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ABSTRACT

This thesis is an exercice in the sociology of
literature. Rather than treating literature as a product
it considers it as a medium of communication. The attempt
to investigate literature as & wmedium of communication
begins by identifying three broad categories of communicative
function: directive, maintenance and restorative. The

investigation of science fiction begins with a history of

the publishing category established in the 1920s under that
naze, paying particular attention to editorial manifestos.
There follows a consideration of reader expectations based

on a study of letters to various magarines, attempts to define
science fiction, and statements made by apologists {or the
genre. There follows then an analysis of themes and trends in
science fiction, paying particular attention to machines, alien
beings, images of future society and superhumans. The various
trends are then discussed in the context of the various commun-
jcative functions in order to expose the directive potential of
the genre, the kind of world-view which it tends to maintain in
its readers, and the particular pressures relevant to its

characteristic patterns of restorative fantasy.



INTRODUCTION

This is an exercise in the sociology of literature. It
ic an attecpt to identify and analyse the connections between
& literary species and its social context. It proceeds
through four stages. It agks first what kind of connections
ve night reasonably look for and how we might find and interpret
them. Secondly, it presents a commentary on the history of the
cpecies. Thirdly, it presents an analysis of the way that certain
key notions have changed in their common treatment during that
history. Finally, it presents an account of the connections
which can be established, at least tentatively, between the species
and its context.

Sociologists of literature have previously been mosct

interested in fictions which they have assumed to be mimetic, or
in some way reflective of social reality. They have tended to
study works which seem to be "about" the real world, and they have
directed their efforts towvard examining the author's presumed
attexpt to "describe'" and "interpret" his social eanvironment,
assuzing that we may obtain access by this means to the author's
consciousness of his social environment. It is certainly true
that some authors have consciously adopted as their task the

description and interpretation of their own social world, but it

is equally certainly not universally true. Literary works which
lie cutside the range of this assumption tend to be more difficult
to deal with, requiring extra hypotheses about what the author is
doing and why he is doing it.

Very little literature actually reflects the social world

passively and straightforwardly. All literature is selective in



the elements of the social world which it reproduces and to which
it londs most emphasis. Even when literature can be scaid to hold
up & mirror to the contemporary world it is a distorting mirror,
and one that may distort in a nucber of different ways. Thio
poses problezs for the sociologist who wishes to use literature
as a source of data regarding the cocial environments of the past

and present, but it also provides the questions which first engage
the attention of the sociologist who wants to explain how literature
cozmes to be the kind of thing it is and how it comes to take the

kindsof forms it does. In the second kind of inquiry the distortions
are more interesting than the straightforward reflections and it is
this kind of inquiry which is pursued herein. 1t is for this reason
that I have selected as a literary species for examination the
publishing category known as '"science fiction": a kind of fiction
vhich is by definition not mimetic. This is not to say that we might
not discover in science fiction something of the various authory
consciousness of their social reality, but merely to say that this is
not all ve can or should be interested in.

In representing this work as an exercise in the sociology of

literature I do not wish to imply any value-judgement as to the

"literary merit" of the works to be studies. Leo Strauss has asked:
"Would we not laugh out of court a man who claimed to have written a
sociology of art but who had actually written a sociology of trash?"l
I do not think that it is a necessary part of the sociologist'!s task
to make distinctions of this kind. My purpose is to attempt to
understand why this particular literary species exists and why it has
the characteristic preoccupations that it does, not to praise it as
vart" or vilify it as "trash". 1In my view, the purpose of the
sociologist of literature is to explain why people write and read the

things they do, not to prescribe what they ought to write or what
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they ought to read. There seemas to be no logicsel basia for the

claim that the one entails the other.

Scionce fiction offers useful research material for an
analytical exercise of this kind for ceveral reasons. Firatly,
{t is a genre which iz relatively easily identifiable. Thoere
is a considerable nucber of writers who specialise in its
production, and a considerable nuzber of readers who specialise
(to a high degree) in its consumption. Science fiction, as a
publishers' category is clearly labelled, and its writers are
usually avare that they are writing material which is to be 80
labelled. Secondly, it is a genre of fairly recent provenance.
The label itself has been in;xiatence for little more than
fifty years, and with a few excepticna the fiction which shares
the preoccupations of labelled science fiction (and which is
sozetimes '"co-opted" by the genre) has all been written within
the last century. During the fifty-year period of its existence
as a labelled genre science fiction has undergone considerable
change, in terms of the media which contain it, in terms of its
economic fortunes, and in terms of the stereotypes and conventions

