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ABSTRACT

This essay begins by claiming that much conventional usage
of fictional 1literature as historical evidence is
inadequate. Rejecting any view of literature as passive
'reflector' of reality, it suggests that literature should
be seen as an active cultural product. To develop this
idea, several areas of cultural and literary theory are
addressed: literature is seen as functioning within the
overall context of written and spoken language; as part of
an ideological system continuously concerned with its own
production and reproduction.

The example of mid-Victorian Britain is used to illustrate
this assertion. The place of reading and writing within
sections of this society are examined. They are seen to be
the context of a literary culture based around the
periodical press; fictions are examined as part of that
literary culture.

Fictional literature is thus seen as a connected part of a
system whose functioning was to produce and reproduce the
culture and ideology of the time, and specifically with the
ideological compromise be tween traditional
aristocratic/gentry and middle class cultures which
occurred at that time.

The final chapter summarises the essay itself and comments
on recent literature in the field of Victorian history. It
demonstrates the need for a history of ideological change
which examines, as here, the mechanisms producing that
change, claiming that such study would not only inform
history, but would be of much use in understanding current
major social problems. The final claim illustrates the
originality of an investigation whose approach both to
cultural theory and to cultural history is, while
comparable with much current work in the field of cvltural
studies, of itself wunique in both subject-matter and
emphasis.
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Chapter One,

The Problem of Literature and History,

The use of fictional literature as historical evidence
is commonplace. Historians of the ancient, medieval and
modern worlds have drawn on the literatures produced by
their periods of study to amplify or to exemplify; to
provide evidence of social, economic and political facts
and values they have claimed to have occurred in, or to
have pertained to, past societies [1]. Literary texts are
so often and so freely used both by historians and
historical sociologists that we often fail to see the very
real problems involved in using them as direct evidence.
This study first addresses these problems, asking in what
ways literature can be seen as a historical phenomenon. It
is not hoped merely to reach a theoretical conclusion on
this point, however: the major part of the essay is devoted
to an investigation of a concrete historical period, the
mid-nineteenth century in Britain, and of the ways in which
literature can be seen as having played a part in social

construction at this time.

The nature of the literature and history problem in
this period must first be confronted. Historians of
Victorian Britain are faced with over-abundant evidence,
both in printed and in written source material. So much of

this exists as to induce in even the most sanguine



researcher feelings of frustration at forced selectivity.
The result is often that aptly portrayed in the preface to

Lytton Strachey's Eminent Victorians; faced with this

abundance of material, all the student can do is to

row out over that great ocean of

material, and lower down into 1it, here

and there, a little Dbucket, which will

bring up to the 1light of day some

characteristic specimen from those far

depths, to be examined with a careful

curiosity [2].
The use of the word "characteristic" is important here. How
convenient if the bucket could bring up for the historian a
work, or a series of works, which may be said to be truly
characteristic or typical: in citing one piece of evidence
for all, the historian helps to solve the problem of
abundance. It is sometimes claimed, indeed, that this or
that piece of fictional writing can be seen to represent
the typical life or ideas of a part of the nation - the
middle class woman, the working class man, the Liberal
nonconformist, the Tory squire, and so on. [3]

Citations of typicality are often the pretext for the
use of fictional literature as historical evidence. In the
case of mid-Victorian Britain, one novelist in particular,
Anthony Trollope, has often been used by historians and
sociologists. Trollope's writings are claimed to be
faithful portrayals of the ways of living of the
mid-Victorian middle and upper classes. Michael Sadleir

called Trollope "The Voice of an Epoch" [4]; Owen Chadwick

refers to Trollope's characters and events as realities

throughout The Victorian Church [5]; W.L.Burn takes

Trollope's characters as typical throughout The Age of

Equipoise [6]. Trollope, it seems, has often been seen as




'‘typical' or 'characteristic' in some special sense, and
his novels quoted as precise, realistic portrayals of the
world in which he lived. This study will itself discuss
Trollope's work as ‘realistic', but not in the limited way
in which the authors above have used the word.

A brief discussion of two essays, by writers in
different disciplines, which make use of Anthony Trollope's
writings, will help to point out the limitations of such an
approach. The better known of these 1is historian Asa
Briggs's essay 'Trollope, Bagehot and the English
Constitution', first published in 1954 [7]. Briggs uses the
writings of both Trollope and Bagehot to illustrate various
aspects of the theory and practice of politics and
government in mid-Victorian England: the "age of
Palmerston", as he says both writers would have called it.
Trollope the novelist is here seen as an observer, and a
very complete and successful one; a novelist whose
characters reflected the commonly-held ideals of the time:
for example, his character Plantagenet Palliser, Duke of
Omnium, Briggs sees as being very close to a
"Palmerstonian" governing ideal. This saw statesmanship as
the ability to act within a constitutional framework
stressing dignity, 1loyalty and deference reinforced by
traditional hierarchy and ritual, and in which the idea of
government by ‘'gentlemen' was far more important than
questions of policy as such. The ‘'descriptions' of this

ideal 1in Bagehot's writings, notably The English

Constitution, are paralleled exactly, according to Briggs,

in the fictions of Anthony Trollope:

Trollope accepted the social pre-
suppositions of Bagehot and explored them
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very fully in his novels. A more
convincing impression of what everyday

life was like in England in the middle
Victorian years can be gathered from his
pages than from any other source. It is
true that Trollope did not describe the
turbulent industrial North, but he was a
faithful reporter of the shires, the
small boroughs, and the metropolis. [8]

Briggs goes on to provide examples of Trollope's
observatory power. Having told us that Trollope saw class
relations as a whole, and especially the rise to power and
influence of the plutocracy, he passes quickly on to
illustrate Trollope's powers of observation with reference
to corruption at elections and to the problems of Civil
Service reform. Trollope had been himself a Parliamentary
candidate, and Briggs cites Trollope's own experiences, as

detailed in the Autobiography, as well as the elections

portrayed in the novels Rachel Ray, Ralph the Heir, and The

Way We Live Now. Referring to Trollope's attitude to Civil

Service reform, similarly, Briggs first outlines a
chronology of change in conditions of Civil Service
employment, then Trollope's own experiences as detailed in

the Autobiography, before finally recounting the evidence

of the novel The Three Clerks. Briggs's essay concludes

with the following:

We must turn from Bagehot and Trollope to
the makers of Victorian values, to those

who did not scruple to preach values to
the select few or to the multitude and

sometimes - though rarely - to Dboth.
Neither Trollope nor Bagehot ever
preached: they left this task to men like
Samuel Smiles and Thomas Hughes [9].
This concluding statement contains an assumption often
made by historians and sociologists who use literature: it

is an important part of the notion of the ‘typical'. The

novelist is seen, conveniently, as a neutral observer of



society; given this assumption, her or his work can then be
used as ‘'reflector' or 'mirror' of that society: an exact
copy, from which illustration may be drawn. The assumption
carries with it certain 1limits to the usefulness of
literature as evidence. A historical fact or value is
presented, chronologically placed and described, by the use
of non-literary evidence, and only then is a novel from the
same period cited as evidence of the same fact or value.
The novel, for all its usefulness, has in this scheme of
things nothing new, or of its own, to say; it is
supportive, corroborating, evidence only. For all Briggs's
claim that the novels of Trollope give "a more convincing
impression...than...from any other source" such impressions
are used merely to reinforce positions established by
evidence outside the novels themselves.

Historians are not alone in making such 1limiting
assumptions. Sociologist Margaret Hewitt's article ‘'Anthony
Trollope: Historian and Sociologist', which appeared in the

British Journal of Sociology in 1963 [10] uses a similar

methodology. This essay 1s primarily a study of the
position of middle class women in Victorian society. It
shares Asa Briggs's assumptions of the novel as reflector,
but goes further in claiming the uniqueness of the novel as
the source of a certain type of historical information:

The novel is a more rewarding source for

prevailing attitudes and practices

relating to women than for most other

general aspects of Victorian society

[11].
Hewitt's concern, then, is with Trollope's portrayal of the

attitudes taken to, by, and of the 1lives of Victorian

middle and upper class women. Like Briggs, she dismisses



Trollope's attempts to portray the lower classes, while
claiming that his portrayal of the wupper was entirely
successful. She claims at one point more than merely naive
reflectionism in this portrayal - that Trollope
"deliberately showed in the lives of his women characters
the pattern of life his women readers should copy" [12] -
but then, having briefly allowed the novelist a 'preaching’
role, falls back on a classic definition of realism, as
simply reflection: Trollope 1is a chronicler, patiently
recording experience, without distortion, or fantasy, or
the imposition of a personal moral structure upon observed
experience.

Given this assumption, again, the novels are generally
read for evidence of facts or values previously established
by other sorts of historical evidence. Hewitt discusses the
‘female career' = 'marriage' equation and its problems,
firstly as they were recorded by non-literary evidence and
then as seen by Trollope: the marriage market, the double
standard, the 'fallen woman', the boredom of the
under-employed wife, the consequences for women of marital
failure. Her conclusion emphasises the naive realist
approach:

The position women held in society during
a particular epoch is reflected 1in the
literature of the time...in the novels of
Anthony Trollope this reflection is both
accurate and detailed and...his work thus
constitutes a reliable source for
historically-minded sociologists [13].

