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Introduction

This book tries to stage a dialogue between the histories, concerns and abstract ideas
of cultural studies and of the anti-capitalist movement. By the anti-capitalist move-
ment, | mean primarily the World Social Forum and the campaigns, projects, strug-
gles and ideas connected to it.

There are good reasons for wanting to stage such a dialogue because cultural
studies and the anti-capitalist movement have some deep affinities. The both have
their intellectual and spiritual roots in the radical movements of the twentieth cen-
tury, they both tend to be informed by egalitarian, pluralist and libertarian critiques
of contemporary societies, and they are both interested in the multifarious forms of
contemporary and historical power relationships.

Here is a brief outline of what follows.

The first two chapters of the book make up a partial, idiosyncratic, political his-
tory of cultural studies, whose argument runs something like this: cultural studies
began life as a self-consciously radical discipline which was influenced by its prox-
imity to, and its dynamic relationship with, the politics of the British labour move-
ment. Cultural studies wasn’t, in itself, a revolutionary political project or a substitute
for any other kind of political activism, but it tried to look at issues like literature,
social history, popular culture and political change as all connected to each other, and
it attempted to look at them all from the point of view of an understanding of society
and a set of values broadly derived from the traditions of the workers’ movement. At
the same time, it always sought to generate new insights into the present and historical
workings of culture and power that might challenge or transform some of the received
assumptions of the labour movement. In particular, cultural studies emerged from the
concerns of one strand within that movement, the so-called New Left. As it evolved
during the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, most research in cultural studies continued to be
engaged with those concerns. At the same time, the ideas and priorities of the New
Left themselves also evolved. Most importantly, the emergence (or re-emergence)
of movements such as feminism, anti-racism and gay liberation brought new sets of
concerns and priorities. In particular, these movements brought to light new forms
of power relationships which cultural studies scholars had to take into account in
their various investigations, but they also brought new risks and problems for the
political Left which many of those scholars sought to confront. These investigations
within cultural studies intersected with a much wider theoretical interrogation of left
thought, which the chapter outlines under the heading of the anti-essentialist turn.

—1-



2 « |ntroduction

Despite the intellectual richness of this moment, by the 1990s most of the or-
ganised Left—from the socialist and communist movements to the New Social
Movements—had ceased to be viable as coherent, consistent projects for social
transformation. The defeat of communism, the dispersal of the women’s movement
and the hegemony of neoliberalism all consolidated a situation in which there simply
were no such radical movements for cultural studies to maintain such dialogues with.
This has not prevented cultural studies from growing, proliferating and extending its
project and its reach. Nor has it prevented the best work in the field from continuing
to offer incisive analyses of contemporary culture in its many aspects. But it does
mean that cultural studies has not had the benefit of that dynamic dialogue with radi-
cal political movements that was the source of some of its energy in the past. The
second chapter therefore suggests that a dialogue between cultural studies and the
anti-capitalist movement might be a good thing.

Chapter 3 outlines and reflects upon the emergence of this movement, which is
sometimes called anti-capitalist or anti-globalisation or global-justice or altermon-
dialiste. Since the early 1990s a range of projects and institutions have arisen around
the world which try to challenge the global dominance of liberal capitalism, and
which are informed by a set of libertarian and egalitarian values very similar to those
which typified the New Left. This anti-capitalism is different from the traditional
labour and socialist movements in ways which were to some extent prefigured and
called for by the ideas of the New Left, and by the ideas of philosophers and theo-
rists associated with the anti-essentialist turn. The chapter therefore argues that this
movement can be said to be radical democratic in its aspirations, provided that we
clear up some common confusions as to what the term radical democracy means. On
the other hand, this movement is informed by, at best, some woefully simplistic ideas
about culture and political strategy. It is precisely this poverty of thought which the
best cultural studies work of the past has often tried to remedy in radical movements.
As such, Chapter 3 contends that it is worth thinking through some issues about cul-
ture and political strategy from a position informed by the legacy of cultural studies
and the concerns of anti-capitalism.

Chapter 4 considers a range of different ways of conceptualising the relation-
ship between capitalism and culture, and it considers reasons as to why one might
or might not want to take up a political or analytical position which is explicitly
anti-capitalist. Although it rejects a classically Marxist anti-capitalism, it finds good
reasons for taking up a position which sees capitalism in general—and neoliberalism
in particular—as inimical to any democratic culture, and worth opposing on those
terms. It concludes, however, that the anti-capitalism of the movement of move-
ments might have to be mobilised under names less abstract than anti-capitalism if it
is to prove politically effective in concrete contexts.

Chapter 5 tries to think about what would be involved in developing such a posi-
tion, by comparing the theoretical ideas of a number of philosophers who have writ-
ten in a spirit close to that of both New Left cultural studies and of the anti-capitalist
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movement. This chapter is unashamedly abstract in its approach because getting be-
yond the kind of simplistic thinking about culture and politics which often typifies
the anti-capitalist movement demands some rigourous abstract thought. The chapter
expounds some of the ideas of Deleuze and Guattari, Laclau and Mouffe and Hardt
and Negri in terms that will be comprehensible to a reader with no great prior famil-
iarity with their work; the chapter also offers some rigourous comparison of those
ideas. The chapter organises its discussion of these ideas partly in terms of a number
of themes which are central to cultural studies—creativity, complexity, power and
hegemony—because one of its aims is to think through what the use of those ideas
might be for engaged cultural analysis. The chapter largely concludes that, despite
the tendency of these writers and their supporters to polemicise against each other,
their ideas can all be deployed very usefully in the attempt to think through what a
contemporary, radical democratic, post-Marxism might be both for cultural studies
and anti-capitalist politics.

Chapter 6 takes some of these ideas and tries to use them to make an analysis of
key configurations of power in contemporary British culture. Ultimately, it asks what
scope there might be for effective opposition to neoliberalism in the United Kingdom
today, by looking at the ways in which neoliberalism is both implemented and destabi-
lised in the current context. | would argue that it is this kind of so-called conjunctural
analysis which is the core task of cultural studies, and that this is what cultural studies,
at its best, can do for a radical movement such as anti-capitalism; to try to map its ter-
rain and warn it of obstacles. | don’t claim that such a task can be undertaken with any
authority by one person in one chapter of a largely theoretical work such as this one.
I would also argue that a great deal of current work going on in cultural studies already
does this—although it may not be explicit or even conscious about for whom the work
it being done. The point of the chapter in itself is therefore not to offer a definitive
analysis, but to illustrate the kind of thing that cultural studies can do with the kinds of
theories outlined in the previous chapter.

Chapter 7 continues the effort to think through the major obstacles to the success
of any contemporary anti-capitalism, but it does so in a largely theoretical register.
This chapter tries to deconstruct what it calls ‘the activist imaginary’. Put simply,
‘the activist imaginary’ is an attitude which makes a fetish of the so-called outsider
status of activists: this attitude prevents activists from really engaging in the kind
of risky politics which might produce real change (because real change would ulti-
mately threaten the outsider status of activists). The chapter discerns elements of this
activist imaginary in elements of contemporary political theory and tries to decon-
struct them on their own abstract terms, which takes a while, but is necessary. It ulti-
mately argues for the importance of an anti-capitalist partisanship which is not tied
to any political or social identity, and for a strategic orientation in radical-democratic
thought and practice which is not tied to any singular homogenous strategy. Once
again, it finds that the polemics between supporters of Deleuze and Guattari and
Laclau and Mouffe tend to obscure important points of agreement between them,
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which might be better treated as opportunities for mutual-intensification as opposed
to sterile sectarianism.

The conclusion offers a nice little polemic and is very short.

I am now going to offer some problematic clarifications of terms which I will be
using, mainly in the first two chapters: the terms cultural studies, cultural theory and
politics. Readers with strong opinions about the proper uses of these phrases should
read this section carefully, lest they become annoyed by the way | use these words
later. Readers who are indifferent to such issues, or find semantic quibbling frustrat-
ing, should probably just skip ahead to chapter one.

Some Terms of Reference

Although the overall aim of this work is to set up a dialogue between cultural studies
and anti-capitalism, much of it is centrally concerned with questions of cultural and
political theory. This is because theory is the zone in which ideas derived from appar-
ently quite different sets of concerns and activities (for example, political activism
and cultural analysis) can reach a level of abstraction at which they can be effectively
compared and exchanged.

As such, much of the substance of this book is concerned with the relationship
between cultural theory and politics. But the book is also concerned with the history
and potential of cultural studies.

So it seems like a good idea to explore, very briefly, the relationships between
these terms, before going any further.

Cultural Studies and Cultural Theory

Firstly, 1 want to clarify my understanding of the relationship between these two
terms: cultural studies and cultural theory. Why do | want to do this? Simply because
there is quite a widespread tendency today to regard these terms as interchangeable,
and | don’t want this book to contribute to that confusion.

So what is the relationship between cultural studies and cultural theory? These are
themselves both quite loose terms, and | am not going to try to offer final definitions
of them. But thinking about their relationship is important.