canifest in the stories. These changes present something of a

challenge to the sociologist who wants to ask questions about the
reasons why some genres thrive at certain times and the relation-
ships betveen social change and changes in the content of literature.
In addition to these general features there are certain aspects
of the genre's particular pretensions which are sociologically
interesting. There are numerous "definitions" of science fiction
and "canifestos" for the genre which represent science fiction as a
hypothetical fiction bound by the limits of presumed possibility.
Science fiction specifically renounces the claim that it shows

society as it is, but makes the interesting claim that ik shows
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gociety as it might be, or as it might become. Because of this

special claim we may be able to discover in acience fiction an
eavareness not of social reality but of expectations of social

change, and the hopes or fears which are corollary to those

expectations. Thio might not only illdminate some of the
connections between the content of science fiction and its social

context but may also provide data which are interesting in

themselvesn.

0000008008060 0500000
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Chapter One. APPRCACHES TO THE SOCIOLOGY OF LITERATURE

l. Literature ao a product

"It is the task of the sociologist of literature to
relate the experience of the writer's imaginary charactors

and situations to the historical climate from which they
derive. He has to transform the private qquation of themes
end atylistic means into social equationa."l

- Leo Lowenthal

This statemzent of Lowenthal's may stand as representative
for a whae school of critical and sociological thought which
exazines literature primarily as a product. This is not to
say that the tradition forgets or ignores that boocks are read
a8 well as written, but simply that it puts the emphasis very
zuch on the author as creator and the literary work as the
product of a creative process. The questions asked in this
tradition tend to be about the nature of the-ifeative process,
and when they are asked by sociologists rather than by literary
critics they tend to be about the sééal factors influencing ”
(and perhaps determining) the creative process. For the
sociologist of literature who approaches his task from this
direction the problez of connecting the literary work with itas
socinl context presents itself in the kind of terms Lowenthal
uses. The questions which he meets on this particular road are:
"Why has the author chosen this particular subject material?"

and "Why has he chosen this particular technique of presentation?"
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Thio approach, with ita corollary emphasis, is readily

understandable when it is associated with writers on literature
vho are themselves writers of literature. Many of the names
promsinent in this tradition of thought as literary critics are
thezselves writers or aspiring writers. Their primary interest,
necessarily, 1s the creative procesas. The approach is not so

cozzon among critics who are not writers, and who therefore ore
more interested in what works have to say to them as readers.

These critics tend to be acsociated with the alternative tradition,

vhich approaches literature primarily as a medium of communication.
Psychologists of literature have, like writers, tended to be
post interested in literature as a creative process, and literary
vorks as products. Freud discussed literature under the heading
of "The Paths to-Sympton‘Formation"a and represented literary
production as an expression of neurotic tendencies. He and his
disciples produced a nucber of 'case studies" of famous artists
and writers, psychoanalysing the men through their works and
discovering the well-springs of creative inspiration in the
repressed desires inhabiting the unconscious mind. Given the
izportance accorded by psychoanalysts to fantasies and fantasizing

this emphasis is not surprising.
¥hat is surprising is that so many sociologists of literature

should have adopted this approach and its emphasis, preferring to

study literature much pore as a product than as a medium of
coczunication. It is surprising not because the questions associated
with this tradition are of no sociological interest but because they
are not the only ones which might interest sociologists and perhaps
not the ones which they might find most interesting. The
psychologist and the literateur have a special interest in the

creative process, but the sociologist who similarly restricts his

attention zmay be a little narrow-nminded, for who else but the
- 12



gociologint io likely to inveatigate quecastions about the social
functions of literature as a medium of communication? At present
vo ceem to be in the odd situation that the people who have been
gost interested in literature as a medium of communication have
been a group of literary critics, while sociologiaoto of literature
have usually confined themselves to the more limited mode of

thoughtas. The recasons for this are largely historical.

Hadaze de Stael described the task which she undertook in

her book De la litterature (1850) as the examination of "“the

influence upon literature of religion, custom and law'. Much of
vhat she actually wrote did not, in fact, have much to do with

this prospectus, being concerned with drawing naive but picturesque
zetaphors connecting the literature of various nations with the
prevalent climate, but she was definite in seeing literature
prizarily as a expressive phenomzenon. Like a number of her
contezporaries, including von Herder and Hegel, the main connection
gshe drev betwveen literature and its social context was between
individual works and a general “spirit of the nation" (volksgeist)

or "spirit of the age" (zeitgeist).

