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One of the key underlying questions within Marxist cultural theory has been, unsurprisingly, how to define culture. Based 

on the different (explicit and implicit) ways various theorists on your list understand what culture is from the Marxist 

perspective, map out the different “camps” within the discipline. Identify the key texts and the directions the development of 

ideas in them took. In conclusion, discuss their implications for the study of cinema.  

 

European Marxist Perspectives on Culture 

 

In what follows I will offer an analysis of the three most sustained Marxist considerations of what is culture, what form and 

shape it assumed in a bourgeois epoch, and what is its relationship to the working class and left politics. The lens with 

which I will map out the different perspectives will try to understand the knowledge formulations in terms of the dynamics 

between theory and practice. Since this relationship was one of the concerns at the core of Marx’ thinking, it has, logically, 

permeated thinking done within the tradition that is extension of his work. I will try to provide an analysis of either implicit 

or direct definitions of culture first in work of Gramsci, subsequently in work of Marcuse, Horkheimer and Adorno, as 

representatives of Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt and finally in British Cultural Studies, focusing on Raymond 

Williams and Stuart Hall. I will consider not only function these thinkers perceive culture performs within society, but also 

what is, implicit or not, function of their own knowledge propositions. As Razmig Keucheyan notices “from the second half 

of the 1920s Marxism became fossilized,”1 as the string of revolutions failed across Europe and the rupture between 

intellectuals and working class organizations emerged. In that sense, I will consider  their considerations of culture in terms 

of the relationships they had with forms of concrete political action. This will allow me to offer understanding of these 

considerations as specific historical categories in direct correspondence to the situation from which they emerge. Their 

proper comprehension, on our part, cannot be divested from the manner they engaged and were engaged by the world they 

belonged to.   

 
                                                             
1 Razmig Keucheyan, The Left Hemisphere: Mapping Critical Theory Today. (London/New York: Verso, 2013.) 11. 
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Culture in Thinking of Antonio Gramsci, a Philosopher of Political Praxis 

 

For Gramsci, the question of culture comes up in terms of the political organization and the struggle of proletariat: 

“Together with the problem of gaining political and economic power, the proletariat must also face the problem of winning 

intellectual power. Just as it has thought to organize itself politically and economically, it must also think about organizing 

itself culturally.”2 Culture as a sphere of human activity can participate in the imagining of the world that would be created 

on the basis of political organization and activity of the working class. Once it achieves ‘fullness of its autonomous 

historical life’ the working class will also create its own conception of the world.3   

 

In an effort to situate Gramsci within the tradition of Marxist thinkers form twentieth century, Eric Hobsbamw distinguishes 

Gramsci as “par excellence the philosopher of political praxis.” Lukacs, Benjamin, Althusser and Marcuse and others all 

worked removed from the concrete political formations of struggle. “Gramsci cannot be separated from these (political) 

realities, since even his widest generalisations are invariably concerned with the investigation of the practical conditions for 

transforming the world by politics in the specific circumstances in which he wrote.”4  

 

In his early writing from 1916, Gramsci considers culture as a category that plays an important role in the chain of history 

made up of efforts of humans to free themselves from “privilege, prejudice and idolatry.”5 Culture has a form of 

accumulation of knowledge about oneself, others and history, which leads to the labor of criticism of one's own conditions 

of existence. It is a form of organization and understanding of oneself. Thus, culture is a path towards higher awareness, 

which also leads to solidarity with the ones which share the same conditions of existence. He is fast to reject the idea of 

culture as an encyclopedic knowledge, especially as he sees it as detrimental for fostering solidarity. It creates pretentious 

people “who believe they are superior to the rest of humanity because they have memorized a certain number of facts and 

dates and who rattle them off at every opportunity.”6  Culture is an important aspect of the self-consciousness of humanity, 

the understanding of one's own value and the right to change the organization of life of the society as it has been imposed by 

the minority. Through a form of critique of capitalist civilization, culture participates in creating the  consciousness of 

                                                             
2 Antontio Gramsci, The Gramsci Reader: Selected Writings, 1916-1935. David Forgcas(ed.), (New York: New York 

University Press, (1988) 2000.) 70.  
3 Ibid., 71. 
4 Eric Hobsbawm,“Introduction,” in Gramsci, The Gramsci Reader: Selected Writings, 1916-1935. 12.  
5 Gramsci, ibid., 58. 
6 Ibid., 57. 
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proletariat.  

