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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
BRITISH APPROACHES TO CULTURAL STUDIES 
 
In Culture and Anarchy (“culture is the best that has been thought and said”) Matthew Arnold 
had introduced a component of value into a definition of culture and this had added all sorts 
of connotations especially with its derivation “cultured” as an adjective. The definition of 
culture embraced arts such as literature, music and fine art, correct behaviour and religious 
observances. By the First World War culture had come to be associated with a certain level 
of education, an ideal of upper class manners and therefore had become intimately 
associated with the notion of a ‘lady’ and a ‘gentleman.’ It had acquired class connotations. 
 
The popular notion of culture, cultured and its associated adjective “cultivated” persisted until 
after the Second World War. However, the increase in literacy through compulsory primary 
education and the growth of the press meant that more or less the whole population had 
access to art and literature. Moreover, the development of radio, the recording of popular 
music and the film industry meant an explosion in the dissemination of popular culture 
outside the major urban centres. There was also an increased professionalization of sports 
such as football and rugby league in the north of England. High culture added fashion to the 
arts and by the 1950s the fashion model was an occupation for slim upper class “gels.” 
Between the wars, despite the depression, more people in the south of England had a 
disposal income to spend on consumer goods such as cars, radios, clothes and holidays at 
the seaside. Although the five years following the end of the Second World War were 
characterized by a shortage of consumer goods and the rationing of Essentials, by the 1950s 
Britain’s economy had recovered to allow a consumer boom leading to the infamous claim 
during the 1959 General Election that Britain had “never had it so good.” 
 
This economic prosperity did not lead to an increased consumption of culture by a wider 
portion of British society, but the irruption of popular culture into existing stereotypes and 
conceptions of what culture might mean. A key work was “The Uses of Literacy” (1957) by 
Richard Hoggart. It was an attempt to understand the changes in culture in Britain caused 
by the creation of mass culture by commercial forces. Hoggart's argument was that mass 
publicists were made "more insistently, effectively and in a more comprehensive and 
centralized form today than they were earlier" and "that we are moving towards the creation 
of a mass culture, that the remnants of what was at least in part an urban culture 'of the 
people' are being destroyed". 
 
In his study Hoggart looks at pulp fiction, popular magazines and newspapers and the 
movies and finds in all of these, "drift". He describes the break-up of the old, class culture, 
lamenting the loss of the close-knit communities and their replacement by the emerging 
manufactured mass culture. This includes the tabloid newspapers, advertising, and the 
triumph of Hollywood. They colonized local communities and robbed them of their distinctive 
features. Hoggart's attack is not on popular culture, but rather on a mass culture which is 
imposed from above. "Popular culture" being self-created has a fundamental integrity and 
evolves according to its own laws and dictates, not as a result of the mass media. 
 
RICHARD HOGGART (1918-2014) 
 
Richard Hoggart made much in his writings of the scholarship child’s uprootedness and 
anxiety, but his own dislocation had its limits. After serving with the Royal Artillery in North 
Africa and Italy, he returned to Britain in 1946 and got a job in adult education, shuttling up 
and down the North Yorkshire coast to teach English literature. Several years later he moved 
to Hull as a lecturer at the university. After Hull it was Leicester, and then Birmingham. 
Hoggart’s unmetropolitan trajectory was part of what made him famous. The Uses of Literacy 
established him as an authority on the working class and its future. Through a combination of 
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memoir and literary criticism (of popular fiction, songs and newspapers), he identified 
characteristics of ‘traditional’ working-class culture: supportive, neighbourly, sentimental, 
translating social or political questions into personal terms. In the 1950s it had become 
fashionable to argue that a newly affluent worker was emerging who was becoming middle-
class in lifestyle and political attitudes. Hoggart saw the cultural impact of such developments 
as almost entirely negative. He wished to show that 1950s affluence and the ‘newer mass 
art’, bound up with Americanization, threatened this culture. Gangster fiction and sex-and-
violence novels fostered moral emptiness. Glossy magazines and pop songs invited 
consumers into ‘a candy floss world’. He particularly disliked “milk bars”, in which he believed 
he could detect “a sort of spiritual dry-rot amid the odour of boiled milk”. The influence of 
what he called “the mass publicists” was so all-pervasive that the culture of the people was 
being destroyed.  
 
Drawing on his own experience as a scholarship boy from a very poor home in Leeds, he 
described how the old, tightly-knit working-class culture of his boyhood — of stuffy front 
rooms, allotments, back-to-back housing and charabanc trips — was breaking up in the face 
of a mass culture of tabloid newspapers, advertising, jukeboxes and Hollywood. “The 
hedonistic but passive barbarian who rides in a fifty-horse-power bus for threepence, to see 
a five-million dollar film for one-and-eight pence, is not simply a social oddity; he is a portent,” 
Hoggart wrote. 
 
The book’s ideas took shape as Hoggart tried to win his evening-class students over to new 
ways of reading literature and to seeing advertising as something that could also be ‘read’. 
He was one of a large number of men and women who committed themselves to furthering 
the postwar expansion of secondary schooling and adult education and to the larger ambition 
of making art and literature part of ordinary life in a more democratic Britain. Many who 
taught English drew their critical approach and teaching method and their sense of belonging 
to a cause from Scrutiny, the Cambridge journal created by the literary critic F.R. Leavis. 
Hoggart had no personal connection with Leavis and his circle, and did not share all their 
literary values. His first book was about W.H. Auden, whom Scrutiny had damned. In his 
teaching, though, he followed Leavis’s example. He focused on ‘the words on the page’, not 
background material, and made his students analyze pairs of unattributed poems and prose 
passages, pressing them to discriminate (a key word) between the living and the hollow. 
The Uses of Literacy, like Raymond Williams’s Culture and Society, which appeared a 
year later, was a product of the tension between its author’s Leavisian methods and his un-
Leavisian politics. Criticism of popular culture, Hoggart said, had to look at the wider life of 
the people and the attitudes they bring to their entertainments. Here Hoggart perceived 
authentic values and emotional styles. Hoggart made a case for the existence of a working-
class ‘culture’, an argument that ran counter to the more literary and exclusive definition of 
culture propounded by the Leavises.  
 