Hege13 spoke of each "age" preserving its own prevailing mental
attitude and characteristic world-view, and he saw literature as

being an expression and an embodiment of this attitude and world-
view. Though he did not indulge in the metaphorical elaborations of
Madame de Stael he caw literature in much the same way.

In this view of literature the individual artist tends to
become a vehicle whose work is the articulation of something that
belongs to society in general - indeed, somethi;gwhich is a
property of society in general. The writer may represent the spirit

of his age well or badly, but this is all the latitude he has because

that is all that there is for him to do. This is a rather presumptucus
.13




attitude to literature, but because it is oo very vague and

elastic it is haxlly open to faloification. It explains nothing
because it really asserts nothing, but what it does do is to

point out a perspective - a direction of approach = and in this
vay it hag been influential in determining the methods of several
sodern sociologiasts of literature. A direct line of trancmissoion
extends from Hegel through Georg Lukacs to Lucien Goldmann, perhaps
the mogt prestigious of twentieth century sociologists of literature.
Harxist sociologists have in general tended to adopt the Hegelian
zode of approach, though they have modified his concept of
zeitpeinst, replacing it with collective consciousness based on social
class.

The most scphisticated version of this mode of approach is
Goldmann's and its key concept is the notion of a "world vision".

The term itself is borrowed from Lukacs, but Goldmann makes a much

zore determined effort to clarify the concept and to state exactly
how it can be used. He claims that:

"The history of philosophy and literature can become scientific
only when an objective and verifiable instrument has been created
which will enable us to distinguish the essentinl from the accidental
elezents in a work of art; the validity of this method will be
measured by the fact that it will never proclaim as accidental works
which are aesthetically satisfying. In my view, such an instrument

is to be found in the concept of the world vision eee.

"what is a world vision? It is not an immediate, empirical

fact, but a conceptual working hypothesis indispensable to an
understanding of the way in which individuals actually express their
ideas. Lven on an exzpirical plane, its importance and reality can be
scen as soon as we go beyond the ideas of work of a single writer,

and begin to study them as part of a whole .c..
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"wWhat 1 have called a *world vision' is a convenient
term for the whole complex of idcas, aspirations and feelings
vhich links together the mezbers of a socinl group (a group
which, in most cases, ascumes the existence of a social claoas)
and which opposes them to other social groups eeee

"In a few cages - and it is8 these which interest us - there
are exceptional individuals who either actually achiecve or who

come very close to achieving a completely integrated and coherent
view of wvhat they and the social class to which they belong are
trying to do."“
At o later stage in his career Goldmann became more definite about
the nature of the hozmology between society and literary works, co-
opting the vocabulary of structuraligm:

"The collective character of a literary creation derives

from the fact that the structures of the world and the work are

hozmologous with mental structures of certain social groups or is in
intelligible relation with them, whereas on the level of content,
that is to say, of the creation of the imaginary worlds governed
by these structures the writer has total freedom."s

In this view literary works Y“ecrystallise" the social relation-
ships which exist in the world, their basic structures modelling the

ecsential features of those relationships.

One of the most striking features of Goldmann's procedure is

the extent to which it narrows down the field of interest - it

rejects a great deal of work as being of no sociological interest.

In The Hidden God Goldzann is concerned with sorting out the

"egsential" froa the "accidental", implying that a considerable

nucber of whole works, and certain features of all works, belong to

the later category. 1n Towards a Sociologry of the Novel all of the
“content" of all works has become uninteresting, and all that remains

for the gociologist to work with ig a single basic structure common

15




to a handful of worka. Goldzann's ostensible justification for
chooaing these particular-uorkntin pizply that they are the ones
which contain the structure which he interproto aoc the one
appropriate to modern society (the atomised society of "erisis

capitalizz"). He does not, therefore, study literature in the
hope of discovering anything (though he does claim extra
Justification for The llidden God on the grounds that ha did
discover something) but simply to confirm that what he expectas
to find there can be identified. The fact that he can only
identify it in a very szall number of literary works does not
worry him « he has already declared that the author who manages
to articulate correctly the world vision of his group is an
Yexceptional individual,

Another curicus feature of Goldmann's comments in The Hidden

God 1is his claim that further justification for his modus

operandi will be provided by the fact that his method will never
identify as accidental works which are aesthetically satisfying.
Here he seexzs to be on very dangerocus ground, in that he must
exclude so much in order to fulfil his prospectus. One presumes
that this argument must become circular in order to wpe with any
claim that any critic might make regarding the aesthetic merits
of works outside Goldmann's chosen range (or, of course, the
aesthetic dezerits of works within it).

