensively unified category of labor. The vast expansion and
enlargement, during the later 19th century, of a realm where “intellec-
tual”’ labor held apparent sway—key segments of which were socially
organized in ways strikingly distinct from those which governed the
deployment of “manual” labor—indeed worked to endow “‘communi-
cation”” with a seemingly transcendent autonomy. If formal thought
about ‘““communication’”” found its point of departure in this rapidly
hardening social division of labor, finally, it in turn acted to make the
place of “labor” within the social totality all but vanish.

II

Around the turn of the 20th century, several fields of organized social
scientific inquiry were each successively acquiring distinct and formal
disciplinary niches within a reorganized research university.19¢ How-
ever, the question which now needs to be faced is not simply how to
comprehend the origins of communication study considered as an aca-
demic enterprise. It is, rather, how to place the migration of thinking
about communication into the new research universities in relation to
the coeval popular critique on which that thinking demonstrably drew.
It is of the utmost importance for comprehending the emergence of an
academic communication study, indeed, that we recognize that the lat-
ter coincided historically with the apex of popular efforts to restructure
institutionalized communication.

““Probably no subject in economics is of more interest in the dawn of
the era of the co-operative commonwealth,” generalized one trade
unionist as late as 1912, “‘than is the question of communication.”” 107
With this enigmatic assertion, a handful of intrepid scholars, at least,
were in desultory agreement. The sociologist Edward Ross penned an
article detailing “The Suppression of Important News.”108 Academic
economists such as Frank Parsons and Richard Ely, and the latter’s
disciple Edward A. Bemis, publicly advocated government ownership of
telegraphs and telephones, but their orthodox colleagues drifted away
from history and institutional analysis and toward a general equilibrium
theory—which took for granted perfect access to information even as
telecommunications media were rendering this very assumption fatally
problematic.109

The iconoclastic economist Thorstein Veblen, most consequentially,
took up directly the producer-republican dichotomy between ‘‘produc-
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tive” and ‘“‘unproductive’’ labor. Equating productive work by turns
with “‘useful employment,” “‘gainful industry,” ‘““manual labor,” and
the creation of “tangible’” or ‘“material products,” Veblen found in the
“conspicuous consumption” enjoyed by those whom he said deter-
minedly produced nothing of any material consequence—members of
what he famously termed the “leisure class”—the ‘“waste’”” which he
identified as contemporary society’s distinguishing feature.110 Product
publicity and salesmanship, he went on to hold, which were in them-
selves directed not to production but merely to “the production of sale-
able appearances,” in turn had ‘“come unequivocally to take the first
place in the business of manufacturing and merchandising,” and thence
had resulted ““in what may fairly be called a quantity-production of
customers for the purchase of the goods or services in question.””}!! But
advertising paradoxically was not an economic stimulus, but a primary
mode of economic ““sabotage.” To maximize the profits of their absentee
owners, business managers sought—through what Veblen, borrowing
an expression he credited to members of the radical syndicalist group the
Industrial Workers of the World, memorably called a “conscientious
withdrawal of efficiency’’-—to restrict output, by reducing their utiliza-
tion of raw materials, equipment, and labor power. Precisely because the
“mechanical industry of the new order is inordinately productive,” such
“retardation and restriction,” ‘“delay and obstruction”” had become en-
trenched means of maintaining prices ““at a reasonably profitable level
and so guard[ing] against business depression.’ 112

The flip side of this strategy of keeping actual output well short of
productive capacity was for managers to inflate sales costs. This latter
function could be admirably performed; it had been well learned via
systematic recourse to advertising. Through merciless but fruitful ap-
peals to “Fear and Shame,” advertising enabled ““a shrewdly limited
output of goods to be sold at more profitable prices—at the public cost.”
In the process, “’salesmanship’”” became ‘‘the most conspicuous, and
perhaps the gravest,” of a congeries of “wasteful and industrially futile
practices’’; Veblen insisted, according to Daniel Bell, ‘“that the elimina-
tion of salesmanship and all its voluminous apparatus and traffic would
cut down the capitalized income of the business community by half.””113
In a later chapter we shall have additional reason to return to Veblen,
whose keen preoccupation with the apparent inability of the contempo-
rary industrial capitalist economy to deliver the goods—that is, to pro-
duce at the level made feasible by technology and demanded by human
welfare—established vital and enduring terms of reference.

Such critical sentiments did little to further an academic career. Like
other too-ardent academic reformers, as a direct result of their radical
convictions Ely learned to moderate his sentiments, while Bemis suf-
fered significant damage; and Veblen himself was far less venerated than
marginalized. In a series of well-documented collisions with university

rr 4
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presidents and trustees and, significantly, also with colleagues bent, de-
spite the cost for academic freedom, on legitimating their own profes-
sional autonomy, radical propensities within academic social science
were effectively disciplined.114 “In case after case of university pressure
brought against social scientists in the 1880s and 1890s, the conservative
and moderate professional leaders carefully parceled out their support,
making clear the limited range of academic freedom and the limited
range of political dissent they were willing to defend.””115 This response
was concordant with the virtual exclusion, within the emergent research
university, of nonwhites and (to a lesser extent) of women, and the
rampant prejudices that greeted Jews and Catholics.11¢ In this denatured
milieu, academic interest in “‘communication”—and in anything else—
not surprisingly tended to eschew any direct evidence of rough-hewn
radicalism.

Yet this again is not to say that, beyond a few mavericks, an aca-
demic concern with “communication’” was absent. Far from it; during
the Progressive era scholarly concerns about this subject diffused broadly
throughout the social sciences. Between the early 1890s and the 1910s,
an increasingly prominent group of academics—above all, John Dewey,
his onetime students Robert Park and Charles H. Cooley, and his col-
league George Herbert Mead—came to be overtly and sustainedly con-
cerned with “communication.” What may be said, then, about the rela-
tionship of Deweyan instrumentalism, or pragmatism, to the adjacent
radical attempts to forward more mutualistic communication systems?

Biographers will no doubt continue to debate how much of the spirit
and substance of pragmatism may be attributed—as regards Dewey and
Mead—to the outward-directed religiosity which so clearly infused
them, akin to many other leading Progressives, and how much to other
factors, including their early training in philosophical idealism, and their
perhaps equally schooled innocence of direct social exploitation and
domination. However, it is pertinent to emphasize that, in the case of
Dewey—a vital figure in the gestation of academic communication
study—there were also significant lines of descent linking him with the
concurrent radical critique. Dewey indeed evinced close and sustained
involvement with a broad range of contemporary reform projects.
Think, for example, of his participation, at the University of Michigan, in
an emerging ‘‘social gospel” movement during the 1880s. The latter
carried forward into his intimate association, beginning in the next de-
cade, with the Chicago settlement houses, where he learned from and
disputed disparate radicals and reformers. Then, too, there is his (and
Mead’s) alliance with Chicago trade unionists during the early 1900s, in
a convulsive struggle over the character of public education. Not least,
finally, Dewey enjoyed a set of personal contacts that included such
reformers as the economist Henry Carter Adams, Florence Kelley, Jane
Addams, and his own formidable wife, Alice Chipman Dewey.117 Late in
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life, as he came publicly to affirm a variant of socialist doctrine, Dewey
was moved to declare his abiding admiration for two paragons of 19th-
century radical reform: Henry George and Edward Bellamy.!!# That
Dewey could tap the general currents of contemporary reform thought
therefore may not be doubted; we will see momentarily that he also can
be tied specifically to concurrent criticism of institutionalized communi-
cation practices.

The manner in which this latter linkage was drawn betrayed an
extraordinary, and defining, displacement of the key concept around
which the producer republican synthesis pivoted: Deweyan instrumen-
talism’s concept of communication eliminated all direct association with
“labor” or “production.” To explicate Dewey’s alternately compelling
and contradictory reformulation of the producer republican tradition,
we may turn to his well-acknowledged association, during the early
1890s, with the futurist visionary and erstwhile business journalist
Franklin Ford.

Scholars concur that Ford exercised over Dewey a profound and
lasting influence.!!® Ford was, in truth, an extraordinary individual;
there is no question that he had the ability to impress thoughtful men of
power. Thus he later came to know AT&T president Theodore Vail—an
intriguing assocation, which Ford mentioned in one of the frequent
letters he exchanged during the 1910s with another such man, the re-
nowned jurist Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. That, between 1888 and 1892,
Ford “got to John Dewey’’ is, therefore, perhaps a sign less of Dewey’s
gullibility—as is usually suggested—than of Ford’s credibility.120 Prior to
meeting Dewey, Ford had edited a premier business journal of the pe-
riod, Bradstreet’s Journal of Trade, Finance and Economy. As he came to
tell the story, he had clashed with his publisher over his ambitious plans
to enlarge this periodical’s scope and purpose, and upon quitting
Bradstreet’s he tried to interest a series of prospective backers in what
became a lifelong project: what Ford called ““organized intelligence.”
Robert B. Westbrook’s description of the idea, which Ford and Dewey
went on to work up together, is apt:

This trust—an organization of intellectuals and journalists—would create a
giant central clearinghouse of information and analysis, and through its
own publications and the material it sold to newspapers throughout the
country it would provide the public with the knowledge it needed to free
itself from slavery. By making the truth its business, the Intelligence Trust
would put publications serving narrow class interests out of business. “’In
place of discussing ‘socialism,””” Ford said, ““we put out in the rightful sense
of the word, the socialistic newspaper—the organ of the whole.”"12!

This project, predictably, failed before getting off the ground, leaving
Ford in subsequent years to speculate—in both senses of that word—
regarding the organization of the nation’s system of “intelligence.”’122
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The attraction of Ford’s ideas, for all their undoubted extravagance
and idiosyncracy, should not be underestimated. His ultimate purpose—
to overcome what he depicted as a fratricidal social conflict—placed his
venture squarely within the multifaceted reform tradition at the Ameri-
can fin de si¢cle, and this notwithstanding Ford’s desultory disavowal of
any utopian ambition:

This nation is at its mental crisis. Secession lurks in our statutes and
stalks in our courts. Our whole body of jurisprudence is built upon the
supposed antagonism of the individual and the common good. This must
persist until the functioning, the getting there of the man of letters the great
accounting can be made. The man who sells truth reveals the identity of the
individual and the common interest. It is the union of the whole with the
part. Perceiving all this we also see that to avoid a fatal issue, or at least a
period of dire confusion in the life of the State, the division must be fought
out in the “still and mental” field; otherwise, there is a return of physical
conflict. Unless intelligence be unified here, unless a single mind can be
secured from Maine to California, the nation in the moral sense must go to
pieces. The solution of this great problem is the new Gettysburg.

The war cry of a false socialism is heard on every hand. Through this
and that mechanical change, by some hocus-pocus in the fiscal region, or by
some other device, it is thought to heal the division in the State. But the road
to social union lies through the organization, the socializing, of intel-
ligence. . . . Violence is opposed to violence, and only through the incom-
ing of the Intelligence Trust can the breach be healed.'23

Ford positively reveled in his discovery of “intelligence as a com-
modity,” exclaiming that it offered up nothing less than a ‘“‘new reading
of life.” “With truth and commerce at one,” he heralded, ““the organiz-
ing and controlling principle of society is revealed.” This quasi-religious
stance became explicit in the title of what Ford projected to be the
inaugural work in a companion twelve-volume book series: ““The Day of
Judgment.”” 124 Given these ambitions, it was beside the point that Ford’s
venture, had it succeeded, would necessarily far exceed the reach and
power of any monopoly made of human clay, notably including that of
the AP. ““Organized intelligence”” was a response 1o crisis, not—albeit
only in virtue of eminently questionable ‘‘nationalist” assumptions,
probably garnered from Edward Bellamy’s recently published utopian
novel—its cause. Like other middle-class reform schemes building from
the work of Gronlund and Bellamy, Ford’s was marked by its apocalyp-
tic tone and by its concerted effort to supplant class antagonism with an
ostensibly unitary and organic social basis for the realization of an indus-
trial utopia.125

After some wandering in the wilderness, Ford brought his idea to
the University of Michigan, where for a time it thrived through his
ongoing association with Dewey, and with the younger men George
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Herbert Mead and Robert E. Park. Park, conceding Ford’s influence, later
reminisced:

He had reported Wall Street and had gained a conception of the function of
the press by observing the way the market responded to news. The market
price was, from his point of view, a kind of public opinion and, being a man
of philosophic temperament, he drew from this analogy far-reaching infer-
ences. I cannot go into that. Suffice it to say he came to believe, and I did
too, that with more accurate and adequate reporting of current events the
historical process would be appreciably stepped up, and progress would go
forward steadily, without the interruption and disorder of depression or
violence, and at a rapid pace.12¢

““Ford pointed Park in the direction of writing about the newspaper
and public opinion,’’127 writes one biographer, and, declares another,
“crystallized his interest in the social significance of news’’;128 he fur-
nished a bridge, that is to say, between Park’s early journalism and the
scholarship that followed. Much empirically useful research on commu-
nications media was produced by the group of sociologists whom Park
went on to lead at the University of Chicago; Park, however, distilled out
of Ford’s scheme for profitable reform virtually all utopic traces.12?

Mead, at the moment of his involvement, had been still more gran-
diose in praising Ford. In 1892 he confided to a close friend that Franklin
Ford’s scheme ““is only the greatest that the world has ever seen. It is the
sudden conscious recognition in an integral unit of society that he and
all exist only as the expression of the universal self.”’130 Mead’s typifica-
tion of society as “‘an integral unit” expressive of a “‘universal self”” is
again worthy of particular emphasis. Like Dewey, Mead was drawn
expressly by the anticompetitive ethos that Ford shared with different
variants of the reform movement. Possibly, as John Peters argues, both
men specifically detected in Ford’s ideas the makings of an attractive
conceptual counterweight to the individualistic philosophy of the later
Herbert Spencer.131 Yet Dewey’s own contemporaneous sketch of Ford’s
project situates it not so much in this context as more directly within the
context of prevailing producer republican anxieties regarding the place
and function of communication institutions. Ford, suggested Dewey in
1891 to William James, “had been led by his newspaper experience to
study as a practical question the social bearings of intelligence and its
distribution. . . .”

He identified the question of inquiry with, in philosophical terms, the ques-
tion of the relation of intelligence to the objective world—is the former free
to move in relation to the latter or not? So he studied out the following
questions: (1) The conditions and effects of the distribution of intelligence
especially with reference to inquiry or the selling of truth as a business; (2)
the present (or past) hindrances to its free play, in the way of class interests;
or (3) the present conditions, in the railway, telegraphy, etc., for effectively
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securing the freedom of intelligence, that is, its movement in the world of
social fact; and (4) the resulting social organization. This is, with inquiry as a
business, the selling of truth for money, the whole would have a representa-
tive as well as the various classes,—a representative whose belly interest,
moreover, is identical with its truth interest.132

Dewey’s interest in Ford’s project centered foursquare on this beck-
oning notion of “organized intelligence.”” Decades later, Dewey’s one-
time student Sidney Hook was to observe that ‘‘the central emphasis
Dewey places on ‘the methods of intelligence’ in all areas of human
experience . . . suggests that ‘intelligence’ functions as the only abso-
lute value in Dewey’s ethical and educational philosophy. . . .”” De-
mocracy itself, wrote Hook, was for Dewey based on his ““faith that
intelligence could discover or create shared interests sufficient to pre-
serve civilized society.”’133 Ford thus seems to have provided a specific
platform for Dewey’s growing and much-cherished conviction that, as
another authoritative commentator puts it, ““[e]ffective distribution of
knowledge’” was ““essential to the development of the ‘social sensorium,’
and democracy rested as much if not more on the egalitarian distribution
of knowledge as it did on the egalitarian distribution of wealth.”134
What, we must therefore ask, were the lineage and vital features of this
key word?

On one hand, “intelligence” figured directly in efforts by Dewey,
and subsequently Mead, to identify means of working toward a socially
configured psychology, whose most arresting feature was its restoration
of mind to an immanent role within experience including, above all,
individual experience. Dewey’s breakthrough into the philosophical
psychology which he called “‘instrumentalism’’ can be conveniently in-
dexed by recalling his insight, in 1896, into the need to reject the “reflex
arc” concept that then ruled over psychology. Refusing the idea that
mind and body were separate, and thus that individual experience could
be grasped through a model—the reflex arc—that confined itself to stu-
dying cycles of purported stimulus and response between the two seem-
ingly skewed planes, Dewey insisted instead on the organismic nature of
experience. Thinking had, for Dewey, the same ontological status as
action; together they encompassed, in this famous attack on dualism, a
ceaseless oscillation. Intrinsically intertwined functions, thinking
learned from and tried to correct action within a single unfolding
creative—but perhaps, as one critic pointed out long ago, overly
biologistic—process!35 which Dewey, in a term that is redolent of his
recently concluded association with Ford, here called “organized co-
ordination.” “[Wlhat is wanted,”” he asserted, ‘“is that sensory stimulus,
central connections and motor responses shall be viewed, not as separate
and complete entities in themselves, but as divisions of labor, function-
ing factors, within the single concrete whole. . . .””13¢ Where uncer-
tainty disrupted habitual activity, conscious purpose—thought—was
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prompted to intervene, establishing its own role in the cycles of coor-
dinative action which progressively ensued. The active construction, the
human meaning, of experience came therefore, as Feffer writes, to be
“guided by the principle that mind is a self-active, creative force.”137

But “‘mind,” or “intelligence,”” in turn was not to be located within
the individual in any simple or assumed physical sense. “If mind is
socially constituted,” wrote Mead subsequently, ““then the field or locus
of any given individual mind must extend as far as the social activity or
apparatus of social relations which constitutes it extends; and hence that
field cannot be bounded by the skin of the individual organism to which
it belongs.”’*38 What then happened, as Dewey’s salutary effort to tran-
scend dualism, by impelling ‘‘organized co-ordination’”” to assume an
active creative role within individual experience, was transposed onto
this societal level? Here, in brief, “intelligence’” was endowed with an
equally intrinsic, but far more problematic role.

The problem was that Dewey’s admirable effort to configure mind as
a social form was confusingly intercut with a disparate emphasis on the
assumed role of “‘organized intelligence”” within society. For who, at the
level of the social field, was to organize intelligence? What identifiable
social agency could function as the knower, whose goal was to press
ahead toward social reconstruction? For Dewey, this eventually
emerged as the problem of the ““public,’’13? where ‘“communication”’
augured not a return to religious faith, but a regeneration of democracy
-—a search, in his terms, for ““the great community.””14° On one hand,
validly enough, this became a matter of ‘‘discovering the means by
which a scattered, mobile and manifold public may so recognize itself as
to define and express its interests.” On the other hand, Dewey severely
limited his ability to address this all-important question by continuing to
rely on a fatally problematic assumption: “The problem of a demo-
cratically organized public is primarily and essentially an intellectual
problem. . . .””141 1t hardly needs to be stressed how much this declara-
tion, by the ““mature” Dewey (he was in his mid-sixties at the time),
resurrected the edicts of Franklin Ford. In Ford’s earlier, less considered,
and indeed inflammatory discussion of the character of “organized intel-
ligence,” there lies already a clear hint of what would emerge as the
definitive ambiguity within Dewey’s public philosophy—the respective
roles to be played in it by capital and labor. Ford, in a typical burst of
Bellamyite evolutionary doctrine, hailed his idea alternately as both a
““socialistic newpaper’” and an “intelligence trust.””142 ‘‘Organized intel-
ligence,” akin to the trusts that for Bellamyites formed the nuclei of
socialism, purported to transcend ensconced antagonisms between capi-
tal and labor by positing a category of activity—knowing—whose very
function, as we have already seen, was for Ford inherently, indeed by
definition, to efface the division on which that conflict was based.

“No paper,” Dewey had told Henry Carter Adams in 1889, “can
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afford to tell the truth about the actual conduct of the city’s business.”
But, he quickly added, ““have a newspaper whose business, i.e. whose
livelihood, was to sell intelligence, and it couldn’t afford to do anything
else. . . .”143 In this mystifying formulation, the “hindrances” posed by
“class interests’”” to the “free play” of intelligence—to which Dewey
himself briefly alluded, as we saw, in his sketch of Ford’s thought—
vanished altogether. Evidently he believed not only that “‘belly interest”’
and ““truth interest’” could be reconciled, but also that the “intelligence
trust” could escape or, perhaps, overpower, any lingering effects of class
interest or social division. This optimism could be warranted only be-
cause the conception of class that Dewey employed spoke not to the
social relations of production but, in contrast, to any and all particular
group interests—be they regional, occupational, or ideological—that
worked to undermine social union. Exactly here, Dewey’s reach for
shared knowledge was transposed into a spiritual movement to effect
what Josiah Royce had taught his colleague Mead must be “‘the substitu-
tion of the social and universal for the private and particular.’’ 144

It takes nothing away from Dewey’s achievement to suggest that
much of the conceptual basis of his theorization was prefigured in the
historically adjacent producer republican synthesis. Producer republi-
cans held that both mental and physical aspects were incarnated in an
integral category of skillful labor, and that this same category of labor
could be generalized, to supply a crucial common bond allying disparate
occupations in their opposition to the prevailing order. These ideas
metamorphosized, in Dewey’s hands, into a rebuttal both of the reflex
arc and of the ontological distinctions which were so often drawn be-
tween different ranks of human activity. Utilizing what Feffer calls ““a
radically democratic philosophy of self-activity . . . that reintegrated
the manual with the mental,”’ 145 Dewey carried forward into theory as a
general premise the producers” dream of a social totality peopled solely
by laboring folk. While producer republicans often failed on the horns of
a dualist dilemma, therefore, and found themselves powerless to prevent
a defensive lapse onto the body’s physical labor as the apparent para-
mount criterion of productive activity, Dewey refashioned their ideas to
mount an adamant attack against dualism in all its forms: not only
subject versus object and body versus mind, but also action versus
thought, work versus play, and labor versus leisure. In a work that he
himself long considered to be the fullest exposition of his philosophical
stance, Dewey blasted away at all such divisions, arguing that
education—with philosophy itself, the form of ““organized intelligence’’
to which he was most committed personally—should work to efface
them, both in itself and within the larger society. ““What has been termed
active occupation includes both play and work,” declared Dewey. “In
their intrinsic meaning, play and industry are by no means so antitheti-
cal to one another as is often assumed, any sharp contrast being due to
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undesirable social conditions.””14¢ And, he continued, the “‘social dis-
tinction between those whose pursuits involve a minimum of self-
directive thought and aesthetic appreciation, and those who are con-
cerned more directly with things of the intelligence and with the control
of the activities of others”” was itself largely responsible for the reproduc-
tion of this same dualism within the prevailing system of educational
provision. “The problem of education in a democratic society,” how-
ever, ‘‘is to do away with the dualism and to construct a course of studies
which makes thought a guide of free practice for all and which makes
leisure a reward of accepting responsibility for service, rather than a state
of exemption from it.”’147

Yet where, then, within this determined and admirable attack on
dualism, was “production” or ““labor”’? A recent proponent of Dewey
has utilized the concept of production effectively, as a heuristic device for
trenchantly explicating the full range of Dewey’s thought.148 But Dewey
himself, despite occasional experiments with the idea,4® did not; per-
haps even could not. The category of labor evidently was not free to fill
the encompassing and multifaceted function on which Dewey tried so
scrupulously to insist. “‘That a certain amount of labor must be engaged
in goes without saying,”’159 he suggested, signaling that he had acceded
to the prevailing equation of ‘labor” solely with necessary toil.

In place of “labor,”” Dewey fell back on a seemingly more inclusive
and elastic category, “‘experience,” as his preferred alternative. ““Experi-
ence,”” he emphasized in 1916, included “an active and a passive ele-
ment peculiarly combined’— ‘trying’’ and ‘‘undergoing.’’ In itself, it
was ‘‘not primarily cognitive.”” However, to ‘' ‘learn from experience’ is
to make a backward and forward connection between what we do to
things and what we enjoy or suffer from things in consequence.” What
Dewey termed ‘‘the measure of the value of an experience’” established,
moreover, a uniquely cognitive function: “Thinking,”” that is, “is the
accurate and deliberate instituting of connections between what is done
and its consequences.””151 Upon “inquiry’’ or “intelligence’” was plainly
conferred the lead role, in making “‘experience” the basis for continuing
action in the world. As a result, in turn, the problems of an industrializ-
ing capitalism were refocused through the lens of what was too often
presumed to be a conciliatory and inherently progressive communica-
tion function.!52

According to Andrew Feffer, conservative capital, which for Dewey
as well as Mead was a chief source and site of social ““habit,” and radical
labor, an equally important site of what they called “impulse,” coexisted
in a “functional evolutionary relation’’: “‘the two sides psychologicaily
and socially needed each other, and needed to resolve social conflict
through reconciliation.” ““Communication”’—a process equated with
reciprocity and cooperation—became synonymous with this functional
bond; 153 put differently, ““communication’”” became for Dewey the
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means of assuring the transmission of “intelligence” harmoniously
across and throughout the social field. It is in this sense that we must
understand this well-known passage from Dewey’s Democracy and Edu-
cation (1916): “’Society not only continues to exist by transmission, by
communication, but it may fairly be said to exist in transmission, in
communication. There is more than a verbal tie between the words
common, community, and communication. Men live in a community in
virtue of the things they have in common; and communication is the
way in which they come to possess things in common.”"134 In consider-
ing individual experience, Dewey successfully reinstated mind as the
abiding coadjutant of action; by contrast, in considering society, he ab-
stracted toward a substitutive idea of “‘communication’—what he him-
self at one point called an elemental ‘‘prerequisite.””155

Agencies of what Dewey, in the 1920s, still referred to explicitly
as “organized intelligence” would conciliate ““habit”” and “impulse,”
thereby mitigating conflicts between individuals, groups, and classes. 156
Despite appearances, then, Dewey’s psychology of self-activity was not
on the same par with his societal application of “‘organized intelligence.”
The former comprised a restitutive effort, as against all kinds of dualism,
to place consciousness and action together; especially in the context of
Dewey’s Progressive education, it was premised on the reunification of
head and hand. The latter, on the contrary, aimed to differentiate ““com-
munication’” from present-day society and, in particular, from the lived
experience of definite social relations of production. Even as the unsuc-
cessful producer republican effort to speak for the full range of mental
and manual activity was taken up, therefore, its prime means for doing
so—'‘production’ or ‘‘labor’’~—was relinquished.

Dewey believed, with good reason, that in the United States at the
turn of the century ““labor” had become a prime locus of a pervasively
disabling dissociation of means and ends.!>?” A reformed educational
process might remediate this failing, he argued—in yet another attempt
to reinstate concord between thought and action—by reuniting head
and hand. Yet even Dewey’s attractive hope of making good through
“progressive education’”” what was being systematically stripped away
through massive economic and organizational changes evinced pragma-
tism’s parallel displacement of the adjacent world of social labor. To be
sure, Dewey’s isolated criticisms could be suggestive; forty years after
Baptist Hubert, for example, he wrote that ““[t]he notion that intel-
ligence is a personal endowment or personal attainment is the great
conceit of the intellectual class, as that of the commercial class is that
wealth is something which they personally have wrought and pos-
sess.””158 Puncturing the pretensions of what was already aspiring to
become a new mandarinate, Dewey still could only plead again that a
unitary ‘“‘organized intelligence’” should effect a transcendent rectifica-
tion of existing social relations.
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Until late in his long life, in turn, Dewey transmuted the mutualism
of the concurrent popular critique of communication—with its neces-
sary emphasis on the distortive organization of the agencies of intel-
ligence under current social conditions—into an assumedly ameliorative
precursor of ideal social relations. Working both from and back toward
the idea of democracy, of aiding the “common good,”” Dewey fell back
on an ideal of service!3? to bolster his assumption that “‘the current has
set steadily in one direction: toward democratic forms.”’16¢ On this opti-
mistic but unsatisfactory premise, once again, he long convinced himself
that organized intelligence was well-nigh immanent within the social-
historical process. ‘“We have every reason to think that whatever
changes may take place in existing democratic machinery,” he extolled
in 1926, ‘“they will be of a sort to make the interest of the public a more
supreme guide and criterion of governmental activity, and to enable the
public to form and manifest its purposes still more authoritatively.”’161
Mead'’s project was even more pointedly to ground communication sys-
tematically in a stabilizing psychology of cooperative sociability.}62 Sus-
taining Ford's quasi-religious overtones, this shared approach allowed
Dewey to call communication a “wonder’” beside which ““transubstan-
tiation pales.”” 163 There were significant intimations, finally, that “com-
munication”” comprised an anomaly, even an ineffable agency. When
Dewey wrote of the role of communication in societal reproduction
(transmission’’), he went on at once to mandate that for people "to
form a community”” they must have

aims, beliefs, aspirations, knowledge—a common understanding—like-
mindedness as the sociologists say. Such things cannot be passed physically
from one to another, like bricks; they cannot be shared as persons would
share a pie by dividing it into physical pieces. . . .

And again:

Things can be physically transported in space; they may be bodily conveyed.
Beliefs and aspirations cannot be physically extracted and inserted.!64

To make ““communication” a propellant of social consensus, Dewey
himself here lapsed into an unqualified dualism, in an appeal to appar-
ently exceptional, spiritual or ideal features. This was not to be the last
time that exceptionalist arguments of this kind made their way into
communication study.

The idea of ““organized intelligence’” thus became free to seek oppor-
tunistic validation elsewhere, perhaps pre-eminently in an abstracted
idea of technology. A portent of such notions can be detected in Ford,
who had heaped praise on Postmaster General Wanamaker, for the
latter’s idea of tying together ‘‘the newest telegraphic inventions’” within
a unitary complex of more efficient Post Office facilities.!¢> What Ford
characterized as ‘““the completion of the machine for gathering and dis-
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’

tributing news,” a machine, he specified, ““consisting of the printing
press, the locomotive, [and] the telegraph,” however, meant that now
““nothing stood in the way of centralizing intelligence.” The grand result,
he concluded with customary definitude, was that “class interest could
be ignored, and for the first time.””!¢¢ Dewey was, to be sure, generally
more circumspect. Yet his optimism regarding communication tech-
nology remained considerable. Thirty-five years after his collaboration
with Ford he would write that ““the physical and external means of
collecting information . . . have far outrun the intellectual phase of
inquiry and organization of its results.” 167

Both Dewey and Mead committed themselves to conceptions in
which the category of labor was replaced by turns by ideals of shared
citizenship and rewarding self-activity. To admit “labor’”” as a defining
feature would be to open the way to consideration of the sources of the
dissension and structural conflict which, at the turn of the century, so
obviously pervaded and disfigured the commonwealth. Such an engage-
ment with “labor”” might even have allowed Dewey to become a phi-
losopher of socialism. But this was something that he would never do.
It would be a mistake,”” Dewey explicitly declared as late as 1926, “to
identify the conditions which limit free communication and circulation
of facts and ideas . . . merely with overt forces which are obstructive”
—notably including “‘those who have ability to manipulate social rela-
tions for their own advantage.” Not class power nor—hinting at the
concerns with propaganda and mass culture that, as we will soon see,
were beginning to act as new intellectual beacons—government ‘‘by
hired promoters of opinion called publicity agents”” were the underlying
issues.168 The most Dewey would do was to call attention to “hidden
entrenchments.” A whole host of conditions supposedly forestalled
“habit” and ““impulse” from achieving their customary progressive
union. Importing into his thinking the influential theory of “cultural
lag” which had been recently propounded by the sociologist William
Ogburn,!¢® Dewey emphasized the pronounced ““lag” of political and
legal practices in the face of ““industrial transformation.” He also men-
tioned the commandering of decisionmaking by specialists and experts;
the “powerful diversion from political concern” triggered unwittingly by
the “increase in the number, variety and cheapness of amusements’;
and, above all, the immense social complexity purportedly produced by
“the machine age.” These, he claimed, were the underlying sources of
public apathy and bewilderment.!70

To such problems, ““organized intelligence”” could continue to be
relied upon as a preferred answer. To their credit, the pragmatists toler-
ated and often even sought the expression of genuine political differ-
ence; it is fair to say, with Feffer, that they ““committed themselves to the
enhancement of democratic participation in modern industrial soci-
eties.” However, from Dewey’s association with Franklin Ford onward,
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even as they thrust themselves into the flux, their commitment to demo-
cratic reconstruction was premised on an uncompromising belief that
the chief task was to identify and thence to activate neutral agencies of
social reconciliation.!?! That such neutrality was itself not only desir-
able, but also feasible, they scarcely doubted—and this article of faith
pervaded their related conceptions of society and communication. To
the Chicago pragmatists even a mild cleavage of what Mead, remember,
had called the “integral unit of society’’172 was neither necessary nor
even tolerable. Attempting precisely to overcome what they variously
identified as ““force,” ““desire,”” or ‘“the unregenerate element in human
nature,” they sought—in language that again transported Dewey’s ear-
lier critique of the reflex arc unproblematically onto the social field—
““the perfecting of the means and ways of communication . . . so that
genuinely shared interest in the consequences of interdependent ac-
tivities may inform desire and effort and thereby direct action.”!73

Such usages led at times to unconscionable concessions. Dewey’s
and Mead’s support for U.S. involvement in World War 1 is the most
widely cited demonstration that the prewar pragmatists turned consis-
tently ““to the state as the source of cooperative authority,”” while seeking
to chastise and exclude as ‘‘utopians’’ all who did not meet their liberal
standards of “‘responsibility.””174 But the same potential also may be
detected elsewhere, in a wide series of historical resonances established
by Ford'’s originating recipe for social “‘union.”” Finally, in this vital sense
as well, “organized intelligence’” was not unique or even especially un-
usual; rather, once again it embodied what historians since Richard
Hofstadter have shown was a common aspiration of middle-class reform
schemes at the fin de siécle: that the educated, native-born, “new”
middle class in general, and intellectual experts in particular, should play
a “directive role” in society’s regeneration—and, not coincidentally, act
along the way to institutionalize their own newfound role. Within
Dewey’s academic cohort, related ideas were frequently voiced. Among
economists, John Bates Clark, for example, categorized social classes by
their degree of “cephalization,”” denoting the extent to which the brain
purportedly controlled the body’s animality; Richard Ely called for re-
form to be directed by ““men of superior intelligence’’; Simon Patten
declared that society was undergoing ‘‘the transition from anarchic and
puny individualism to the group acting as a powerful, intelligent organ-
ism.”” Directly within the ambit of reform, Henry George insisted in 1883
that ““the great work of the present for every man and every organization
who would improve social conditions, is the work of education—the
propagation of ideas.” Edward Bellamy’s utopia not only left entrenched
the profound social distinction between mental and manual abor, but
also ensured that an elite of brain workers, rather than any organized
movement of the working class, would direct society.!7>

The effort to ““socialize intelligence’”” by means of a for-profit ““Intel-
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ligence Trust,” finally, introduced a polarity strikingly similar to that
which also structured Gronlund’s exposition of the cooperative com-
monwealth: between the need to introduce cooperation throughout all
of society, and the fact that only a small but ““respectable minority”’—
Gronlund wrote of perhaps 10,000 persons ‘“‘representing the most ad-
vanced intelligence . . . [and] containing sincere and energetic repre-
sentatives from all classes,”” while Ford emphasized the contributions of
journalists and ““men of letters,” and made room as well for “‘merchants
and professional experts”'—were to prepare for and guide the coming
revolution.176

At this level, Ford’s benign understanding of the proposed ““intel-
ligence trust” comported well enough with an ascending academic so-
cial science, which in turn found lodgings in the emergent elite research
university. Gronlund had hoped to ‘‘raise up’’ a ““competent and quali-
fied body of educators” in which to intrust ‘‘the whole function of edu-
cation . . . and all scientific investigations.”” ““There is not the smallest
reason to fear that this will result in any spiritual tyranny,”” he exclaimed
in 1884,

for the influence of this theoretic body of men is sure to be counteracted by
that Public Opinion of the practical majority which we saw will be of ex-
traordinary force in the Coming Commonwealth. We ought rather to hail
such a strong and independent organization of a class, devoted to the culti-
vation of knowledge, as a healthy counterpoise to that Public Opinion.177

Notwithstanding such safeguards, whose optimism was somewhat
greater than Ford’s in 1892,178 and certainly greater than Dewey’s, by
the 1910s academic pretensions to privileged knowledge were in fact
gaining wide certification and authority. What sociologists were hailing
as a new science of ““social control’’—whose secrets they insisted that
they themselves could best discern—was an important locus of this
change. Even as American capitalism shifted from a competitive to a
corporate basis, according to Dorothy Ross, the social control concept
served to focus inquiry ““on the distinctively social processes by which
individuals were bound together in society’’:

Abandoning the polarized ideological conflict of the Gilded Age, with its
concern for the fundamental economic basis of society, sociologists turned
toward examination of how the existing society—its economic institutions
accepted as given—socialized its members. The action of the capitalist mar-
ket, the loci of power in society, and structural changes over time tended to
disappear from view in the search for harmonizing processes imbedded in
society itself.17?

The thesis was both liberal and technocratic.180 ‘It accepted as inev-
itable the inequality and conflict generated by capitalism, and sought to
counter them with an enlarged version of social control.”” Modern soci-
ety, in this view, might be most happily—and perhaps more important,
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predictably—administered in accordance with the findings of experts.
Prominent among this new class, of course, were social scientists. Con-
flicts between the individual and society, declared the sociologists, were
inescapably modulated by a whole range of agencies, whose secrets they
themselves were best placed to discern. Joining a panoply of pre-existing
modes—custom, law, religion, morality, and so forth—newspapers and
other media thus began to be counted for their contributions to a neces-
sary and overarching process of cohesion.

Not a few remained anxious, to be sure, about the fate of individuals
in a world whose guiding institutions were dedicated explicitly to mold-
ing and shaping behavior, and some, such as Dewey himself, chafed at
the implications of control by experts for the spirit of collective democ-
racy.!81 The period’s overarching tendency, nonetheless—and not only
within academe—was to forge ahead in the creation of just such over-
arching systems of regulation. Yet another leading manifestation of this
selfsame attempt to reach into the social division of labor, and to readjust
its balance in favor of “mental” over “manual” activity~—as Robert
Wiebe suggested nearly three decades ago!®2 and Harry Braverman
documented in 1974—may be seen in the practice of “‘scientific manage-
ment,” which burgeoned throughout industry at exactly the same mo-
ment, and which sought—with varying success, as we now know—to
centralize the “‘intelligence’” required for production under the organiza-
tional control of capital and its delegates.

A final consequential foray in this same direction was pioneered by
Dewey’s sometime intellectual adversary, the journalist Walter Lipp-
mann. Lippmann’s successful effort to adapt ““organized intelligence’”
arose, in a savage irony, around journalism itself. Born thirty years after
Dewey, in 1889, Lippmann dallied with socialism first at Harvard
around 1910 and then as a mayoral assistant in ““socialist’” Schenectady.
Yet Lippmann soon went on to explicate what became the mainstream
liberal rationale for the systematic manipulation of public opinion on
behalf of putatively democratic objectives. His prime objective was to
cater to the growing need within the political-economic establishment—
a need expressed above all during preparations for World War I—for
supple and creative agencies of public opinion management. In practice
Lippmann labored, amply recompensed, in behalf of an informal appa-
ratus of mass persuasion from World War I until his dissent over Viet-
nam.183

Often at odds with these different elitist expressions of “‘organized
intelligence,” Dewey’s vision, despite its undoubted real merits, could
not supply an effective and thoroughgoing refutation. While Lippmann
unabashedly lodged modem-day needs for communication in profes-
sional expertise, Dewey could only ground them in a supposedly univer-
sal identity framed by intelligent inquiry. At such a level of abstraction
there was little—too little—need for examination of how the agencies of
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communication functioned as workaday tools of an antidemocratic so-
cial order, let alone for systematic scrutiny of the forms of domination
more generally. ““One looks vainly to Dewey,” Czitrom aptly concludes,
“for a plain sense, or even hints, as to just how we might transform
privately owned media of communication into truly common car-
riers.”’184

Mutualism thus had been retained, but also transmuted: What
producer republicans developed in direct opposition to the ongoing cor-
porate reconstruction of the U.S. political economy came through in
instrumentalism as an a priori assumption, of the very kind that Dewey
otherwise tended to abjure. Not for the last time, ““communication’”
passed into abstraction even as it was rendered into a supposed palliative
of strained social relations. For of course “‘society” tugged, as it tugs
today, in contrary ways. Property, like mind, may be “‘social’’ in charac-
ter without being equal in society. Likewise, to consecrate shared mean-
ing is merely to declare for an inspiring ideal. Not all meanings are
shared, and those that are may take innumerable social shadings, rang-
ing from the thoroughgoing informed cooperation favored by the prag-
matists all the way to coercive indoctrination. Ignorance of an idea, as
well as indifference and active opposition to it, must also be accounted
for somehow. What is shared in *’communication,”” and on what terms,
are deeply problematic issues. How, then, to reconcile an idea of com-
munication limited to an undoubted but systematically exaggerated ca-
pacity for shared meaning, with a concept of society capable of bearing
the twin realities of structural conflict and domination, not least, into the
sphere of communication itself? The pragmatists did not pose this prob-
lem; not surprisingly, therefore, they did not surmount it. Instead they
subsumed social relations in a putatively transcendent and anterior
ethos of cooperative communication.

Faced with the dual catastrophe of economic depression and fascist
mobilization, however, instrumentalism’s ineffable optimism became
strained to the breaking point. In the 1930s, Dewey himself publicly
claimed that the free use of the method of intelligence ““is incompatible
with every social and political philosophy and with every economic
system which accepts the class organization and vested class interest of
present society.”'85 The contemporary devaluation of labor, he now
argued in a discussion of art, could be changed only through ‘‘a radical
social alteration, which effects the degree and kind of participation the
worker has in the production and social disposition of the wares he
produces.”’186 In this altered social context, as the next chapter details,
“organized intelligence’” was recast so as to make ““communication” the
agency no longer of a presumed informed consensus, but rather of what
now appeared to be a newly anomalous variant of social domination.



CHAPTER TWO

The Anomaly
of Domination

During the interwar period, all hope of preserving ““manual’”” and “men-
tal’” activities as a complex theoretical unity—even under another name,
as Deweyan instrumentalism had attempted—was forsworn. This more
definitive categorial displacement of ““labor,”” however, did not prevent
thinking about communication from evincing that singularly direct and
repeated absorption with great historical processes and controversies
which has ineluctably marked it throughout each successive era. No-
where, indeed, has communication study’s capacity to organize a sub-
stantial knowledge of reality been more evident than in its interwar
engagement with ‘‘propaganda.’’! Here it became increasingly plain that
the cooperative construct favored by the pragmatists—"‘organized
intelligence”’—was vulnerable to routine and unprecedentedly system-
atic media attacks staged by powerful corporate and governmental ac-
tors. Hard on the heels of this revelatory shift in the terms of thought, the
discussion of communication also began to lose its restricted reference to
news and public affairs, and to be redirected—in a portent of later
developments—toward “‘culture’”” more generally. In this chapter, after
first canvassing the fierce interwar debate which broke out over the
social import of propaganda, I then sketch briefly the reactive sequence
of changes through which an academic communication study suc-
cessfully cast itself as the legitimate heir to inquiry in this quickly chang-
ing field, principally by attempting to isolate a communicative dimen-
sion of interpersonal influence.

39
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In the second portion of this chapter, I turn to assess the radical
critique of “‘mass culture,” or, alternatively, “culture industry,” which
accompanied this process of disciplinary institutionalization and, as the
latter developed, substantially offset and disrupted it. Here too, however,
the knowledge which began to be won during the interwar era began to
be arrayed on a skewed ““ideological”’ plane, to emphasize an apparently
anomalous function: to persuade people to acquiesce to the authori-
tarian impulse supposedly inherent within mass culture. Within the
social totality’s pre-existing armature, therefore, theorists now claimed
to have identified a distinctive and perhaps superordinate new dimen-
sion: a culturally based hegemony.

“Hegemony” had originated at a remove from the critique of mass
culture, as a theoretical means of addressing the political and doctrinal
impasse which arose from the failure of European revolutions after
World War L In its modern sense, elaborated by Antonio Gramsci, he-
gemony was to be attained “through the myriad ways in which the
institutions of civil society operate to shape, directly or indirectly, the
cognitive and affective structures whereby men perceive and evaluate
problematic social reality.””2 ““[Tlhe institutions of civil society,” in
another account,’—schools, families, churches, media and the rest—
now play a more central role in the processes of social control.””? “Hege-
mony,” then, purports to pinpoint a decisive shift within capitalist soci-
ety, in the ratio between coercion and consent required for the continua-
tion of class rule. It spotlights the role of consciousness, and of subjective
rather than objective conditions in predisposing people to acquiesce, to
go along. It is then an easy step to view power as operative predomi-
nantly, or even exclusively, within this selfsame sphere of “culture”—
which in turn becomes the all-important, quasi-ideological domain in
which consent is either secured or lost. Such a conception will be inade-
quate, however; it neglects what Perry Anderson, for one, reminds us
has been “the ‘fundamental’ or determinant role of violence within the
power structure of contemporary capitalism . . . .”” We must not for-
get, therefore, to qualify claims made for a seemingly isolable cultural
hegemony by posing the question: ““What is the inter-relation or connec-
tion between consent and coercion in the structure of bourgeois class
power in metropolitan capitalism?’’4

Before the onset of the Cold War, significantly, the theorists of mass
culture were not blind to this historical ratio between force and acquies-
cence. Yet as the postwar world unfolded, they progressively tipped the
scale further in favor of quintessentially ideological modes of social
domination. I hope to show that resurgent conceptual difficulties with
the category of labor and, above all, with the particular status of “‘intel-
lectual” labor, played a part—particularly after around 1948—in this
trend. Already during the interwar period, the question of ““intellectual’”
labor had attained a fateful, and agonizing, historical acuteness: the
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indeterminate class identity borne by the growing throngs of white-
collar workers in Germany offered a specific, and widely remarked,
social basis for fascist authoritarianism. This anomalous stratum of “‘in-
tellectual”” laborers in fact constituted the social subject in whose pres-
ence mass culture, above all in the context of the Cold War clamp-down,
became a similarly enigmatic and portentous object.

I ¢

The initial sources of an emergent conceptual synthesis around propa-
ganda were multiple and complex. The muckrake journalism of the
Progressive era, which made the health of the press a significant con-
cern,> also forged an important bond with the earlier traditions of
popular criticism; a second tide of negative sentiment accompanied
widespread awareness that extensive media manipulation had occurred
during World War I. Throughout the initial postwar decade, however, it
should be emphasized that one might meet as well with unabashed
appeals to the new media’s efficiency at performing what also might
be called ““mass persuasion.” ‘It was, of course, the astounding suc-
cess of propaganda during the war that opened the ideas of the in-
telligent few in all departments of life to the possibilities of regi-
menting the public mind,”” wrote Edward L. Bernays in 1928. “The
conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and
opinions of the masses,” declared Bernays, himself a pioneer of U.S.
public relations and an aggressive advocate of the legitimacy of such
practices,

is an important element in democratic society. . . . Vast numbers of hu-
man beings must cooperate in this manner if they are to live together as a
smoothly functioning society. . . . To avoid . . . confusion, society con-
sents to have its choice narrowed to ideas and objects brought to its atten-
tion through propaganda of all kinds. . . . Whatever of social importance
is done to-day, whether in politics, finance, manufacture, agriculture,
charity, education, or other fields, must be done with the help of propa-
ganda. Propaganda is the executive arm of the invisible government.¢

With not a little melancholy, Lippmann had installed this argument
in the immediate postwar milieu, and now Bernays turned it into a
brazen celebration of communication as a mechanism of social control.
But those who detected in propaganda a salutary means of making
private ends appear to concord with social needs were soon to be joined
by others, who—though for quite disparate reasons—viewed propa-
ganda as a deeply worrisome problem.

To comprehend this striated and swift intellectual reorientation, we
must first erase the prevailing monochromatic portrait of propaganda
analysis. The sources of this caricature? are themselves of interest, and I
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shall touch on them further below. For now it is enough to mention the
canonical construction that was fashioned during the 1950s, most nota-
bly by Elihu Katz and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, to justify the research approach
of which their own work, Personal Influence, became the signal instance:
that Depression-era analysts had been captivated by crude theories—
“hypodermic needle”” and ‘‘magic bullet” are the capsule terms of
disparagement—which overstated, out of prescientific ignorance, the
nature and extent of media influence. Systematic scholarly rejection of
propaganda analysis, in this view, in turn “‘set the definitional stance’” of
a newly elevated field of scientific communication research.8

It is true enough that during the 1930s analysts of mass persuasion
often attributed to media messages a commanding role. Their stress,
however, was neither necessarily nor even generally on the onetime
effects of individual messages on essentially passive audiences. A recent
authoritative survey of 20th-century research on media and children
emphasizes that ““the pre-1940 period included study of cognitive con-
cepts, attention to developmental differences in children’s use of media,
and a focus on children’s knowledge of the world, their attitudes and
values, and their own moral conduct. Although the commentators felt
that media effects could be powerful, they also recognized that other
factors, such as the child’s developmental level or social class, could
modify the media’s impact.””? Perhaps more important, the synthesis
around propaganda pivoted neither on messages nor on audience cogni-
tion but, as Sproule has insisted, rather on the ongoing institutionaliza-
tion of publicity and censorship in the hands of powerful social actors
pursuing self-interested objectives.!9 A focus on propaganda permitted
the great contours of power within American society to be traced into
the nation’s public culture—as, indeed, it still does today.!!

The convergence of international fascism, severe economic depres-
sion, and domestic political ferment could not but qualitatively trans-
form the intellectual climate. The 1930s were characterized by com-
pounding anxiety over the place and functions of the media and by a
broad left-liberal recoil against ‘‘the propaganda menace.”’12 ““Nations
have seized upon communication as a prime instrument of social control
under modern conditions,” summarized O. W. Riegel in 1934. ““They
are assuring themselves of the control of transmission facilities and of
news, as well as mobilizing accessory forms of propaganda, with the
purposes of forging an obedient and patriotic mentality in the popula-
tion, and of spreading advantageous propaganda outside of the state as
an instrument of national policy.””!3 For decades to come, anxieties
about strong media would carry an implied reference, at least, to system-
atic exploitation of propaganda by authoritarian regimes.

Such worries were inspired by more than foreign dictators. Critics
and reformers indeed began to turn the established idea of social control
into what Sproule calls an ““ethical issue,” through which the present
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status of democracy was continually problematized by situations where
public opinion was manipulated.’ 14 The critical potential of propaganda
analysis accordingly now began to reach beyond its immediate postwar
rationale. After all, Walter Lippmann had then utilized the same sort of
insight—that routinely effective efforts to shape the “pictures in our
heads”” had superceded the traditional mechanisms of democracy—to
rationalize an antidemocratic argument for institutionalizing elite inter-
vention in public opinion formation. During the 1930s, in contrast, the
study of propaganda became a prime means of exposing the structural
biases of purportedly benign or, at least, neutral social agencies. Analysts
“probed institutions, media and messages”” in order to address—and
deliberately intervene in—'‘the basic social problem of powerful social
forces laboring to control public opinion.”*> Discussions of mass persua-
sion thus fused with fundamental issues of politics and social organiza-
tion.

Concentration of press ownership and the growing general recourse
by corporations and allied institutions to advertising and publicity pro-
grams,'é in particular, prompted spiraling concern over the status of
techniques and channels of mass persuasion within the commonweal.
What is most impressive is the range of this concern, which—despite
fierce disagreement on how to diagnose and prescribe for the problem—
loosely spanned the New Deal’s liberal-left alliance. Thus turn-of-the-
century ideas and criticisms resurfaced, albeit often with a new veneer,
even within academe. Already by 1933 eminent social scientists were
beginning to move from generalization—that growing ‘‘concentration”’
of “agencies of mass impression’” was strengthening the ability to con-
trol individual behavior—to criticism: not ““social desirability,”” the au-
thors stressed, but “competitive forces’”” had cumulated in ““an all perva-
sive system of communication from which it is difficult to escape.””17
Even as, with Lippmann, he assumed that propaganda was an effi-
cacious and largely salutary means of organizing public opinion within.
democracies, Harold Lasswell nonetheless also clinically depicted “‘the
propagandist’s bid for power,” not only in Germany but also in the
United States, and in the service of not only national socialism but also
corporate advertising.18 Lasswell likewise held that a comprehensive
assessment of the role of propaganda necessitated historical inquiry.
“Thus from the French to the Russian Revolution,” he suggested, ‘‘the
net effect of propaganda upon the emergence or the retardation of the
‘proletarian revolution’ could be appraised.”!® Acknowledgment that
the implications of ‘““mass persuasion’” were, at the very least, am-
biguous, continued to be made by mainstream researchers through
World War 1. “[N]ever before the present day has the quick persuasion
of masses of people occurred on such a vast scale,” Robert K. Merton—
another pioneer of the new administrative research in communication—
observed as late as 1946. Neither the practitioner nor the academic
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student of social psychology, he declared flatly, could ‘escape the moral
issues which permeate propaganda as a means of social control.”” Mass
persuasion, Merton concluded in a study of Kate Smith’s marathon sale
of war bonds over CBS radio during World War II, gave cause for serious
concern over the prospects for ““democratic values” and ““the dignity of
the individual.”"20

What prompted this discussion to grow urgent, as the Depression
decade wore on, was, above all, intensifying social struggle.2! On one
side, the flare-up of mass working-class militance in and around the
Congress of Industrial Organizations and the growth of radical politics at
municipal and national levels could hardly be disputed; on the other side
a business class, some of whose members openly flirted with fascism,
and many more of whom were intransigently hostile to the New Deal,
looked with fear and loathing at economic and social programs which
invaded the sacred ground of entrepreneurial freedom.