And despite Hewitt's earlier statement that Trollope
was providing his female readers with models to copy -

positing for literature an active role - she relies on the

passive, reflexive model throughout her essay. This type of



approach conditions the evidence: it leads to the asking of
such questions as 'does this fiction support this view of
mid-Victorian society?'. If it does, it may be quoted or
cited; if not, it may be dismissed curtly as ‘'untypical’,
or merely ignored altogether. If literature 1is of |use,
according to this hypothesis, it is largely as secondary,
corroborative, evidence of facts already established. Given
this attitude and use, it 1is hardly surprising that
fictions should have remained marginal, optional sources
for historical investigation; even of topics such as those
discussed by Briggs or Hewitt. Used in this way, fiction
can only be seen as secondary in importance, and therefore
dismissed as of little account, or ignored.

This marginalisation of fictional literature as
historical evidence has often led to its disappearance even
where 1its use might seem most appropriate: not all
historians and historical sociologists of mid-Victorian
Britain see fit to use fiction. In 1978, for example, was

published a collection of ten essays entitled The Victorian

Family [14]. Eight of the essays here were by historians,
the other two by writers on literature. Cross-disciplinary

writing - indeed any attempt by the historians to use

fictional literature as evidence - is here conspicuous by
its absence. Even David Roberts's treatment of 'The
Paterfamilias of the Victorian Governing Classes', a

discussion of the real and ideal roles of fathers, ignores
fiction altogether, relying instead on memoirs,
autobiographies and biographies.

Of the two essays in this collection by 1literary

critics, one 1is a study of the life and family



relationships of Charlotte Bronte [15]. This uses fiction
as evidence in a way similar to that of Briggs and Hewitt,
but 1is of course too singular a study for any
generalisation, useful or otherwise, to be made therefrom.
The other is more interesting. This is Elaine Showalter's
'Family, Secrets and Domestic Subversion: Rebellion in the
Novels of the 1860s' [16], which mentions several novels'
plots, and many novelists, and also (if tantalisingly
briefly) discusses the relation of the novels' themes to
their historical context. Showalter reminds us of the
passing in 1857 of the Matrimonial Causes Act, which
allowed divorce, for the first time, to those able to
afford civil action. She suggests that since novelists like
Mary Braddon and Mrs. Henry Wood were wives and mothers as
well as prolific writers, and were therefore "in close
attunement to the typical Mudie's customer, a leisured
middle class wife or daughter" [17], their presentation of
women characters 1in rebellion against marriage - by
poisoning their husbands, fleeing with their 1lovers, or
suing for divorce - may have been intentionally subversive,
and certainly had the effect of introducing a subversive
element into generally available literary culture.

Seen in this way, literature begins to assume more
importance in its own right: it ceases to Dbe seen as
reflection. There is a sense here that 1literature, and
indeed literary culture as a whole, was playing an active
role. Fiction, then, can be seen not as the passive
'reflector' of an already given society, as with the model
used (or ignored) by the historians and sociologists

discussed above. Instead fictional literature can be seen



as active within society, as being aimed at particular

readerships within it, of presenting, to that specifically

chosen audience, certain types of information and attitude,

and helping to form or change attitudes and behaviour.
There is here perhaps a way forward from the restricting
model of fiction as passively illustrative or reflexive of
society and towards a history which, by seeing literature
as a more important, interactive part of its society, may
be able to use it more positively as evidence.

Of course any use of evidence requires preconception,
and one of the reasons for the marginalisation of fiction
as evidence has been the failure by historians to ask
certain sorts of question about the societies they study.
Briggs's essay, although nominally on the constitution,
discusses government, the Civil Service and Parliamentary
elections. Only occasionally does Briggs turn to more
abstract ideas such as the nature of statesmanship or the
notion of deference; and with the latter Briggs, with his
assumption of both Trollope's and Bagehot's passive role as
writers, fails to appreciate the active nature of both
writers' concerns. It has been argued, and will be argued
here in Chapters Three and Four, that what Bagehot was

presenting in The English Constitution and other writings,

was "not so much description as EEgscriptive“ [18].
Bagehot, and indeed Trollope, were concerned with the
active, forming power of their words. They were aware of
the interactive nature of the reading process, and
exploited it: they did indeed 'preach’.

Empirical academic writing has not entirely ignored

this kind of argument. The sociologist Joan Rockwell, for



instance, in her book of 1974 Fact in Fiction, claimed that

fiction of all types has been used by societies as a method
of social formation and control - that the “norms"”
contained in works of literature, read by certain social
groups, helped to form their collective identity. According
to Rockwell,

Literature neither ‘'reflects' nor 'arises

from' society, but rather is an integral

part of it and should be recognised as

being as much so as any institution, the

Family, for instance, or the State. [19]
Literature, therefore, "ought to be added to the regular
tools of social investigation" [20]. It can give us access
to two types of information about a given society. Firstly
and most obviously, facts about a society's technology,
social hierarchy, laws, and institutions (the reflexive
model again); secondly and perhaps more importantly,
‘facts' about values and attitudes.

Rockwell goes on to discuss Classical Greek fictions,

the Sagas, and eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth-century

European fiction, concluding with two longer case studies,

firstly on the Oresteia, in which she finds evidence of a

possible matriarchal society in pre-Classical Greece, and
secondly on the changing normative attitudes to the
Establishment evinced in 'spy fiction' in twentieth century
Britain. Unfortunately, promises made early in the book are
not realised in these case studies: the author states that
literature was normative, but not precisely how fiction's
norms were transferred to the readers. The claims made
early in the book do not prove their point. It is not
enough to ask what a piece of literature says; how it says

it, i.e. how it transmits its messages, and how those
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messages are received and decoded, are just as important.
Rockwell's case studies are merely readings in the same
naive-reflexive model used by both Briggs and Hewitt.
Furthermore, for all the claimed contextual view of
literature, this is a reading which relies heavily on the
texts themselves, and assembles contextual evidence from
them - the reverse of the procedure adopted by Briggs and
Hewitt, but with similar problems.

If we are to appreciate the use of literature in past
socleties, both procedures would seem to be inadequate.
Historians either of literature or of 1literary criticism
have tended to isolate them from their wider context - the
ways in which they were produced and read by the societies
which produced them - and have therefore tended to deal
with abstracted 'traditions' of aesthetic development: they
either ignore, or just fail to see, the close contemporary
concerns of most forms of writing. There are of course
exceptions. One such, an attempt at a more integrated study
of the place of literature in Victorian society, and one

which also uses other kinds of writing than fictions in

order to make its points, is George Watson's The English

Ideology [21]. Novels, Watson argues, are sources of

historical evidence of as much - or as little - value as
other contemporary accounts. This is particularly true of
the Victorian novel because, Watson claims, it was actually
seen by 1its contemporaries as social knowledge: T.H.
Green's assertion to that effect in an essay of 1862 [22],
and Maria Edgeworth's review of Elizabeth Gaskell's Mary
Barton (1848), which explicitly welcomed that novel as a

contribution to the debate on political economy [23], are
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cited as examples. Watson further argues that the centre of

this whole culture was the idea of Parliamentary
government, and of the ideological notions supporting it,
most importantly of access to power via class (Watson
rather eccentrically prefers to use the term "“caste")
status. English writings of all types endlessly debated the
nature of historical change, usually from a
'Whig-Historical' point of view; the role of the State (if
any) in the running of the national economy; and the
relative merits of liberty and equality, always with the
idea of Parliament and access to it as central to the
argument. Fiction was a part of, a contributor to, these
debates, as were many political, economic, sociological,
and theological writings.

For Watson, then, fiction was part of a much larger
body of writing, a whole 1literary culture. And this

literary culture, as a whole, was concerned with the

propagation of ideas, which tended to help the process of
social formation: they aided the formation of the entire
culture. These assumptions are rather more than the simple
reflexive model; they enable us to ask of literature rather
more searching questions than simply ‘does literature
reflect this or that fact or value?'. But they do not
answer such questions.

For all Watson's acute perception of the place of
fiction in literary culture as a whole, he does not ask
several important questions about the way in which the
system works; how this literary culture was produced, or
how it acted on its readers; or whether its debates are a

record of change or of 1ideological stasis. Questions of
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production and readership are obviously vital in any

question of literature's effect. Watson's failure to ask
such questions leaves his book, for all its historical
awareness, somewhat unsatisfactory as history.

Questions of literary production and distribution have
been tackled by historians usually at a micro- rather than
a macro-level [23]. We know much of the relationships
various individual writers had with their publishers and
with their audiences [24]; something of the nature of
readership in mid-Victorian England [25]; but nothing for
nineteenth-century literature as a whole to compare with
the detailed description given by Robert Darnton of the
production and distribution of one eighteenth century text,
the Encyclopedee [26]. We also have ambitious attempts in
the sociology of 1literature to show the interrelations
between these aspects of publishing and reading history
[27]. We lack, however, any close study of the ways in
which readers actually consumed literature: how they
reacted to it. If we are to see fictions as part of their
society we have to ask such questions.