After The Uses of Literacy, Hoggart’s main contributions to British culture were as a public 
intellectual, committee member and administrator. He gave an institutional home to cultural 
studies by establishing a centre for it at the University of Birmingham after he took up a chair 
there in 1962. In 1962 he was invited to Birmingham University to take a chair in Modern 
English Literature. He agreed to come on condition he was allowed to start his own 
postgraduate course. “I invented it on the spot. It was to be in contemporary cultural studies.” 
As warden of Goldsmiths College in London he oversaw the creation of an influential media 
studies programme and an overhaul of teacher training. Between Birmingham and 
Goldsmiths he worked for UNESCO in Paris.  
 
RAYMOND WILLIAMS (1921-1988) 
 
Raymond Williams was one of the most significant thinkers of the second half of the 
twentieth century, and a major figure in a socialist tradition that he continued, questioned, 
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and renewed. His many books and articles transformed understanding of culture and society, 
and made  a decisive contribution to the development of cultural studies in Britain, Europe, 
and the United States. 
 
Born in the Welsh border country in 1921, Williams’ childhood was spent in a close-knit rural 
working-class community that provided him with the values and concerns that were to 
underlie his life’s work. After attending the local grammar school, he won a scholarship to 
Trinity College, Cambridge, where he arrived in 1939 to study English. His studies were 
interrupted in 1941, however, when he was called up for military service. Williams served 
four years in an anti-tank regiment, taking part in the 1944 Normandy landings, then returned 
to Cambridge in 1945. He completed his degree and became a tutor in the Workers’ 
Educational Association, on the periphery of the British educational establishment. 
Williams’s experience of the Workers’ Educational Association was crucial for his work: in the 
first instance, for the task he set himself of analyzing the idea of culture as it had gained 
importance in a line of social critics from Coleridge through to F.R. Leavis and in relation to 
the contemporary deployment of the term culture in arguments against democracy and 
socialism – arguments that were cast increasingly in terms of a conflict between the 
threatened necessary values of ‘minority culture’ and the threatening amorphous mediocrity 
of ‘mass civilization’. 
 
Williams’s analysis became the enormously influential book Culture and Society (1958). 
Work for that book also involved a series of studies of cultural production, with the aim of 
understanding the history of industrial capitalism in relation to the forms of communication 
that were an integral part of it: the press, advertising, education, the new media. The Long 
Revolution (1961) brought these studies together and marked his insistence on the 
importance of struggles for the public ownership and control of ‘communications’. The book 
also expressed his commitment to recognizing cultural activity as a primary and productive 
activity within the whole social process, not to be seen simply as the reflection of economic 
and political determinations. Williams went on to explore these concerns further in books 
such as Communications (1962; revised edition 1976), Television: Technology and 
Cultural Form written during a period at Stanford (1974), and Towards 2000 (1983). The 
underlying theoretical framework for such works was set out in, for example, his critical 
revision of Marxist thinking about culture and society in Marxism and Literature (1977). 
 
Raymond Williams returned to Cambridge in 1961, following appointment as a University 
Lecturer in English and as a Fellow of Jesus College. He published substantially on 
literature, always with an attention to literary works as social forms. Books included Modern 
Tragedy (1966), The English Novel: Dickens to Lawrence (1970), The Country and the City 
(1973), Problems in Materialism and Culture (1980), Writing in Society (1984) - these last two 
being collections of some of his most important essays. Drama and its social reality in 
different historical contexts had always been a central interest. Indeed, Williams’ first books 
were Drama from Ibsen to Eliot (1952; revised as Drama from Ibsen to Brecht, 1968); Drama 
in Performance (1954); and Preface to Film (with Michael Orrom, 1954). In 1974 he became 
Cambridge’s Judith E. Wilson Professor of Drama. 
 
Raymond Williams wrote plays for BBC television, as well as six novels: from the 
autobiographical Border Country (1960) to the posthumously published, historical People of 
the Black Mountains (1989 & 1990). This final novel, rooted in the mountains on the Welsh 
borderland, tells stories of their people from the Stone Age to the Middle Ages in the form of 
flashbacks as a man in the present day searches for his grandfather who has not returned 
from a mountain walk. Politics and Letters (1979), a set of substantial interviews with New 
Left Review, stands as an excellent introduction to Williams’ life and work in all its 
complexity. 
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Keywords, published in 1976, stemmed from work done during the writing of Culture and 
Society some twenty years earlier. Looking at the idea of culture and its development had 
shown Williams that it was only by returning to modulations of the word through history that 
one could understand even the term itself. Realization of the value of, and need for, such a 
historical semantics of culture and of other related words led Williams to prepare a number of 
entries for these words which were to have formed an appendix to Culture and Society. 
Owing to the publisher’s worries about length, however, the appendix was finally omitted. It 
was to this material, which Williams had been expanding and revising over the years that 
Williams returned for Keywords. 
The guiding principle in the composition of Keywords was to look at historical changes in the 
meaning of 109 key words, in order to bring out the significance of the facts of these 
changes. As Williams put it in the book’s Introduction: 
 

This is not a neutral review of meanings. It is an exploration of the vocabulary of a 
crucial area of social and cultural discussion, which has been inherited within precise 
historical and social conditions and which has to be made at once conscious and 
critical – subject to change as well as to continuity. 
 

The network of the particular, culturally important words shifts in time, and a revised edition 
of Keywords, containing entries for an additional twenty keywords, was published in 1983. 
 
STUART HALL (1931-2014) 
 
Hall had arrived at Oxford University to read English on a Rhodes scholarship from Jamaica, 
but left academic life – and an incomplete doctoral thesis on Henry James – to become a key 
player in the New Left and the founding editor of its magazine, the New Left Review.  Hall 
also began teaching media on adult education courses, co-writing a book on the subject with 
his friend and colleague Paddy Whannel.  It meant that when in 1964 an invitation came from 
Richard Hoggart to join his newly-established Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at 
Birmingham, Hall was ideally placed to assist the project in its research into youth cultures, 
the press, film and television. 
 