On the left, renewed interest in the social purposes and political-
economic control structures of the communications industry, and the
condition of a quickly changing popular culture, came through in sev-
eral ways, above all during the middie and late '30s—the years of the
“Popular Front,” during which the Communist Party sought to build an
anti-fascist alliance with the liberal New Deal.22 James Rorty’s Our Mas-
ter’s Voice: Advertising (1934), rooted in Veblen’s economics and con-
temporary socialist theory, is perhaps the outstanding example of in-
formed and biting contemporary media analysis. In offering a fully
realized—though still crucially qualified—early expression of the mass
culture thesis, as we shall see, Rorty at points achieved an almost poetic
quality of observation.

There were, however, many allied contributions of different kinds.
Film and radio, for example, were increasingly pivotal to any coherent
discussion of the condition of the artist in contemporary society. The
Writers” Congresses of the mid-1930s, which brought together a wide
range of novelists, playwrights, poets, and screenwriters, were in turn
largely animated by what has been called a “radical reversal in the
conception of art”’: from “‘the principle of artistic autonomy, even inde-
pendence, to the principle of social representation and responsibility.’’23
Such a significant shift of course gave rise to fierce disagreements over
aesthetic theory and the nature of artistic commitment; the journals
Partisan Review and New Masses—which had been delving into mass
culture regularly since the late 1920s—participated in these debates and,
in light of their opposing affinities, generated significant and innovative
media criticism. “‘New levels of sophistication,”” concludes Paul Buhle of
New Masses, ““were apparent in analyses of ‘anonymous’ culture, the
pulp magazines and the teenage musical culture beneath the contempt
of serious art critics.”’24 Attention was further awakened by struggles for
collective bargaining rights and redress of working conditions, which
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were breaking out all across the communication industry—in telephone
and telegraph service provision and electrical manufacturing, as well as
throughout its film, radio, music and newspaper segments.25

The upper-crust New Yorker, in which A. J. Liebling would pursue
his justly famed press criticism, was joined by other periodicals, such as
Harpers, the Nation, the New Republic, and, beginning in mid-1940, the
advertiser-free newspaper PM, in conveying some of these same themes
into the mainstream of a politically dominant liberalism.26

From directly within the New Deal, finally, came important contrib-
uting initiatives: the Federal Writers Project; an unparalleled investiga-
tion of telephone industry practices by the newly chartered Federal
Communications Commission;2? and the U.S. Senate Temporary Na-
tional Economic Committee, whose equally unprecedented general
study of the ‘‘concentration of economic power” devoted significant
attention to telecommunications and radio.?8 Propaganda initiatives un-
dertaken by the National Association of Manufacturers even garnered
scrutiny from the Senate Committee on Education and Labor, chaired by
Robert LaFollette.2?

While New Dealers and those to the left of the administration cast
the press as a vital public service, now fatally jeopardized by concen-
trated economic power, ironically, many business leaders found reason
to worry that the influence of the commercial press—their press—was
on the wane. During the process of passage of the National Labor Rela-
tions and Social Security Acts (both 1935), the commercial newspaper,
still the core of the apparatus of public opinion formation, became sol-
idly anti-New Deal.3¢ The press led big business in agitating against
Roosevelt, not least by its relentless exposés of the President’s own ef-
forts to manipulate and channel public opinion. “Is there a system of
propaganda operated by the present Administration for the purpose of
misrepresenting governmental activities? Is there a deliberate attempt to
distort true conditions and, through a planned system of propaganda,
make manufactured fictions appear as facts?”” asked one antagonist. He
concluded that Roosevelt and his coterie were indeed scheming ‘‘to end
the free press guaranteed by the Constitution.””3! His book-length survey
synchronized with Representative Martin Dies’s hopes of sponsoring a
congressional investigation into this supposed menace. Thus the vital
point: Theorizing about mass persuasion, far from being confined to
disaffected radicals or even to liberal groups, likewise became a staple of
right-wing criticism of the New Deal, where it frequently merged with
preferences for isolationism and appeasement in U.S. foreign policy.
Roosevelt’s administration returned the favor some time later, by direct-
ing the U.S. Justice Department to carry out a content analysis of edi-
torials and news articles, in a search for proof that pro-fascist propa-
ganda was being produced by McCormick’s Tribune group and by the
Hearst press.3?
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For communication study, the most significant result of this friction
attended the business community’s hope that the 1936 presidential elec-
tion would deliver the country from the evils of presidential meddling. In
the run-up to that contest, some executives undoubtedly believed, as
two contemporaries wrote, that the press—whose hostility to Roosevelt
could now virtually be taken for granted—was ““an infallible and almost
automatic mechanism for directing public opinion, needing only to be
properly financed.””33 A week before the election, nevertheless, caution-
ary notes began to be sounded. A poll of the 68 correspondents who
covered the campaign from aboard the two major candidates” trains
predicted an ‘“overwhelming victory”” for Roosevelt; while, according to
one mainstream source, ‘‘[m]ajor industries have decided that the Ad-
ministration stands better than an even chance of another four years in
office. . . .””>4 Despite the overall anti-Roosevelt tone of the press, per-
haps most bitterly expressed by the press magnates Robert McCormick
and William Randolph Hearst, the latter of whom had recently turned
against the New Deal, the Republican candidate, Alf Landon, was
handed a defeat that shattered all expectations.35 In the debacle’s after-
math, Harry Chandler, publisher of the diehard anti-New Deal Los
Angeles Times, could only declare lamely that the Republican Party “is by
no means moribund.”’3¢ Roosevelt's landslide re-election ““was so over-
whelming an expression of public opinion,”” recounted two contempo-
raries, “‘that it gravely shocked business men all over the country.”’37 The
1936 debacle brought home to big business as nothing else had the
severity of the political crisis; and as the economy again sagged into
the trough of depression in 1937-38, hopes were dashed that a recovery
would ease social polarization anytime soon.

Between 1936 and U.S. entry into World War II, conditions grew
increasingly unstable. Even if it did not augur a true hegemonic crisis—a
point of debate because opposition continued to be largely contained
within the two-party system38—from the perspective of the business
class, the challenge from below was becoming uncomfortably acute. In a
major article of August 1939, one key to the deteriorating situation was
spelled out starkly by Henry Luce’s Fortune magazine, which had, signif-
icantly, forecast the Roosevelt landslide with relative accuracy: The
press, Fortune now starkly underscored, “‘had lost even the illusion of
leadership of public opinion.””3® This ominous fact was widely recog-
nized: Only days after the election, the journalist William Allen White
had declared, ‘I am not sure the press ever had any political influence;
but I am sure that it has none now’’40—even as a liberal journal, the New
York Post, warned in an editorial headlined ““The People vs. the Press’”’
that the President’s resounding victory was a serious matter, “‘because it
bespeaks a sharp decline in public confidence in the nation’s major
channels of information, the newspapers.’”’4! This disparity was further
entrenched through the success of militant organizing drives by the CIO
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in the face of unabating general press hostility to trade unions. What
C. Wright Mills as late as 1950 could take for granted—"the unpredic-
tability of public opinion”— was closely related to the growth of the
trade union movement, above all in the decade after 1937, when its
membership increased no less than fivefold, to 15 million.42

Thus a new and vitally significant conventional wisdom came into
being. This was, as Mills was to express it in 1950, that “no view of
American public life can be realistic that assumes public opinion to be
wholly controlled and entirely manipulated by the mass media.””4? In-
deed there were real grounds for taking what Mills termed the primary
public, comprised of individuals in their everyday social networks, as ““a
resistor of media’’: “'If there is any socially organized intelligence which
is free to answer back and to give support to those who might answer
back, it must somehow be this primary public,”” Mills observed.44 His
formulation showed that the gap between press and public opinion held
vital implications for this customary locus of pragmatist concern. Indeed,
we will find that this same polarization underlay the development both
of an emergent academic orthodoxy and of its chief contemporary radi-
cal antagonist: the critique of mass culture. Before turning to the latter,
we must first examine the import of this arresting slippage between press
and public opinion for the problems which came more immediately to
preoccupy academic communication researchers.

What were the immediate origins of the loss of press leadership?
How could the gap be closed? These strategic questions were crucial and,
Luce was convinced, becoming more so, because—he was coming to
believe—the restoration of national unity was an indispensable prereq-
uisite of the urgent action needed to pre-empt the growing fascist threat
to U.S. elites” ambitions. What Luce deemed a socially responsible mass
media, really a euphemism for what historian James L. Baughman calls
“a middle ground between the New Deal and reaction,” would be re-
quired to counter the forces that Luce believed were ““undermining lib-
eral thought and institutions.”’45 Luce would shortly sponsor a commis-
sion on freedom of the press to launch a full-scale investigation of such
issues; for the moment, however, he sought to clarify the immediate
nature of the crisis in public opinion by commissioning and then pub-
licizing the results of a nationwide Roper poll.

The results were, from his perspective, unhappy. Only three-fifths of
poll respondents felt that newspaper headlines usually gave ““an accu-
rate idea of what really happened,” while nearly half thought that news-
papers did not furnish fair and unprejudiced news about politics and
politicians. Fully two-thirds believed that newspapers were generally
given to “’soft-pedal news that is unfavorable” to friends of the pub-
lisher, while almost as many concurred that favoritism also extended to
big advertisers; half of all respondents thought that newspapers tuned
the news to serve the interests of “business in general.” On the West
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Coast, where arch-conservative publishers dominated big-city news-
paper markets, negative feeling about the press ran significantly higher.
Echoing this continuing conviction that ‘““the press has failed to gain
broad acceptance as a disseminator of accurate, complete, and unbiased
news and as an instrument of social leadership,” public relations impre-
sario Edward Bernays found a receptive audience among editors and
publishers, as late as 194445, for his assertion that the press needed to
concentrate on enhancing its own tarnished image.4¢

Was press credibility undergoing dilution in part owing to com-
petition from the robust new mass medium of radio broadcasting? At
least some business leaders must have pondered the question with more
than a trace of anxiety. The unpredictability of public opinion could
be connected in different ways to the spectacular popularity to which
radio had catapulted: By a wide margin, Fortune glumly reported,
Roper’s respondents considered radio to be more believable and dispas-
sionate than the printed press.4” No less than 80 percent of the nation’s
households possessed a receiver in 1939-—more than double the propor-
tion of a decade before. Radio, furthermore, was by the late 1930s cut-
ting into newspaper advertising revenues. If you wanted to hear what
was going on, sang Huddie Ledbetter, “‘Turn yo’ radio on.”’48 Publishers
responded by investing ever more heavily in their newfound competitor,
but they could not prevent radio—forced to strive for commercial
success and popular identity amidst the hardship and strife of this
Depression decade—from becoming the medium through which Frank-
lin Roosevelt was enabled “to go over the heads of a largely hostile
press.”’4? Leaving aside the hundreds of non-network stations, whose
political instincts might prove even less reliable, network radio itself
clearly enjoyed sufficient autonomy from the print media—an indepen-
dence that New Dealers, including Roosevelt himself, tried to protect
by repeated attacks on press-radio cross-ownership3%—to permit the
new medium to develop a relative and largely self-interested accessibility
to the New Deal.5! Such accessibility in turn further destabilized
the newspapers’ hitherto unchallenged role within the news media sys-
tem, as did the growing competitiveness of radio as a source of spot
news.

In spirit and substance, of course, network radio was far from insur-
rectionary; during the presidential campaign of 1944, for example, the
CIO’s Leila A. Sussmann—who was soon to become a media analyst for
the Hutchins Commission on Freedom of the Press—amply documented
her contention that radio network news reporting of labor news “is
biased and unfair.”52 The point meriting emphasis is rather that, at a
moment of gathering social conflict, the media system was itself in flux.
The “press-radio war’”” which broke out during the mid-1930s353 thus
discloses an importance far beyond the particular interests of the con-
tending media, for it cannot but have complicated attempts by the na-
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tion’s already divided business and political leadership to consolidate
their response to the social crisis.

What, then, could be done to unify and restore business’s grip over
public opinion? As war drew nearer, Luce and like-minded peers strug-
gled to come to grips with this paramount issue even as, on the other
hand, critical propaganda analysts continued to fan the flames of popu-
lar antagonism to big business’s routine pre-emption of a democratic
press. ‘““What would a careful and thoroughgoing analysis of the owner-
ship structure of American dailies reveal?”” prodded sociologist Alfred M.
Lee; he added portentously, “The Federal Trade Commission may one
day find out.””>4 Such premonitions were not without grounds. Two
years before Orson Welles barbecued William Randolph Hearst in Citizen
Kane (1941), no less a personage than Harold L. Ickes took time from his
duties as a member of Roosevelt’s cabinet to produce a book-length
“inquiry into the freedom of the press.” A high point-in what one
scholar calls Ickes’s “two-year debate with newspaper editors over the
advertising and financial bias of the news,’”>5 Ickes’s title displayed his
colors: America’s House of Lords. Both here and in a remarkable prefa-
tory passage, the Interior Secretary tacitly acknowledged a debt to Lords
of the Press—a crusading work published the previous year by the inde-
pendent journalist George Seldes. “I am encouraged to believe,” de-
clared Ickes, “that the people of the United States

. will not much longer submit, at least not without vigorous and open
protest, to misrepresentation of individuals and propaganda directed against
the public welfare in the interest of the further enrichment and enhance-
ment of the power of our economic royalists, among whom our Lords of the
Press occupy a preferred status. Unless the people are aroused to the danger
that lies in a subverting press and move to check it, they are likely soon to
find themselves no longer free men, but pawns in the hands of a preferred
class, the core of whose ideology is a well-filled purse. . . . there can be no
greater threat to our hard-won freedom than the threat implicit in an inso-
lent, unscrupulous, and untruthful press.>¢

Some months after the United States entered World War II, similar
perspectives echoed from Archibald MacLeish, Roosevelt’s Librarian of
Congress: ‘‘The man who attempts, through his ownership of a powerful
newspaper, to dictate the opinions of millions of Americans—the man
who employs all the tricks and dodges of a paid propagandist to under-
mine the people’s confidence in their leaders in a war, to infect their
minds with suspicion of their desperately needed allies, to break their
will to fight, is the enemy, not of the government of this country, but of
its people.”’>7 That such views could find authorized expression among
high-ranking members of the administration is, by present standards,
signally remarkable. Again, however, what was to be done?

A vital answer came from the Rockefeller Foundation, operating, as
William Buxton relates, “‘as a de facto arm of the American state,”’58 as it
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sought to respond to business’s evident loss of leadership over public
opinion by sponsoring a systematic program of sophisticated audience
research. The latter in turn came to furnish an orthodox foundation for
postwar academic communication study. A guiding ambition of the
Rockefeller endeavor was to document and verify the relative claims on
audience attention of different segments of the nation’s swiftly changing
media system, including, in particular, the newspaper press and radio
broadcasting. This emphasis, to be sure, bespoke a series of intertwined
institutional concerns: Perceived needs to place radio audience ratings
on a more scientific basis on behalf of radio broadcasters and advertisers
and—ostensibly on behalf of the public per se—to elevate popular taste
should not be minimized. All this was also combined within the Rocke-
feller initiative with the need to get a new and improved handle on
public opinion formation—to diagnose and repair the press’s evident
loss of ‘“‘leadership” over public opinion. “It becomes of increasingly
grave importance, then, how the media of communication are used and
misused, and what can and cannot be done with their help is a most vital
topic for social investigation.””>® The studied ambiguity of Paul La-
zarsfeld’s prefatory rationale for Radio and the Printed Page—an enter-
prise which commenced in the fall of 1937, with Rockefeller Foundation
funding—made room for any and all of these anxieties. The turn to
empirical study of audience response, therefore, hardly expressed an
unattached academic fixation on radio. Rather it was an offshoot of the
environing concern to comprehend the new medium’s suddenly fraught
political significance.

There ensued an energetic search for means of exerting a shaping
influence not just over the media, but also over what two contemporar-
ies now identified as ““personal and social pressures on the community
level.”” “/[T]he significant ‘selling’ that is being done,”” charged critics of
this expanded form of business pressure, ““is no longer altogether verbal
and pictorial; it is organizational, concrete”’:

It is felt that whereas a man may read an advertisemment about the “Ameri-
can Way” and laugh at it, or draw from it a conclusion opposite to the one
its author intended, he will find great difficulty in acting contrary to the
beliefs of the organizations to which he belongs or of the social-pressure
groups within whose range he lives. To generalize, it is felt that if a man
belongs to the ““right” groups his thinking will be “right,” and that other-
wise the “‘right” ideas cannot be sold to him.s°¢

The earlier technocratic emphasis on ““social control” comported
well with this multifaceted approach to public opinion management.
Lasswell declared as early as 1935, for example, that, to achieve its effect,
propaganda needed to be coordinated with ‘“all other means of social
control,”” and the public relations expert Edward Bernays specified that
control over mass behavior could be achieved best when media appeals
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“are based on dominant motives and have the support of group lead-
ers.”’61

An increasingly formidable academic enterprise found its basis here.
Within business’s overall need to find improved means of monitoring,
and intervening in, public opinion formation, the specific efforts were to
find means of making radio harmonize more sonorously with the
printed press and to underwrite more systematic and reliable polling.62
Among the first fruits of this emergent institutional response before U.S.
entry into World War II was Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet’s classic
study of voting decisions in the 1940 presidential election. This work,
which guided academic interest toward the mechanisms and networks
of “personal influence,” constituted another of Lazarsfeld’s canny re-
sponses to the prevailing climate of business anxiety. In The People’s
Choice, moreover, the leading institutional exponents of a science of
audience response made common cause: The study was financed not
only by the Rockefeller Foundation, but also by ‘‘special contributions’”
from Life magazine, a Luce publication, and Elmo Roper, the pollster
whose results Luce had used in the 1939 Fortune article on the crisis of
public opinion.s3 “We do not know how the budget of the political
parties is distributed among different channels of propaganda,” the
study’s authors concluded, ‘““but we suspect that the largest part of any
propaganda budget is spent on pamphlets, radio time, etc. But our find-
ings suggest the task of finding the best ratio between money spent on
formal media and money spent on organizing the face-to-face influ-
ences, the local ‘molecular pressures’ which vitalize the formal media by
more personal interpretation and the full richness of personal relation-
ships into the promotion of the causes which are decided upon in the
course of an election.”” 64

Opinion leaders, Lazarsfeld’s group stressed, were ‘“‘not identical
with the socially prominent people in the community or the richest
people or the civic leaders. They are found in all occupational groups.” 63
The authors attached special significance to this finding: Was it not
indeed a key insight, at once confirming and further specifying the na-
ture of the obstructions which impeded effective control over public
opinion? The thesis clearly spoke to—and crucially modified—cruder
extant formulations of the process of interpersonal influence. The Na-
tional Association of Manufacturers, for example, had been targeting its
propaganda at what public relations experts called “‘group leaders”
whose influence had been taken for granted: ““persons whose word the
public will accept: educators, clergymen, columnists, writers on public
affairs, political leaders. . . .66 In the gap between such ““group lead-
ers’”” and the ““opinion leaders” identified by Lazarsfeld lay an eminently
serviceable and unmistakably instrumental rationale—and agenda—for
an ascending “empirical”” communication research. The rise of the mis-
labeled “limited effects” approach, in turn, occurred not so much as a
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liberal response to the radical critique of propaganda but, rather, as the
result of a dialog between academics and anxious executives at philan-
thropic foundations and major corporations. The latter were, in the first
instance, seeking less to pump up the sales effort—though this was far
from a negligible concern—than to renew the legitimacy of the U.S.
business system, and they knew they needed to mobilize not only mass
media but also interpersonal channels. Intentionally or not, then, the
thesis of opinion leadership, so germinal to the further evolution of
communication research, originated within this effort to identify and
isolate the continuous range of channels that needed to be brought
within a single focus for persuasion to be effective.

As the U.S. prepared to enter another world war, attempts to bring
the various modes of persuasion into unison of course became more
concerted. Again, it was not government but, as Brett J. Gary has per-
suasively argued,5? the Rockefeller Foundation which—in the context of
an isolationist lobby that effectively barred official government prepara-
tion for a national communication system fitted to war needs—orga-
nized and superintended the ambitious response that seemed to be
needed. ““‘In a period of emergency such as I believe we now face,”””
wrote John Marshall, Rockefeller’'s point man in communications, in
May 1940, “‘the manipulation of public opinion to meet emergency
needs has to be taken for granted.’”” The ““ ‘means of molding opinion,””’
he continued, had improved to the point that *‘‘any real emergency in
this country would be characterized by the manipulation of opinion
beyond anything we saw during the last war.”’’¢8 Anticipating and pro-
moting U.S. intervention, and continuing its crucial funding support
even into the early war years, Rockefeller provided the auspices under
which the study of persuasion across its range—what Lasswell famously
codified in the all-embracing question, “Who says what in which chan-
nel to whom with what effect?’’69—could attain scientific legitimacy in a
climate of unexampled national urgency.

Marshall’s urgent effort to elevate analysis of mass persuasion har-
bored twin objectives, both of which Gary details: first, to contrive a
“prophylaxis’’ against the inroads of fascist propaganda; second, to help
cultivate a national consensus over U.S. war aims and measures. Within
a broad spectrum of Rockefeller-supported private academic and cul-
tural organizations—at Princeton, Chicago, and Columbia, the New
School, the Museum of Modern Art—and, even more important once
war commenced, at a spate of new state agencies within the Department
of Justice, the Library of Congress, the FCC, and the State Department,
Rockefeller spearheaded the study of Nazi propaganda and ‘‘the devel-
opment of content analysis as a national security intelligence tool.””70
The first hub of this covert effort was the Library of Congress, which
housed Harold Lasswell’s ““Experimental Division for the Study of War-
time Communications.” With funding entirely from Rockefeller, the
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Library’s director Archibald MacLeish—himself previously a top editor
at Luce’s Fortune—was able to place the Lasswell group at the service of
the government’s unfolding activities in communications intelligence.71
“[N]ot only did the Foundation set up and support a host of pre-war
extra-governmental propaganda analysis projects,” Gary sums up, “it
also paid for the organizations and propaganda analysis training of many
wartime government employees.”’72

Widespread social debate over political and social ends was sud-
denly curtailed, in the alphabet soup of wartime propaganda workshops
and experimental social science units, and replaced by a series of con-
certed efforts to exploit means. As early as 1940 Paul Lazarsfeld sensed
that ““[t}he role of radio as a tool of propaganda has receded to the
background because not what to do but how to do it has become the
problem of the day.”73 It was this extraordinary fusion of public and
private coordinative action that gave rise to the hypodermic needle or
magic bullet theory of media effects. A facet of measures taken by the
Justice Department prosecutors against ““Fifth Columnists”’—those who
allegedly bored from within to sap Americans’ determination to win the
war—the magic bullet conception arose as a tactical adjunct of depart-
mental mobilization against domestic fascism. As ‘‘the propaganda men-
ace came to be seen as part of a worldwide Nazi conspiracy to undermine
democracy and pave the way for the triumph of fascism,” Gary shows,
the Department turned to the legal system for relief. A discrete legal
function needed to be discharged: A finding of seditious intent by a given
periodical hinged legally on a successful showing that it posed a ““clear
and present danger” to the state. Just here the bullet theory was called
upon to work its magic: “‘[N]o one who has been exposed to such a
campaign can escape being affected by it, consciously or uncon-
sciously,”” argued Justice Department lawyers: .. If a military
weapon such as propaganda is employed, there is a clear and present
danger to loyalty, morale and discipline.””” Nazi propagandizing in Eu-
rope, the Justice Department charged, offered a “bitter lesson”” that
“‘proved beyond question the logic of this reasoning.’”’74 Once the as-
sumption was made that the effectiveness of Nazi propaganda in Europe
had been already proven, the only thing that mattered was whether a
given periodical was indeed plying the Nazi line. Lasswell’s content
analyses then could be called on to provide an ostensibly authoritative
judgment on this issue. Yet Lasswell’s scientific standard derived from a
portentous capitulation to commercial media; at times it was based on
nothing more than indices of deviation from the ideological perspectives
evident in Reader’s Digest and the Saturday Evening Post!”>

This concerted attempt to mobilize all the channels of communica-
tion for global war was accompanied, for a ragged moment which con-
tinued on for a few years even following that conflagration, by a whole
series of ameliorative efforts—yet to find their historian—to rebalance

Iz
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the media, the better to reflect the New Deal orientation which still
prevailed in public opinion. One thinks here of the FCC’s attempt, in
1946, to codify the public service responsibilities of broadcasters by issu-
ing a general programming policy, and, ironically—given its funding by
Luce—of the release in the same year of the Hutchins Commission Re-
port on Freedom of the Press.7¢ But there were additional, like initia-
tives: the FCC’s earlier Report on Chain Broadcasting, for example, and
the agency’s desultory investigation of co-ownership of newspapers and
broadcast stations, as well as the Justice Department’s subsequent Para-
mount Decree, which sundered ownership of film theaters from the
major production-distribution complexes. Even the still inadequately
explained 1949 antitrust case brought against AT&T by the Justice De-
partment might be placed in this same context. Cumulatively, these
interventions amounted to a resounding declaration that unrestricted
laissez-faire in institutionalized communication was no longer tolerable.
The isolationist right wing in American business and politics would
neither forgive nor forget this tectonic shift in the media’s ideological
placement; forty years later, the so-called “New Right”” was able to
promote its own revanchist objectives by mercilessly exploiting the no-
tion that the “liberal media” had become a prime instigator of social
decay.””

Though the postwar accent on the “social responsibility’” of the
press is incomprehensible outside the framework of Depression-decade
social conflict, even as World War II's end drew near, it came through
most resoundingly only as rhetoric. Practical measures for media reform
were soon contained. Certainly nothing as radical as the producer coop-
eratives sought by late 19th-century working-class reformers was ever
contemplated (although hints of this idea were, interestingly, retained
by Ickes78), while government media ownership was peremptorily dis-
missed. And the Hutchins Commission’s advocacy of a common carrier
role for the press was explicitly severed from any prospective change in
the latter’s substantive legal status: Voluntary restraint and self-imposed
responsibility instead served as its watchwords. Even so, its report was
greeted with suspicion and antagonism by media owners—notably in-
cluding Luce himself—for whom any deviation from market freedom
now posed a threat to the vaunted “free flow of information,” the policy
with which they, joining the dominant wing of transnational business,
sought to assure the ascemnsion of a U.S. global paramountcy.?® The
public service obligations sought by the FCC, in turn, were viciously
rejected by commercial broadcasters.8? Even as the New Deal was left
behind in the ensuing Cold War, finally, what soon became the domi-
nant bloc within academic communication study pried itself loose from
the synthesis that had governed inquiry into mass persuasion, and—as
we are about to see-—codified into a pluralistic dogma the chief lesson
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learnt from the 1930s: that public opinion and propaganda did not
always coincide.

After the 1948 election, a sweeping societal mobilization—at once mili-
tary,®! economic,?2 and cultural®83—quickly resulted in the formation of
a national security state. Communication was institutionalized as a
scholarly discipline during this period of brutal intellectual constraint.34
In a process combining opportunism with Cold War allegiance, critical
concerns about the far-flung implications of mass persuasion in America
were driven to the margins.

To support and bolster a global order maximally conducive to U.S.
big business, the propaganda machine created during World War II was
refurbished and placed at the service of a generation of class-conscious,
interventionist policymakers. Even as mass persuasion was actually be-
coming an ever more significant domestic and international staple of
U.S. policy, however, it was increasingly cast as a defining feature of
“totalitarian’’ states alone. By fiat, propaganda did not exist in liberal
democracies, and the issues that had clustered around mass persuasion
were thus comparably distanced from mainstream study of American
society. Propaganda analysis in turn now denoted not engagement with
the ever more central forms and agencies of modern-day mass persua-
sion, but a narrow fixation on the typical products of state-controlled
foreign media and a well-indulged commitment to psychological war-
fare.85 It thrived, that is, by being telescoped onto what Allen Ginsberg
objectified as ““the Russia” and its real and purported satellites around
the globe. As Christopher Simpson has recently revealed, leading aca-
demic communication researchers made indispensable, if often covert,
contributions to this Cold War propaganda effort. Battening on a stream
of military and quasi-military contracts, and drawing on the personal
and scientific networks they had found during the war,3¢ their practical
study of propaganda flourished. At the same time, as postwar recovery
was succeeded by unprecedented, seemingly unremitting economic
boom, communication study was recruited as a prime instrument of a
ubiquitous corporate marketing and promotion apparatus.8” Dispas-
sionate analysis of mass persuasion in such a world required a daunting
critical engagement with the very institutions which, while depending
increasingly routinely on propaganda’s practical exercise, had also come
to be staffed and serviced by social scientists themselves.88 University-
based social scientists now found themselves within a thickening web of
philanthropic foundations, government agencies, corporate sponsors,
and, of course, the media industries, willing and able to contribute indi-
vidual research grants, program endowments, student recruitment pros-
pects, and even access to attractive research sites. Small wonder that
many in the new crop of scholarly communication experts became
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positively committed to dispelling popular criticisms of dominant com-
munication media.8?

Far-ranging shifts were signaled in the tone and content of social
study. As mainstream researchers toiled to demarcate the purview of a
“respectable’”” scholarship, they emphasized that ‘‘science” was an ex-
clusionary enterprise. Mainstream social science came to renew its ear-
lier embrace of American exceptionalism,®¢ all but replacing ““class”—
which, though never especially well developed, had claimed adherents
during the Depression®l—with ‘“‘status’”” and “‘stratification,” concepts
far more congenial to the succeeding epoch’s mechanistic functionalism.
Depression-era emphases on ““social control’’—which, during that tu-
multuous time, could not be quarantined entirely from class power—
ballooned into more euphonious theorizations, as researchers once
again became free to concentrate on an apparently stable liberal con-
sensus.”2 As institutionally focused propaganda analysts were placed on
the defensive,®? an individual unit of analysis was codified into ortho-
doxy within communication study.

It needs to be re-emphasized that the successful effort to reinvent
communication study as a formalized social science, setting itself the
challenge of understanding an isolable object of inquiry—*‘communi-
cation”’-—transpired only within the context of what had become an
enduring gap between press and public opinion. Two decades of trade
union growth and of Democratic electoral victories in the face of an
overwhelmingly anti-union and Republican press had clearly under-
scored, as Mills stated in 1950, the desirability of keeping under ““con-
tinual observation’” the primary public, whose hidden channels of per-
suasive communication his colleague Lazarsfeld’s panel research designs
were designed to disclose.®4 Only by recognizing this context will we
make sense of the ostensible move to shed concern with the multifaceted
processes of mass persuasion, leaving a residue of ever-more focused
concern with “intervening variables”” “‘between media and mass.”’?> An
extraordinary essay published in 1948 can be used to date this shift in
conceptual priorities.

In “Mass Communication, Popular Taste and Organized Social Ac-
tion,”” Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Robert K. Merton conceded at the outset
that, although the ‘‘peculiar dread” with which many Americans
seemed to view the mass media was unfounded, a more ‘‘realistic basis”’
for concern indeed might be found in ‘““the changing types of social
control exercised by powerful interest groups in society.”” Likewise, there
was “‘substantial ground for concern” regarding the effects of media
“upon popular culture and the esthetic tastes of their audiences.” But
Lazarsfeld and Merton went well beyond such general acknowledg-
ments that mass persuasion possessed continuing relevance for under-
standing of the social process. Here is their suggestive formulation of the
first set of issues:
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Increasingly, the chief power groups, among which organized business oc-
cupies the most spectacular place, have come to adopt techniques for ma-
nipulating mass publics through propaganda in place of more direct means
of control. Industrial organizations no longer compel eight year old children
to attend the machine for fourteen hours a day; they engage in elaborate
programs of “public relations.” They place large and impressive advertise-
ments in the newspapers of the nation; they sponsor numerous radio pro-
grams; on the advice of public relations counsellors they organize prize
contests, establish welfare foundations, and support worthy causes. Eco-
nomic power seems to have reduced direct exploitation and turned to a
subtler type of psychological exploitation, achieved largely by disseminating
propaganda through the mass media of communication.

This change in the structure of social control merits thorough examina-
tion.?¢

This argument placed Lazarsfeld and Merton beyond the pale of the
“administrative’” research perspective of which they were soon to be
taken as exemplars.®” The authors went further still, however, by isolat-
ing three highly significant social functions with which, they argued,
mass media could be prominently identified: status conferral, enforce-
ment of social norms, and the so-called ‘“‘narcotizing dysfunction,”
through which—via an “unplanned mechanism’’—*'large masses of the
population” nonetheless became ‘‘politically apathetic and inert.””98
Next admitting ““the structure of ownership and operation” into their
argument, Lazarsfeld and Merton proceeded to explain that because, in
the United States, ““the mass media are supported by great business
concerns geared into the current social and economic system,” it was
only to be expected that ““the media contribute to the maintenance of
that system,”” specifically by “restrain[ing] the cogent development of a
genuinely critical outlook,” or, in other words, cultivating ““conform-
ism.”"99

They next led into a revealing discussion of ““propaganda for social
objectives’’: “‘the promotion, let us say, of non-discriminatory race rela-
tions, or of educational reforms, or of positive attitudes toward orga-
nized labor.””19¢ One or more of three conditions, wrote Lazarsfeld and
Merton, needed to be satisfied for such propaganda to “‘prove effective.”
These conditions were: the uniformity of message content that could be
achieved by “‘monopolization’” of mass media, a focus on ‘“canalization
rather than change of basic values,” and supplementation of media
messages through the use of face-to-face contacts.19! Herein the full
range of interpersonal and mediated channels that could be—and were
being—systematically exploited by leading institutional actors, achieved
a true measure of theoretical recognition:

Students of mass movements have come to repudiate the view that mass
propaganda in and of itself creates or maintains the movement. Nazism did
not attain its brief moment of hegemony by capturing the mass media of
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communication. The media played an ancillary role, supplementing the use
of organized violence, organized distribution of rewards for conformity and
organized centers of local indoctrination. . . . the machinery of mass per-
suasion included face to face contact in local organizations as an adjunct to
the mass media. . . . In a society such as our own, where the pattern of
bureaucratization has not yet become so pervasive or, at least, not so clearly
crystallized, it has likewise been found that mass media prove most effective
in conjunction with local centers of organized face to face contact.102

On one hand, then, Lazarsfeld and Merton concluded, ““these three
conditions are rarely satisfied conjointly in propaganda for social objec-
tives.”’103 On the other, however,

organized business does approach a virtual “psychological monopoly” of
the mass media. Radio commercials and newspaper advertisements are, of
course, premised on a system which has been termed free enterprise. More-
over, this world of commerce is primarily concerned with canalizing rather
than radically changing basic attitudes; it seeks only to create preferences for
one rather than another brand of product. Face to face contacts with those
who have been socialized in our culture primarily reinforce the prevailing
culture patterns.

Thus, the very conditions which make for the maximum effectiveness
of the mass media of communication operate toward the maintenance of
the going social and cultural structure rather than its change.104

The contrast could not be more compelling between this—a bal-
anced view of the ratio of coercion and consent which, as we will see,
was also evident within the early critique of mass culture—and the
agenda for research which immediately succeeded and supplanted it.
While Merton turned to other concerns, Lazarsfeld and his protégés,
Joseph Klapper and Elihu Katz, perversely proceeded to develop a ratio-
nale for analysis of personal influence, abstracted, exactly as Lazarsfeld
and Merton in 1948 had proposed it should not be, from the social and
historical processes of media monopolization, canalization, and supple-
mentation. What Lazarsfeld and Merton had synthesized as ‘‘the condi-
tions for effective propaganda’ were, therefore, now denied the visas
they required to remain resident within mainstream communication
study. ’

It was Joseph Klapper, whose work was underwritten by CBS, who
first codified this quickly evolving new position. Klapper argued in an
influential book, first released as a publication of the Columbia Bureau
of Applied Social Research in 1949, that the media acted as agents of
reinforcement and that audiences actively sought gratifications to satisfy
pre-existing needs. What those needs were and how they had been
socially shaped and situated became conceptually irrelevant and me-
thodologically untouchable.10> As the field of communication became a
substantial academic enterprise, boasting full-fledged departments and
programs of graduate study, discussions of media effects domestically
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began to generate ever-thicker hedgerows of qualifications, caveats,
abridgments.

The purportedly “limited effects”” of the mass media were elevated
by mainstream research only as the structural underpinnings of institu-
tionalized communication were willed off-limits. But Klapper’s early
attempt, again in 1948, to smooth the way for this transition still be-
trayed a clumsy frankness which, in later years, would rarely recur:
“[P]ropaganda—or, if you will, the engineering of consent—is nothing
new, nor is its use confined to persons of sinister intent. Whoever seeks
in any way to change another’s mind, or to have him think in a certain
way, is attempting, whether ill or well, to engineer consent. The artist
who records his interpretation of a tree is suggesting an attitude, and so
laying the foundation of consent. And a notable portion of every per-
son’s daily converse is directed toward propagandistic ends. . . . Pro-
paganda, in short, appears whenever there are two unidentical minds
and a means of communication.”” 196 After this distracting discussion,
which served to conflate rather than to integrate mass media and inter-
personal communication, Klapper went on to suggest that ‘“the limita-
tions upon the influence of the mass media . . . are considerable, and

. . these limitations are partly due to the very aspects of mass media
which inspire the greatest concern: commercial sponsorship and the
resultant necessity of pleasing as many people as possible.”107 Delimit-
ing the scientist in his laboratory sharply from the society that sur-
rounded him, Klapper sought, by keeping social relations at arm’s
length, also to keep them at bay. In elevating the need for “cool and
careful”” scientific study, he went on in his book some years later like-
wise to abstract with precision from two of the cardinal points of the
earlier propaganda synthesis, both of which, if anything, in the interven-
ing years had only come to acquire greater salience. His book, he wrote,
would make “little mention” of “the effects of mass communication in
international psychological warfare.” Nor was any attempt made ‘‘to
deal with the effects of the media as instruments of consumer advertis-
ing.”” These prodigal exceptions once made, the fundamental social pur-
pose and institutional structure of the contemporary mass media could
be nimbly skirted.

The antihistorical character of the kind of social science Klapper
preferred made its own contribution to this result. Klapper’s admitted
emphasis was on ““campaign effects”—’short term opinion and attitude
effects”’—rather than on “the role played by mass communication in
long term attitude change.””108 In the conclusion, paradoxically, Klapper
tried to have it both ways, as he warned readers against “the tendency to
go overboard in blindly minimizing the effects and potentialities of mass
communications.””19% It was not, then, that history per se was inadmis-
sible; only that it was not—or not yet, in the optimists’ view—scientific.
Historians’ accustomed methods, in the characteristic charge of yet
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another leading psychological researcher, David McClelland, were ““sim-
ply not adequate” for rendering valid scientific judgments.110

But it was unquestionably only with what Katz and Lazarsfeld called
“the rediscovery of the primary group’ that this resurgent individualism
definitively supplanted any larger social framework within mainstream
communication study.!!! In Personal Influence Katz and Lazarsfeld
ironically criticized their precursors for supposedly relying on a concept
of society ‘“‘characterized by an amorphous social organization and a
paucity of interpersonal relations.””112 But it was, by comparison, their
own model of society—from which processes of social relationality were
all but absent—which suffered such attenuation. Personal Influence, like
the scores of researches that followed in its mold, drew on narrowly
selective and mechanistic conceptions of the social process. The “pri-
mary group”” which its authors did so much to resurrect was a concept
whose animating ideals had been lodged by its originator, Charles H.
Cooley, in the Teutonic village communities which he believed had
furnished America with its institutional and racial inheritance.113

If Katz and Lazarsfeld did retain a nominal sense of “‘the primarily
social character of ostensibly individual opinions, attitudes and ac-
tions,””114 the environing importance of social relations beyond the
workings of the primary group was all but obliterated. Thus they re-
tained only a formal shell of the concept that had germinated out of
popular opposition to big business and established state institutions dur-
ing the New Deal. As an intense focus developed on a separable plane of
individually communicated attitudes and behaviors, the social process
began quite consciously to be chopped and split into kindling wood.
“We shaped insights into hypotheses and eagerly set up research designs
in quest of additional variables which we were sure would bring order
out of chaos and enable us to describe the process of effect with sufficient
precision to diagnose and predict,” fretted Klapper in 1960 about the
past decade of study of the effects of mass communication: ‘“But the
variables emerged in such a cataract that we almost drowned.””*15 His
wry comment affirmed the successful internalization of an outstanding
norm: that research procedure in what many now preferred to call not
the social but the “behavioral”’ sciences had been endowed with seem-
ing methodological rigor.

Despite, but also because of this burgeoning methodological fixa-
tion, obvious conceptual deficiencies sprung up. That processes of per-
sonal influence at work in the whole society might be read back unprob-
lematically from a sample composed entirely of women was not even
questioned by the authors of, for example, the Decatur study (as it is
sometimes known). This lacuna, arguably, was no mere result of the
instrumental dictates of sponsorship—in this case by Macfadden Pub-
lications, whose romance magazines were directed mainly at women.
Apart from narrow commentaries on influences between the individuals
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comprising the family unit (mainly husbands and wives), rather, it was a
byproduct of the more encompassing fact that gender relations remained
essentially unproblematized.!!¢ Indeed the authors defined ‘“girls” as
“single women under 35 years of age.” Still without comment, insult
now passed into injury: ““Those single women who are older than 35
years are usually outside the marriage market and probably differ from
the younger single women in their several activities and interests,”” Katz
and Lazarsfeld explained, concerning their decision simply to omit this
group of individuals from their now invalidated category of “girls.””117
Race was similarly excluded from consideration, by the simple but pro-
foundly far-reaching decision—originating as a self-conscious strategy in
the Muncie study that had been conducted by Lazarsfeld’s senior col-
league, Robert S. Lynd, and reappearing thereafter in Lazarsfeld’s own
work, The People’s Choice—to study a mid-sized midwestern commu-
nity, with a high proportion of native-born whites, and relatively free of
what Katz and Lazarsfeld termed “‘sectional peculiarities.””!'# In at-
tempting to isolate and map the flow of interpersonal influence, finally,
the authors relied on the by-now formulaic tripartite distinction (high,
middle, low) for transmuting ‘“class’’ into “‘socioeconomic status.”” The
latter, assigned through a mechanical transcription of each sample mem-
ber’s rent and education, took the form of a series of seemingly objective
individual attributes.!*® How, in such a conceptual setting, could en-
gagement ever occur with the concept of social class as a relational
category? Instead, in Katz and Lazarsfeld’s work, and in a slew of similar
efforts, consciousness and experience became, at best, thoroughly frag-
mented correlates of abstract and largely unspecified social locations.
The shaping effects of class, gender, and race were rendered all but
invisible, even as a purportedly isolable and infinitely graded communi-
cation process was highlighted.

For confirmation that these changes indeed did bespeak a general
conceptual alteration of the earlier set of governing research objectives—
rather than a mere individual turning point—Ilet me turn, finally, to
another earlier article by Robert K. Merton. As late, once again, as 1948,
Merton had thought to pose the very same issue, ‘“patterns of influence”
in an interpersonal context, in a strikingly different way. ‘“The generic
problem,” Merton had declared, “can be stated simply enough: to what
extent and in which situations does interpersonal influence operate
largely within one’s own social group or stratum or category (age, sex,
class-power-stratum, prestige-stratum, etc.) and when does it operate
largely between groups, strata, or social categories?”” Although, taking
due note of Lazarsfeld’s previous research, Merton emphasized that ’lo-
cation within various social hierarchies of wealth, power, and class docs
not predetermine location within a local structure of interpersonal influ-
ence,”’ the search to establish and interrelate such social locations re-
mained for him vitally relevant for the study of interpersonal influence.
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Or, as he himself put it, *’[t]he sociological problem here is manifestly to
explore the interrelations between the several hierarchies, and not to
blur the problem by assuming that they can be merged into a composite
system of rankings.’'120

Notwithstanding Merton’s admonishments, for the next generation,
domestic research priorities were to be ruled—exactly as Katz and La-
zarsfeld sought in Personal Influence—by a singularly dessicated inter-
pretation of “the part played by people in the flow of mass communica-
tion.”’121 Persons whom they continued to call “opinion leaders,”
following the practice established by Lazarsfeld in the voting study of
1940, were assigned decisive roles within the complex chains of inter-
personal influence through which mass media messages selectively fil-
tered and diffused. The authors’ blandly affirmative characterization of
their study’s central ambition, however, gives hardly a hint of its most
important conceptual features. First, although ““people,” after all, cer-
tainly also produced media messages, the dominant research approach
now systematically ignored the structure of media production. Then too,
as Todd Gitlin underscored in a subsequent critique, the authors of the
Decatur study construed “‘influence” so much in terms of purchasing
decisions that “‘the part played by people”” came to revolve only around
consumption. Conceptualizing ‘‘people”” as individual consumers may
have concorded with the needs of the study’s sponsors, but as we have
seen it was freighted with problematic implications. Above all it ob-
scured any view of ‘“people” as laborers, residing in communities
alongside others who owned the factories and offices in which they
worked, and in households with others whom their own unpaid labor
helped to sustain.

It is illuminating to turm to C. Wright Mills’s later judgment on this
research. Mills, the sociologist who himself directed the fieldwork for the
Decatur study, and whom I will discuss in greater detail below,122 linked
the work as it finally appeared to the dominant trend in communication
study. Agreeing with Lazarsfeld and Merton that the organization of
interpersonal communication channels (or what Lazarsfeld and Merton
had called “‘supplementation’” in their classic 1948 essay) was indeed a
vital component of the overall flow of influence, Mills nonetheless
averred that attempts to chart this flow were byproducts of an increas-
ingly insistent effort to manipulate human behavior in pursuit of private
and self-interested ends. “To change opinion and activity,” he wrote
caustically of advertisers and other ““opinion managers,” had come to
require paying “‘close attention to the full context and lives of the people
to be managed:”

Along with mass persuasion, we must somehow use personal influence; we
must reach people in their life context and through other people, their daily
associates, those whom they trust: we must get at them by some kind of
“’personal”” persuasion.
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Although, again in concert with Lazarsfeld and Merton, Mills as-
signed substantial importance to the monopolization of control over the
agencies of mass persuasion, he differed dramatically from his colleagues
in his ability to point out during the postwar era that “‘the primary
public” remained ‘“‘the great unsolved problem of the opinion-
makers.””123 It was this vital insight that allowed Mills unblinkingly to
identify—and criticize—the manipulative rationale which was working
its way, among other things through the Decatur study itself, into main-
stream communication research.

The social psychological study of communication processes, for
which Personal Influence comprised the most hallowed text, developed at
a distance from a second, concurrent, conceptual tradition, known as
“information theory.” But information theory acted only to reinforce
the field’s newfound detachment from the study of social relations. Im-
perially inclusive, “information” was said by proponents of this latter
theory to cover messages, pattern, ““the ability of a goal-seeking system
to decide or control,””124 and, as Krippendorff'25 later cogently specified,
a potential for organizational work—at levels of analysis ranging from
the psychological to the social to the biological. Endowing a lingering
conviction that there existed a transcendent, “’informational’” dimension
of disparate “‘systems’’126 (which we will see in Chapter Four eventually
found its way into the theory of postindustrial society), information
theory helped in the meantime to accredit an academic communication
study as a Cold War social science fit for institutional accreditation.

““We have every reason to suspect,” declared Wilbur Schramm, ar-
guably the latter’s foremost spokesman, in 1955, *“. . . that a mathe-
matical theory for studying electronic communication systems ought to
have some carry-over to human communication systems.”’127 La-
zarsfeld, too, played a role in importing information theory into social
science.128 Even mainstream opinion has recently come to accept that
this comprised a largely facile transposition. As Ritchie emphasizes,
Claude Shannon’s concept of information, of which the intended refer-
ence was to a specialized theory of signal transmission, was extended
only invalidly to questions of meaning. In this mechanistic reduction,
“the statistical characteristics of a code” were widely and enduringly
confounded ‘““with the cognitive and social processes of communica-
tion.” In contrast, Ritchie concedes, ““even the most routine forms of
human communication can be understood only in the context of the
social relationships in which they take place.”” 2 But we should remem-
ber that this is a judgment post hoc: For the two decades following 1950,
the considered comment by Wilbur Schramm was more apt: “We felt
that Shannon’s information theory was a brilliant analogue which might
illuminate many dark areas of our own field.” And Schramm likewise
gave definitive voice to the sentiment with which leading analysts un-
dertook to institutionalize their new conceptual concerns: *“Communi-
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cation is the fundamental social process.””130 On the most general, ex-
plicit, and apparently decisive level, information theory thus conferred
legitimacy on the proposition under which academic communication
study now sought to operate: that communication processes could and
indeed should be studied in relative isolation from environing social
relations.

There remained dissenters. However, their terms of reference as well
were undergoing a dramatic inversion. This metamorphosis owed above
all to the radicals’ sudden perception that the disparity between press
and public opinion, which had so shaped thinking about communica-
tion during the New Deal period, had been rendered obsolete. No longer
clinging to instrumentalism’s benign view of ““organized intelligence,”
nor blind, as the latter’s philosophical advocate had been, to the class
structure of U.S. society, a full-blown radical critique of what now began
to be called ““mass culture’” associated a specifically ideological mode of
social domination with the anomalous growth of a gigantic white-collar
labor force.

I

In Personal Influence, Katz and Lazarsfeld had sought to inflate the status
of “interpersonal relations” by deprecating the idea that media power
depended largely on the existence of an ““atomistic mass of millions
of readers, listeners and movie-goers,” comprising at best only an
“amorphous social organization.”!3! Yet, even as they attempted to
dispatch it to a bygone era, this selfsame idea of “‘mass society’” was
reaching its apogee in social thought.

The “mass” had gravitated through earlier centuries into the reper-
toire of European intellectuals; ‘‘mass’’ was initially but an extension of
“mob,” which had been in use among English elites since the late 17th
century. In 19th-century England, “‘masses’”” became an object of intel-
lectual contestation.!32 During the decades between the Paris Commune
and the Russian Revolution, the concept attained pan-European cur-
rency, and in this context its conservative connotations grew more pro-
nounced. As German graduate seminars were a frequent destination for
late 19th-century U.S. aspirants to a career in social science, ‘“the mass’”
was also quickly imported into U.S. academic nomenclature. Trans-
planted to American soil, however, the concept shed none of its fear-
some aspects for social analysts.13* The declining ability of U.S. protes-
tantism to equip public taste with what it deemed to be exemplary
genteel standards, radical agitation before World War I, followed by the
Russian Revolution and an unprecedented postwar strike wave in the
United States all contributed to aggravating sensibilities about society’s
restive potential.!34 As what sociologists began to identify as a typologi-
cal shift from ““community”’ to ““society’” proceeded, many analysts por-
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trayed a slide into a state of anomie, in which there existed—as an
influential sociology text put it—‘"no social organization, no body of
custom and tradition, no established set of rules or rituals, no organized
group or sentiments, no structure of status roles and no established
leadership.””’135 By the immediate postwar period the concept of mass
society was already beginning to function as an intellectual centerpiece,
as, for instance, it did in Louis Wirth’s 1947 presidential address before
the American Sociological Society.13¢ What had been only one distinc-
tive collective grouping thenceforth became a well-recognized synonym
for a purported American condition. Marxism apart, the idea of mass
society, by the mid-1950s, had transited toward becoming what Daniel
Bell—no friend of either conception—called ““probably the most influ-
ential social theory in the Western world.”’137

The latter plainly resonated even within some of the contemporary
culture industry’s own products. Vance Packard’s!?8 bestseller The Hid-
den Persuaders (1957) purported to expose the machinations of the ad-
vertising industry, while Elia Kazan's film A Face in the Crowd (1957)
underscored (in an eerie premonition of presidential politics during the
1980s and 1990s) the demagogic political potential of television.
Readers of a popular children’s story imported from Britain were like-
wise treated to sermonizing about mass culture: ““The most important
thing we’'ve learned,/So far as children are concerned,” sang Roald
Dahl’s Oompa-Loompas about Mike Teavee, as the boy was bodily
transported via television in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (1964), ‘Is
never, Never, NEVER let/Them near your television set—/Or better
still, just don’t install/The idiotic thing at all. . . .”13° Dwight Mac-
donald, one of the theory’s U.S. originators, became a pundit, regularly
publishing acerbic exposés of mass culture in the pages of such periodi-
cals as the New Yorker and Esquire.