There are the beginnings here of a genuinely
contextual examination of literary culture, and of fiction
within it. They prompt the crucial question to which this
study attempts to find an answer: if literature did carry
values, either in conflict, compromise, or concord, how
were such ideas imbibed and placed by their readers? And

how important was debate or agreement at this level

compared with other institutions of cultural formation?
To answer these questions we need a model of Victorian

society, and of the place of literary culture within it. It
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is necessary firstly to clarify theoretically the meanings
of many words already used in this Chapter: such concepts
as culture, ideology and literary culture. Armed with a
more precise theoretical model - a clearer idea of the way
in which societies operate, and of the ways in which we can
describe and analyse such operation - we can approach
mid-Victorian society and ask what place literature had in
its formation. If literature was an active part of society,
we must ask how it acted and in what context. Chapter Two,
therefore, will examine these concepts, and will conclude

by asking in what way literature can Dbe seen within

theories of culture and ideology.
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Chapter Two.

The Interpretation of Past Cultures.

Continuing debates have centred around the words
‘culture' and ‘'ideology' [1]. Marxist theoreticians,
scholars of literature, history, politics and society have
intervened in debates about the nature and usefulness of
various concepts associated with these words. This Chapter
is not intended as an intervention in any such debate, nor
is it intended as an overview of a body of writing. It
makes no attempt to include, even Dby reference, all the
views of those whose writings have been considered
important in these debates [2]. Rather it continues the
line of argument commenced in Chapter One. Given that most
approaches to the use of 1literature as evidence are
conceptually inadequate, this chapter addresses the fields
of social, political and literary theory with one specific

intent: to clarify the ways in which 1literature might be

approached as a historical phenomenon.

l.'Culture'’.

'*Cultural practice' and 'cultural
production’'...are not simply derived from
an otherwise constituted social order but
are themselves major elements in its
constitution. [3]

Raymond Williams's assertion in his book of 1980, Culture,
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is an indication that the word can be used to denote not
merely some set of activities as far removed as possible
from all other areas of human activity, as 1s so often
meant when the term is conjoined with 'the arts', or even
when the similar but democratic version, 'popular culture’
is used [4], but something which is actively produced by a
soclety, and which in itself contributes importantly to
that society's formation. Any limiting definition such as
the isolationist 'the arts' carries with it assumptions of
'culture' as at best a reflector of society, at worst
completely divorced from it, while the study of ‘'popular
culture' often seeks to set up similarly arbitrary
definitions from the more populist standpoint: divorcing
culture from political activity, for example; or more
generally concentrating on leisure activities, or the
behaviour of very small groups [5]. Yet the ‘popular
culture' approach, selective as it so often is in its
chosen objects of study, contains within it many aspects of
use to the historian: attempting to force areas of activity
not normally studied into academic focus, such courses have
done service, not least in helping to move the general use
of the word 'culture' away from the most restrictive one
mentioned above ('the arts'), and enabling the aspects
highlighted by Williams to move to the centre of attention.

The definitions of ‘'culture' which avoid the limiting
assumptions derive in the main from anthropological
terminology. Far from hiving off culture to some part of
society outside its normal exchanges, anthropologists have
tended to see culture as the sum total of all the 1lived

human experience in the societies they have studied. All
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human practices are thereby seen as ‘'cultural'’ [6].
Conversely, it can be argued that ‘culture' is what shapes
all human life and thought, and 1is the wultimate, or at
least the most important, giver of meaning. Psychologists,
sociobiologists and others may debate the existence or
power of genetic or other physiological necessities or of
psychological drives and limits on behaviour, but it is at
least arguable that what is important in any given society,
and indeed what differentiates one society from another, is
the way in which such needs, 1f there are any, are
structured: this structuring, in a very complete sense, is
'culture' [7].

This broad definition might seem almost frighteningly
universal to the historian claiming to deal in historical
cultural studies (to whom Lytton Strachey's remarks, quoted
on page two, serve as a salutary warning), but the broad
definition does in fact carry with it certain advantages.
Its assumptions are firstly that all human events are
interrelated; secondly that they all have and contribute a
meaning for those who participate in them. This gives a
uniquely sensitive approach to the ‘trivial', the
'everyday'; the ordinary daily acts of human existence. It
assumes that such events have significance: that they are
invested with meaning as part of a whole pattern of

put

&

cultural events. As the anthropologist Clifford Geertz

it in his influential essay 'The Interpretation of

Cultures' [8]:

The concept of culture I espouse... is
essentially a semiotic one. Believing,
with Max Weber, that man is an animal
suspended in webs of signification he
himself has spun, I take culture to Dbe
those webs, and the analysis of it to Dbe
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therefore not an experimental science 1in
search of law but an interpretative one
in search of meaning. It is significance
that I am after, construing surface
expressions on their surface enigmatical.

[9].
The aim of this approach is to provide, finally, "“thick
description" [10] - not simply to describe an event, or to
detail its internal structure, but to relate it to other
contemporary events and the meanings such events have for
those who participate in them or observe them.

Crucial to Geertz's work, and to his definition of
culture, is the assumption that culture is public: that its
meanings are shared among people, so helping to form
communities and groups. Humans work, perforce, in cultures;
they need to channel their activities through such
structures because their behaviour is relatively
genetically uncontrolled. Culture is neither arbitrary nor
merely a passive aggregate of observable events: it is a
publicly-formed, interactive, control mechanism, an
instinct-substitute; to use Geertz's words again

a set of control mechanisms - plans,

rules, instructions (what computer

programmers call programs) for the

governing of behaviour [11].
Again, 1in this approach, the small event must be explained
by reference to the whole context. ‘Thick cultural
description' of the signs and symbols of a group will mean
the reconstruction of that group's thoughts, feelings, and
actions: its common ground. The semiotic investigation of
cultural symbols of the kind applied to various aspects of

French culture of the 1960s in Roland Barthes' collection

of short essays Mythologies [11] could be applied to the

symbols of mid-Victorian Britain. Historical cultural
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studies must not Dbe afraid of anthropological or
structuralist approaches to the past.

But there remains the very real difference implied by
the word 'historical'; Geertz and Barthes are concerned
with contemporary groups and events. Their descriptions,
while often informed by historical knowledge, are
essentially static: cultural historians must not forget
that their task is to explain, or at least to describe,
change. Some idea of change and development within cultures

is needed if we are to address any historical problem. The

mechanisms of change within cultures themselves need to be
identified and assessed. The concept ‘'culture' as so far

described will not do this. Some historians, indeed, have

taken 'culture' as their explanatory starting point: a
‘school' of historical writing, following the work of
E.P.Thompson and Christopher Hill in particular,has emerged
in Britain since the early 1960s [12].

The products of this type of history have been a
series of studies of 1largely fragmented groups and
classes. Supplanting the mid-twentieth-century consensus of
whig-historical studies of the growth of the labour
movement, they have shown the (economically-defined)
working class to have been divided across lines of
geography, income, gender and race: that, in other words,
there were many working class cultures, or alternatives
within working class life, co-existing in the recent or
immediate past [13].

It is questionable, however, whether such ‘cultural’
histories provide an adequate explanation of historical

change. Some have argued, usually from the point of view of
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orthodox Marxism, that this type of history misses the
point: not only does it fail to provide a substitute for an
explanatory system based on theories of mode of production
and economic class, but it all too often fails to theorise
itself adequately - i.e. to draw on its own analyses to
provide models applicable to other groups, societies and
situations [14]. What is missing, again, seems to be some
kind of concept of mechanism or agency of change. "Thick

description", to be historical description, must carry with

it some notion of change over time - some notion of change
within cultures; and of how and why it happens.

We need, therefore, to think not so much of ‘cultures’
in themselves - for this invites a casually static approach
- but of the two concepts in the quotation, above, from
Raymond Williams: "cultural practice" and “cultural
production": to which must be added the third and possibly
most 1important from the historian's point of view,
‘cultural reproduction'. R.S. Neale has written of the need
for a study of "self-perception and its consequences for
action”; tellingly, he claims that

what social historians have to do, indeed
must do, 1is to understand and make
explicit those perceptions that men and
women have of themselves, at the highest
as well as the lowest levels of society
and culture, that led them to perceive
themselves and their societies in certain
systematic ways and thus to want to
perpetuate or change themselves and their
societies, and to relate these
perceptions to the 1life experiences of
men and women [15].
In order to clarify theoretically what is seen as the

mechanism of establishment and change in cultural practice,

we turn to another currently hard-worked term, 'ideology'.
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2.'Ideology'.

The word 'ideology' is, like 'culture', a pawn 1in a
long-standing debate. Again, it is not intended here to
enter the debate fully. The focus will be on the use of the
term seen as a supplement to the definition of 'culture' as
a created system of meanings.

The most obvious current-use definition of the term
would be that an ideology is 'a set of ideas', a coherent
set of ideas which colour both belief and practice [16].
Here, in outline, is what we are looking for: the details
of the 'programs' Geertz talks about in his consideration
of culture [17]. Yet there 1is more to it than this.
Theories of ideology have become far more precise in recent
years. Taking as their starting point Marx's assertion that
"it is not consciousness which determines social being, but
social being that determines consciousness" [18], many
writers have tried to elucidate the position of ideology
and ideological theory within the framework of Marxist
thought [19]; others have tried to relate these theories to
considerations of the literary [20]; these, too, will be of
use in our consideration of the problem of 1literature and
history.