Cultural theory as the phrase has come to be used today is a capacious term
which includes large chunks of what might otherwise be called philosophy, social
theory, political theory, psychology, anthropology or linguistics, but it does not in-
clude everything in any of one those fields. Would it be possible to offer a coherent
abstract definition of what it actually is and what it actually does? | don’t think so:
largely because within the field of cultural theory there is no agreement on what
either culture, cultural or even theory necessarily mean. That doesn’t mean that we
can’t recognise cultural theory when we see it. Rather cultural theory is defined by
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how it is used, by whom and for what. Put very simply, cultural theory is the set of
theoretical tools—of abstract ideas and particular ways of deploying them—uwhich
is used within the discipline of cultural studies.

This produces a rather odd situation, in which we can say that the existence of cul-
tural theory as a recognisable field is dependent on the existence of cultural studies
as a discipline, even though, having identified it as such, we could say that cultural
theory is actually much older than cultural studies. This is partly because cultural
studies has always used ideas which pre-date its own formation as a distinct disci-
pline, but also because, once the discipline of cultural studies emerged, it became
possible to look back and see earlier thinkers as having been concerned with similar
issues even though they could not have seen themselves as engaged in cultural stud-
ies or cultural theory because those terms were not in use. The result is that one could
write a history of cultural theory which traces it back to the work of Vico (1999) or
even Plato or Lao Tzu, but one could not begin a history of cultural studies as such
any earlier than the 1950s, and it is only within this time frame that it can be strictly
accurate to talk about cultural theory as a coherent field. In other words, many of
the elements which make up cultural theory are much older than cultural studies,
but their existence as part of a set of ideas and debates called cultural theory is a by-
product of the emergence of cultural studies.

So what do we mean by cultural studies? Countless attempts have been made
to offer a firm definition of cultural studies, and they not only disagree over what it
is, but over what kind of thing it is. For some, cultural studies is simply a discipline
concerned with the study of contemporary culture, whatever that might mean, and
by whatever means a given researcher finds congenial. For others, cultural studies is
a disciplinary project aiming to break down old disciplinary boundaries and perhaps
to establish a whole new concept of useful knowledge. For some, cultural studies is
particular methodological approach to the study of culture or its various manifesta-
tions which tends to stress the importance and relative autonomy of signifying prac-
tices and their inseparability from power relationships across a whole range of fields
(from cinema to particle physics). For others, cultural studies is a straightforward
political project, almost a movement in its own right, to further socialist, feminist
and anti-racist ideas in universities and elsewhere.

In offering a partial history of cultural studies in Chapters 1 and 2, | am going to
allow some credence to the first and simplest of these definitions, but | want to stress
that it does not necessarily exclude any of the others. Commentators often object to
calling cultural studies a discipline because this seems to overlook cultural studies’
radically interdisciplinary character: that is, the fact that it has always borrowed from
various disciplines in the social sciences and humanities rather than emerging from
just one of them, and that it continues to do so rather than firmly distinguishing itself
from other disciplines. However, my response to this is simply to point out that all
disciplines have always existed in an unstable relationship with others: sociology
could never be firmly separated from economics or history, or biology from physics
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and chemistry, for example. Disciplinarity is itself an inherently unstable condition.
There is nothing particular to cultural studies in its instability. At the same time, any
discipline, especially a relatively new one, will to some extent amount to a project
simply insofar as the constitution and perpetuation of that discipline will require
some active and ongoing intervention into the general field of academic knowledge
and the institutions which legitimate it. Any new discipline has to be a project simply
in order to emerge, carve out some space for itself, and survive. What’s more, any
discipline at given points in its history will have one or more prevailing methodolog-
ical approaches, and there may be moments when one such approach is so dominant,
so distinctive to the discipline in question, and so widely applicable that people come
to think of the discipline and its prevailing methodology as identical; conceptually,
however, they are not.

Finally, we come to one of the big questions for this book; the status of cultural
studies as a project for the furtherance of left-wing political ideas. To a large extent
this is what the first two chapters will be about. For now, however, let us be clear
about the approach that I am going to take to this question, which is a resolutely
historical one. Historically, cultural studies was pioneered and largely dominated by
people who were themselves deeply committed to left politics in everything they did,
including cultural studies. They wanted cultural studies to contribute as far as pos-
sible to the wider and deeper development of left politics, which is why although cul-
tural studies has often been critical of received ideas and practices on the Left, it also
helped to disseminate leftist ideas in the wider society. While the aim of their work
was often to develop analyses of culture which were to some extent impartial and
objective, those analyses were always being produced in the hope that they might
ultimately be of use to particular political projects from the progressive Left. All of
this does not mean that the very idea of cultural studies is inherently leftist, but it
does mean that there is a very widespread identification of cultural studies as a whole
with the political tradition to which most of its key contributors have belonged; the
tradition of the New Left. However, we can only fully understand the political rela-
tionship between cultural studies and this tradition if we separate them conceptually,
recognising that there is nothing inevitable about the association between cultural
studies and left politics.

So that leaves us nicely back where we started: cultural studies is that discipline
concerned with the study of contemporary culture, whatever that might mean, and
by whatever means a given researcher finds congenial. As with any discipline the
meanings of even its most fundamental terms (culture, for example) and the means
appropriate to it are subjects for debate within it, but with that proviso, the definition
of cultural studies as a discipline concerned with the study of contemporary culture
can hold.

Or can it? The trouble with this definition is that it leaves us open to the situa-
tion in which cultural studies is more-or-less whatever anyone does who claims that
they are doing cultural studies. Stuart Hall, for example, has argued that this very
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open definition allows people to claim to be practising cultural studies who have no
interest at all in basic issues—such as the question of the imbrication of symbolic
relationships with power relationships—which pioneers, such as Hall himself, have
regarded as fundamental to their own researches (1997).

So now | want to do justice to Stuart Hall’s repeated injunction that cultural stud-
ies shouldn’t mean just anything, and I also want to do justice to a particular tradition
of writing which has been at the heart of the cultural studies tradition. The work of
figures such as Hall, Raymond Williams, Angela McRobbie, Paul Gilroy and Law-
rence Grossberg has touched upon many areas: philosophy, political commentary,
anthropology, art criticism and literary criticism, for example. Yet | would argue
that there has generally been one objective, whether explicitly central or obliquely
tangential, to whatever they were doing that might be called cultural studies. That
objective is simply to make sense of the precise configurations of power which shape
contemporary life, without prior assumptions as to the relative importance of eco-
nomics, politics or the arts. It is this attempt to analyse conjunctures—complex con-
figurations of power relationships—using whatever conceptual tools are necessary,
which | think characterises the central project of cultural studies (Grossberg 1995).
This should not be regarded as a prescriptive definition, however.

Many Kkinds of work today go on under the rubric of cultural studies, from phe-
nomenological art criticism to ethnographies of the media industries to speculative
philosophy and broad social commentary. Cultural analysis—the wide-ranging at-
tempt to understand the power relations which organise contemporary life—is very
far from being the only thing that goes on within this open field. But insofar as all of
this work has anything to do with cultural studies as such, it at least has some pos-
sible use in the pursuit of such analysis. We might conclude then, that while cultural
studies is a name for a very broad field of work in which elements of contemporary
culture are studied, the core tradition of cultural studies is always concerned with the
analysis of power relations within and through that culture.

The cultural studies which | am going to examine the history of in the two chapters
that follow is therefore a field which is very broad and loosely defined—including
cultural criticism, political sociology, various strands of philosophy, ethnography,
social theory and psychology—but whose elements all interconnect and intermesh
in various ways with this core tradition of conjunctural analysis, most strikingly
represented by the work of Stuart Hall.

Politics and politics

The other key term to consider here is politics. Now, it is especially difficult to offer
a concise definition of politics in this context, because one of the premises of almost
all cultural studies to date has been the idea that the concept of politics needs to be
expanded way beyond the traditional focus on contestation for state power between
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organised groups. Indeed, some might say that, along with the other definitions of-
fered above, cultural studies simply is the result of a radical expansion of the concept
of politics within the humanities and social sciences. This expanded conception re-
gards politics as involving all those processes whereby power relationships are im-
plemented, maintained, challenged, or altered in any sphere of activity whatsoever.
Given that important traditions in philosophy and social science—which have both
influenced cultural studies and been influenced by it—regard power relationships as
infusing all aspects of human existence, and in some cases all aspects of all existence
whatsoever (Nietzsche 1968: 297-300; 332-47), it seems like it might be possible to
describe almost any situation in so-called political terms. This, in fact, is one of the
great sources of anxiety within recent debates over the nature and practice of cultural
studies: if everything is political, then does that mean that nothing is specifically po-
litical, as some commentators seem to fear (Eagleton 2000)? Is there any difference
between offering a political analysis of a situation and a non-political one?

This, once again, is a highly controversial area to which several whole books
could be devoted without exhausting the range of possible positions. However, it
is also a debate within which this book will have to take a tentative position before
it can proceed any further. For the sake of argument, then, | am going to propose a
distinction between two levels of political engagement: the political and the micro-
political. With the phrase micropolitical, | am referring to that level of interaction
at which all relationships (even those between non-human entities such as animals,
plants or even, arguably, sub-atomic particles) might be described as political insofar
as they can involve relative stabilisations, alterations, augmentations, diminutions
or transfers of power. At the level of human culture, for example, even such a lo-
calised and historically insignificant incident as a university deciding not to offer a
degree course in modern French might be understood as the outcome of micropoliti-
cal processes involving conflicts, disagreements and decisions over the allocation
of resources, or the relative prestige attributed to different disciplines within the
university, and so forth.