The idea that processes of historical eventuation had become subject
to mass culture thus itself became a force to be reckened with. Mac-
donald had referred in 1944 to ‘‘the deadening and warping effect of
long exposure to movies, pulp magazines and radio”” which, he asserted,
“‘can hardly be overestimated.”’14¢ By 1953, however, he had sharply
globalized this idea: ‘“Like nineteenth-century capitalism,” Macdonald
now intoned, “Mass Culture is a dynamic, revolutionary force, breaking
down the old barriers of class, tradition, taste, and dissolving all cultural
distinctions.”’'4! “[N]ext to the H Bomb,”” declared a less strident critic,
Gilbert Seldes, ‘‘no force on earth is as dangerous as television.”’142 For
many writers who shared a commitment to “‘serious” intellectual forms
and practices, “culture for the millions” continued to comprise an
agency destructive at once of aesthetic sensibilities and established social
bonds. The new scientists of communication were themselves never
able, in these circumstances, to lift their field of study free and clear of a
widespread attribution (at least among members of the educated middle
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class) of corrosively debilitating media effects. Instead, continuing popu-
lar concerns about the effects of mass culture achieved at least a limited
standing in their own pronouncements.!43 Even some of those who
simultaneously pooh-poohed the domestic significance of mass persua-
sion were moved to wonder vaguely with Macdonald—as did Paul
Lazarsfeld—whether there was not ““an inherent threat to highbrow
culture in mass society.” 144

Again, however, only the extent of such hyperbole was novel.
Throughout the early decades of the 20th century, the idea of mass
society had been sown with negative references to the agencies of mass
persuasion—behind which, through such newly visible media as film
and tabloid newspapers, there often lurked a hostile image of the U.S.
working class. Even in the heartlands of native white America, close
observers soon detected disruptive evidence of the media’s presence.
During the late 1920s, Robert and Helen Lynd had charted the explosive
growth and disruptive impacts of “inventions remaking leisure,” nota-
bly including radio and film, in Muncie, Indiana.!4> Their often acute,
pioneering study of the conditions of contemporary community—
heavily influenced by the pragmatism Lynd had accepted directly from
John Dewey at Columbial46—quickly became a benchmark. In Cam-
bridge, England, it offered grist for the mill of the critic F. R. Leavis, who
deemed Middletown an unusually sensitive portrayal of the disabling
innovations wrought by the machine in the service of “mass civiliza-
tion.””147 Dwight Macdonald, late to become the doyen of U.S. ““mass
culture’” critics, also cut his teeth on Middletown (as well as on Leavis,
and Ortega—a leading conservative voice in the chorus of earlier denun-
ciations of ““the revolt of the masses’’).148 Not least, James Rorty, whose
1934 book provides an early and substantial instance of what we may
identify as a full-fledged radical critique of mass culture, acknowledged a
major debt to Lynd and borrowed the idea of a “pseudoculture” from
Leavis.14?

A disparaging nomenclature resulted, bequeathing terms of refer-
ence which remain in wide currency to this day.!3° Through commer-
cialization, it was asserted, contemporary cultural production was being
“cheapened,” ““devalued,” “‘debased,” ““homogenized”; while, it was
often protested, through the operations of what Macdonald was to call
“Gresham’s Law in Culture,” discriminating standards were being
routed by values which aimed only at “‘the lowest common denomina-
tor.”’151 Not the least revealing of the effects putatively associated with
such values was that, as Macdonald put it in 1953, ‘‘the upper
classes . . . find their own culture attacked and even threatened with
destruction. . . ."152

Originating during the interwar period, however, and quite re-
markably jumbled together with this already entrenched conservative
response, might be found as well a series of incongruous radical tenets.
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In this emergent usage, mass culture (or as Macdonald initially called it,
“popular culture’’) was ““imposed from above,” “‘manufactured by tech-
nicians hired by the ruling class,”” a manipulative ‘“‘instrument of social
domination”” which worked simultaneously to ““integrate’” the masses
into “the official culture-structure”” and ‘“to make a profit for their
rulers.”’133 Even during the 1950s, radical concerns about mass persua-
sion managed to subsist by taking refuge under the borrowed shell of
conservative apprehension regarding commercial, market-based cul-
tural production. Whence came this distinctive hybrid, which resists
reduction either to a primordial conservativism or to some equally pris-
tine radicalism?

This revision of the concept of mass society, which endowed the
idea of “‘mass culture’’—or, alternatively, of ““culture industry”’—with
momentous import, was not altogether of one piece. During the later
1930s, one group of peculiarly alienated intellectuals promulgated
tenets regarding the organizational structure, aesthetic character, and
social purpose of market-based communication mainly so as to suggest
an explicit convergence between the United States and the Soviet
Union.!34 This originating sectarian perspective, which quickly trans-
formed, during the first postwar decade, into a mainstream Cold War
liberalism, identified parallels which convinced Clement Greenberg,
Dwight Macdonald, and like-minded anti-Communists that they could
discern in “’kitsch” or “popular culture” a leading symptom of totali-
tarian potential.1>3

In a second and more sophisticated version, the concept of “culture
industry’”” was developed by intellectual refugees who—even before they
fled west in the 1930s to the United States, rather than (like their peer,
the philosopher and aesthetician Georg Lukacs) east to the Soviet
Union—had been repelled, and only secondarily fascinated, by the
sweep and character of organized capitalism’s institutions of cultural
production.i56 Their critique of the culture industry, however, again
betrayed, in characteristic combination, both a mandarin mistrust of the
new popular forms of film and broadcasting and a politically charged
insight into the repressive historical complex stretching ‘from Caligari to
Hitler”” and, indeed, across all of capitalist modernity. In this intellectual
context, “culture industry” sought an oxymoron effect. Perhaps, as
Horkheimer and Adorno had not been especially impressed by Soviet
silent film experiments, ‘‘culture industry’’ did not seek to carry the
shock of an effective montage, but, still, it did attempt to perplex—to
insist that the apparent widespread regimentation characteristic of con-
temporary society be brought up to a level of solitary critical awareness.
Within this framework, the accent was on the “ruthless unity in the
culture industry,” as Adorno and Horkheimer had termed it, as a defin-
ing symptom of an encompassing domination.!3? Adorno stated in 1967
that,
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although the culture industry undeniably speculates on the conscious and
unconscious state of the millions towards which it is directed, the masses are
not primary, but secondary, they are an object of calculation; an appendage
of the machinery. The customer is not king, as the culture industry would
like to have us believe, not its subject but its object. . . . The culture indus-
try misuses its concern for the masses in order to duplicate, reinforce, and
strengthen their mentality, which it presumes is given and unchangeable.
How this mentality might be changed is excluded throughout. . . . It can
be assumed without hesitation that steady drops hollow the stone, espe-
cially since the system of the culture indhstry that surrounds the masses
tolerates hardly any deviation and incessantly drills the same formulas of
behavior. Only their deep unconscious mistrust . . . explains why they
have not, to a person, long since perceived and accepted the world as it is
constructed for them by the culture industry.158

Did not contemporary culture at once affirm and exemplify an in-
creasingly general form of ““mass deception’’? The latter could hardly be
a matter, then, of democratic expression. Theodor Adorno, who coined
the phrase ““the culture industry,” is said by one of his longtime col-
leagues to have “intensely disliked”’ the rival term ‘“mass culture.”” De-
cades later, Adorno expressly attempted to clarify the distinction:

The term culture industry was perhaps used for the first time in the book
Dialectic of Enlightenment, which Horkheimer and I published in Amster-
dam in 1947. In our drafts we spoke of ““mass culture.” We replaced that
expression with ““culture industry” in order to exclude from the outset the
interpretation agreeable to its advocates: that it is a matter of something like
a culture that arises spontaneously from the masses themselves, the contem-
porary form of popular art. From the latter the culture industry must be
distinguished in the extreme.!%®

When Macdonald made free reference to Horkheimer, Lowenthal,
and Adorno in a 1953 revision of his fiery wartime essay, these two
variants of the radical critique of mass culture became intertwined.160
And when, shortly thereafter, C. Wright Mills—who had cultivated as-
sociations with both Macdonald and the Frankfurt theorists-—also en-
tered the lists, there was established a third variant of the critique of mass
culture, whose deepest affinities, as we will see, lay still elsewhere: in
Deweyan instrumentalism.

These uncompromisingly pessimistic, radical versions of the critique
of mass culture, however, are best seen as common historical outcomes
of what had originated, only recently, in a decidedly more open-ended
assessment. During the late 1920s and 1930s, as Rita Barnard has
shown, radical critics of mass culture—despite their worries regarding
the increasing commoditization of culture and ideological manipu-
lation—never ceased to stress the possibility of historical agency and,
indeed, the need for oppositional politics. Quite the contrary; by imag-
inatively assimilating the shapes and forms of mass culture, the poet
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Kenneth Fearing and the novelist Nathanael West were among those
who sought to clinch the argument for a revolutionary transforma-
tion.}¢! The system’s economic failure had become only too obvious
during the Depression. Yet to the argument that capitalism evinced a
glaring inability to deliver the goods now could be added a potent sup-
plement. The antic reifications of mass culture provided fresh evidences,
of patent import, perhaps, for those who gained a living through ““intel-
lectual’’ labor, of a way of life that had become intolerable. Thus it was a
profound irony that this break with mass culture, when it came, tran-
spired not by way of a social revolution, but only via a headlong leap to
accommodate a forbidding modernist aesthetic—in decided preference
to any prospectively more common culture—by many erstwhile radicals
themselves. Again, however, through the mid-1930s at least, radical
criticism of mass culture did not preclude, but rather aimed to motivate,
a more thoroughgoing redress. An unduly neglected work by James
Rorty can be utilized to develop the point:

If one wishes to discover America, all one has to do is to forget all the
solemn and reasonable things that solemn and reasonable people have
spoken and written, and then go listening and pondering into cheap restau-
rants, movie palaces, radio studios, pulp magazine offices, police stations,
five- and ten-cent stores, advertising agencies. Out of this atomic, pulverized
life, the anarchic voices rise. They are shameless, these voices, and truthful,
and wise with a kind of bleak factual wisdom. Each atom speaks for itself, to
comfort itself, to assert itself against the overwhelming nothingness of all
the other atoms. . . .192

These rather robust ‘“atoms” constituted, for Rorty, a not unsym-
pathetic social subject, which in turn emblematized his own am-
bivalence regarding the advertiser-based ““pseudoculture.” On one
hand, Rorty’s account was not one whit less keenly pointed than those
to follow, in assaying a radical explanation of the political and economic
functions of the “pseudoculture.” The apparatus of advertising Rorty
held comprised a ““machinery of . . . super-government”” which he re-
peatedly called an “instrument of rule,” and whose economic function
“in a profit economy’’—*‘the production of customers’’—he deemed
(after Veblen) “‘no less essential than the production of coal or steel.”” 163
The adman himself in turn was only the latest in a long and rather
pathetic succession of “middle-class’”” ““crowd heroes.””164 On the other
hand, looking to Leavis, Rorty depicted the “pseudoculture’” as locked in
a “perpetual conflict” with ““the older, more organic American culture.”
The “new, hard, arid culture of acquisitive emulation”” he identified with
consumer magazines and other sites of the “pseudoculture,” while, in
what may be judged a vital, if wishful, qualification, ‘‘the older more
human culture is what the reader wistfully desires.” Subsequently,
Rorty became explicit about this epochal “battle of the cultures.” His
precocious content analysis of a wide range of popular magazines
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showed, he said, ““beyond the possibility of a doubt that the acquisitive
culture cannot stand on its own feet, that it does not satisfy, that it is, in
fact, merely a pseudoculture’”:

The magazines live by the promotion of acquisitive and emulative motiva-
tions but in order to make the enterprise in the least tolerable or acceptable
to their readers it is necessary to mix with this emulative culture, the ingre-
dients, in varying proportions, of the older American culture in which sex,
sophistication, sentiment, the arts, sciences, etc., play major roles. . . .

In other words the business of publishing commercial magazines is a
parasitic industry. The ad-man’s pseudoculture parasites on the older, more
organic culture, just as the advertising business is itself a form of economic
parasitism. . . .

But the American people do not like this pseudoculture, cannot live by
it, and, indeed, have never lived by it. The magazines analyzed, which were
published during this the fifth year of a depression, show that fiction writers,
sensitive to public opinion, often definitely repudiate this culture. Ameri-
cans tend, at the moment, if the magazine culture can be considered to
mirror popular feeling, to look, not forward into the future, but backward
into the past. They are trying to discover by what virtues, by what patterns
of life, the Americans of earlier days succeeded in being admirable people,
and in sustaining a life, which, if it did not have ease and luxury, did seem to
have dignity and charm. Although the main drift of desire is toward the
past, there are other drifts. Some editors and readers even envision revolu-
tion and the substitution of a new culture for the acquisitive and traditional
American culture.165

Rorty’s overall conclusion was grave, but substantially lacked the
totalizing hopelessness which later came to afflict the radical critique of
mass culture:

Examination of this magazine literature reveals clearly that the democratic
dogma is dying if not already dead; that the emulative culture is not accessi-
ble to the poor and to the lower middle-class; that the poor are oriented
toward crime, and potentially at least, toward revolution; that the middle
classes are oriented toward fascism. . . .

We must therefore conclude that this culture, or pseudoculture, is not
viable, hence cannot be rehabilitated. This conclusion will be regarded as
optimistic, or pessimistic, depending upon the point of view of the
reader.16%

In this context, his book’s final prediction—"‘when a formidable
Fascist movement develops in America, the ad-men will be right up in
front’’167—ywas offered, above all, as a warning.

A warning to whom? The answer may be divined by insisting on a
linkage which was, as Rorty wrote, quite suddenly becoming common-
place. Radical anxieties about the role of media and mass culture in
reproducing a dominated social totality were a product of their indelible
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association with a vagrant stratum of white-collar workers. Would this
expanding group, already construed as parasitic in Rorty’s Veblenian
comparison with the past’s putatively “‘more organic culture’” of produc-
tion, now lend its energy to socialist reconstruction—or to reaction? For
socialists, the question itself was not new; at the turn of the century,
concern over the role of intellectuals and other white-collar workers had
been at the center of the “revisionist’” controversy within German Social
Democracy. After 1933, however, the issue attained a new and stark
significance. As a host of writers were quick to note, white-collar
workers seemed to have provided a necessary basis for Hitlerism.!68
Studies of the German context, conducted by Wilhelm Reich, Hans
Speier, and the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research (under the super-
vision of Erich Fromm) paid particularly close attention to the circum-
stances which could place ““personality structure”” in an apparent contra-
diction with class position and even with overt political ideology. If,
even among a goodly proportion of radical workers, the ability to “‘be
relied upon in critical situations” could be vitiated, the wayward white-
collar strata—"‘value parasites,”” Speier called them—seemed positively
eager to accept manipulation from above.169

In the United States, one hardly needed to be a radical to follow
Lewis Corey, a heterodox and soon a disenchanted Marxist, in connect-
ing Hitlerism with a “crisis of the new middle class,” whose mainly
white-collar workers had furnished ‘‘the shock troops of fascism.”170
Harold Lasswell, as early as 1933, found in the ascent of Nazism “a
desperation reaction of the lower middle classes’” whose need for differ-
entiation “from the manual worker,” Hitler, a “self-made semi-
intellectual” backed by ““influential elements of the upper bourgeoisie,”
had successfully exploited through nationalist and anti-Semitic symbols.
In this context, Lasswell’s portentous suggestion (following Veblen) that
“the intellectual class” might be seen as “‘a potent social formation with
objective interests of its own’’17! was not generally taken up. Instead,
with Corey, most observers agreed that this “new middle class” was
bereft of any overarching and independent identity or consciousness.
The question of its political allegiance accordingly edged toward becom-
ing, as Corey noted, “mainly ideological.””172 What required explana-
tion, correspondingly—as a book by Robert A. Brady sought to
establish—was no less the ““spirit” than the “’structure”” of German fas-
cism. For the Nazis to accede to power, in this incipient dichotomy, they
had to divert the masses ‘“from material to ‘spiritual things.”’’173

The nexus of issues at stake soon attained a horrific palpability.
Confirmation that adaptation (what Stanley Milgram later focused ex-
perimentally as ““obedience to authority’’) knew no bounds came when,
in 1943, Bruno Bettelheim reported with clinical detachment on his
own experience in Dachau and Buchenwald, where he had observed
fellow concentration camp inmates managing to survive their ordeals by
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making a series of ghastly attempts at adjustment. Mimicking the games,
the uniforms, even the beliefs of guards, long-term prisoners outdid their
captors at learning—and internalizing—the rules of the game. Social
structure survived, Bettelheim pointed out, but it seemed almost an
irrelevancy; and the concentration camp, he summarized, in an explicit
attempt at generalization,

is the Gestapo’s laboratory where it develops methods for changing free and
upright citizens not only into grumbling slaves, but into serfs who in many
respects accept their masters’ values. They still think that they are following
their own life goals and values, whereas in reality they have accepted the
Nazis’ values as their own.

It seems that what happens in an extreme fashion to the prisoners who
spend several years in the concentration camp happens in less exaggerated form
to the inhabitants of the big concentration camp called greater Germany.174

Bettelheim’s essay was reprinted by Dwight Macdonald’s journal
Politics, while Bettelheim himself briefly assisted Horkheimer and
Adorno’s group in their continuing studies of anti-Semitism.!73

The impact of this understanding of fascism proved to be as abiding
as it was explosive. Far from constituting a reliable emancipatory
agency, consciousness now was taken to be unceasingly plastic. Once
more it was not that social relations no longer existed but, rather, that
they appeared not to make sufficient room for the distinctive contempo-
rary conditions of which a massively enlarged white-collar middle class
comprised a leading augury. Mass psychology, ricocheting outward
through the social order from its white-collar host, was apparently mal-
leable beyond any previous estimate; thus it allowed for transformative
societal change to be wrought on the plane of subjective experience. A
steady diet of propaganda, still closely coupled with “‘rationally”” applied
violence and everyday terror, scemed more than sufficient to interdict
theoretical reasoning—and to override all associated historical projec-
tions—which sought a basis in ““objective’” social relations, most notably
including class relations. Or, in reference to the instrumentalist perspec-
tive, “‘organized intelligence’” not only contained no inherently
ameliorative telos; it lent itself, with terrifying ease, to domination.

This awful thesis remained compelling. The postwar critique of mass
culture never ceased to be suffused by the perception that entire societies
could be, had been, and, perhaps above all, were being so worked over.
As C. Wright Mills put it in 1950—in continuing concord with Lazarsfeld
and Merton’s 1948 thesis that mass media and interpersonal communi-
cation needed to be treated within a single analytical context—'‘without
Himmler's powerful grip, Goebbel’s manipulations of opinion would
have quickly failed.””176 In a memorable sentence which starkly over-
whelmed the hint of romanticism still present in Rorty’s depiction of
human ““atoms,’” Mills captured the essence of this totalitarian complex:
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‘‘By terrorization and by rules enforced by threats and use of violence, he
tries to fragment the public, in order that each individual stands naked of
social relations before the media of the authoritative propagandists.””177
It was not, then, powerful media taken alone but, jointly, a pliant popu-
lace, terrorized and cast ever further adrift by virtue of its increasingly
predominant white-collar status, which endowed mass culture with
what was generally taken—on the left—to be its forbidding authori-
tarian potential. Each of the major variants of the thesis was an explicit
party to this dual orientation.178 '

This shared concern created significant, and usually neglected, com-
mon ground between the Frankfurt School’s critique of culture indus-
try!7? and Lazarsfeld’s mainstream brand of “mass communication”
research prior to 1948—for which, as we found, the entire tissue of
social life had to be joined to the study of media propaganda in any valid
appraisal of mass persuasion’s potential. Siegfried Kracauer, for exam-
ple, asserted in 1947 that sustained study of film and other mass media
would disclose that ““deep psychological dispositions’” had contributed
to the rise of German fascism.!8® And then there was Adorno, who
worried that ingrained authoritarian proclivities might lead to home-
grown fascism in the United States. Far from being a simple product of
propagandistic manipulation, anti-Semitism, in particular, in Adorno’s
view, was deeply entrenched in popular consciousness as a result of
longstanding and complex historical processes. In terms which reso-
nated harmoniously with those favored by Lazarsfeld and Merton be-
fore 1948—by emphasizing the significance of human predisposition
for media power—Adorno’s research group stressed as early as 1941
that ““as long as anti-Semitism exists as a constant undercurrent in social
life, it can always be rekindled by suitable propaganda.”’ Anti-Semitism
was thus, as Adorno’s colleague Franz Neumann concurrently put it,
one of ““the soft spots in the social body” of which Nazi propaganda
took deadly advantage. In a remarkable passage from his magisterial
work on the structure and practice of National Socialismm, Neumann
wrote that

[p]ropaganda is violence committed against the soul. Propaganda is not a
substitute for violence, but one of its aspects. The two have the identical
purposes of making men amenable to control from above. Terror and its
display in propaganda go hand in hand. . . .

By itself, propaganda can never change social and political conditions;
it acts in conjunction with other and far more important factors. National
Socialist propaganda did not destroy the Weimar democracy. . . .
National Socialist propaganda, we must not forget, went hand in hand with
terror by the S.A. and by the S.S., tolerated by the German judiciary and by
many of the non-Prussian states. . . . That the republican leaders did not
succeed in inducing the state machine to stop National Socialist terror will
remain the mot severe indictment of Weimar.18!
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The same concern for the subjective predispositions of the populace
continued to be a well-established theme among still other members of
the Frankfurt School. In 1964, for example, in a discussion marred by
gender and racial stereotypes, Herbert Marcuse expressed it directly, in
One-Dimensional Man:

Our insistence on the depth and efficacy of these controls is open to the
objection that we overrate greatly the indoctrinating power of “‘the media,”
and that by themselves the people would feel and satisfy the needs which
are now imposed upon them. The objection misses the point. The precondi-
tioning does not start with the mass production of radio and television and
with the centralization of their control. The people enter this stage as pre-
conditioned receptacles of long standing; the decisive difference is in the
flattening out of the contrast (or conflict) between the given and the possi-
ble, between the satisfied and the unsatisfied needs. Here, the so-called
equalization of class distinctions reveals its ideological function. If the
worker and his boss enjoy the same television program and visit the same
resort places, if the typist is as attractively made up as the daughter of her
employer, if the Negro owns a Cadillac, if they all read the same newspaper,
then this assimilation indicates not the disappearance of classes, but the
extent to which the needs and satisfactions that serve the preservation of the
Establishment are shared by the underlying population.182

Once again, therefore—to return to the major point—social rela-
tions were attenuated not merely by strong media, but by an encompass-
ing and longstanding ““preconditioning’’183 of the populace. The latter,
in turn, was no longer associated only with an abstract turning-point
from community to society (as Bell was to suggest),184 but rather found
its leading feature in the all-too-apparent ““amorphous” consciousness
of the key white-collar strata.

But, after the fascist enemy had been laid to rest, what could inspire
such ominous parallels between Nazi Germany and the United States?
What turned the premonitions observed during the interwar period into
a full-fledged scourge? The work of Robert Lynd’s younger colleague,
the sociologist C. Wright Mills, allows us to trace this deeply felt devel-
opment.

In a study of labor leaders performed at Lazarsfeld’s Bureau of Ap-
plied Social Research and published in 1948, Mills projected a fraught,
but still relatively sanguine, future. ““[T}he labor leaders,” he wrote at
the very outset of this work, ““are the strategic actors: they lead the only
organizations capable of stopping the main drift toward war and
slump.” And again, although Mills conceded that ““the number of the
politically alert is only a minute fraction of the U.S. population,” he
quickly added this vital qualification: ““That the great bulk of people are
politically passive does not mean that they do not at given times and on
certain occasions play the leading role in political change. They may not
be politically assertive, but it would be short-sighted to assume that they
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cannot move, on surprisingly short order, into the zones of political
alertness.” Labor leaders comprised a strategic elite for Mills, therefore,
because—in what he, akin to many others, and by no means only on the
left—assumed would be an immediate recurrence of protracted eco-
nomic depression, ‘[t]hey are the only men who lead mass organiza-
tions which in the slump could organize the people and come out with
the beginnings of a society more in line with the image of freedom and
security comunon to left traditions.”’185 As late as 1950, as I have already
underlined, Mills viewed the independent organization of the primary
public as the single most important basis for “‘resistance’” against the
manipulative effectivity of mass persuasion. A large, if not entirely un-
bridgeable gap therefore still could be seen as separating contemporary
conditions in the United States from Nazi Germany, the archetypal “‘so-
ciety of masses.”

This gap summarily narrowed, however, as Mills completed the
second and third panels of his triptych portrait of American society,
turning along the way from labor leaders to the white-collar strata, and
finally to the interlocking military, corporate, and political leadership
structure that he dubbed The Power Elite (1956). “In our time,” he
asserted in the latter work, ©“ . . . the influence of autonomous collec-
tivities within political life is in fact diminishing.”

Furthermore, such influence as they do have is guided; they must now be
seen not as publics acting autonomously, but as masses manipulated at focal
points. . . . In all modern societies, the autonomous associations standing
between the various classes and the state tend to lose their effectiveness as
vehicles of reasoned opinion and instruments for the rational exertion of
political will. Such associations can be deliberately broken up and thus
turned into passive instruments of rule, or they can more slowly wither
away from lack of use in the face of centralized means of power. But
whether they are destroyed in a week, or within a generation, such associa-
tions are replaced in virtually every sphere of life by centralized organiza-
tions, and it is such organizations with all their new means of power that
take charge of the terrorized or—as the case may be—merely intimidated,
society of masses.!86

It was not just the successful institutionalization of a “‘permanent war
economy’” which inspired this pessimism. Deeply implicated in Mills’s
newfound despondence was an equally determinative conceptual
legacy. His own terms of perception, in a word, continued to be caught
up within the unresolved dilemma regarding ‘‘intellectual’”” labor.
Mills neither conceived of social class in the strict Marxian sense of
relationship to the means of production nor sought to depict a social
totality strictly in class terms: Status and, above all, power comprised
equally important aspects of his mature conceptualization.18? On one
hand, therefore, he could categorically specify that, “/[i]n terms of prop-
erty, the white-collar people are not “in between Capital and Labor’; they
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are in exactly the same property-class position as the wage-workers.”
Yet on the other hand —following Speier, with whose work he was well
acquainted!88—this equivalence served only to underline what seemed
to Mills to be a more essential non-identity: “[I]f bookkeepers and coal
miners, insurance agents and farm laborers, doctors in a clinic and crane
operators in an open pit have this condition in common, certainly their
class positions are not the same.” Some part of this overarching differ-
ence he credited to a putatively overarching shift in function. Over pre-
vious decades, more and more workers were coming to ““handle people
and symbols’’ rather than “‘things,’’ Mills stressed, reviving John
Dewey’s inapt typification: ““The one thing they do not do is live by
making things; rather, they live off the social machineries that organize
and coordinate the people who do make things.”’182 As a consequence of
this apparently mysterious organizational function!®°°—and its concomi-
tant, a rising standard of living—white-collar workers were said to have
suffered a loss of independence, which in turn vitiated any prospect that
a common class experience might be forged, either with the established
working class or the old middle class.

Arching back to prior explanations of the Nazi rise to power, it was
the apparent susceptibility to—even predilection for—manipulation
evinced by this increasingly distended white-collar stratum which sus-
tained Mills’s newfound acceptance of the idea of mass society in refer-
ence to the United States. Between 1900 and 1950, in one estimate, the
number of white-collar workers in the United States had increased to 22
million, doubling as a proportion of the total labor force (to 36.6%).191
Mills’s first widely read book declared, in this context, that white-collar
identity furnished clues to ““the shape and meaning of modern society as
a whole.””192 “In modern society,” he wrote in 1951,

coercion, monopolized by the democratic state, is rarely needed in any
continuous way. But those who hold power have often come to exercise it
in hidden ways: they have moved and they are moving from authority to
manipulation. Not only the great bureaucratic structures of modern society,
themselves means of manipulation as well as authority, but also the means
of mass communication are involved in this shift. . . . The formal aim,
implemented by the latest psychological equipment, is to have men inter-
nalize what the managerial cadres would have them do, without their
knowing their own motives, but nevertheless having them. Many whips are
inside men, who do not know how they got there, or indeed that they are
there. In the movement from authority to manipulation, power shifts from
the visible to the invisible, from the known to the anonymous. And with
rising material standards, exploitation becomes less material and more psy-
chological.193

Mills therefore amplified the “ideological” line of argument intro-
duced during the interwar period. Rather than being connected, how-
ever, overtly to the historical ascent of Nazism, the experience of the
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social stratum which apparently incarnated ‘‘intellectual’” labor became
the basis for a totalizing indictment of “‘organized intelligence”” under
contemporary conditions. Mills interposed his own distinctive pragma-
tist rendition of the mass culture thesis in protest, that is, against not so
much a dominant ideology as a massive and increasingly systemic failure
of ““organized intelligence’’ to carry through its still-beckoning promise.
Where many of his peers simply acquiesced to the relativistic inclination
of a philosophy that would judge truth only by its consequences, Mills
focused instead on an increasingly cohesive and manipulative ““cultural
apparatus,” which alone afforded the power elite its capacity for system-
atic processing and redirection of what passed for truth. A nearly abso-
lute negation of the original instrumentalist program had become, it
seemed, an all-too-functional operating mechanism: far from acting to
regenerate democracy, “‘organized intelligence’” was construed as hav-
ing been comprehensively perverted.194

In Cold War America, it must always be stressed, sharp-witted ob-
servers could find actual evidence aplenty that ‘““organized intelligence”
was being systematically corrupted and debased. Processes of opinion
formation were being comprehensively, often blatantly, restructured.
But this fearsomely coordinated effort ironically conformed, not to the
theory of ideology, but to the criteria for successful mass persuasion that
had been laid down before around 1948 by Lazarsfeld, Merton, and, not
least, Mills himself. Not only mass media but also schools, trade unions,
universities, churches, the professions, political parties, and the civil
service were alike attuned, by means of smaller or larger doses of coer-
cion, to the Cold War mobilization.!?5 Radicals’ anxieties that fascism
was an organic outgrowth of monopoly capitalism thus also carried over
into the postwar period. The Nazi regime, Robert A. Brady had written
in 1937, could be fairly described ““as a dictatorship of monopoly capital-
ism. Its ‘fascism’ is that of business enterprise organized on a monopoly
basis, and in full command of all the military, police, legal, and propaganda
power of the state.’” Horkheimer, in 1939, concurred, declaring that
anyone ‘“who does not wish to speak of capitalism should be silent about
fascism.” This linkage had played a compelling role before the Second
World War, in the cultivation of a distinctive radical rationale to make
the fight against fascism the most urgent of struggles: ‘It can’t happen
here”” expressed, simultaneously, a substantial fear and an injunction to
organize a political opposition. Not surprisingly, therefore, those who,
like Bell, came to revel over the apparent postwar “exhaustion’” of left-
wing ideology, likewise came to regard the radical critique of mass cul-
ture with keenly personal antagonism. Radicals themselves, on the other
hand, found in postwar mass culture the gleaming surfaces of an ascen-
dant totalizing fascism.!2¢ Nevertheless, the striking fact is that, within
the radical critique of mass culture, ““ideology’” itself was now called to
bear the lion’s share of the task of social domination. The balance be-
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tween coercion and consent seemed, accordingly, to have tipped de-
cisively toward the latter.

There can be no doubt that the mass culture critique dramatically
stretched the scope of debate over communication as a contemporary
social force. Under its aegis, academic “communication’”” began to ex-
pand beyond any narrower concern with news and documentary genres
and, certainly, beyond the individualistic psychology of Personal Influ-
ence, to encompass—in perhaps the leading compilation of the period—
bestsellers, paperback books, detective novels, cartoons, comic strips,
magazines, motion pictures, television, radio, popular music, and adver-
tising.197 What was significant was that, across this whole vast range,
radicals theorized the popular arts in terms of their role within an im-
plicit cultural hegemony. This sense that institutionalized communica-
tion comprised a powerful form of modern-day domination was ex-
tended from news to “‘culture’” in part through the unlikely vehicle of
content analysis. Through content analysis, critical researchers extended
to a growing series of systems of representation the older and more
confined radical argument about propaganda as a form of ideological
control exerted through news media. This shift was evident in the ear-
liest formulations of ““mass culture”” and “‘culture industry,”’198 but was
given systematic expression during the 1950s and 1960s. Across an
increasingly broad range of media forms and genres, a stress on the
textual incarnation of ideology not only survived but prospered; the
assumption was that the most essential keys to the understanding of
media influence often lay in hidden or latent images and patterns. At the
same time, the study of textual meaning was placed on a plane seem-
ingly better adapted to the increasingly industrial scale of cultural
production: the attempt was to study not only individual texts but en-
tire ““message systems’’—a week’s prime-time television programming,
for example. Both ideas powerfully extended the purview of critical
inquiry.

George Gerbner’s continuing content-analytic research offers what
is arguably the most important instance of this extension of the mass
culture argument. While mass culture critics like Macdonald sought
mainly, during the 1950s and 1960s, to expose successive evidences of
cultural debasement, Gerbner turned to media content for specific tex-
tual proofs of the ““symbolic functions’ performed on behalf of the ruling
order by romance magazines, television serial dramas, and journalistic
news accounts. While most humanities (let alone social science!) pro-
fessors did not yet deign to allow such genres even provisional admission
into their seminars, Gerbner and a few like-minded communication
analysts insisted that ““what an entire national community absorbs’’ in
the way of symbolic forms indeed did deserve serious and sustained
inquiry.19? In particular, what he came to call the “‘symbolic environ-
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ment”’ merited attention in light of the changing American class struc-
ture.

Thus in one 1950s study, Gerbner observed of the women who
comprised the primary readership for confession magazines (quoting
an executive of one of the magazines): ‘“These new wornen from the
homes of labor find the white collar world strange, uncomfortable. Un-
certain, often bewildered in their new roles, they have a burning interest
in ‘reading how other women—Ilike themselves—solved their prob-
lems.””” The purveyors of True Story and other confession magazines
were of course only too happy to tell them, but the underlying message
of these stories actually functioned, wrote Gerbner, to resign the reader
to society’s inviolable ‘““code.’’200

This line of inquiry naturally came to include television as its sine
qua non. “Television,” Gerbner went on to declare, ““is a prime cultiva-
tor of common images and patterns of information among large and
heterogeneous publics that have little else in common. These images and
patterns form a major part of our symbolic environment. They help
socialize members of society to the prevailing institutional and moral
order.” Gerbner was at pains, furthermore, to locate the “’basic struc-
ture”” that ““determines the process of program control and development
and shapes symbolic content” in the concentrated power relations that
existed ‘between major national advertisers and the managements of
the three national [TV] networks.”201

But this broadened ability to approach culture as the site and agency
of an ascribed ideological domination also harbored a tendency to in-
dulge in overgeneralization. Mills observed, for example, that values and
standards and tastes were now increasingly ‘‘subject to official manage-
ment’’:

the terms of debate, the terms in which the world may be seen, the stan-
dards and lack of standards by which men judge of their accomplishments,
of themselves or of other men—these terms are officially or commercially
determined, inculcated, enforced.202

What evidence supported such a flat assertion about the American
people’s purported self-understanding? Only everything, and, as Daniel
Bell was quick to point out, therefore nothing. Despite its pluralistic
accent, this criticism—that ““the theory of the mass society affords us no
view of the relations of the parts of the society to each other that would
enable us to locate the sources of change,” and that it barely managed to
“reflect or relate to the complex, richly striated social relations of the real
world’203—was largely warranted. It is indeed unfortunately charac-
teristic that, under cover of the critique of mass culture, specific practices
harboring substantial oppositional impulses (for example, rhythm and
blues and rock music) were overlooked. Radical scholars, moreover, did
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not seek to counterpose a systematic alternative to the highly problem-
atic notion that television programming sought out “‘the lowest common
denominator,” but instead largely acceded to the dominative aesthetic
standards in which the mass culture thesis was awash.

Such slippages testify chiefly to a suddenly arisen limit on the radi-
cals’ terms of perception: a sharply restricted view of human social
agency. As earlier social relationships became progressively attenuated,
Mills declared, mass culture had metamorphosized into one of ““the most
important of those increased means of power now at the disposal of
elites of wealth and power.””204 Yet, as the first lines of The Power Elite
make clear, significant social action and organization he reserved, vir-
tually by fiat, for a small minority of people in society’s topmost ranks:

The powers of ordinary men are circumscribed by the everyday worlds in
which they live, yet even in these rounds of job, family, and neighborhood
they often seem driven by forces they can neither understand nor govern.
“Great changes” are beyond their control, but affect their conduct and
outlook none the less. The very framework of modern society confines them
to projects not their own, but from every side, such changes now press upon
the men and women of the mass society, who accordingly feel that they are
without purpose in an epoch in which they are without power.

But not all men are in this sense ordinary. As the means of informa-
tion and of power are centralized, some men come to occupy positions in
American society from which they can look down upon, so to speak, and by
their decisions mightily affect, the everyday worlds of ordinary men and
women. . . . What Jacob Burckhardt said of ‘‘great men,” most Ameri-
cans might well say of their elite: “They are all that we are not.”"203

While “[t]he top of American society is increasingly unified, and
often seems willfully co-ordinated,” Mills concluded in his discussion of
the mass media, ‘“[t]he bottom of this society is politically fragmented,
and even as a passive fact, increasingly powerless. . . .” The media, “‘as
now organized and operated,” he declared, had become ‘‘a major cause
of the transformation of America into a mass society.””2°¢ In marked
contrast with Rorty’s pioneering foray into the radical theory of mass
culture, for Mills, twenty years later, the culture industry’s ability to
disorient, manipulate, and deflect the lower social orders came close to
becoming both cause and consequence of the latters’ ostensible lack of
social agency. The frightening and dismal revels of mass culture seemed
in turn to be disencumbered of any need to offer a substantial account of
their own ascendance. Thus not only the past history of the culture
industry but also its future could hardly be imagined, let alone ade-
quately analyzed: The concept was utilized to typify what appeared at
times to verge on a frozen—dominated—ethos.

““Human beings,”” declared Dwight Macdonald, ““have been caught
up in the inexorable workings of a mechanism that forces them, with a
pressure only heroes can resist . . . into its own pattern.”’207 “What
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has happened is that the terms of acceptance of American life have been
made bleak and superficial at the same time that the terms of revolt
have been made vulgar and irrelevant,” concurred Mills, his onetime
friend.208 Herbert Marcuse’s reflections on a purported ‘““one-dimen-
sional society,” though keeping barely alive in theory the idea ““that
forces and tendencies exist which may break this containment and ex-
plode the society,” circled similarly around its recurrent theme, ““that
advanced industrial society is capable of containing qualitative change
for the foreseeable future.” Social classes in particular, Marcuse argued,
had been altered in-structure and function ““in such a way that they no
longer appear to be agents of historical transformation.” ““Domination,”
he bleakly forecast, ““in the guise of affluence and liberty—extends to all
spheres of private and public existence, integrates all authentic opposi-
tion, absorbs all alternatives.”’202

Even toward the rowdy end of the 1960s, the identification of social
agents capable of challenging prevailing structures of power remained
meekly tentative: The ““resistant’”” public opinion of the New Deal period
was a distant memory. University students and, especially, the African
American social movement, it is true, were now sometimes hesitantly
singled out.21¢ Ceasing to be the prerogative solely of the power elite,
therefore, agency now at least could begin to be glimpsed in what came
to be called (inadequately) “‘the new social movements.”” Even in radical
writing, however, social agency remained enigmatically disconnected
from U.S. capitalism’s largest, theoretically vital, collectivity: the domes-
tic working class. This was, in part, because such a prospect had been
pre-empted, for a generation, by the anomalous status assigned by ob-
servers to a growing plurality of the labor force. It was only outside the
United States, characteristically, in the ‘‘national liberation movements”
erupting across the world, that overarching and powerful forms of hu-
man social agency could be credited with an unassailable importance,
with profound intellectual consequences (to be scrutinized in the next
chapter). In the meantime, however, radical critics of mass culture found
themselves unable to shake off a series of intrusive and obfuscatory
tenets, introduced with the cryptic social subject which they saw as the
prime bearer of mass culture’s stigma: the white-collar or “intellectual”
laborers who preponderated within the U.S. occupational structure.

Thus was disclosed a defining limit on the radical usage of ““mass
culture.”” As the capacity for organized self-activity continued to be iden-
tified overwhelmingly with the capitalist class and its deputies in and
around the giant corporation, historically unfolding class relationships
between capital and labor tended to be conspicuous chiefly by their
absence. Raymond Williams’s comment, offered in a different context,
catches this limitation precisely: “[wlhere only one class is seen, no
classes are seen.””211 For all its merits, the tendency to concentrate on the
tight directorate which rules ‘‘the culture industry”” simply cannot sub-
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stitute for analysis which foregrounds the social relations of production.
The medium of historical eventuation is mutually determining social
relationships, rather than unalloyed class power, let alone decisions
taken autonomously within and by one or another of society’s chief
institutional complexes. It was in the context of society and social labor
that the culture industry became institutionalized and embedded; it is
thus also to the relational and formative social aspects of productive
activity that questions of communication in society have to be re-
ferred.212

This slippage created an ironic parallel to mainstream communica-
tion research, which itself began, sometime after 1948, to conceive of
opinion formation as occurring on a largely autonomous plane. Exactly
against their own earlier injunction against dichotomizing ‘‘personal
influence” and ‘“mass persuasion,” orthodox analysts simply deflected
their gaze away from the national security state’s ongoing deployment of
a comprehensive range of persuasive modes and circuits. Instead they
did what they could, in Stuart Hall’s subsequent criticism, to contribute
to the “installation of pluralism as t#¢ model of modern industrial social
order.”’213 For such researchers, the media, as Hall continued, were held
by fiat “to be largely reflective or expressive of an achieved consensus.
The finding that, after all, the media were not very influential was predi-
cated on the belief that, in its wider cultural sense, the media largely
reinforced those values and norms which had already achieved a wide
consensual foundation.”’214 Dissenting from this basic premise, a hand-
ful of radicals continued to insist, in the face of witchhunts and black-
lists, that the ascendance of pluralist theorizing itself constituted one
small reminder that American society remained dominative. Yet the
continuing absence of the social class relation—Ilet alone of social labor
more generally—constituted a powerful and enduring drag on the radi-
cals’ own thought.

Its obstructive potential is amply evident, for example, in what was
excluded from Todd Gitlin’s otherwise incisive critique of Katz and La-
zarsfeld’s discipline-demarcating work. Gitlin’s major criticisms—that
Personal Influence invalidly truncated and downplayed the reality of
media power over consciousness and experience and that, relatedly, its
authors chose to chart “influence’” almost exclusively in terms of peo-
ple’s activity as consumers—were both elegantly expressed and perfectly
well justified. However, Gitlin remained almost entirely within the
bounds of the still ensconced, and still only incompletely differentiated,
radical critique. That Katz and Lazarsfeld, as we found, had system-
atically substituted networks of abstracted individuals for the encom-
passing and constitutive modalities of social organization—pre-emi-
nently social class but also race and gender relations—remained largely
unremarked. Gitlin instead criticized Katz and Lazarsfeld for concep-
tualizing “the audience as a tissue of interrelated individuals rather than
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as isolated point-targets in a mass society.””215 His own theorization
remained lodged within this familiar, Millsian framework, which still
obscured how the extension and enlargement of capitalist social rela-
tions continued to be both incomplete and contested. Questions of ideo-
logical construction in turn tended, at least tacitly, to be localized within
the putatively universalized institutions of the culture industry, rather
than interwoven with the dynamic, conflicted, and generative social
process embedded in but also around it.21é

Dissenting researchers apparently could not but slight the defining
contours of social experience. Beneath the power elite, and crucially
disconnected from ‘“the drifting set of stalemated, balancing forces” at
society’s middle levels, wrote Mills, ““at the bottom there is emerging a
mass society.””217 Even in the rare cases where a more formative and
relational social process did remain, the results seemed to portend only
minor conceptual revision. Stanley Aronowitz in 1973 purported, true,
to grapple with the emergent culture of the “‘new’” working class in the
United States. Aronowitz’s familiar theme, however, was that long-
standing working-class institutions—in particular, the family, but also
the church and the school—had been undermined. *‘[T]raditional forms
of proletarian culture,”” he asserted, had been supplanted—replaced, in a
direct reprise of Mills, by ““a new, manipulated consumer culture.” The
latter, moreover, again was discerned in terms of the service it was
presumed to offer in integrating ‘‘the working masses into a bureaucratic
consumer capitalism.”218 Aronowitz’s central concern with social class,
therefore, despite its helpful focus on some potentially important
changes in the character of labor, could only begin to chip away at—
rather than directly confront—the cardinal assumption on which both
orthodox communication study and the radical critique of culture indus-
try alike continued to rest: that a social order dominated by capital had
come to achieve an essential equipoise. “What distinguishes culture
under capitalism?’’ asked two other radical critics as late as 1978: ““Cer-
tainly not class divisions.””21? It is a savage and telling irony that even
radicals remained unable to detect more than desultory social agency
apart from capitalists and their managerial stewards. It might be
argued—as we will see, Raymond Williams did begin to argue220—that
“culture’’ could be set free to achieve an altogether different dynamism
and analytical thrust only because ““society”” seemed set and static.

That such a profound displacement could occur shows that radical
scholars could not resist the gigantic tides which, for a generation, over-
whelmed public opposition—with the noteworthy exception of the
struggle for African American civil rights—within the U.S. In the 1950s,
a newly acclaimed “‘age of affluence,”” longstanding social scientific pref-
erences for interest groups, and social control, rather than class conflicts,
combined with the effects of Cold War repression, business unionism, a
recharged cult of domesticity, racism, and ascending U.S. global he-
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gemony to subvert the possibility of identifying any robust, let alone
genuinely oppositional, working-class social agency. At the highwater
mark of the American Century, the assumption that capitalism had at
last attained stability—overwhelmingly dominant in mainstream politi-
cal science, economics, history, and sociology—could not be effectively
undercut.

Radicals trained their attention instead on the underlying sources of
what was for them a profoundly troubling quiescence. Historians who
disdained to join the chorus proclaiming the purported glories of an
achieved liberal consensus, for instance, overwhelmingly stressed “‘the
incorporation of working class challenge and the easy destruction of
radical movements.”’221 Marxian economists emphasized not class
struggle but the vast increases in government military spending that had
combined with ever-accelerating consumer debt to ameliorate and post-
pone the debilitating cycles of boom and bust. Despite their oddly hope-
ful assertions that the tendency to economic stagnation could only be
deflected and delayed, rather than permanently averted, they too
granted little room to human social agency.222 So too, as I have argued,
arose conceptions of an omnipresent and dominating culture industry,
crucial to the mysterious consolidation of the postwar Pax Americana.
This development, seemingly unique to 20th-century society, retained a
cryptic quality that I have attributed to a continuing incapacity to grap-
ple effectively with the theoretical status of ““intellectual” labor.

Marcuse, in 1967, came as close as anyone to confronting some of
these questions, employing the language of an apparently invigorated
Marxism:223

Political propaganda and commercial advertisements coincide. The political
economy of advanced capitalism is also a “*psychological economy’’: it pro-
duces and administers the needs demanded by the system—even the in-
stinctive needs. It is this introjection of domination combined with the
increasing satisfaction of needs that casts doubt on concepts like alienation,
reification and exploitation. Is the beneficiary of the “affluent society”” not
in fact fulfilling himself in his alienated being? Does he not, in fact, find
himself again in his gadgets, his car and his television set? But on the other-
hand, does false subjectivity dispose of the objective state of affairs?224

Marcuse’s merit was to pose these directly as questions worthy of
consideration. But the dilemma to which they pointed was all but un-
breachable, because its main means of address lay in the entrenched
belief that to speak of propaganda was to leave behind the domain of
bodily labor, and to enter the enigmatic domain of mind or thought, or
even spirit. For Adorno, indeed, “‘culture’s’”” only protection perversely
lay in the critic’s ability to insist on such a dualism. “[CJulture,” Adorno
observed in 1967, both originated and, under contemporary conditions,
drew whatever remaining strength it could summon from “the radical
separation of mental and physical work.” *“As long as even the least part
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of the mind remains engaged in the reproduction of life, it is its sworn
bondsman.’’225

Horkheimer and Adorno had been predisposed, as far back as the
late 1930s, to assail the primary status accorded by Marxism to labor;
they had rejected efforts to elevate labor to a defining theoretical position
for exhibiting what Jay calls ““an ascetic ideology inherited . . . from
the bourgeois apotheosis of the work ethic.””226 Ideology, like Adorno’s
preferred type of cultural criticism, thus had nothing to do with labor,
but existed on a willfully disparate plane. In turn the need was forever to
find means of explicating the seemingly decisive contemporary muta-
tion, through which, as Wilhelm Reich had put it as far back as 1933,
ideology was enabled to act ‘“as a material force.””227 Ideology’s effec-
tivity appeared to be not only terrifyingly self-evident but, equally,
anomalous; its usage therefore seemed only to escalate the demand for
theoretical reorientation. Mills, steeped in a pragmatism whose notion
of “‘organized intelligence”” was a product of the same dualism, was
hardly in a position to remedy this default.

The characteristic effects of this all-or-nothing version of the thesis of
cultural hegemony appear to warrant an easy dismissal. And indeed, the
radical critique of mass culture, beginning in its own heyday, has been
repeatedly pilloried for constituting nothing more than “an ideology of
romantic protest against contemporary life.””228 But, if we know people
by the company they keep, then perhaps theory can be situated by
looking at the enemies that it earns. We know that the critique drew the
notice of such vigilant academic top guns as Daniel Bell and Edward
Shils; what prompted their censure? The answer must by now be plain:
For those radicals who managed to survive it with their convictions
more or less intact, both the sudden consumer spending boom and
McCarthyism appeared only to provide a jarringly powerful joint confir-
mation for their view, that strong linkages bound the agencies of mass
communication and pre-existing mass psychology into a tight and re-
pressive unity: the unity of an ““administered society.” By insisting that
social domination remained the defining feature of American life, in
turn, Mills and other mass culture critics garnered the enduring enmity
of cold warriors hostile to all such “unpatriotic”” incursions.

The story, however, of course does not end here. The radical critique
of mass culture remained and, in some respects, remains today, a dura-
bly accessible and compelling critical rhetoric. Its most recent revision
holds that, through its very sweep and scale, contemporary mass culture
makes it necessary——as against the prescriptions assayed by older tradi-
tions of criticism—to search for oppositional and utopian, as well as
dominative, elements within, rather than apart from, it. This view carries
with it the virtue of refusing to accept, by sheer assumption, that mass
culture comprises a domain free of significant internal conflicts. Through
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a corollary tenet, mass culture may no longer impose, virtually by defini-
tion, a unitary understanding or consciousness, either on its practi-
tioners or its audiences; at its best, this new view takes seriously Bell’s
early injunction, and restores to human agency its substantial and varie-
gated historical role. It would seem, therefore, that the open-ended ap-
proach to mass culture of the early 1930s has been at least nominally
reinvented. But this gain is offset by a different and damaging assump-
tion. The warrant for searching for opposition and resistance within mass
culture stems from a conviction that commercialized cultural production
has become more or less coextensive with human culture per se: Jame-
son simply accedes to what he deems to be “universal commaodifica-
tion,” while Denning, hedging slightly, declares, “There is now very
little cultural production outside the commodity form.""22°

This totalization of mass culture can easily blind inquiry to the fact
that commoditization—of ““culture” or, indeed, anything else—is, from
the perspective of capital, a forever unfinished and incomplete project.
Mass culture, in this fundamental sense, can never sweep the field. Some
forty years after the thesis was elaborated, current frontiers of “mass
culture,” if one wished to- identify them as such, are hardly lacking:
I think, for example, of the ongoing extrusion of enterprise into “‘vir-
tual reality’”” software, explicitly market-based school curricula and
“courseware,” and, perhaps, even genetic engineering (‘‘designer
genes’’). How are these dynamic outposts of accumulation to be appre-
hended, let alone resisted, by a theory whose inclination is to fix primar-
ily on mass culture’s purported intrinsic impulses to reification and uto-
pia, domination and resistance? How can such a revision account for
mass culture’s historical, and still continuing, growth?

We will see in a later chapter that this myopia regarding the ongoing
commoditization of cultural production discloses its own substantial
significance as a theoretical development. Anticipating that discussion, it
is worth stressing here that the trend to reopen mass culture to contesta-
tion, by fixing the nature of that challenge primarily at a discursive or
textual level, itself acts to truncate, and even to omit, what had been a
second crucial component of the originating critique. From James Rorty
and New Masses onward, an emerging political economy of communica-
tion worked within the radical critique of mass culture, in an attempt to
specify the pressures and limits set by capital within mass culture’s active
process—its commercializing instinct. Exploiting a potential overlap
with more conventional institutional economists, to take a pioneering
example, Dallas Smythe sought to explicate the structures of resource
allocation and policy decision in media and telecommunications.?30
Smythe suggested that “as our culture has developed it has built into
itself increasing concentrations of authority and nowhere is this more
evident than in our communications activities.””23! By emphasizing that
mass culture indeed /ad its political economy, the tradition of research
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that he championed emphasized the increasingly centralized command
structure that prevailed over this vital field of capitalist development.
Evidence was sought of trends that served to annex communication
institutions to what still appeared to be the pre-existing heartland of
productive economic activity: manufacturing and extractive industry,
and agriculture. Such overarching tendencies were identified, for exam-
ple, in growing economic concentration in communications and various
forms of cross-media ownership. Attention was quickly drawn as well to
the forms and policies of all-too-pliant agencies of governmental over-
sight and regulation.