This approach is basically unproductive. It commits the
sociologist to rejecting as uninteresting the great majority of
literary works - all those, in fact, which do not conform to a
rather narrow-ninded set of preconceptions about what literary
works ought to be. It hardly needspointing out that few, if any,

writers would accept Goldzmann's analysis of what they are doing. . .

Neither Lukacs nor Goldmann had any real interest in

attezpting to come to terms with the profuse products of twentieth
16



century literature, for both regarded it as necesscarily degenerato.

Lukacs believed that it had become imposaible for anyone to write

"ereat literature" in hisc own time boecause of tho aboence of a

coherent socialist consciocusness which might rectore “totality" to
the modern vision of the world. He was optimistic that such
totality would be recovered in time, but Goldmann was less
convinced of its icminence. The Harxiat theorists are virtually
unanimous in conasidering that twentieth century literature had

lost both its power and its purpose in "becoming a commodity'.

For this reason they have been quite uninterested in trying to map
the connections between modern life and wmodern literature except
insofar as the literature illuminates the desolation and the
hopelessness of life in capitalist society. It is hardly to be
expected, therefore, that the Marxist sociology of literature will

of fer useful tools for the sociologist who does want to map thesce

connections.

900000

It is not only the intellectual descendants of Hegel and Marx
vho have tended to ezphasize literature as a product and to
concentrate their atention upon the social forces and influences
presiding over literary creation. Hippolyte Taine, a follower of
Comnte and the "positive philosophy', was dogmatic in his insistence
that this is the approach befitting the scientific study of

literature. His History of Enrlish Literature (1863) is devoted

to an examination of social factors as causes of literary production.

Again wve find the writer reduced almost to the status of an automaton,
zerely serving as a focussing device for the spirit of his nation and
the spirit of his age. Again we find the corollary reliance on the
pnotion of the great artist as the individual who manages to achieve

perfect articulation, 80 that other writers may be dicmissed as

uninteresting because they are making the wrong connections, or
-~ 17



waking the right ones incozpetently.

Taine, however, does go further than this into a consideration
of "1literary taste", and cpeaks of audicnce reaction as an important
force in the generation and evolution of literary kinda. MHe opeaks
of literature adapting itoelf to the taote of thoase who can
appreciate and pay for it. The invokation of the concept of

adaptation 1s not gurprising in view of the fact that the notion
had been brought into vogue in science by Lamarck earlier in the

century. In one of the subsequent developments of this line of

inquiry, Evolution des penres dans l'histoire de la litterature (1890)
Ferdinand Brunetiere produced a quasi-Darwinian theory of the

evolution of literary penres, seeing therein a kind of natural
selection as those genres which are "fitter" in the cense of meeting

the demands of an audience survive and thrive while others fail or
decline. The falseness of the analogy was sternly criticisced by

Levin Schucking, who attempted to provide a less ambitious account

of changes in literary taste in The Sociology of Literary Taste
(revised ed. 1931).

There is not sufficient cocherence about this series of

inquiries to warrant calling it a tradition but this additional mode
of approach to the problem of explaining the pattern of literary

production has continued to recur in sociological writing. In modern

times Robert Escarpit has attempted to come to terms with the way

that the writer and his audience interact and with accurate

description of the literary marketplace. lis method, however,

consists largely of gathering statistics concerned with book production,
and his wain concern is with the book as a commodity rather than as a
comzunique. His wvork remsains quite disconnected from the analytical
sociology of literature as practised by the Marxists, and also from

any kind of literary criticism. We thus find a rather peculiar

situation in the sociology of literature in which there are two major
18
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directions of approach which are both highly selective in the
data which they propose to study, and neither of which seems
to have the intention - or even to provide the possibility = of
coming to grips with the everyday cocial funtions of literature
in circulation in modern society.
whatever the merits these approaches may have it would surely