In the next two chapters, | am going to use the term politics, on the other hand,
in the more widely understood sense of the general field of public contestation be-
tween identifiable and opposing sets of ideas about how social relationships should
be ordered. Politics in this sense is the sphere in which social movements, political
parties, large-scale ideologies and powerful institutions (such as governments and
corporations) struggle to determine the outcomes of the big questions about what
kind of societies we want to live in. In this sense, the struggle to keep open our
university French department would only be political to the extent that it located
itself in a wider context of struggles against public service cuts, ‘dumbing down’,
xenophobia, or something beyond the immediate career concerns of its staff. | could
use the term macropolitics for this level of engagement instead, and it might be more
accurate, but it would sound clumsier and take up more space. Now, the relationship
between these two levels is clearly unstable and at times conceptually problematic.
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For example, if we take to extremes the molecular perspective associated with think-
ers such as Gabrel Tarde, Michel Foucault and Félix Guattari, then we can argue that
all political processes are simply the aggregate outcomes of micro-political ones—
so, for example, elections which produce changes in government are only really the
outcomes of millions of individual decisions over how to cast a vote—and as such it
is micropolitics which is really important and really worth paying attention to. How-
ever, | don’t think that any writer (certainly not these three) has ever actually taken
such a simplistic view. Were they to do so, it would be possible to reply to them that
it is only once certain micropolitical processes coagulate into political ones that they
take on any wider historical importance (so, for example, no one cares how particular
individuals voted and it doesn’t matter: what matters is who got elected and what
they will do).

Of course, in fact, the two perspectives are clearly not necessarily mutually ex-
clusive. On the one hand, we can say that micropolitical processes are fundamentally
constitutive of all social reality (and perhaps all material reality; Delanda 2006); on
the other hand the (macro) political outcomes of those processes can go on to have
real and concrete effects in their own rights and to condition the contexts within
which further micropolitical processes take place: so while it is true that the outcome
of the election is the result of millions of individual decisions, those decisions are
taken in the context of the consequences of the policies pursued by the existing gov-
ernment, whose election was itself a macropolitical outcome of prior micropolitical
processes, and so on, and so on ... Of course, there is nothing at all original in this
understanding, which is arguably identical to Marx’s famous assertion that people
‘make their own history, but they do not make it ... under circumstances chosen by
themselves’ (Marx 1934, p. 10).

We will return to some of these issues later. For now, it is important to be clear
that what we are going to be looking at in the first part of the book is the relation-
ship between cultural studies and politics. | suggest that the core tradition of cultural
studies has derived great dynamism from its relationship to wider political contests
outside the academy; not merely from its micropolitical endeavours to open up new
disciplinary spaces within the academy (as valuable as they may be in their own
right) but from relationships to wider political contests.

I should be clear that | am not trying to establish a moral hierarchy between these
different types of engagement, rather | would like to make a useful (if necessarily
unstable) conceptual distinction. Effective micropolitical interventions are clearly
more useful than empty political gestures. Finally, I would add that many of the
types of engagement which | am here designating micropolitical might also be un-
derstood as not political but nonetheless ethical engagements. In this, | am perhaps
in agreement with Joanna Zylinska’s recent suggestion that much of cultural studies’
practice has always been primarily ethical rather than political (Zylinska 2005). In
another register, the level of analysis that | am designating ‘micropolitical’ might
be called “ecological’ (Guattari 2000; Fuller 2005), insofar as it is often concerned
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with the symbiotic dynamics of relatively discrete systems. Such analysis is clearly
extremely important, even where it has little to say about the relationship between
those discrete systems and wider formations of power.

So I am not saying that politics is more important than micro-politics or ethics or
ecology. | am not saying that any intellectual project that aspires to real radicalism
has to engage with politics as conventionally understood. | am not saying that at all.
My only contention is that the relationship between cultural studies and politics is
worth thinking about.

Having thought through some of these preliminary terms, the next two chapters
will look at the history of the relationship between cultural studies and politics. The
story of cultural studies is very well known. Whether we think of it as an academic
discipline, a looser tradition of ideas and texts, a particular methodology, a political
project or movement, or a vague name for almost any kind of contemporary work
in the humanities and social sciences, there already exist numerous accounts of its
emergence and subsequent history. What is interesting is that the widespread shared
account of cultural studies” emergence and development tends to stress the impor-
tance of the macro-political context and the political commitments of the key partici-
pants to the early formation of the discipline but tends to pay less and less attention
to this set of issues as it brings its attention closer to the present. Cultural studies is
generally seen as emerging from the context of the British labour movement and the
New Left in the 1950s but tends to be depicted as evolving increasingly according
to its own endogenous logic as it developed as a discipline, especially after the late
1970s (e.g. Lee 2003). The main purpose of the following two chapters is to correct
this emphasis, examining the development of cultural studies up to the present in
terms of the ongoing relationship between its disciplinary formation, the various
micropolitical interventions which constituted it, and the political context in which
they occurred.
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A Political History of Cultural Studies,
Part One: The Post-War Years
Cultural Studies and the Labour Movement

Cultural studies first emerged as a recognisable discipline in England at the end of
the 1950s, with the publication of a number of key works. In their very different
ways, these books were all concerned with questions of class, creativity, culture, his-
tory and power, and of the complicated relationships between different elements of
social life. Richard Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy (1957) and Raymond Williams’s
Culture and Society (1958) were closely followed by Williams’s The Long Revolu-
tion (1961) and E. P. Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class (1963).
All of these emerged partly from the climate of discussion and commentary around
journals such as New Reasoner and Universities and Left Review in the late 1950s.
This context was itself the product of a complex interaction between a number
of different intellectual and political tendencies of the time. In particular it emerged
out of the work of scholars, both as teachers and writers, who were working at the
boundaries between formal higher education and institutions and organisations
strongly associated with the British labour movement. Specifically, they were in-
volved with the movement to provide education for working-class adults who had
not had the opportunity to experience higher education, a phenomenon which was
widely understood as one element of the broad project of the labour movement to
establish institutions and forms of self-organisation which could improve the lives of
working people, either through expanding public, state-funded institutions—the core
elements of the so-called welfare state—or through forms of autonomous collective
provision by working-class organisations. It’s worth noting at this stage that the mid-
dle decades of the twentieth century saw a general tendency for working-class political
movements—socialism, communism and their many variants—to move away from
the tradition of autonomous self-organisation (that had produced institutions ranging
from the cooperative retail societies of the United Kingdom to the workers’ councils
of revolutionary Russia), towards a strategy focussed on expanding centrally con-
trolled universal state provision of a whole range of services, from education and
health to transport and energy supply, and state control of a range of key industries.
On a very small scale, cultural studies emerged in the space in between these two
traditions of working-class political activity. On the one hand, many of its early
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practitioners were involved with the Workers Educational Association, a democratic
organisation funded largely by trade unions and dedicated to providing a range of
education to working-class people. On the other, many of them were involved with
the extramural departments of leading universities; those departments set up in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to meet the growing demand that people
from outside the traditional professional and aristocratic elites be given access to
some form of university education (Steele 1997).

Despite how politically different the Workers Educational Association and the
extra-mural departments were from one another, they tended to be staffed by teachers
motivated by similar political, ethical and pragmatic commitments. In fact many teach-
ers worked for both groups. Their commitments involved not merely extending the
opportunity for working people to access the same kinds of education as their more
privileged peers but also developing new types of curriculum in the humanities which
would be relevant to their experiences and which were informed by the socialist values
which teachers and students in these contexts were presumed to share. This involved
not only transferring the established university curriculum into new contexts but also
interrogating the established boundaries and values of that curriculum. It has now be-
come rather commonplace to observe that so-called humanities curricula have tended
to promote the values and achievements of privileged elites down the ages (Williams
1977; Bourdieu 1986), but in the 1950s, when the received wisdom still held that the
job of humanities scholars was to preserve a ‘Great Tradition’ (Leavis 1948) of ‘the best
that has been thought and said’ (Arnold 1960), this itself was a highly subversive sug-
gestion. The idea that, instead of simply reproducing the assumption that bourgeois
high culture was self-evidently superior to the rest of the surrounding culture, and was
inherently worthy of study for that reason, one might undertake a less hierarchical
study of that culture as a whole or in different manifestations, a study which looked at
the relationships between cultural, social and economic practices from a perspective
informed by the egalitarian and collectivist values of the labour movement, emerged
as a critique of those assumptions relevant this specific situation. It was this idea that
eventually gave rise to cultural studies.