 

Writing four years later, in 1920, Grasmci now frames the discussion about culture asking how it can practically participate 

in the revolution of proletariat.7 If the revolution entails the change and liberation of the existing productive forces within 

bourgeois society, what form will this change take within the sphere of culture production? The Soviet model offers an 

example of already existing proletarian culture so it is there where Gramsci turns to understand what form of reorganization 

of labor can happen in classless society. Overcoming the separation between intellectual and manual labor is crucial, and the 

institution of education is the space where this can happen. “The worker studies and works; his labour is study and study is 

labour.”8 Change of the labor classification in this sense can create conditions for new form of cultural production and its 

concomitant new forms and values. 

 

Through this dynamic between intellectual and manual labor, Gramsci later offers analysis of existing conditions of culture 

in Italy. The concept of national-popular provides him with the framework to consider what ways of seeing, thinking and 

feeling are characteristic of already existing proletarian culture. He address a geographically specific situation within which 

formation and organization of struggle unfolds. Since production in bourgeois society is firmly grounded in separation of 

intellectual and manual labor, cultural production at the time is still only within the domain of intellectuals of elite. 

 

In fact neither a popular artistic literature nor a local production of ‘popular’ literature exists because 

‘writers’ and ‘people’ do not have the same conception of the world. In other words the feelings of the 

people are not lived by the writers as their own, nor do the writers have a ‘national educative’ function: 

they have not and do not set themselves the problem of elaborating popular feelings after having relived 

them and made them their own.9 

  

The detachment between intellectuals and people-nation can be explained by the dominance of “caste tradition that has 

never been broken by a strong popular or national political movements from below.”10 For Gramsci the figure of ‘organic’ 

                                                             
7 Ibid., 70. 
8 Ibid., 72. 
9 Ibid., 365. 
10 Ibid., 367. 
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intellectual, intellectual that comes from the people, assumes prominent place in the efforts of working class to overturn a 

bourgeois hegemony and engendering its own perspective of the world. This figure will later play prominent role in the 

debates on culture between post-war British Marxist. 

 

Gramsci’s understanding of the culture is shaped by its impetus for reacting upon concrete reality. Looking into three 

different moments we can discern to what degree Gramsci’s thought, progressively, wraps itself in concreteness, that is, 

turns towards considering the existing formations of culture. If the idea of culture based on German romantic philosopher 

Novalis gives him opportunity to sketch the culture in terms of struggle of proletariat, with the concept of national-popular, 

he will provide an analysis of recent Italian cultural production, form a critique and project a concrete political path for 

potential proletarian culture through specific form of education and the figure of ‘organic’ intellectual. When Hobsbawm 

refers to Gramsci as a philosopher of political praxis he refers exactly to his consistent concerns for practical implications of 

culture for working class struggle. Perry Anderson recognizes that one of the fundamental characteristics of European 

Marxism after the Second World War was the separation of the ties between working-class politics and the theoretical 

work.11 The work of Social Institute of Research in Frankfurt provides a specific insight into the dynamics of this separation 

between theory and  practice  

 

Interpretation of Culture in the Institute for Social Research 

 