be ridiculous to claim that they exhaust the possibilities for the

cociological study of literature. It ceems to me, in fact, that

if the soclology of literature is to be confined by such approaches
a8 these it is likely to remain ecsentially aterile. Unless we can
consider literary works not only as things created and sold but

also as comzunications we will surely run the risk of misunderstanding
their real nature. Wworks of literature are not only written dbut
intended to be read. They are not simply expressive, but also - and
perhaps mcre importantly - communicative. And, while a statistical
study of book production and the economics of the book marketplace
pay be helpful (or essential) to an understanding of the network of
literary commounication we must surely be prepared at some stage to

go beyond that to an examination of the communiques themselves.

2e Literature as a8 Heans of Communication

If literature is to be regarded as a means of comzunication
then we must ask what kind of communication is involved. The
questions which we are likely to meet as we approach the probleem
from this direction are: "What special functions are performed by
literature which differentiate it from other media of communication?"
and "Are the differences between various kinds of literature

accountable in terms of different kinds of comzunicative function,

or simply in terms of different communiques?" Because sociologists

have B0 far, for the most part, failed to interest themselves in

19



queations like these it is necessary to turn to othor sources
in search of useful suggestions as to what to look for.

The first theory of the social functions of literature
vas advanced by Arisgtotle, who saw the explanation of its

existence in terms of a “delight in imitation'". He saw the
function of poetry as primarily didactic, dbut invoked as a

further function for drama the notion of catharsis, proposing

that by evoking within us the ezotions of pity and terror drama

might allow us to be purged of tensions and leave us with "calm
of mind". The comzmunicative function suggested here is both an
affective one and an instructive one. Opinions, however, have
varied as to whether drama really does permit the release of
emsotional tension or whether it simply creates it. Plato
contended that tradedy and comedy "nourish and water our emotions
wvhen we ought to dry theam up'". This still recognises an

affective function for literature but evaluates its social

usefulness rather differently.

As previously noted it is in the writings of literary critics

who are not themselves authors that the notion of literature as
cozzunication predominates - it is members of the audience

rather than writers who tend to dwell on the issue of what purpose
is being served by the dramatic performance or by the act of
reading, and what purpose ought to be served thereby. It is only
to be expected that opinicns on these points will vary in that
there is no logical necessity for the same function to be served
by every act of reading.

The modern critic who has developed most extensively the
notion of literature as a medium of communication is l1.A. Richards,
primarily in his Principles of Literary Criticism (1924). Because
he is awvare that writers themselves have a rather narrowver interest

in the creative process he takes some pains to establish the

- 20



validity of his approach, and he justifies it as followa:

"That the artist is not as a rule consciounly concerned
vith cozmunication, but with getting the work, the poem or
play or statue or painting or whatever it is, 'right',

apparently regardlecs of its cozmunicative efficacy, is eanily
explained. To make the work 'embody', accord with, and represent
the precise experience upon which its value depends is hin major
preoccupation, in difficult cases an overmastering preoccupation,
and the dissipation of attention which would be involved if he
considered the comzunicative side as a separate issue would be
fatal in most serious work e... But this conscious neglect of
coxzunication does not in the least diminish the importance of
the communicative aspect .... The very process of getting the
work 'right' has itself .... immense communicative consequencesn.

Apart from certain special cases .... it will, when *'right! have

zuch greater cozxzunicative power than it would have had if 'urong'."6

Richards declines to consider the question of whether
effective compmunication is an "unconscious motive' on the part of
the writer, but is content to claim as an observation the fact
that what is for the writer effective expression is for the writer
and reader effective communication. He moves quickly on to a set
of proposals regarding the proper function of the arts:

“The arts are our storehouse of recorded values. They spring

from and perpetuate hours in the lives of exceptional people, when

their control and command of experience is at its highest, hours

when the varying possibilities of existence are most clearly seen
and the different activities which may arise are most exquisitely
reconciled, hours when habitual narrowness of interests or
confused bewilderment are replaced by an intricately wrought

composure .... wWithout the assistance of the arts we could compare

very few of our experiences, and without such comparison we could
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hardly hope to agree as to which are to be preterred."7

In this view the great artist is ogain an exceptional
individual, but for what is almost the opposite reasson to that
proposed by Goldmann. He is exceptional because of hia
uniqueness, his ability to diascover new possibvilities, not for
his ability to become the voice of a social class or the spirit
of an sge. Actually, the presumed roles are not so very
different, but Richarda' exceptional people are discovering and
creating what Goldmann's are reflecting and articulating.