The Centre was funded in part by Penguin Books in recognition of Hoggart’s star 
performance in the Lady Chatterley’s Lover obscenity trial.  Hoggart wanted the initiative to 
expand on The Uses of Literacy, his earlier book on working-class cultures and the mass 
media, and to study everyday forms of popular culture using skills drawn from literary 
scholarship. The bulk of Penguin’s annual grant of £2,500 went on employing Hall as a full-
time Research Fellow on the project.  Hall brought a sophisticated theoretical grounding that 
marked the Centre as the institutional origin of cultural studies. For Hall, Cultural Studies was 
never a discipline in itself, but a field of enquiry, a mechanism to understand the broader 
structures that shaped our everyday lives. His most famous works while at Birmingham 
included analyses of how meanings are transmitted and received in the media (‘encoding’ 
and ‘decoding’) as well as how identities based on age, class, race and gender intersected 
with dominant ways of seeing. 
 
But beyond his own insights, Hall’s work at Birmingham was distinctive because of the 
practices of research and collaboration he instigated, particularly when in 1970 Hoggart 
departed for UNESCO and Hall assumed the position of Centre Director. Inspired by the 
political fervour of the rebellions of 1968 and the work of the Italian Marxist,  Antonio 
Gramsci, Hall sought out new working practices for teachers and students that attempted to 
break down traditional academic hierarchies. Decisions relating to the intellectual direction 
and administrative organization of the Centre were undertaken collectively; students sat on 
interview panels for prospective students; and an unofficial hardship fund was set up, taken 
from all Centre members who earned a salary and allocated to those who were in need of 
financial assistance. 
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Even if such practices could not be widely publicized at the time, the Centre became famous 
for a collaborative model of intellectual work that was more in keeping with established 
practice in the sciences than the arts. A series of co-written books, articles and ‘working 
papers’ that explored topics such as subcultures, Resistance Through Rituals, race and 
the law, Policing the Crisis, and the theoretical aspects of cultural inquiry, Culture, Media, 
Language, made the ‘Birmingham School’, as the Centre came to be known, an academic 
‘brand’ that continues to be recognized around the world. Many of Hall’s graduate students 
never got round to submitting their PhD theses, so busy were they in publishing joint 
ventures with their peers and teachers. Such was Hall’s intellectual generosity that, unlike 
almost every other leading intellectual working in the arts and humanities, he never published 
a monograph on his own. His ideas were there to stimulate and provoke; to join a 
conversation that others would take up. 
 
There were, of course, difficulties to this project, not least in terms of the Centre’s 
relationship with wider university management at Birmingham. The Centre and Hall played 
an active role in a major student protest that took place on campus in 1968 over the issue of 
student democracy and representation in university decision-making.  Hall addressed the sit-
in and publicly criticized what he saw as the repressive nature of existing university 
structures.  Hall’s visible support for the students marked his card for many years and 
ensured he was never offered a chair at Birmingham.  It also contributed to the lack of 
investment in the Centre throughout the 1970s.  What is perhaps most incredible is that the 
tremendous outpouring of empirical research and theoretical reflection in this period was 
achieved with a permanent staff of just two or three lecturers. Hall got the best out of his 
colleagues and raised the bar for what could be achieved by graduate students. 
 
There were other difficulties within the Centre’s collectivized experiment.  Hall himself at 
times struggled to reconcile his commitment to the ethos of 1968 with the politics of 
academic hierarchy.  He was twenty years older than many of his collaborators and, as one 
colleague put it, always ‘the cleverest person in the room’.  His commitment to the ongoing 
project of cultural studies was obvious, but he also wanted to allow the space for those with 
different ideas to develop it in alternative directions.  Hall often found he was criticized just as 
much for staying silent in discussions as for speaking too much.  In the political fervour of the 
1970s each new cohort of students arrived at the Centre with a new set of political battles 
ready to be fought, often over the increasing centrality of various forms of identity politics.  
Hall, he recently admitted in an interview, began to find he ‘couldn’t manage the transition 
between being their Director, their supervisor, their friend, their political ally, their intellectual 
interlocutor’.  Exhausted, Hall left the Centre in 1979 to take up a post at the Open University 
where his publicly available lectures on the BBC inspired an even wider group of students. 
 
THE CENTRE FOR CONTEMPORARY CULTURAL STUDIES (CCCS) 1964-2002 
 
In the inaugural lecture that followed his appointment as Professor of English at the 
University of Birmingham in 1962, Richard Hoggart announced his intention to conduct 
research into ‘mass’ culture. Two years later, Hoggart had founded the Birmingham Centre 
for Contemporary Cultural Studies. Under the directorship of first Hoggart and then Stuart 
Hall and Richard Johnson, and with the commitment of Michael Green throughout, the 
Centre operated at the intersections of literary criticism, sociology, history and anthropology. 
Rather than focus on ‘high’ culture, the intention was to carry out group research on areas of 
popular culture such as chart music, television programmes and advertising. This approach 
went profoundly against the grain of conventional academic practice. 
 
The Centre had few members of staff and much of the work it produced was the result of 
collaborations between students, many of whom came from backgrounds that were under-
represented in universities. Work produced at the Centre showed that popular culture was 
not only worthy of academic study but often also politically significant. It showed, for 
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example, the importance to young people of subcultures based around style and music, the 
ideological influence of girls’ magazines over their young readership, and why a ‘moral 
panic’ over the presence of black communities had evolved in 1970s Britain. 
 
The Centre’s focus on the ‘contemporary’ in Birmingham, Britain and later around the world 
was combined with an engagement with critical theory, often introduced from the continent. 
The application of these theories to contemporary society was rigorously debated during 
weekly ‘sub groups’.  
 