The Institute for Social Research was opened in 1923 in Frankfurt as a consequence of the prominence Marxism started 

achieving across the German universities. However, “the failure in 1923 of the German Revolution, whose outcome was 

regarded as crucial for the future of the working-class movement, sounded a halt to hopes of any immediate overthrow of 

capitalism.”12 As opposed to Gramsci, scholars from Frankfurt Institute, and their most influential body of work was 

produced throughout 30s and 40s, are writing in face of the suppressed  revolutions across the Europe throughout the 

twenties. Douglas Kellner notes how “most members of the Institute concluded that, although the objective conditions for 

revolution were present, the subjective conditions were lacking.”13 One of the consequences was that in order to address the 

contemporaneous crisis of capitalism it is necessary to further consider the categories of consciousness, subjectivity and 

                                                             
11 Perry Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism, (London/New York: Verso, 1979, first published NLB, 1976), 29. 
12 Razmig Keucheyen, The Left Hemisphere: Mapping Critical Theory Today. 11. 
13 Douglas Kellner, Critical Theory, Marxism and Modernity. Oxford: Polity Press, 1989. 12. 
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culture. I will offer  analysis of the two key texts that offer this consideration.     

 

In the essay ‘The Affirmative Character of Culture’ published in 1937, Marcuse offers his understanding of the nature and 

function of culture in the bourgeois epoch. Marcuse delineates how the separation between two different knowledges in 

Aristotle’s idealist philosophy, one abstract and other practical, undergirds the orientation of culture in modernity towards 

beauty and enjoyment, while at the same time represses the recognition of material sphere of human existence. Aristotle 

recognizes that there is a practical side to any form of knowledge; any labor or profession in order to proceed with its 

procedures, either those of a taxi driver, make-up artist, university professor or an organizer of political campaign, relies on 

and necessitates knowledges. However, the realm of everyday existence is ordered by social relations that are unorderly, 

insecure and enslaving, not only in their appearance but in their essence. Thus, knowledge that is concerned with one’s 

happiness, and provides a way towards obtaining it, and this was the highest good for the theory of classical antiquity, must 

leave behind, transcend concreteness of everyday realm.14 It must not concern itself with the material and sensuous life, 

which means it projects for itself a sphere of ideals with which it deals. This sphere of ideals is a sphere of philosophical 

knowledge, that stands at zenith of Aristotle’s hierarchy of knowledges. The exclusion of the practical concerns of social 

life from philosophy is not a problem for Aristotle, since philosophy is the activity of ruling social class that mostly does not 

need to pay great attention to practical concerns of everyday life. As Marcuse notes  

 

Aristotle did not conceal this state of affairs. ‘First philosophy’, which includes the highest good and the 

highest pleasure, is a function of the leisure of the few, for whom all necessities of life are already 

adequately taken care of. ‘Pure theory’ is appropriated as the profession of an elite and cordoned off with 

iron chains from the majority of mankind.15 

   

In this sense, we recognize that the sphere that idealist philosophy projects, sphere of the good, the beautiful and of the 

enjoyment is predicated upon the erasure of the concerns that beset the material everyday life. This social reality is based 

upon the labor of slaves and if this labor and concomitant social relations are to be rendered invisible and thus unthinkable 

this work of erasure is necessary for knowledge formations. “In Aristotelian philosophy, ancient theory is precisely at the 

                                                             
14 Herbert Marcuse,“The Affirmative Character of Culture.” In Negations: Essays in Critical Theory. (London: MayFly 

Books, 2009) 66. 
15 Ibid., 67. 
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point where idealism retreats in the face of social contradictions and expresses them as ontological conditions.”16 As 

Marcuse further points, this is not a problem for thinking that recognizes itself as the activity of the ruling class, where its 

abstract concepts, and human would be one of them, are not suppose to apply to all of the members of society.  

 

The problem emerges once this ideal sphere is applied to the society that sees all of its members as free men and women. 