The point that | want to draw attention to here is that for all of its micro-political
novelty and innovation, what marked cultural studies as different from other such
interventions, and what has lent its story a certain heroic glamour ever since, was the
fact that its disciplinary, pedagogic and intellectual innovations were all informed
and motivated by a clear commitment to the political objectives of the British labour
movement. Now, this on its own is a fairly uncontroversial statement. Things start
to get more complicated, however, as soon as we have to address two facts. Firstly,
there is the fact that the so-called British labour movement was never a singular
homogenous entity, and it clearly never had a single coherent set of objectives. Sec-
ondly, there is the fact that most of the key figures responsible for the emergence
of cultural studies were actually committed to one quite specific project within that
movement. Let’s try to deal with these one at a time.
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Firstly, the British Labour movement. Of course, no movement is ever really
homogenous, and movements of all kinds are often made up of a number of quite
different and at times mutually antagonistic traditions and groupings bound together
by diffuse and weakly defined goals. Comparatively speaking, the British Labour
movement since the early twentieth century has been fairly easy to pin down as a
recognisable entity with clearly defined parts, as British labour politics has been
characterised by an unusually tight relationship between trade unions and a single
political party. The Labour Party was created by the trade unions and a number of
socialist societies during the first decade of the twentieth century and to this day
has been the only political party which any major union has officially supported
(apart from the National Union of Mineworkers, which briefly supported the Social-
ist Labour Party of Arthur Scargill), while continuing to rely on the trade unions for
financial support. Of course, at any time during that period, there have been vast
differences between the political and practical agendas and aims of different sections
of the labour and socialist movements, and the official aims of the Labour Party have
also changed drastically over time. For example, in 1983 its aim was to establish a
socialist Britain, independent of the United States and Europe, in which a democratic
state controlled the commanding heights of the industrial economy. By 2005 its aim
was to equip Britain to face the rigours of global competition by subjecting as much
as possible of social life to the competitive logic of market economics and by effec-
tively dismantling the public sector altogether. Yet at each of these moments there
were voices to be heard within the party supporting the agenda which dominated at
the other moment. Despite these differences, at any given instance, the vast majority
of socialists and trade unionists in Britain have been members of organisations which
officially subscribed to the stated values and nominal objectives of the Labour Party
at that time.

In the 1950s—although there was just as much fierce disagreement between dif-
ferent sections of the left as at any other time—it is worth bearing in mind that the
vast majority of its partisans would have subscribed to a particular set of assump-
tions that today would be regarded as highly marginal, and extremely left-wing.
Almost all of them would have agreed that capitalism is a social system with an in-
herent tendency to generate social instability and inequality which has to be reigned
in by democratic institutions. Indeed, even many politicians of the mainstream right
would have agreed with this view at the time. People of different political persua-
sions would have disagreed on the question of whether the regulation of capitalism
by democratic institutions should mean simply regulation of certain key areas of
industrial policy by civil servants, gradual extension of public ownership over more
and more of areas of economic life, establishment of new kinds of cooperative con-
trol of core services such as housing and manufacturing (intended gradually to dis-
place the old, hierarchical systems typical of industrial capitalism), or revolutionary
overthrow of the bourgeois state and the creation of a soviet republic. While most
would have agreed that capitalism was a great source of economic and technical
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progress and innovation, those who did not regard it as also, basically, a problem,
to be dealt with by institutions composed of or representing the wider community,
were at that time in a tiny minority. Thinkers like Hayek and Friedman who were to
become so influential after the 1970s had no influence at all at this time. A power-
ful tradition within British conservatism had itself always been rather sceptical as
to the value of unregulated capitalism, recognising the threat that it posed to social
order, aristocratic privilege and the security of the poorest people. This tradition was
represented in the twentieth century by those so-called One Nation Conservatives,
who took the reforming Victorian prime minister, Benjamin Disraeli, as their model,
and this strand was dominant within the Conservative party from the 1940s until the
late 1970s. Mainstream sections of the Labour Party, therefore, were not considered
terribly extreme when they expressed the firm conviction that the long-term goal
of their movement was to replace capitalism altogether with a social system in which
the means of production, distribution and exchange were collectively owned, as the
constitution of the Labour Party continued to state until 1995, even though the right-
wing of the party wanted to abandon this commitment from the 1950s onwards.

What all this means for us is that we can say with some confidence that as partici-
pants in the labour movement who were clearly not supporters of its extreme right
wing, the pioneers of cultural studies all shared a very broad but very profound set of
political beliefs and objectives which assumed the basically destructive, exploitative
and undemocratic nature of capitalism, in particular its tendency to undermine all
forms of community; and that the historic mission of the Labour movement was to
replace it with a socialist democracy within which collectivist and democratic values
would dictate the direction of future development. It was the desire to work through
the implications of these assumptions for scholarly and pedagogic work in the hu-
manities which was really the founding impulse of cultural studies, and which has
had a profound influence on its development ever since.

Cultural Studies and the New Left

More than this, however, most of the early cultural studies writers were committed to
a particular set of ideas about the direction which leftist politics in Britain and in the
rest of the world ought to take and the values which ought to inform it. Indeed, sev-
eral of these figures had a significant profile within the wider intellectual left which
was by no means dependent upon their status as pioneers of cultural studies (which it-
self would not be fully recognised as such until at least the 1970s). It was as members
of the so-called New Left, as much as innovators of a new field of scholarship, that
figures such as Raymond Williams, Stuart Hall and E. P. Thompson would come to
prominence. The stories of the New Left and of cultural studies are so intertwined
that they are often thought to be just one story about one thing. My contention will
be that they are not. In fact, we can only really understand the complex relationship
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between them, which was the defining relationship in shaping the political character
of cultural studies until well into the 1990s, if we can conceptualise them as related
but distinct entities.

So what was the New Left? Well, once again this is a term we have to be careful
with, as it has been used in slightly different ways over time and rather differently in
the United Kingdom and the United States. However, the first group to be identified
with this label, the grouping that is now sometimes referred to as the First New Left
(Kenny 1995), was a small number of intellectuals of two generations who coalesced
around the journal New Left Review, founded in 1960 out of the merger of New Rea-
soner (edited by E. P. Thompson) and Universities and Left Review (of which Stuart
Hall was one of the editors). Exactly how far these intellectuals represented anything
but themselves and how far they were articulating the concerns and aspirations of a
whole new generation of left-wing citizens is a matter for historical debate, which it
is impossible for us to address with any authority, although we can say that at certain
points in its history the New Left did seem to be broadly in tune with upcoming and
influential strands of the wider political left. What is important for us at this stage is
that they had a fairly specific and coherent set of ideas about what political course the
organised left and its supporters should follow, and these ideas directly related to the
values and priorities which they brought to the nascent discipline of cultural studies
(Dworkin 1997). To understand these values and priorities, we have to understand
the situation in which they emerged.

After the Russian revolution of 1917, the overriding fact shaping left politics
across the world had been the existence of a nominal workers’ state in the USSR,
governed by a communist party supposedly committed to world-wide proletarian
revolution; a party which also commanded the second most powerful military ma-
chine in the world. The USSR had suffered losses and hardships during the Second
World War compared to which even the ordeal of the British people seemed mild,
and the military organisation of the Red Army was without question one of the key
factors in the global defeat of fascism. Despite this, both before and after the war,
the USSR had been subject to ongoing pressure from the great capitalist powers such
as the United Kingdom and the United States, pressures which included military
intimidation, economic embargoes and the political harassment of communist sym-
pathisers in those countries. It had always been claimed by anarchists, by followers
of the exiled former Bolshevik leader Leon Trotsky, and by liberal and right-wing
opponents of the USSR that Stalin had built a horrific totalitarian regime instead of
a workers’ paradise, but many dismissed this as propaganda. For many on the left,
therefore some kind of loyalty to the USSR was a sine qua non of any effective radi-
cal politics. In countries like France, Italy, China and many others, the largest party
of the left was the Communist Party, officially affiliated to the Communist Party of
the Soviet Union. Even where the Communist Party was small, as in the United
Kingdom, it was the natural home for many activists, trade-unionists and intellectu-
als who saw the more moderate socialist parties (such as the Labour Party) as too
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willing to compromise with capitalists, liberals, conservatives and US imperialism
to be able to bring about lasting and far-reaching social change.

In the late 1950s a number of developments converged to change this situation.
Most famously, in 1956, the USSR both officially admitted the extent of state ter-
ror under Stalin (who had died in 1953) and suppressed a democratic revolution
in Hungary against single-party communist rule (a revolution supported by many
Hungarian communists). These final proofs of the extent of Soviet militarism and
authoritarianism permanently damaged the credibility of the communist movement
in the West and led many to leave the communist parties. At the same time in Britain,
a new kind of political movement was becoming the focus of activity for many
middle-class activists and young people. Founded in 1958, the Campaign for Nu-
clear Disarmament was an organisation which attracted support from many sections
of society and which sought to use peaceful but high-profile forms of protest to turn
public opinion against the stationing of nuclear missiles in Britain; its supporters were
not drawn from any one political party or social group. The Campaign for Nuclear
Disarmament sought to withdraw Britain from the cold war military conflict between
the United States and USSR, in which Britain was clearly on the side of the United
States in allowing US military bases to be located on the British mainland, but it also
opposed the militarism of both the US and Soviet states. In this, it was largely moti-
vated by an ethical, humanist critique of both American-led industrial capitalism and
Soviet authoritarianism (Taylor 1988).