Conventional boundaries between teachers and students were intentionally broken down at 
the Centre, creating a democratic approach to learning that was a training ground for several 
noted public intellectuals and produced numerous foundational texts. The Centre also had an 
important influence outside the academy, with numerous former students playing significant 
roles in altering the political and cultural landscapes of Birmingham and beyond. Having 
been merged with the Department of Sociology, the Centre was closed down by the 
University of Birmingham in 2002 
 
In his inaugural address entitled "Schools of English and Contemporary Society" (1963), 
Richard Hoggart, attacked the narrowness of the way English literature was being taught in 
Great Britain and outlined an approach to what he "provisionally called Literature and 
Contemporary Cultural Studies"--an approach which he claimed had "something in common 
with several existing approaches, but [was] not exactly any one of them."  
 
From the very beginning, cultural studies was conceived of as an interdisciplinary endeavour. 
Trained in literary criticism, and enthusiastic in promoting its virtues as a mode of analysis, 
Hoggart envisioned the cultural studies project as consisting of three parts: as he put it, "one 
is roughly historical and philosophical; another is, again roughly, sociological; the third--which 
will be the most important--is the literary critical."  
 
It was Hoggart's statement about the need for English Studies as an academic discipline to 
"come into an active relation with its age" that framed the inaugural address of a project 
designed to study cultural practices in a broad sense--a project whose origins Stuart Hall has 
reported were marked by "caution and uncertainty." Hoggart, and the cultural studies project 
in general can be regarded as implicitly addressing an antagonist: the proverbial elitist school 
of cultural thought in England that argues for a separation between high culture and "real" 
life, between the historic past and the contemporary world, or between theory and practice, 
depending on how one chooses to frame the antinomies. 
 
How did Hoggart and his successors perceive cultural studies? What was it an alternative to? 
What did they perceive as its historical antecedents? How did they define and continue to 
define its aims? What seemed to them to be theoretical or practical obstacles in the way of 
full realization of its goals? Finally, what contributions did Birmingham cultural studies make 
to the study of culture and communication in the twentieth century? 
 
The theorists of the Birmingham Centre assumed an organic connection between "lived (or 
personal) experience" and the more general, theoretical positions people adopt as part of 
their academic or professional credo. This premise was particularly relevant to cultural 
studies as a movement which even in its early stages adopted the examination of working-
class culture in Britain as a priority, since several key figures in the cultural studies 
movement wrote movingly about the personal deprivations and discomforts they and 
members of their families experienced while they were growing up in working-class 
surroundings. 
 
British Cultural Studies, which grew out of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, 
reflected its grounding in what Hoggart delicately called "a society marked with the fine 
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elaborate lines of class distinction.” He characterized Britain as "a stratified society with a still 
fairly powerful Establishment" and believed like many other Birmingham theorists, past and 
present, that "the mass-media must, whether consciously or not, work towards a culturally 
classless society," if for no other reason than the fact that their viability depends, ultimately, 
on their ability to appeal to heterogenous groups of people. 
 
Hoggart, like Raymond Williams, another English professor and literary critic who assumed a 
central role in founding the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, had first-hand 
knowledge of how it felt to move from working class to university circles in a country where a 
sharply differentiated system of public and private education (devoted to academic and 
vocational objectives, respectively) bifurcated the population, normally along class lines. At a 
time when most children left school in England at the age of 14 both of these men from 
disadvantaged backgrounds were able to go on to universities, Hoggart to Leeds and 
Williams to Cambridge University. Later on, in the 1940s, both taught adult education or 
"extramural" classes, Hoggart at Hull University and the Workers' Educational Association 
and Williams at East Sussex. Williams fully believed that the real origins of British cultural 
studies were in these non-traditional classroom teaching experiences. 
 
At the time when Hoggart and Williams were coming through the university system (the 
1930s and 1940s) the influence of F. R. Leavis and T. S. Eliot was beginning to be felt--
critics who saw, as Leavis put it, "culture and democracy [as] unalterably opposed" . In 
Culture and Society (1958), Raymond Williams describes Eliot's "elitism," attests to what he 
sees as its widespread influence, and reveals his own sober assessment of just how closely 
existing conditions conform to Eliot's undemocratic strictures. 
 

Eliot recognizes the need for elites, or rather for an elite and argues that, to ensure 
general continuity, we must retain social classes, and in particular a governing social 
class, with which the elite will overlap and constantly interact. This is Eliot's 
fundamentally conservative conclusion, for it is clear, when abstractions are 
translated, that what he recommends is substantially what now exists socially. He is, 
of course, led necessarily to condemn the pressure for a classless society, and for a 
national educational system. He believes, indeed, that these pressures have already 
distorted the national life and the values which this life supports. It is in respect of 
these recommendations. . . that he now commands considerable attention and 
support.  
 

Williams also claims that some new elitist ideas, presented in a pamphlet by F. R. Leavis 
entitled "Mass Civilization and Minority Culture" had become "widely influential" in British 
society. These ideas, Williams points out, are part of a long tradition in Britain, emanating 
from (among other things) Coleridge's proposals for an endowed class whose business 
should be `general cultivation', Carlyle's proposal for an organic literary class composed of 
Writing and Teaching Heroes and Arnold's proposal to have a select group of aliens, drawn 
from the different classes, reawaken modern Philistines to genuine culture, defined as the 
best which has been thought and said in the world."  
 
Leavis's argument is a classic statement of inegalitarian reasoning, diametrically opposed to 
what would become the cultural studies project with its insistence that all men are equally 
entitled to be taken seriously as consumers of culture. Leavis argued, so Williams maintains,  
 

that in any period it is upon a very small minority that the discerning appreciation of 
art and literature depends: it is. . .only a few who are capable of unprompted, first-
hand judgement . . . the minority capable not only of appreciating Dante, 
Shakespeare, Donne, Baudelaire, Hardy (to take major instances) but of recognizing 
their latest successors constitute the consciousness of the race (or of a branch of it) 
at a given time. ...Upon this minority depends our power of profiting by the finest 
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human experience of the past; they keep alive the subtlest and most perishable parts 
of tradition.  