But the emergent political economy of communication was impor-
tant beyond its capacity to direct attention to the continuing perils of
monopoly capitalism, on one side, and, on the other, to what lay beyond
the unit of analysis—individual attitudes—favored overwhelmingly by
mainstream researchers: that is, to a social level of organization, whose
structure and function in turn comprised apparent new indices of
capitalist ownership and control. By the late 1960s, as radical scholars
began to shift their attention outward, toward the so-called Third World,
the scattered individuals who had persevered in developing the political-
economic aspects of the mass culture thesis now threw themselves
spiritedly into what soon became a full-scale critique of supranational
corporate culture industry. Almost without recognizing it, those who
developed this critique of ““cultural imperialism” exchanged the doubt-
ful social subject that had animated the mass culture thesis—the white-
collar strata of the United States and Europe—for a social agent seem-
ingly possessed of a far more sympathetic and determined revolutionary
will: the movements for decolonization and national liberation. As they
embarked on this new trajectory, moreover, metropolitan radicals were
joined by other analysts, mainly from Britain, who sought to develop
terms of reference capable of granting a new and crucial cultural pres-
ence to the working class within developed capitalism itself. Suddenly,
therefore, as we are about to find, human social agency became the
centerpiece of an inclusive and restorative radical heterodoxy within
communication study.



CHAPTER THREE

The Opening
Toward Culture

By the 1960s, extra-academic circumstances were again infusing com-
munication study with a critical edge, and a multifaceted but common-
spirited intellectual heterodoxy was beginning to crystallize around the
concept of “culture.” On one hand, the need became to understand and
challenge modern-day neocolonialism, a concern shaped and intensified
by the spread of militant movements for decolonization and national
self-determination throughout what now was being called the Third
World. The humanities and social sciences in general were convulsed,
most vocally around the U.S. war on Vietnam; a series of related domes-
tic agitations, notably including the struggle for African American civil
rights, increased the pressure.! On the other hand, a surging revisionism,
originating in Britain but powering across the Atlantic, was freshly prob-
lematizing the status of ““culture” in the metropoles of developed capital-
ism. Full-fledged radical opposition to the behavioral orthodoxy which
continued to dominate communication study was accompanied by a
deepening critical engagement with received political economy.

This complex movement activated not one but two revisionary theo-
rizations, which became known, respectively, as a critique of ‘“cultural
imperialism’ and a “‘cultural studies.”” Yet we will see that these two
positions were developed in light of a single shared concern. Their com-
mon basis lay in a mutual effort to restore human social agency—
inclusive of “mental’” as well as “physical” aspects—to a pre-eminent
place within analysis. This synthetic orientation was, however, pre-
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cariously balanced. It did not survive unscathed, therefore, from the
sharpening social and intellectual conflicts which, during the late 1960s
and early 1970s, had helped bring it into being.

1

The critique of cultural imperialism is, today, surrounded by almost as
many misconceptions as those that cling to the earlier synthesis around
propaganda. The thesis remained admittedly provisional and incom-
plete; it was the subject of developing argument rather than established
doctrine. The need remains, however, to specify this intellectual posi-
tion, whose very terms of reference now threaten to become imperme-
ably opaque. Ignorance has played a considerable role here; but scholars
often unfriendly to any idea of imperialism, cultural or otherwise, have
also effectively transmuted the basic issues at stake into quite other—and
misleading—terms. In order to situate the initial theorization, therefore,
it is useful to begin by considering briefly the argument brought against it
by subsequent detractors.

Mainstream analysts tried to utilize their finding that wide and con-
tinuing variations in the interpretation of media content differentiated
members of different cultures as proof that cultural imperialism itself
was a chimera. “Theorists of cultural imperialism,” wrote two leading
researchers in 1990, ““assume that hegemony is prepackaged in Los
Angeles, shipped out to the global village, and unwrapped in innocent
minds.”” Where, they inquired, is the evidence?

To prove that Dallas is an imperialistic imposition, one would have to show
(1) that there is a message incorporated in the program that is designed to
profit American interests overseas, (2) that the message is decoded by the
receiver in the way it was encoded by the sender, and (3) that it is accepted
uncritically by the viewers and allowed to seep into their culture.?

Despite this seemingly careful concern for procedure, however, such
studies of differential audience interpretations systematically misstate
the premises of the critique of cultural imperialism; not surprisingly,
therefore, they also misconstrue the significance of their own attempts at
rebuttal. The critique was not only, nor even principally, about the
purported homogenization of interpretation, nor even about cultural
consumption more generally. Rather, it centered on how structural in-
equality in international cultural production and distribution embodied,
pervaded, and reinforced a new style of supranational domination. To
put a point on it, the analytical center of gravity of the critique lay not in
the purported export of meaning from core to periphery, but in the
demonstrably changing forms and processes of an emergent global
capitalism. Thus the seemingly scientific procedure utilized in the exam-
ple above to refute cultural imperialism betrays an essential spurious-
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ness. It creates a straw man: It is not Dallas per se that was ‘“an imperi-
alistic imposition,”” as this metonymic substitution invalidly holds, but
the system of social relationships in which the program was embedded,
and within which responses to the program, in any truly critical method,
themselves also have to be situated.3

Elementary methodological reflection would suggest, moreover,
that even at the level of cultural consumption this revisionary account
has been anything but exacting. The relevant comparison is not—as Katz
and Liebes assumed—between viewers in today’s Los Angeles (or
Amsterdam?), and their counterparts in today’s Tel Aviv (or even Lagos
or Mexico City or Manila). Such a rigid focus on abstracted acts of
television viewing is but a poor substitute for a process that was grasped,
by the initial critique, as essentially historical. There can be no surrogate
for concrete study of the cultural practices and preferences of inhabitants
of whichever specific location is selected, before and after the introduc-
tion of a Western commercial media system. It is not overly intemperate
to suggest that such facile procedures testify to an intellectual, and ideo-
logically inflected, regression; for, long before the critique of cultural
imperialism took root, orthodox communication researchers themselves
took a Western-dominated ““world culture”” to be an unobjectionable
commonplace.

Radicals of the 1960s were not, by a long shot, the first metropolitan
analysts to perceive that members of each of the ninety-odd mainly poor
states that had gained formal political independence since 1945 were on
the receiving end of the global system of marketed cultural production
and distribution. Such insight was feasible even before the process of
decolonization attained irresistible worldwide momentum. Already by
1934, an early critic of mass culture wrote of the motion-picture industry
as “emulative promotion machinery, used as such both at home, and as
an ‘ideological export,’ to further the conquests of American imperialism
in ‘backward’ countries.””> A second critic of mass culture observed in
1939 that such “’kitsch” ““had shown little regard” for geographical and
national-cultural boundaries:

Another product of Western industrialism, it has gone on a triumphal tour
of the world, crowding out and defacing native cultures in one colonial
country after another, so that it is now by way of becoming a universal
culture, the first universal culture ever beheld. Today the Chinaman, no less
than the South American Indian, the Hindu, no less than the Polynesian,
have come to prefer to the products of their native art magazine covers,
rotogravure sections and calendar girls.®

During the first postwar decades, direct and explicit claims of a
closely related kind became an indispensable staple even of orthodox
studies of communication in national development. Daniel Lerner, for
example, wrote in 1958 that the media comprised a “mobility multi-
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plier,” acting as “both index and agent of change”” within ““the Western
model of modernization [which] is operating on a global scale.”” It was
not Michel Foucault but again Lerner—whose research in Turkey pro-
ceeded in tandem with the domestic initiatives undertaken by La-
zarsfeld’s Bureau of Applied Social Research at Columbia University—
who wrote, making free use of Mead's conception of the social self, that
the mass media ‘*have been great teachers of interior manipulation. They
disciplined Western man in those empathic skills which spell moder-
nity. . . . Their continuing spread in our century is performing a simi-
lar function on a world scale.”’8 A few years later, Lucien W. Pye referred
matter-of-factly to the ““leveling qualities” of the new “world cul-
ture.””® Leonard Doob, in a study of communications in Africa, con-
curred: As Africans ““accept more and more practices and values from
the West, they come to be intimately dependent upon the . . . mass
media of the culture they absorb.”"10

Once again, the real issue concerned not media potency but the
preferred conceptual framework in which media effects were to be
sought. Mainstream analysts thus could portray international communi-
cation as a powerful force principally because they also freighted the
mass media with unique and benign significance. Typified by “‘primi-
tive’” agriculture-based economies, underdeveloped nations—said these
researchers—needed to pass through a sequence of developmental
stages before landing in the nirvana of consumer capitalism. Prominent
in prodding them along to this familiar endpoint was a series of interre-
lated institutions and agencies, the more unsavory of which usually
went unmentioned: foreign aid projects and bank credits, CIA ““advi-
sors”’ mounting counterinsurgency operations, direct foreign investment
by transnational corporations, and, finally, communications media. As
Pye put it, albeit with considerable indirection, the need was for ““the
coordinated and reinforcing use of both the impersonal mass media and
the more personal, face-to-face pattern of social communication.””!1 In a
direct reprise of the 1948 argument made by Lazarsfeld and Merton,
mass media were enlisted within a multitiered campaign to redress the
purported human deficits that supposedly crippled prospects for eco-
nomic development. The media would consolidate and multiply the
individual drive for achievement or, alternately, the empathic person-
ality structure, absent which, underdeveloped nations would continue
to lack an essential prerequisite of the so-called “‘take-off” into sustained
economic growth,!2

Through these dubious and self-serving arguments had been intro-
duced a not-so-innocent discrepancy. Strong media effects among non-
white peoples in ‘“undeveloped” countries continued to be emphasized
by some of the same researchers who scoffed at the very idea of media
power when studying Main Street, USA. But a deeper congruence ap-
peared in the essential support for American capitalism offered by both
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faces of the pluralist social-psychological research tradition. Citizens of
purportedly civilized societies, on one hand, could supposedly continue
to rely on sound judgment and good sense, even in the face of an ever-
escalating commercial and ideological blitz. Backward folk, on the other,
could only benefit from modernization, which itself turned on the sup-
posed “‘multiplier effects” of mass media.

As against such claims, some radical scholars sought to document
the systemic barriers to national self-determination that were being
thrown up by the workaday structures and practices of contemporary
international communications. The latter harshly invalidated the sup-
posed “new era” of equal cultural exchange between independent peo-
ples, which was being touted by diplomats and policymakers eager to
consolidate a U.S. international paramountcy.!? The first signal achieve-
ment of the critique was to link these inequalities and blockages in
communications to the historical rise—then still undergoing consolida-
tion—of a globally significant species of informal domination. This
stance served to place the proponents of the critique at a substantial,
though perhaps deliberately understated, distance from received Marx-
ian political economy. In an article entitled ‘“Colonialism (c. 1450-
¢. 1970),” written for the 1974 Encyclopaedia Britannica and dropped
summarily from subsequent editions, the Marxian political economist
Harry Magdoff observed:

The rapid decline in colonialism stimulated the rise of alternative means of
domination by the more powerful nations. Control and infuence by means
other than outright colonial possession is hardly a new phenomenon.
. . . But the spread of informal empire as a substitute for formal colonial
rule and the introduction of new mechanisms of control have been so
pervasive since World War II as to give rise to the term neocolonialism. The
term and the ideas underlying it are of course highly controversial. While
conventional thought in the United States and western Europe generally
rejects the validity of the term, in the former colonial world the existence of
the phenomenon of neocolonialism is commonly recognized and discussed.

What is usually meant by neocolonialism is the existence of consider-
able foreign direction over a nominally independent nation. In its narrowest
sense, this means a high degree of influence over a country’s economic
affairs and economic policy by an outside nation or by foreign business
interests, usually entailing influence over political and military policy as
well. In addition, the term is used to suggest the predominance of the
culture and values of the former colonial powers.14

Later, the critique of cultural imperialism would be widely faulted
for not “’specifying ‘the cultural’”” as an irreducible moment in its own
right, and for purportedly tugging back to a ““wider context of political/
economic domination.’”’!% This charge (which will be assessed on its own
terms in the following chapter) is profoundly ironic. The critique itself
was animated by a conviction that radical political economy had de-
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voted too little attention to the sphere of culture; that, for example in
Magdoff’s characterization, ““culture’” should have been characterized as
something more than a residual appendage. The critique of cultural
imperialism swam against the stream of established doctrine, including
established Marxian doctrine, by insisting at once that “culture” be
restored to front-rank importance, and that such an elevation required
more, rather than less, analytical engagement with political-economy.
Far from being disparate elements, it seemed to those who would de-
velop this critique that “mass communications and American empire’’
were fusing into a single generative process.

Amidst an unquenchable postwar world trend toward decoloniza-
tion and formal freedom, substantively inegalitarian and exploitive
political-economic structures nonetheless threatened to become widely
re-established. But it was not only the endurance of colonialist values, as
Magdoff conceded, that demanded attention. For those who sought to
comprehend the dynamics of this newly expansive but informal imperi-
alism, prominent room needed to be made for communications,
alongside the conventional forms of military and political-economic
power. “The communications apparatus,” therefore, in one early and
influential account, was taken as an Archimedean point, ““without
which the new imperial surge would be ineffective, coming as it does on
the heels of political liberation in so many former colonial territories.””16

In contrast to mainstream researchers, on the other hand, the radi-
cals asserted that the appropriate unit of analysis for the study of com-
munication and culture had to be supranational. This choice underwrote
their empirically documented attack on the dominant conceptual frame-
work. Orthodox scholarly conceptions, with their simplistic equation of
modern personality-types with economic growth, 7 not to mention their
Pollyanna-ish optimism about the prospects for national economic de-
velopment itself, were vulnerable to an approach which carefully traced
the substantive features of a political economy dominated by transna-
tional corporations and extraterritorial state agencies. No less than for
international agricultural commodity flows, the structural relations
shaping international communications also gave the lie to nominal no-
tions of national sovereignty, which combined credulity with oppor-
tunism in about equal proportion. Because of the cardinal role assigned
to communications by influential analysts of the development process,
moreover, the radicals were able to challenge some of the vital assump-
tions governing the entire discussion. In particular they showed that the
emergent “world culture” was inequitable because, and inasmuch as, it
was dominated to an ever-increasing degree by U.S. capital. Their cri-
tique of cultural imperialism thus exposed, as well as opposed, an emer-
gent political-economic enclosure which, in the absence of permanent
colonial occupation—though not, it should be emphasized, of the re-
peated projection of armed force—could rely on the real and prospective
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extensions of this transnationalizing culture industry as an unprece-
dented agency of reintegrative power.

No valid argument against this critique can be based—as unfriendly
commentators would have it—on its own supposed overestimation of
the ““cultural” depth and range of impact of this renascent, if informal,
imperialism. The latter in fact continues to be the bearer of crude and
. pervasive damage to indigenous cultures.18 It was reported in 1993, for
example, that between 20 and 50 percent of the world’s 6000-odd lan-
guages are no longer being spoken by children. ‘“That doesn’t mean
they’'re endangered,” linguistics professor Michael Krauss emphasizes:
“It means they're doomed.”” The anthropologist Clifford Geertz blandly
generalizes the point, conceding the “‘rapid softening”” of global cultural
“variety’”” into what he calls, with apparent innocence, ““a paler, and
narrower, spectrum.’’19

But what did transnational culture industry portend for conscious-
ness and experience in the ex-colonial territories? With this question we
reach the core of the controversy over the critique. ““It is the imagery and
cultural perspectives of [the] ruling sector in the center,” wrote Herbert
L. Schiller, ““that shape and structure consciousness throughout the sys-
tem at large.””20 A process of ““cultural leveling” was therefore initially
assigned a significant role. Such a formulation, to be sure, introduced
troublesome ambiguities. Did ““leveling” refer (as in ““the leveling of the
city by mortars’) to transnational culture industry’s pounding impact on
indigenous culture? Or (as in “leveling down all distinctions”’) did the
term denote the growth of a global common culture—a culture of “‘the
lowest common denominator,” whose negative feature was that it trans-
gressed established social and territorial boundaries? Frequent reference,
within the critique, to both “cultural invasion” and ““cultural homoge-
nization” showed that each of these established positions had been car-
ried over. Transferred into a new setting, this radical variant of the mass
culture thesis retained the latter’s ambiguous perspective.

Just how significant, however, was the critique’s undoubted indebt-
edness to the vexed idea of mass culture? To get at this issue we must try
to set the critique astride the emerging theory of informal imperialism to
which it made regular reference. For it needs to be emphasized that, on
the left, “imperialism” itself had again begun to occasion deep-seated
debate. In the period around World War I, “imperialism” had chiefly
denoted a policy of outright conquest pursued by rival capitalist powers,
each of which had now developed economically to the point that it was
forced to compete on a world stage for resources and markets. Military
invasion and direct colonial administration were the obvious hallmarks
of this global battle for capitalist supremacy. In the aftermath of the
Second World War, in contrast, a quite distinct usage of ““imperialism”’
gained widespread favor. The postwar period witnessed the decline of
formal empires, and the accelerating export of capital by the United
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States, acting as the capitalist world’s momentarily unchallenged hege-
mon. Great power rivalries, accordingly, began to take a back seat, while
attention shifted to the role being played by a “‘neocolonial”” or “‘neoim-
perial”” United States.

Perhaps inescapably, the great postwar boom, which brought un-
precedented levels of wealth and consumer abundance to the “metro-
politan’’ capitalist nations, likewise deeply colored perceptions of the
troubled economic status of the colonial and post-colonial ‘‘periphery.”
The apparent ““economic retrogression’’ of the Third World indeed now
positively cried out for explanation. What was the source of this chronic
stagnation? Was the powerful developmental lag that afflicted wide seg-
ments of the globe intrinsic to exchange relations within a “capitalist
world economy”’? Alternatively, did it attach to the globalization of a
monopoly stage of capitalist development, in which a tendency to stag-
nation was again inherent? In either case, if the impoverished countries
of the Third World were indeed enmired in a permanent state of eco-
nomic “dependence” on the metropolitan centers of capitalist modex-
nity, then it seemed necessary to inquire above all into how the formers’
economic surplus came to be systematically expropriated by transna-
tional companies, and how local elites were induced to collaborate with
foreign capitalists to suppress their own countries’ prospects of economic
development.2?

Preserving the notion of imperialism’s overwhelming presence,
ideas of “cultural invasion” and of “leveling” emerged within this
analytical framework. Notions of ““cultural dependence,” however, be-
spoke not a simple extension of the mass culture thesis but, rather,
adherence to a theory of imperialism which stressed the stagnationist
tendencies that were generated by the contemporary capitalist world
economy.

This theorization itself was—and remains-—highly debatable. A com-
peting interpretation, growing in visibility through the economic tur-
bulence of the 1970s, emphasized that the transnationalization of cor-
porate capital had to be interpreted not in terms of the creation and
distribution of an economic surplus, but rather with the social rela-
tions of production that prevailed within particular societies—India or
Zimbabwe (Rhodesia) or Congo-Brazzaville.22 This rival theorization
never attained extended expression within the critique of cultural
imperialism; but, as we shall see, it could find tacit accommodation in
the critique’s evolving emphasis on the role played by domestic elites in
a process of “cultural domination” that was spearheaded by transna-
tional capital.

The critique’s adherence to stagnationist views of imperialism, how-
ever, did bear directly on its theorization of media effects on social con-
sciousness. The formalism of the critique’s approach to media effects is
noteworthy: Why, we may ask, did the critique tend simply to posit a
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threat posed by dominative forces to a putative “‘national cultural iden-
tity’’? Why, that is, did it stop short of any more comprehensive and
substantive engagement with what we, today, have come to identify as a
continuing interaction rather than a summary end point? Is all this to be
attributed to sheer thoughtlessness or indifference? Is it, more damn-
ingly, because the discourse of cultural imperialism “‘is inescapably
lodged in the culture of the developed West,”” and therefore betrays its
own naively ethnocentric preoccupation with metropolitan notions of
nationalism?23 Once again, the answer lies elsewhere. It is more apt to
view the critique as having aligned itself with a corollary thesis of the
stagnationists’: That the way out of underdevelopment could be found
not within any further process of capitalist ““development,” since the
latter only blocked and limited economic growth, but rather only in
social revolution.

The radicals” apparent inability to reckon with national cultures
stemmed in significant part from their hopeful demand that the character
and ultimate object of the decolonization process should remain substantively
open. Successive militant movements for national liberation across colo-
nial and backward capitalist zones, notably in Algeria, Cuba, and above
all, Vietnam, seemed to offer powerful proofs that just such an assump-
tion was warranted. Besides, above all in Africa, were not national bor-
ders themselves often merely settlements between rival imperialisms,
lines scrawled on maps, whose relation to indigenous languages, eth-
nicities, cultures and societies was profoundly arbitrary? The very term
“Third World"” removes a large majority of the world’s people from any
ascertainable relations of production, be they either capitalist or socialist.
Today this may be criticized as residualizing; 24 during the 1960s and into
the 1970s, in contrast, it underscored a profound social and political
question mark.

For radicals, national culture was a thing of the future. Necessarily,
as well, it was an emergent site—perhaps even the emergent site—of
struggle. Only arduous and deliberate processes of social and cultural
construction, they believed, could offer an effective challenge to a dying
colonialism, on one side, and an emergent neocolonial encirclement, on
the other. Disengagement from extant national culture aimed above all
to make adequate analytical room for what radicals dared hope would
come to be a thoroughgoing metamorphosis of established social rela-
tions.

The critique of cultural imperialism looked not toward academic
advancement, in turn, but toward an increasingly acute and overarching
social struggle. In conception it projected not only inward, as is usually
argued,?5 toward the imperializing culture industry, but also, and cru-
cially (and this has not been enough acknowledged), outward, into the
imperialized territories. In 1979, in an argument concerning “’culture in
the process of dependent development,”” Salinas and Paldan wrote that
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“national culture appears to possess an inherently contradictory nature.
On the one hand, it is an expression of the basic relations of domination
as they exist in the cultural sphere, the representative of the dominant
culture itself, imposed upon and inculcated in the subordinated social
groups. Basically, therefore, national culture cannot escape its class
character. On the other hand, national culture provides the site for the
subordinated social groups to struggle against the dominant culture.”’26
Therefore, the internal features of *“dependent” societies required further
elaboration. Similarly, in 1981, Fejes declared that the theory of cultural
imperialism needed to make a greater effort ““to place the development
and function of the various communications media in the context of the
class and power dynamics that operate within a nation and in the con-
text of that nation’s status as a dependent society.”’27 The same issue had
been addressed pointedly as early as 1976: “[Tlhe development and
protection of the people’s culture came in the process of struggle. 1t was
not embalmed and revered. It was hammered out in the daily confronta-
tions and battles against dominators, foreign and domestic.’"28

By the mid-1970s, therefore, at least some of the indeterminacies
attaching to ““cultural leveling’” had become objects of intensifying scru-
tiny within the critique. Early efforts to single out the emergent struc-
tures of international cultural relationships had retained the mainstream
theorists’ nominal emphasis on nations. While, in the radical critique,
the latter were counterposed to more powerful transnational political-
economic actors, little social or cultural differentiation within the nation
was conceded. As Tomlinson points out, this elision of national with
cultural identity continued to be common in UNESCO debates on the
subject and elsewhere: In reference to “‘culture,” “‘inauthentic”” and
“foreign” (i.e., U.S.) became virtual synonyms.2? At the same time,
however, for some radicals, who also moved to accept the capitalist
“world system’’ as their explicit framework, the critique of cultural im-
perialism came to permit a more considered concern for social differen-
tiation and, in particular, social class. Particularly after the fall of elec-
toral socialism in 1973 in Chile—which, though aided by the U.S.
corporate and governmental intervention, was widely seen to be inexpli-
cable without significant reference to domestic social relations—the
radicals became increasingly mindful of the role of ruling elites, within
as well as outside the newly independent countries:

. . . The world system is the theater, and the action moves from the center
to the edge. It is undertaken with the mutual consent, even solicitation, of
the indigenous rulers, either in the core, the semiperiphery, or the periph-
ery. These rulers strive eagerly to push their people and their nations into
the world capitalist economy.

1t is for this reason that it may be inappropriate to describe the contem-
porary mechanics of cultural control as the outcome of ““invasion,”” though
I, too, have used this term in the past. Dagnino writes:
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. . the effects of cultural dependence on the lives of Latin Ameri-
cans are not a consequence of an ‘invasion’ led by a foreign ‘enemy,’
but of choices made by their own ruling class, in the name of national
development. Through this choice, national life and national culture
are subordinated to the dynamics of the international capitalist system,
submitting national cultures to a form of homogenization that is con-
sidered a requirement for the maintenance of an international system.”

What is happening is that “the cultural and ideological homogeniza-
tion of the world is being pursued not by a single nation but by an integrated
system of different national sectors, committed to a specific form of socio-
economic organization.’’ 30

“[Nlew communication technology, rather than diminishing,
[widens] the communication gaps in the poorer nations and [accentu-
ates] economic disparities’”” within them.3! The term ““cultural domina-
tion” captured and generalized this emphasis on the multifaceted di-
mensions of class rule, while the latter also became prominent in a
revised definition of cultural imperialism. It was in the social separation
of domestic elites, and their incorporation into the structures of transna-
tional capitalism, that the threat of culture industry was, literally, lo-
calized. Cultural imperialism therefore now comprehended ‘‘the sum of
the processes by which a society is brought into the modern world system and
how its dominating stratum is attracted, pressured, forced, and sometimes
bribed into shaping social institutions to correspond to, or even promote, the
values and structures of the dominating center of the system.’ 32

It bears emphasizing that such revisions only reconveyed into met-
ropolitan thinking the hard-won learning of contemporary anti-colonial
resistance. By 1970, to take a notable example, Amilcar Cabral, the
revolutionary who led the successful war for independence against the
Portuguese in Guinea-Cape Verde, could insist that ‘it is vital not to lose
sight of the decisive significance of the class character of culture in devel-
opment of the liberation struggle. . . .””3* “[N]o culture is a perfect,
finished whole,”” Cabral asserted: “Culture, like history, is necessarily an
expanding and developing phenomenon.” ““[I]f imperialist domination
has the vital need to practise cultural oppression,” moreover, Cabral
declared in a famous phrase, ‘‘national liberation is necessarily an act of
culture.””34 Cabral had come to view armed struggle as a crucible in
which the ““weaknesses’” and ““defects”” of existing culture could be iden-
tified and cast off in the process of forging a new national cultural iden-
tity.3> The process thus evinced both positive and negative elements.
Construction of a new national cultural identity, on one hand, rested in
profound ways on existing indigenous cultural resources. Cabral was a
strong proponent of the view that

the main potential for national liberation and revolution lay precisely in the
fact that the vast majority of the colonised people had been affected only
marginally, if at all, by colonial culture. Cultural homogeneity and identity
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among the villagers, he argued, formed the only possible basis for the devel-
opment of a nationalist consciousness. . . . strategy for political mobilisa-
tion was based on a respect for and utilisation of local traditional culture.3¢

On the other hand, Cabral also singled out for rejection ‘“social and
religious rules and taboos contrary to development of the struggle,”
among which he specified ‘“gerontocracy, nepotism, social inferiority of
women, rites and practices which are incompatible with the rational and
national character of the struggle.”37

Some of Cabral’s ideas were anticipated by the psychiatrist and revo-
lutionary activist and theorist Frantz Fanon. Born in Martinique in 1925,
Fanon died at age 36 after a long, firsthand involvement with the Alge-
rian Revolution. “It is a question of the Third World starting a new
history,” Fanon summed up; in this struggle, he suggested, ‘“the demand
for a national culture and the affirmation of such a culture represent a
special battlefield.”

To fight for national culture means in the first place to fight for the liberation
of the nation, that material keystone which makes the building of a culture
possible. There is no other fight for culture which can develop apart from
the popular struggle. . . . The national Algerian culture is taking on form
and content as the battles are being fought out, in prisons, under the guillo-
tine, and in every French outpost which is captured or destroyed. . . . A
national culture is the whole body of efforts made by a people in the sphere
of thought to describe, justify, and praise the action through which that
people has created itself and keeps itself in existence. A national culture in
underdeveloped countries should therefore take its place at the very heart of
the struggle for freedom which these countries are carrying on.>#

Neither Fanon nor Cabral would have had any difficulty at all in
assimilating Raymond Williams’s insight (explicated later) that culture is
ordinary, in the sense of persons partaking of a common realm of ver-
nacular creativity and experience; yet, for them, culture was perhaps
more saliently extraordinary, because the people’s experience was only
now in the process of being created and defined. To be precise, it was
being actively created through an open-ended anticolonial struggle:

We believe that the conscious and organized undertaking by a colonized
people to re-establish the sovereignty of that nation constitutes the most
complete and obvious cultural manifestation that exists. It is not alone the
success of the struggle which afterward gives validity and vigor to culture;
culture is not put into cold storage during the conflict. The struggle itself in
its development and in its internal progression sends culture along different
paths and traces out entirely new ones for it. The struggle for freedom does
not give back to the national culture its former values and shapes; this
struggle which aims at a fundamentally different set of relations between
men cannot leave intact either the form or the content of the people’s
culture. After the conflict there is not only the disappearance of colonialism
but also the disappearance of the colonized man.*?
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Exactly the same overall emphasis is made in the critique of cultural
imperialism, which insisted, from the beginning, that ‘““the opportunity
to freshly mould a new nation’s outlook and social behavior is histori-

" cally unique and merits the most careful deliberation.””40 While the the-
ory of mass culture certainly continued to muddy the waters of that
process, far more important is that the critique of cultural imperialism
sought to confer attention on what Williams elsewhere called ““the na-
ture and origin of the shaping process.’"4!

In a variety of ways, this open concern for ‘“‘the shaping process”
elicited a crucial freedom to bypass the stale and crippling dichotomy
between ““intellectual”” and ““manual” labor. Especially but never only in
the Latin American nations (many of which, of course, had already
achieved formal state sovereignty in the ninetecenth century), the cri-
tique of cultural imperialism itself comprised what Armand and Michelle
Mattelart remember as ““a mobilizing notion . . . helping to open new
fronts of resistance by artists and intellectuals. . . .”42 From the Aftrica
of the late 1950s, Fanon agreed. “Instead of according the people’s
lethargy an honored place in his esteem,”” declared Fanon of the revolu-
tionary native intellectual, “he turns himself into an awakener of the
people,” so as to become ““the mouthpiece of a new reality in action.””43

For national cultural identity was necessarily not only a matter of
cultural invasion, but also of what the critique itself acknowledged—
again following Fanon—as continuing forms of often repressive, ‘‘reac-
tionary traditionalism.””44 What the radicals sought, above anything
else, was room for this process of cultural struggle and transformation to
occur, free of neocolonial intervention.#> What they most feared, in
contrast, was the blockage or diversion of the massive and sustained
popular projects through which alone a thoroughgoing transformation
of national culture—and society—might succeed.

The locus of this fear was transnational capital—'‘imperialism’’—
but its local affiliate was the national bourgeoisie. For, as Edward Said
has lately emphasized, in Fanon we are hardly in the presence of any
simpleminded nationalism.4¢ Not only did Fanon, for example, ac-
knowledge the continental scope of the African rebellion against colo-
nialism. Not only did he make regular reference to the experience of
Latin American and Arab resistance against imperialism. In his later
writings, he also reserved some of his most biting comment for the
“national bourgeoisie”’ (“‘that company of profiteers impatient for their
returns’’), then newly ascendant within many African countries. ““The
bourgeois phase in underdeveloped countries can only justify itself,”
Fanon declared, ““in so far as the national bourgeoisie has sufficient
economic and technical strength to build up a bourgeois society, to
create the conditions necessary for the development of a large-scale
proletariat, to mechanize agriculture, and finally to make possible the
existence of an authentic bourgeois culture.” Current reality was vastly
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different than this. Content to serve as ‘‘the Western bourgeoisie’s busi-
ness agent,” the national bourgeoisie’s mission, Fanon wrote, “‘has
nothing to do with transforming the nation’’; “’it consists, prosaically, of
being the transmission line between the nation and a capitalism, ram-
pant though camouflaged, which today puts on the mask of neo-
colonialism.” It is absolutely necessary,” he insisted, ‘‘to oppose vigor-
ously and definitively the birth of a national bourgeoisie and a privileged
caste.”’47

It is in this connection, crucially, that the critique of cuitural imperi-
alism verged upon—though in truth it never fully became—a theory of
transnational class struggle. Time and again the preference of this na-
tional bourgeoisie was, as we now know, to append itself to imperialism.
This, as Ngugi wa Thiong’o reminds us, was already obvious in Fanon's
scathing comments in The Wretched of the Earth (1961). The process ‘“of
creating a colonial elite in the image of the Western bourgeois,” Ngugi
declared, in a paper he wrote for UNESCO in 1982, comprised “‘an
achievement . . . which is now proving so fatal to real development in
Africa."48

The remaking of the culture of decolonized states, finally, although
often certainly a process of forging new national traditions out of dispa-
rate elements, took as its chief priority the need to claim the nation for its
own inhabitants, rather than for transnational capital:

On the cultural level, in the colonies and neocolonies there grew two cul-
tures in mortal conflict: foreign imperialist; national and patriotic. And so,
out of the different nationalities often inhabiting one geographic state, there
emerged a people’s literature, music, dance, theater, art in fierce struggle
against foreign imperialist literature, music, dance, theater, art imposed on
colonies, semicolonies, and neocolonies. Thus the major contradiction in
the third world is between national identity and imperialist domination.4°

Ngugi goes on to recount how in his own country, Kenya, “the
national tries to find its roots in the traditions mostly kept alive by the
peasantry in the forms of their songs, poems, theater and dances”; how,
even in the cities, ‘‘a fighting culture” took shape; and, critically, how, in
response, domestic state authorities continued the policy of the previous
settler regime in suppressing vernacular cultural initiatives.>0

It is telling that mainstream analysts, who often made a point of
charging that the critique of cultural imperialism was neglectful of na-
tional culture, should prove so utterly indifferent to these enduring ex-
pressions of cultural resistance. The reorganizations attending the
growth of a transnational capitalist culture industry have not been sim-
ply a matter of introducing Western cultural commodities. Where a
national bourgeoisie has claimed state power, they have also continually
involved domestic repression of oppositional and potentially opposi-
tional vernacular cultural practice. “We"—scholars in the United States
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and Europe—are woefully ignorant of this history.5! Across much of the
Third World, however, cultural production outside or on the periphery
of the culture industry of course continues. Not in Kenya only, but also
in South Africa and throughout much of Asia, for example, a “‘theater of
liberation” has been often in evidence—and, almost as often, put
down.52 This theater constitutes just one of the ongoing traditions of
vernacular cultural production, whose very existence goes unacknowl-
edged in mainstream discussions of how national cultural variation pur-
portedly offsets cultural imperialism. Its existence also supplies a neces-
sary reason for us, today, to take up anew the question of culture and
social consciousness in the ex-colonial territories.

For the critique of cultural imperialism, itself, the baseline for judg-
ment of national culture was this: What could communications media
contribute to revolutionary social transformation? Anything other—any-
thing less—than such a commitment was at best an irrelevancy; and the
best was rarely to be found. After the establishment of the Voice of Free
Algiers (a radio service instigated by Algerians in their war against the
French), Fanon wrote—in a passage from his extraordinary essay, ‘“This
Is the Voice of Algeria,” first published in 1959 and quoted by Herbert
Schiller a decade later—'‘the purchase of a radio in Algeria has meant

. . the obtaining of access to the only means of entering into comunica-
tion with the revolution.””>> What other yardstick should there be?

In attending to the nature and origin of the “shaping process” the
critique not only placed its hopes with the vernacular practices of cul-
tural production which combined “mental” and “manual” elements,
and which could be extended and literally amplified through the utiliza-
tion of electronic and other media technologies. It also identified and
rejected a range of structures, agencies, and practices which appeared to
comprise pre-emptive agents of transnational business and state power.
And were they not? Among these forms, critics noted, were the follow-
ing: the undermining of domestic media production, above all through-
out emergent and poor nations, via dumping of U.S. telefilms, which in
turn reinforced one-way information flows rather than mutual inter-
change of indigenously produced news and entertainment; cultivation,
through the introduction of commercial Western media systems, of
consumerism—whose insidious effects Fanon, for one, had singled
out—in place of development priorities that would favor production of
universally adequate access to food, medical care, education, and other
basic necessities; systematic violation of sovereignty via new, suprana-
tional communication technologies (especially satellites) controlled
largely by U.S.-based political elites and transnational corporations;
mass distribution for global audiences of false or systematically distorted
images of poor nations and peoples; and schooling of foreign students to
U.S. or U.S.-style media practices, with their built-in assumption that
private, advertiser-supported media should dominate.>4



The Opening Toward Culture 103

The concern, again, was that such practices carried punishing op-
portunity costs. Opportunity costs: I mean that they signified, at best,
that a wide range of all-too-scarce social resources would be channeled
into affiliation with the transnational culture industry, rather than di-
rected toward a thoroughgoing democratic cultural transformation.
What, for instance, could the media do, as Fanon put it, to teach about
“the experiments carried out by the Argentinians and the Burmese in
their efforts to overcome illiteracy or dictatorial tendencies of their lead-
ers”’?55 Normally, affiliations with an expansionary culture industry
helped rather to propel the newly independent states back into the emer-
gent capitalist world system, or to deter their departure from it in the first
place. Unfriendly researchers, in contrast, worked from the ill-founded
idea that evidence of cultural imperialism had to be sought outside and
apart from the very changes that comprised its primary axis. They sought
to employ each evidence of continuing difference as a refutation of the
reality of cultural domination.

The critique’s own elemental claim was that national self-determi-
nation mandated that far more stringent attention be accorded to the fact
that cultural production has its political economy. Not individual artistic
inspiration, nor putative standards of taste and morality, both of which
continued to captivate those committed to conventional elitist concep-
tions of culture, but ownership and control of means of communication
were seen as determining, increasingly on a transnational scale, of a
widening range of contemporary cultural practice. This, together with its
allied insight into the necessity for national cultural reconstruction,
brought communication study nearer than it had come in many decades
to the idea of culture as a domain or type of production. To be sure, no
such link as yet managed to become explicit and theoretically produc-
tive. But it was soon to rise to a prominent place in the agenda. On the
other hand, a telling indicator of the impact of this critique on the aca-
demic field of communication came through even at the time, in what
Everett Rogers—a pioneer of the academic canon to which he referred—
styled “‘the passing of the dominant paradigm.’’5¢ Rogers acknowledged
that the established orthodoxies had been effectively delegitimated by a
decade of radical pressure on the abstracted patterns of national devel-
opment and personal influence favored by mainstream scholars.
Although radical positions, especially those relating to the critique of
neocolonialism, remained secondary, they were no longer marginal.

The critique itself, to be sure, never assimilated into a formal theory
all of the insights that it generated. Even as neocolonialism made un-
precedented use of the culture industry in the service of capitalist rein-
tegration, however, the critique tried to show how it likewise was elicit-
ing a new front of contestation and resistance around culture and
consciousness. “‘[T}he preservation of cultural options to peoples and
nations only now becoming aware of their potential,” wrote Herbert 1.
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Schiller in 1969, was of commanding importance. ““If there is a prospect
that cultural diversity will survive anywhere on this planet,”” he contin-
ued, however, ““it depends largely on the willingness and ability of scores
of weak countries to forego the cellophane-wrapped articles of the
West’s entertainment industries and persistently to develop, however
much time it takes, their own broadcast material.””57 Closely connected
to the Non-Aligned Movement, a loose but ongoing effort to achieve
what began to be called, significantly, a ‘’New International Information
Order,” seemed, even as late as the end of the 1970s, to offer further
evidence that, henceforward, the struggle to remedy cultural imbalances
and inequalities would only intensify.58

It was, therefore, in the critique of cultural imperialism that human
social agency finally tore free of the constraints that had, for a genera-
tion, overwhelmed it in U.S. communication study. The analytical core
of the critique did not lie—as critics unfriendly to the theory mistakenly
asserted—in a one-note insistence that the political economic structure
of the transnationalizing culture industry comprised a newfound source
of domination. Quite the contrary, its truly radical impulse stemmed
equally, and from the beginning, from the primacy it sought to accord
to a multifaceted human social agency. Through a critique of cultural
imperialism, the political economy of international communication it-
self helped to lay the basis for a more thoroughgoing engagement
with—and, it hoped, transformation of—lived experience. In the post-
war conception of U.S. mass culture, recall, the social process had been
truncated and static; while culture industry itself had appeared as the
dynamic element. The critics of cultural imperialism nominally retained
this emphasis. On one side was their exposure of the culture industry’s
unprecedented transnationalizing sprawl—its political-economic choke-
hold on cultural production. Insistently opposing the juggernaut of
transnational culture industry, however, on the other side, was a new-
found transformative agent: popular movements, whose stance against
imperialism and whose increasingly focused concern with national cul-
ture appeared to leave their ultimate societal destinations open, and
whose resources included the full range of “mental” and “manual”
activity evinced in oppositional vernacular practice.

This very openness underlay an act of intellectual allegiance whose
fortunes were now linked indissolubly to its referent and intended agent:
the movements striving to effect a forcible social abstraction from an
unjust reality. Extrapolating hopefully from present-day national cul-
tures, at least some of the radicals proposed forms of human agency
precisely in order to counter the concrete and enduring relations of
domination that predominated within the territories of backward
capitalism—and more generally.>® This bold pelitical alignment, how-
ever, established what would become a subsequent point of vul-
nerability. This soft spot became apparent as the upsurge of anti-colonial



The Opening Toward Culture 105

and anti-imperialist opposition was checked, transnational capitalist re-
integration proceeded, and the whole matrix of affinities and concepts
likewise began to shift.

Aijaz Ahmad writes of the era that succeeded these heady years—
the period in which we now live—that it saw “‘the consolidation of the
national-bourgeois state in the majority of the Asian and African states
that had been newly constituted as sovereign nations, where the ex-
panding dynamic of global capitalism was bringing unprecedented
growth and wealth to the newly dominant classes.”’¢° In Western Eu-
rope, Japan, and North America this succeeding period is best charac-
terized, again, as one of massing reaction. Over large parts of the world,
very distinctly after the mid-1970s, the prospects for democratic social
transformation receded: Both the domestic class basis of the national
state and the latter’s articulation toward transnational capitalism grew
stronger and more overt. The critique of cultural imperialism, whose aim
was precisely to contribute what it could to challenging these develop-
ments, was not well situated of itself to address—that is, to investigate
and theorize—their consequences. The critique’s originating concern,
simultaneously situated in the structures of domination and the capacity
for active opposition to them, contracted increasingly around a single
pole. As various national agents of social transformation became in-
creasingly isolated and beleaguered—some time around UNESCOQO’s
Mass Media Declaration in 1978—the critique responded by emphasiz-
ing an austere and apparently unbridgeable political economy of trans-
national capitalist domination.¢! ““Culture” in turn lost much of the
open potential with which the critique initially sought to invest it.

But by this time—the 1980s and on into the present—a wide range
of crosscutting issues had come to bedevil the discussion. Before turning
to appraise this complex passage of thought, we must complete our
assessment of the inclusive radical heterodoxy of which the critique of
cultural imperialism comprised one aspect. Let us turn, therefore, to the
other chief site of revisionary effort, which was Britain. Here, what
Raymond Williams sought to conceptualize as ““the shaping process’” 62
again appealed to human social agency to suspend the problematic di-
chotomy between “intellectual”” and ‘““manual” labor, and indeed to
inaugurate a direct challenge to its dualistic legacy.

I

By the 1960s, a fresh and vital revision was developing in and through a
British project that was beginning to be known as ““cultural studies.” As
this new thinking percolated into communication study in the United
States, many graduate students and some professors—including some of
those open to the critique of neocolonialism and/or to the 1960s
“counterculture’’—began to find the ethnocentric codes of inquiry man-
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dated by mainstream social science increasingly inadequate and, in an
increasing number of instances, fatally flawed. Narrow fixations on indi-
vidual attitudes, opinions, and behaviors—which conventional scholars
were beginning to abstract as media ““uses and gratifications”—began to
be supplemented by a concern for “meaning”” generated in and through
collectivities. Far from developing in pristine separation from the cri-
tique of cultural imperialism, a deepening concern for metropolitan
“culture”” overlapped it at an increasing number of points. In the context
of the then-reigning behavioral science, this tentative, ramifying, and
largely untheorized interchange seemed, for a pregnant moment, to por-
tend an expansive heterodoxy, whose second point of critical reference
was social theory. How did this come about?

The traditions of historical and critical scholarship that would unite
within cultural studies—and which, almost simultaneously, began to
infuse a growing segment of communication research—directly drew
upon both the personnel and the political orientation of Britain’s ‘“first”’
New Left. Although, as Raymond Williams has stressed, changing con-
ceptions of “culture” emanating from extra-academic thinking had
already begun to develop even before this, the pivotal concerns for hu-
man agency and lived experience broke through in wider public dis-
course only during the mid-1950s. Both intellectual and political diver-
gences, however, were amply evident and, at key points, sharply
pronounced, in the works of the four most-cited progenitors of cultural
studies: Stuart Hall, Richard Hoggart, Edward Thompson, and Raymond
Williams.®3 Each was in broad agreement that the often perplexing
changes occurring in postwar Britain required that far more attention be
paid to lived experience and, thus, to what could be called “’culture.”
Beyond this, the terms of their respective reorientations splintered. To
assess adequately the still-unfinished assimilation of ““culture” that fol-
lowed from this complex effort, we need to take care in reckoning these
formative differences.

All four writers, crucially, were working not in academe but in adult
or extramural education; as Williams later insisted, moreover, this was
not simply a random result, but a considered “‘choice. '*¢4 Their work as
teachers made them intermediaries between the polished traditions of
academic criticism and historical scholarship, and the rudely pertinent
questions of their students—removed by background and self-under-
standing from the formal habits of elite culture. Such a position also
surely nourished the conviction that social experience—that admittedly
“imperfect” but nonetheless ““indispensable’” category, as Thompson
would come to call it¢>—could not be referred back, as a reflex, to any
isolable analytical domain (“‘the economy”’) or prefabricated model. The
process of historical eventuation, these writers believed, instead needed
to be cut free from static theories of social control, such as those favored
by mainstream sociology, or—signaling a break, which the New Left
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claimed to be one of its own primary sources of self-definition—from
preponderant Marxist orthodoxy. For Hoggart and for Williams, both of
whom came from working-class families, the emergent emphasis was at
once social and deeply personal. Williams acknowledged: ““Getting the
tradition right was getting myself right, and that meant changing both
myself and the usual version of the tradition.”’ 66

Experience, then, just as it had been for Dewey, was an intended
solvent of mechanism. This fresh effort to inspect the changing ratio of
what Dewey had called ““trying”” and ““undergoing”’—what Thompson
now reinvented as ““desire” and ‘‘necessity’’—would permit the forerun-
ners of British cultural studies both to suspend the conventional di-
chotomy between ‘‘intellectual” and ““manual’’ labor and to establish a
congruence with the subsequent political-economic critique of cultural
imperialism. ‘“What a socialist society needs to do,” Williams declared in
1957, in a formulation which could make room for both emphases, “is
not to define its culture in advance, but to clear the channels, so that
instead of guesses at a formula there is opportunity for a full response of
the human spirit to a life continually unfolding, in all its concrete rich-
ness and variety.”’67

The same need to make room for the full “‘variety’”” of human re-
sponse was evident in the New Left's commitment, as Stuart Hall re-
called it, to the idea “‘that ordinary people could and should organize
where they were, around issues of immediate experience’’:

racial oppression, housing, property deterioration and short-sighted urban
planning alongside the more traditional themes of poverty and unemploy-
ment. . . . Questions of alienation, the breakdown of community, the
weakness of democracy in civil society and what the early American New
Left, in its Port Huron statement, called “quality of life” issues, constituted
for us as significant an indictment of the present regime of capital as any
other—an indictment we thought irremediable within an unreformed and
untransformed society and culture.%8

Yet here, at once, there entered an important source of contention.
Without altogether demurring, Edward Thompson sought, in contrast,
to sustain a more pointed direction than that evinced by Hall’s disparate
groups and settings. Thompson had no doubt that “working people”
and ‘““the Labour Movement” should remain the constitutive axis of
politics:

What will distinguish the New Left will be its rupture with the tradition of
inner party factionalism, and its renewal of the tradition of open association,
socialist education, and activity, directed towards the people as a whole.
. . . It will insist that the Labour Movement is not a thing but an associa-
tion of men and women; that working people are not passive recipients of
economic and cultural conditioning, but are intellectual and moral beings.

. . It will counter the philistine materialism and anti-intellectualism of
the Old Left by appealing to the totality of human interests and poten-
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tialities, and by constructing new channels of communication between in-
dustrial workers and experts in the sciences and arts.®®

In the tradition of William Morris, the English artist-craftsman, wri-
ter, and socialist who formed the subject of his own first major work,
Thompson thus issued a passionate call to reintegrate “manual” and
“mental”” labor. But this was by no means the sole, or even a generally
recognized, focus of early cultural studies. Those who purport to find in
“culturalism” a common wellspring, as Thompson himself later repri-
manded, widely ignore the fact that, from the start, the revision around
“culture”” occasioned deep-seated disagreements. Involved here were, in
the first place, disputes regarding the respective analytical placement of
“culture” and “class,”” and such conflicts could not fail to register prag-
matic political divergences.”°

Hoggart, briefly, accorded pride of place to the media in his survey of
continuities and discontinuities in the felt experience of the working
class; his chief work, The Uses of Literacy, was subtitled ““aspects of
working-class life with special reference to publications and entertain-
ments.”” As against those who simply hailed the ““embourgeoisement’” of
the working class, however, Hoggart insisted that an older and ““more
genuine class culture,” which he recalled and vividly rendered across an
anthropologized register of urban lifeways, faced the threat of severe
erosion at the hands of a new and significantly “less healthy”” “‘mass
culture.””71 Conspicuously secondary, in his account of encroachment by
this ““candy-floss world” on the experience of the working class, were
politics and ideology. A chasm thus separated the culture of the
working-class majority, in Hoggart’s depiction, from the politics of an
“earnest minority.” Stuart Hall’s views find more detailed exposition in
Chapter Four, but it is worth underlining that his early thought substan-
tially overlapped that of Hoggart—who, in 1964, helped him obtain a
post as Research Fellow in Cultural Studies at Birmingham University.
Hoggart’s stress was on what Hall consistently agreed could be seen as
“the break-up of traditional culture, especially traditional class cul-
tures,” under ‘‘the impact of the new forms of affluence and consumer
society.”’72

The Uses of Literacy in turn was recognized by Raymond Williams as
a “welcome’” and “‘natural successor and complement” to the cultural
criticism that had begun to cohere in the early 1930s around F. R. Leavis
and the journal Scrutiny.7® In extending the range of criticism beyond
the characteristic procedures of the Scrutiny group—from documents to
the anthropology of everyday life, or what Williams now called “‘the
reading public as people”’—The Uses of Literacy succeeded, he declared,
in raising problems of ““cxceptional contemporary intcrest.”” Hoggart's
answers, however, he found far from conclusive. Hoggart had ‘‘taken
over too many of the formulas’” and, in particular, Williams charged,
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essentially ““conservative ideas of the decay of politics in the working-
class”; relatedly, Hoggart had admitted ““the extremely damaging and
quite untrue identification of ‘popular culture’ . . . with ‘working-class
culture.””’7¢ Williams, as we will see, explicitly rejected the notion “that
the working class was becoming ‘deproletarianized.””” It was, he thor-
oughly agreed, “‘of the utmost importance that we should try to under-
stand the complex social and cultural changes” under way.”> About
these, however, Williams harbored an optimistic reformism. Changes
apparent in and around communication hinged, he believed, on what he
implied was a potentially decisive process of democratization—again, of
“clearing the channels’’ along which art, learning and education could
flow.7¢

In turn, and equally summarily, for Thompson, Williams’s strivings
on behalf of a democratic or common culture, though admirable in
intent, smacked of gradualism and lent themselves to an impermissible
over-reliance upon “‘the collective ‘we.””” A shared culture, Thompson
argued, seemed to be at once the aim gnd the basis of Williams's pur-
ported “long revolution.” But then, he wondered, what was the nature
of the problem to which a ‘“common culture”” was the answer? What
was it that disrupted or blocked the progress of ‘“culture” as a society-
wide form of shared experience? What, in short, was Williams’s long
revolution against?

Thompson could be forgiven if he chafed at the attention showered
on Williams for his pair of books, Culture and Society and The Long
Revolution. It was, perhaps, a question of timing. Having had the misfor-
tune to appear just before the crystallization of the first New Left and the
parallel rout of British Communism, Thompson’s commanding study of
William Morris placed itself within the latter’s intellectual force field. Yet
William Morris not only covered some of the same ground trod by
Williams in Culture and Society, but also began to establish a prospective
rival basis for situating these complex key words within the received
tradition of English thought.”? Thompson had cast Morris as a late
avatar of Romanticism, emphasizing that the moral basis for Morris’s
turn to socialism had been his felt need to find means of rejecting and
transcending the growing split under capitalism between the work of art,
in both senses, and ““manual’’ toil.