And this is the case with bourgeois epoch, very every individual becomes free to participate in the market by selling her 

labor power. Since the bourgeois epoch, or modern European world, sees itself as the extension of classical antiquity, 

Marcuse is interested exactly in the new function the ideal sphere assumes once it is reconfigured and becomes culture in 

modern society. For Marcuse is not interested in a definition of culture per se, but in concept that “has developed on the 

basis of a specific historical form of culture, which is termed ‘affirmative culture’.”17  

This is how he describes it: 

 

Its decisive characteristic is the assertion of a universally obligatory, eternally better and more valuable 

world that must be unconditionally affirmed: a world essentially different from the factual world of the 

daily struggle for existence, yet realizable by every individual for himself ‘from within’, without any 

transformation of the state of fact. It is only in this culture that cultural activities and objects gain that 

value which elevates them above the everyday sphere.18 

  

The difference here from the ideal sphere that he discerned in case of Aristotle’s philosophy is that this one is now proposed 

as having a universal validity. What is at stake for Marcuse here is that “a realm of apparent unity and apparent freedom was 

constructed within culture in which the antagonistic relations of existence were supposed to be stabilized and pacified. 

Culture affirms and conceals the new conditions of social life.”19 For if the good and the happiness are proposed as a 

universal goals of each person, the capitalist production which defines social relations in bourgeois society positions 

individuals in relationships of inequality towards each other. These relationship of inequality can be realized either in terms 

of a relationship of an employer who owns means of production and the worker who only owns power labor and thus 

                                                             
16 Ibid., 67. 
17 Ibid., 70. 
18 Ibid., 70. 
19 Ibid., 71. 
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becomes employee, or in terms of relationship within family unit where women which need to perform unpaid housework 

and are depended on man as bread winner. Thus affirmative culture is the sphere of human activity that has a great role in 

negotiating between this abstract equality on which the whole social system with its state and juridical apparatus is based 

and concrete inequality that is a consequence of the capitalist mode of production.  

 

Marcuse further highlights the significance of the concept of soul that allowed the affirmative culture to negotiate this 

contradiction. It speaks about that in human which escapes process of reification of ones existence within capitalism. And 

he recognizes how this concept was not proposed by the idealist philosophy that found its rearitculation through work of 

figures like Descartes, Kant and Hegel, but within literature of Renaissance and later developed by writers in 19th century. 

What lacks in Marcuse’s account is any sustained analysis of cultural production that might provide more ample examples 

of the functions the affirmative culture performs. In this his account remains defined by the philosophical discourse which 

he analyzes. Eventually what this allows him is to only account for how culture operates as the form of subordination, 

without engaging potential pathways for struggle:     

 

Affirmative culture had canceled social antagonisms in an abstract internal community... During the 

most recent period of affirmative culture, this abstract internal community (abstract because it left the 

real antagonisms untouched) has turned into an equally abstract external community. The individual is 

inserted into a false collectivity (race, folk, blood, and soil)...That individuals freed for over four 

hundred years march with so little trouble in the communal columns of the authoritarian state is due in 

no small measure to affirmative culture.20 

  

In another seminal account of the function culture performs in contemporary capitalist society provided by Adorno and 

Horkheimer in their book Dialectic of Enlightenment the similar approach to argumentation is offered. As much as 

Marcuse, they are interested in the manner in which contemporary formation of culture offers the possibility to interpret the 

position of individual in the bourgeois epoch. And again as Marcuse, they try to delineate how does contemporary culture 

organize the understanding of person’s material conditions of existence. However, the difference is that they are interested 

in quite contemporaneous form of cultural production, the one allowed for by the technological advancements of modernity 
                                                             
20 Ibid., 93-94. 
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and as well one firmly rooted in capitalist mode of production – they analyze the cultural production that assumes the form 

of industry. In this sense, if Marcuse provides only a textual interpretation, a form of discourse analysis of literary forms and 

philosophical texts, Adorno and Horkheimer in the chapter ‘The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception” try to 

account for the mode and conditions of cultural production, forms of their reception, as well as for the form and aesthetics 

of the works themselves.     

 

They start with the idea that culture today performs the function of providing the sense of cohesion which is what religion 

used to do in precapitalist society.  