Perhaps the most influential realisation of the
concept in recent times has been that of the French
communist Louis Althusser [21], who in a well-known
definition offered the idea that "ideology represents the
imaginary relations of individuals to their real conditions
of existence" [22]. In other words, it tells people how to

act; for example, to go to church, or to marry and have
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children, to send their children to school, to obey the
law; and it gives reasons for their doing so. It is
inculcated, according to Althusser, primarily by the State,
via what he called Ideological State Apparatuses - the
family, the schools, the church (as opposed to the
Repressive State Apparatuses of police, army and so on)

[23]. Althusser proposed six theses on ideology:

1. Ideology has a material existence.

2. 1Ideology serves to ensure the
reproduction of the existing relations of
production.

3. Ideology has no history.

4. Ideology interpellates concrete human
individuals as concrete subjects.

5. 1Ideology represents the imaginary
relations of individuals to their real
conditions of existence.

6. Ideology is a necessary part of every
totality.

These assumptions claim firstly that ideology is
omnipresent, a category present in every society: it is
that necessarily limited and distorted mode of
comprehension through which people live. Secondly, that it
acts by ‘"interpellating" - speaking directly to -

individuals, making them understand (if in a limited way)

how their society works, and why; helping, therefore, to
make them into functioning members of their society.
Thirdly, that it sees itself as outside history, serving
always to maintain the status quo. Althusser has not only
claimed that ideology is present in every society, but that
it will be so in the societies of the future [24]. It 1is
'relatively free' from economic determination: it functions
as a 'relatively autonomous level' of the social formation
[25].

The most important idea here is that of
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interpellation. This can be developed to form a theory of
personal placing;ideology can be seen as the point of
contact between the personal and potential, and the public
and actual, forms of the human individual. As they stand,
however, Althusser's theses take us little further than the
idea of 'culture as program' put forward by Geertz [26]. In
each case a whole set of symbols, events, meanings 1is
addressed: they are analysed statically. ‘'Ideology’ here
is a substitute for ‘'culture' rather than an integral,
moving part of it. Theories of power and dominance seldom
explain change: and Althusser's theory of ideology is no
exception. As Raymond Williams points out, "what is then
ommitted, as in the idealist uses of 'culture', is the set
of complex real processes by which a ‘culture' or an
'ideology' is itself produced" [27]. There is no room here
for opposition to, or subversion of, a single monolithic
structure, the 'dominant ideology' (or culture) reproducing
itself ahistorically. Perhaps the most surprising
assumption, given Althusser's claim, simultaneously
published, about levels of knowledge [28], is his view of
ideology as a single coherent set of ideas which 1is
reproduced as the dominant ideology.

Althusser claims that the ideological process takes
place without our conscious awareness, influencing us and
our perceptions of the world in ways which escape conscious
attention. The 'dominant ideology thesis' in this form fits
happily with the sociological notion of ‘'social control’,
which has often been used by historians and sociologists to
describe and account for class relations in mid-nineteenth

century Britain [29]. Caught within the most important
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problematic of twentieth century Marxist thought - the
attempt to provide a systematic analysis of modern
capitalism which would include within it an explanation of
the comparative social stability of capitalist societies,
and the lack of a revolutionary working class consciousness
- theories of the dominant ideology and social control have
usually concentrated on relationships between the ruling
class(es) and the working class, considered from the
latter's viewpoint. This 1leads to selective and often
inadequate consideration of the ruling class itself.
Although a certain amount of lip-service has been paid from
time to time to the idea that a greater understanding of
the ruling class might help to improve our understanding of
power relations, studies of the ruling class remain
somewhat thin on the ground [30]. This 1lack of knowledge
reinforces the most simplistic of the dominant ideology or
social control theories.

There are several major problems with this view. The
'dominant ideology' is usually assumed to be the property
of an economically-defined ruling class, which conspires to
impose it on the working class [31]. It is said to aid the
ruling class to maintain its power, to explain the world to
classes which do not share power in such a way as to
prevent their coherent opposition. The internal dynamics of
the 'dominant ideology' (i.e. its effects on the ruling
class) are taken for granted. The assumption that there is
indeed a single set of ideas and values, shared by those in
the economically-defined ruling position, remains scarcely
tested. The second problem with the view - its implication

that the lower classes receive this ideological domination
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passively, and co-operate extensively in their own
indoctrination - has in fact been powerfully challenged
both by historians and sociologists [32], who have
documented past and present strategies of working class
resistance, and have commented upon past and present lower
class cultures with very different ideas and values from
those identified as the 'dominant ideology'. Such research
therefore undermines the basic assumption of the dominant
ideology thesis: that an acceptance of a set of values
whose behavioural outcome works in the interests of the
ruling class 1is a necessary part of any relationship
between classes. The sociologists Nicholas Abercrombie,
Bryan S. Turner and Stephen Hill have argued, in a text
whose central argument is a reassertion of the primacy of
the economic in any explanation of class relations [33],
that the thesis cannot account for "the emergence of
deviant, oppositional values and of whole subcultures
within society" [34] because of its prior assumption of the
power and coherence of the so-called dominant ideology.

For Abercrombie et al., the dominant ideology thesis
is irrelevant to the study of relations between classes,
but not to all sociology. In dismissing the thesis as an
explanation of the 'incorporation' of the working classes
into a system which exploits them, they do not deny the
existence of a dominant ideology as such, nor that it plays
an important role in social construction. For them, the
dominant ideology was of most use 1in the production and
reproduction of the ruling class itself. 1In 'feudal'
society, for example, one aspect of the dominant ideology

was Christianity - specifically that of the Roman Church.
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This was of very little interest or importance to the lower

classes, these authors say [35], and had no real effect on
their behaviour. Catholicism did, however, with its
insistence on the sanctity of marriage, on the family, on
monogamy and so on, exert a powerful influence on the
marriages of the ruling class - and therefore on the
controlled transmission of property-ownership which
reproduced the class [36].

Here we see in part the proposed relationship between
'culture' and 'ideology'. A cultural system - marriage - is
controlled and explained to 1its participants by an
ideology, Roman Christianity. This may well be applicable
in feudal society itself; and the Church remained an
influential force in nineteenth century Britain. But it
cannot be invoked as sole or even dominant social
controller at the latter time. Such a simple model 1is not
applicable in mid-Victorian Britain. To take the same
example: even given the presence of the State Church, there
were many different levels of religious belief available to
those in political and/or economic power, including none at
all [37]. Clearly, we have to be very careful when talking
of the dominant ideology, even with regard to a single
class: once again the Althusserian model must be
challenged. The notion of a single, uniform ideology in
dominance is inadequate. Mid-Victorian society at least was
far too complex, as the debates on the 'labour aristocracy’
[38] and on the making of the English working class [39]
have shown: very different cultures were practised by
groups with very similar economic and social positions.

A further point against the dominant ideology thesis
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as applicable to mid-Victorian Britain is that we are not
here dealing with a simple class society, and certainly not
with the two-tier power structure implied Dby the thesis.
The work of R.S.Neale has suggested that there were at
least five identifiable social classes in Britain in the
early nineteenth century [40]; while two recognisable
fractions often subsumed under the blanket term 'middle
class', the lower middle class and the 'very wealthy', have
received some recent attention from historians [41]. It 1is
significant, also, that a recent sociological book is

entitled The Upper Classes, i.e. classes, in the plural

[42]. The society upon which the 'dominant ideology thesis'
has been imposed was (and indeed is) too complex to sustain
it.

At this point, many accounts either of theory or of
empirical explanation would now turn to another term widely
debated on the academic 1left. This 1is the concept of
'hegemony', in origin the intellectual property of the
Italian communist Antonio Gramsci, and a theoretical
concept which certainly offers more than the ‘'dominant
ideology thesis' in its usual form as an explanation of the
basic mechanism of class and power relations. Gramsci
posited that there were two ways in which a society can be
dominated by a single class. One is by coercion. The other
is when, in the words of Tony Bennett,

a dominant class is able, by moral and

intellectual means, to co-ordinate the in-
terests of subordinate and allied classes

with its own. Under such circumstances,

the subordinate classes in society, to a

degree, actively subscribe to the values

and objectives of the dominant class

rather than have these simply imposed on

them. This consent, however, is not
guaranteed...It has...incessantly to be
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produced. In this sense, hegemony refers
not to an achieved state, but to a
process: to the ideological processes
whereby such consent is continually
reproduced and secured - or lost [43].

It is a process of negotiation, involving compromise among

the ideologies of classes, rather than a single pattern of
dominance.

There is much that is of value here, not least to the
historian mystified by the assumptions of the 'dominant
ideology thesis'. It is currently the rabbit most often
pulled out of the hat in explaining class relations, and
can be found referred to, as the proposed way forward, 1in
many recent books and articles [44]. The idea of
negotiation, involving the clash of, and compromise among,
ideologies, is clearly helpful, as is the notion that such
negotiation is continuous. This removes some of the more
static implications of the Althusserian theory. Yet it does
not provide a set of easy answers, as the cryptic
references to it so often made indicate: it does not
specify, of itself, how ideologies work, and in particular
how they work at the 1level of the formation of the
individual.