Another great event of 1956 was the Suez crisis: the botched attempt by France,
Israel and Britain to take control of the Suez canal, which had recently been nation-
alised by the left-leaning Egyptian government and was a strategically crucial route
for shipping in the region. This is often remembered as the moment when the reality
of post-Imperial geopolitics was brought home to the former Great Powers of \West-
ern Europe: France and Britain were thoroughly humiliated when it became apparent
the United States would not back their plan and that as such it could not succeed.
However, this was only one moment in the traumatic history of de-colonisation. The
Algerian War was raging at this time: the experience of colonialism in Algeria and
the French government’s determined and bloody attempt to retain control of this
colony would leave its mark on a generation of Parisian intellectuals (Foucault, Der-
rida, Lyotard, Bourdieu), not to mention Frantz Fanon, the godfather of postcolonial
theory; all of whom would later become important influences within cultural studies.
At the same time, the post-war period saw the first great wave of migration from the
former colonies to the United Kingdom, bringing with it, amongst others, a young
Stuart Hall from Jamaica to Oxford on a Rhodes scholarship. The questions of na-
tional identity, neo-colonial power and racism which the break-up of the old imperial
system raised could not always be answered within the terms of traditional socialist
thought, and this would provide a powerful impetus to the emergence of a new set of
political sensibilities. At the same time as all this, the dynamics of class and culture
within British culture were clearly changing in unexpected ways. The emergence of
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a consumer society and a comprehensive welfare state radically altered the condition
of working-class people, changing the very meaning of working class, while the im-
pact of American cinema, music, fashion and television on different sections of the
population was provoking visible forms of cultural change which could not be easily
dismissed as superficial or short-term.

This was the context which produced the New Left, which consciously sought
to distance itself from both the communist tradition and the increasingly institution-
alised and ineffectual mainstream labour tradition (the British Labour party, having
won a historic victory in the 1945 general election which is still widely seen as hav-
ing transformed Britain for good, had completely failed to build on this success, and
was out of power for 13 years between 1951 and 1964). In particular this involved
the investigation of socialist ideas from outside these traditions: the members of the
New Left tried to break the hold which Soviet communism had had on the imagina-
tion of the radical left for decades by excavating the history of native radicalism in
England, and by looking to the ideas of those communists who had been marginalised
and suppressed by the dogma of Stalinism. Williams and Thompson both turned to
the legacies of English radicalism—most notably the utopian, proto-ecological writ-
ings of the English socialist William Morris—for inspiration, and Hall and others
would soon begin to take an interest in the writings of continental thinkers such as
Gramsci, Lukacs, and Lucien Goldmann (Dworkin 1997). In many ways these twin
impulses—to find elements of radicalism in one’s own culture that could be built on
in the future, and to discover those radical philosophers from other places and times
who might have been neglected—have driven the development of cultural studies
and cultural theory ever since.

Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies

The first key institutional moment in the story of this development is the founding
of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of Birmingham in
1964. The fact that the centre was founded, and the term cultural studies was coined
by Richard Hoggart, is significant for our story here. Hoggart is normally cited along
with Williams and Thompson as one of the three founding figures of cultural studies.
Hoggart was never clearly identified with the New Left—although it was he who em-
ployed Stuart Hall as a researcher in the new centre—and his classic work, The Uses
of Literacy, was informed by a far more conservative concern to preserve elements of
British working-class culture than was that of Williams and Thompson, with whom
Hoggart shared a general identification with labour politics but not the intellectual
and political ambition that was to characterise their interventions. Without Hoggart,
there would have been no cultural studies, but his long-term influence on the disci-
pline has been less than that of either Thompson or Williams, arguably because his
influence was restricted to the micropolitical context of the university and had no
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substantial relationship to a wider political context. Incidentally, 1964 also saw an
important publication by Stuart Hall and Paddy Whannel: The Popular Arts (Hall &
Whannel 1964) was a ground-breaking study of the new popular culture which cin-
ema, popular publishing, the recording industry and broadcast media had made pos-
sible. The study argued for educators to make discriminating but sympathetic forays
onto the much-derided landscape of so-called mass culture.

The wider political context itself changed dramatically in 1964. Three years after
the youthful liberal John F Kennedy was elected US president and the oral contra-
ceptive pill was introduced, the first Labour government since 1951 was elected in
the United Kingdom, the globalisation of Beatlemania occurred and a widespread
expectation of further social and cultural liberalisation emerged (accompanied by a
growing anxiety as to its degenerate and destabilising consequences). Prime Minister
Harold Wilson was elected on a promise to modernise Britain rather than to imple-
ment democratic socialism, and while his government did introduce some lasting so-
cial reforms, it was a disappointment to the radical left before it had even been elected
(Anderson 1964). Interestingly, Wilson himself was eventually to regard his own
major achievement as having been the creation of the Open University, an innova-
tive adult-education institution using broadcast media and distance learning to make
formal university qualifications available to a similar constituency to that previously
catered for by the Workers Educational Association and the extra-mural departments,
which would become the intellectual home of cultural studies in the 1980s. The 1960s
also saw a major expansion of ordinary university provision and the creation of a
generation of new universities (such as the universities of Essex and Sussex), which
would come to be key centres of intellectual influence for the New Left.

In the United States, the term New Left is generally used by historians today to
refer to the student radical movement which emerged in the wake of the Civil Right
campaigns in the mid-1960s (McMillan & Buhle 2003). Centred around organisa-
tions such as the Student Nonviolent Co-ordinating Committee and Students for a
Democratic Society (Gitlin 1987) inspired by black struggles and increasingly ap-
palled by America’s sordid intervention in Vietnam, this New Left was, like its Brit-
ish namesake, mainly based around clubs and groups based at universities. Arguably
it was better organised and more numerous than its British equivalent, but at the
same time it never developed the distinctive programme of theoretical innovation
and political analysis which characterised the New Left in the United Kingdom and
which came to overlap so strongly with the emerging field of British cultural studies.
However, what both versions of the New Left shared was a tendency to widen out
the field of political analysis and intervention from localised issues (the failures of
the British state’s management of capitalism in the United Kingdom; the political
marginalisation of black communities in the Southern states in the United States) to
make broader critiques of systems of power, and a strong commitment to democracy
against centralisation and hierarchy in their own organisations and in existing social
institutions.
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1968

Despite such reforms and some very significant measures to liberalise British cul-
ture, such as partially decriminalising both homosexuality and abortion, the Wilson
government never initiated major changes to the socio-economic structure of Brit-
ish society, and to the dismay of that generation of activists motivated by Cam-
paign for Nuclear Disarmament, it passively supported the US war in Vietham. By
1968 it was clear that neither the New Left nor the emergent youthful counterculture
was going to have any serious influence over its policies. Figures such as Williams
were roundly ignored despite the wider impact of some of his publications. The new
manifestations of youth culture were condemned and legislated against wherever
they could not be directly co-opted. Wilson’s government officially honoured the
Beatles in 1965 and the premier was very happy to be photographed with them, but
this didn’t prevent the 1966 criminalisation of LSD or moves to shut down so-called
pirate radio by the Labour government. In retrospect, then, it is perhaps no coinci-
dence that the researchers at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies began to
take an interest in new forms of youth culture not long after the moment when the
First New Left made one of its last coherent interventions into wider political debate.
The May Day Manifesto (Williams 1968), published first in 1967 and updated in
1968, was essentially a long essay on the condition of the United Kingdom and the
British left under Harold Wilson, edited by Raymond Williams and contributed to
by figures such as E. P. Thompson, Stuart Hall and Terry Eagleton. Incidentally, this
was not Williams’s first foray into public politics. His book Communications (1966)
concluded with a fascinating set or proposals for the reform and expansion of institu-
tions which could make a critical public culture possible and healthy, although he
obviously had no more idea as to how they might be implemented than to hope that
maybe a benign government would undertake to carry out his plans.

While the world of corporatist capitalism that the May Day Manifesto describes
may have largely disappeared, the frustration of its authors with a Labour govern-
ment willing to deploy a hollow rhetoric of modernisation to justify abandoning
egalitarian goals, and apparently serving the interests of capital unquestioningly, is
depressingly familiar to anyone who lived through Tony Blair’s premiership. Inter-
estingly, however, the book is extremely vague about what the independent, vibrant,
modern, democratic left that it would like to help will into existence might actually
look like, and what tendencies in contemporary culture might feed and sustain it.
The reader today comes away with little sense that the authors had a handle on the
dramatic implications of the emerging trends of youth culture, the sexual revolution
and the incipient crisis of post-war politics: it’s intriguing to note that several of its
authors would spend much of the subsequent decades addressing these issues, one
way or another, and that cultural studies as we know it would be the result.