The monumental study that followed, Thompson’s The Making of
the English Working Class, placed on the agenda for a whole generation
of historians the specific mode of social labor—handicraft production, in
which artisans who relied upon their own hand tools characteristically
labored to execute their own conceptions of diverse products—which
Morris had celebrated, and which in the U.S. context had begotten the
producer republican tradition that was to be of such consequence for
communication study itself. In The Making of the English Working Class,
Thompson proceeded back to the moment when, during the early de-
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cades of the 19th century, these craft producers had helped to mount an
epochal challenge to the ascent of a more fully articulated industrial
capitalism and, he suggested, in that process had gone far to constitute
the early British working class. Thompson thus tacitly insisted that cap-
italism’s own progressive historical bifurcation of “manual” and ‘‘men-
tal” labor comprised a fundamental historical turning point. In the pro-
cess, he not only developed the idea of ““culture’” as a means of throwing
new light on the history of social class, but also identified conscious class
struggle as the prime motor of historical eventuation; his review of
Williams’s Long Revolution, no less stinging than solidary, turns repeat-
edly on the latter of these points.78

We can do no better in glossing Thompson’s perspective than to
attend to his often-quoted admonition:

By class I understand a historical phenomenon, unifying a number of dispa-
rate and seemingly unconnected events, both in the raw material of experi-
ence and in consciousness. I emphasize that it is a historical phenomenon. 1
do not see class as a ‘’structure,’”” nor even as a “‘category,” but as something
which in fact happens (and can be shown to have happened) in human
relationships.

. . . The class experience is largely determined by the productive
relations into which men are born—or enter involuntarily. Class-con-
sciousness is the way in which these experiences are handled in cultural
terms: embodied in traditions, value-systems, ideas, and institutional forms.
If the experience appears as determined, class-consciousness does
not. . . . Class is defined by men as they live their own history, and, in the
end, this is its only definition.”®

This was in 1963. Around the same time Thompson also suggested
that class—'‘a social and cultural formation'’-—referred to ‘“a very
loosely defined body of people who share the same categories of inter-
ests, social experiences, traditions and value-system, who have a disposi-
tion to behave as a class . . . .80 In this context, the chief burden of
“culture”” was, patently, to sustain the reorientation of social class to-
ward experience; class or perhaps even class consciousness never relin-
quished its unifying thematic and conceptual role.8! There remained for
Thompson a fruitful tension over whether ““class experience’” was “de-
termined’” by ““productive relations’’ or more loosely rendered via sub-
jective “interests, social experiences, traditions and value-systems.”” For
Williams, on the other hand, this tension was almost entirely suspended;
“culture” in its own right for him comprised—though in an awkward,
plural sense—the basic and enveloping category. Further explication of
Williams's curiously authoritative, complex application of the culture
concept constitutes the most useful benchmark against which to chart
that pivotal idea’s subsequent declension.

After sweeping the Conservative Party out of office, the Labour gov-
ernment had successfully undertaken to launch a progressive welfare
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state during the immediate postwar years. Nationalization of key indus-
tries took place, and social security measures and income-redistribution
efforts also proceeded. But, as the Cold War cranked up, any will the
leaders of the Labour Party might have had to continue to restructure
British society was subdued. The 1951 General Election conferred on a
now-refurbished Conservative Party, who as a group had acquiesced to a
“modernizing’” welfare state, a new lease on power. A Labour recon-
quest languished through two subsequent elections, occurring only with
the Wilson victory of 1964.

This unseasonable Conservative enthronement appeared to many
on the left to comprise the most visible, but perhaps not the most formi-
dable, of the novel blockages associated with the postwar settlement.
During the first half of the 1950s, despite unprecedented material abun-
dance, Britain seemed to those who would come together to form a New
Left “a society in which creative, popular and intellectual initiative was
at low ebb.”’82 Were the two conditions—abundance and apathy—
connected? “Effective Conservatism,” wrote Williams in 1964, “in
theory and practice, has idolized the super-administrator, the salesman,
the speculator; the institutions it will leave as a legacy are the super-
market, the betting shop, commercial television and the motorway be-
side the closed railway.”83 However, was not the accompanying state of
political debility perversely and, perhaps, definitively, compounded by
Labour’s collaboration—even as the party’s own leaders and theorists
heralded ““Welfare Britain’’ as the very realization of socialism?84

This last question got down to the core of the controversy in which
“culture” was to figure so prominently. ‘‘In place of its own order of
priorities,” Stuart Hall declared, ““Labour has followed along the trail
which consumer capitalism opened up. . . . The new aspirations of a
skilled working class have been diverted into the satisfaction of personal
wants. . . .”’85 Again, Hall’s view of this formative period explicitly
emphasized the apparent “undermining impact of the mass media and
of an emerging mass society on this old European class society.”’ 86
Williams, in 1964, could agree that Labour might be characterized as
“not the party of the working majority, but the party of the latest wave of
the rising commercial and technical middle class.””37 But he wanted no
part of an explanation of the impasse that rested on a familiar appeal to
mass culture’s corrosive impact. Williams later looked back on this mo-
ment, with its “probability’”” that ‘“‘the stylish consumer society . . .
would be the new form of capitalism,” in deeply revealing personal
terms: ‘‘[Blecause I saw the process as options under pressure, and
knew where the pressure was coming from, I could not move’’ to accept
the mass culture position, which he characterized as being founded on
“contempt of people, of their hopelessly corrupted state, of their vul-
garity and credulity by comparison with an educated minority . . . .”
Such a position, Williams was to suggest during the 1970s, “was the
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staple of cultural criticism of a non-Marxist kind and . . . seems to
have survived intact, through the appropriate alterations of vocabulary,
into a formalist Marxism which makes the whole people, including the
whole working class, mere carriers of the structures of a corrupt ide-
ology.”’88

At the time, he had been no less combative. ““The most popular and
also the silliest”” version of the idea that the working class was losing its
identity was, Williams emphasized in 1960, “that which proves the
‘deproletarianization” of the British working class” by reference to its
apparent flagging support for the Labour Party—a shift then said to be
explained “‘by the increasing availability of modern houses, television,
washing machines, and cars to the better paid workers.”’8° There were in
fact several million more Labour voters during the 1950s, Williams
pointed out, than there had been during the 1930s—as many as there
had been in the watershed election of 1945.90 An analysis which sought
to lodge Labour’s misfortunes in the new mass culture was not only
mistaken in fact, he declared, but also simpleminded: “The working
class does not become bourgeois by owning the new products, any more
than the bourgeois ceases to be bourgeois as the objects he owns change
in kind.” It was, flatly, “‘not bourgeois . . . to enjoy a high material
standard of living.""?!

Williams’s views on this issue were, surely, too little qualified; after
all, ““a high material standard of living”’ need not countenance annual
model changes nor, indeed, the waste that is arguably the most reliable
product of consumer capitalism. And Williams’s corrective statistics de-
tailing the size of the Labour vote could not allay even his own sense of
the scope and depth of contemporary social change, as regards both class
structure-and self-understanding. But these shortcomings hardly vitiated
his argument, which was broadly conditioned by what he himself called
an “‘almost prepolitical” and class-embedded commitment to Labour: ““I
had grown up in the belief, which was in practice assumed by most of
the left in Britain, that a Labour government with a strong majority
would be able to overcome the limitations of social-democratic parlia-
mentarianism,”” he would later recall.?? Williams was undeterred, there-
fore, by what he saw as only an interval of transitory, if frustrating,
adversity. On one hand, then, despite deep and substantive differences
with the leadership of the Labour Party, he still found it possible to work
on Labour’s behalf full-time during the run-up to the 1955 General
Election. (Indeed he resigned from the party only in 1966.93) On the
other hand, however, he also found it necessary, joining many who had
been galvanized in 1956 by the Suez Crisis and the Soviet invasion of
Hungary, to seek independent means—a New Left—to prise the Labour
Party from its willfully lackadaisical course. ‘“Labour’s forward march,”
as Raphael Samuel put it dispassionately some thirty years later, had
“transformed living conditions within a generation’’; “[m]ore perti-
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nently,” however, ‘it still seemed to have a whole reformist programme
to fulfill.”’o4

What was involved, Williams believed, was an effort to redefine
“what politics should be, and the remobilization, at every level, of the
forces necessary for it.”” Swiftly changing patterns of lived experience
were making hash of ensconced traditions of radical analysis, forged
during the Depression, which continued to argue the case against
capitalism in terms of its failure to produce—its inherent stagnationist
tendency. If, therefore, on one hand, the right wing of the Labour Party
“seemed to be capitulating completely to consumer capitalism,”” then,
on the other, like the Communist Party’s, the Labour left’s bearings
“were predicated on the existence of general poverty and the old kind of
class structure.” A reinvigorated radicalism therefore now required sus-
tained analytical engagement with what Williams referred to as ““a new
phase of capitalism.””?> This process of unremitting and public critical
reflection would have to be nondogmatic without becoming undis-
ciplined, relying both on fresh categories and, once more, unremitting
attention to a changing lived experience.

The approach that resulted, wrote a searching critic, could seem
“almost too civilised for a rough world.” Williams’s injunction that
““[t]here are in fact no masses; there are only ways of seeing people as
masses’” in this view comprised more an ideal than a historical truth:
Was not the Tory Mob—“drilled in our improving age into an S.S.
Division"—a hatefully ““authentic”” feature of the historical record?9¢
Williams’s recurrent terms of reference to an environing common
culture—'‘sharing,” ‘‘community,” “‘expansion,” ‘‘growth’’—radiated
something more, however, than a relentless commitment to being rea-
sonable: his dogged belief in the possibility of social betterment under
contemporary conditions. Consider this discussion from 1961, where no
diminution of everyday commitment is contemplated, despite a harshly
realistic assessment of the present status of cooperatives, trade unions,
the Labour Party, and other initiatives by the working class:

rro4e 44

the point has been reached when each of these institutions is discovering
that the place in existing society proposed for it, if it agrees to limit its aims,
is essentially subordinate: the wide challenge has been drained out, and
what is left can be absorbed within existing terms. For many reasons this has
sapped the morale of the institutions, but also, fortunately, led to crisis and
argument within them. The choice as it presents itself is between qualified
acceptance in a subordinate capacity or the renewal of an apparently hope-
less challenge. The practical benefits of the former have to be balanced
against the profound loss of inspiration in the absence of the latter. If I seem
eccentric in continuing to look to these institutions for effective alternative
patterns, while seeing all too clearly their present limitations, I can only
repeat that they can go either way, and their crisis is not yet permanently
resolved.®”
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Exactly at this point, as we will see, through his revision of ““culture”
Williams intended to provide a means of pressing beyond the postwar
plateau. ‘““Culture,” that is, remained obstinately and consciously
anchored in what he characterized as ‘““a slow reach again for control”
and, now explicitly, a “’struggle for social democracy.”?8

Thompson, honing in on this apparent reformism,®? understandably
did not stress that the common culture Williams sought to project was in
fact also openly aligned—albeit only some of the time—within the force
field of social class relations. Williams’s revision turned on a sharp cul-
tural divergence between the working class and the bourgeoisie, one
that elsewhere he explicitly avowed was ‘“the most important cultural
distinction of our time.”100 ““The crucial distinguishing element in En-
glish life since the Industrial Revolution is not language, nor dress, nor
leisure—for those indeed will tend to uniformity. The crucial distinction
is between alternative ideas of the nature of social relationship.”’10!
As against the individualism of the bourgeoisie, the working class’s
“major cultural contribution’”” was ‘“‘the collective democratic institu-
tion, formed to achieve a general social benefit”:

It is indeed characteristic of working-class culture that the emphasis it has
chosen is the emphasis of extending relationships. The primary affections
and allegiances, first to family, then to neighbourhood, can in fact be di-
rectly extended into social relationships as a whole. . . . the working class
sees no reason, in experience . . . why these primary values should not be
made the values of society as a whole. . . . the mainstream of working-
class life continues, in its own directions, offering . . . an idea of society
under which we all can again unite.192

Let us make no mistake; Williams sought a thoroughgoing overhaul
of established property relations. “The demand for redistribution of the
industrial product and for industrial democracy from the board room to
the shop floor, is not a sectional demand; it is an expression of principles
and objectives for the whole society.””193 But at this stage the superven-
ing class distinction he posited was never grounded directly, let alone
exclusively, in the social relations of production. Williams's framework
was rather based mainly in the expressive intersubjectivity which, he
wished to hold, was constituted by ““culture.” His abiding commitment
to a transformed “culture” in turn comprised both the fount of his
radical revisionism and, ironically, an intellectual constraint against
which his own thinking had ceaselessly to struggle.104

The ““new phase of capitalism” that Britain had entered, Williams
believed, to be sure could and should be associated with ‘‘qualitatively
new kinds of magazines, advertisements, television programmes, politi-
cal campaigning.” 195 But, where Hoggart and Hall connected these new
forms with a “‘mass culture” corrosive of social class, Williams, in con-
trast, even when disheartened by Labour’s third successive electoral
defeat, sought to recruit ““culture”” for an entirely different role:
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The central problem, as I see it, is cultural. The society of individual con-
sumers which is now being propagandized by all the weight of mass adver-
tising and mass publications, needs a new kind of socialist analysis and
alternative. We are full of confectionery and short of hospitals; loaded with
cars and ludicrously short of decent roads; facing an educational challenge
of major proportions, yet continuing a limited class system of schools. These
are incidental examples of a crisis which needs different analysis and differ-
ent programs from those appropriate to poverty and depression. That such
analysis and such programs must be socialist seems more clear than ever
before. Only in projecting a new kind of community, a new kind of social
consciousness, can the Labour Party offer anything distinctive and positive.
It may take a long time, and some may be impatient for power and therefore
restive. But, short of ruin or folly, this is the only way in which the Labour
Party can now ever win, and it is not after all anything out of the tradition
that is being offered: Labour came into existence, not as an alternative party
to run this society, but as a means of making a different society.10¢

“Culture’s” cardinal import bespoke ‘““the Labour Party’s permanent
task of creating a new kind of social consciousness.””1%7 *“[Ijn contempo-
rary Britain,” Williams wrote in 1957, ‘many of the questions which
most radically affect the working-class movement are quite clearly cul-
tural questions.”’108 To speak of “culture” indeed was to work toward
nothing less than an “effort at total qualitative assessment” of ‘‘the
conditions of our common life.””199 It was, once more, to clear the way
for a sustained opening of theory to the gathering revisionary energies of
a changing, and newly unfamiliar, social experience. Here we get very
close indeed, needless to say, to the tenor of the subsequent critique of
cultural imperialism.

The power of Williams's revisionary attempt is, however, more diffi-
cult to recapture. His belief that postwar Britain could effect a transit by
degrees toward a common culture was soon overtaken by events. None-
theless, Williams’s dogged reworking of ““culture” carried explosive pos-
sibilities for “‘the Tradition,”” as he called it, still with enough respect to
raise Edward Thompson’s hackles.!1¢ In particular, his intransigent
claim that ““art and culture are ordinary’’!!! directly confronted and,
backed by the whole range of accumulating anthropological and psy-
chological findings, effectively counterweighed the disabling and self-
serving elitism which dominated formal cultural criticism. “We speak of
a cultural revolution,”” he declared in 1961, ““and we must certainly see
the aspiration to extend the active process of learning, with the skills of
literacy and other advanced communication, to all people rather than to
limited groups, as comparable in importance to the growth of democracy
and the rise of scientific industry.””112 Thus did this longtime lecturer for
the Workers Education Association seek to enfranchise those who had
been locked out by reigning standards of criticism and, indeed, of educa-
tion in general 113 In a sharply critical book review, Thompson went ocut
of his way to credit Williams on this point; “With a compromised tradi-
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tion at his back, and with a broken vocabulary in his hands, he did the
only thing that was left to him: he took over the vocabulary of his
opponents, followed them into the heart of their own arguments, and
fought them to a standstill in their own terms. He held the roads open for
the young, and now they are moving down them once again.” But
Thompson went on to explicate his major point, that Williams ‘“has not
yet succeeded in developing an adequate general theory of culture.”” 114

The latter’s arguments about “culture” indeed did pivot around not
just one analytical pole, but two. Though not mutually exclusive, each
not only carried a different intellectual spin, but was also itself a site of
active and incomplete theorization. Coexisting problematically within
Williams’s work, but also giving the latter its authority and force, this
difficult conception has offered a complex inheritance for scholarship
right on down into the present.

At one pole, Williams was revising an established anthropological
conception:

If the art is part of the society, there is no solid whole, outside it, to which, by
the form of our question, we concede priority. The art is there, as an activity,
with the production, the trading, the politics, the raising of families. To
study the relations adequately we must study them actively, seeing all the
activities as particular and contemporary forms of human energy. If we take
any one of these activities, we can see how many of the others are reflected
in it, in various ways according to the nature of the whole organization. It
seems likely, also, that the very fact that we can distinguish any particular
activity, as serving certain specific ends, suggests that without this activity
the whole of the human organization at that place and time could not have
been realized. . . . I'would then define the theory of culture as the study of
relationships between elements in a whole way of life.11%

This synthetic impulse was thus deliberately shorn of a priori no-
tions of the primacy of the economy. Williams, that is to say, effectively
held in abeyance the Marxian tenet of ““economic determination,”” from
“base” to “superstructure.”’11¢ All domains of experience, all “active
relations,”” Williams asserted, had to be ““seen in a genuine parity’’; none
could be isolated and then shown to determine the features of any other.
Indeed ““any concession of priority” to a given activity was invalid: ““If
we find, as often, that a particular activity came radically to change the
whole organization, we can still not say that it is to this activity that all
the others must be related; we can only study the varying ways in which,
within the changing organization, the particular activities and their in-
terrrelations were affected.””'17 The point was that notions of determina-
tion had been too often utilized in abstract and ahistorical ways, so that
analysts (and not solely Marxists) presented themselves with what then
appeared to be an autonomous category, “‘the economy,” seemingly
capable on its own of controlling or predicting developments occurring
elsewhere in a society.
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At the second pole, revising away from the received Arnoldian em-
phasis on “culture” as the best that has been thought and known,
Williams declared that “culture”” instead denoted a universal human
capacity for creative endeavor. This capacity was, for him, evident not
only in classic literary texts and paintings but, above all, in the series of
collective working-class institutions underscored above. Despite its overt
effort to batter away at the dominant traditions of criticism and educa-
tion, Williams’s projection of “’culture”” was designed, in its very univer-
sality, to disable mechanical appeals to a concept of social class which
divorced “manual” from “intellectual” effort. Williams, for example,
took considerable care (doubtless looking over his shoulder to prewar
aesthetic debates) to emphasize that “{t]he body of intellectual and
imaginative work which each generation receives as its traditional cul-
ture is always, and necessarily, something more than the product of a
single class.””118 Rather than seeking, with Thompson, to refer “culture’”
to conscious class conflict, however, Williams instead over-optimis-
tically permitted it to become synonymous with an apparent general
process of human communication:

The emphasis that matters is that there are, essentially, no “‘ordinary’” ac-
tivities, if by ““ordinary’”” we mean the absence of creative interpretation and
effort. . . . Since our way of seeing things is literally our way of living, the
process of communication is in fact the process of community: the sharing
of common meanings, and thence common activities and purposes: the
offering, reception and comparison of new meanings, leading to the ten-
sions and achievements of growth and change.!'?

At such moments, the tension established by Williams’s twin uses of
“culture”” became overpowering: For his revision appeared to sanction
just such an apparently autonomous plane of cultural expression as he
himself was to deliberately reject. Absenting any notion of determina-
tion, while simultaneously stressing the universal human capacity for
creative expression, ““culture” then grew slack and appeared to lapse
into an idealist concept, redolent of Dewey’s “organized intelligence’”:

Everything we see and do, the whole structure of our relationships and
institutions, depends, finally, on an effort of learning, description and com-
munication. . . . all activity depends on responses learned by the sharing
of descriptions. . . . 120

“Culture,” in this reformulation—whose unitary and unconflicted
appearance drew Thompson’s sharpest criticisms—became society’s
animating, propulsively meaningful aspect.

Williams intended his synthetic, dual usage of ““culture,” which so
clearly sought to suspend the dichotomy between “‘intellectual” and
“manual” labor, to bridge toward what he took to be most necessary: an
empirically accessible and historically specific synthesis around lived
experience.12! “’/Culture” thus referred to a “’community of process,” ““a



118 Theorizing Communication

whole world of active and interacting relationships, which is our com-
mon associative life.””122 And again: */[W]e cannot understand the pro-
cess of change in which we are involved if we limit ourselves to thinking
of the democratic, industrial, and cultural revolutions as separate pro-
cesses.”’123 The search for such interrelationships constitutes the guiding
axis of Williams’s method throughout the succession of case studies
which comprises the central section of The Long Revolution and, indeed,
his overall quest. Their significance even led him to caution, undoubt-
edly with an eye to formalist criticism, against a possible inversion of
economic determinism—against, that is, ““a new abstraction’” in cultural
theory: “The pattern of meanings and values through which people
conduct their whole lives can be seen for a time as autonomous, and as
evolving within its own terms, but it is quite unreal, ultimately, to sepa-
rate this pattern from a precise political and economic system, which can
extend its influence into the most unexpected regions of feeling and
behavior. To isolate the system of learming and communication, as the
key to change, is unrealistic.””124 Williams therefore attached a vital
caveat to each of his two usages of ““culture’’: respectively, first, to avoid
economic reduction, and, second, to avoid any “‘new abstraction’’ to-
ward an autonomized plane of expression.

For in Williams’s formulation, “‘culture”” was ultimately intended to
be something qualitatively other than would be allowed by either of his
two distinct uses, taken by itself—more, that is, than what might be
conveyed by the accustomed anthropological sense, of an analytical site
of study of the interrelationships binding together diverse human prac-
tices and activities; and, again, more than an ordinary, already given
capacity for shared expression, meaning, and experience. Williams in-
deed deliberately sought to erase the distinction between these two
poles. The theoretical bridge that he tried to build between analytical
synthesis and expressive ethos he called the ““structure of feeling.”” A
coinage destined to achieve a lasting but opaque currency, the “’structure
of feeling’” originated in Williams’s criticism of the drama. “What I am
seeking to describe,” Williams wrote, in a passage worth quoting in its
entirety,

is the continuity of experience from a particular work, through its particular
form, to its recognition as a general form, and then the relation of this
general form to a period. We can look at this continuity, first, in the most
general way. All that is lived and made, by a given community in a given
period, is, we now commonly believe, essentially related, although in prac-
tice, and in detail, this is not always easy to see. In the study of a period, we
may be able to reconstruct, with more or less accuracy, the material life, the
general social organization, and, to a large extent, the dominant ideas. It is
often difficult to decide which, if any, of these aspects is, in the whole
complex determining; their separation is, in a way, arbitrary, and an impor-
tant institution like the drama will, in all probability, take its colour in
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varying degrees from them all. But, while we may, in the study of a past
period, separate out particular aspects of life, and treat them as if they were
self-contained, it is obvious that this is only how they may be studied, not
how they were experienced. We examine each element as a precipitate, but
in the living experience of the time every element was in solution, an
inseparable part of a complex whole. And it seems to be true, from the
nature of art, that it is from such a totality that the artist draws; it is in art,
primarily, that the effect of a whole lived experience is expressed and em-
bodied. To relate a work of art to any part of that whole may, in varying
degrees, by useful; but it is a common experience, in analysis, to realize that
when one has measured the work against the separable parts, there yet
remains some element for which their is no external counterpart. It is this,
in the first instance, that I mean by the structure of feeling. It is as firm and
definite as “‘structure’ suggests, yet it is based in the deepest and often least
tangible elements of our experience. It is a way of responding to a particular
world which in practice is not felt as one way among others—a conscious
“way’’—but is, in experience, the only way possible. Its means, its elements,
are not propositions or techniques; they are embodied, related feelings. In
the same sense, it is accessible to others—not by formal argument or by
professional skills, on their own, but by direct experience—a form and a
meaning, a feeling and a rhythm—in the work of art, the play, as a
whole.125

As Martin Jay has shown, the idea of social totality—of a coherent
social whole whose parts may be shown somehow to fit together—offers
an indispensable means of distinguishing the theories propounded by
different Western Marxists, for whom the concept comprised a subterra-
nean but no less central preoccupation. Now we may see that the idea of
social totality also provides a necessary heuristic tool for comprehending
Williams’s notion of culture, for which the structure of feeling acted as a
kind of index.12¢6

We have it on the authority of Williams himself that he was working
consciously in light of just such a notion. “I did not want to give up my
sense of the commanding importance of economic activity and history,”
he reminisced in 1971: ““My inquiry in Culture and Society had begun
from just that sense of a transforming change. But in theory and practice
I came to believe that I had to give up, or at least to leave aside, what I
knew as the Marxist tradition.”

[T]o attempt to develop a theory of social totality; to see the study of culture
as the study of relations between elements in a whole way of life; to find
ways of studying structure, in particular works and periods, which could
stay in touch with and illuminate particular art works and forms, but also
forms and relations of more general social life; to replace the formula of base
and superstructure with the more active idea of a field of mutually if also
unevenly determining forces. This was the project of The Long Revolution,
and it seems to me extraordinary, looking back, that I did not then know the
work of Lukacs. . . .127
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Williams's mention of Georg Lukacs—whose major works, like
those of other Continental Marxist theorists, were just now being recog-
nized and translated into English—was signally appropriate. In the
founding text of what became called ‘“Western Marxism’'—History and
Class Consciousness (1922)—the revolutionary Lukacs had famously
written: ““It is not the primacy of economic motives in historical explana-
tion that constitutes the decisive difference between Marxism and bour-
geois thought, but the point of view of totality. The category of totality,
the all-pervasive supremacy of the whole over the parts is the essence of
the method which Marx took over from Hegel and brilliantly trans-
formed into the foundations of a wholly new science.”” 128

Still, Williams’s totality was not that of Lukacs. The latter had sought
to ground the characteristic “antinomies of bourgeois thought” in a
pervasive ‘‘reification” of consciousness. ‘‘Reification,” which he
utilized to characterize what he took to be the defining experience of life
under capitalism, meant, in Jay’s felicitous phrase, ‘‘the petrifaction of
living processes into dead things.””12? It was to be identified, Lukacs
asserted, with the “‘self-objectification” that was implicit in, and indeed
emanated from, the commodity relation, which Lukacs significantly re-
ferred to as the ““unified economic process’” of contemporary capitalism.
This totalizing conception of capitalist class relations was borne up by
subsequent critics of mass culture, even as they ultimately sought to
assay a more strictly ideological domination, associated more with the
institutions of the culture industry than directly with the social relations
of production.130 Yet Williams, who rejected the mass culture argument,
nevertheless claimed to find in Lukacs’s concept of reification a “real
advance’’: “For here,” he declared in 1971, ““the dominance of eco-
nomic activity over all other forms of human activity, the dominance of
its values over all other values, was given a precise historical explana-
tion: that this dominance, this deformation, was the specific characteris-
tic of capitalist society, and that in modern organized capitalism this
dominance—as indeed one can observe—was increasing, so that this
reification, this false objectivity, was more thoroughly penetrating every
other kind of life and consciousness.”” 131

The explanation is that Williams had already, in 1971, embarked on
a revision of his own early conception; he was modifying Lukacs’s more
severe strictures so as to edge toward what has been called (in the
concurrent context of French existential Marxism) an open totality.132
But, in a different dimension, the writing of Lukacs unquestionably
remained productive of a direct revisionary affinity. Marx had declared,
in what became a standard orthodoxy regarding revolutionary epochs
which subject “the whole immense superstructure’” to thoroughgoing
upheaval, that . . . one cannot judge such a period of transformation
by its consciousness, but, on the contrary, this consciousness must be
explained from the contradictions of material life. . . . new superior
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relations of production never replace older ones before the material
conditions for their existence have matured within the framework of the
old society. Mankind thus inevitably sets itself only such tasks as it is able
to solve. . . .”’133 As against this particular tenet, there was Lukacs’s
heterodox declaration in History and Class Consciousness: *‘[T|he strength
of every society is in the last resort a spiritual strength. And from this we
can only be liberated by knowledge. This knowledge cannot be of the
abstract kind that remains in one’s head. . . . It must be knowledge
that has become flesh of one’s flesh and blood of one’s blood; to use
Marx’s phrase, it must be ‘practical critical activity.””’134 Was there not,
from the perspective of the late 1960s, an unlikely bond between
Lukacs, who attempted, through revolutionary will, to insist that mind
and body should once more achieve an integral unity, and Williams,
who had written, in Culture and Society, ‘“The human crisis is always a
crisis of understanding: what we genuinely understand we can do’’?135

At such points, nevertheless, Williams’s complex revision of “cul-
ture,” which intended a conceptual reintegration of disparate areas of
social experience, still indisputably gave pride of place to the sharing
of meaning. A more or less conventional search for the codes and
languages of expressive culture was thus almost invited to pre-empt
the integrative and synthetic study of a purported general culture.
Thompson complained that Williams’s effort to push against the damag-
ing limits of an exclusive dominant canon hereby ironically reproduced
the latter’s proclivity for an isolated plane of expressive form as a privi-
leged vantage point on the historical process. His summary objection
was not to be avoided: ““[1}f Williams by ‘the whole way of life’ really
means the whole way of life he is making a claim, not for cultural history,
but for history.”13¢ Absent this needful enlargement, Thompson
warned, there might succeed very unfortunate consequences. “[1]f
others accept his vocabulary and his conceptual framework, without
sharing his allegiances,” he observed, ‘‘they may come up with very
different results.” 137 The merit of Thompson'’s criticism is best judged in
light of Williams’s own eventual admission: “No full account of a par-
ticular formation or kind of formation can be given without extending
description and analysis into general history, where the whole social
order and all its classes and formations can be taken properly into ac-
count.” 138

Williams’s quest was likewise remote from the conscious class strug-
gle for which Thompson bore such warm and intellectually productive
sympathies. In Culture and Society, for example, Williams declared once
more that ““[t]he area of a culture, it would seem, is usually proportion-
ate to the area of a language rather than to the area of a class.””1*® This
preference became even more evident, paradoxically, when ““culture”
was explicitly emended to make room for an extra-communicative di-
mension: ‘“Reality, in our terms,” Williams enjoined at one point, ““is
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that which human beings make common, by work or language.”’140 The
addition of “work”’ (as well as Williams’s regular reference, throughout
the concrete historical chapters of The Long Revolution, to changing
economic relations and practices) served only to point up the difficulties
inherent in the task of binding and interconnecting humanity in a shared
project: For where, anyway, in a conception which repeatedly returned
to this theme of a common culture, was the place of labor? The question
mattered, in the first place, because the latter comprised an obvious
taproot of social division. A restorative emphasis on culture as a whole
way of life, in turn, for all its equilibrating power, could not take
anywhere near adequate account—despite Williams’s own tenacious
socialism—of continuing exploitation and social struggle.

Williams’s initial formulation found its genetic basis, rather, in the
active interrelationships which were said to emanate a unitary general
culture. In this crucial sense, Williams's initial conception of culture
constituted a variant of what has been labeled a Hegelian or expressive
totality, in which particular aspects and articulations are seen as expres-
sions of one ““simple principle.”’!41 Yet for Williams this guiding unitary
logic issued not so much from the contradiction between the classes as,
rather, from ““culture” itself. Thus, he declared of ““the culture of a pe-
riod: it is the particular living result of all the elements in the general
organization.”’142 Even as, in one place, ‘‘the structure of feeling”” in turn
could be used in reference to the status of the British Labour Party, it was
also said to be most tellingly evinced and most uniquely accessible in a
nation’s art and literature—which might, Williams asserted, in the case
of Greek drama at least, touch the culture ““at every point.”’ 143

Neither, however, were social class relations unequivocally dis-
placed. Far from it; the expressive subjectivity on which art drew, and on
which it afforded a purportedly privileged window, in contemporary
Britain also bespoke Williams’s conscious projection of universalized
working-class solidarities. ‘/[I]t is only in terms of working-class culture
as a whole that we have the opportunity for any valuable transformation
of society,” declared Williams in the late 1950s: “There are no masses to
capture, but only the mainstream to join. May it be here that the two
major senses of culture—on the one hand the arts, the sciences and
learning, on the other hand the whole way of life—are valuably drawn
together, in a common effort at maturity.””144 All of Williams’s staunch
commitment was gathered up in this last formulation; his invocation of
an expressive totality propelled by “culture’”” was anchored by his hope
of generalizing working-class values and ideas of social relationship.

Just how closely integrated these two quite disparate aspects of
Williams’s integrative revision had been was to become apparent only
during the shattering social conflagration of the late 1960s. Through the
more open struggles that then commenced, Williams could not, finally,
sustain the balancing act which had produced his stress on a ““common
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effort at maturity”’: a synthesis around ““culture” which sought its revi-
sionary effect not only in the universalization of working-class values
but, simultaneously, through the superordinate importance it sought to
confer on an apparent human universal, the ordinary capacity for cre-
ative expression. Williams’s expressive totality then became a casualty,
both of a sharpening sense of capitalist domination and, paradoxically,
of the heightened opposition which the latter simultaneously provoked.

111

The year 1966 demonstrated, finally and decisively, that what Williams
still called ““the most plausible formation for intermediate reform’'—the
Labour Party—had ““not only defaulted on its own best purposes but at
the level of government has shown itself, unmistakably, to be an active
part of the very system which it has appeared to oppose.”’145 With an
unprecedented majority of 100 in Parliament following the 1966
election—surely more than enough, at last, to pursue an autonomous
course dictated by an opposing social vision—Wilson’s Labour govern-
ment instead accepted cuts in social services to keep up the pound’s
exchange rate. Believing that a fateful juncture had been reached,
Williams swiftly resigned from the party. He placed himself instead in
the thick of the New Left, a movement to reconstitute an effective politi-
cal opposition around workers and students; supercharged by the May-
June days in France and student activism throughout Europe and the
United States, this effort peaked between 1968 and 1970.

Amidst the left’s continuing differences of political perspective and
strategy around the 1970 election, however, the Conservatives, led by
Edward Heath, returned to power. The upshot was what Williams
termed a ““whole series of battles up to the miners’ strike of 1973/4,”
signifying what he hailed, evidently with relief, as *“a return to real class
politics.” The National Union of Miners brought down the Heath gov-
ernment, in what Perry Anderson has termed, despite its severe and all
too evident limitations, ‘‘the most spectacular single victory of labour
over capital since the beginnings of working-class organization in Brit-
ain.”’146 The Labour government which formed after the March 1974
election, however, offered an all-too-predictable reprise of its dispiriting
role during the mid-'60s, by swinging left and then, upon election,
working to contain and defuse “’[t}he very considerable crisis to which
British society had been brought by the conflicts of Conservative
rule.” 147 1t thus effectively prepared the way for its own demise, and for
the postwar period’s second protracted Conservative ascendancy, begin-
ning late in 1978: “Thatcherism.”

The first intellectual fruit of this wrenching history was, para-
doxically, to cement a unified heterodoxy around ““culture,” now ex-
plicitly inclusive both of cultural studies and of the critique of cultural
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imperialism. This was not altogether unanticipated. It should be re-
called, for example, that Edward Thompson had already linked his ep-
ochal history of English class formation during the industrial revolution
to the movement for contemporary decolonization: ‘“Causes which were
lost in England might, in Asia or Africa, yet be won.””148 This comment
may be read as a riposte to Frantz Fanon’s declaration, two years earlier:
“The Third World today faces Europe like a colossal mass whose aim
should be to try to resolve the problems to which Europe has not been
able to find the answers.”” 14 Raymond Williams too had made a similar
association, in 1961, in introducing the need to scrutinize a third, cul-
tural revolution, alongside the industrial revolution and ‘‘the democratic
revolution”: ““[IIn any general view it is impossible to mistake the rising
determination, almost everywhere, that people should govern them-
selves, and make their own decisions, without concession of this right to
any particular group, nationality or class. In sixty years of this century
the politics of the world have already been changed beyond recognition
in any earlier terms. Whether in popular revolution, in the liberation
movements of colonial peoples, or in the extension of parliamentary
suffrage, the same basic demand is evident. . . . If we take the criterion
that people should govern themselves (the methods by which they do so
being less important than this central fact) it is evident that the demo-
cratic revolution is still at a very early stage.”’15° And, a few years later,
with greater pungency: “What are still, obtusely, called ‘local up-
heavals,” or even ‘brushfires,” put all our lives in question, again and
again. Korea, Suez, the Congo, Cuba, Vietnam, are names of our own
crisis.””151 Hall too would insist that “[t]he goals, interests, structures
and ideological drives of a society are nowhere so clearly expressed as in
the imperial, neo-imperial and colonising context.” Citing Fanon di-
rectly, he was to suggest that, ““in the context of Latin America and
Vietnam . . . the slogans of ‘Afro- Americanism’ and ‘Black Power’ can
be seen as international revolutionary slogans.”’152

For a fraught few years toward the end of the 1960s, then, these
three progenitors of cultural studies achieved a delicate, politically
charged unity, in the practical work of editing May Day Manifesto, a
touchstone work of the period. The Manifesto was conceived, during the
summer of 1966, as ““a bringing together of existing socialist positions
and analysis, as a counter-statement to the Labour government’s policies
and explanations.”” From the process of intellectual revision which nec-
essarily followed, there emerged a work of kaleidoscopic scope covering,
in fifty pointed segments, everything from poverty, work, and unem-
ployment; housing, health, and education; communications and adver-
tising; to the transnational corporation, imperialism, and foreign aid;
U.S. foreign policy and the cold war; and the British state. May Day
Manifesto’s editors had no hesitation, moreover, in identifying the op-
erative mechanism of this changing capitalism in the ““economic drive
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outwards”-—from the United States to Europe, Africa, and Asia—on
behalf of giant transnational corporations. Spearheaded by advertising,
by an overarching effort to create demand, the system that was taking
shape was recognized as informal by any recognized historical compari-
son. European elites, declared the Manifesto, had begun to understand
““what the United States had already learned in the American continent,
that powers other than direct political control were quite sufficient to
direct the broad framework of development.” And, most strikingly:
“[I]n the free play of the cultural market, we inevitably get the products
of a sophisticated American market-oriented cultural industry.”’153

Thus the Manifesto overlapped, in many of its themes and insights,
the concurrent critique of cultural imperialism. Williams’s favorable
prospectus regarding the status of ““communications studies in educa-
tion,” as late as 1976, bore continuing testimony to this momentarily
inclusive understanding—undertaken by a new kind of “critical work,”’
in which the procedures associated with the Scrutiny group could be
combined with ““analysis of the institutions, of the kind pioneered by the
New Left, and by new kinds of work, in a more closely shared orienta-
tion, on popular culture.”” 34 Mutually approving cross-references pro-
vide a final evidence of the bridge which emerged during the late 1960s
between cultural studies and what soon would be viewed as a divergent
tradition of ‘“political economy.’’15% But this connection was, even at the
time, already becoming subject to a series of destabilizing centrifugal
forces. :

The attempt of May Day Manifesto was to consolidate “into a general
position . . . the many kinds of new political and social response and
analysis”” which had begun to proliferate. “What we need is a descrip-
tion of the crisis as a whole,” the book proclaimed, seemingly in a
ringing reassertion of Williams’s integrative thematic:

Our own first position is that all the issues—industrial and political, interna-
tional and domestic, economic and cultural, humanitarian and radical-—are
deeply connected; that what we oppose is a political, economic and social
system; that what we work for is a different whole society.15¢

Despite this manifest echo of Williams's earlier synthesis, a water-
shed had been reached.!57 The point stands out, with sudden definitude:
felt opposition to an existing state of domination precedes mention of ““a
different whole society.” This was a sharp break, and it provoked a
specific recognition that the process of communication could not be
looked to as the vehicle of reform. Far from it: “/[W]e can see in the
communications system the effective priority of the institutions and in-
terests of a new capitalism,”” declared the Manifesto unequivocally. This
pivotal change would also endure. Williams was arriving at an implaca-
ble conviction that, as he would put it a few years later, Britain’s com-
munications institutions, rather than acting as means of extension and
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cultural growth, had proved to be “‘central agencies” in a ‘‘systematic
evasion” of the society’s longstanding “‘structural problems.”’ 158 Just
how deeply this new oppositional posture undercut Williams’s earlier
synthesis, with its stress on a “long, slow reach for control,” was only
beginning to be apparent.

May Day Manifesto in fact overlooked the increasingly sharp debates
which were fastening on Williams’s kindred notions of a ““common
culture” and a “long revolution,” and which—as may now be empha-
sized—were already beginning to prompt Williams to set about revising
his concept of totality. Even as the Manifesto was getting started, Hall
was underlining a ““duty now to take these concepts further,” as he
himself tried to do by counterposing”” to them—in an extended essay
on ‘‘the growing radical and resistance movement among American
students and youth, black and white,”” significantly entitled ““The New
Revolutionaries”’—“the ‘short” revolution and the politics of cultural
conflict.” For Hall, in sum, “[e]ither race, poverty and war are not the
pivotal issues in American political life’—a proposition which could
have virtually no credibility within the New Left, either in Britain or the
United States—‘or the role of the coalition of ‘outsiders’ in rupturing the
consensus on these critical issues must penetrate further than it has into
our theoretical structures.”’ 159

This resumption on new grounds of Thompson’s earlier criticism
again stung Williams. “‘[Wlhen what I have called the long revolution is
defined, by someone else, as if it meant slow evolution, something has
obviously been changed in the original idea.””160 As, earlier, he had
taken great care not to do, Williams now sharply asserted that it was
simply ““class society,” in which ““a solid social structure of private prop-
erty,” involving domination ‘’by capital or state power,” against which
the revolution needed to be waged.1¢! The idea of the long revolution,
he asserted,

was never intended to suggest that society would evolve, of itself, towards a
culture in which all people were in a position, through changing their
institutions, to participate in a common determination of meanings. This,
quite clearly, will not happen: there are groups which oppose this participa-
tion in principle and practice, and the long revolution . . . is being op-
posed, now as in the past, by violence and fraud.1¢2

Williams likewise now countered Hall by claiming that he had al-
ways intended the term ‘“‘common culture”” ‘“as a way of criticising that
divided and fragmented culture we actually have:

If it is at all true that the creation of meanings is an activity which engages all
men, then one is bound to be shocked by any society which, in its most
explicit culture, either suppresses the meanings and values of whole groups,
or which fails to extend to these groups the possibility of articulating and
communicating those mecanings. This, precisely, was what one wanted to
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assert about contemporary Britain. . . . It was . . . perfectly clear that
the majority of the people, while living as people, creating their own values,
were both shut out by the nature of the educational system from access to
the full range of meanings of their predecessors in that place, and excluded
by the whole structure of communications—the character of its material
ownership, its limiting social assumptions—from any adequate participa-
tion in the process of changing and developing meanings which was in any
case going on.!63

“If a common culture is taken,”” he emphasized, “’by some sleight of
argument, to mean the existing balance of interests and forces, the exist-
ing institutions which are said to be common but which in fact compose
the structure of a class-society, then of course revolutionary politics will
oppose it.”” Perhaps a terminological confusion, he suggested, had
allowed some people ““to suppose that it is this balance of interests and
forces which one has in mind when speaking of a common culture.”
And then, in an extraordinary passage, Williams continued:

The whole point of the definition as common was to suggest active commu-
nity of access and participation; in this sense, clearly, the existing society is
not a common culture, and it is in the name of a common culture that one
opposes it. To talk of revolutionary politics as a kind of counter-common
culture is then a verbal confusion. 1 don’t want simply to “outleft” Stuart
Hall, but the idea of the proletarian cultural revolution in China (subject as
it must be, for those of us without immediate contact with it, to possible
misunderstandings, and recognising the fact that it may be the terms in
which a struggle of a quite different kind is being fought out) seems to me a
definition very close to my own. There is, in this revolution, an insistence on
the continual participation of what Mao calls, in marxist terms, the masses,
in the determination of common meanings: an insistence that this can be
done for them by no group—not even by the party vanguard-—and that this
is a continuous process because it cannot be achieved in any final sense.
Nobody can inherit a common culture—it has always to be made, and re-
made, by people themselves—and the perspective which Mao is now open-
ing up, of a socialist struggle which includes the continual, common
re-making of values and the most active conflict, seems to me wholly com-
patible with the idea of a common culture as I have argued it.164

Williams then turned to the question of whether ““the definition of
culture as a whole way of life should be replaced by its definition as a
way of struggle.”” His answer remained clear:

No; because though struggle will always be there—intense in periods of
oppression and deprivation; still active in a more equal society—it is still
only part of the process by which meanings and values are determined. It is
not only that, by this altered definition, we would be excluding love and
comradeship and any possible agreement; it is also that the isolation of
struggle, where this is not merely a rhetorical device, would be empty and
even, in certain circumstances, malign. The need for conflict is now abso-
lute, because of the issues involved; but we lose too wide a range of the
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process in which meanings and values are determined if we do not also
include, even in periods of intense struggle, the seriousness and respon-
sibility of work, and the recognition and care of each other, that must
continue and be extended. We cannot properly call culture anything less
than this range of active life, which is what the struggle is for.16>

Therefore, he concluded, straining to its outermost bounds the con-
ception that had underlain his earlier work, the notion of a common
culture might be equated increasingly with “the detailed practice of
revolution.””16¢ For if there now existed an ““absolute’” need to struggle,
to universalize throughout capitalist society that same mutualistic idea
of social relationship with which, as we have seen, Williams credited the
British working class, then it was exactly the status of this social subject
and this hoped-for historical operation which were now coming in ques-
tion.

Williams had not yet fully responded to Hall’s proposed alternatives:
race, poverty, and war on one side; theoretical revision to accommodate
“outsiders’” on the other. Or, rather, he assumed that such a response
involved ““merely”” the prospective transformation of the proletariat into
a universal class. The unity that animated May Day Manifesto disguised
this underlying fracture; but the latter still harbored profound, though
often inchoate, implications both for the theorization of class relations
and, therefore, for the interlocked theorization of culture. Although of
course feminism and anti-racism enjoy longer histories than this, the
challenge proffered by the ““new social movements’ to traditional Marx-
ism indeed was to become inexorable. It took a further decade for this
vital issue to be met head-on; but, in 1978, Hall and his collaborators
would write:

[Wlithout question, the most important feature of this level of the
crisis . . . is the role of “labourism”—specifically that of the Labour Party,
but also the labourist cast of the organised institutions of the working class.
Labourism has emerged as an alternative party of capital, and thus an
alternative manager of the capitalist crisis. At the most fundamental political
level—and shaping every feature of the political culture before it—the crisis
of British capitalism for the working class has thus been, also, a crisis of the
organised working class and the labour movement.167

The question was, what inference should be drawn from this dis-
mally valid generalization? Williams, in the late 1960s, was tacking back
and forth between “‘class society” and a still-to-be-demarcated open
totality. While he did so, he resolutely consulted his accustomed com-
pass: ‘‘/[W]ith a majority of English people {though not of Scots or
Welsh) opting for consumer capitalism,”” he later reminisced about the
experience of the British working class during the 1950s, ““it was hard to
hang on, but it was still not true that the existing resources of the people
were so depleted or corrupted that there was no option but to retreat to a
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residual minority or a futurist vanguard.”!¢8 There is little reason to
believe that his sense of the available options differed in regard to the
then present, the mid-1970s. Hall, in contrast, struck a quite different
note, retrospectively typifying the “patient’” wait of ““[t}he Left . . . for
the old rhythms of ‘the class struggle’ to be resumed’” as an entirely vain
and fruitless enterprise.169

The concurrent abandonment of the synthetic impulse which had
suffused the left’s revisionary effort around “‘culture’” in turn occurred
alongside, and indeed interwined with, the slippage of the British work-
ing class from its ascribed position as an essential theoretical subject and
social agency. It was a central result of the New Left’s rejection, already
beginning to be evident within the bounded polemic between Hall and
Williams in 1967, of the idea ‘‘that capitalism is riven by one, simple
master contradiction which determines all else.””170 This typifying rejec-
tion emanated, finally, from three unavoidable historical facts: that, first,
movements for national liberation during the postwar period were far
and away more visible in ““peasant” societies than in the European and
North American heartlands of a ““developed’” industrial capitalism; that,
second, such movements for revolutionary change as had come to the
forefront in the latter context claimed students and, in the United States,
racial and ethnic minorities as their ‘“vanguard’’; and that, third, some
response needed to be made to the increasingly vocal feminist claim
that class relations alone could not be taken as coextensive with social
domination, and that “productionist” schemes needed to be more or
less drastically overhauled to make room for reproduction, sexuality,
“women’s sphere.”” Juliet Mitchell tartly commented on the existence of
this protracted silence in socialist theory in the very title of her 1966
article for New Left Review: “Women—The Longest Revolution.”” 171

Complicating this already very complex picture was a fourth eventu-
ality. Toward the end of the 1970s, the political scene in Britain lurched
sharply to the right, and ““culture’”” as a form of pressure brought by
popular experience on “‘the Tradition” in turn gave way at key points to
“culture” as a means of winning consent for increasingly iron-fisted
forms of rule. The Manifesto’s opposition to the dominant media was
now extended. “Culture’’ had now as well to be seen, in other words, in
relation to the sources of social containment and of acquiescence to a
ruling order which seemed palpably more unjust and inequitable: what
Hall, recognizing a debt to Ernesto Laclau, began to call “authoritarian
populism.” 172 The need grew commensurately to theorize and to redress
a rampant sexism, as well as the rapid re-entry of a hard and active
racism into the ““accepted’” mainstream of British and U.S. political and
social life.

In at least one crucial respect, however, no blanket rejection of early
cultural studies transpired. The reorientation toward subjectivity and
lived experience, which so stimulated the latter’s formative engagement
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with social class, was simply turned to other uses, now that the way
could be opened to the assumption of a rough equivalence between any
and all experiences, identities, subjectivities. This preoccupation with
subjective experience had and continues to have useful and even desir-
able consequences, not least because it preserved intact Williams's vision
of culture—or, at least, of cultural studies—as a battering ram aimed at
the socially exclusive and constrained forms of the ensconced canon,
that is, as a means of broadening the franchise for a regenerative ‘new
social consciousness.” Analysts, in other words, remained free to search
across the social field for sources of opposition and resistance, as well as
of social containment and ideological subjection. As Hall came later to
emphasize, in turn, not gender oppression alone, but the feminist move-
ment as well, forced ““a major rethink in every substantive area of work”’
being undertaken by the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies.!73
In the wake of the postwar decades’ experience of decolonization and
anti-imperial struggle, furthermore—to mention the other leading site of
redefinition—""race”” could be seen as a defining factor in the head-on
collision in Britain between ““authoritarian populism’’ and the vindica-
tive energies of people of color hailing from different outposts of the
erstwhile empire. Hall and his colleagues detailed in a brilliant and wide-
ranging work of the later 1970s how “‘race”’ offered an efficacious means
of reorienting the polity to the right—and, vitally, a means in whose
creation Labour had been characteristically complicit. As Hall later came
to gloss the shift:

The problem of racism arises from every single political development which
has taken place in Britain since the new right emerged.

Blacks have themselves, at times, tried to isolate the issue of race from
the wider questions of social politics in Britain—as if black people have
nothing to do with rates and ratecapping and monetarism and the Falklands
factor until they affect the black communities directly. This separation, if it
ever existed, has long since departed. In Policing the Crisis, a book some of us
wrote in the mid-1970s when Thatcherism was still only a tiny gleam in Sir
Keith Joseph's eye, we argued that race was deeply and intimately inter-
twined with every single facet of the gathering social crisis of Britain; and
that it was no longer possible for blacks to have a political strategy towards
that part of the dynamic which affected them without having a politics for
the society as a whole. That argument has immeasurably strengthened over
the years. . . .}7*

Implicitly and explicitly gendered and raced conceptions of class also
worked, however, to undercut the synthetic impulse which had always
animated Williams’s idea of “culture.” Williams’s “common culture”
indeed began to appear, to many on the left, to spell out an untenable—
and, as events sped onward, a residual—position. If communication and
cultural studies were to retain an actively engaged political presence,
their axial term would have to undergo fundamental revision.
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From the 1970s to the present, this need to work all the way
through, to a positive theorization with which to replace Williams’s
version of “‘culture” as an expressive totality, remained unrelievedly
problematic. This rejection or closure ushered in an interval of often
confusing effort, in which continued reliance on an unmoored category
of “experience,” opening helpfully outward to ‘“‘race’” and ““gender,”
vied with attempts to give theory new points of self-conscious reference.
It should not be surprising that, as this transition proceeded, the gyro-
scope with which Williams had contrived to keep in view the mutual
constitution of “mental” and ““manual’’ activity would be set off bal-
ance. But perhaps it will be less obvious that this metamorphosis itself
turned—as we are about to find—on a series of new reifications of
“intellectual’” activity, justification for which was sought, very precisely,
in a repeated rejection of the category of “labor’”” itself. And it could
hardly have been forecast that the medium through which this blowout
transpired—or, at least, to which it made sustained reference—was
Marxism.



CHAPTER FOUR

The Contraction of Theory

During the late 1960s and 1970s, the category of labor staged a series of
profoundly significant, direct appearances within three leading concep-
tions of culture and communicative activity, clustering respectively
around Althusserian structuralism, post-industrial theory, and post-
structuralism. This engagement, which rendered “labor’”” an immediate
intellectual touchstone, was predicated on a broad and explicit encoun-
ter with orthodox Marxism, in which each school selectively identified a
tradition of cardinal importance for its own more or less discrete theori-
zation. Far from being simply reproduced and carried over, however,
orthodox Marxism’s concept of labor was taken up only so as to be
categorically rejected.