What remains of use in Althusser's concept of ideology
is precisely that most important concept of
'interpellation' - of the formation of the individual as a
member of a group. This has been developed by one of the
most fluent of Althusser's followers, Goran Therborn. 1In

his book The Ideology of Power and the Power of Ideology

[45], Therborn extends Althusser's concept of ideological
formation and gives it greater applicability. He sees 1it,

not as a monolithic structure with predetermined effects,
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but as a fluid category of thought. Ideology 1is most
importantly "that aspect of the human condition under which
human beings live their lives as conscious actors in a
world which makes sense to them in varying degrees" [46].
It is a social process of address, talking in the name of a
social group to an individual, telling her or him what
exists in the world (e.g. nature, society, people), thus
creating for the individual a sense of place and identity.
Within this, it informs the individual what is good, Jjust,
right, beautiful, enjoyable, desirable and so on, thus
structuring the individual's desires. And it tells the
individual what 1is possible and impossible, thereby
structuring her or his hopes, ambitions and fears [47].

As Therborn points out, it is easier at any stage of
ideological analysis to talk of ideologies, in the plural:
of strands of ideas and thought which often compete with
and contradict each other. Ideologies attempt to fix
meanings and behaviour in and through an individual's
verbal life, tending to inhibit her or his behaviour - in
other words, to place him or her culturally - by talking
for instance about freedom, or equality before the law,
rather than about class or gender exploitation, or the high
level of lawyers' fees; or about attainable affluence,
rather than about those continually below the poverty line;
or admitting social inequality while insisting that any
change in the social structure would necessarily be for the
worse [48].

Therborn isolates four categories of ideological
thought which may be used for analytical purposes:

1. Inclusive-existential ideologies:

these concern life, suffering, death, the
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cosmos and the natural order, and are
expressed largely in myth, religion and
morality.

2. Inclusive-historical ideologies: these
constitute members of historical social
worlds, such as tribe, village, race oOr

nation. Such ideologies are also
exclusive, saying who does not belong to

a group.

3. Positional-existential ideologies,
which qualify individuals for a position

in the world with reference to

individuality, gender, and age.

4. Positional-historical ideologies:
these qualify individuals for a position
in any actual historical world, and

concern such things as membership of
family or class, educational status, or
occupation. [49]

As Therborn makes clear, such categories in fact
overlap continuously and impinge on one another, often
contradictorily, in real life: he gives as an example a
young man who is also a member of the working c¢lass, a
Roman Catholic, an Italian, and a citizen of the United
States of America [50]. ‘'Subjectivity', or individuality
placed by ideologies within cultural systems, is not always
a unifying process, therefore: and often in the
contradictions present 1in most people's ideological
experience there is at least the possibility of alienation,
of subversion, of open rebellion. For all, ideology and
culture involve presented alternatives, and choice between
them, not just the dictation and participation implied by
the dominant ideology thesis. Ideologies are sanctioned as
well as affirmed; social groups maintain their ideological
unity by such means as expulsion and excommunication: but
this process, too, involves choice and not mere dictation.

This model obviously leaves room for historical

change, for the infiltration of new, as well as the
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reproduction of old, ideologies and cultural patterns.
Therborn's model sets up a far more flexible system of
production and reproduction than Althusser's monolithic
ideology imposed by the ideological state apparatuses.
Therborn again expands these categories, making the concept
more fluid: he claims that ideologies are inculcated or
affirmed by normal social contact at Dboth formal and
informal levels throughout an individual's life:
"ideological interpellations are made all the time,
everywhere, by everybody" [51].

There is, in other words, an ideological role 1in
conversation (and, it may be added, in informal modes of
writing such as letters) as well as in the more formal

structures of education. Ideology is actively present in

language: not in the sense of a monolithic entity, but as
something being constituted and reconstituted continuously
by the people who speak in and act through it. Language,
therefore, can be assumed to be the basic component of
ideology. And indeed the work of many writers has given
attention to this assumption [52]. The student who wishes
actually to use such writings is faced with a formidable
task: the whole field of structuralist and
post-structuralist thought has been a real growth-industry
in recent years, generating many overlapping 1lines of
enquiry and methodological routes by which empirical work
might be guided [53]. The important thing to note here is
perhaps merely that such 1lines of enquiry, be they
influenced by Lacan, Derrida, Barthes, Foucault, or others,

all stress the importance of language.

There remains a real problem of focus: of the
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selection, emphasis and application of these ideas. It is
perhaps less important to follow the models of any of these
'major' writers than to consider in what ways their methods
or findings might be adapted for other purposes; this might
at least clarify the importance of language to the
'culture, ideology, language' matrix. It is not, therefore,
proposed to treat the writings of Lacan, Derrida or

Foucault in extenso in and for themselves. Others have done

so [54]. But it is important to indicate some of the ways
in which this work addresses the questions of language,
ideology and culture.

For Lacan, language was crucial in the formation of
human identity. His 'rereading' of the works of Freud led

him to conclude that the focal point of all human

'subjectivity' - the making of a cultured, and especially
gendered, ‘'subject' from an otherwise potentially very
different human individual - is its entry 1into language.

When a child first uses language, she or he Dbecomes,
culturally, a male or female person [55]. Of course this
claim seems to the lay person not so much insightful as
obvious; hedged around with Freudian 3jargon, it has,
however, proved a fecund instigator of debate, drawing both
praise and hostility from Marxist and feminist critics. The
point here is not to take Lacan's implicit argument - a
placing of male dominance within all learned culture, in
all children - seriously [56], but to note the priveleging
of language within this theory, the notion of language as
thé culturally fixing agent: language as the centre of

ideology, and the focus of the individual's experience as a

member of a social order.
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This assertion is part of the legacy of structuralism.
The structuralist emphasis has been on the problems of
language, meaning and representation. De Saussure's claims
about the differences between sign and signified, the
partial closing of meanings in any grammar and vocabulary,
the smallness of a practical 1language compared with its
potential vastness [57], have been inherited and
transformed by Derrida and Foucault [58]. Derrida has
claimed that all Western thought until very recently has
been predicated upon some sort of closed system of meaning
and representation, controlled or inspired by an ‘ultimate
signifier', the centre of all meaning - 'God', perhaps, oOr
the transcendent human ideal. Derrida himself, on the other
hand, is of the opinion that language is not the centred
bearer of ultimate truths, but merely a system in which
meaning is constructed from the differences within it.
Meanings are not fixed for ever by reference to one fixed
point, but can be rearranged in almost any direction. Thus
ideologies are changeable; by random process, or by the
objective appraisal of and alteration of current meanings:
they can be 'deconstructed' in directions different from
those some of their users or makers intended [59]. Literary
texts can easily be 'deconstructed' in this way [60].

The work of Foucault has emphasised, perhaps more
similarly than might at first sight appear, the large scale
of systems of meaning, which he groups together under the
term 'discourses'. His study has been the relationships
among contemporaneous verbal and institutional formations
which form a 'discourse', and with the ways in which power

relations are made in, and affect, such discourses. Like
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Therborn's formulations on ideology, Foucault recognises

that these discourses are a flexible and malleable vehicle
of power relations, and do not constitute or systematise

absolutely. Foucault also recognises the ordinariness of

power relations, the part played in their formation by all
who take part in them [61]. This is an important challenge
to the ‘'dominant ideology thesis' with its implicit
assumptions of centralised authority. Power, as Therborn
also suggests, can be transmitted along many other lines
than those controlled by the state. With all three
post—-structuralist writers and their followers, the
emphasis on language and its potential changeability,
rather than on some idea of unchanging human nature, helps
us to see how ideologies work, and the important part they
play in the formation of human cultures.

How, then, are we to use these interrelated concepts,
language, discourse, ideology, culture, to form a truly
historical approach to historical languages, a "thick
description" of the way a piece of historical language was
formed, which will necessarily lead to the exploration of
historically specific language use: of the role of a past
ideology or discourse in the formation of a past culture?
As Tony Bennett points out, one approach recognising all
these parameters is Volosinov's argument for the
historically specific nature of all language use:

The sign, 1in its actual and concrete
usage, 1is thus always socially formed.
Its actual use and meaning...is
reciprocally determined by whose word it
is and for whom it is meant. It is always
set within and, in part, moulded by a
particular set of social relationships
between speaker and listener: that is, by

particular conditions of socioverbal
interaction which are themselves moulded
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by the broader social, economic and
political relationships in which they are

set. Given that all language forms are
predicated on distinctive, historically
produced relationships between speaker(s)

and listener(s) - Volosinov mentions such
cases as drawing-room conversation and
language etiquette - the central

analytical task is to determine how those
language forms are determined by the
relationships on which they are
articulated, and to specify how, in their
inner organisation, they ‘'refract', or
signify those relationships [62].

In the case of literature, Volosinov had argued that
The peculiar signification of reality
that literary works affected was to be
explained not in idealist terms as the
manifestation of some unchanging set of
formal properties but as the product of a
particular, socially constrained practice
of writing and as the manifestation of a
particular set of class relationships
within language [63].

Language , then, is the fundamental component 1in any
ideology: it works 1in historically specific, socially
constructing ways, in all its forms, from conversation to
literature. Here we begin to see more clearly how
literature, far from reflecting reality, relates to its
social context: we begin to see literature as a part of a
whole language. Here again the 1ideas of Foucault are
useful. Like Volosinov, Foucault stresses the relationships
within language; he also stresses the relationships within

language use at any given time: his "discourses", 1like

Goldmann's ‘"homologies", are formed within the whole

structure of a society's 1language and thought. Thus
different pieces of language - separate texts - can be
grouped together and studied for their "intertextual

relations". This does not apply merely to literary texts:,

the publication in 1859 of Adam Bede, Self-Help and Origin

of Species, is no coincidence; these texts, for all their
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superficial differences of genre, are closely related 1in
ideological content. The point of contact between Darwin's
scientific ideas and their political, sociological and
literary contexts has received some attention [64]; much
more of this kind of comparative study, ignoring the
whig-historical tendencies in both the history of science
and of literature, would be of value [65].