The relationship between the May Day Manifesto and the more famous events of
May 1968 is instructive. 1968 saw an international wave of often violent rebellions
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against many elements of the prevailing order—from US imperialism to conserva-
tive university curricula—the most famous of which involved a national wave of
strikes, factory occupations and protests against de Gaulle’s presidency and the en-
tire regime of corporatist capitalism in France in May of that year. While it was only
in France that the famous events seemed to bring the country close to revolution,
radical students in Germany, the United States, Italy, Mexico, Argentina and many
other places engaged in sustained militant activity, sometimes in alliance with radical
sections of the labour movement. In the United States, many felt anger and frustra-
tion at the assassinations of radical leaders such as Martin Luther King Jr and at the
imperialist war in Vietnam, famously culminating in the riots which accompanied
the Democratic national convention in Chicago. Even in prosperous and relatively
sedate Britain, the wave of student protests against the authoritarianism of universi-
ties which had been building since 1966 took on new momentum, and the protests
against the Vietnam war—most famously at the US embassy in Grosvenor Square,
London—attracted tens of thousands. The authors of the May Day Manifesto, how-
ever, didn’t see this coming at all; in the words of Hall and Michael Rustin (two of
its key authors): ‘It completely blew us away’ (Bird & Jordan 1999: 213).
Determining just what the significance of 1968 was for global left politics and for
the New Left and cultural studies is not a simple task, but there is no question that
a great number of different histories converged to make that year into a symbolic
landmark of immense importance. In the United States, this was the year when King’s
assassination convinced many in the Afro-American community that there was no fu-
ture for peaceful politics, leading to the intensification of black militancy represented
by the emergence of groups such as the Black Panthers. At the same time it was the
year of the emergence of the women’s liberation movement in the United States and
the historic strike by women working at Ford’s Dagenham plant in East London that
demanded equal pay with men. It was the year when those elements of youth culture
which caught the media’s attention were not the peace-loving dropouts of Haight-
Ashbury or the fashion-butterflies of Carnaby Street but the revolutionary militants
occupying the London School of Economics and protesting at the Miss America pag-
eant. At the same time, however, it also was the year when the clearest signs of an-
other new political force began to be seen in those countries. This was the year when
the British Conservative politician Enoch Powell gave his notorious ‘rivers of blood’
speech, arguing that urban unrest could be the only result of black and white people
living side-by-side in English towns. It was the year when Richard Nixon was elected
to the US presidency on a promise to represent the ‘silent majority” who supported
the war, despised protestors and hippies alike, and espoused the ‘traditional” values
of American suburbia. In France, the revolution stalled and petered out, having been
actively opposed by the Communist Party, who distrusted its anarchistic tone and the
refusal of its partisans in the factories to submit to union discipline. In Prague, soviet
tanks rolled in to crush a move towards democratisation, which had been led by the
Czech communist leadership itself, in an awful repetition of the events of 1956.
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This convergence of events and their long-term consequences can be understood
in a number of different ways, and any such assessment must look at 1968 from the
perspective of what we know now about subsequent history. On the one hand, we can
see at this moment the first major manifestations of a range of political movements
and projects which would have serious impacts on global society in the decades to
come. Clearly, the opportunities which women and young people, and in many cases
non-white people, have today for education on their own terms, for self-expression in
many spheres of life, for different kinds of creative and fulfilling work, would have
been almost unimaginable in 1965, except to a few socialist visionaries, and many
of these gains could not have been made without the utopian militancy for which
the term 1968 has become a by-word. On the other hand, these things have not been
won in anything like the way that the radicals of 1968 expected nor have they been
won without considerable costs. Gains in opportunities for all have nor come about
through a radical democratisation of the social democratic gains made in the middle
of the twentieth century, and they have certainly not come about through the aboli-
tion of capitalist social relations. Instead, on the whole, they have come about in the
context of a world-wide shift in the structures and patterns of capitalism itself, which
has enabled people to live in far more diverse and fluid ways than at any time in the
past. This has produced a situation in which people increasingly relate to themselves,
to each other and to all social institutions solely as autonomous individuals rather
than as members of communities, families, identity-groups, national groups, classes,
unions, genders, or anything else. In the process, many of the gains which the labour
movement made in the middle of the twentieth century have actually been lost. It is
often forgotten now, but the right to a steady job with predictable working patterns
and a guaranteed income, which would enable someone to plan a family and to plan
the course of their life, was one of the great prizes which working people fought
for during this time and for a hundred years previously. The promise of the welfare
state to eradicate poverty and insecurity for all citizens has been withdrawn in most
advanced societies today. The very existence of a public sector and a public sphere
not governed by the logic of the market in the media, in education, in the areas of
healthcare and other types of social provision is under serious threat. The freedom
which students demanded in May 1968 may have been won, but it often seems to
have been won at the expense of any hope of a society based on values of social
solidarity, equality and democracy.

Itis clearly no coincidence that these changes have been accompanied by massive
declines in trade-union membership, as industrial manufacturing has been largely
relocated to those parts of the world where labour organisation is low, and so labour
is cheap; by the collapse of Soviet socialism; and by a general decline of mass par-
ticipation in the political process, either through membership of political parties or
through simply voting in elections (Crouch 2004). For many Marxists, the decline
of social democracy and the wider crisis of democracy as such is a direct result of
the defeat of the organised working-class in the developed world in the 1970s and
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1980s. At its most pessimistic, this view can give rise to the observation that perhaps
the Communist Party was right to oppose the students in France in 1968: for in the
end, what did the radicals achieve in France or the United States or even the United
Kingdom but to frighten the majority of people into support for the nascent New
Right, paving the way for the eventual victories of Thatcher and Reagan, and the
all-out assault on the left that they would make? From this perspective, the so-called
68-ers may have temporarily believed themselves to be anti-capitalists revolu-
tionaries, but in fact they were merely the harbingers of a more advanced form of
unregulated, consumer-led capitalism in which every demand for diversion and self-
gratification could be met (many of the slogans of the French students demanded
“fun’ and opposed ‘boredom’), but in which the poor—a group which does not in-
clude very many university graduates—would still suffer as they always had.

A completely opposed view of the historic relationship between 1968 and the
new form of capitalism which would emerge in subsequent decades is that associated
with the Italian autonomist school of Marxists, the most famous of whom today is
Antonio Negri. Negri’s perspective is no doubt influenced by the fact that Italy was
arguably one of the places where sustained militant activity by both students and
workers had a long-lasting impact on political culture, unlike France or Britain, but
his perspective is not a merely national one. For Negri, it is certainly true that a new,
dynamic, innovative, flexible form of capitalism emerged in the wake of 1968, but
that does not mean that the militancy of that year was merely a harbinger of that new
capitalism. Rather, it demonstrates that the success of 1968 was to force capital to
change its modes of operation in order to meet the demands of students, women, and
so forth; demands which the so-called official labour movement and the communist
parties were incapable of representing, incarnating, or making effective (see Negri
1988: 235. | heard Negri make this case at its most forceful when he spoke at the
2004 European Social Forum in Paris). In many ways this view is endorsed by the
detailed researches of Boltanski and Chiapello (2005).

However, while this view is opposed to the preceding one in terms of its under-
standing of historical causality—of whether 1968 was the cause or the effect of a
new kind of capitalism emerging—even Negri (who was eventually forced into exile
by the right-wing administration which took power in Italy in the 1970s) would not
argue that the period following 1968 was one of unqualified success for progres-
sive forces. To take such a view, one would have to take up a position which was
not allied in any way to the historic socialist project of the labour movement. Only
an anarcho-capitalist, right-wing libertarian (e.g. Hoppe 1989) who cares nothing
for issues such as equality, social solidarity, or the protection of the environment,
could take such a position. There are people who do take such a position, drawing on
rather perverse readings of philosophers such as Gilles Deleuze to support their case
(e.g. Land 1992: 13), but they have nothing but antipathy for the New Left, the Old
Left or any kind of cultural studies. At the same time, one can only regard 1968 as an
unqualified disaster if one takes a socially conservative view, be it from the right or
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the left, which regards the advances made by women and young people since 1968,
the proliferation of new cultural forms and experiments in lifestyle and social being,
as damaging and destructive; either breaking down the traditional fabric of society
or dissolving the solidarity and political discipline of the organised working class.
Again, there are people who do take such views—many on the right, and a dwindling
number in traditional communist organisations—but they have had no influence at
all on cultural studies.

Taking neither of these positions, the politics which has informed different strands
of cultural studies has all, one or way or another, had to deal with the fact that 1968
represented both success and failure. It was a success in that it saw the emergence
of a whole new set of democratic demands and utopian possibilities into the pub-
lic sphere which were never to go away and which were to have profound and
worldwide social effects. What’s more, it is worth bearing in mind that the tone of
these demands—uwhich sought to escape from the formality and hierarchy of of-
ficial socialism and soviet communism—uwas very much in keeping with the tone
of Williams’s and Thompson’s advocacy of a bottom-up view of history, in which
change can only occur under a radically democratic form of socialism rooted in the
working-class traditions of co-operation and community organisation and a utopian
vision of a future of creative fulfilment for all. However, it was arguably a moment
of failure in two ways. For the traditional left it was a disaster which arguably dem-
onstrated the redundancy of traditional Marxist politics and priorities: the official
Left had opposed the students and done little for the women’s movement, and had
advanced into no new ground of its own as a result. The Soviet suppression of the
Prague Spring was for many the final confirmation that the Russian Revolution had
in fact ended in a totalitarian nightmare worse than the most brutal forms of capi-
talism. But it was also a moment of failure from the point of view of the emergent
counterculture of hippies and radicals. A radical Democrat was not elected President
of the United States: Richard Nixon was. In Britain, dock workers (thought to be
in the vanguard of proletarian consciousness since the great London dock strike of
1889) demonstrated in favour of Enoch Powell’s racist anti-immigration policies,
and the Ford women did not win equal pay. There was no revolution in France: the
fragile alliance of workers and students did not last into the summer, and the Gaullist
right won the national elections later that year. In the several years that followed, the
Vietnam war would continue, right-wing juntas would stage a wave of successful
coups in South America, and the Italian left would be completely destabilised by
a campaign of intimidation and harassment from the state and paramilitary forces,
with left-wing leaders imprisoned or effectively exiled. None of this would have
been possible if the new radicals had succeeded in winning over those sections of
the populace who did not spontaneously share their view of the world. They did not,
and more importantly, from a historical vantage point there does not seem to be much
evidence that they tried. Instead, they simply asserted their ‘new’ vision loudly and
proudly, at best hoping to unite different marginal strands of the culture, and they
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were met with incomprehension, hostility and often violence by the state and the
‘silent majority’.