 
Williams and Hoggart and the cultural studies tradition generally directed their initial efforts 
toward dethroning the Eliot/Leavis tradition and the aristocratic notions it implied as well as 
toward broadening the study of English as a series of great literary masterpieces to include a 
sociology of literature. As one former student at the Centre has put it, "cultural studies.. . 
defined its separation from its parent by its populism... [and] thus consigned itself to 
institutional marginality". 
 
Indeed, at least according to Hall, heated opposition to the establishment of the Centre came 
at first from the discipline of sociology. He recalls that Hoggart's inaugural address "triggered 
off a blistering attack specifically from sociology," which "reserved a proprietary claim over 
the territory" earmarked for the cultural studies project. Hall said that "the opening of the 
Centre was greeted by a letter from two social scientists who issued a sort of warning: "if 
Cultural Studies overstepped its proper limits and took in the study of contemporary society 
(not just its texts), without `proper' scientific [that is, quasi-scientific] controls, it would 
provoke reprisals for illegitimately crossing the territorial boundary."  
 
Embedded in what Hall has characterized as "the structural-functionalist methodology of the 
American model," British sociology at the time the Centre was founded had a strong 
empiricist bias. Neither such a positivistic social science nor traditional English Studies, with 
its emphasis on the isolated examination of great works of art, were compatible with the 
Centre's intellectual objectives. These objectives involved investigating culture (broadly 
defined) in its historical context; examining new phenomenological (or ethnomethodological) 
methods of inquiry, based on Weberian notions of verstehen; and employing an interpretive, 
hermeneutic approach to questions of meaning. 
 
All accounts are unanimous in acknowledging that Hoggart's agenda for the Centre arose in 
part as a response to two "formative" texts published in the late 1950s and early 1960s: 
Hoggart's own The Uses of Literacy (1957) and Williams's Culture and Society (1958). Then, 
too, in the first few years after the establishment of the Centre, Williams's The Long 
Revolution (1961) and E. P. Thompson's The Making of the English Working Class 
(1964) were, according to all accounts, highly influential in determining the direction of 
cultural studies' concerns. These texts had in common a concern with the social and cultural 
plight of the working class, with redefining traditional elitist notions of education, and with 
defining a "common culture" expansive enough to include popular or mass mediated culture. 
 
Gradually, in the nearly three decades since cultural studies were established, its focus has 
shifted. By the end of its first decade, it had aligned itself with Marxism, as Marxism had been 
redefined and reinterpreted since the early 1960s. Marx's emphasis on class relations was 
fully compatible with the Centre's focus on popular culture as a reflection of the working 
class's implicit struggle for self-expression. 
 
Relatively early on in the Centre's history, mass media content seemed to provide a source 
of that "common culture" which Raymond Williams sought to identify in From Culture to 
Revolution (1968). Later on in the 1970s, as the Centre's focus shifted under Stuart Hall, 
media texts were looked upon as a source of examples of how ideology promoted the ideas 
of dominant groups in society. For the past decade or so, mass media content, language, 
and subcultural practices have provided areas in which Gramsci's notion of hegemony could 
be examined concretely. 
 
The re-reading of Gramsci in the late 1970s, in light of race and gender studies, did a lot to 
set in motion the Centre's reassessment of popular culture--seen until that time as merely an 
ideological vehicle for inflicting dominant paradigms of experience and certain culture- and 
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class-based assumptions advantageous to the status quo. As the Centre's focus shifted in 
the 1980s to viewing popular culture as a site of potential resistance and conflict, it detailed a 
"history of hegemony" as hegemony is manifested in such cultural expressions as reggae 
music and magazines like Jackie, which provided "raw material for thousands of girl-readers 
[to] make their own re-appropriations" of its contents. In this respect Cultural Studies is 
difficult to define succinctly and, according to Stuart Hall, this difficulty is intentional--that is, 
cultural studies prides itself on having no doctrine per se and no "house approved" 
methodology. It is rather self-consciously conceived of as being highly contextual--a variable, 
flexible, critical mode of analysis.  
 
Cultural studies started, of course, as an "experiential, even autobiographical" method of 
examining class consciousness and culture historically and descriptively, becoming more 
theoretically sophisticated, abstract, and methodologically diverse as the 1970s unfolded, 
under the leadership of Stuart Hall, who was one of the first to ensure structuralist and 
semiotic approaches to culture and communication, imported from France, gained currency. 
As a Marxist project, the Centre has preserved its concern with "lived experience" by 
incorporating ethnography--a form of study some members opposed as potentially 
subjective, atheoretical, and dangerously close to the empiricism of traditional British 
sociology which the Centre had been created to counteract. However, researchers like Willis, 
Cohen, and Hobson used it to advantage in studies of subcultural practices and audience 
studies. 
 
Stuart Hall identified four components of a `break' with traditional approaches to the study of 
communication. First of all, cultural studies were a break from "the `behaviouristic' emphases 
of previous research approaches" which saw media influence in terms of a direct, stimulus-
response mechanism. At the Centre, the emphasis shifted markedly toward viewing media 
as broad, all-pervasive social and political forces, whose influence was indirect, subtle, and 
even imperceptible. 
 
Secondly, British cultural studies "challenged the notions of media texts as `transparent' 
bearers of meaning." The Centre has consistently called attention to the structuring potential 
possessed by each medium, including language. British cultural studies, early on in the 
1970s, examined the semiotics (or sign systems) through which mass mediated meaning 
reaches audiences. Influenced by European structuralism, the Centre published early work 
by Barthes and Eco in Working Papers in Cultural Studies and has more recently 
incorporated some of the discourse theory of Foucault. 
 
Thirdly, British Cultural studies, at its inception, also "broke with the passive and 
undifferentiated conceptions of the `audience' " in favour of a detailed examination of the 
variety of ways messages are decoded by members of the audience with different social and 
political orientations. 
 
Fourthly, the Centre broke with the notion of mass culture as an undifferentiated 
phenomenon, to adopt a view of the mass media as circulating and cementing "dominant 
ideological definitions and representations". As in the case of its other three innovations, 
British Cultural studies has, throughout the years, consistently maintained its opposition to 
the monolithic notion of mass culture it reacted against at its inception. 
 