Of course there has been much sociological study of
language, grouped under the general heading
‘sociolinguistics’' [66]. A great deal of this type of
writing, unfortunately, is closely related to the 'dominant
ideology thesis'. The basic view is that spoken and written
language contain in themselves a structure of dominance,
helping to encode and enforce power differences. The
assertions of Berger and Luckmann that language is crucial
to 'The Social Construction of Reality' [67] have been
developed mainly by those interested 1in questions of
language, power and social class - the controversy between
Bernstein, Labov and others on language and class 1in
education being a prominent example [68]. Among recent work
in sociolinguistics is Fowler, Hodge, Kress and Trew's

Language and Control, whose fundamental assumption is that

"different social strata and groups have different
varieties of language available to them" [69]. But to
assess these, they point out, needs an appreciation not
only of language, but of literacy: of reading and writing,
and the part they play in social construction. In a chapter
of this symposium entitled 'The social values of speech and
writing', G. Kress considers speech therapy. He argues that

one of the problems of this mode of normalisation is its
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reliance not on the fluidities of conversational speech,
but on the more formal processes of written language: on
what Kress calls "standard English". According to him (and
others) this is a formalised version of the language of the
middle classes [70].

The latter point has been made of literacy in general
by several writers working in different disciplines [71].
It is often presented as an important part of the dominant
ideology/social control theory of class relations [72].
Literacy 1is often assumed to be somehow inherently
'bourgeois' [73]. Certainly, 1in the case of nineteenth
century Britain, 1literacy was all too obviously a
privilege. Such historical studies of 1literacy as are
available [74] show that even the ability to sign a
personal name was not a universally-held skill (though they
show nothing else about literacy, and must therefore be
treated with very great caution). Reading and writing have
to be learnt, and taught. This requires time set aside by
both pupil and teacher, even if the latter be the child's
parent; in other words a specifically educational system,
however informal, has to be created. As such structures are
often controlled by powerful institutions such as the
Church or the state, it has often been argued that the
formal education in England specifically developed by the
state after the 1870 Education Act had the intention of
imposing on the working classes the written form of
'standard English' which was the intellectual property of
the ruling class, and the bearer of its values [75].

Here we have the useful notions of written language as

a formal codification of an ideology, and of literacy as a
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process of ideological formation. However, as with the rest
of the 'dominant ideology thesis', this tends to make the
assumption that there is a single set of values ascribable
to the ruling groups in society. Seeking to explain working
class subordination, and by a method claimed by some to be
unsatisfactory [76], it makes simplistic assumptions about
ideology in the ruling classes. An obvious mid-Victorian
example is the way such theories interpret Matthew Arnold's

Culture and Anarchy, which is often seen as part of a

dominant ideology, and as arguing for the use of this
established ideology in social control [77]. In fact, this

series of papers, first published in the Cornhill Magazine

in 1866-7, and in book form in 1869, 1is principally
concerned with the involvement not of the working classes
but of the middle classes (his ‘"“philistines") in the
continuum of established, aristocratic/gentlemanly and
University-taught culture, by means of education. It was
published first, crucially, during the debate on the
extension of the franchise which preceded the passage of
the second Reform Act in 1867, and is part of that debate:
votes, of themselves, Arnold argques, do not make their

owners fit to rule; ‘'culture' does. Or should. Culture and

Anarchy, then, is not description but prescription; not a
part of an already existing ideology and culture but part
of a debate on how to change them - part, therefore, of the
historical process through which ideology and culture were
being re-formed. The question for Arnold, in this text at
least, was who was going to form the new ruling class.
Writings, then, can be seen to play, like all

language, a formative ideological role, and therefore to
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fit with Goran Therborn's fluid concept of ideology. "Words
and their syntax have an historical identity, and the close
analysis of this exposes the mediations of ideology into
consciousness" [78]. Writing was an undoubted, indeed very
important, part of mid-Victorian British culture (and will
be analysed as such in Chapters Three and Four). It is easy

enough perhaps to see how Culture and Anarchy, and

Bagehot's The English Constitution, works published 1in

serial form in the periodical press in 1866-7, played an
active role both in 1literary culture and ideological
formation: less easy, mainly because of the privileging of
'English Literature' which has occurred since that time
[79], to identify the part played in this culture by
fiction. The wide-ranging essay by George Watson, The

English Ideology, discussed in Chapter One, does indeed see

fiction as a part of literary culture as a whole, part of
an overall information system, as much so as pamphlets and
newspapers [80]. But it accords no special place to
literature; it seems concerned, indeed, to emphasise the

ordinariness of literature as historical evidence.

3. Writing, Literature and Ideology.

Most writings about literature concerned both to place
it contextually and to analyse it specifically as in a
special category Dbelong to or are at least heavily
influenced by the work of Marxist literary critics. Georg
Lukacs, arguably the most influential of these, saw the
novel as a straightforward reflection of the ideology of

the dominant class, providing for the reader of that class
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a more complete explanation of her or his world than she or
he would otherwise possess. The more complex the ‘'reality’
portrayed in the fiction, for Lukacs, the greater the value
of the work, and the greater the insight it offers into the
particular stage of the "dialectic of human existence and
consciousness" [8l1], the process by which people 1live as
members of society, which has been reached at the time of
the novel's making.

Lukacs sees the novel as a reflection on, as well as
of reality, different from and complementary, rather than
inferior, to other epistemological forms such as philosophy
or science. Like those forms, 1literature 1is historically
specific, conditioned both in form and in content by the
times in which and for which it was written. The most
valuable novels present in most complete form the ‘typical'
of those times, in character, event, and world outlook:
they thus allow us access to the way in which individual
members of societies lived and were conscious of living. In
that they resolve the contradictions inherent in such ways
of living, presenting 1lived relations as an integrated
whole rather than a problematically fragmented one, they
reveal ideological modes of perception of the world [82].

This last emphasis indicates that Lukacs saw the novel
as a form playing an active part in the ideological
construction of the society 1in and for which it was
written. One of Lukacs' most important followers, Lucien
Goldmann, developed this point. Writing in the same
Hegelian style as Lukacs, Goldmann stresses the dialectic
as historical process, a process which involves the

continual changing of the world-view of those involved in
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it, a "destructuration of old structurations and

structuration of new totalities creating equilibria capable

of satisfying the new demands of the social groups that are
elaborating them" [83]. Literature 1is not merely a
reflection of, but an active participant in, such process,
and is a constituent element in the changing collective
consciousness, "that element that enables the members of
the group to become aware of what they thought, felt and
did without realising objectively its signification" [84].
Goldmann's only fully worked-out example shows the
explanatory potential of a methodology based upon this
assumption. He considers the strands of thought woven
around the phenomenon of Jansenism in seventeenth century
France. Pascal's Pensees and the tragedies of Racine are
seen as expressing different aspects of the dilemma of the

noblesse de la robe, a social group torn between bourgeois

origins and interests, and those of the monarchy which had
ennobled them. Pascal's thought and Racine's tragedies are

homologous with the emergence of the religious ideology of

Jansenism. All three played their part in the expression of
the contradictory experience of this social group, helping
it to define and limit its historical role, to conceal the
'real' contradiction grounded in the failure of this
originally Dbourgeois social group - despite the very
obvious hostility shown towards it by the traditional
'feudal' aristocracy - to break with royalist absolutism
and to establish the conditions for free-market capitalist
development. Jansenism, and the works of Pascal and Racine,

do not merely illustrate this historical dilemma, they are

themselves evidence of the direction of its resolution: the
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thought of the group was so constructed as to render
impossible the very concept of independence from and
hostility to the monarchy [85].

The positions taken by Lukacs and Goldmann have been
strongly attacked by other Marxist theoreticians and
critics. The ramifications of the dispute as a whole,
involving Brecht and Benjamin among others, and concerned
to some extent with the vexed question of 'literary value',
may be found elsewhere [86]; here it is interesting to note
that some later commentators on the relationship between
literary texts and history writing from an avowedly Marxist
standpoint, critics such as Pierre Macherey and Terry
Eagleton, have used Althusserian theory [87]. They stress
the idealism and tautology inherent in the approaches of
Lukacs and Goldmann, claiming loyalty instead to
Althusser's theories of ideology, and the influence of
'post-structuralism' generally, and the 'deconstruction' of
ideologies in particular, with the emphasis not on
ideological wholeness but on the gaps and absences which
any ideology must contain. For such critics, the value of
literature as an ideological index lies 1in its exposure,
rather than concealment, of the contradictions of 1lived
reality.