 

The conspicuous unity of macrocosm and microcosm confronts human beings with a model of their 

culture: the false identity of universal and particular. All mass culture under monopoly is identical, and 

the contours of its skeleton, the conceptual armature fabricated by monopoly, are beginning to stand 

out.21 

  

Film, radio and magazines, which constitute this culture industry, are defined by sameness. Technology, without which their 

production would be impossible, is undergirded by the logic of rationality. “Technical rationality today is the rationality of 

domination,”22 they will claim.  

 

‘Dialectic of Enlightenment’ was written during WWII while both Adorno and Horkheimer were in exile in the US. Though 

they never address the specificity of the geography of their ‘culture’, it seems obvious from their writing to what degree 

they are baffled by the way social life is organized in the ‘most advanced’ capitalist society at the time. Cultural production 

is completely steeped in other industrial sectors and finance. Productive rationality organizes each procedure of its creation 

as a schematic one. Thus all the products come out looking the same. The same logic of product differentiation that is 

present in Chrysler and General Motors is present in Warner Brothers and MGM.23 The logic that defines the dominant 

mode of production—capitalist, based on technological developments—organizes not only each segment of cultural 

                                                             
21 Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno. “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception,” in Dialectic of 

Enlightenment. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002) 95. 
22 Ibid., 95. 
23 Ibid., 97. 
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production, but through saturation of this culture within the society, the social life itself. The culture industry as an 

entertainment business organizes the non-labor time in accordance to the mechanized labor process in the factory. 

“Entertainment is the prolongation of work under late capitalism... The ostensible content is merely a faded foreground; 

what is imprinted is the automated sequence of standardized tasks.”24 

This is the logic that confirms and perpetuates the existing social hierarchies. 

 

But the original affinity between business and entertainment reveals itself in the meaning of 

entertainment itself: as society’s apologia. To be entertained means to be in agreement. Entertainment 

makes itself possible only by insulating itself from the totality of the social process, making itself stupid 

and perversely renouncing from the first the inescapable claim of any work, even the most trivial: in its 

restrictedness to reflect the whole...It is indeed escape, but not, as it claims, escape from bad reality but 

from the last thought of resisting that reality.25  

 

Both of the accounts strive to understand the social totality through the way culture is organized. For Marcuse culture is a 

discourse, for Horkheimer and Adorn it is an industry that brings together technology, business and organization of free 

time. The subjectivity that emerges out of their analytical procedure to understand social life is an idealist category that does 

not seem to account for two situations. One would be the particular and concrete situation of the encounter between an 

individual and the cultural object, and the other would be how can this encounter be conceived and executed as a form of 

tactic of struggle. The subject they propose as the one who consumes and enjoys this culture is a subject that has not met 

difference yet. This category is not capable, nor has intention to explain manifold and different positions a person might 

occupy within one society. It is only able to think subject-in-general, which means it cannot account for historically specific 

positions, especially not in terms of gender and race.    

 

Along the same lines, both accounts lack something that is prominent in Gramsci’s account – a way how to conceptualize 

and organize cultural production as the strategy of the struggle of workers against the ruling classes. As was noted above, 

these authors lack the tendency to bring theory and practice together. They remain philosophers in that they only interpret 

                                                             
24 Ibid., 109. 
25 Ibid., 115-116. 
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the world, and do not, as Marx called for in his XI thesis on Feuerbach, try to change it.  In this manner, they testify to the 

structural divorce of Marxism from political (working class) practice. In Anderson's view, this divorce was even more 

prominent once “the emigration of the Institute to the USA transferred it into a political environment devoid of a mass 

working-class movement even formally committed to socialism, or of any substantial Marxist tradition.”26  This is an 

important background to have in mind when considering considerations of culture that emerged out of the Frankfurt 

Institute.   