From its outset, the Centre addressed itself to communication in the broadest sense as 
"systems of culturally-mediated social relations between classes" (Johnson, 1983, p. 7). A 
great many of its efforts to date focused on the distinctively British experience, critiquing its 
history and researching  its contemporary forms. Early ethnographic studies of specific 
British examples of communication include Phil Cohen's study of the youth cultures that 
make up a working-class community; Roger Grimshaw's study of The Social Meaning of 
Scouting, which relates notions of masculinity to a predilection for conservatism in political 
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and social life; and Dorothy Hobson's account of the role radio and television play in 
the lives of British housewives. Other empirical work featured in a 1984-85 list of 
"stencilled occasional papers" distributed by the Centre includes a study on Television 
Coverage of Sport by Ray Peters, a study of The Hippies: An American Moment by 
Stuart Hall, a study entitled Advertising in Women's Programmes 1956-1974 by Janice 
Winship, a study of how working-class children obtain working-class jobs by Paul 
Willis, and a study of reggae by Dick Hebdige. 
 
British cultural studies have shown its open-endedness by continually imbibing a great deal 
from contemporary movements such as psychoanalysis, structuralism, feminism, 
Althusserian Marxism, deconstructionism and hermeneutics. Birmingham cultural studies, as 
we have seen, were designed to address an intellectual (and political) void in a highly 
stratified society whose higher education system was constructed along traditional 
disciplinary lines. It is a measure of how much cultural studies succeeded in modifying the 
climate of higher education in Great Britain that the void which motivated its inception is no 
longer so glaringly apparent. Indeed, since the early 1960s, cultural studies have become an 
international movement with journals, conferences, professional associations as well as 
degree programs in many colleges and universities. Other interdisciplinary centres have 
been established in Britain to examine mass media content: The Centre for Television 
Research at the University of Leeds, the Centre for Mass Communication Research at the 
University of Leicester, the Open University's program in popular culture, the (now defunct) 
Glasgow Media Group at the University of Glasgow, and the Media Studies Program at the 
Polytechnic of Central London, to name some of the most prominent. Cultural studies has 
gained momentum in many widely scattered countries--most notably in the France, United 
States, Canada, Australia, and South Africa--often through the efforts of scholars who once 
taught or studied at the Birmingham Centre.  
 
Many scholars affiliated with the Centre in some capacity or another during the early years of 
their career (like Angela McRobbie, David Morley, Dick Hebdige or Lawrence Grossberg) 
achieved greater recognition later on, after their scholarly work progressed and they went on 
to teaching careers elsewhere. A group of Centre books published by Hutchinson in the late 
1970s and early 1980s, featuring work taken from Working Papers in Cultural Studies as well 
as from the Centre's list of unpublished stencilled papers, did a great deal to broaden the 
audience for British cultural studies. Books like Resistance Through Rituals (1976), On 
Ideology (1978), Women Take Issue (1978), Working Class Culture (1979), Unpopular 
Education (1981), The Empire Strikes Back (1982), Making Histories (1982), and 
Culture, Media and Language (1984), as well as Hebdige's Subculture: The Meaning of 
Style (1979) and Hall, et al.'s Policing the Crisis (1978), made key theoretical concerns and 
empirical work by Centre collectives and individual scholars more widely known at home and 
abroad. 
 
In the early 1990s, a case could be made that at least some attention had shifted from 
Birmingham to work on cultural studies being done elsewhere. The Department of Sociology 
at the Open University, a source of considerable publications and pedagogical activity and 
benefiting greatly from the intellectual prowess and personal magnetism of Stuart Hall, has 
become a particularly conspicuous site for the study of media and popular culture. 
 
The insights CCCS work yielded into how race and gender were culturally defined, to 
disadvantage (or "marginalize") women and minority groups, are among its greatest 
contributions. Angela McRobbie was one of the first Centre members to point out the 
absence of women's cultural practices and female subjects in CCCS research work on 
subcultures. She called attention to the large number of patriarchal assumptions inherent in 
Birmingham research protocols of the 1970s and noted that only four articles out of the 10 
issues of Working Papers in Cultural Studies addressed women's concerns. McRobbie, 
Charlotte Brundson, Dorothy Hobson, Janice Winship and other members formed a 
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Women's Studies Group at the Centre in 1974 to examine so-called women's genres 
(notably soap operas and fashion magazines); to study, qualitatively, how female audiences 
responded to mass media content and what social and personal needs it fulfilled; to rescue 
literature by unknown women writers from oblivion; to theorize the role of (unpaid) domestic 
labor; and to examine women's roles in the family as they related to media consumption. 
Their critique of the Centre's work up to that point was a major one with results that have 
been far-reaching. According to them, its patriarchal assumptions skewed the results of any 
attempt at cultural analysis or inquiry, helping to relegate the female half of the human race 
to relative obscurity. 
 
The bulk of the original Women's Studies Group work, intended for the tenth issue of WPCS, 
was published in Women Take Issue (1978), a work that has had a great effect on feminist 
studies. Dealing largely with female subjects from the working class, essays by Hobson and 
McRobbie included excerpts from material gathered through participant observation in which 
female housewives spoke movingly of their isolation and adolescent girls revealed their 
(often) grim expectations for the future. On a more theoretical level, the collection included 
examinations of the "ideology of femininity" (by Winship) as well as an inquiry into how 
traditional women's roles could be included in Marxist formulations of the processes of 
production and reproduction. 
 
The implications of the feminist critique at the Centre were profound. It helped to make 
Centre research less arcane and esoteric during a period when much of it tended toward 
theoreticism. Its basic thrust was completely consistent with Williams and Hoggart's early 
emphasis on the use of personal experience to exemplify general phenomenon. Along with 
the influence of psychoanalysis and poststructuralism, the feminist critique helped to focus 
concern on how identity, subjectivity, and gender are constructed. 
 