What did come out of this moment was a much more widespread identification
with a politics akin to that of the New Left than had been visible before. Indeed,
the term New Left came to be used in the United States to refer to the whole swathe
of so-called new social and political movements—such as Women’s Liberation and
in particular the radical student movement—and has been described persuasively
by Katsiaficas as a ‘“World-Historic movement’ in the period from 1968 to 1970
(Katsiaficas 1987: 17-27). Ironically, just as this was happening, internal disputes
at the house journal of the British New Left, New Left Review, led to a marked split
between Williams and Thompson and a younger coterie of writers such as Tom Nairn
and Perry Anderson who were more directly influenced by the austere philosophi-
cal rigour of French Marxist theorist Louis Althusser than by the English tradition
of Romantic Humanism—a split which was severe enough for this younger group
to come to be referred to as the second New Left. To make matters more confus-
ing, the term New New Left is sometimes used for this group of intellectuals and is
sometimes used to refer to the entire generation of radicals who came of age in the
later 1960s, especially in the United States. There is a considerable literature on these
different developments, and the historical details need not trouble us too much now.
From a wider historical perspective, | would argue that what the New, Old, First,
Second, British and American New Lefts had in common was immeasurably greater
than what divided them. They were all committed to radical social transformation
informed by values that were at the same time libertarian and egalitarian, collectivist
and pluralist. For all of these groups the idea of democracy as a key value and one
which should be expanded and promoted in the social, economic and cultural spheres
as well as the conventional field of politics was axiomatic (Williams 1961: 332-43;
Miller 1987: 23). They all defined themselves against the authoritarian collectiv-
ism of the Old Left and its tendency to place issues of economic equality above all
others, against the social conservatism of the political right and the traditional left,
and against the possessive individualism of the classical liberal tradition. As such,
we can talk about the New Left as a discursive formation, or, in Williams’s terms a
‘structure of feeling” (Williams 1977), which was first given public expression in the
English-speaking world by Williams, Hall et al but which had an implicit resonance
with much wider tendencies in the societies of the Western world. This resonance,
however, did not form the basis for any real political victory.

The Left in Retreat

Despite its widespread resonances with various constituencies, the New Left never
emerged as a coherent political movement, and historians only tend to designate
it as such during the brief period of Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament’s public
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prominence in the United Kingdom at the end of the 1950s (Dworkin 1997: 45-78),
or during the period of international activism around 1968 to 1972 (Katsiaficas 1987).
In some countries, actual political parties informed by the politics of the New Left
emerged to play a role in public politics; most notably the German Green party. In
small countries with long liberal and egalitarian traditions like the Netherlands and
Denmark or in isolated politically advanced municipalities in the United States and
the United Kingdom (such as London in the early 1980s; see Hall & Jacques 1989),
the politics of the New Left had a clear impact on areas of public policy. For the most
part, however, the New Left had little immediate impact on the sphere within which
the political life of most people was shaped and lived; that of electoral politics, state
institutions, national and international corporations and large-scale collective actors
(unions, political parties, the mass media, etc.). As Katsiaficas writes ‘the New Left
proved itself incapable of consolidating a popular base’. Instead, the counterculture’s
challenge to accepted norms contributed to a general sense of public disquiet
emerging from the end of the historic post-war consumer boom, the first rises in
unemployment in the United States and United Kingdom since the 1930s, and a wave
of anxieties over the urban politics of race in both of those countries (Hall, Critcher,
Jefferson & Clarke 1978: 247-0). The result was not the realisation of utopia, but the
widespread victory of the right in the early 1970s, a victory that would be consolidated
at the end of that decade with the elections of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher.
There was a brief radical upsurge around 1973-4, when a wave of trade union mili-
tancy brought down the conservative UK government and the United States was finally
forced to withdraw from Vietnam, but the broad trend was inexorably to the right.
This is the context in which cultural studies developed, during its most famous
period of institutional consolidation and intellectual innovation; the period of Stuart
Hall’s leadership of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in the 1970s. This
story is normally told in terms of the internal development of the Centre for Contem-
porary Cultural Studies’s theoretical understanding of culture and ideology via the
engagements of Hall and others with the work of Gramsci, Althusser and Poulantzas,
and the break between the culturalist humanism of Raymond Williams and the struc-
turalism of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (e.g. Lee 2003: 73-107).
However, looking at this work and its most potent results from a historical vantage
point, the work of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies now looks like a
logical response to the historic failure of the New Left(s) to win the wider public
battle of ideas, despite some spectacular short-term achievements. For it was at just
this moment that intellectuals of the New Left seem to have been looking back to that
other great moment of left-wing defeat, the 1930s. The Western Marxist tradition had
produced its first great theorisations of ideology and culture at that time, in the wake
of the defeat of the communist movement by fascism in much of Western Europe. It
was in exile from Hitler’s Germany and in an Italian fascist prison cell that Adorno
and Gramsci respectively developed the first fully developed bodies of work on the
politics of culture written from a socialist perspective. Despite their very different
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conclusions, both were to some extent motivated by the same question: how had the
barbaric forces of fascism won the battle for hearts and minds and why had the com-
munists lost it? Whether or not they were conscious of any such motivation, it seems
logical now to conclude that at some level, it was the defeat of the radical promise
of the 1960s which was motivating some of the most creative minds of the British
left to reactivate this tradition in the 1970s, translating Gramsci into English for the
first time (some short texts had been translated in the 1960s) and engaging with those
more contemporary continental thinkers who seemed to be in the same tradition,
such as Louis Althusser.

To understand the relationship between this political context and the internal evo-
lution of cultural studies, it is worth reflecting on how widespread the turn to Gramsci
was in the 1970s. The English edition of Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks was published
by the Communist Party of Great Britain’s house publisher, Lawrence and Wishart,
at a time when the political influence of the Communist Party of Great Britain within
the labour movement was considerable (Andrews 2005: 105-77). Gramsci was
widely read by large sections of the left and the labour movement at this time, and
his influence was sufficient that the man who came to lead the Labour Party between
1983 and 1992, Neil Kinnock, would routinely cite Antonio Gramsci, an Italian com-
munist who died before he was born, as the greatest influence on his political thought.
Gramsci did not only shape cultural studies; his thought influenced an entire genera-
tion of the British left in the 1970s and 1980s.

For the pioneers of cultural studies, Gramsci was pivotal to their evolving project
to generate a new discipline for the study of contemporary culture. The ideas set out
so allusively and often incoherently in his prison notebooks seemed at once to offer
a more satisfactory theoretical framework for doing cultural studies than had been
available before, and to offer justification for the importance of cultural studies’
intellectual project to the wider left. Gramsci had worked as a journalist and news-
paper editor as well as a full-time political organiser, and in his notebooks he wrote
explicitly about the value of undertaking a systematic study of contemporary popular
culture with the aim of better understanding the political terrain of mass democratic
politics and intervening in it more effectively. He argued that this was an important
task for the left because it was only by winning the struggle to persuade large and
various sections of the population to accept at least partially its view of the world
that any political group could win enough support to effect social change. Gramsci’s
description of the “war of position’, the metaphorical trench warfare which socialists
would have to wage in advanced democracies, sounds rather like the battle between
the counterculture of the 1960s, with its sympathisers in the media and educational
institutions, and the conservative forces of the right. The observation that any group
which hoped to win such a battle would not just have to create its own autonomous
culture, but would also have to work on the terrain of popular culture as it already ex-
isted, must have seemed timely indeed in the mid-1970s, as the counterculture spun
out into ever more extreme experiments in alternative living while fascists began
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to attract significant votes in local elections in Britain for the first time since the
1930s. (For a detailed if strangely grumpy account of the story of Gramsci’s recep-
tion within cultural studies, see Harris 1992).

