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THE POLITICS OF CULTURE

When I tell people I study the politics of culture they sometimes respond, often
with a mild and vaguely condescending sigh: but it's just culture. I get this from
politicos who consider culture a distraction from the "real" struggle and I get it
from artists who think of culture as reflecting only their own personal struggles.
But culture is deeply political. Culture, artistic creation, is an expression of
culture: tradition and lived experience (d.Williams). Both the culture we enjoy
and the culture in which we live provide us with ideas of how things are and how
they should be, frameworks through which t o interpret reality and possibility.
They help us account for the past, make sense of the present and dream of the
future. Culture can be, and is, used as a means of social control. More effective
than any army is a shared conception that the way things are is the way things
should be. The powers-that-be don't remain in power by convincing us that they
are the answer, but rather that there is no other solution. But culture can be, and
is, used as a means of resistance, a place t o formulate other solutions. In order t o
strive for change, you have first t o imagine it, and culture is the repository of
imagination.

RAYMOND WILLIAMS,
"CULTURE," FROM KEYWORDS

What does "culture" mean?Any number of things, as Raymond Williams points
out in this selection from Keywords. As a young man at college, the author found
t o his surprise - and interest - that "culture" meant one thing t o his workingclass Welsh family, another t o the elite Cambridge crowd of his university, and
still something else t o his socialist and artist friends. Even these meanings, he
found, changed over the short course of history, the span of the Second World
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form indicating the matter being cultivated, as in the Enghsh usage already
noted. Its occasional use as an independent noun dates from mCr 8, rather
later than similar occasional uses in English.The independent noun civilization also emerged in mC18; its relationship to culture has since been very
complicated . . . There was at this poiilt an important development in
German: the word was borrowed from French, spelled first (1C18) Cultur
and from C I Kultur.
~
Its main use was stlll as a synonym for civilization: first
in the abstract sense of a general process of becoming ‘civilized' or 'cultivated'; second, in the sense which had already been established for
civilization by the historians of the Enhghtenment, in the popular C18 form
of the universal histories, as a description of the secular process of human
development. There was then a decisive change of use in Herder. In his
unfinished Ideas on the Philosophy of the Histoty of Mankind (1784-91) he
wrote of Cultul: 'nothing is more indeterminate than this word, and
nothlng more deceptive than its application to a l l nations and periods'. He
attacked the assumption of the universal histories that 'civilization' or
'culture' - the historical self-development of humanity - was what we
would now call a unllinear process, leading to the high and dominant point
of C18 European culture. Indeed he attacked what he called European subjugation and domination of the four quarters of the globe, and wrote:
Men of all the quarters of the globe, who have perished over the ages, you have
not lived solely to manure the earth with your ashes, so that at the end of time
your posterity should be made happy by European culture. The very thought of
a superior European culture is a blatant insult to the majesty of Nature.
It is then necessary, he argued, in a decisive innovation, to speak of 'cultures' in the plural: the spec~ficand variable cultures of different nations and
periods, but also the specific and variable cultures of social and economic
groups with~na nation.This sense was widely developed, in the Romantic
movement, as an alternative to the orthodox and dominant 'civilization'. It
was first used to emphasize national and traltional cultures, including the
new concept of folk-culture. It was later used to attack what was seen as
the 'mechanical' character of the new civilizat~onthen emerging: both for its
abstract rationahsm and for the 'inhumanity' of current industrial development. It was used to distinguish between 'human' and 'material'
development. Politically, as so often in t h s period, it veered between radic&sm and reaction and very often, in the confusion of major social change,
fused elements of both. (It should also be noted, though it adds to the real
complication, that the same h n d of lstinction, especially between 'material' and 'spiritual' development, was made by von Humboldt and others,