In the eyes of its disparate beholders, Marxism'’s validity hinged on
how well—or poorly—its conception of labor fared in accommodating
the distinctive features of late 20th-century society. Figuring promi-
nently among the latter, in the cases of structuralism and poststructural-
ism, were issues cast up by the renewed emphasis on human social
agency discussed in the previous chapter, issues which emanated specifi-
cally from feminism, anti-racism, and anti-colonialism. But it is less well
appreciated that a concern for “intellectual”” labor’s contemporary status
also lay at the very heart of this multifaceted revisionary impulse. To a
significant extent, indced, latter-day theorizations of ‘““culturc” and
““communication”” were rendered possible only by breaking, albeit in
disparate ways, with the treatment of ““intellectual’” labor by a received
Marxism.

132
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Entrenched Marxian theorizations of “labor” did indeed continue to
betray a long-unresolved dualism. On one hand, Marxists had always
reserved a special historical prerogative for the proletariat, whose
labor—by definition exploited directly by capital—was for this reason
endowed with a unique potential for transcendence. On the other hand,
first through its battles with various forms of idealism and then, con-
versely, through its too-easy accommodation with a physicalistic model
of labor power,! Marxism privileged ‘‘material” production, or “’social
being,” as the supposed medium of historical eventuation. These com-
prised disjoint impulses; nonetheless, unfortunately, with the formation
of the European social democratic parties during the late 19th century,
they came to be programmatically equated within Marxist orthodoxy.
For several generations, within the major institutionalized variants of
Marxism, ““material’’ production then came to grant pride of place to the
toil of wage-earners. Slighted, for different reasons, was a great range of
activities that did not fall within the contemporary capital-wage relation.
An important subset of nonwaged activities was, in addition, consigned
to ““consciousness’”’ or “ideology’”” or ‘‘the superstructure’’—including,
most saliently, the “brainwork” of literary artists and intellectuals. It is
a fundamental idea of materialism,”” one influential British subscriber to
this particular commonsense wrote in 1951 (quoting Stalin}, ‘*‘that the
multifold phenomena of the world constitute different forms of matter in
motion,” and ‘that matter is primary, since it is the source of sensations,
ideas, mind, and that mind is secondary, derivative, since it is a reflection
of matter, a reflection of being.’”’2 How in tum could the labor per-
formed by intellectuals not seem to evade any material placement or
definition? Grounded by turns in the social relationships of production
and the mind-body split, “labor” gave rise to ambiguities, which in
turn subtended fierce and often destructive debates within Marxism,
throughout most of the twentieth century, over the status of intellectuals
in the socialist movement.

We have already seen, in the cases of Raymond Williams and Ed-
ward Thompson, that Marxism'’s continuing inability to resolve this an-
cient dualism between mind and body came to figure in the initiative
which comprised early British cultural studies. But even Williams and
Thompson only sidestepped the problem; they had not yet solved nor
even fully faced it. Likewise more generally: Those who struggled in the
West to revivify an active Marxian tradition could not break free from
this dualistic legacy.

Western Marxism'’s efforts to move beyond the immediacy of the
capital-labor relation, in a summary recap, were informed by a convic-
tion that the economic nature of that relationship was already known.3
Cut loose for a panoply of reasons from working-class political move-
ments, Western Marxism, as Perry Anderson has argued, from its outset
consistently severed political economy from its continuing appraisal of
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“culture’”” and ““ideology,’4 and remained content with capsule totaliza-
tions: ‘“late capitalism,” “‘state capitalism,” *“the administered society.”’>
Not despite but because of this loose agreement regarding what could be
and, at points, seemingly had to be taken for granted, Western Marx-
ism’s attention was redirected toward a series of seemingly strategic
anomalies: What role was being played in 20th-century society by the
processes of “‘reification’’—again, ““the petrifaction of living processes
into dead things, which appeared as an alien second nature’’ é—which
seemed so massively to overreach the capital-labor relation? What was
the theoretical standing of the intermediate social strata, the growing
numbers of white-collar workers whose existence increasingly appeared
to interdict the confrontation projected by classical Marxism between
proletariat and bourgeoisie? What did the cultivation of mass consumer-
ism mean for the self-consciousness of the proletariat and, therefore, for
the prospect of revolutionary social transformation? Lying at the core of
Western Marxism, such questions seemed to require that theory veer
ever further away from “labor,” which some of this tradition’s leading
representatives contemplated, in any case, with a distinct unease.

On one hand, as we will find in the conclusion, Marx’s use of
“labor’* as providing the basis of human species-being was intermit-
tently reaffirmed. Even so, this category’s unifying ontological promise
remained essentially unrealized, again because contemporary social
conditions appeared to have led beyond the categorial apparatus of clas-
sical Marxism, thereby engendering a whole series of unbridgeable im-
passes and contradictions. Adorno and Horkheimer, as I mentioned in
an earlier chapter, remained actively suspicious of “labor” for compris-
ing a recrudescence of an ascetic bourgeois sensibility;? while Herbert
Marcuse, conceding “‘labor’s” ontological significance, nonetheless
sought to envision a world where ““play’’ would be free to supercede toil
and its associated reality principle; even Georg Lukacs evidently could
not find means of translating his commitment to a “‘social ontology”
grounded in labor into a comprehensive theorization, spanning “‘art” as
well as more familiar “‘material” realms. Alfred Sohn-Rethell, an iso-
lated representative of the tradition, on this point only accentuated
Western Marxism’s overall propensity when he insisted that truly to
understand ““the enigmatic ‘cognitive faculties” of civilised man” re-
quired a ““complete methodological separation from any consideration
of . . . therole of human labour.””8 The leading result, as we have seen,
was in this instance a protracted diversion into theories of ideology and
mass culture.

It now may be added that, despite other differences, leading Marxist
political economists paradoxically reproduced this same tendency to
dispense with ““labor.”” This again owed chiefly to the difficulties that
seemed to inhere in any attempt to fit the category to the seeming
mutations of contemporary capitalism. Across a broad range, all the way
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through the 1960s and 1970s, and stretching from intellectual affiliates
of Communist Parties to a variety of ““non-aligned’” and academic Marx-
isms, political economic theorists were generally agreed that the labor of
white-collar workers was not productive of surplus value.® Concerning
this question, the structural Marxist Nicos Poulantzas offered an espe-
cially uncompromising certitude: ‘“[W)age-earners in commerce, adver-
tising, marketing, accounting, banking and insurance,” he asserted in
1974, regarding those whose toil occurred ostensibly within the realin of
circulation rather than production; lawyers, doctors, teachers, and other
service workers whose labor was said not to be exchanged directly with
capital; “‘the agents of the state apparatuses, the civil servants”’; and
even, finally, the scientists whose research was ‘‘no more directly in-
volved in the process of material production today than it was in the
past’’—for Poulantzas these manifold forms of what could be classed as
mental labor remained, simply, “unproductive.’” 10

Albeit basing themselves on different premises, neo-Ricardian politi-
cal economists went so far as to assail Marxism on its own high ground,
with arguments that the Marxian concepts of value and, indeed, of
labor, had been rendered obsolete. And Harry Braverman, whose mo-
mentous achievement was to resurrect the thesis of white-collar prole-
tarianization by endowing it with a substantive historical content, via a
learned focus on the labor process, generally characterized the work of
this stratum as unproductive of surplus value.!!

No matter how extensive a portion of the waged labor force white-
collar workers might come to constitute, and no matter how substantial
their manifold contributions to the overall process of accumulation, the
character and historical significance of their labor therefore could
be registered only obliquely. In the mind’s eye of Marxian political
economy, this hardly condemned mental laborers to exercising a mere
residual influence within modern-day capitalism. What it did mean was
that their role could be theorized only in light of classical Marxism'’s
prior commitment to the primacy of industrial waged labor. For a second
leading variant of Marxist theory, thus, the swelling numbers of white-
collar workers visible in the mid-20th-century United States seemed to
portend a political-economic metamorphosis, for which valid account
might be made only by positing a discontinuous historical stage of “‘mo-
nopoly capitalism.”” The latter, on this view, could be distinguished by
the massively intensified “‘sales effort,” which had been occasioned by
capital’s increasingly aggravated need to find means of disposing of
wholly unprecedented levels of economic surplus. As this sales effort,
centering on a host of marketing, design, advertising, and related func-
tions, “‘reach{ed] back into the process of production”~—via such icons
of postwar American life as the automobile industry’s annual model
change-—the ‘‘necessary costs of production” in turn grew exponen-
tially. Productive and unproductive labor had become so intertwined, in
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fact, as to be “virtually indistinguishable.” Rather than taking this to
mean that the entire category of unproductive labor required systematic
rethinking, however, the Veblenian inference was to pre-empt such
inquiry by declaring instead ‘“‘that an economic system in which such
costs are socially necessary has long ceased to be a socially necessary
economic system.”’ 12

With this conclusion, this second brand of Marxist political
economy again effectively consigned the question of mental labor to a
state of theoretical limbo. The result, as an authority on Marx and the
division of labor wrote in 1982, was that “‘[s]everal different versions of
the differentiation between productive and unproductive labour are
available in Marx’s texts and contemporary Marxists appear to be hope-
lessly divided as to the real meaning of the distinction or its analytical
value.”13 A profoundly significant concomitant of this frustration was
the virtual cession, by Marxian political economy, of an elemental—and
potentially generative—category. Harry Braverman-—certainly the out-
standing, though still only partial, exception to this trend—explained
that, as a result of this and related diversions, ‘“Marxism became weakest
at the very point where it had originally been strongest”’—the analysis of
the social relations of production.!4 ““Labor’’ ironically became free, in
turn, to act as a means by which rival approaches might try to differenti-
ate themselves, even, should the prospect appeal to them, by mounting
out-and-out attacks against Marxism.

These encounters therefore almost at once placed Marxism's own
fate as a theory at risk. In this quickly changing context, even as
Thompson’s insistence on the need to engage explicitly with Marx was
resoundingly reaffirmed, a torrent of revisionary scholarship quickly
overflowed the already-stricken mandate of May Day Manifesto. The
promise of the inclusive heterodoxy attained during the late 1960s and
carly 1970s in turn quickly dissipated, and the delicate circuits which,
during this brief interval, had begun to be etched between “culture”
and social relations were extensively rerouted. Few of the concepts that
had governed the earlier revision around ‘‘culture”’—"experience,”
“ideology,” ““totality,” and, not least, “‘culture’ itself—escaped the gale.
Even as further issues of moment continued to be brought within the
compass of thinking about communication, therefore, the terms on
which they were assimilated underwent a startling sea change.

The overriding result of this shift was a new set of substitutive con-
ceptions. On one hand, there crystallized a new general position, even
an orthodoxy, which tended to permit otherwise fragmenting theoriza-
tions around ‘“culture”” to indulge a shared view of signifying or commu-
nicative practice. No longer was such discursive production to be seen,
with Williams, as a neglected activity whose mutually constitutive inter-
relationships with the economy and politics then could be taken as the
prime subject of ““culture”” and its study. Instead signification was ac-
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corded a self-directed and inward-looking character, often verging on a
thoroughly reified autonomy. On the other hand, by means of a further
fracture of radical effort, discussion of “culture’”” was momentarily
skewed away from an eruptive center of conceptual development—
“information.” Yet a powerful bond continued to link this pair of dispa-
rate revisions; for “‘postindustrialism,”” akin to structural Marxism and
poststructuralism, again fashioned its own reified identity only through
recourse to a confounded understanding of ““labor” in general, and of
“intellectual”” labor in particular. Scrutiny of this convoluted topography
commences with the further adventures of ‘“culture.”

I

We may begin by turning to look in some detail at the evolving thought
of Stuart Hall, who, under the aegis of structural Marxism, during the
1970s made a direct, though finally unrealized, attempt to bring “labor”’
into cultural studies. Hall’s intellectual predispositions impinged sub-
stantially on this effort, and these early affinities may be traced in his
1958 discussion of the contemporary “interpenetration of base and su-
perstructure,” where he noted that “there are periods when cultural
alienation and exploitation become so ramified and complex, that they
take on an independent life of their own, and need to be seen and
analysed as such.”’1% This contemplated flight into a detached dimension
of culture avowedly originated in Hall’s pessimistic assessment of the
character and potential of the British working class. Changes in the
capitalist economy, Hall observed in the very first issue of a flagship
journal of the New Left (which he then coedited)—changes centering
above all on the growth of supervisory jobs in industry, often filled, Hall
said, by ““young men of talent . . . from the lower-middle class”—
were working fundamental changes in attitudes and consciousness.
Thus, here is Hall, in 1957: “As Alistair Cook observed, at the time of the
1955 General Election, the result would depend on how many working-
class men, looking into their mirrors, saw middle-class faces.” For Hall
then ““[tjhe Conservative victory was reply enough.”” He rechristened
the period of structural reform over which the Labour Party had presided
between 1945 and 1951 ‘“‘as the focal point in a challenging new-style
middle class revolution.” 16 In a provocative article published the follow-
ing year, Hall fleshed out this assessment. Massive rebuilding programs
resulting in transformed physical surroundings; the unprecedented
availability of consumer goods and the new spending habits that at-
tended them; and changes in the rhythm and nature of industrial work,
above all within ‘“the technological industries,” now combined to create
a general feeling of “‘class confusion.”” 1”7

George Orwell had noted in 1941 the growth, during the earlier
interwar period, of what he—alongside, as we have seen, many others—
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identified as a “‘new indeterminate class of skilled workers, technical
experts, airmen, scientists, architects and journalists, the people who feel
at home in the radio and ferro-concrete age.” Supplying a striking por-
tent of Hall’s argument, Orwell had further declared that ““older class
distinctions [were] beginning to break down’” in the presence of this
new stratum’s ‘‘restless, cultureless life, centring round tinned food,
Picture Post, the radio and the internal combustion engine.”’!# But the
disruptive and bewildering ““sense of classlessness’”” emphasized by Hall
was also a correlative of the estrangement that came with the radicals’
recognition that no resurgent economic slump was about to plunge
society back into depression.

In the 1950s context, Hall’s argument comprised a direct reprise of
the mass culture thesis. With anchoring references to Riesman, Mills,
and, above all, Hoggart, Hall conferred the accustomed leading role on
‘the mass media[,]’ . . . advertising and culture’’ in preparing mem-
bers of the working class ““for new and more subtle forms of enslave-
ment” by making them accessories to “their own . . . exploitation.”
And Hall, unlike Williams during this early phase, directly employed a
Marxian vocabulary to pinpoint once again the growing need to empha-
size nonmanual activity:

Every form of communication which is concerned with altering attitudes,
which changes or confirms opinions, which instils new images of the self, is
playing its part. They are not peripheral to the ““economic base’: they are
part of it.t?

“The gap between the rising standard of living of the skilled worker
and the casino holidays of the very rich is bridged not in the real world,
but in dreams,”” Hall wrote two years later in an article entitled, again
portentously, “The Supply of Demand.” The sole concession to
williams’s emphasis on an unabating differential in class subjectivities
was hidden within parenthes¢s: ““The Press and the mass media, which
{(whenever we are off our guard) shape our consciousness of the society
in which we live, continually feed and nourish these fantasies. . . .’"20
Hall’s penchant for the characteristic arguments proffered by theorists of
mass culture continued, without interruption, into the late 1960s, when
he relied substantially on Herbert Marcuse in a survey of the American
youth movement.2!

The divide that thereby opened between Hall and Williams notably
did not center on whether the mass media were capable of potent effects.
“The existence of immensely powerful media of mass-communication,”
declared Williams already in 1958, was “‘at the heart”” of the problems of
contemporary democracy—for, through these media, ‘““public opinion
has been observably moulded and directed, often by questionable
means, often for questionable ends.””22 The “’stylish consumer society’”’
pulling toward a “‘new form of capitalism’ was, rather—as Williams
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later put it—best apprehended as a process of “options under pres-
sure.””23> With this characterization, we reach the heart of the perspec-
tival clash that framed the two writers’ early efforts, though without
eroding their continuing mutual regard and sustained intellectual and
political cooperation.24 For Hall, as we have already seen, harbored a
significant contrasting urge to make the media themselves his analytical
fulcrum.

It was, however—and significantly-—Hall who initially tried to ne-
gotiate this divergence, for Williams’s position as yet could be neither
dispensed with nor dislodged. After a somewhat strained attempt at
incorporating Williams’s protest against abuses of the term ‘““masses,”
therefore, Hall nonetheless emphasized that ‘‘consumer capitalism’ had
become skillful at ‘““producing the consumer” through ‘“persuasive ma-
nipulation.” Again the overlap with later fashions within cultural
studies is already palpable: “When we speak of ‘communications’ in a
consumer society, we have to think . . . of how other people speak at
us.”” And, perhaps responding to the critical responses provoked by his
earlier assertions about classlessness, Hall now qualified his argument by
invoking Hoggart: “/[WTlhat should be taking our attention is not the
smooth shift to middle-class attitudes, but the coarsening and loss of
working-class values when faced with the appeals to individualism and
selfishness of a revived, status-conscious capitalism.” At issue, he said,
artfully staking his argument also to Williams, was ‘‘the whole notion of
community responsibility’’; the current crisis was one that existed ““in
the psychology of the working class itself, and therefore, in extension of
that . . . in the Labour Movement.”

The bromides being handed round by 1950s Labour leaders pro-
voked Hall, however, to a revealing fury: ““Has the Labour Movement
come through the fire and brimstone of the last fifty years to lie down
and die before the glossy magazines? Has Labour no sense of the capaci-
ties, the potential of a society, more various, more skilled, more literate,
less cramped and confined, less beaten down and frustrated? So that
now, we are going to fade away in front of the telly and the ‘frig.?"'25
Such a public show of frustration has no parallel in Williams, and surely
symptomatized Hall’s continuing attempt to comprehend what ap-
peared to him to be Britain’s specifically ideological blockages and defor-
mations via forms of freestanding cultural criticism.

A work Hall coauthored with Paddy Whannel in 1964 originated in
a more widespread concern over the impact of popular culture in the
schools; its terms of engagement pronounced that “‘the struggle between
what is good and worth while and what is shoddy and debased is not a
struggle against the modern forms of communication, but a conflict
within these media.”’2¢ Therefore, they went on, ““the distinction which
we want to make is based not on the institutions but on the quality of the
work done within them.”’27 Elaborating:
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We often write and speak as if the new media—the cinema, television,
radio, record, popular printed matter—had simply extended the means
available for communicating between groups of people. Had this been true,
their impact on our social life would have been far less direct than it has
turned out to be. But when the means of communication are extended on
this scale the development cannot be judged in simple quantitative terms.
People are brought together in a new relationship as audiences, new kinds
of language and expression are developed, independent art forms and con-
ventions arise. The media are not the end-products of a simple technological
revolution. They come at the end of a complex historical and social process,
they are active agents in a new phase in the life-history of industrial society.
Inside these forms and languages, the society is articulating new social
experiences for the first time.?8

This inward turn toward media ‘““forms and languages’” was already
differentiated by an aversion to any supposed too-thoroughgoing re-
liance on political economy: ‘It is a mistake of some left-wing critics of
the mass media to suppose that a change in ownership, organization and
control will solve all our problems. No doubt such changes are neces-
sary, but unless they are accompanied by some greater concern for the
experiences that art and entertainment have to offer we shall find that
we have changed the form while the substance remains the same.’’2°
True, this might be read as an utterly level-headed criticism of the post-
war settlement and, specifically, of the terms on which significant seg-
ments of British industry had been nationalized. It might be equally well
understood as a criticism of the culture of Soviet socialism. In the context
of Hall’s and Whannel’s work, however—which comprised a virtuoso
demonstration of the applicability of critical procedures to “‘the popular
arts” in postwar Britain—it is unmistakably dismissive.

Emphasized are not collective social relationships, but individual
fulfillment and alienation. While the media’s institutional underpin-
nings receive minimal scrutiny, for example—this, too, exactly as com-
mercial broadcasting was making determined inroads into Britain—a
bow in the other direction concedes far more, surely, than was needed to
“the Tradition’”: ““No system can guarantee either freedom or cultural
health. Ultimately it is our quality as individuals that will count.””3° Hall
and Whannel likewise skipped over Williams’s arguments about social
class, thereby obscuring the basis of his demand to force back what they
termed “‘an exclusive tradition denying people access to what should be
part of the common life.”” Reverting to the very language of “high and
low’" that Williams was arguing should be jettisoned, they insisted rather
that ““the radical aims at a common culture based on a community in
which the culture at the top is a more refined, more articulated expres-
sion of the values shared by all.””3!

As late as 1971, Hall’s predilection for ““forms and languages” finds a
closely equivalent expression in his concern with how, immediately
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before and during the Second World War, ‘‘the conditions were created
which enabled a historical experience directly to inform a style’” of pho-
tojournalism: a “’socially-structured ‘way of seeing’’’ that he termed
“the social eye.” In the British journal touched on by Orwell, Picture
Post, Hall observed, this ““collective social experience and the formation
of a distinctive ‘social eye’ reciprocally informed and determined each
other.” Picture Post’s documentarists thus “returned to their readers
their own experience, augmented by the resources of popular journalism
and photography; augmented—and of course transformed.”’32 This sub-
sumption of “‘experience’” or “social consciousness” in “style’”” within
Picture Post is both consistent and prefigurative of what shortly was to
become a more overtly powerful intellectual current:

The documentary style, though at one level, a form of writing, photograph-
ing, filming, recording, was, at another level, an emergent form of social
consciousness: it registered, in the formation of a social rhetoric, the emer-
gent structure of feeling in the immediate pre-war, and the war, periods.
Here, once again, we encounter that fateful nexus where the subject-matter
and content of historical experience, the revolutionary development of the
means of reproduction, and—in response—the evolving forms and styles of
collective social perception made a striking rendevous.?3

“Forms and languages”” here remained tightly interwoven with Wil-
liams’s expressive totality, a concept which, as we found, had already
been placed under mounting strain. A climactic intellectual ““break”
was, however, already imminent. Paradoxically underscoring the con-
tinuities within Hall’'s own work, Althusser’s Marxist structuralism
nevertheless afforded him distinctly new grounds for reasserting his
longstanding commitment to the thesis of an overarching social dis-
continuity—a discontinuity, moreover, whose basis could be lodged
with seeming newfound rigor in “culture’” or “‘ideology.” Through the
prism of structural Marxism, therefore, Hall was enabled to resolve cul-
tural studies’ concerted emphasis on social experience, including work-
ing-class experience, into what appeared to be its own unique and bril-
liant hue.

I

Among the “dislocations” in British society identified by Hall’s group in
its premier collective work of the 1970s, Policing the Crisis, there might
have been noted a series of dislocations in theory.34 These emanated, in
the first place, from the growing reservations which I have noted con-
cerning the category of “experience.” Williams’s earlier formulations fell
too largely, Hall now definitively concluded, within what he charac-
terized as an ‘‘empiricist relationship to knowledge,”” which “assumes
that social relations give their own, unambiguous knowledge to perceiv-
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ing, thinking subjects; that there is a transparent relationship between
the situations in which subjects are placed and how subjects come to
recognize and know about them.”?5 The fissure was, moreover, endur-
ing. Hall noted in 1980 that he “continue[d] to take issue” with
Williams on the latter’s unrecalcitrant appeal to “‘experience.” An ‘‘un-
inspected notion of ‘experience,””” Hall charged, had produced what he
now considered to be a ““quite unsatisfactory concept”: ““the structure of
feeling” (an idea which, we have seen, Hall himself had utilized as late
as 1972). Although Williams had since gone on, as we will see in the
conclusion of this work, to reconceive “‘experience’” as ‘‘indissoluble
elements of a continuous social-material process,”” this more recent for-
mulation still retained, Hall thought, ‘“disabling theoretical effects’’:

I do think that the indissolubility of practices in the ways in which they are
experienced and ““lived,” in any real historical situation, does not in any
way pre-empt the analytic separations of them, when one is attempting to
theorise their different effects. The ways in which everything appears to
interconnect in ““experience’” can only be a starting point for analysis. One
has to “‘produce the concrete in thought’—that is, show, by a series of
analytic approximations through abstraction, the concrete historical experi-
ence as the “‘product of many determinations.”” Analysis must deconstruct
the “lived wholeness” in order to be able to think its determinate condi-
tions. 1 believe this necessary use of abstraction in thought is quite mis-
takenly confused, in current debates, with a sort of “‘fetishisation of theory”
(theoreticism, of course, exists, and is a plague on all our houses: but so is
empiricism). . . . However one attempts to displace the plenitude which
the term “experience” confers, and however much one allows for ““marked
disparities”” and ‘““temporal unevenesss,” so long as ‘‘experience’” continues
to play this all-embracing role, there will be an inevitable theoretical pull
towards reading all structures as if they expressively correlated with one
another: simultaneous in effect and determinacy because they are simul-
taneous in our experience.>®

In contrast, Hall himself held, ‘’structures can be temporally simul-
taneous, but they need not thereby be causally equal.” A chief virtue of
this sharply distinct and formidable new theorization—again, we are
now in the mid-1970s—was that it appeared to offer a valid means by
which to accommodate within Marxism ‘‘the irreducible heterogeneity
of the material world.””37 Gaining admittance to high theory via struc-
tural Marxism, the manifold contradictions which so evidently laced
through contemporary capitalism—above all, those of ‘‘race” and
“gender”’—were now reconstituted so as to pose an explicitly theorized
response to the “expressive totality” which we have seen animated
Williams’s early cultural studies.

Hall’s own erstwhile supposition, as we also found, had been that
through its encounter with mass culture, the working class was being
tamed and reincorporated. His emergent focus, in contrast, not only
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allowed for marked social class antagonism—which, during the early
1970s in Britain hardly could be denied—but also vested in the latters’
encounter a vitally indeterminate ideological potential. Classes, follow-
ing the architect of structural Marxism, Louis Althusser, were no longer
to be seen as ‘’historical givens’”” whose unity was ‘‘already given by their
position in the economic structure.”” Instead, as Hall agreed, they should
be understood ““only as the complex result of the successful prosecution
of different forms of social struggle at all the levels of social practice,
including the ideological.””38 In declarations far bolder and more explicit
than any Williams chose to offer,3® Hall now regularly echoed structural
Marxism'’s axiomatic endorsement of economic determination. It was,
however, not the least significant aspect of this torturous theory, that
such affirmations served mainly to permit the ““social formation’ to be
apprehended increasingly through what it termed the “instance” of
“ideology.”” Hall in turn soon reconciled Althusser’s Marxism with what
we have seen was his own prior preference for just such a differentiated
dimension. The character of “ideology”” indeed quickly attained a para-
mount importance; Hall himself came to hail the concept as “‘the basis of
all our subsequent work” in media studies.4?

How could this happen? Of what stuff was this “‘relatively autono-
mous”’ ideological medium made? To address this issue requires a fur-
ther venture into the thickets of structural Marxism.

The latter’s strenuous procedure was to fashion a pedigree for its
doctrines by tracing them back to a very particular Marx; Althusser and
his colleagues boasted self-importantly of the need “to read Capital to
the letter . . . line by line.””4! The product of this engagement was
nowhere more striking than in Althusser’s often-quoted dictum con-
cerning ““superstructures,” which placed the mass media in the company
of the state, the family, law, religion, and education:

. . . the economic dialectic is never active in the pure state; in History,
these instances, the superstructures, etc.—are never seen to step respectfully
aside when their work is done or, when the Time comes, as his pure phe-
nomena, to scatter before His Majesty the Economy as he strides along the
royal road of the Dialectic.42

Althusser thus also posited that these “largely . . . autonomous,
and therefore irreducible’” superstructures possessed their own ““specific
efficacy.”’#? The relative autonomy of each instance or level of the social
totality—economic, political, and ideological—in turn meant that each
such domain of ““practice’” could be legitimately considered “‘as a ‘partial
whole’, and become the object of a relatively independent scientific
treatment.”’#4 Like the kindred economic and political instances, finally,
“ideology’” was also taken to comprise “‘an objective reality, indispens-
able to the existence of a social formation . . . thatis, a reality indepen-
dent of the subjectivity of the individuals who are subject to it. . . .45
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“Ideology”” was sustained, then, by conscious or unconscious “adher-
ence to an ensemble of representations and beliefs—religious, moral,
legal, political, aesthetic, philosophical, etc.”’46

“Ideology” thereby also wrenched away from conceptions, notably
the radical variant of mass culture theory, which continued to equate it
with an instrumental manipulation, whose intention and effect were to
instill acquiescence to social domination. Ideology’s role in social repro-
duction was rather redirected toward “‘experience,’”” across its great
range. It became ‘‘a matter of the lived relation between men and their
world”” or, again, ““ . . . the way they live the relation between them
and their conditions of existence’”:47

The representations of ideology thus consciously or unconsciously accom-
pany all the acts of individuals, all their activity, and all their relations-—like
so many landmarks and reference points, laden with prohibitions, permis-
sions, obligations, submissions and hopes. If one represents society accord-
ing to Marx’s classic metaphor—as an edifice, a building, where the
juridico-political supersiructure rests upon the infrastructure of economic
foundations—ideology must be accorded a very particular place. In order to
understand its kind of effectivity, it must be situated in the superstructure
and assigned a relative autonomy vis-a-vis law and the State; but at the
same time, to understand its most general form of presence, ideology must
be thought of as sliding into all the parts of the edifice, and considered as a
distinctive kind of cement that assures the adjustment and cohesion of men
in their roles, their functions and their social relations.

In fact, ideology permeates all man’s activities, including his economic
and political practice; it is present in attitudes towards work, towards the
agents of production, towards the constraints of production, in the idea that
the worker has of the mechanism of production; it is present in political
judgements and attitudes—cynicism, clear conscience, resignation or revolt,
etc.; it governs the conduct of individuals in families and their behaviour
towards others, their attitude towards nature, their judgement on ““the
meaning of life”” in general, their different cults (God, the prince, the State,
etc.). Ideology is so much present in all the acts and deeds of individuals that
it is indistinguishable from their '‘lived experience,”’” and every unmediated
analysis of the “lived” is profoundly marked by the themes of ideological
obviousness.4®

Much has been made of the fact that Althusser’s conception pulled
in two contrary directions: on one hand, toward consideration of a
resisting subjectivity, and, on the other hand, toward a resurgent con-
cern with the ingrained capacity to equip subjects, as Eagleton has put it,
“with the forms of consciousness necessary for them to assume their
‘posts’ or functions within material production.””4® But, while each
pole—resistant or oppositional subjectivity, as against a dominated
subjection*°—became a site of heated debate and prolific revision within
a refocused cultural studies, the momentous gap that emerged between
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“ideology’’ and “economy,” via structural Marxism’s so-called “relative
autonomy’’ of instances, survived as a ubiquitous intellectual feature.

Structural Marxism'’s rationale for the abstraction of a separate
“ideological”’—or, soon thereafter, of a “cultural” or “signifying’'—
dimension, lay in its promise of a successive moment of synthetic totaliz-
ation. Seeking to break with the inadequate concept of totality that he
justly believed predominated within contemporary Marxism, thereby
fatally compromising the latter’s validity, Althusser held that the distinct
instances—again, ““ideological,” “political,” and ‘““‘economic”—had to
be reunited, without reduction, in a complex totality in which economic
practice was ‘‘determinant in the last instance” but in which, nonethe-
less, the ideological level might be structurally “dominant.” Hall ac-
cepted this pathbreaking revision, and himself sought to ground it in
Marx’s method and epistemology. By means of a closely reasoned exe-
gesis of a newly translated text, Hall detected convincing proof that Marx
himself had, at least in 1857, subscribed to the proposition that four
distinct ‘“moments’’—comprising production, distribution, exchange,
and consumption—remained analytically distinct within a complex
totality. Hall was able to reason from this that, “in the examination of
any phenomenon or relation, we must comprehend both its internal
structure—what it is in its differentiatedness—as well as those other
structures to which it is coupled and with which it forms some more
inclusive totality. Both the specificities and the connections—the com-
plex unities of structures—have to be demonstrated by the concrete
analysis of concrete relations and conjunctions.”’3!

How well honored was this crucial stricture, for whose exegesis
Hall must indeed be given credit?52 Its true virtues, we will find, re-
mained too often unrealized and, indeed, even unrecognized, because
Althusser’s complex social totality continued to harbor a crippling dual-
ism, which effectively prevented the assimilation of all of its own con-
stituent terms within a single coherent system. Yet, paradoxically,
structural Marxism’s category of “ideology’’ sought to refute such an
imputation of dualism by its seemingly rigorous appeal to the moment
of production. Its singular esteem for “intellectual” labor-—inherited
from structuralism proper, but now often rechristened “‘theoretical
practice”—formed the hub of these difficulties.

The promise of Althusser’s complex social totality, for Hall, surely
lay also in the prospect it offered of reuniting, or at least not dichotomiz-
ing, “labor”” and “language.’” During the mid-1970s, Hall acknowledged
an overarching need for ‘“a materialist . . . definition of culture”
whose ‘‘originating premise’” lodged ‘‘the foundation of human culture
in labour and material production.””s3 He even acceded to Engels’s fa-
mous declaration regarding the primary role of ““labour, [and] after it
and then with it, speech,”” in the evolutionary transition from ape to
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man.54 This admirable effort to situate “culture” in reference to a con-
cept of labor55 was inflected—but not effaced—by Hall’s customary
stress on language: “Human culture . . . is not a ‘knowledge” which is
abstractly stored in the head. It is materialized in production, embodied
in social organization, advanced through the development of practical as
well as theoretical technique; above all, preserved in and transmitted
through language. 56

It may be easily forgotten that Hall’s was but one of many notewor-
thy attempts during the late 1960s and 1970s to place “labor” higher up
on the agenda of formal social study. One thinks, for example, of Harry
Braverman'’s masterpiece, Labor and Monopoly Capital, with its sustained
and innovative treatment of the historical separation of conception from
execution within the labor process, and its powerful impact on the field
of sociology; and one recalls as well the plethora of historical studies
guided by David Montgomery’s Workers’ Control in America.57 And what
of the other proximate attempts to link ““labor”” directly to communica-
tion, Vincent Mosco’s programmatic assimilation of the labor process as
a central category for the theorization of communication in contempo-
rary capitalism, for example?%# Equally promising was a fledgling tradi-
tion of sociological analysis of media production processes. In Britain
such work had originated during the late 1960s, with a book-length
study by researchers at Leicester University of press coverage of a major
demonstration against the Vietnam War; for around a decade the work
carried through in a series of revealing analyses, undertaken by Philip
Elliott, Peter Golding, Paul Hartmann, Graham Murdock, Philip Schle-
singer, Jeremy Tunstall, and others, of news and documentary produc-
tion in the press and television.>® Then, too, we may remember Dallas
Smythe’s attempt to join “‘communication’” to “‘production’” by resituat-
ing the process of commercial media audience reception within the cate-
gory of labor.¢0 Disparate revisionary linkages between productive ac-
tivity and signification were likewise being pursued by poststructuralists
such as Jean Baudrillardé! and by Raymond Williams; these last two
attempts find further explication in subsequent portions of this book.

Within this larger matrix, the distinctive attempt of the Althusserian
Marxism on which Hall drew was to seek a special warrant for the
scientific enterprise. Althusser viewed science as a determinate social
labor, ““distinct from other practices.”’¢2 But the place ascribed by him to
science, or theory, within the totality went well beyond this legitimate
differentiation. Althusser explicitly sought to ground theory in terms of
“intellectual” labor’s putative contribution to a revolutionary transfor-
mation of society. “For intellectuals, scientists or literary specialists, the
question takes a precise form,”” he declared in 1967: ‘“What place does
our activity occupy in the world, what role does it play? What are we as
intellectuals in this world?”'6> His answer was to confer on intellectuals a
putatively independent, even a superordinate, function within the revo-
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lutionary socialist process: “‘[T1he working class cannot, by its own re-
sources, radically liberate itself from bourgeois ideology,’” Althusser pro-
claimed. “For ‘spontaneous’ working-class ideology to transform itself
to the point of freeing itself from bourgeois ideology it must receive, from
without, the help of science. . . .’’64*/[E]verything"~—and this particular
“everything,” of course, carried great gravity—"‘depends on the transfor-
mation of the ideology of the working class, on the transformation which can
extricate working-class ideology from the influence of bourgeois ideology and
submit it to a new influence—that of the Marxist science of society.’ 65

No matter how justified by the need to think about the diverse forms
of signification as determinate practices in their own right, this scientistic
tenet, which reiterated Lenin’s dictum that the task of intellectuals was
to introduce Marxist science into proletarian practice ““from without,”’6¢
this conception of science also introduced into radical social theory a
crucial feature drawn from structuralism proper. Implicit within the idea
of “theoretical practice”—or, sometimes, ‘‘theoretical labour’’—was, to
be sure, ““a material history, [which] includes among its determinant
conditions and elements non-theoretical practices (economic, politi-
cal and ideological) and their results.” Pride of place, nevertheless,
Althusser explicitly and repeatedly reserved for thought’s own ““internal
relations”” and for the supposedly rigorous ‘‘fixing”’ of theoretical mean-
ing “by the relations between theoretical concepts within a conceptual
system.’’¢7 Here “‘theoretical practice” evidently shared a vital common
property with what was, for Althusser, its unscientific antagonist—
ideological practice:

Ideology comprises representations, images, signs, etc., but these elements
considered in isolation from each other, do not compose ideology. It is their
systematicity, their mode of arrangement and combination, that gives them
their meaning; it is their structure that determines their meaning and func-
tion.%8

Althusser claimed to have revealed a Marx who, upon comprehend-
ing the massive error of his early Hegelian ways, therewith broke irre-
versibly with humanism and its categories—chief among which was the
~“anthropological ideology of labour”” which was equated with the es-
sence of human species-being, of which we will soon hear more—in
order to undertake the astringent “theoretical practice”” required by a
fully scientific analysis of modes of production:5?

. we regard what is commonly called theory, in its “purest” forms,
those that seem to bring into play the powers of thought alone (e.g., mathe-
matics of philosophy), leaving aside any direct relation to ““concrete prac-
tice,”” as a practice in the strict sense, as scientific or theoretical practice,
itself divisible into several branches (the different sciences, mathematics,
philosophy). This practice is theoretical; it is distinguished from the other,
nontheoretical practices, by the type of object (raw material) which it trans-
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forms; by the type of means of production it sets to work, by the type of
object it produces (knowledges).7?

In short, as Martin Jay summarizes, for Althusser, ‘‘theoretical pro-
duction was carried out within theory itself.””7! Theoretical practice was -
a process of production whose ““product” was ostensibly ““’knowledges,”
created and assembled out of a unique ‘‘raw material”’—facts and con-
cepts.72

We have it on the authority of Althusser himself that this theoriza-
tion was infused with a ““most unusual structuralism.’’73 It was from
structuralism, in turn, that he imported what Frederick Newmayer calls
“the autonomous approach to linguistics,””’7¢4 and gave it a seemingly
rigorous Marxist warrant. Fredric Jameson drew the proper conclusion
over two decades ago: ““For Althusser, in a sense, we never really get
outside our own minds: both ideology and genuine philosophical inves-
tigation, or what he calls ‘theoretical practice,” run their course in the
sealed chamber of the mind.” In this system, as Jameson insightfully
adds, “materialism is thus preserved by an insistence on the essentially
idealistic character of all thinking.”7> The paradoxical hallmark of
Althusser’s effort to merge theoretical and ideological practices into the
thriving corpus of contemporary thinking about labor was, all protesta-
tions notwithstanding,”¢ a presumption that cognition subsists within a
pristine and self-enclosed zone.

Within Britain, a historian and a historically minded critic took
increasingly pointed issue with this formulation. At the far end of the
1970s, Edward Thompson's fiery and often trenchant book-length de-
nunciation of Althusser’s “‘orrery of errors” subjected his structuralist
assumptions to a masterful rhetorical decapitation.”’? Less well known,
however, is that Raymond Williams found that he could take the mea-
sure of his own evolving theorization—a point to which I return in the
conclusion—by means of a sharp distinction with Althusser’s structural
Marxism. Across its putatively extended range, neither “‘ideology’’ nor,
certainly, ‘“‘superstructures,” Williams asserted, could validly substitute
for the sweepingly synthetic totality of experience whose employment in
The Long Revolution, though it might indeed now require significant
revision, remained for him absolute. “[Tthe only thing right”” about the
attempt made by the “‘theory of Ideology” to link “art’” with ““mass
communication,” and other practices, wrote Williams unequivocally in
1976, ““is the realization that the theoretically separated ‘areas’ have to
be brought within a single discourse. The main error of this solution is
that it substitutes Ideology, with its operative functions in segments,
codes and texts, for the complex social relations within which a signifi-
cant range of activities, in a significant range of situations, were being at
once expressed, produced and altered. . . .””78 Williams’s acute and
hard-edged reaction to Marxist structuralism—wvhich helped him, as we



The Contraction of Theory 149

will see in the conclusion, to drive toward an overarching revision of his
own—took direct aim at the latter’s truncating effort to substitute “a
theory of ideology . . . for both culture and experience.”79 ““[1]f ideol-
ogy is a major reference-point, or even point of origin . . . it is diffi-
cult . . . to know what is left for all other social processes.”

To say that all cultural practice is ““ideological’’ need mean no more than
that (as in some other current uses) all practice is signifying. For all the
difficulties of overlap with other more common uses, this sense is accept-
able. But it is very different from describing all cultural production as “ide-
ology,”” or as ““directed by ideology,” because what is then omitted, as in the
idealist uses of ““culture,”” is the set of complex real processes by which a
“culture” or an “ideology”’ is itself produced. And it is with these productive
processes that a full sociology of culture is necessarily concerned.#0

Yet what became the mainstream of cultural studies program-
matically ignored these substantial rebukes. Quoting Althusser, Hall in-
stead took over exactly the same idea of practice, as “any process of
transformation of a determinate raw material into a determinate prod-
uct, a transformation effected by a determinate human labour, using
determinate means (of ‘production’).”8! It was his acceptance of this
pivotal but fatally problematic doctrine—that signification itself com-
prised a self-enclosed practice—which in turn barred Hall from continu-
ing further with the effort to reconcile “labor’”” and “language.”

“Knowledge, whether ideological or scientific, is the production of a
practice,” Hall would write, integrating Althusser with the early Roland
Barthes: “It is not the reflection of the real in discourse, in language.
Social relations have to be ‘represented in speech and language’ to ac-
quire meaning. Meaning is produced as a result of ideological or theo-
retical work.""82 Signification, more precisely, again involved nothing
other than its own “determinate form of labour, a specific ‘work’: the
work of meaning production. . . .” The latter, in Hall’s scheme, did not
much lend itself to analysis as a “‘social practice”’; critical researchers
who sought to liken the labor of media production to that employed in
the production of other sorts of commodities were barking up the wrong
tree.83 Indeed what needed highlighting beyond this, Hall further as-
serted, was actually ““what distinguishes discursive ‘production’ from
other types of production in our society and in modern media sys-
tems.”’84 Hall even hazarded that the process of meaning construction
was not only distinct from but also anterior and superordinate to, for
example, motor car production: in this case, at least, “‘the exchange and
use values depend on the symbolic value which the message contains.
The symbolic character of the practice is the dominant element although
not the only one.”’85

Leave aside for now this assertion {with its nod toward contempo-
rary work by Baudrillard) that ““symbolic value” dominates the ex-
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change and use values of cultural commodities. This was merely symp-
tomatic of the more elemental displacement which transpired through
the assumption that, despite its standing as a form of “labor,”
“culture”’—and, in a reciprocally defining variant which we must soon
examine, ““information’’—because it has its own “specificity,” must be
held to exist in self-determining isolation from the rules and practices
which structure other kinds of production. Because for Althusser’s
Marxism they purportedly eventuated in “‘discursive objects,”” just as,
under the different name of white-collar work they had for C. Wright
Mills, signifying practices were to be seen as categorically different from
“other modern labour processes.”’8¢ Even years later, after having shed
other trappings of Althusserian Marxism, Hall continued to assert flatly
that “[i]deology has its own modality, its own ways of working and its
own forms of struggle.”’87

What evidence did Hall furnish, what justification, to support this
foundational claim that the labor of signification is not only distinct, but
categorically self-enclosed and inward-looking, because its product is
ostensibly equally sharply differentiated from the products created by
other kinds of labor? None—none—is offered. Yet both premises—that
signifying practice results in a unique species of ““discursive object,” and
that the production of ideology is a unique type of labor—are essentially
and aggressively exclusionary. Exactly how far and in what ways are
discursive objects “different”” from other products? Can such a difference
merely be presumed? Why, on the other hand, should the most salient
property of the ideological labor process be taken as that which serves,
precisely, to detach it from other social relations of production?28 Per-
haps, on the contrary, it is the similarities, overlaps, and correspon-
dences that it evinces with other labor processes which help to mark a
distinct ideological labor process as significant. Or perhaps, as Hall him-
self sometimes allowed, an ideological aspect should be looked for in
labor processes in general. Merely because meaning ““is not the reflection
of the real,” in short, patently need not require that it be produced
within an independent dimension of signification, over which jurisdic-
tion is exercised by self-determining generative principles.

The terms on which Hall attempted to shore up his argument in the
face of the subsequent post-structuralist dismissal of any nondiscursive
social field revealed both his own reservations about, and the ultimate
damage wrought by, the growing effort to privilege signification,
whether as ““forms and languages’” or as “‘ideology’’:

The designation of ideologies as ‘‘systems of representation’ acknowledges
their essentially discursive and semiotic character. Systems of representation
are the systems of meaning through which we represent the world to our-
selves and one another. It acknowledges that ideological knowledge is the
result of specific practices—the practices involved in the production of
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meaning. But since there are no social practices which take place outside the
domain of meaning (semiotic), are all practices simply discourses?

Here we have to tread very carefully. . . . It does not follow that
because all practices are in ideology, or inscribed by ideology, all practices
are nothing but ideology. There is a specificity to those practices whose
principal object is to produce ideological representations. They are different
from those practices which—meaningfully, intelligibly——produce other
commodities. Those people who work in the media are producing, repro-
ducing and transforming the field of ideological representation itself. They
stand in a different relationship to ideology in general from those who are
producing and reproducing the world of material commodities—which are,
nevertheless, also inscribed by ideology. Barthes observed long ago that all
things are also significations. The latter forms of practice operate in ideology
but they are not ideological in terms of the specificity of their object.8?

Hall frontally rejected poststructuralism’s claim that ““there is noth-
ing to social practice but discourse.””?° Yet his effort at rebuttal was
marred by a profound concession, which had previously escaped overt
acknowledgment.®! Charging that those who subscribed to the idea that
discourse was the only social practice were exhibiting a ““mechanical
materialism,” Hall now was forced back on the argument that post-
structuralists invalidly sought to ‘‘abolish the mental character . . .
[and] the real effects—of mental events (i.e., thought).””92 Notwith-
standing its admirable concern to defend the idea of an active and con-
sequential subjectivity, this admission still provided a telling glimpse of
just how selective had been Hall’s own rendering of the work of ““repre-
sentation.” The latter simply threatened to lapse into an artifact of
the prevailing—dominative—division of labor. Hall thus specifically ig-
nored the fact that the prime locus of ideological production—"those
people who work in the media”"—necessarily comprises not only differ-
ent kinds of storytellers, but also engineers and blue-collar technicians.
What better index of Hall's reification of “intellectual” labor could be
found? Within his account of the process of ““ideological’”’ construction,
technical labor is accorded no standing whatever. This can hardly be
accidental. For were the contribution of technical labor not to be elided,
where could the line between mental and manual labor be drawn? How
in turn could the ostensibly ““differentiated”” character of signification,
representation, knowledge as production, be salvaged? Hall’s endeavor
to privilege what he now called “‘representation” therefore ultimately
fell prey to the same affliction that inhered in Althusser’s notion of
“theoretical practice.”” Martin Jay’s apt pronouncement regarding
Althusser thus may be validly extended to Hall, for in both thinkers the
“characteristic bourgeois distinction between mental and manual labor
of exchange-oriented societies was thus valorized rather than under-
mined.”’?3



152 Theorizing Communication

This ascription of supposed inherent singularity to the labor of
representation—Hall’s unabating exceptionalist premise—meant that,
fully a century after the arguments made by Joseph Dietzgen and Baptist
Hubert, the theoretical unclarity of “intellectual’’ labor remained both
fundamental and damaging. It is ironic that Hall, who increasingly pro-
claimed an allegiance to the thinking of Antonio Gramsci, found himself
on the wrong side of Gramsci’s own famous declaration regarding this
very question:

Can one find a unitary criterion to characterize equally all the diverse and
disparate activities of intellectuals and to distinguish these at the same time
and in an essential way from the activities of other social groupings? The
most widespread error of method seems to me that of having looked for this
criterion of distinction in the intrinsic nature of intellectual activities, rather
than in the ensemble of the system of relations in which these activities (and
therefore the intellectual groups who personify them) have their place
within the general complex of social relations.®4

It would be unfair, however, to assert flatly that Hall sought to
reinvent cultural studies around a putatively self-enclosed, reified pro-
cess of signification. He rather sought to reinforce and extend structural-
ism’s characteristic grant of an unbridgeable autonomy to what cultural
studies also increasingly apprehended as proto-linguistic domains. If the
“weakness’’ of earlier relevant perspectives had been “‘their tendency to
dissolve the cultural back into society and history,” Hall explained in
1980,

structuralism’s main emphasis was on the specificity, the irreducibility, of
the cultural. Culture no longer simply reflected other practices in the realm
of ideas. It was itself a practice—a signifying practice—and had its own
determinate product: meaning. To think of the specificity of the cultural was
to come to terms with what defined it, in structuralism'’s view, as a practice:
its internal forms and relations, its internal structuration. It was—following
Saussure, Jakobsen and the other structural linguists—the way elements
were selected, combined and articulated in language which “signified.””®>

Although Hall characteristically insisted on a critical distance from
structuralism proper, he never relinquished this seemingly cogent catch-
phrase, “‘the specificity of the cultural.” What, then, comprised the sub-
stantial content of this fundamental term?

In the space developed and occupied by Hall’s variant of cultural
studies, any claim that the “specificity of the cultural” itself might re-
quire scrutiny to be paid to culture’s economic status was becoming the
sine qua non of a purported “reductionism”—and thus an idea off-limits
to aspirants to theoretical knowledge (or, soon thereafter, simply
“Theory”). In a striking instance of what had been a right-wing argu-
ment passing into left-wing parlance, instrumental and political eco-
nomic schools of radical thought were often combatively charged with



The Contraction of Theory 153

exactly this reduction. But what actually transpired was a rather dif-
ferent, reciprocal process. Thompson wrote, in a 1977 discussion of
Christopher Caudwell, “of a phenomenon repeatedly witnessed within
bourgeois culture: that is, the repeated generation of idealism and
mechanical materialism, not as true antagonists but as pseudo-anti-
theses, generated as twins in the same moment of conception, or, rather,
as positive and negative aspects of the same fractured moment of
thought.””?¢ For communication and cultural studies during the mid-
1970s, no conception of social totality, seemingly, could be retained
absent a resurgent dualism between “‘political economy”” and its com-
pensatory rival, “signification.” The resulting dualism was to remain
predominant down to the present, and, in the next section of this chap-
ter, I will have reason to present a further indication of its significance for
a separating pole of study around “information.”

For the moment, it is more important to trace the significance of
this dichotomizing instinct within cultural studies. Here, as Lawrence
Grossberg has recently conceded, there was betrayed a heightening ten-
dency to reduce “human reality to the plane of meaning’’; “questions
about the effects of the materialities which exist ‘outside the sphere of
the discursive’”” were habitually ‘“bracket[ed].””®7 The practical conse-
quence of acquiescence to a self-enclosed domain of ““mental”” labor was
a marked tendency, not least in Hall’s efforts to apprehend contempo-
rary Britain through the lens of “Thatcherism,”’®8 to exaggerate ‘““ide-
ology’s’”” domain of effectivity. Reference might come to be made to a
series of arresting economic changes—as in the eventual assimilation of
“Post-Fordism” by the New Times project, to which Hall was a major
contributor—but these could not eventuate in a revival of the economic
as a category of specific relevance for “culture” itself. Sundered from
other processes of production, signification—properly credited with be-
ing ““a real and positive social force”’—rveered off as an increasingly self-
determining generative principle.®?

Instead, British cultural studies began to sanction an often bellicose
denial of standing to anything that could not be apprehended primarily
in terms of a seemingly self-sufficient signifying practice. Sometimes this
trend was expressed through a forthright insistence on the primacy of
forms of communication, alongside an equally explicit refusal to situate
meaning within any environing social field. Sometimes it took a milder
guise, as in John Fiske’s declaration that ‘‘meanings are the most impor-
tant part of our social structure.” 100 Either way, the full range of produc-
tive activity, which was to remain of vital importance for Williams and
others who challenged the classic model of base and superstructure, was
severely truncated. Whether economic activities were to be selectively
reassimilated or, rather, rhetorically dispatched, seemed increasingly a
matter of mere preference.’! In turn “culture’s’” growing autonomiza-
tion countenanced, even invited, attempts to confer upon signification
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the axial role in organizing the entire social process, ironically, notwith-
standing that such attempts themselves sometimes supplied objects of
animadversion (and even of self-definition) for some of the denizens of
the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies. Hall’s project, in turn,
defines the limiting case, never sliding over into a full-fledged cultural
autonomism, but portending, as Williams and Thompson had feared,
just such a slippage.