Richards' goal is to justify the value-judgements which
literary critics habitually make by claiming that in judging the
value of works of art they are in some way judging the value of
human experiences. Wwhat his argument actually does is to
transform the value-judgement regarding the sesthetic merit of a
work of art into a value-judgement regarding a "way of life" -

a judgezent passed upon society. Instead of regarding the
difference ‘between "good art" and "bad art" as a matter of style
or sycmetry he characterises bad art as communication which does
not sizply fail, but also corrupts. In this view, people who are
able to appreciate great art are, in a perfectly literal sense,
better people, and people who cannot are degenerate!

“The basis of morality, as Shelley insisted, is laid not by
preachers but by poets. Bad taste and crude responses are not
gere flaws in an otherwise admirable person. They are actually a
root evil from which other defects follow. No life can be excellent
in which the elezentary responses are disorganised and confused."

For Richards, bad art - including mass-produced literature =
is not merely art which fails to fulfil its function but which is

actually dysfunctional. It does have a communicative effect, but

one which is bad:

At present bad literature, bad art, the cinema, etc., are an
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influence of the firat importance infixing immature and actually
inapplicable attitudes to most things ceee

"The losses incurred by thesce artificinl fixations of
attitudes are evident. Through them the averasge adult is worse,

not better, adjusted to the posasibilities of his existence than
the child. He i8 even in the most important things functionally
unable to face facts: do what he will he is only able to face
fictions, fictions projected by his own stock responaes."g

Richards is, of course, primarily interestad in justifying
his value-judgements, but in order to do this he has to make
hypotheses about the way in which literature actually functions
within society, and it is these hypotheses which may provide initial
guidelines for the sociological study of literature.

Richards' lead has been followed enthusiastically by a series
of literary and social critics, including F.R. Leavis and Richard

Hoggart, both of whom were attracted by the notion that bad art is

actually "harmful" and a threat to social well-being. A slightly
pore czoderate and much more thoughtful extension of Richards'
line of thought is also apparent in the work of Raymond Williams.

Leavis took Richards' case to extremes in developing the
notion of a tiny aesthetic elite alone capable of appreciating
literature and life, surrounded and in izminent danger of eclipse
by Yahoos. The culmination of his thesis is the claim that:

"The minority capable not only of appreciating Dante,
Shakespeare, Donne, Baudelaire, Hardy (to take the major instances)
but of recognizing their latest successors constitute the
10

consciousness of the race (or of a branch of it) at a given time."

Here, again, we are back to the spirit of the age, save that

in this view it is literary appreciation which defines it rather

than literary production which is defined by it.

.In the work of Hoggart and Willjams the emposis shifts from
e3



the pasoionate nced to establish the superiority of great

literature and its devotees to the atrmpt to investigate
zuch more closely the role played by literature (good and bad)
in affecting - or in helping to conatitute = society. Williama!

enquiry is the more detailed, and focvags upon the ambiguity
in the word "culture'', which can be used with reforence either

to art or to society. In Culture and Society 1760-1950 (1958)
Williams tracks the changing implications of the word as used by

commentators on literature and society. In his view the word
cozen ultimately to mean “a whole way of 1ife', and literature-
ap-comzunication is an active force in creating, reconstructing
and maintaining it. This position is summarised and further
developed in The Long Revolution (1961), where we find the
following comments on the social functions of art:

"Art cannot exist unless a working communication can be
reached, and this cozmzunication is an activity in which both
artist and spectator participate. When art communicates, a
human experience is actively offered and actively received.
Below this activity threshold there can be no art.

“"The nature of the artist's activity, in this process, may
be further defined. The artist shares with other men what is
usually called the ‘creative imagination': that is to say, the
capacity to find and organise new descriptions of experience ...
The special nature of the artist's work is his use of a learned
gkill in a particular kind of transmission of experience."ll

"We cannot say that art is a substitute for other kinds of
communicaiion, since when successful it evidently communicates
experience which is not apparently comzunicable in other ways.
Ve must see art, rather, as an extension of our capacity for
organisation: a vital faculty which allows particular areas of

reality to be describedand.communicated."lz
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"Thus our descriptions of our experience come to compose a
network of relationships, and all our comzunication syatems,
including the arts, are literally parts of our social orgenisation.
The selection and interpretation involved in our descriptions
enbody our attitudes, needs and interests, which we seek to
validate by making them clear to others.:’

Leavis' developzment of Richards' perspective is to make it
into a weapon for social (and sometimes personal) criticism. 1In

Leavis' hands the transformation of aeasthetic value-judgements

into social ones makes the study of literature into a vast series
of arguzents ad hominem and ultimately renders it sterile.