These approaches, for all their claims of uniqueness,
are of course merely opposite sides of the same coin. Both
stress that the ‘realist' novel embodies a world-view or
ideology. Lukacs and Goldmann point to the completeness
aimed at by such a world-view, and that reading the 'best'
literature of a time will give access to the whole

world-view; they do not claim that such a view actually is
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(or was) comprehensive; merely that it pretends to be, and
may well be a convincing enough explanation of events for
the class which sets it up to be able to operate
satisfactorily within it. Macherey and Eagleton, on the
other hand, point out that completeness 1is impossible to
achieve: they tend to value most highly 1literature which
they say is distanced from the world-view of a «c¢lass, and
therefore shows the contradictions of that class's
world-view most clearly [88].

The problem with these arguments - among literary
critics at any rate - is that they are closely concerned
with value judgements, with judgements made in order to
justify the selection of texts for study. This ideology of
literary value distorts the concerns of all, even when it
is asserted that the question at issue is one of politics
[89]. But this is not to say that Marxist considerations of
literature are merely useless backscreens for the exercise
of personal taste. The constant stress on history, on the
placing of literature in its context, is valuable, as are
Goldmann's ideas of homology, of the part played by
writings in the actual formation of the ideology of a
class. Eagleton, too, has provided a useful model 1in his
concept of a 'science' of literary production.

In summary, Eagleton argues that the dominant mode of
production in any given society includes within it one or
more literary modes of production. These are not available
to all, some being excluded both from production and
consumption (due, for example, to poverty or illiteracy).
In the case of Victorian England, one such mode was the

three-volume novel. These were expensive to Dbuy, which
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In other words, the unseen historical reality of class
conflict is encoded in the visible ideological reality of
social discourse and ritual. Inside this ideological
process of signification, the individual members of society
live their lives, communicating verbally and behaviourally
in an 1ideologically controlled manner which hides the
reality of their economic and power relations.

Thus far in Eagleton's scheme, the vexed question of
'literary value' has not obtruded. But Eagleton goes on at
this stage to fall into what one might call the
literary-critical mode of production, using Althusser's
notion that ‘'the best' literature embodies and reveals the
contradictions in ideology [93] to make neo-Leavisite value
judgements about the status of authors and texts. For he
claims that the "major fiction" of Victorian society was
the product of what he calls the petty bourgeoisie, giving
as examples of this class the Brontes, Dickens, Eliot and
Hardy, and quite specifically claiming that the insights
provided by their class position make their work better
than that of for example Thackeray, Trollope, Disraeli or
Lytton. The argument used to support this assertion is most
curious. Eagleton claims that those writers from the petty
bourgeoisie who were placed ambiguously within the social
formation - in other words, on the borderlines between
social clésses - produced "major" works; whereas those who
were solidly class members did not [94]. This justification
of the left-Leavisite canon seems both irrelevant and
confusing to the argument for literature and history. It is
certainly contradictory. Eagleton sees Austen as a "major"

writer. Yet Austen was not placed particularly ambiguously
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within a social formation, well though she observed and
chronicled the lines of class antagonism within the polite
society of her time, as Eagleton himself points out in the
passage quoted above [95]. Thackeray and Trollope, on the
other hand, were so placed. Brought up as 'gentlemen' but
forced by parental or personal poverty to work for their
livings, their class experiences were at least as
contradictory as those of Dickens or Eliot, and arguably
more so [96]. Disraeli, too, was culturally very
ambiguously placed - a point discussed in Chapter Three
[97]. Even Lytton was a comparatively poor member of the
gentlemanly classes at the start of his 1literary and
political career - being advised that marriage would
probably ruin him [98]. So if we grant that Austen was
"particularly well placed" to see and to record the
conflicts among and between the aristocracy, gentry and
middle classes which took place in her society, then we can
hardly grant the same for Thackeray, Trollope, Disraeli and
Lytton in theirs, precisely because of their class
ambiguity. In the case of Trollope, Raymond Williams has
pointed out his ability to observe the problems of class
membership [99]. The major point made by Eagleton about the
reading of Austen's texts, then, holds good for many
mid-Victorian authors. The works of such writers can indeed

be used to provide a kind of historical knowledge",
regardless of the 'value' of their works as literature, or
their position, ambivalent or otherwise, in the class

system [100].
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4 .Summary.

It remains to draw the theoretical strands together
and to propose the basic principles on which the
investigation of mid-Victorian British literature may
proceed. We are faced with a problem of "thick
description": of how to account for the significance of
literature within its society. This requires firstly an
examination of that society as a whole, and especially at
the role of literary culture within it - of how written and
printed words were produced and consumed, and by whom. We
must ask what relationship existed between fiction and
non-fiction - what other words those who read fiction were
reading, and how they were taught to do so. And we must ask
how fiction fitted 1into the pattern of production and
consumption, how it was produced, published, sold, reviewed
and read, and about the authors' financial, aesthetic
and/or didactic concerns in writing. Having asked such
questions we may be in a better position to address the
most important questions of the role of literary culture in
general, and fictional 1literature in particular, in
mid-Victorian British society.

Throughout the following investigation, reference will

be made in the following terms. Societies, whether nations,

social classes or sub-groups, live and are collectively

self-defined primarily in cultures, which are systems of

thought and behaviour practised by the group, class or
other clearly identifiable society as a whole. The

constituent, flexible parts of any culture, the modes of
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thought which form it at any time, but through which

changes in it are possible, are ideologies. Ideologies

structure all cultural practice: but they conflict and
compete, and do not necessarily produce uniformity; they
contribute to structures of thought and feeling which can
allow for very different actions by the various individuals
within the groups, but exert fundamental control over the
boundaries of cultural practice by such enforcements as
social ostracism, excommunication or expulsion, as well as
legal punishment. Ideology is the chain binding practices
together in a system of signification: the result of the
process of ideological/cultural change may perhaps be
called the hegemonic ideology of the time, but not the
dominant ideology, for reasons given above.

Culture, then, 1is human behaviour constructed and
explained to its participants via 1ideologies encoded in
spoken and written language. While different types of
language use, and different texts within specific types of
language use, are related and can be grouped together for
study of such ‘'intertextual' relationships, the whole
system is fragmented, being challenged and often redrawn by
ideological exchange. If interpellation happens all the
time, then it is often re-interpellation, involving the
setting up of new boundaries to, and explanations of,
behaviour. "Thick description" of a cultural event or
artefact must 1include some idea of its place on the
ideological process of production and reproduction.

Even to approach such a question requires an analysis
of historical context which will firstly assess the ways in

which historians have chosen to view our chosen area of the
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past: this, after all, and not 'the past itself', 1is what

we can hope to engage and perhaps change. We must,
therefore, ask what historians have seen, and how the views
taken in this Chapter might influence such ways of seeing.
The object of the next stage in the investigation 1is to
identify the cultural structures of mid-Victorian Britain,
from which we can investigate their ideological role;
discover, in other words, the mechanism of cultural
reproduction. R.S. Neale's dictum as to the value of the
study of "self-perception and its consequences for action”
is referred to above: G.M. Young, similarly, has claimed
that

Victorian history is before all things a

history of opinion. To see ideas

embodying themselves 1n parties and

institutions: institutions and parties

closing 1in upon ideas; to show old

barriers sometimes sapped, and sometimes

stormed, by new opinions: positions once

thought impregnable abandoned overnight,

and forces once thought negligible

advancing to unforeseen victories, that

is to understand Victorian history [101].
It is the aim of Chapters Three to Six to examine precisely
this process, and especially the part played therein by
writings; we start with an overview of aspects of society,
and proceed to identify the cultural institutions open to
change via the opinions and self-perceptions Young and
Neale identify as being so important. These will include

the literature of the time, not as a 'reflector' or

'typical', but as an active part of society.

49



Chapter Three.

The Context of the Investigation,

Mid-Victorian Society has often been characterised as a
period in which the various fractions constituting society
as a whole were in an uncertain balance: W.L.Burn's phrase
"The Age of Equipoise" (which he used of <¢.1850-1867) is
typical. It is the object of this Chapter to explore some
of the ways in which a view informed by the theories of
culture and ideology discussed in Chapter Two can help in
the understanding of this balance and the forces
maintaining it, its achievement, preservation and decay.
The following two Chapters will explore aspects of
mid-Victorian literary culture. This Chapter sets out to
show why literary culture was such an important controlling
institution in this society. A short overview of some of
the currently-held notions of the history of the time will
lead on to a discussion of the mechanisms of social
formation, including the 1informal as well as the more
obviously formal. It will be suggested that among certain
sectors of the population, literacy was a very important
force, contributing directly to ideological (or individual)
and cultural (or group) formation; the parameters of this

literacy will then be outlined.

The concept of mid-Victorian stability has become so
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widely accepted as to be that rarest of phenomena, a
descriptive statement virtually uncontested among
historians [1]. While explanations of this stability vary,
almost all are agreed on the validity of the description
itself. It is not intended to <challenge that agreement
here. Political, social and economic historians have
painted a picture of the 1850s to 1870s as a time of
improvement for almost all groups and classes within
society. Inter-class relations are seen to have been more
stable than they had been at any time since the Napoleonic
wars. Chartism was a spent force; no calls for violent
revolution agitated the ruling classes as some of their
number had been worried at various times in the 1830s and
1840s [2]. Real wages were rising. The incipient social
reform movements of the later Victorian era, the womens'
movements and the new trades unionism, were small clouds on
the horizon even in the 1870s; "outcast London" was still a
matter for sensational Jjournalism rather than public
concern [3].