The singular ambivalence that continued to typify British cultural
studies during the 1970s is apparent, for example, in the treatment Hall
accorded to language. During the mid-1970s, theories of language gar-
nered intensive critical scrutiny at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies. Some members of the group, including Hall himself, tried to
place themselves at a distance from structuralism proper, by seeking to
accredit Volosinov’s ““Marxist linguistics” as a rival theory, as they put it,
“in opposition to Saussurean linguistics.”” Relying on Volosinov as well
as Althusser, Hall leveled a battery of cogent criticisms at the near-
hermetic theorizations which were even then being pyramided atop
Saussure by a variety of French thinkers.102 Yet, although Hall also
cautiously suggested that ideology and language should not be treated as
identical,}0> and even conceded in 1980 that there existed an “im-
mensely powerful pull towards idealism in Cultural Studies,”104 the
hold exercised over theory by structuralist conceptions of language was
such that Hall could arrive at no thoroughgoing alternative formulation.
Thus Hall never freed his thought from a somewhat contradictory asser-
tion “that the elaboration of ideology found in language (broadly con-
ceived) its proper and privileged sphere of articulation.””19> Instead he
contented himself with carving out within Althusser’s complex social
totality an ambivalent space, in which one might remain free to assail
selectively the self-enclosed conceptions of language that began to pro-
liferate, but still without overturning the governing interpretive ‘“prob-
lematic”” within which they were encased.

Under Hall’s direction British cultural studies took its programmatic
warrant from Althusser’s theory ““of different contradictions, each with
its own specificity, its own tempo of development, internal history, and
its own conditions of existence—at once ‘determined and determining’:
in short . . . of the relative autonomy and the specific effectivity of the
different levels of a social formation.’’19¢ Through the 1970s, in turn, its
procedures remained broadly congruent with Hall’s declaration, that
Marx’s method and epistemology implied that “‘any attempt to construct
‘thinking” as wholly autonomous . . . constitutes an idealist problem-
atic, which ultimately derives the world from the movement of the Idea.
No formalist reduction—whether of the Hegelian, positivist, empiricist
or structuralist variety—escapes this stricture.”” 107 Hall’s acceptance of
the matrix of separate and specific Althusserian instances in turn engen-
dered praiseworthy research, in which the pursuit of interrelations
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across at least some parts of the social field continued to achieve a
genuine evocative significance. Thus the Centre associated the study of
media and ideology at different points not only with ““family television,”’
but also with a political instance, in the form of a state-centered *‘control
culture,” whose “primary definers”” encompassed police, judges, and
government officials.198 At such points the members of the Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies brought the analysis of ideology to a
new level of sophisticated elegance and topicality. Through the 1970s
Hall's group, often relying on ethnographic technique, traced both
domination and resistance to the dominant order, while providing an
ostensible check against a purely textual criticism, with its attendant—
and acknowledged—dangers of theoreticism.

Paul Willis’s remarkable ethnographic study of school lads readying
themselves to enter the work force offers a final exemplary instance of
the unreconciled tensions within the approach that prevailed within
British cultural studies during the 1970s. On one hand, as feminists were
to protest, Willis’s category “/labor”” denoted not merely waged labor, but
male waged labor—and, it should be appended, male waged labor
within a city (““Hammertown’’) wherein the proportion of industrial
manufacturing was atypically high by contemporary British standards.
As against this tightly contained idea of “labor,” on the other hand,
“culture” assumed a tantalizing ambivalence. Glimpsed explicitly as ““a
material force,” “culture” still seemingly remained a separate—and in
key respects, a prior—domain of practice within the lads” experience of
what was, after all, “learning to labor.””109 ““Culture” preceded and,
through the relative expectations and self-understandings which it culti-
vated, went far to predefine “labor.”

This ambivalence becomes further apparent when such works as
Willis’s are set next to a disparate, though nearly concurrent effort to
stage a return to the pragmatists’ celebration of the idea of cooperative
communication. ““Culture,” conceded James Carey—here drawing on
Clifford Geertz—should be thought of as ““an ordered though contradic-
tory and heterogeneous system of symbols.””110 But where and why
contradiction and heterogeneity were to be introduced remained, as also
for Geertz himself, enigmatic questions. And, on the other hand, Carey
premised his dedication to communication as a cooperative, even a com-
munitarian, enterprise, on an increasingly resolute and explicit effort to
marginalize the significance of economic relations. This quest eventually
took on a self-consciously exclusionary character:

Economics is the practice of allocating scarce resources. Communication is
the process of producing meaning, a resource which is anything but scarce,
indeed is a superabundant, free good. . . . For nothing is more primitive,
in the sense of primordial, savage, in the sense of at the root of our hu-
manity, and public, in the sense of the common and shared, than communi-
cations. . . . Communication is nothing if not a collective activity; indeed,
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it is the process by which the real is created, maintained, celebrated, trans-
formed and repaired. The product of that activity, meaning, establishes a
common and shared world. . . . Language is the one collective and shar-
able phenomenon we have: not something created and then shared but
only created in the act of sharing.!1!

With this somewhat ironic revival of Wilbur Schramm’s dictum that
“communication is the fundamental social process,’’112 we are, once
more, evidently within the purview of an exceptionalist appeal: *‘Com-
munication”’ is different, special, incommensurable. Here, however, the
implications of Carey’s notion that language is, simply, ““shared,” can
hardly be masked: How—and how far—is English shared, for example,
and by whom? Is standard English an example of Carey’s shared lan-
guage? If not, what is? Have not class, gender and race relations contrib-
uted to the social construction of a striated and contested English?
Although for Hall, for example, questions of linguistic creolization re-
mained supremely a matter of unequal power relations, such a contex-
tualization lay largely outside Carey’s warrant.1!3 We may even turn to
Hall and his colleagues for a clear rejection (in 1978) of this sweeping
assumption that “‘[w]e exist as members of one society because . . . we
share a common stock of cultural knowledge with our fellow men: we
have access to the same ‘maps of meanings’ '’

Now, at one level, the existence of a cultural consensus is an obvious truth;
it is the basis of all social communication. If we were not members of the
same language community we literally could not communicate with one
another. On a broader level, if we did not inhabit, to some degree, the same
classifications of social reality, we could not “make sense of the world
together.” In recent years, however, this basic cultural fact about society has
been raised to an extreme ideological level. Because we occupy the same
society and belong to roughly the same “’culture,”” it is assumed that there is,
basically, only one perspective on events: that provided by what is some-
times called the culture, or (by some social scientists), the ‘‘central value
system.”” This view denies any major structure discrepancies between differ-
ent groups, or between the very different maps of meaning in a society.!14

Hall had been at pains, somewhat earlier in the 1970s, to underscore
that—in explicit contrast to the proposal (by Habermas) that “‘normal
communication’” proceeded in accord with rules and meanings which
were ‘‘identical for all members of the language community”’—language
“competence”’ was ‘“‘quite unequally distributed as between different
classes and groups.” Such sociolinguistic ideas carried considerable sig-
nificance for the differentiated processes of audience comprehension, or
what Hall then called ““decoding.””!15 Under cover of “shared experi-
ence,” on the other hand “language” offered means through which
others might covertly reinstate conventional liberal ideas of pluralism
and countervailing power.116 In Carey’s conception the idea was deter-
minedly absent that ““culture” might be seen—as Edward Thompson
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once put it—most fundamentally “‘as a field of change and contest, an
arena in which opposing interests make conflicting claims.”” Through
appeals to shared experience there transpired instead a ““cosy invitation
to consensus,” to continue quoting Thompson, which serves ‘“to distract
attention from social and cultural contradictions, from the fractures and
oppositions within the whole.”’117

Through the 1970s, on the other hand, Hall’s preferred version of
cultural studies still seemed to share significant ground with that of
Williams. 118 “[T]f I had to pick out one area in which significant devel-
opment is likely, just because it brings to a head many of the underlying
theoretical and practical problems”” declared Williams with characteris-
tic optimism in 1976, ““it would be the emphasis which I would describe
as the materiality of signs. ''11% Even as he continued to take note of a vast
range of activity beyond elite art and thought, then, Williams himself
also still conferred on ““culture’” a singular status: ‘“[S]pecifically cultural
institutions and formations,” he wrote in 1981, required new kinds of
analysis.120 It is worth reiterating that this idea might appear to resonate
with the Althusserian schema: “[T]he theory of the specific influence of
the superstructures,” Althusser had declared, remained to be developed;
in particular, he looked forward to an ‘‘elaboration of the theory of the
particular essence of the specific elements of the superstructure.”’12! Yet
at once it needs to be re-emphasized that, in Williams’s eyes, it was the
absence of a true ‘“’sociology of systems of signs”” which comprised ““the
reason’’ for what he accurately forecast as “‘the successes of cultural
structuralism, which speaks to such systems but at the price of exclud-
ing, as contingent, all other real practice.””122 And it must also be stressed
that this exclusionary thrust portended a resurgent idealism, of whose
dangers, as we saw, both Williams and Hall himself had warned.

What, we may then ask, created the conditioning architecture of this
curious space, in which theory became free to enact, almost as a matter
of instinct, the separating-out from society and, in particular, from a
reciprocally reified “economic” instance of a putatively independent
and self-generating realm, variously fashioned *‘signification’” or “ide-
ology’ or “language’’ or, indeed, ‘“culture’’?123 The pull in this direction
may be associated with cultural studies’ defensive reinstitutionalization
within a primary site of ““intellectual”” labor—the university. A number
of proponents have recently begun to concede that cultural studies in-
deed has suffered from the deformation that is all too characteristic of
academic projects and disciplines. Cultural studies’ “‘unprecedented in-
ternational boom,”’” declares one analyst, coincides with concerted at-
tacks on its originating political impulses. ““The pressure is on,” in short,
““to produce a less abrasive version of cultural studies.””'24 ““[Clultural
studies,” writes a second, “may be in the process of becoming di-
luted.”125 Carrots, assuredly, were increasingly on offer. Substantial
and concerted efforts to cultivate increased respectibility for cultural
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studies within and around the academy have not been adequately
noted.126

But the inward turn toward academe itself may be seen as coin-
cident—nay, concordant—with cultural studies’ changed intellectual
compass. Hall himself offered two markedly different comments on what
he hailed as a structuralist “‘break.” First, in 1980: ““From this point
onwards, Cultural Studies is no longer a dependent intellectual colony.
It has a direction, an object of study, a set of themes and issues, a
distinctive problematic of its own.”’127 A decade later, having had to bear
up under the damage of Thatcherism, he had grown markedly more
somber about this pivotal moment, during the 1970s: ““The Center for
Cultural Studies was the locus to which we retreated when . . . con-
versation in the open world could no longer be continued.’’128 Each of
these disparate characterizations conceals a nugget of truth.

Structural Marxism imbued the left with a heady self-awareness
whose seeming remoteness from ‘““material” labor comported all too
well with cultural studies” migration into the academy. But at the same
time that structural Marxism appeared to supply a rigorous means of
scrutinizing ““forms and languages’’—reappearing now as ‘“codes and
practices”’~it continued to lay claim to a sweeping intellectual territory.
Academic security, to say nothing of repute, could be gained only by
finding means of surmounting the tensions which not surprisingly
sprang up with adjoining disciplines.!2? Faced, in sociology, with a par-
ticularly significant rival—for sociology itself was institutionalized as a
social science in Britain only during the 1950s—cultural studies suc-
cessfully staked its future on the unique inheritance to which it could lay
claim: the encompassing topical warrant of English literary criticism
during the interwar period. This tradition of criticism comprised the best,
and perhaps even the only, basis for an academic cultural studies in
Britain. For it was not, crucially, sociology, but English literature
(alongside anthropology) which, as late as the 1950s, comprised the
chief refuge ““of the idea of a social totality within English culture.’’130

Hall’s characterization of cultural studies as a “‘retreat,” however,
also remains suggestive, pre-eminently in the context of what Perry
Anderson initially tried to portray not as a general defeat administered to
Marxism by a suddenly formidable intellectual adversary, but as a re-
gional intellectual response—Ilargely restricted to the Latin countries of
Europe—associated most centrally with the debacle of Eurocommu-
nism.!31 Yet this, after all, was rapidly revealed to be a phenomenon of
grosser proportion. We must now see that the ascent of an increasingly
academic cultural studies coincided, indeed, with what Ahmad has
called a “global offensive of the Right, [and] global retreat of the Left
. . . [that] is the essential backdrop for any analysis of the structure of
intellectual productions and their reception in our time.”132 Or, as
Graham Murdock asserts, ““[t|he takeoff of cultural studies to growth is
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almost exactly conterminous [sic] with neoliberalism’s dominating eco-
nomic and social policy and with the gathering crisis in the traditional
rhetorics and organizational forms of established politics, and more par-
ticularly of socialism.””133

This context is surely implicated—though the question merits addi-
tional scrutiny—in cultural studies’ shifting conceptual affinities.134 Hall
again furnishes a ready benchmark. In theorizing “‘the capacity of the
Right . . . to hegemonise [the] defeat” of the working class, Hall's ap-
propriation of Gramsci worked to displace, rather than altogether disen-
gage, a class-based problematic.135 Gramsci’s concepts of “‘the national
popular” and “power bloc”” became, for Hall, helpful categories pre-
cisely inasmuch as they allowed questions of domination and struggle to
be posed at a level one step removed from the immediacies of social class
relations. Here is a passage from his remarkable essay of 1981, ““Notes on

rrr,

Deconstructing ‘The Popular’”’:

The term “popular” has very complex relations to the term “‘class.”” We
know this, but are often at pains to forget it. We speak of particular forms of
working-class culture; but we use the more inclusive term, “popular cul-
ture” to refer to the general field of inquiry. It’s perfectly clear that what I've
been saying would make little sense without reference to a class perspective
and to class struggle. But it is also clear that there is no one-to-one relation-
ship between a class and a particular cultural form or practice. The terms
“class’ and ‘“popular”” are deeply related but they are not absolutely inter-
changeable. The reason for that is obvious. There are no wholly separate
“cultures” paradigmatically attached, in a relation of historical fixity, to
specific ““whole” classes—although there are clearly distinct and variable
class-cultural formations. Class cultures tend to intersect and overlap in the
same field of struggle. The term ““popular” indicates this somewhat dis-
placed relationship of culture to classes. More accurately, it refers to that
alliance of classes and forces which constitute the “popular classes.” The
culture of the oppressed, the excluded classes: this is the area to which
the term “‘popular” refers us. And the opposite side to that—the side with
the cultural power to decide what belongs and what does not—is, by defini-
tion, not another ‘“whole’” class, but that other alliance of classes, strata and
social forces which constitute what is not ‘‘the people” and not the “‘popular
classes”: the culture of the power-bloc.*3¢

This qualified detachment from class, however, proved to be a
stepping-stone to a disengagement which was characteristically to be-
came more concerted and pronounced. Here, to take an especially apt
example, is John Fiske, writing twelve years after Hall, ostensibly about
the same concept: ‘““The people’ is not a social category. It can never be.
It transects class, it transects the individual, it transects all solid social
categories and social structures. . . . It is an alliance of powers, an
alliance of social interest formed and reformed around issues strategi-
cally. . . .””137 Whence these purported ‘‘powers,” themselves, signifi-
cantly, said to be plural rather than singular? What “‘social interest,”
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whose “‘strategic’”” selection of issues? These indeterminacies offer a
measure of the distance that now intervened against the concepts and
concerns that had hitherto motivated cultural studies. It is no slight to
the hard-won scattering of departments and programs of Ethnic Studies,
Women’s Studies, Chicano Studies, African American studies, Asian
American Studies which developed during the 1970s and 1980s, to note
the absence of comparable university programs in ‘““class studies.” Per-
haps the issues which, a century ago, were generalized as ““the social
question”” were to be left in the custody of their original academic
purveyors—sociology, economics, and perhaps history. But the first
point to be made, surely, is that “‘race” and ““gender” were not.

True, the affirmations of difference that then cascaded through cul-
tural studies, even as they forced a continuing retreat from reigning
concepts of totality, never gainsaid a substantial preoccupation with the
character of social relationality. In this churning context, as conceptual
lenses were unceasingly ground and reground, it must be agreed that the
great gain of the 1950s and 1960s—this actively relational concept of
social agency—remained accessible and even compelling in at least some
academic work; George Lipsitz’s book-length study of Ivory Perry, to
take one relatively recent example, powerfully tenders the complex
heroism and dignity of everyday resistance in the contemporary
world. 138 But the analysis of social subjects and identities was also more
generally skewed, despite regional differences in approach, onto a single
flattened plane. ““If we want to go on believing in categories like social
class,”” enjoined an eminent Marxist critic already in 1979, ““then we are
going to have to dig for them in the insubstantial bottomless realm of
cultural and collective fantasy.”” 132 It was almost as if, having to make a
virtue of the necessary abandonment of received concepts of totality, the
elaboration of subjectivities sought familiar bearings by sliding back
once more into comfortably reified concepts of “intellectual’” labor.

Discussions of ‘‘resistance’” were one point at which such a pro-
cedure became characteristic. ““[Tlhe textual struggle for meaning’'—
this is again Fiske—"is the precise equivalent of the social struggle for
power.”’140 Really? Must homeless men, covertly inserting Hustler
within the covers of Life magazine so as to deceive censorious overseers,
be reckoned on this count as taking their places in a battle against the
dominative social policies that lead to their search for shelter in the first
place?141 A parallel slippage figured in those theories of colonial dis-
course for which resistance to the power of empire, itself already trans-
muted into a regularly reified form, “‘orientalism,” likewise occurred
pre-eminently via textual strategies—indexed, in one witty formulation,
by the phrase “the empire writes back.”” 142

Paul Gilroy has cogently criticized both an ““essentialism’” which
celebrates ““difference’”” as an ““overintegrated sense of cultural and eth-
nic particularity’” and, on the other hand, an ‘“anti-essentialism’” which,
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in some variants, threatens to cut free subjectivity altogether from the
tenacious modalities of “power and subordination.’’ 143 Neither ““essen-
tialism’* nor “‘anti-essentialism,” as Gilroy aptly notes, exhibits the
ability or sometimes even the desire to name the dominative centripetal
forces which today continue to obtrude overarchingly on ‘“experience.”
Think, in this connection, of the increasingly integrated complex of ad-
vertisers and marketers that exploits ever-more-sensitive information
technologies to target ‘‘most needed audiences’” 144 in terms of ‘‘race,”
““gender,” and “ethnicity” as well as other attributes.145 Essentialism
and anti-essentialism each in its own way misrecognizes and discounts
this exploitive complex—which, when seen historically, involves some-
thing more than a belated acknowledgment of a pre-existing ethnicity or
gender subjectivity, on one side, or, on the other, “the endless play of
difference”” through which such identities are said to be fashioned. These
respective misrecognitions symptomatize a shared tendency invalidly to
privilege signifying practice far above its own conditions of existence.

Is all this simply an inescapable exaction, imposed in response to the
left’s traditional reliance on gendered and sometimes racially exclusion-
ary conceptions of class?!4¢ I think not; it must be situated as well in
terms of cultural studies” increasingly reactionary milieu. Even if we can
agree with the inclusionary spirit of Hall’s recent directive—that “‘[t]he
capacity to live with difference is . . . the coming question of the
twenty-first century’’147—the latter furnishes little more than a hollow
shell in which to tolerate whatever oscillations choose to present them-
selves. What room is made here for exploitation, still—across a veritable
plethora of unhappy shadings—the leading mode of social relationship?
What, conversely, beyond mere preference, stands in the way of having
to validate the exploitive experience of transnational corporate execu-
tives? Does not Hall’s admonishment come perilously near to what John
Fiske cautions may be ‘“a new liberal pluralist consensus that differs
from the old only in that the agreement is to be different’"?148 Is such a
pluralism, finally, all that can—and should—be salvaged from the oppo-
sitional hopes in which cultural studies originated?

11X

Unabashedly justifying and contributing to the same neoliberal upsurge
which beset oppositional projects such as cultural studies was a quite
different intellectual formation gathering round the concept of “postin-
dustrial society.” Postindustrial theory, however, not only once again
reified “intellectual’”” labor, but—in a further parallel with British cul-
tural studies after the structuralist ‘‘break’’—also claimed a warrant for
this operation in the apparently anomalous character of its seemingly
disparate newfound object: “information.”

Postindustrial theory encapsulated an astonishing conceptual pro-
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gression. The theory can claim a pedigree going back to Saint-Simon'’s
“prescient vision” of the ‘‘society of scientists.””14® Yet it palpably ex-
tended the vision of a more direct ancestor. As far back as Bakunin and,
in a more fully elaborated theorization, in the anarcho-Marxism of the
Pole Jan Machajski at the turn of the 20th century, the proponents of a
so-called “new class”” of educated managers and scientists had devel-
oped their thesis to assail what they projected would become just
another species of social domination, ironically presenting itself as
socialism, but bereft of any true measure of social equality.!>© During
the 1950s, this idea of a “‘new class’” resurfaced as a publicly acclaimed
anti-Communist argument—ijust as the radical critique of mass culture
was emphasizing that an apparently anomalous white-collar stratum
portended an ominous slide into authoritarianism. In the hands of
Daniel Bell, 151 the theory’s skillful U.S. interlocutor, postindustrialism
inverted the logic of both discussions, and magically effected thereby
to kill two birds with one stone. In Bell’s formulation, the new class of
white-collar workers functioned neither as catalyst nor as ruler of a
debased and a dominated polity, but rather as the basis of a new social
order, in which knowledge rather than market relations would be pri-
mary.

Together, intellectuals and technical workers were putatively amidst
the process of actualizing what a later contributor to the discussion
termed a ‘‘universal class.” Even this second, somewhat more muted,
variant of postindustrial theory, promulgated by the self-described “left-
Hegelian”” Alvin Gouldner, portrayed the ascent of this class—however
“flawed’’—as ‘‘the best card that history has presently given us to play.”
Gouldner did not so much break with Bell’s postindustrial theory as
recreate it, through a series of parallel formulations.!32 Whether cast as a
purported ‘“universal class” or simply as a ‘“principle”” of the emerging
social order, “intellectual’” labor therefore once again came to be ren-
dered in highly circumscribed terms.

As Bell was to note, !> his theory of postindustrial society hearkened
back most directly to the ideas of Thorstein Veblen. Veblen had written
in 1919 that economists’ conventional reliance on three coordinate ““fac-
tors of production’’—land, labor, and capital—had come to be an anti-
quated and unreliable basis for analysis. It unjustly omitted any men-
tion, most significantly, of the “productive effect” of “‘the industrial
arts.”” What were these ““industrial arts”’? Veblen explained:

The state of the industrial art is a joint stock of knowledge derived from past
experience, and is held and passed on as an indivisible possession of the
community at large. It is the indispensable foundation of all productive
industry, of course, but except for certain minute fragments covered by
patent rights or trade secrets, this joint stock is no man’s individual prop-
erty. For this reason it has not been counted in as a factor in produc-
tion.!54
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Elsewhere, Veblen was still more explicit. “The foundation and driv-
ing force” of the industrial system ““is a massive body [of] technological
knowledge.” 1t followed ““that those gifted, trained, and experienced
technicians who now are in possession of the requisite technological
information and experience are the first and instantly indispensable fac-
tor in the everyday work of carrying on the country’s productive indus-
try.” What Veblen called the corps of “production engineers’” thus
constituted—in stark contrast to the claims made by the captains of
industry regarding their own indispensability—'the General Staff of the
industrial system,” whose role it was to ensure the “‘painstaking and
intelligent coordination of the processes at work, and an equally pains-
taking allocation of mechanical power and materials.” However, draw-
ing on a veritable arsenal of weaponry to limit or “’sabotage’’ production,
absentee owners and their henchmen, top business managers and finan-
ciers, were systematically preventing science and technology from
achieving the productivity and material welfare of which they were
easily capable if freed from this ‘“commercial bias.” Truly optimal alloca-
tion and deployment of resources and labor could be maximized, to
promote the material well-being of the people, only by allowing unbi-
ased technicians and production engineers to reign directly and compre-
hensively over production and, as Bell pointed out, over the entire direc-
tion of American society. Indeed “any question of a revolutionary
overturn, in America or in any other of the advanced industrial coun-
tries, resolves itself in practical fact into a question of what the guild of
technicians will do.”"155

During the 1930s, Veblen's positive valuation of intellectual work
was outshined by an ascending negative theorization, which found its
rationale in linkages between fascism, propaganda, and, soon, mass
culture. But related portents of Bell’s postindustrial theses nevertheless
continued to appear. Lewis Corey, who was moving from Communist to
anti-Communist militance, and who Daniel Bell in the 1940s befriended
and published, declared in much the same terms as Veblen that only
socialism could liberate production, and thereby place the fulfillment of
human needs on a beneficent scientific basis. *“Limitation of production
represses the growth of technology and science,” wrote Corey, ““for their
growth under capitalism is conditional on the upward movement and
profitability of production. Never fully utilized even during the upswing
of capitalism, the utilization of technology and science must steadily
decline under the conditions of capitalist decline.” On the other hand:

All the economic elements of a new social order are already in existence:
immensely efficient forces of production, an abundance of skilled labor and
of raw materials (including the increasing creation of synthetic materials),
and a constantly larger mass of scientific knowledge capable of technologi-
cal application—all united in the collective forms of production which are
the objective basis of socialism. It is wholly possible today not only to
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abolish poverty but to make plenty available to all; and it is wholly possible
to multiply almost indefinitely the professional and cultural services which
it is the function of many groups in the middle class to provide.1%¢

Harold Lasswell in turn acutely noted, in 1933, in reference to the
grip of Nazism on the white-collar strata, that:

[tlhe growth of the vast material environment in modern society has been
paralleled by the unprecedented expansion of specialized symbolic activity.
Medicine, engineering, and physical science have proliferated into a thou-
sand specialities for the control of specific aspects of the material world.
Those who master the necessary symbol equipment are part of the intellec-
tual class whose “capital”” is knowledge, not muscle. There is a sub-division
of the intellectual workers, the “intellectuals’” in the narrow sense, who
specialize in the symbols connected with political life. The growing com-
plexity of modern civilization has created a vast net of reporters, inter-
preters, pedagogues, advertisers, agitators, propagandists, legal dialecti-
cians, historians and social scientists who compete among themselves and
with all other classes and sub-classes for deference, safety and material
income. . . . Lenin dismissed the “intellectuals’” as classless prostitutes
hired out to the highest bidder. It is evident that a “’brain trust”—to use a
current American expression employed to describe President Roosevelt’s
expert advisers—is a useful form of political armament on all sides, but the
tremendous growth of symbol specialists within The Great Society suggests
that we have to do with the emergence of a potent social formation with
objective interests of its own. . . . 157

Both the ambiguous reference to “‘intellectual workers,”” whose
“knowledge”” comprised a kind of ““capital,” and the suggestion that
they comprised ‘‘a potent social formation with objective interests of its
own” were to recur directly within postindustrial theory. But the latter
awaited the long postwar economic boom, which was so obviously and
determinately linked with the systematic exploitation of science and
technology, and which brought in its train so many other seemingly
palpable signs of the enlarged social importance of “intellectual”’ labor.
White-collar workers in the U.S. practically doubled in number between
1958 and 1980, though their representation in the paid labor force in-
creased at a slower rate—from 43 to 52 percent, in one estimate.158

Bell’s revival of Veblen comprised the second portion—the first tran-
spired through his earlier work, The End of Ideology—of a complex act of
rehabilitation: to furnish a new self-justification for a particular stratum
which, relinquishing the leftish alienation which had tinged it during the
New Deal, during the 1950s acquiesced to an obsequious but instrumen-
tal role within the ascendent national security state. Postindustrial
theory coincided with a massive upsurge in government support for
research and development and, more generally, with the ““golden years’”
of the short American Century. In this context, Cold War intellectuals
found it generally agreeable, as Bell's Columbia University colleague
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Richard Hofstadter underlined, to seek a rapprochement with their soci-
ety.13° Hofstadter found good grounds for charging—with modesty and
mellifluous insight—that the cyclical havoc wrought by ““anti-intellec-
tualism’ over the span of American history had been evidenced most
recently during the McCarthyist spasm of the 1950s. He shrewdly ob-
served that ‘‘the resentment from which the intellectual has suffered in
our time is a manifestation not of a decline in his position but of his
increasing prominence.’’160

On one hand, Cold War intellectuals had to find means of passing
muster before “anti-Communist pundits, offended by the past heresies
of a large segment of the intellectual community.”’16! On the other hand,
they wished to sustain their newfound preferment. Able to play offense
during the comparative ideological relaxation of the Kennedy years, Bell
crafted a positive theorization, fully commensurate with the intel-
lectuals” enhanced contemporary social significance. Education, or
“human capital,” he wrote, figured increasingly clearly “as the basic
resource for technological and productive advance in society.” Technol-
ogy, or what Veblen had termed “‘the industrial arts,” indeed comprised
“‘a joint stock of knowledge derived from past experience—a social asset,
which is no man’s or no firm’s individual property, though it is often
claimed as such.” And, finally, “’[i]n the coming decades, as any reading
of changes in our occupational structure indicates, we will be moving
toward a ‘post-industrial society,” in which the scientist, the engineer,
and the technician constitute the key functional class in society.” For
Bell, ““this wave of the future,” which would establish ‘‘the technologi-
cal rule of society” was, unmistakably and simply, ‘‘good.”’162

Bell set Veblen’s ideas within an apparently symbiotic, but truly
quite disparate, framework. Postindustrial argument indeed cannot be
separated from the “information theory” that emerged-—as we saw in
Chapter Two—as a scientistic capstone in the postwar reformulation of
academic communication study, and in which an “informational” as-
pect or dimension of diverse ‘‘systems’” was singled out.

Bell163 was ultimately to concede that, in an important sense, “‘every
human society has always existed on the basis of knowledge.” How,
then, to identify and distinguish “information societies”’? Because mes-
sage processing is a ubiquitous feature of human social organization, he
needed to do more than merely isolate and catalog an unfolding array of
contemporary information functions, occupations, and processes. In or-
der to differentiate postindustrial societies, postindustrial theorists also
had to associate information with other, apparently distinctive or
changed societal features. In The End of Ideology (1960), Bell had already
argued that a “breakup of the ‘ruling class’”” that had been grounded in
“family capitalism’” had stripped that class of any significant political
role; that the “independent” managers who now led large corporations
had largely eliminated any moral reliance on the ““fiction” of private
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productive property, and instead were motivated chiefly by **‘perfor-
mance’ for its own sake’’; that the twin ‘‘silent’ revolutions”” which
were bringing all this about centered on a decline in the importance of
property inheritance and on a vital shift in the “‘nature of power-hold-
ing itself insofar as technical skill rather than property, and political posi-
tion rather than wealth, have become the basis on which power is
wielded. " 164

After the convergence with information theory, these tenets—which
expanded on the idea of a “‘managerial revolution,”” put forward earlier
by James Burnham and others—could be associated with other apparent
shifts and transitions. Postindustrial analysts accordingly began to stress
not only the codification of theoretical knowledge through modern sci-
ence and technology, and the growing numbers and reputedly changing
status of “knowledge workers,” but also the astonishing capacities of
microelectronics, the shifting international division of labor, and the
vital role of the university. Virtually unanimously, however, they con-
curred that the ultimate source of social discontinuity emanated, appar-
ently of itself, from the anomalous nature of information.

Those who trumpeted the news of postindustrial society’s imminent
arrival pivoted their theory on information’s apparent inherent singu-
larity. Their attempts at historical specificity coexisted, in an uneasy but
muted tension, with this anti-historical impulse. The leading variant of
the theory pre-empted recognition of this tension, however, by grafting
postindustrialism onto the powerful idea that there exist discernible
“stages’’ of economic growth. The latter, recall, had come to the fore in
the context of “‘underdeveloped” countries, to sustain arguments about
the proper course of policy for ““development.” Now, in information
society theory, the stages of growth concept was again mobilized, but
within a massively altered context. This time, the theory was used to
sustain an argument, not about the supposedly necessary and desirable
passage of the ““‘underdeveloped”” countries toward consumer capital-
ism, but, rather, about the purported ongoing historical movement of
“advanced”” economies into a new and even higher phase of the devel-
opment process.

Just here, however, the exceptionalism which underlay postin-
dustrial theory also entered as an axiom. In Daniel Bell’s The Coming of
Post-Industrial Society, the locus classicus of the theory, the scientific and
technological revolution—or what he called ““the centrality of theoreti-
cal knowledge as the axial principle of social organization”—constituted
the new ““determining feature of social structure.” However, in a striking
parallel to Mills’s earlier supposition concerning white-collar work, and
to Hall’s subsequent effort to justify a separate ideological sphere, Bell
charged that science ‘‘has a distinct character which is different from
other modes of activity, including labor; it is this character that sets apart
a society based on science from industry.”!65 This pair of unsubstanti-
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ated assertions was soon taken over by those who wished to emphasize
that information’s singularity comprised a defining anomaly of the
emerging era. “Information,” underscored the then executive director of
Bell Laboratories, ‘“has properties quite different from those of the sub-
stantive goods with which we are used to dealing.” He declared that
these “important differences’”” should ““form a backdrop for our think-
ing about . . . the information age.””1¢6 “The information resource,”
another leading proponent summarized baldly, *“ . . . is different in
kind from other resources.” Not subject to the laws of thermodynamics,
according to this writer, information is “expandable, compressible, sub-
stitutable, transportable, leakable, shareable.” These vexingly unique,
“inherent characteristics” supplied, he held, the vital clue to informa-
tion’s mounting economic importance.¢7 On these twin assumptions—
that information production was radically divergent from other forms of
production, and that information was qualitatively different from other
resources—was borne the idea that information had supplanted capital
and labor as the transformative factor of production. Postindustrial
theory utilized its exceptionalist premise to invoke a comprehensive but
undemonstrable historical rupture, and therefore to draw back de-
cisively from the predominating social relations of production, and into
essentially schematic and false models of societal development.

Postindustrial theory might easily have suggested that this presumed
liftoff of the social order toward parts unknown should be attended with
anxiety, even fear. Instead, in its dominant variant especially, it greeted
the future complacently, exhuberantly confident that it would prove
congenial. This stance both required and appeared to validate a whole
series of abstractions—in direct contrast with British cultural studies—
from the defining matrices of contemporary social experience: economic
stagnation, the critiques of contemporary society being mounted by the
new social movements, and, not least, the crisis of American empire that
erupted over Vietnam, with which the critique of cultural imperialism
was intertwined. Webster and Robins!é8 have emphasized postin-
dustrialism’s ideological basis in an incisive appraisal of Bell’s ““informed
anti-Marxism.”” The theory’s ideological work was based, however, on a
sleight-of-hand: in place of engagement with lived realities, it offered a
sustained abstraction toward information’s supposed intrinsic and tran-
scendent universal properties.

That information exceptionalism served this overt ideological pur-
pose is easily confirmed: ““The distinction . . . between the industrial
society and the post-industrial, or scientific-technological society,
means,”’ Belll1¢® proclaimed, ““that some simplified Marxian categories
no longer hold.” The latter included the purported “‘leading role of the
working class’ in social change and, more generally, the overall concep-
tions of social development-—that is, of history and of social process—
promulgated by diverse radicals. Once again, it was labor’s revaluation
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that served as the lynchpin of postindustrialism’s project; a purported
“knowledge theory of value” thus might be substituted for the labor
theory of value. The latter’s field of reference was held to be limited to
industrial societies and thus not to encompass the ostensibly sharply
different social formation then emerging.170

By information,” declared Bell,17! “I mean data processing in the
broadest sense; the storage, retrieval, and processing of data becomes the
essential resource for all economic and social exchanges. These include:
data processing of records . . . data processing for scheduling . . .
data bases.” Bell’s definition invoked the deeply embedded association
of “information’’ with science, and thus, relatedly, with ostensibly fac-
tual or documentary material. (These had been evident, for example, in
the public policy discussions in the 1950s and 1960s of the growing
importance of “STINFO,” the acronym for “scientific and technological
information.”172) This scientistic definition separated ‘“data processing’’
or “information” from the realm of meaning—the same domain to
which information theory itself was so often invalidly extended, and
in which Hall and other writers were seeking, on the basis of a par-
allel exceptionalism, to found an autonomous but engaged cultural
studies.

Severed by postindustrial theory from its specialized engineering
usage, and now viewed as ‘“data processing in the broadest sense,”
“information’’ of course might validly have been utilized as a synonym
for “culture.” But then why would the new term have been needed?
Bell’s usage, in contrast, worked to distinguish ““information’’ sharply
from any identifiable equivalence with ““culture’” as a potentially service-
able surrogate. “‘Information’ then not only covered, but also covered
up, much of what was referenced by the anthropological sense of “‘cul-
ture.” Bell could not easily utilize ““culture” because, by this time—the
late 1960s—its dominant usages were verging on downright antagonism
to his endeavor. On one side, “culture’s” lingering humanistic echoes
certainly could do nothing to amplify the scientism on which postin-
dustrial theory was founded. On the other, far more direct threats were
being posed by the concurrent reworking of “‘culture” to pinpoint the
creativity and broad historical salience of ordinary human experience—
and not only in the theorizings being propounded by the progenitors of
British cultural studies.!73 Indeed ‘‘culture’”” at points appeared to be
metamorphosizing, as Edward Thompson preferred, to an all-too-visible
way of struggle. In the United States, for example, the civil rights move-
ment and, although its political role may at times have been overblown,
the ‘““counterculture,” gave at least some indication of the conflicts
emerging within “culture.” In and around the less-developed countries,
Mao’s “’Cultural Revolution” and the rising chorus of opposition to
“cultural imperialism” itself were the most overt of many signals that
“culture”” no longer translated simply into conceptions that stressed an
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apparent timeless traditionalism. Such usages moved actively against
postindustrialism’s ideological current. They made it overwhelmingly
difficult for the propagandists of “information’ to accept ‘“culture” as
their primary field of reference.

“Information’s” aura of objectivity instead accommodated a pro-
nounced tendency to economism: the assumption, so prevalent in con-
temporary public discourse, that something called ‘“the economy’’ could
be diagnosed and prescribed for as if it existed in pristine separation from
“‘politics” or ‘“culture.” The absence of any clear-cut difference between
the two formulations, “the information society’” and “‘the information
economy,” was symptomatic. In itself, of course, the attention paid to
such matters as the growing trade in information services, the expanding
numbers of information workers, the unfolding corporate applications
of information technology, the extent of skills training, and ““human
capital formation”” was unobjectionable, even enlightening. But, regu-
larly, consideration of such topics served to shift attention away from the
continuing experience of social division, aggravated inequality, and po-
litical conflict. “Information” immediately lifted analysis free and clear
of “culture’s” rich sediment: the long series of productive debates filter-
ing through the terms “high culture,” “mass culture,” and ““popular
culture,” that is, debates over what culture, whose culture, could and
should be ordinary. ‘“Information’” likewise abstracted altogether away
from social life and social process; it took a contextualizing noun—
“information society”’—to widen its field of reference in this direction. In
shifting discussion onto what purported to be wholly new grounds, the
ideologists of ““information” sought to re-establish a crucial analytical
distance from lived, and conflictful, experience. Their theory thus har-
monized with Richard M. Nixon’s private comment to a onetime politi-
cal aide, that “/[p]olitics would be a helluva good business if it weren't
for the goddamned people.” 174

This distance came through in Daniel Bell’s dichotomous (actually,
trichotomous) thinking. Bell'7> consistently accepted that culture
should be identified with “‘the expressive symbolization of experience.”
Between “‘culture” and what he identified as the ““techno-economic
order” Bell posited a veritable chasm. In a gesture that established a
significant, if only partial, parallel with Althusser, he averred that cul-
ture, politics, and economy comprised entirely disjunct realms, existing
on separate planes and operating on mutually independent and even
“contrary’”’ principles. How revealing, then, to learn that Bell ripped out
hundreds of pages from what originated as a single bulky manuscript,
and ultimately published The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism
separately from The Coming of Postindustrial Society.176 From the per-
spective of postindustrial theory, “culture” remained overtly tied to
capitalism—and to struggles within and against it—in ways that “‘infor-
mation’” apparently did not. Or, more precisely, ““information’ could be
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defended, for the moment successfully, against any full-scale engage-
ment with the radical heterodoxy whose fulcrum was ““culture.”

Nowhere was this defense more active than in the response to the
movement for a New International Information Order. Despite a decade
of political effort, the latter’s advocates proved unable to prise open an
organizational space in which the politicization of ““culture’” could be
forcefully extended into the new modalities of “information tech-
nology.”177 By the 1990s, a crude descendant of Bell’s postindustrial
theory—the fruit of an unrelenting agitation by Alvin Toffler (another
ex-staffer at Fortune) and others—showed strong signs of having meta-
morphosized into a hard-shell reactionary futurism, fully capable of en-
compassing both the diktats of the Republican right wing and the racist
revival of the discredited thesis that “intelligence” is a genetic endow-
ment.178 But the theory had been vulnerable to such revision from the
first; its most damning feature was always speciously to reserve pride of
place for a mere segment of the social division of labor. Specifically, of
course, it favored professionals, scientists, and managers: the stratum
that the great weight of historical prejudice—as Baptist Hubert had
complained—never ceased to equate with “intellectual” activity itself.

An emergent radical critique of postindustrial theory, thankfully,
also began to develop. Coming through in the work of Herbert I. Schiller
and others, already by the late 1970s, were hints of the transformative
shift from ““culture’” and the established mass media to what the postin-
dustrialists were purporting to generalize—but also, as we have seen,
covertly to redirect—under the unfamiliar names of ““‘information’” and
“information technology.”” The latter specified a panoply of emerging
instrumentation, whose progressively more manifold and impactful ap-
plications, it was becoming clear by the late 1970s, would revolve
around controlling hubs of computer communications. Even a decade
before this, presentiments of this development might be found in the
critique of the ongoing process of cultural imperialism. “[T}he volume,
form, and speed with which current electronic systems transmit intel-
ligence,” wrote Herbert I. Schiller in 1969, “have produced a quali-
tatively new factor in human and group relationships. Telecommunica-
tions are today the most dynamic forces affecting not only the ideological
but the material bases of society.””17? “We are now in an epoch of the
most far-reaching changes in technology that man has ever devised,”
emphasized May Day Manifesto; among the ramifying effects of this con-
tinuing innovation in the ‘“forces of production” was—as John Fekete
separately insisted—that “‘electronics and computers’” might be seen as
“essential new productive forces’”” within an ongoing ‘‘neocapitalist
transformation, reconsolidation and integration.”’18¢ Though still only
suggestive, such comments bespeak a continuing search for alternatives
to the mechanical consignment of the media to something called the
““superstructure.”’
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A decade later, alongside the international ascendence of reaction,
the pace and scale of application of information technology, above all by
transnational corporations, helped to pull the political economic critique
of “culture” and “‘cultural imperialism” into an entirely new register.
The new objects of concern, notably, could not be confined to any tradi-
tional inventory of expressive works and practices. Now apparent in the
complex of communication and information technology—and moving
with seemingly ruthless speed from the horizon into the immediate
foreground—was nothing less than a global gale of creative destruction.
The character of the U.S. occupational structure was shifting; business
and other applications of information technology were mushrooming.
The turn to “information”” identified by postindustrial theory thus be-
came central to the introduction of a whole series of agenda items for
radical research.

The critique of cultural imperialism had asserted that ‘““communica-
tion”” contributed in newly vital ways to the contemporary social pro-
cess. Where postindustrial theorists sought to extricate their vision of a
benevolent future society from the social relations of capitalist produc-
tion, these radicals instead began to fix exactly on “information’s”” ap-
parently stunning significance within and for a transnationalizing
capitalism. “Information’” thus now prompted—and to a significant ex-
tent rewarded—their ongoing scrutiny of a series of linked economic and
institutional trends: the reorganization of work within modern industry,
changes in the international division of labor, the history and political
economy of office technology. As a consequence, a burst of fruitful
research brought a whole range of new issues within the effective scope
of communication study. Through an offensive of historic proportions
during the 1970s and 1980s, transnational business was shown to be
extruding through a completely unprecedented range of activities.

Contributing to this result were: state-guided privatization cam-
paigns, which turned information and information technologies into
untrammeled media of corporate profit; corporate reliance on an ex-
ploding array of communication and information processing technolo-
gies to achieve more thoroughgoing transnationalization of production;
utilization of information technologies to monitor and control the labor
process across a vastly widened range of the division of labor; and the
vital deployment of information technology in military applications to
contain and put down threats to transnational capitalism.!8! Thus the
architectonic shifts to which the postindustrial analysts were pointing
began to be apprehended in dramatically different terms.

However, it remained less than clear that a deeper challenge had
been posed by Bell’s acute portrayal of contemporary U.S. society.
How—and how far—should the key tenets of postindustrialism be ac-
cepted by a reinvigorated radical critique? The stage theory of history at
the center of postindustrial theory, in particular, was discounted and
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transmuted by radical critics, but not forcefully retheorized. From agri-
culture to manufacturing industry to—what? Where postindustrial
theorists spoke of “information societies,” their adversaries tended to
substitute ideas of “informational” or ‘“‘cybernetic’” capitalism. How
much discontinuity was there, and where did it lie? The answers re-
mained vexingly unclear, because “information’s”” apparently anoma-
lous character continued to go largely unquestioned.182

By staking its hopes for social transformation on the numerous real
and apparent agents of national liberation, the critique of cultural impe-
rialism had already abstracted, as we saw, from national culture. It is a
signal fact of our era, however, that capitalism persists, much strength-
ened, in the wake of the radicalizing moment of decolonization. Thus
the onset of political reaction which began to deflect British cultural
studies likewise inflicted damage on the critique of cultural imperialism.
The latter, to be sure, effectively braided ‘“‘information’” into political
economy so as to reinforce its existing concern with the lineaments of an
increasingly full-blown transnational capitalism. As the moment of de-
colonization and national liberation faded, indeed, political economists
of information technology were enabled to make unique provision for
the forms and modalities of contemporary corporate power. While un-
rivaled critical insights were thereby attained, however, the formative
idea of ““culture” as the practice of an active human agency also became
sidetracked. Mainly implicitly, the concept of social totality was utilized
chiefly as a space into which capital strived, all too efficiently, to make
an epochal new round of incursions. Transnational capital, no longer
countered and conceptually offset by movements for national liberation,
instead became the overwhelmingly preponderant force for social trans-
formation. The portrait radical analysts sought to draw of ““information”
thus demonstrated an unrivaled use of line and shape, but its monolithic
use of movement was a testimony to the resurgent dualism which, as we
found, was likewise reciprocally regenerated within cultural studies.

In yet a third variant of theory—poststructuralism—there was often
heralded a sort of rapprochement. Once more, however, as we now may
see, yet another reification of “intellectual”” Iabor intruded on this final
theorization, exactly as this latter project sought to predicate itself on a
direct, and damaging, dismissal of ‘“labor.”

v

Does not the scornful dismissal of binary oppositions, between material
and ideal, action and language, divulge a yearning for a workable rejec-
tion of dualism? Did poststructuralism effect such an epochal transcen-
dence? They are, alas, quite different questions. Poststructuralism is a
more more variegated tradition that either Althusserian Marxism or
postindustrial theory, and I hazard no claim here to a comprehensive
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assessment of either its beginnings or its chief claims. I wish rather only
to emphasize what I take to be one of its characteristic acts of self-
definition. For, no matter what else it may claim to do or to be, post-
structuralism differentiated itself only through a widely repeated cate-
gorial dismissal of ““labor.”

In itself this is not a novel claim. Mark Poster, for example, showed
that the thought of Michel Foucault could be illuminated by sustained
reference to Western Marxism'’s typifying distance from classical Marx-
ism’s concern for labor and the mode of production.183 We shall find,
however, that Foucault—Ilike another leading poststructuralist, Jean
Baudrillard—defined his project only via negative reference to a very
particular concept of labor. This theorization in turn sustained a series of
overarching reifications of “intellectual” labor, which covertly substi-
tuted an abstracted moment—now variously called ‘‘representation’” or
“signification’” or ““discursive practice’””—to act as the theory’s center of
gravity. How, then, may we apprehend this ““labor,” whose impact on
the elaboration of poststructuralism was to prove simultaneously ubiq-
uitous and elusive?

Poststructuralism was bound, positively and negatively, to the entire
forbidding edifice of postwar French social thought. “Labor”’ was, in
this context, a principal—perhaps even the prime—area of conceptual
overlap between prospective poststructuralists and a whole succession
of other writers—existentialists and phenomenologists, independent
Marxists, structuralists, Catholic thinkers. Across this disparate range,
“labor”” was generally seen as a crude and economistic category, pre-
sided over by the French Communist Party, and existing largely within
the intellectual force field of orthodox dialectical materialism. It de-
noted, first and foremost, the exploited work of the industrial proletariat;
anything beyond this could be enfolded into the category only with
difficalty. Here lay the shared problem; and, as Mark Poster has
shown,184 it was through a recovery of Hegel, as well as the closely
associated discovery and translation of previously unknown texts by the
young Marx, that half a generation’s worth of intellectuals attempted to
distance themselves—albeit in divergent ways——from this straitened
framework.

“Labor,” however, remained at the root of their projected differen-
tiation: For was not ““labor” incapable of capturing such vital aspects of
the human condition as faith and alienation and, indeed, as the phe-
nomenologists insisted, consciousness? How could the great range of
human activity, subjectivity, and desire, be confined in ““labor’s’” pro-
crustean bed? This crucial and multifaceted issue, seething on the French
intellectual scene during the first postwar decades, moved accordingly to
the forefront of radical inquiry. It did so, paradoxically, during a period
when—as a result simultaneously of effortful retheorizings prompted by
the new social movements coupled to massing political reaction—the
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very existence of coherent, willfully active social subjects was itself
thrown widely open to question.

The structuralist rejection of ““humanism’’—which in turn was seen
to encompass both Marxist orthodoxy and existentialism—prefigured
what soon became a more widespread and specific rejection of “labor.”
Even by the 1960s no less a figure than Althusser, for example, was
calling into question the conceptual status of ““labor” within the Com-
munist Party itself. Labor, he declared, comprised only ““one of the old
forms belonging to the conceptual system of classical political economy
and Hegelian philosophy’”:

Marx made use of it, but to lead to some new concepts which, in Capital
itself, render this form superfluous and constitute its critique. It is extremely
important to know this in order to avoid taking this word (labour) for a
Marxist concept; otherwise, as many current examples attest, one may be
tempted to erect upon it all the idealist and spiritualistic interpretations of
Marxism as philosophy of labour, of the “creation of man by man,” of
humanism, etc.18>

’

“Practice,” as we saw, was Althusser’s preferred, and apparently
more rigorous, conceptual substitute. Whatever its other features, how-
ever, “‘practice” still foretold linkages between the disparate dimensions
of a complex structural totality. Poststructuralism, as it developed, haz-
arded no such promises. Seeking to base itself on a wholly discrepant
premise, it frontally attacked both the ““productivist discourse’” in which,
its proponents claimed, Marxist theorizations of social totality had long
been so adversely embedded, and the idea of social totality. Poststruc-
turalism’s uneasy and problematic legacy for communication and cul-
tural studies originates in this dual rejection, which in turn often sus-
tained the reified concepts of “mental” labor that dotted the
poststructuralist landscape.

Althusser’s erstwhile protégé, Michel Foucault, still betrayed the
characteristic structuralist preference for the idea of totality in his The
Order of Things, published in 1966. “In any given culture and at any
given moment,” wrote Foucault, “‘there is always only one episteme that
defines the conditions of possibility of all knowledge, whether expressed
in theory or silently invested in a practice.” The internal cohesion
cvinced by this epistemic set of rules—the “methods, procedures, and
classifications”” which governed what Foucault would come to call
discourse!86—had heretofore, however, been unglimpsed. It had
seemed rather peculiar to me,” Foucault was to recall about The Order of
Things, “‘that three distinct fields—natural history, grammmar, and politi-
cal economy—had been constituted in their rules more or less during the
same period, around the seventeenth century, and had undergone, in
the course of a hundred years, analogous transformations. . . . The
problem was . . . of finding points in common that cxisted between
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different discursive practices: a comparative analysis of the procedures
internal to scientific discourse.””187 “By ‘scientific practices,””” Foucault
reiterated, ‘I mean a certain way of regulating and constructing dis-
courses that in their turn define a field of objects, and determine at the
same time the ideal subject destined to know them.’’188 This character-
ization, however, did not properly accentuate Foucault’s methodical
imperative: Endowed with a seemingly unbridgeable remoteness from
any forebear, each episteme was said to effect nothing less than a ““global
modification” in a preceding, similarly cohesive, “regime of truth.’’18¢

Akin to others within the disparate intellectual moment which com-
prised French structuralism, Foucault strived to reject any hint of exis-
tential Marxism’s “‘theoretical affirmation of the ‘primacy of the sub-
ject.””’190 He thus claimed to practice a type of historical inquiry ““which
can account for the constitution of knowledges, discourses, domains of
objects, etc., without having to make reference to a subject which is
either transcendental in relation to the field of events or runs in its empty
sameness throughout the course of history.””191 Yet he was happy to
introduce equally overarching categories of a different sort. The constitu-
tive principles of the unique episteme which supposedly came to cohere
around the turn of the 18th century were identified by reference to a trio
of what Foucault himself referred to as “‘quasi-transcendentals’—
“labour, life, and language.””!°2 These overarching categories were
hardly selected by caprice. Together, they constituted that very concep-
tion of the human subject, of man as a “living, speaking, laboring be-
ing,’’193 which Foucault continued to seek to topple from its grand
philosophical perch. Again, however, in positing “language” and “la-
bor”” as independent pivots of discourse, Foucault reproduced at the
outset the entrenched analytical separation of these same two categories.