Williams, by contrast, retreats {from the impulsive value-judgements
to develop the hypotheses regarding the nature and functions of art,

and makes constructive suggestions as to what the student of

literature might expect to find there. He is wary of accepting

the arrogant stance of Richards' attack on bad literature as a

corrupting force (an arrogance which becomes hatred in Leavis and
patronization in Hoggart). Williams approaches the problem of
mass-produced art and its badness in a more cautious spirit:

"We are faced with the fact that there is now a great deal
of bad art, bad entertainment, bad journalism, bad advertisement,
bad arguzent. We are not likely to be diverted from this conclusion
by the usual diversionary arguments. Much that we judge to be bad
i{s known to be bad by its producers ....

"But this is said to be popular culture. The description has
a ready-zade historical thesis., After the education act of 1870,
a nev mass-public came into being, literate but untrained in .
reading, low in taste and habit, The mass-culture followed as a
matter of course. 1 think always, when I hear this thesis, of an

earlier one, from the second half of the eighteenth century. Then,

the decisive date was between 1730 and 1740, and what had emerged,
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with the advance of the middle classes to prosperity, wvas a new
giddle-clans reading public. The immediate result was that
vulgar phenomenon, the novcl."lk

He goes on to oboerve that to concentrate on the badness of
popular culture is to ignore the fact that good books as well as
bad now circulate far more widely than at any previous period of
history, and then adds a much more important observationt

"Secondly, it is important to remeasdber that, in judging a
culture it is not enough to concentrate on habits which coincide
with those of the observer. To the highly literate observer there
is alwvays a tezptation to assume that reading plays as large a
part in the lives of most people as it does in his own. But if
he compares his own kind of reading with the readinge-matter that
is most widely distributed, he is not really comparing levels of
culture. He is, in fact, cooparing what is produced for people
to vhea reading is a major activity with that produced for people
to shom it is, at best, minor. To the degree that he acquires a
substantial proportion of his ideas and feelings he will assume,
again wrongly, that the ideas and feelingiof the majority will
be similarly conditioned. But, for good or ill, the majority of
people do not yet give reading this importance in their lives;
their ideas and feelings are, to a large extent, still moulded by
a wider and more complex pattern of social and family life. There
is an evident danger of delusion to the highly literate person, if
he supposes that he can judge the quality of general living by
primary reference to the readingartifactg."ls

Williams recains, throughout his work, preoccupied with the
problem of making prescriptions for a better society, but he is
not prepared to make popular culture into a scapegoat for his
dissatisfaction with the way things are. Because of thi:}ittempt

to use literature 88 & Reans to the end of a better understanding
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of soclety seems far more objective than the attempt made by
Richards to evaluate society through its sensitivity to

literature.

In Culture and Society 17560-1950 Williams discusses

literary works in terzms of what he calls their “structure of
feeling!, seeing the works as dramatirations of emotiocnal conflict
which not only express the conflicts but also atiempt some kind of
resolution. In this view a novel becomes a kind of exemplar in
vhich the attitudes of the writer are ultimately "Jjustified" by

the outcome of the imaginary situation. When such exemplars become
stereotyped, giving a common pattern to a number of literary works
(Williams refers to the 19th century "industrial novels") then ve
are presumably dealing with an attitude common to (and perhaps
characteristic of) a social group or class. The analogy with

s dear
Goldzann's world vision or his literary structures; but Williams'

tool of analysis is on the one hand more flexible because it is

not constrained by such dogmatic preconceptions, and on the other
hand more powerful, in that it is actually creating or reconstructing
the structure of feeling within society at large, not merely

reflecting it.