The feminist concern with diversity also tied in with and helped further work on racism at the 
Centre, an area in which, however, a good deal more theoretical work is still left to be done. 
In Policing The Crisis (1978) Hall, et al. illustrated how the British media conflated notions of 
crime and other social problems with racial and ethnic minorities as well as how notions of 
national identity were racially circumscribed. Later more theoretical work in The Empire 
Strikes Back (1982) reaffirmed the need to examine racism concretely in its particular 
historical context, rather than to view it as a transcultural constant in human experience. In 
Centre work on racism as well as sexism the "personal was the political" and Stuart Hall 
(1985) has written especially movingly in his essays about his own experiences as a West 
Indian immigrant in English society. 
 
Much of the Centre's research on both racism and sexism led to the conclusion that these 
inequities were indigenous to the structure of capitalism itself, functioning to help maintain 
cheap, "reserve" sources of unemployed labour, particularly in Great Britain where 
immigration from Commonwealth countries was associated in the popular mind with racial 
minorities. The question remains how to incorporate race and gender into the class bias of 
Marxism and what relative weight should be given to these three different, though not 
mutually exclusive, factors. There was no consensus at that time, not even between white 
feminists and women of colour who were inclined to disagree about how race and gender 
intersect in forms of oppression. Indeed the legacy of studies of race and gender was to 
complicate the reductionist Marxist equation in a very fertile way--to introduce a view of class 
formation as an effect of heterogenous struggles perhaps premised on different 
communalities--linguistic, sexual, regional, ecological and racial. 
 
 
IMPORTANT THINKERS FROM CCCS 
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There has already been a discussion of the „founding fathers“ of British Cultural Studies. 
Their work inspired a number of important Cultural Studies scholars. 
 
Lawrence Grossberg (1947-) is an American scholar of cultural studies and popular culture 
whose work focuses primarily on popular music and the politics of youth in the United States. 
He is also widely known for his research in the philosophy of communication and culture. 
Though his scholarship focused significantly throughout the 1980s and early 1990s on the 
politics of postmodernism, his more recent work explores the possibilities and limitations of 
alternative and emergent formations of modernity. His published books include It's a Sin: 
Essays on Postmodernism, Politics and Culture (1988), We Gotta Get Out Of This Place: 
Popular Conservatism and Postmodern Culture (1992), Bringing it All Back Home: Essays on 
Cultural Studies (1997), Dancing in Spite of Myself: Essays in Popular Culture (1997), 
Caught in the Crossfire: Kids, Politics and America's Future (2005), and Cultural Studies in 
the Future Tense (2010). Grossberg is co-author of MediaMaking: Mass Media in a Popular 
Culture (2005) and About Raymond Williams (2010), 
 
Dick Hebdige (1951-)  received his M.A. from the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies 
in Birmingham. He is best known for his influential book in subcultural studies, Subculture: 
The Meaning of Style. The book builds on earlier work at Birmingham on youth subcultures. 
But whereas much of this research was concerned with the relation between subcultures and 
social class in postwar Britain, Hebdige saw youth cultures in terms of a dialogue between 
Black and white youth. He argues that punk emerged as a mainly white style when Black 
youth became more separatist in the 1970s in response to discrimination in British society. 
Whereas previous research described a homology between the different aspects of a 
subcultural style (dress, hairstyle, music, drugs), Hebdige argues that punk in London in 
1976-77 borrowed from all previous subcultures and its only homology was chaos.  
Hebdige also wrote Cut 'n' Mix: Culture, Identity and Caribbean Music (1987) on Caribbean 
music and identity, and Hiding in the Light: On Images and Things (1988) a book of essays 
that includes some further thoughts about punk. 
 
Angela McRobbie (1951-) is a British cultural theorist, feminist and commentator whose work 
combines the study of popular culture, contemporary media practices and feminism through 
conceptions of a third-person reflexive gaze. She is a Professor of Communications at 
Goldsmiths College, University of London. 
McRobbie began her early research in 1974 at the CCCS in Birmingham with an interest in 
gender, popular culture and sexuality. In particular, she wanted to investigate the problem of 
romance and feminine conformity connected to the everyday phenomena of girls’ magazines. 
This approach led to papers on the culture of femininity, romance, pop music and teenybop 
culture, the teenage magazine Jackie and so on. Her thesis on Jackie magazine explored the 
ideologies of working class patriarchy embedded in popular culture aimed at gender-neutral 
readers, and identified the centrality of romantic individualism.  
In the mid-1980s, McRobbie became interested in debates about decoding and analyzing the 
representation of over-sexualized images, stereotypes and advertising in the media. She 
began to examine surprising shifts in girls' magazines like Just Seventeen which promoted a 
different kind of femininity, largely owing to the integration of feminist rhetoric—if not feminist 
politics—into juvenile popular culture. By downplaying boyfriends and husbands-to-be, and 
instead emphasizing self-care, experimentation, and self-confidence, to McRobbie girls' 
magazines seemed evidence of the integration of feminist common sense into the wider 
cultural field. At this time, McRobbie also examined the importance of dance in female youth 
cultures and analyzed the developing informal economy of second-hand markets, which she 
wrote in her edited collection Zoot Suits and Second-hand Dress. 
 
David Morley is Professor of Communications at Goldsmith’s College in London. His 
research spans both micro-practices of media consumption and macro questions such as the 
role of media technologies in constituting the ‘electronic landscapes’ within which we live. His 
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research has addressed questions of media consumption, especially in relation to broadcast 
television and, more recently, the uses of a variety of ‘new’ communications technologies 
such as the mobile phone. His interests are focused on the role of these technologies in 
articulating the public and private spheres, and he has done extensive ethnographic work in 
this field addressing both the functional and symbolic dimensions of communications 
technologies. He has also works on questions of cultural theory and globalization. His books 
include Everyday Television: Nationwide, Family Television: Cultural Power and Domestic 
Leisure, Television, Audiences and Cultural Studies and with James Curran Media and 
Cultural Theory. 
 