Foucault’s portrayal of “labor’s” function within the discourse of
classical political economy, furthermore, relied specifically on the same
familiar dualism to sustain his anti-humanist historico-philosophical
project. In his account of ““the space of knowledge” of political economy
after 1775, the “fundamental figure’” is no longer that of exchange or
circulation (which is said to have governed political-economic discourse
at its constituting moment) but, instead, that of labor and production. In
this new episteme, “labor”” alone appeared to suffice in providing
“means of overcoming the fundamental insufficiency of nature and of
triumphing for an instant over death.””124 ““Labor’s”” imputed function is
sketched in rapidly, as Foucault aligns the Marxian idea of capitalist class
exploitation with the thesis of increasing immiseration:

. . . the number of those maintained by History at the limit of their condi-
tions of existence ceaselessly grows; and because of this, those conditions
become increasingly more precarious until they approach the point where
existence itself will be impossible; the accumulation of capital, the growth of
enterprises and of their capacities, the constant pressure on wages, the
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excess of production, all cause the labour market to shrink, lowering wages
and increasing unemployment. Thrust back by poverty to the very brink of
death, a whole class of men experience, nakedly, as it were, what need,
hunger, and labour are.1®>

Whether of a Marxian or Ricardian (or, though it is left unsaid, of a
directly Hegelian) derivation, political economy’s ostensible commit-
ment to the liberation of what Foucault disdainfully called man’s “‘mate-
rial truth”’19¢ is left to comprise its defining typification.

A year earlier, we may note, Edward Thompson had utilized
strikingly similar phrases to get at the very same problem: *“ . . . the
bare forked creature, naked biological man, is not a context which we
can ever observe, because the very notion of man . . . is coincident
with culture.””197 In general substance if not in name, for Thompson and
for Raymond Williams, in direct contrast to Foucault, the needful effort
was to enlarge the very basis of the humanist concept of the subject.
Only by making ‘labor” grasp thinking and language, in this prospec-
tive view, could there be any return to the idea of sensuous self-
objectification which had supplied, for the young Marx, the analytical
foundation for “man’s act of self-creation.””198 As a harbinger of the
theme to be pursued at the conclusion of this book, it may be empha-
sized that this historically attuned variant of *“Marxist humanism” was
to remain vitally significant to the progressive reformulation of ““labor.”
But for now we may reiterate that the immediate context for Foucault’s
concept of the episteme was not humanism but anti-humanism.

In a book published in 1955, in which he sought to pinpoint key
linkages between Hegel and Marx, Jean Hyppolite—the Hegel scholar
whom Foucault credited with a momentous significance in his own
development—had written of ““the empirical postulate underlying the
whole Marxian edifice, namely, the conception of man’s production of
his own life through the process of labor.””19® Despite his skepticism
regarding Marx’s prediction that alienation would end with the tran-
scendence of the reign of capital, Hyppolite accepted the contention
(shared as he emphasized by Hegel as well as Marx) that the historical
reshaping of the division of labor and the concomitant progressive
mechanization of production by capitalism had “‘transform[ed] intel-
ligent and integral labor into a stupefying and partial labor.””200 This
meant, on one hand, that ‘“the proletarian struggle for its liberty’” was
not useless: “’It is never useless to struggle to overcome an alienation that
is insupportable once one is conscious of it,” concluded Hyppolite.201
On the other hand, it also meant that Hyppolite had retained Hegel’s
humanistic conception of the subject, whose “labor,” both writers held,
had been deformed by capitalism. It was this humanistic dimension at
which Foucault took aim.

His rebuttal, ironically, could rely on the selfsame conception of
labor in light of which Hyppolite also wrote. However, it is crucial that



The Contraction of Theory 177

Hyppolite’s attempt to depict “intelligent and integral labor” as a histori-
cal casualty of industrial capitalism (and one, moreover, which can be
resisted by subjects newly “‘conscious’” of their condition) is summarily
dropped by Foucault. “‘Labor” instead is presented by Foucault as an
elementally physical or “material’” activity, apparently denuded at its
discursive birth of any symbolic or linguistic dimension. With this drastic
truncation, a rigid, though essentially subterranean, dichotomy can be
introduced, between a material production purportedly stripped of any
thoughtful element and the ““episteme’—which, here working through
the rhetoric of political economy, is said to instigate “labor’ itself. By
deftly utilizing this elided concept of labor, Foucault is enabled to unveil
political economy’s contribution to the human subject as an ostensive
“knowledge effect” of a deep “anthropological sleep”’—wherein “the
precritical analysis of what man is in his essence becomes the analytic of
everything that can, in general, be presented to man'’s experience.” It is
not going too far to suggest that, in this respect, Foucault’s reliance upon
the predominant concept of labor is a tactic, a means with which to
sidestep or, better, to disrupt, the concurrent effort to rethink this cate-
gory within the terms of a prospective settlement between Marxism and
existentialism, that is, within ““humanism.”” Thus it is Foucault’s system-
atic dislodgment of thought from the body, which here clears the way for
his own revision: the “episteme.” The “‘episteme” encapsulates that
which Foucault rigorously excludes from political economy’s own os-
tensive domain: ““mental” labor.202 Small wonder to learn that, several
years after The Order of Things appeared, Foucault conceded just such a
dualistic instinct, when he explicitly earmarked the intellectual as ““a guy
hooked into the system of information rather than into the system of
production.”’203 Foucault, that is, preserved in the “‘episteme”—and
thence in “discourse’’—a reified image of the domination that had seem-
ingly come to be exercised in society by “intellectual”” labor.

Of itself, Foucault’s reification of “intellectual” labor does not in-
validate his endeavor, whose debunking of the human subject proceeds
from other bases as well. It does, however, offer a glimpse of the basic
congruence that existed between Foucault’s ostensibly anomalous pro-
ject and other concurrent reifications of “‘intellectual’” labor.

In the philosophical battle royale against humanism, therefore, the
reigning conception of labor, though fiercely assailed by both sides,
remained for the moment unbreached by either. Althusser’s concurrent
shift toward ‘‘practice” has already been underscored; but even the
tradition of humanistic Marxism, as represented by such eminences as
Henri Lefebvre, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Jean Hyppolite, could not yet
sustain a thoroughgoing reconceptualization of ““labor” such as would
be needed to rebut Foucault.294 A decade later, indeed, another philoso-
pher heir to humanistic Marxism, Jurgen Habermas—this time on dispa-
rate evolutionary and ethnological grounds—would assert that a recon-
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struction of historical materialism would have to begin by recognizing
that ‘““the Marxian concept of social labor . . . does not capture
the specifically human reproduction of life.” Lacking sympathy for
Foucault’s anti-humanism, Habermas nonetheless again proclaimed a
need to turn away from “labor.”” Thus was the ground prepared for
diverting theory in a linguistic direction and, specifically in the case of
Habermas, toward symbolic interaction.205

It was symptomatic, in Foucault’s case, that his own concept of the
episteme should retain its totalizing ambition. Perhaps this fleeting pro-
pensity appeared as a reflected image of Foucault’s immediate analytical
object: the means by which had been constructed a deceptively unified
human subject. Once his demolition of the subject had been placed on
an apparently firm foundation, in any case, Foucault took increasingly
open and deliberate exception to notions (and, above all, Marxist no-
tions) of social totality. Assailing what, for Althusser, unquestionably
had remained a critique of capitalism, Foucault, like other poststruc-

“turalists, hoped to jettison or at least revise this category;?°¢ and he
ultimately tried to position “discourse’” as a purported methodological
corrective to it.

In Foucault’'s case, it would not be incorrect to call this manuever
opportunistic.2%” Qut of a precisely calculated intention, Foucault
sought, “apart from any fotalization—which would be at once abstract
and limiting—to open up problems that are as concrete and general as
possible, problems that approach politics from behind. . . .”"208 He
hoped thereby to effectuate ‘“a liberation of the act of questioning,””
which could present itself as nonpartisan, to the degree that it occa-
sioned ““a plurality of questions posed to politics rather than the rein-
scription of the act of questioning in the framework of a political doc-
trine.””20% To accomplish this objective—whose attack on Marxism was
both overarching and, again, deliberate?!>—Foucault notably did not
need to suppress the “‘relations of exteriority”” which, he freely admitted,
discourses might maintain with nondiscursive practices: ““To reveal in all
its purity the space in which discursive events are deployed is not to
undertake to re-establish it in an isolation that nothing could overcome;
it is not to close it upon itself; it is to leave oneself free to describe the
interplay of relations within it and outside it.”’2!1! Nor did he have to
suffer the adverse conceptual consequences of explicitly insisting, akin to
poststructuralists such as Baudrillard, that signification or ‘‘symbolic
exchange’” alone was important.212 Within the models or rules denoted
by the concept of discourse Foucault now made room both for erstwhile
“material” and ‘ideal” practices, for subject as well as object. Foucault
purchased this apparent transcendence, however, not only as we have
seen by positing discourse itself as a transcendent category, but also by
supplanting his erstwhile unitary episteme with an assumption of dis-
cursive fracture, as in this well-known declaration: ‘‘Discourses must be
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treated as a discontinuous activity . . . we should not imagine that the
world presents us with a legible face leaving us merely to decipher
it. . . .”213 Thus the earlier totalizing character of the episteme was
forsaken, in favor of what Poster would call a ““decentered’’ totality.214

At least one true advantage could be associated with this centrifugal
theorization. ““Discourse” acceded to structuralism’s accustomed em-
phasis on the links between ostensibly disparate forms and practices,
activities often lying at a vast remove from conventional notions of text;
at a stroke, therefore, a cultural studies endowed with Foucauldian tools
might look alike to formal scientific treatises, news reports, architecture,
institutional structures, economic practices, and gender relations to cre-
ate its unique series of optics. In an unexpected continuance of the
tradition of early British cultural studies, the varied modalities of labor
(art, science, reproduction, and child-rearing, as well as the accustomed
range of conventional economic activities) therefore still might be stud-
ied with an eye to their concrete interrelations. To the extent that post-
structuralism’s utilization of “discourse”” permitted these varied forms
and facets of human activity to be analyzed without abiding slight in one
or another direction, scholarly practice may be said to have worked
ahead of well-secured principle, in favor of an anti-dualistic concept of
“culture.”

Yet the price at which this newfound freedom was purchased was
steep, because ‘““discourse” never addressed the cleavage within social
being of which it was itself a sign. Instead ““discourse’” merely banished
production or labor from its purview, for putatively comprising part of
the armature of humanism’s phantom subject. Mark Poster stated this
very explicitly, in 1979:

Foucault’s accomplishments undercut the privileged place of labour as de-
veloped by Marx. Foucault's books analyse spaces outside of labour—
asylums, clinics, prisons, schoolrooms, and the arenas of sexuality. In these
social loci Foucault finds sources of radicality that are not theorised by Marx
and Marxists. Implicit in Foucault’s work is an attack on the centrality of
labour in emancipatory politics. His thought proceeds from the assumption
that the working class, through its place in the process of production, is not
the vanguard of social change. Foucault may take this as a fact of life in
advanced capitalism, or more interestingly, he may be suggesting that the
working class is, in its practice and through its organisations (the Party and
the union), an accomplice of capitalism and not its contradiction. Radical
change may have come instead from those who are and have been excluded
from the system—the insane, criminals, perverts, and women.2!5

I leave for the conclusion further discussion of whether such
““spaces’” are indced remote from labor. For now it is enough to add that,
via the concept of discourse, there transpired a rejection of totality
that was far more rigorous than anything Hall’s cultural studies, for
instance, had wanted to contemplate.21¢ The characteristic results of this
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rejection are conveniently indexed through a recent discussion by John
Fiske:

Discourse constantly transgresses, if it doesn’t actually destroy, the
boundary between material and cultural conditions, because discourse,
through the specificity of its practices, always has a material dimen-
sion. . . . There is a physical reality outside of discourse, but discourse is
the only means we have of gaining access to it. It is going too far, though
only by a smidgeon, to say that reality is the product of discourse: it is more
productive to say that what is accepted as reality in any social formation is
the product of discourse. Discourse produces a knowledge of the real which
it then presents and represents to us in constant circulation and usage.
Events do occur, physical reality does exist, but we can know neither until
they are put into discourse. . . . Discourse is never neutral or objective: its
work of production and repression is always politically active in specific
social conditions, and it is always, then, a terrain of struggle.?’”

Deferring the issue of social struggle, I wish only to stress how Fiske
shifts between “physical reality” and “‘events’” and “‘specific social
conditions’”’—and even ‘‘social formations’’—as if they were synonyms.
Through such loose and multiform usages, the question of ““discourse’s’’
relations with what appears still to be some kind of environing social
totality is kept at arm’s length. What do “’specific social conditions”
within, or against, a given ‘‘social formation” have to do with “‘dis-
course’s” production of “a knowledge of the real”’? The same question
might be posed to Hall, when he suggests that subjects ““are posi-
tioned by the discursive formations of specific social formations.’’218
“[R]egimes of power,”” answers Fiske, change in vague and unpredict-
able fashion, “when changes in the social conditions mean that the old
regime has lost its efficiency.””21? But by what right is “efficiency”’—or,
to speak to the underlying issue, any principle—accorded a global pres-
ence, a priori, in accounting for supposedly disparate discourses? Here
we find ourselves in the face, once again, of the problem of incommen-
surable epistemes. As, echoing Sartre, Fredric Jameson put the issue
years ago in reference to Foucault’s own writings, ““one cannot . . .
reduce history to one form of understanding among others, and then
expect to understand the links between these forms historically.””220 For
Fiske, in turn, “old regime’” and “’social formation’” have become equiv-
ocations, serving mainly to mitigate and disguise the disparate stances
toward totality that had respectively characterized British cultural
studies, either in its expressive or structuralist renditions, and Foucault’s
concept of discourse.

Let us now briefly attend to a second influential variant of poststruc-
turalism, with its own pronounced bearing on communication study, in
which signification became primary by virtue of a rejection of “‘labor”
that was far more thoroughgoing and severe than that attempted by
Foucault.
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The latter had positioned the category of labor merely as a cut-out,
so as to shore up his own anti-humanist conception. It was Jean Bau-
drillard, in contrast, whose self-conscious and concerted emphasis on
the deficiencies of ““material production” resulted in a sharp and com-
prehensive reification of ““intellectual” labor. I do not wish so much to
draw attention to Baudrillard’s own mystifyingly transcendent and to-
talizing coinage—""the Code’’221—as, once more, to underline the spe-
cific depiction of Marxian ““productivist discourse’” on which the latter
explicitly rested. This much is clearly evident in Baudrillard’s still some-
what unresolved rejection of Marxism:

Against those who, fortified behind their legendary materialism, cry ideal-
ism as soon as one speaks of signs, or anything that goes beyond manual,
productive labor, against those who have a muscular and energetic vision of
exploitation, we saw that if the term ““materialist” has a meaning (one that
is critical, not religious) it is we who are the materialists. But it does not
matter. Happy are those who cast longing eyes at Marx as if he were always
there to give them recognition. What we are attempting to see here is to
what point Marxist logic can be rescued from the limited context of political
economy in which it arose, so as to account for our contradictions.222

Thus this onetime student of the Marxist philosopher Henri Lefebvre
revealed the shipwreck of his own efforts to recast historical materialism
to take adequate account of what his tutor had sought to generalize as
“everyday life in the modern world.”

Did not Marxism'’s ‘‘phantom of production,” Baudrillard inquired,
act with arbitrary systematicity “to code all human material and every
contingency of desire and exchange in terms of value, finality, and pro-
duction’’? Was not production actually “nothing but a code imposing
this type of decipherment”’? And, most fundamentally, did not the very
scope of this imaginary mirror portend that ““[i]t is no longer worthwhile
to make a radical critique of the order of representation in the name of
production. . .”’?223 In the tracks of Foucault, Baudrillard charged with
evident glee that a Marxism that merely connived at generalizing “‘the
economic mode of rationality over the entire expanse of human history,
as the generic mode of human becoming,”” only “assist [ed] the cunning
of capital.’ 224

But when we examine the fine print, we may see that, like Foucault
but with far more pervasive implications, Baudrillard again overreached
his object. Baudrillard grounded his concept of symbolic exchange in a
categorical rejection of “labor.”” He suggested, first, that ‘‘[p]erhaps po-
litical economy is inseparable from the theory of the determinant in-
stance of material production, in which case the Marxist critique of
political economy is not extendable to a generalized theory.” Deftly
stringing together quotes from both Marx and Herbert Marcuse, Bau-
drillard then explicitly insisted that for Marxism per se, “The social
wealth produced is material; it has nothing to do with symbolic
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wealth. . . .” And again, when “"he brands Nature and himself with the
seal of production, man proscribes every relation of symbolic exchange
between himself and Nature.”” And yet again, when he neatly skewered
Althusser’s unsuccessful effort to wed Marxism and structuralism by
flatly asserting that ““[h}istorical materialism . . . is incapable of think-
ing the process of ideology, of culture, of language, of the symbolic in
general.”’225 Such assertions substantiate the view of Baudrillard put
forward by Douglas Kellner, to the effect that he believed “that it is
impossible to combine radically different logics of production and signi-
fication.””226 Do they not also provide whatever foundation exists for his
signature claim, that . . . we must move to a radically different level
that . . . permits the definitive resolution of political economy’’? “This
level is that of symbolic exchange and its theory. . . . For lack of a
better term, we call this the critique of the political economy of the
sign.”’227

The fatal flaw in ““productivist discourse’” lay in its supposed inca-
pacity to grasp ‘‘symbolic articulation” (and thereby to account, in refer-
ence to “the work of art,” “for the moment of its operation and of its
radical difference’””) specifically with regard to “‘the strategic configura-
tion of modern societies.”’228 ““[T]he center of gravity has been dis-
placed,” Baudrillard writes; ‘“the epicenter of the contemporary system
is no longer the process of material production.””22® What Baudrillard,
like so many other postwar intellectuals, apprehended as a widely dis-
junctive society of consumption23° comprised the taproot of his hostility
to productivist discourse.

“[A] revolution has occurred in the capitalist world without our
Marxists having wanted to comprehend it,” he asserts. This ““decisive
mutation” toward ‘““culture . . . consumption . . . information . . .
ideology . . . sexuality, etc.,” attends the historical passage toward
“consumption” as the ““strategic element’’: after 1929, ‘“the people were
henceforth mobilized as consumers; their ‘needs’ became as essential as
their labor power.” To correspond with this widely accepted assump-
tion, the “theoretical basis of the system’” also needed to shift, claimed
Baudrillard, from political economy to ‘‘the new master disciplines of
structural linguistics, semiology, information theory, and cybernetics.”
Only thus might the “‘new ideological structure,” which ‘plays on the
faculty of producing meaning and difference,”” be sharply enough distin-
guished from its predecessor, ““which plays on labor power.””23! Bau-
drillard’s entire conceptual edifice was built on this presumed dichot-
omy, which alone underwrote his reification of ““symbolic exchange.”
Ironically but fittingly, the infinite and, for some, unrestrained produc-
tivity of language turns out to be based—albeit negatively—on the os-
tensive finitude of “labor.”

Via Baudrillard and others, ““culture”’—during the late 1980s—gave
signs of rejoining what hitherto had remained a largely separate discus-
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sion of “information.’232 A century earlier, U.S. Protestant intellectuals
had sought to distinguish what they called ““culture’’—the refinement
and inner growth contingent on diligent training——from “mere informa-
tion.”233 Now, significantly, this relationship between ‘‘information”
and “‘culture” began to be reversed. A portent of this metamorphosis
appeared in an essay published by the anthropologist Clifford Geertz as
early as 1966. Even as postindustrial theory was first being formulated,
Geertz linked the two terms, only to focus, at once and apparently
exclusively, on ‘““culture’” alone:

What happened to us in the Ice Age is that we were obliged to abandon the
regularity and precision of detailed genetic control over our conduct for the
flexibility and adaptability of a more generalized, though of course no less
real, genetic control over it. To supply the additional information necessary
to be able to act, we were forced, in turn, to rely more and more heavily on
cultural sources—the accumulated fund of significant symbols. Such sym-
bols are thus not mere expressions, instrumentalities, or correlates of our
biological, psychological, and social existence; they are prerequisites of it.
Without men, no culture, certainly; but equally, and more significantly,
without culture, no men.2>4

Here, even as “‘culture” and “‘information’” were reified and sepa-
rated, the former was irredeemably colonized by the latter: the concept.
of “culture” was endowed by Geertz with the trappings of “‘informa-
tion’’: instructions, programs, “‘control mechanisms,”’ codes. Prefigured
here were attempts to enlarge “information’s” presence within *'cul-
ture,” via more recent ideas of a supposed “InfoCulture’’235 and, now
returning to Baudrillard, a “mode of information.” In this latter concep-
tion, offered by Mark Poster, the attempt is simultaneously to reject
postindustrial theory, while nevertheless reintroducing on new grounds
the characteristic exceptionalism on which Bell’s project had been
based—that science constitutes a distinct enterprise. Poster concedes that
the broad reordering of society that postindustrial theorists perceive as
dramatically disruptive in fact might be encompassed by the “capital-
labor relation” posited by Marx. Yet, evidently, he regards such an ex-
planation as a dead letter,236 for he goes on to posit peremptorily that
““these changes are less important in understanding the quality of social
relations than are changes in the structure of communicative experi-
ence.”’237 The chief difference between Poster and Bell thus once again
becomes that, for the former, the purportedly exceptional nature of sci-
ence is properly seen as a function not of labor at all, but rather of
“discourse’’:

Science . . . is a form of knowledge, a discourse. As such it cannot be
examined, from the perspective of critical social theory, by use of the con-
cepts designed to reveal the structures of the domination of labor. The
production, distribution and consumption of science, to employ economic
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categories, are governed by a different logic from those of labor. The theo-
retical step from a notion of the emancipation of the labor act to liberation of
scientific discourse is not obvious and requires drastic conceptual refor-
mulation. When the transformation of natural materials into commodities is
mediated not simply by manual labor operating on machines but by scien-
tific discourses, discourses that are tied to research institutions, government
granting agencies, the apparatuses of journals, and the social ritual of con-
ferences, then the master/slave relation of capital and labor has become
unrecognizably changed.2

Whether couched in the language of postindustrial theory or of a
seemingly disparate poststructuralism, this émbrace of Bell’s claim that,
after all, science is not labor, led only to still another invalid reification.
As such, it brings us back to the need to insist that, even as “‘brainwork"”
cannot be understood absent the sensuous body, so too does all human
activity contain its quotient of thought.

Structural Marxism, postindustrialism, poststructuralism: Each is built
from the assumption that an anomalous realm, purportedly above and
beyond ‘““labor,”” may be—indeed, must be—granted outstanding con-
ceptual privileges, and each then constructed this space by developing its
own reified concept of “intellectual’”” labor. “Culture” and ““informa-
tion”” therefore were reassimilated by communication study only in vir-
tue of one or another variant of a pervasive exceptionalist premise. For
Marxist structuralists, this exceptionalism involved a still-tentative and
incomplete turn toward a self-enclosed realm of ““ideology,”” which was,
its adherents enjoined, to be enfolded into a more encompassing totality.
Postindustrial theorists” more severe exceptionalism sought to warrant
the conceptual metastasis of intellectuals into a specious universal class,
comprising an enticing but unwarranted vehicle of benign historical
transcendence. Similarly, for post-structuralists, exceptionalism sanc-
tioned the bearer or possessor of ““intellectual” labor solely as a signify-
ing agent, ensnared in the infinitely productive systems of discourse
which alone organized and defined the social world.

Out of what appeared at first to be wholly separate processes of
assumption and argument, ““culture”” and ““information’” therefore even-
tually arrived at a mutually defined terminus. As reified conceptions of
“intellectual”” labor once again turned out to supply the node around
which communication and cultural studies formed and reformed, the
true range of human practice was correspondingly truncated and recast.
A new beginning needs to be made, for we are verging on the same sort
of intractable exclusion that gave rise, during the 1950s, to cultural
studies itself. With this, we can no longer postpone the question that has
silently dogged our inquiry from the start: How are we to move out of
reification’s shadow?



CHAPTER FIVE

Toward a Unified
Conceptual Framework

Labour is blossoming or dancing where

The body is not bruised to pleasure soul,

Nor beauty born out of its own despair,

Nor blear-eyed wisdom out of midnight oil.

O chestnut tree, great rooted blossomer,

Are you the leaf, the blossom or the bole?

O body swayed to music, O brightening glance,
How can we know the dancer from the dance?

W. B. Yeats!

[What is in question is . . . the necessary social process through
which the materialist enterprise defines and redefines its procedures,
its findings and its concepts, and in the course of this moves beyond
one after another “'materialism.’’

Raymond Williams?

Our subject has repeatedly recreated itself in the half-light of its enig-
matic object. Rippling across the field of vision of communication study
from generation to generation, the epic question of “intellectual’’ labor
has been episodically remodulated and reshaped.

In the period before World War I, widespread popular concern fo-
cused on a series of social problems that accompanied the rise of corpo-
rate monopolies over telegraphy and news. Abstracting from this sharply
pointed criticism, John Dewey gestured toward the mutualistic concepts
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of communication which pervaded late 19th-century producer republi-
can thought. Dewey’s instrumentalism proved far more successful in
isolating the limits and drawbacks of dualistic thinking, however, than
in effectuating a positive synthesis with which to override them. Rather
than opting to subject the intellectual inheritance of producer
republicanism—‘labor”—to sympathetic critique and revision, Dewey
chose to apprehend human self-activity by means of a free-floating con-
cept of “experience,” whose steering mechanism was for him an intrin-
sically benevolent notion of “organized intelligence.” As ‘labor”” was
displaced, the first of what proved to be a succession of reifications of
“intellectual”” labor was launched within communication study.

During the interwar decades, this initial displacement was massively
extended, even as concern about communication became freshly ener-
gized. While some influential proponents of ‘‘organized intelligence”
waxed enthusiastic, others began to recoil before the ideological mobi-
lization of established institutions, including both corporations and,
above all, the state; the latters” growing reliance on ‘““mass persuasion”
gave these institutions a strong and worrisome anti-democratic—for
some, ‘‘totalitarian’'——potential. Even before World War 11, as we found,
concerns about “mass persuasion’” began to extend beyond a restricted
set of media of news and information, so as to engage both private life
and the encompassing field of ““mass culture” or “culture industry.”” As
the massive and conflicted crisis of the Depression era was put behind,
and the U.S. assumed the mantle of postwar international supremacy,
mass culture was said by radical critics to comprise a vital but enigmatic
social supplement. The latter’s defining characteristic was the ideological
basis which it seemed to give to contemporary domination, a feature
rooted not only in manipulation from above, but as well in the
anomalous status of the white-collar strata.

As challenges to U.S. international supremacy became pronounced,
communication studies again refashioned itself. Coming through in the
critique of cultural imperialism, a reintegrative political economy of
transnational corporate communication confronted what it took to be a
still-to-be-formed national identity. At roughly the same time, the con-
cept of human social agency also began to propel a profound inteliectual
engagement with the history and present status of the British working
class and, soon, with the anti-racist and feminist movements that began
once again to burgeon. In both cases, ‘’culture’” appeared to satisfy, or at
least, to raise the prospect of satisfying, the need for drastic conceptual
revision of entrenched Marxian formulations.

But the nature of the needful revision remained far from clear and,
out of these direct confrontations with Marxism, there eventuated only a
new set of reifications. The concepts of communication that resulted
seemed to be coextensive not with a limited set of media, but with
thoroughgoing substitutive visions of social totality, themselves or-
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dained by acceptance of a purportedly autonomous plane of significa-
tion. Brainwork could be credited, and speciously generalized, as the
dominant factor or principle of social organization, only inasmuch as—
through Marxist structuralism, postindustrial theory, and poststruc-
turalism—it shed its identity as ‘“labor.”

This history, at the end, discloses a significant new question: How
may we work out from under the sedimented reifications which have so
constrained inquiry? How, that is, may we find means with which to
bypass what we have seen has been the supervening, and repeatedly
damaging, assumption that an isolable category of “intellectual labor”
can be accorded substantial significance?

I suggest that such an attempt requires that we identify a valid
conceptual alternative to any kind of exceptionalism. ‘“Culture’” or “‘in-
formation,” in short, must not be viewed as expressions of an
anomalous, self-enclosed logic. Rather they need to be situated, in all
their singular specificity, in light of some more general and inclusionary
categorial principle.

Such a generative category, as I have repeatedly urged, can be found
in labor, which must then likewise be made to sustain a “labor theory of
culture.”? As we have seen, however, it has proven an exceedingly
difficult business to grasp “‘culture’” as production. Not the least signifi-
cant consequence of the reifications which have so preoccupied us has
been to compel a continued reliance on quite inadequate conceptions of
this formative category. We may begin to explicate the prospects for such
a labor theory of culture, I think, by returning to Raymond Williams,
whose historical and theoretical orientation—as now at last may be
emphasized—developed in mounting tension with the substitutive char-
acterizations of ‘““culture’ that ascended during the 1970s and 1980s.

A word of clarification before we commence. Williams’s work did
not tend to evince the pointed propositional structure with which I have
tried to endow it. Or, rather, it overlaid a scaffolding of active argument
with a series of cross-cutting and sometimes confusing, incompletely
theorized, assertions. “What I would now claim to have reached,”
Williams wrote in 1976, *“ . . . is a theory of culture as a (social and
material) productive process and of specific practices, of “arts,” as social
uses of material means of production (from language as material ‘practi-
cal consciousness’ to the specific technologies of writing and forms of
writing, through to mechanical and electronic communications sys-
tems).”"4 For all its suggestiveness, this formulation—Williams dubbed it
“cultural materialism’’—generated an ambiguous oscillation, for it ex-
plicitly assigned to language, communication, and consciousness as such
““a primacy co-equal with other forms of the material social process,
including . . . ‘labour’ or ‘production.””’> A vital confusion, in turn,
originated not in the corrective impulse that motivated this assertion, but
rather in the imprecision with which it came to be conveyed: Williams
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had reproduced the deeply ingrained tendency, to put “language’ (or
“consciousness’’) in one place and “production” (or “being”’) in
another. The terms of discussion, paradoxically, slid back into the very
framework against which Williams was, as we will see, seeking to lodge
an insuperable objection. With reinstatement of this dualism, how
would it be possible, as he had hoped as far back as The Long Revolution,
to approach ““[t]he art . . . the production, the trading, the politics, the
raising of families’’ each and all as production?

As late as 1980, therefore, Hall could reasonably claim that, in his
ongoing labor of revision, ‘“Williams is still on surer ground when he
identifies negatively the positions against which ‘cultural materialism’ is
defined (‘a totally spiritualised cultural production’ on the one hand; on
the other, its ‘relegation to a secondary status’) than he is on clarifying
the positive content of his thesis.”¢ Within an increasingly expansive
and confident cultural studies, in turn, Williams’s acquiescence to the
“materiality of language and forms of writing”’ perversely came through
as a preferred emphasis in its own right. Those who sought to do so
could read Williams as if he were concerned with an encompassing and
exclusionary labor of signification rather than, now as always, with
extending and, where necessary, challenging and redirecting the more
multifaceted ‘‘culture and society’” tradition.? Let us turn, therefore,
directly to this ongoing and incomplete revision.

Williams came to believe that he had been wrong in assuming ‘‘that
a cultural and educational programme alone could revitalize the left or
alter areas of popular opinion sufficiently to change the traditional insti-
tutions of the labour movement.”’8 He now held that the New Left’s early
orientation toward cultural change had exacted a prohibitive price—in
the shape of its prolonged and dramatic “underestimate of everything
that had not changed in contemporary capitalism,” including, in par-
ticular, ““the political power of the capitalist state.””® Whatever pain
might have been created by the attempt to rework ‘‘traditional Marxist
arguments’—rather than jettisoning such discussion, as he himself had
done during the 1950s, in favor of ““exploring current changes in cultural
experience”’—remained, simply, ‘““‘necessary.” That such work had been
neglected in turn constituted ““a weakness which was heavily paid for
later.””10 Thus Williams, too, turned directly to Marx, and his thinking
on “culture” and “‘society” accordingly underwent extended scrutiny
and modification.

“Cultural” forms and activities, to begin with, needed to be compre-
hended as taking their places within what Williams now generally iden-
tified as a more encompassing, and always dynamic, ““social process.”
What he began to term a ‘‘sociology of culture’” thereby inherited the
synthetic impulse that he had previously vested in ‘‘culture” per se.
“Society,” in this later formulation,
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is then never only the ““dead husk” which limits social and individual
fulfiliment. It is always also a constitutive process with very powerful pres-
sures which are both expressed in political, economic, and cultural forma-
tions and, to take the full weight of “constitutive,” are internalized and
become “individual wills.” Determination of this whole kind-—a complex
and interrelated process of limits and pressures—is in the whole social
process itself and nowhere else. . . .17

“Society,” rather than ““culture,”” was now identifiably and, despite
occasional lapses, remained the inclusive—indeed, totalizing—term. In-
deed it has been too little noticed that, in his unfolding ““sociology of
culture,” Williams correspondingly began, quite deliberately, to contract
the scope of reference of this once all-important keyword. He down-
played the idea of “‘culture’” as ‘‘a whole way of life,”” again in order to
emphasize ““all forms of signification . . . within the actual means and
conditions of their production,””12 and later, more precisely, so as to
“specify and reinforce the concept of culture as a realized signifying
system.’’13 Such a limitation was needed, Williams came to assert, in
order to exercise greater intellectual control in developing ““an adequate
theoretical account of the conditions of a practice,”’ an account that
would simultaneously affirm that particular practice’s determinate speci-
ficity, while still also continuing to sustain exploration of ‘‘the inevitable
relations between different practices.”14

Unlike the main body of cultural studies, Williams took this injunc-
tion with the utmost seriousness. His guarded acceptance of the Marxist
concept of “determination’’ nonetheless still stubbornly resisted grant-
ing any greater primacy to “‘the economy’’ than he had been willing to
accord it in The Long Revolution. Utilizing what Hall aptly called a “radi-
cally interactionist conception,”!> Williams instead continued to stress
the need for ““the whole difficult process of discovering and describing
relations” between “‘practices’”” which crisscrossed what had previously
been reified into a separate “‘base’’ and ‘‘superstructure.”’16 Because,
however, he was only beginning to formulate a set of theoretical terms to
guide this search for social relationality-—for of course “pressures” and
“limits”” could not be expected simply to announce themselves as such—
Williams’s conception of ““determination” could be seen, as Hall pre-
ferred in 1980, as “nothing more than a holding operation.””!7 Yet this
judgment must not becloud recognition of the further breakthroughs
toward which Williams was working.

Although his emerging synthesis was predicated on an irrevocable
rejection of social democratic consensus, ‘‘a whole way of life,” still, as
we saw, the latter never quite gave way to Thompson’s earlier express
preference—-“a way of strugglc.””18 Appropriating Gramsci’s vital con-
cept, instead, Williams came to assert that within the class-defined ‘‘he-
gemony”’ that structured contemporary capitalist society, both domina-
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tion and continuing struggles could claim constitutive roles. But
Williams did not ascribe to “culture” (let alone to “ideology’’) a superor-
dinate role in the achievement of such a hegemony (here finding nomi-
nal agreement from Hall, who ironically criticized Williams himself for
this same shortcoming).!? Williams’s conception rather made room for,
even if it did not actively emphasize, the deployment of force as well as
of economic power, coercion as well as consent, as central means of
sustaining class dominance.20 ““Society”” or ‘“social process” therefore
now amounted for Williams to something much more than a mere
renaming of the anthropological concept of ““culture’”” on which he had
previously relied.

A still more vital second transition, though never fully formalized,
occurred around Williams’s complex reformulation of the nature of hu-
man self-activity. In The Long Revolution, once again, Williams had
sought to employ an anthropological concept of culture, encompassing
“[tthe art . . . as an activity, with the production, the trading, the poli-
tics, the raising of families,”2! as the constitutive agency of the social
process. What happened to this generalizing thrust? By the mid-1970s,
in a crucial restatement, much the same range of activity came to be
reconceived in terms of “productive forces” and, crucially, of ““produc-
tion’’22 per se:

The social and political order which maintains a capitalist market, like the
social and political struggles which created it, is necessarily a material pro-
duction. From castles and palaces and churches to prisons and workhouses
and schools; from weapons of war to a controlled press: any ruling class, in
variable ways though always materially, produces a social and political
order. These are never superstructural activities. They are the necessary
material production within which an apparently self-subsistent mode of
production can alone be carried on.23

Williams was striving not so much, as he once had done, to circum-
vent as now to positively transcend, the historically embedded legacy of
““base and superstructure.” His unique reintegration of these categories
was developed, as Perry Anderson was to comment, ‘‘not on the usual
grounds that the ideal sphere of the latter was indefensibly reduced to its
material supports, but rather because if anything the former was
wrongly narrowed and abstracted by the exclusion from it of the forces
of cultural production”’; thus, ““Williams taxed Marxism with too little
rather than too much materialism.’"24

It should be stressed that Williams’s emerging revision concorded
with a tenacious—and, from the perspective of institutionalized social-
ism, often a heretical—tradition, which sought its inspiration in Hegel
and in the young Marx. The latter had written in one place that “‘the
human essence . . . is the ensemble of the social relations’”;25 and, in
another, that ““[r]eligion, family, state, law, morality, science, art, etc.,



Toward a Unified Conceptual Framework 191

are only particular modes of production, and fall under its general
law.”’26 Thereafter this tenet was approached by Motris in the 1880s and
1890s, and by the philosophers Herbert Marcuse (in 1933)27 and Georg
Lukacs. The latter came to assert that productive activity—labor—had
fundamental ontological significance. Productive activity became for
him what C. J. Arthur calls the ““primary mediation”” through which the
self-creation of humankind occurs.28 As Lukacs put it in regard to hu-
mankind’s evolutionary ‘‘leap to labour”"—that is, to social being and
thus to history—Ilabor acts as the essential condition and agency of the
ongoing metabolism between society and nature:

Through labour, a teleological positing is realized within material being, as
the rise of a new objectivity. The first consequence of this is that labour
becomes the model for any social practice. . . . 2°

Akin to Marcuse, Lukacs could never quite bring himself to place
art, science, and other activities of a purported “‘higher”” and ‘‘relatively
autonomous’’ kind unreservedly within the province of labor; labor is
given the status of “model”’ rather than ‘‘source” or ““agency.”’3° Yet,
during the 1970s and early 1980s, Williams was ranging toward just this
idea: that labor constitutes the comprehensive category of human self-
activity, operative at once across the whole range of “intellectual”
pursuits—art, law, science, and religion—as well as within more familiar
precincts of directly ““economic” production.

Williams’s incipient attempt to unify “intellectual” and ““manual”
labor within a single conceptual framework can be detected in several
ways. There is, first, his very tentative and limited assimilation of ““infor-
mation,” within the context of a brief treatment of contemporary eco-
nomic trends:

In a modern capitalist economy, and its characteristic kind of social order,
the cultural institutions of press and publishing, cinema, radio, television
and the record industry, are no longer, as in earlier market phases, marginal
or minor, but, both in themselves and in their frequent interlock or integra-
tion with other productive institutions, are parts of the whole social and
economic organization at its most general and pervasive.3!

Such was the sweep of these tendencies that Williams was moved
momentarily to contemplate a point of synthesis between ““culture” and
“information.” ““Information processes,” he wrote, at the very end of
Culture—assimilating what he found useful in postindustrialism and,
perhaps, in the associated radical critique of “information””—“have be-
come a qualitative part of economic organization.” Yet at once he also
noticed that this meant that ““a major part of the whole modern labour
process must be defined in terms which are not easily theoretically
separable from the traditional ‘cultural’ activities.””32 *“Culture’” and ““in-
formation”’ thus specified overlapping aspects or segments of a single
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historical continuum of practice, and the latter concept—‘practice’’—
made no concessions to the reification of “intellectual” labor.

In a discussion of “new forms of cultural production,” symp-
tomatically, Williams emphasized that with ever-increasing ‘‘profes-
sional specialization” not only writers, actors, and designers, but also
“‘cameramen, sound recordists, editors and a whole range of people with
ancillary skills,” as well as ‘‘electricians, carpenters, [and] logistical
staff,” became ‘indispensable.””3> Williams’s revisionary effort around
“production’” comported increasingly well, too—unlike Hall’s—with re-
search which emphasized the political economy of communication me-
dia.34 Perhaps most crucially, for Williams ““work’” explicitly began to
verge on being a medium in which signifying and nonsignitying ele-
ments together attained, in any discrete case, a specific gravity. To get at
this, he introduced what he called ““the metaphor of solution’—a capa-
cious and insightful usage, intended to underline that “‘manifestly signi-
fying institutions, practices and works’* were ““deeply present” in other
activities, and vice versa. This formulation, evidently taken over from an
earlier effort to explicate the ““structure of feeling,”” now correspondingly
began to verge on an unprecedented and welcome specificity.

Is it going too far to suggest that Williams’s formulation meant that
each social practice within the vast array of human production creates its
own specific suspension of “intellectual” and ‘‘manual’” elements—
thought and activity combined? The ongoing assimilation of the work of
the Soviet psychologist Lev Vygotsky offers significant support for such a
conception, by attempting to show how, on the level of individual devel-
opment, language merges repeatedly with and into activity. ““Our
analysis accords symbolic activity a specific organizing function that
penetrates the process of tool use and produces fundamentally new
forms of behavior,” writes Vygotsky.33 For Vygotsky, the central role in
shaping the child’s development is played by a notion of self-activity that
is all but identical to an integral concept of labor. The latter’s distinctive
realm is thus properly demarcated by what Vygotsky called the “higher
psychological functions”—verbal thought, intellectual speech, volun-
tary memory and attention, rational volition—functions whose own
development he associated specifically with the above-mentioned con-
vergence of language and tool (including body) use. In an important
extension, other scholars-——working in light of Vygotsky’s approach—
have argued that “‘everyday cognition’’3¢ pervades activity across the
entire range of the division of labor.

We might also recall here the century-old arguments offered by
Joseph Dietzgen and Baptist Hubert. Thinking, following Dietzgen, is
labor, only because and insofar as it is performed by an embodied sen-
suous agent; turning to Hubert, no matter how mundanc or “‘unskilled,”
labor—practice, human self-activity, call it what you like—always con-
tains its portion of thought. “Intellectual” labor, or what Dictzgen
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termed ‘“‘brainwork,” cannot be considered a separate ingredient or
thing; rather, following Hubert, it is coextensive with ““labor.”” Significa-
tion, on this view, exists not as a separate and autonomous practice, nor
even as half of a composite construct which also encompasses activity; it
is, rather, again an organic dimension of an ontologically prior category
of social labor.37 Labor, in turn, has been embodied through the course
of history in innumerable concrete activities, some of which we are in
the significant habit of calling “intellectual’” labor.

This book has tried to show that when we confuse this convenience
of nomenclature with the activities themselves, we commit ourselves to
pursuing a chimera. In contrast, an inclusive, integral concept of “labor”
points in a more promising direction. Yet this idea of “labor’” as the full
range of practice engaged in by a sensuously self-active social subject is
not yet simply a plum ripe for picking. Only if a series of additional
conceptual dislodgments can be effected, will a long-obstructed road
once again be thrown open.

Ensconced notions of “‘play”” and “leisure”” comprise one such area
of engagement. We have before us a century and more of feminist argu-
ment that domestic work should count as “real” labor,3# to dissuade us
from over-hasty dismissal of activity that seems remote or peculiar when
placed only in light of dominant—and dominating—categorizations.
Some recent works of feminist communication research may be utilized
to draw out this point. Feminist scholars have turned to study mass-
media audiences to counteract a general and longstanding marginaliza-
tion. Women, by virtue of their relative historical absence from such
positions, long could not be studied as programmers and network ex-
ecutives; but they could be taken seriously as viewers, listeners, and
readers.?? This feminist effort to attend to the audience comes as a
wholly welcome initiative; it is about time that this vast domain of social
self-activity, ceded for so long solely to market researchers and political
pollsters, should be reclaimed for critical inquiry. Placing gender at the
center of renewed theorization of the audience is equally necessary, for
only by doing so can analysis take up the concrete historical modalities
of the social division of labor.

It needs to be underlined, however, that the abiding tendency to
reify “intellectual” labor has arisen as well within this context. The
feminist turn toward the audience is sometimes founded on an act of
abstraction, wherein by something approaching sheer assumption an
overarching realm of signification comes to be equated solely with the
sphere of consumption—or what Ien Ang goes so far as to distill into a
realm of ‘“use value” putatively separated by a rigid barrier from the
domain in which ‘“‘exchange value’” predominates. Inquiry then comes
to revolve around how and why audience members make meanings as
they do,4° as if this question could be given a valid answer without
systematic scrutiny of the role of gender within media production, which
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of course is replete with its own originating limits and pressures. Indeed,
by reproducing the very dichotomy between consumption and produc-
tion that is itself institutionalized by the culture industry, such research
may truncate its own critical potential, and ironically introduce affinities
with the very researchers whose manipulative interventions into audi-
ence reaction and response helped to resubordinate women in the home
after the Second World War. So much has been aptly noted by John
Clarke:

[T1his view of cultural creativity highlights consumption as an active social
practice and relegates exchange and commodity relations to the back-
ground. What we see is the excess of signs, not the conditions of produc-
tion, distribution and exchange which make them available. The effect,
ironically, is to replicate that view of capitalism which capitalism would
most like us to see: the richness of the market-place and the freely choosing
consumer. The other side—the structures of production and the inequalities
of access to the market-place—are missing, and these absences emphasize
the ““free-floating”’ quality of the sign, making it available for any use or
meaning that may be attached toit. . . . In a sense, these approaches miss
the structured secondariness of consumption.4!

Yet this imputed ““secondariness” in its turn hints at a familiar put-
down: capitalism precedes and overrides patriarchy. How might we re-
direct ourselves away from this approaching cul-de-sac? Only, I think,
by moving expressly against the familiar dichotomy between ‘‘produc-
tion”” and “‘consumption,” toward the sort of scheme I am proposing.
Are we not entitled to insist that, in this context, “production” itself
requires not one but two moments: the first centering on the media as
sites of institutionalized cultural production, and the second on
audience-members as producers who contribute to their own self-
understanding?42 If so, then we must expend significantly greater effort
in cultivating the study of audience members not simply as viewers or
readers, engaging in repeated acts of spectatorship, but rather as persons
whose labors include paying attention to the media.43> We must ready
ourselves to contemplate a more exotic range of activities in this way.

A further revision must also be contemplated. With Williams’s vital
thesis, that productive activity extends to both base and superstructure,
to “intellectual” as well as “manual” practice, an overt apparatus
through which to apprehend and analyze ““production’”” becomes indis-
pensable. A vast body of human activity remains informal; but, as
anthropologists long have known, this does not mean it is disordered or
ad hoc. In order to comprehend the disparate expanse of practice that is
society, we will need means with which to describe and classify this
interrelated and dynamic complex of historically determinate human
activities. “‘[The difficulty is,”” Williams himself was to note, ‘‘that if
we . . . describe productive forces as all and any activities in the social
process as a whole, we have made a necessary critique but, at least in the
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first instance, lost edge and specificity. To go beyond this difficulty will
be a matter for later argument. . . .”4¢ Williams died without having
fully and explicitly surmounted this challenge. Yet he did commence on
the work of building toward such a theorization; indeed the problem of
endowing ‘“production’” with a determinate form lay close to the heart of
his continuing intellectual endeavor. In Culture, once more, we find the
provisional results:

[W1e can distinguish, in the whole range of social practice, different and
variable measures of distance between particular practices and the social
relations which organize them. . . . Some forms of work, including . . .
some forms of cultural work, operate outside the conditions of wage-labour.
. . . Thus the hypothesis of degree of distance between the conditions of a
practice and the most immediately organized forms of social relations seems
to be a useful working procedure in the differential sociology of the range of
practices which compose a culture and a society.**

“Culture,” plainly, needs to be pursued not solely on the plane of
intersubjectivity or experience, but also in more specific and determinate
terms: ‘‘the social relations which organize . . . particular practices.”

This nascent formulation harmonizes with a suggestion on offer
from kindred revisionist historians: that distinct social relations cohere
around discrete labor systems:4¢ homework and unfree labor of various
kinds, as well as wage-earning; independent commodity production as
well as a range of different systems of production for use.47 It is apparent
that, in the context of his own special interest—literary signifying
systems—Williams was already reaching to concretize ‘‘productive ac-
tivity’” in just such terms. His book Culture (1981) relied, albeit ‘provi-
sionally,” on a nomenclature that made room not only for specific
“means of production’” and for “institutions” such as ‘“patronage,”” but
also for what Williams specified as artisanal, post-artisanal, market pro-
fessional, and corporate professional systems of labor.48 As Williams
insistently recognized, even today it is patently untrue that capitalism
excludes all else but waged labor, that artisanal systems of labor have
been dispensed with, and that the commodity form has specifically be-
come all-pervasive within the ““cultural” sector.4® The study of institu-
tionalized communication—that is, of that portion of the division of
labor whose work is formally communication—must try, correspond-
ingly, to comprehend the full range of this variety, by working to recog-
nize and explicate all of the labor systems which shape and limit com-
munication processes; that is, by never ceasing to attend to the relations
of production that directly “‘organize’” so much-—though still by no
means all—of our cultural practice. The nature and range of diverse
labor systems, and the interlocks and tensions among them, must be-
come subjects of enduring study.

By means of these organizing labor systems, finally, many signifying
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practices may be situated within a wider field of social relationships. We
need to be careful here, because we are verging on the vexed concept
of social totality. Yet we cannot afford to abdicate the intellectual
responsibility—and humility—that some such generalizing effort per-
mits us to assume. The needs to interrelate and to assign priority to local
developments are not lightly forsaken; indeed it is arguable that they
cannot ever really be relinquished—they are only more or less explicit or
hidden. Recognition of the need to seek out such interrelationships was
never far from the center of Williams’s continuing inquiry.

Having been burned during the 1960s for not sharply distinguishing
the idea of a common culture from the existing complex of capitalist
institutions, however, Williams acted to distance his emerging theoriza-
tion from any prior assumption of an expressive totality. He did so, first,
by trying to pluralize what had earlier comprised a unitary conception—
so as, for example, to attend to what he now significantly came to call
“the complex relation of differentiated structures of feeling to differen-
tiated classes.”>% Thereafter, even this remnant evidently came to be
abandoned; in a major work on ““Culture”” published in 1981, the term
“structure of feeling” is never even introduced, despite obvious occa-
sions for doing so.5! With an eye on the reality of uneven historical
development after the early 1970s Williams likewise began to explore
the idea of ““residual” and “emergent” cultural forms; while through
notions of “alternative,” “‘oppositional,” and ‘“‘dominant” cultural
forms and practices he sought newly explicit means of demarcating what
he had not always been able to emphasize should be seen as sustained,
relationally structured differences within social experience. But there are
more direct indications of this relinquishment—or was it actually a
redefinition?—of social totality. Williams began self-consciously to uti-
lize “[t}he idea of totality . . . [as] a critical weapon ‘against ‘the grow-
ing dominance of capitalist economic activity and its values over all
other forms of human activity.””52 In 1977, for example, he wrote: /[N Jo
mode of production and therefore no dominant social order and therefore no
dominant culture ever in reality includes or exhausts all human practice,
human energy, and human intention.’’>3 Leavis's yearning for a spurious
organic community of yesteryear here might be said to have meta-
morphosized, somehow, into a space in which Williams’s own abiding
hopes for a common culture managed to subsist. But what principle(s), if
not solely those attending the wage relationship, interrelated and sys-
tematized ““human practice” across this surplus expanse? How might
there be introduced ordering principles across ‘‘the social formation”?
Doubtless ““hegemony’’ functioned as the mainstay of the loose frame-
work which Williams provided for addressing these questions. But his
seeming inability to pose the issues directly suggests that we have here
arrived at an outermost border of his evolving thought.

Relations of production within and around communication institu-
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tions exist only within an environing social field or formation. How is
the latter to be apprehended? How, in turn, may we adequately engage
the unrelievedly dynamic process that has been ‘historical capital-
ism’’?54 To meet the well-taken objection—that ““capitalism’ in fact
coexists with labor systems beyond the wage relation, and on which
indeed the latter itself may be partly dependent—plainly we may not
assign primacy, as a matter of prior doctrine, to one or another determi-
nate system of labor. Work performed under a wage contract thus can
have no ontological preference over, for example, domestic work, peas-
ant production, or slave labor. If we now cease to insist, a priori, on
the achieved universality of one particular form of labor—the wage
relation—then we really have no choice but to analyze production as
it occurs across society’s observable span. Only in this way can we
give concrete definition—active historical pressures and limits—to
Thompson’s claim that ‘“the logic of capitalist process has found expres-
sion within all the activities of a society, and exerted a determining
pressure upon its development and form. . . .””55 In this context, fi-
nally, we may look to ‘culture”’/”information” as the site at which
longstanding historical pressures toward the capitalization of production
are presently undergoing a decisive expansion.>¢ But that story must
await its own time.
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