Goldmann's notion of the world vision offers little hope for
an inquiry into the sociology of popular literature because it is
fundamental to Goldzmann's case that only great literature can be
expected to present a coherent and fully-formulated world vision.
Bad fiction may still contain an inccherent and badly articulated
vision, but it is difficult to imagine how one would be able to
identify and characterise it. Williams' notion of the "structure
of feeling" seems potentislly more useful, in that one might
expect to find some structure of feeling even in popular fiction,
albeit simplified and lacking in subtlety. However, we must

heed Williams' own warning regarding the danger of the assumption
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that popular culture is simply a crude and stupid version of
elite culture. We must not simply take it for granted that
popular culture is fulfilling the same comzunicative function
as elite culture, even if we ore prepared to assume that the

function credited to good literature by Williams is, in fact,

the correct one.

%« The Functions of Literature

As we have seen, the recent growth of concern regarding
the comzunicative functions of literature is anssociated with an
anxiety recgarding the "micuse'" of those functions by the mass
media, including mass-produced popular fiction. The reaction of
gen closely associated with elite culture to the products of the
wass media is inevitably condemnatory, but it is at least possidble
that they over-react. It is therefore worth looking at another
direction of approach to the problem of communication and its
functions - that adopted by a group of media sociologists.

OCne of the most surprising things about the sociology of the
pass media is that many people working within the field have

gimply imported the condemnatory attitudes of elite cultures,
devoting themselves not &0 much to analysis of the situation as
to criticism of it. Nevertheless, socjologists in this field have

been disposed to look much more Closely at the supposed corruptive

effects of wedia content, in order to find out how it influences
its consumera.16 A certain amount of empirical research has been
done with the aim of discovering what kind of gratification the
audience get from the content of the mngs media and how they use
that content. ¥rom considerations of this kind a more complicated
picture of the kinds of communicatjion which might take place

through the medium ofart {good or bad) has grown up.
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In Communication and Social Order (1962) Hugh Dalziel
Duncan identifies three probadble categories of literary
conmunication.17LHo distinguishes batween "literature as great
art", "literature as magical art" and "literature as make-believe'.
He sces the function of "literature as great art' in much the |
saze terms as Richards and Williams!

"What we mean by ‘originality' is not that a writer io able
to create great nusbers of fantasies (madmen do this just as well)
or that he can invoke profound traditions out of the past (pacred
writings do this far better) but that he presents new actions, or
phaces of social action, which give us, as we cay, a new life.

Cur self-consciousness is raised to new intensity because we are
able to enter into great undertakings on a symbolic level among
characters whom we would know nothing of in our ordinary life.
In this cense great literature is not an appeal to the passions
or a vehicle for comzunity daydreaming. It is the exploration
through symbolic action of how men can act when they act freely
in human society."la

When literature functiors as “magical art", according to
Duncan, its purpose is to maintain attitudes and values and to
help in the preservation of norms:

"Popular literature maintains sentiments requisite for success
within the socliety and transmits these from one generation to
another through ezbodizent in symboljic works which are easily
accessiblg ... We uUse such literature not to weigh ends and means
but to charge objects and experiences with sentiments useful in
coczunal practical action. Literature of this kind is close to
daily life because it takes its standards of achievement from the
powerful institutions of the community;"lg

The third function of literature suggested by Duncan recalls

Aristotle's theorYy of cathargis, seeing art as an aid to some kind
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of release from desires which must be repressed in everyday
social intercourse. Mlere the relcase is obtained by

imaginative wish-fulfilment:

"Hake-believe literature ... removes us from practical
action by dissipating emotions which, if deveoloped into action
(as in the use of magical art) or into conscious rational
experience (as in the use of great art) would be a threat to
those in control of the society oe.. Whether it is a child
reading from Grimm ... Or a sophisticated adult following the
daily horrors of sex crimes in the daily press, they are making
use of forms of expression which are approved by their society
and which are one means by which they learn to satisfy their
instinctual drives <c..

"Make=-believe allows us to elnborate desire through
iraginative symbolic forms developed in time as traditional forms

of wishing. On this level our wishes are no more unique than our

clothes, which may be individual but never an arbitrary expression
of the self. Our wishes, too, are limited to a culturally
determined range of make-believe forms."zo
These proposed comzunicative functions are no more than
hypotheses, but they seem plausible for two reasons. On the one
hand, they offer a potential explanation for the repetitiveness
of much popular fiction and its standardisation. On the other
hand, they recall categories which are clearly recognisable both
in the content of popular literature and in the ways we habitually
talk about it. The third function proposed by Duncan is little

gore than an elaboration of the common notion of "escapist"
reading.
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