 

Cultural Studies and the New Left 

 

British cultural Marxism offers one of the most sustained investigations of the concept of culture. This tradition is firmly 

rooted in postwar British left and Stuart Hall locates emergence of its distinct problematic in mid 50s.27 Institutionally it has 

roots in the British tradition of workers’ adult education. Not unlike the ‘organic intellectual’ that Gramsci called forth, 

some of the most prominent figures of British Marxist tradition in fifties and sixties come from this setting. Both Raymond 

Williams and Richard Hoggart come from the working class backgrounds that went through the university as ‘scholarship 

boys,’ and both worked throughout 50s as teachers at Worker’s Educational Association.28 It is with their work in mid-

fifties that what Hall calls a significant break as compared to previous knowledge formulations happened.29 If the existing 

method entailed looking at aspects and changes in social, political and economic life in form of reading these aspects as 

texts, which as we’ve seen has some parallels to the work carried out in the Institute for Social Research, it is the application 

of the method to the living culture with the rejection of opposition between high and low culture that presented the shift in 

knowledge articulations.30 The central texts, E.P. Thompson’s ‘The Making of the English Working Class,’ Hoggart’s ‘The 

Uses of Literacy’ and Williams’ ‘Culture and Society’ and ‘The Long Revolution’ offered knowledge articulations that 

focused on culture and history from below. British Cultural Studies is the tradition that was invested in the relationship 

between working class and broader social dynamics and was engaged with the question between theory and practice on the 

institutional level. In distinction to Frankfurt school which had no ties to working class politics, British tradition constantly 

retained the relationship with radical movements and as Dworkin observes “they tended to view their intellectual work as in 

                                                             
26 Perry Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism. 33. 
27 Stuart Hall, “Cultural studies: two paradigms.” Media, Culture and Society 2, 1980. 57. 
28 Dennis Dworkin, Cultural Marxism in Postwar Britain. (Durham/London: Duke University Press,1997) 82.  
29 Stuart Hall, “Cultural studies: two paradigms.” 57. 
30 Ibid., 57 



 11 

some way contributing to those movements.”31 Hall highlights that “it is important to understand that the concept of culture 

was proposed, not as the answer to some grand theoretical question, but as a response to a very concrete political problem 

and question: What happened to the working class under conditions of economic affluence?”32 

 

This intellectual tradition was closely related with the New Left. The New Left, as a political movement, tried to provide the 

alternative to the determinist economism of the Communists and what was perceived to be antidemocratic leadership of the 

Labour which through its bureaucratic organization was always ready to ostracize dissident voices, and as well did 

marginalize minority and grassroots’ opinions. It was committed to developing a new set of theoretical and analytical tools 

for radical analysis of the changes that were happening within society, and the role the culture increasingly started playing 

in them.33 “At its height the New Left was a small political and intellectual network or milieu that published journals, books, 

pamphlets, and newsletters and was organized into a national group of clubs.”34 Bimonthly journal New Left Review, 

launched in December 1959, became its principle organ, and Stuart Hall was its editor. NLR, started gaining traction 

through coalition with Campaign for National Disarmament at the same time as the Labour party lost elections in 59. 

However, by 63, Hall resigns, CND movement has not achieved any tangible political success, the perspectives and analysis 

the New Left developed were completely reject by Labour, and NLR total circulation per issues has decreased from 10 000 

to 3 500.35 At this moment, Perry Anderson, young intellectual from wealthy family, self-styled in the manner of traditional 

academic, much less involved in the everyday procedures of politics, “obtained intellectual and financial control of the 

Review, and the board was disbanded.”36 Anderson believed the New Left has not provided a structural analysis of British 

society. In other to develop analytical tools for this, he started introducing, mostly through translations, thinkers of 

continental Marxist tradition in NLR. British Marxists with great influence were mostly historians, literary and cultural 

theorists, while continental ones were mostly philosophers coming from Hegelian tradition whose contemporary work was 

define by structuralism. The orientation that Anderson ushered in British intellectual scene, through more prominent 

engagement with continental Marxist tradition, will create the conditions for the formations of two paradigms that Hall 

proposes define Cultural Studies.   