Paul Willis is a British social scientist known for his work in sociology and cultural studies., 
his work emphasizing consumer culture, socialization, music, and popular culture. He is now 
a professor at Princeton University. 
Paul Willis is best known for his rich ethnographic studies of working-class youth culture. His 
most famous works include "Learning To Labour", "Profane Culture", and "The Ethnographic 
Imagination." Willis' studies thrived on distinct fieldwork experiences with everyday people. 
In 'Learning to Labour', Willis conducted an in-depth ethnography of a set of working class 
'lads' in a town in the West Midlands referred to as 'Hammertown'. Published in 1977, 
Learning To Labor has become a standard in the field of sociology and portrays the enduring 
relevance of class in its cognitive and symbolic dimensions. In this book, Willis conducts a 
series of interviews and observations within a school, with the aim of discovering how and 
why 'working class kids get working class jobs'. Willis' raw interviews with 'rebel' students 
suggests that this counter-school culture of resistance and opposition to academia and 
authority has a strong resemblance to the culture one may find in the industrial workplaces, 
ironically the very same environment the 'rebel' lads were heading for. Willis stresses that 
structural conditions constrain symbolic work to rigid boundaries, more specifically the ever-
shifting, unrelenting structure of 'class'. Willis states that symbolic resistance is short-lived, 
but still, it may be favored, as well as undermined, by structural conditions which may include 
public policies. 
 
MAIN POINTS 
 

 There was a need to expand the definition of culture from the „high culture“ definitions 
which arose from Matthew Arnold’s work. Richard Hoggart in The Uses of Literacy 
expanded notions of culture to take in popular culture especially the culture 
associated with the working class. 
 

 Raymond Williams‘ book, Culture and Society, involved a series of studies of cultural 
productions with the aim of understanding the history of industrial capitalism in 
relation to the forms of communication that were an integral part of it: the press, 
advertising, education, the new media. In The Long Revolution Williams stressed the 
importance of public ownership and control of communications. 

 

 At CCCS Stuart Hall introduced new ways of collaborative research which broke 
down the boundaries between conventional disciplines and academic hierarchies to 
enable innovatory insight into British society. 

 

 Hall identified four breaks with previous approaches to the study of culture; a) with 
behaviouristic research b) with the idea that media texts were transparent c) with the 
idea that the audience was passive and undifferentiated d) with the notion of mass 
culture as an undifferentiated phenomenon, to adopt a view of the mass media as 
circulating and cementing "dominant ideological definitions and representations" 
The emphasis shifted markedly toward viewing media as broad, all-pervasive social 
and political forces, whose influence was indirect, subtle, and even imperceptible. 
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 CCCS regarded communication in the broadest sense as "systems of culturally-
mediated social relations between classes 

 

 Research focused on the British experience and give rise to new research into 
subcultures, feminism, television viewing habits, race, working class culture and 
popular music. 

 
SEMINAR EXERCISES 
 

 Identify and describe productions in Slovak popular culture, for example, ice hockey, 
hunting, music festivals, going out for a drink, shopping. Include in your description 
age and gender of participants, specialized equipment or dress associated with the 
cultural production, types of behaviour, for example fandom, songs, rituals. 

 

 How does every day culture in Slovakia – work, school, eating, family relationships 
compare with what you know of these in Britain or America or other Anglophone 
culture? 

 

 Discuss how long a person might belong to a subculture which sees itself in 
opposition to mainstream culture? 

 

 Investigate a British media text from an online newspaper. Analyze it for the „surface“ 
information and then for the subtext. How has the information been selected to 
influence the reader’s opinion? 

 

 How would you describe your own attitude to mass media texts? Trusting, Believing 
most of the information, undecided, suspicious, cynical and unbelieving? Why do you 
have this attitude; because of personal experience or is another attitude promoted by 
the media? 

 
READING 
 
Barker, Chris. Cultural Studies: Theory and Practice. London: Sage Publications. 2000. 
Barker, Chris. The Sage Dictionary of Cultural Studies. London: Sage Publications. 2004. 
During, S. ed. The Cultural Studies Reader. London: Routledge Kegan Paul. 1993 see 
readings from Ien Ang, Dick Hebdige and Raymond Williams.  
Giddens, A. The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration. Cambridge: 
Polity Press. 1986. 
Giddens, A. The Consequences of Modernity. Cambridge: Polity Press. 1991. 
Grossberg, L. ed. Cultural Studies. London: Routledge Kegan Paul. 1992. 
Haenfler, R. Subcultures: The Basics. London: Routledge Kegan Paul. 2014. 
Hall, S. ed. Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices. London: Sage 
Publications. 1997. 
Hall, S. ed. with Jefferson, T. Resistance Through Rituals. London: Routledge Kegan Paul. 
1976. 
Hall, S. ed. with Held, D. and McGrew, T. Modernity and its Futures. Cambridge: Polity 
Press. 1992. 
Hebdige, D. Subculture: The Meaning of Style. London: Routledge Kegan Paul. 1979. 
Hoggart, R. The Uses of Literacy. London: Penguin. 2009. 
Hall, S. ed. Morley, D and Chen, K-H. Critical Dialogues. London: Routledge Kegan Paul. 
1996. 
Hall, S. ed. with Critcher, C et al. Policing the Crisis: Mugging, the State and Law and Order. 
London: Palgrave Macmillan. 2013. 



79 
 

McRobbie, A. In the Culture Society: Art, Fashion and Popular Music. London: Routledge 
Kegan Paul. 1999. 
McRobbie, A. Feminism and Youth Culture.London: Palgrave Macmillan. 2000 
McRobbie,  A. The Aftermath of Feminism: Gender, Culture and Social Change. London: 
Sage Publications. 2008. 
Morley, D. Television, Audiences and Cultural Studies. London: Routledge Kegan Paul. 
1992. 
Williams, R.  Culture and Society. London: Penguin. 1971. 
Williams, R. Keywords. London: Harper Collins. 1976. 
Williams, R. The Long Revolution. Wales: Parthian. 2011. 
Willis, P. Learning to Labour. Farnham: Ashgate (Routledge). 2000. 
Willis, P. The Ethnographic Imagination. Cambridge: Polity Press. 2000. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