Of course, Gramsci was not the only thing happening to cultural studies in the
early and mid 1970s. The discipline was developing creatively in a number of di-
rections, marked by several key publications. Stan Cohen’s Folk Devils and Moral
Panics (1972) was a pioneering work which prefigured many of the later concerns
of cultural studies across a number of different areas. In the long term, its influence
was felt most by those researchers who tended more towards critical media studies
than towards ethnography and social anthropology. Its suggestion that the mods and
rockers—youth subcultural groups who were the object of considerable press atten-
tion in the mid 1960s—were largely media fictions has remained a touchstone for this
current of thought. The collection edited by Stuart Hall and Tony Jefferson Resistance
Through Rituals (1976) was an innovative collection of work which also investigated
the emergent phenomenon of youth subcultures, this time from a more anthropologi-
cal standpoint. Contrary to the caricature which some later critics of this work were
to draw, the books’ authors never did romanticise youth subcultures as forms of re-
sistance to the dominant culture, but offered a very complex account of the structural
dynamics and contradictions shaping the contexts into which subcultures emerged
and to which they constituted responses. If anything, they were, by contemporary
standards, excessively sceptical about the value of working-class or middle-class
youth subcultures, operating as they were within a framework which still implicitly
judged the value of such formations in terms of their potential contribution to the
long-term project of working-class revolution. Having said this, they rejected any
simplistic account even of the middle-class counterculture which merely condemned
it for its complicity with emergent trends in capitalism (even while they recognised
that complicity), acknowledging the problems which it—Ilike working-class youth
cultures—could pose for the dominant culture. Paper Voices (Smith 1975) was a de-
tailed textual study of The Mirror and The Express newspapers over several decades
of the twentieth century, analysing the consistent assumptions about the readership
which shaped the tone of both papers. Paul Willis’s Learning to Labour (1977) was a
classic piece of detailed ethnography, examining the lives and attitudes of a group of
working-class boys in their last years of school and considering the extent to which
their values and expectations were conditioned to prepare them for lives as manual
workers. Between them, these works demonstrated the wide range of methodologies
and topical concerns which was to characterise cultural studies in the future.

The Structuralist Turn

At the same time, work at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies was pro-
foundly influenced by the widespread interest in structuralism. Broadly speaking,
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this was a movement in thought which started from the work of the Swiss linguist
Ferdinand de Saussure (1916), and from his observation that linguistics itself could
in the future come to be seen as merely one element of a wider science of signs, or
semiotics. Saussure had revolutionised linguistics for many by arguing against the im-
portance traditionally accorded to philology, and for an approach to languages which
studied them synchronically, as they functioned at one given moment rather than as
they changed over time. Saussure’s attention to the underlying structures of languages
as sign-systems, and his insistence that the relationship between signs (e.g. words) and
their meanings was entirely arbitrary, with no natural ‘motivation’, had a profound
influence on many thinkers during the twentieth century, especially in France. In the
1960s and 1970s these ideas came to have a powerful influence on several strands of
work in the Anglophone humanities and social sciences. In particular, they made it
possible to study a range of cultural phenomena—from novels to advertisements to
clothes—as ‘texts’, objects which were understood to be meaningful because they
deployed particular systems of signs, while also insisting that the meanings of those
texts were entirely a function of their location in a wider system of social meanings. In
one stroke, this made it possible to analyse a vast range of cultural phenomena in use-
ful ways, and it also broke with the assumption that the meanings of texts were simply
an expression of the intentions of their authors. Structuralism also often seemed to au-
thorise a kind of relativism which made it necessary to accept that social differences
were socially and linguistically constructed, although the ethical dilemmas raised by
that observation have never ceased to bedevil cultural studies ever since. Structural-
ism was influential way beyond the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, and it
is important to remember that some of the most important works to appear at this time
and were later to influence cultural studies were produced by writers not connected to
the Centre. For example, Judith Williamson’s Decoding Advertisements (1978) com-
bined structuralist semiotics with Althusserian and Lacanian theory to offer detailed
analyses of particular adverts and adverts in general. Williamson produced the book at
Berkley, a long way from Birmingham, but was clearly working to a very similar
agenda as the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies researchers. The structuralist
psychoanalysis of Jacques Lacan was central to the wider emergence of feminist cul-
tural theory: Laura Mulvey’s seminal essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’
first appeared in the journal Screen in 1975 (Mulvey 1989), offering a sophisticated
theorisation of the place of women in the erotic economy of Hollywood film. Like
Juliet Mitchell’s Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974), published the previous year, it
proposed that Freudian ideas could be of great value to feminist analysis, contrary to
the views of those feminists who saw in Freud only a patriarchal ideologue.

By the early 1970s, the generation of French radical thinkers who have come to
be central to the development of Anglophone cultural theory (Derrida, Deleuze, Guat-
tari, Kristeva, de Certeau, etc.) were mostly reacting against some of the problems
generated by post-war structuralism, and so these writers came later to be known in
English-speaking world as post-structuralists. Several of the most important thinkers
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of this period (Lacan, Foucault, Barthes) themselves moved away from the structural-
ism of their own work of the 1950s and 1960s. However, at institutions like the Centre
for Contemporary Cultural Studies, both structuralist and post-structuralist ideas were
being absorbed at much the same time, and what emerged was really something in
between, influenced both by the structuralist Marxism of Althusser and the structural-
ist semiotics of the early Roland Barthes and by the post-structuralist semiotics of the
later Barthes and Julia Kristeva. In his accounts of the take-up of these ideas, Stuart
Hall has stressed the issue of what it was that the Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies researchers wanted to do with them. In particular, he has emphasised the
importance for them of the idea of culture as a field of ‘signifying practices’ which
had some autonomy from each other and from the social and economic processes of
the wider society. Signifying practices are activities by which groups and individuals
make meaning, using whatever tools are available to them. So, for example, while
the earlier work on youth subcultures at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Stud-
ies tended to see the emergence of groups like the skinheads as a social but uncon-
scious reaction to wider social changes, by the end of the 1970s Dick Hebdige (1979)
was stressing the idea of style as a deliberate signifying practice whereby youth
groups more-or-less consciously intervened in the social world of cultural signs. Hall
has remarked on the difference between this approach and that found in the work of
Raymond Williams, in which all aspects of a culture and a society are seen as related
to all other aspects, to the extent that it becomes difficult to differentiate meaning-
fully between different elements of the social totality, or to locate sites of agency for
specific groups or individuals (Hall 1997). However, the idea that this should mean
a move away from considering the interconnected nature of cultural, social, political
and economic phenomena was never part of Hall’s agenda. Indeed, as we shall see,
the struggle to hang on to the idea that all such phenomena are connected, without
reproducing a simplistic notion of totality, was to become one of the key tasks of
cultural theory and cultural studies.

This is a crucial point for understanding the evolution of cultural theory. Con-
sider Hall’s stress on the importance of according some autonomy to ‘signifying
practices’, as compared to Williams’s emphasis on social processes as constituting
‘expressive totalities’ and belief that modernity could be understood as a coherent
and broadly progressive ‘long revolution’. We can see a parallel here between Hall’s
theoretical move and a growing political emphasis on the fact that social change
often happens in complex, piecemeal, ambivalent and unpredictable ways. Such an
approach required the refinement of analytical tools which understand the relation-
ships between different elements of a culture as complex and unpredictable. | think
that, consciously or otherwise, it was this realisation that was driving many of the
theoretical innovations and appropriations of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies in the 1970s, just as it was to drive the major theoretical innovations of re-
lated theorists such as Lalcau and Mouffe in the 1980s. Most importantly, I think we
should stress one point here. Once we come to see history and politics as complex and
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unpredictable, whatever side we think we’re on, it becomes very important to be able
to think strategically about the nature of power relationships in any given situation
and the possibilities for intervening in them. Broadly speaking, | would contend that
most of the radical innovations in cultural and political theory which we will look at
in this book, including the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies’s move away
from Williams, have been driven by the need for democratic, egalitarian and libertar-
ian forces to formulate new kinds of political strategy in the wake of the failures of
communism and social democracy and the emergence of new forms of capitalism,
new ways of living, new political antagonisms and new potential solidarities.

New Movements, New Capitalism, New Right

Given this level of intellectual innovation, we can’t say that the New Left was entirely
in retreat during this period. At the same time as the right was in the ascendant politi-
cally, the very continued existence of cultural studies in a publicly funded institution
was testament to the localised successes of the New Left. Many believed that the
‘war of position’ against capitalist hegemony would necessarily entail a ‘long march
through the institutions’* as more and more of the influential organs of civil society
came under the influence of the Left. As such, bringing leftist perspectives to bear
on scholarly work within the institutions was seen as in itself a contribution to this
struggle, a struggle which the New Left saw as slowly bearing fruit as the agendas of
some of the new social movements began to influence public opinion. By the end of
the 1970s, for example, legislation outlawing discrimination on the basis of gender or
ethnicity had been passed in the United Kingdom and in many countries around the
world, which was clearly a great political victory in many ways.

Furthermore, the concerns and practices of cultural studies itself were radically
transformed by the impact of the new social movements. Feminism, anti-racism
and the public visibility of nominally political strands of youth culture brought a
concern with power structures and social divisions other than those of class and
political objectives other than those of simple social democracy to cultural studies.
The key figures to emerge from the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in
the 1970s—such as Angela McRobbie, Paul Gilroy, Lawrence Gossberg and Dick
Hebdige—all made their names taking up perspectives informed by feminism, by a
concern with the politics of race and by an interest in the radical potential of youth
cult