 

                                                             
31 Dennis Dworkin, Cultural Marxism in Postwar Britain. 5. 
32 Stuart Hall, Cultural Studies 1983: A Theoretical History. (Durham/London: Duke University Press, 2016.) 5.  
33 Ibid., 8. 
34 Dennis Dworkin, Cultural Marxism in Postwar Britain. 67. 
35 Ibid., 75.  
36 Ibid., 77.  
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The unfolding of argumentation Williams proposes in theoretical explication of his method in the chapter of his ‘Marxism 

and Literature’ book, titled, appropriately, ‘Cultural Theory’, presents a response to pressures and demands, on the one 

hand, of vulgar Marxism and economic determinism and on the other of the ones coming from structuralist continental 

framework. Thus, he proposes that base-superstructure metaphor which sees superstructure, a sphere of ideas and values, 

directly reflecting the dynamics present in the economic base cannot provide a substantial framework for analysis since it 

separates human activity, base, from human thought, superstructure. Thinking is also the form of human activity, and thus 

set of relationships between different practices is that which needs to be analyzed. Williams sees the concept of productive 

forces as an important for developing a theoretical model for analysis. For Marx, productive forces describe the way the 

society or the material existence of the individual is being produced separately from here. For Williams then, productive 

forces are “all and any of the means of the production and reproduction of real life.”37  Any of the production, be it cultural 

or industrial, always assumes a form of social co-operation and forms of knowledges necessary for it. These knowledges 

and co-operation are themselves forms of production. In analysis of cultural production, or production in general, the 

problem emerges once there is the focus on finished product, that is once we stop understanding human activity in terms of 

forming and formative processes. This means we understand them, and consequentially society as well, in terms of past, and 

in terms of fixed structures, which produces a separation between social and personal. 

  

If the social is always past, in the sense that it is always formed, we have indeed to find other terms for 

the undeniable experience of the present: not only temporal present, the realization of this and this 

instant, but the specificity of present being, the inalienably physical, within which we may indeed 

discern and acknowledge institutions, formations, positions, but not always as fixed products, defining 

products.38 

  

In order to analyze this lived, processual aspect of existence within society Williams proposes the category of structure of 

feelings. Structure of feelings is suppose to describe the experience of finding oneself not only within certain form of 

production but within institutions, traditions and formation that have emerged, and might be in the process of change around 

                                                             
37 Raymond Williams,  Marxism and Literature. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, (1977) 2009.)  91.  
38 Ibid., 128. 
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this production.39   

 

The tension between culture, experience and structure is at the crux of narrative Hall provides about British Cultural Studies 

in his text ‘Cultural Studies: Two Paradigms’. In his effort to parse out main concerns and concepts of the tradition, Stuart 

Hall will place a significant light on the debates and difference of propositions and approaches that he categorizes as two 

paradigms. One paradigm, culturalist, encompasses work of Williams and Thompson; it revolves around two key concepts, 

culture for Williams and experience for Thompson. Both concepts speak about the complex set of social practices that are at 

the same time forms of human activity through which they make history. Culture for Williams encompasses the whole set of 

social practices – art, the trading, the politics, the raising of families. “It is in this context that the ‘theory of culture’ is 

defined as ‘the study of relationships between elements in a whole way of life’.”40 For Thompson, experience, as the raw 

material of life,  comes to be shaped by set of practices and disciplines, institutionalized or less formal. For both 

perspectives meanings and values that emerge in a certain social group or a class are consequences of the historical 

conditions of this group and at the same time they present tools through which people of the group deal with the conditions 

of their existence. These meanings and values are as well embodied in lived traditions and practices, whose expressions they 

become. What is at hand here is a dialectic between social being and social consciousness.41  

 

The second paradigm, structuralist, emerges with the arrival of continental Marxist tradition on British intellectual scene, 

which is the consequence of the new editorial policy of NLR under Perry Anderson. Hall locates Levi-Strauss and Althusser 

as the most influential thinkers. As much as culturalist strand worked to reject determinism and crude economism 

exemplified by the insistence on base-superstructure metaphor in explaining culture, both of the structuralist thinkers were 

critical of it.42 The difference between paradigms is manifest in the status of the category experience in their overarching 

frameworks. If for culturalist experience was the ground out of which culture emerged for structuralist experience was 

something that was lived “in and through the categories, classifications and frameworks of the culture. These categories, 

however, did not arise from or in experience : rather, experience was their ‘effect’.”43 The strength Hall sees in structuralism 

is exactly in ‘decentering of experience’ and offering work on the concept of ideology. For him, the strain of Cultural 

                                                             
39 Ibid., 132. 
40 Stuart Hall, “Cultural studies: two paradigms.” 60. 
41 Ibid., 63.  
42 Ibid., 65. 
43 Ibid., 66. 
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Studies that attempts to ‘think forwards’, is the one that thinks through tension between culturalist and structuralist 

paradigm, that is between concepts of culture and ideology.44 The strengths of culturalism which “has insisted, correctly, on 

the affirmative moment of the development of conscious struggle and organization as a necessary element in the analysis of 

history, ideology and consciousness,”45 in dialog with propositions put forward by Gramsci and his philosophy of political 

praxis, to Hall present crucial tendencies for Cultural Studies which does not think is an intellectual project, but “in fact 

born as a political project, as a way of analysing postwar advanced capitalist culture.” 46 

 

 

Conceptualizations of Culture and Their Implication for Study of Cinema 

 

Following the propositions put forward by Stuart Hall and Raymond Williams it is productive to tease out the differences 

between discerned ‘camps’ of cultural study in order to recognize their implications for study of film. 

  

Critical theory, the tradition that emerged out of the form of research Frankfurt school was performing, has a prominent 

place in contemporary academic landscape and has come to offer models and methods for studying manifold aspects of 

society with one of those being film. This model of research is predominantly based on interpretation, it conceives of its 

objects as texts to be read. Its own method of reading is often made of very complex and subtle theoretical frameworks that 

allow it to flesh out dense dynamics and contradictions present in the society and culture. However, it remains invested in 

the significance of representation as a way to engage thinking about reality. Great amount of studying film relies on this 

logic. This is the work that provides textual analysis of film; either to understand it as ideological apparatus, or to 

understand how gender and race have been represented and simultaneously constructed in the society, and to recognize how 

different affects lurk out of the image into our corporeal sensorium. Often, this form of study is invested in and further 

perpetuates the idea of film as art. Understanding film only as text, that is understand culture or a society as a text, as a set 

of representations, down-grades and even precludes the possibility to comprehend the significance of conscious activity and 

different forms of organization as important aspects of the analysis of society, history and cinema. As Williams noted, this 

also assumes a separation between individual and social. One’s participation in the society through different forms of 

                                                             
44 Ibid., 72. 
45 Ibid. 69. 
46 Stuart Hall, “The Formation of Cultural Studies.” 7 
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activities seems not related to that which is being analyzed, since what is analyzed is seen not as activity but as an image.      

 

Studying cinema as a s set of relationships between different forms of activities would be a model that emerges out of the 

tradition of British Cultural Studies quite open to influences of Gramsci. This opened up the field of research to the 

questions that try to understand how cinema is intertwined with numerous aspects of social realities. It provided a 

theoretical framework for thinking about different institutions and contexts within which production of film culture takes 

place. Focus on the categories of experience and culture from below have  pointed to the various ways films and cinematic 

contents have been engaged by audiences around the world that step outside of understandings of regular 'film spectator.' 

They speak to local and regional specificities of the cultures within which they take place, and which often have little to do 

with centers in which production of the contents happens. In this way studying cinema became able to recognize and 

critically engage geopolitical dynamics that shape travel and lives of films around the world. Another important contribution 

of Cultural Studies can be seen in expansion of what is understood as cinema, in expanding object of research themselves.  

Escaping confines of understanding films only in terms of art allowed for investigation of numerous other film forms, from 

educational films, archival cinema, promotional films and many more.    
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