The main talking point 1in relations between ruling
class and working class came to be trade unionism, which,
although often enough presented on both sides as class war,
came 1increasingly actually to be seen as group
accommodation. Employers and workers, even while in
dispute, worked (if reluctantly) as part of the same
system. The Royal Commission on the Trade Unions set up
following the 'Sheffield Outrages', as much as the
formation of the Parliamentary Committee of the TUC in
1871, can be seen as the bringing within the pale of 1legal

definition, and therefore public control, of the trade
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unions; their practice was being mutually defined in a way
which brought them further within national culture. They
were Dbecoming part of the legal system, centred on
Parliament and the redressing of grievance through the
passage and implementation of new legislation; they had to
a certain extent therefore been accommodated within ruling
class culture as a whole. This process was to continue in
the twentieth century [4].

Similarly, the leaders, and leading organisations, of
the agitation for a widened franchise who were prominent in
the years before the 1867 Reform Act were not asking for a
revolutionary change in the style of government, or indeed
in public policy; they were simply asking for admission to
a higher echelon of the already-existing system. For all
their trampling on the flowerbeds of Hyde Park, the 1867
agitators were trying to gain a more secure place in the
already existing system, not to destroy it. The leaders of
the Reform League and the Reform Union, the two pressure
groups for an extension of the franchise, were rather more
worried by the turn of events at Hyde Park than were most
Conservatives [5].

Within many layers of society, then, a primary focus of
social formation was obedience to the law, and especially
to its most important aspect: the idea of Parliamentary
government. The politics of mid-Victorian Britain were in
this important respect a politics of acceptance. Throughout
the 1860s one of the most important areas of debate was how
far indirect access to this controlling system should be
opened; to whom, in other words, the vote should be given.

It was usually assumed that those who voted accepted, or
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would accept, the ground rules, and would not use such
votes for the overthrow of the system. Among fractions
outside the pale of access to Parliament, this acceptance
of Parliamentary-legal control was widespread to the extent
that agitation for, and therefore fear of, political
revolution was notably absent. This is one sense in which
the phrase "Age of Equipoise" 1is useful: pressure from
outside the legal/Parliamentary system for its overthrow
was absent, and relations between ruling and ruled classes
were therefore comparatively quiescent.

The phrase can also, however, and as importantly, be
used to describe relations among the various groups who
were already members of the ruling class - i.e. who had the
vote, or were in other positions of authority, at this
time. It is important to consider these because of the
inadequacies of the widely accepted orthodoxy concerning
relations among the fractions of the ruling class during
the nineteenth century. This sets out to account for
quiescence seen not 1in terms of ‘equipoise', Dbut of
dominance; the basic argument is that the years following
the Reform Act of 1832 were the years of the political and
cultural triumph of the middle classes.

The 'Great Reform Act' of 1832 has often been
presented as for the benefit of the middle classes; as a
stage in a non-violent ‘bourgeois revolution' which
effectively transferred the political apparatuses of the
State to middle class control. It is similarly argued that
other aspects of the culture of the ruling classes was
altered; that a ‘'bourgeois morality' became normative. The

argument as a whole runs as follows. At the end of the
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eighteenth century, power was effectively controlled by the

small elite of London-based aristocrats and gentlemen who
formed, according to Harold Perkin, E.P. Thompson and
others, the only coherent "class" at that time [6]. These
men dominated the key positions in the hierarchy - in the
small Civil Service, the church, the army, the judiciary,
as well as in Parliament itself. Their lifestyle,
epitomised perhaps by that of Charles James Fox, emphasised
'fast living': gambling, drunkeness, and sexual profligacy
were all accepted behaviour. Even that comparative model of
propriety the younger Pitt sometimes 1led the House of
Commons while in a state of obvious intoxication [7]. These
were the moral standards of the leaders of the country.
English society remained comparatively open, however,
and the era of the dandies, 1in the years immediately
following the end of the Napoleonic Wars, was the 1last 1in
which 'rakes' were socially sanctioned leading members of
society. After the 1832 Act, the argument continues, the
middle classes began to exert political control. The
apparatus of social administration at both national and
local levels grew, as exemplified by the New Poor Law of
1834 and its consequent bureaucratic growth. Competitive
examinations for «c¢ivil servants and army officers,
increased professional training for clergymen, and less
strict religious requirements for entry into Parliament,
gradually opened institutions of State previously dominated
by the old, small elite to the middle classes. The parallel
process of professionalisation in such fields as medicine,
engineering, architecture and the academic pure sciences,

supported the growth of new areas of both local and central
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government. The whole hierarchy was expanding; the number
of people in positions of power, i.e. able to make or
implement decisions, multiplied. To this extent the middle
classes were partaking of power, as the 'bourgeois
revolution' argument implies.

Furthermore, proponents of this argument assert, a
stricter and more puritanical behavioural morality was in
evidence. Drunkenness among political leaders, or indeed
among any members of Society, was now frowned upon [8]. The
code of honour was pacified and duelling outlawed [92]:; laws
were passed in 1845 to control gambling, one of whose
effects was that the most widely patronised aristocratic
gambling house, Crockford's, closed its doors 1in January
1846 [10]. Chaste domesticity and regular attendance at
places of worship became the norm as much for the
traditional ruling classes, the aristocracy and gentry, as
for the middle classes who were filling the new positions
in the hierarchy.

Such changes as had occurred in economy, politics and
society had been the result not of violent political
agitation but of gradual, legislated change within existing
structures of Parliamentary power. Aristocrats and
gentlemen remained at this centre of power, dominating
government cabinets until the end of the nineteenth
century. Having given up some of their power in the 1832
Reform Act, and more of it in the Repeal of the Corn Laws
in 1846, meanwhile aiding the government growth which was
providing middle class employment, the Parliamentary
classes can be seen as giving up their own power, aiding

and abetting the transfer of power to the middle classes.
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While there was no violent revolution, there was apparently
an abdication.

The ‘'bourgeois revolution' thesis perhaps finds its
central focus in the Great Exhibition of 1851. This great
national event was planned, by Prince Albert among others,
as a celebration of trade and industry. Hundreds of
thousands flocked to it (their good behaviour reinforcing
the view, held among contemporary observers as much as
later historians, of quiescent Dbehaviour among working
class people replacing the recent militancy of Chartism
[11]). The whole pride of the nation was focussed as it
quite simply never had been Dbefore; previous objects of
national attention had been on matters military and perhaps
monarchical; here was not war, but trade and industry, and
a celebration of the worldwide dominance of British
manufacturing industry. The triumph of the middle classes
indeed [12].

Or was it? As was mentioned above, this view leaves
very little room for equipoise, since it considers that a
single economically and culturally definable group, the
middle class, rose gradually to dominance. It sees the
imposition not just of bourgeois power and economics but
also of bourgeois moral values on both the traditional
upper classes and those of the lower they could directly
influence. This argument as a whole is by no means a hew
one; it was put forward by among others T.H. Escott 1in
1892, O.F.Christie in 1927, Raymond Williams in 1961, and
Robert Gray in an article published in 1977 [13]. This last
uses Gramscian terminology to <claim that a state of

'bourgeois hegemony' existed in nineteenth-century England;
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the middle classes dominated the ideologies of the
aristocracy and to a lesser extent of the working classes.
Unfortunately this brave attempt to apply the most
sophisticated of the 'dominant ideology' theories, the
notion of hegemony, to a piece of specific historical
analysis tends to boil down to the ‘vulgar Marxist'
proposition that, since what was actually reproduced 1in
Victorian Britain were capitalist relations of production,
then bourgeois values must have been dominant - or vice
versa. This 1is perhaps surprising given that Gray seems
fully to realise the complexity of the process as it
affected the ruling groups; he points out that "hegemonic
ideology had differentiated versions and interpretations,
and was constantly argued out and re-formulated within the
ruling class" [14]. Indeed, when, on the periphery of his
argument, Gray considers an actual conflict of values
between social fractions - the interaction of Dbourgeois
with working class values among the artisans producing the
composite notion of the 'respectable trade wunion' - he
undercuts his own assertions; here 1is no single-sided
dominance, but an interactive process leading to
compromise.

This is not to say that the Gramscian notion of
hegemony is of no use in describing class relations; its
very flexibility has continued to make it attractive. With
its emphasis on active competition for supremacy among
value-systems, we have an explanatory framework which may
help in understanding the process of social change which
occurred in nineteenth century Britain [14]. Yet it must Dbe

borne in mind that the fusion of competing ideologies does
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not lead to the creation of a single, static, dominant
ideology: the theory of hegemony implies, as does the model
of ideology adopted in Chapter Two, continuing change in
the ideological structure of any given society. 'Hegemony',
properly understood, is not a thing-in-itself, but the sum
total, at any given moment, of the whole process of
ideological competition and cultural formation.

The 'bourgeois hegemony' thesis 1is a good enough
illustration of this point. As set out by Gray, it refers
to the argument, described above, that the middle classes
assumed moral and political, as well as economic, control
in Victorian Britain. The point is contestable. Given that
the Great Exhibition marked the culmination of a process in
which middle class influence was increased, it can be
argued that after this ostensible 'triumph of the middle
classes' between 1832 and 1851, the process of the transfer
of power at least slowed down considerably, and perhaps
went into reverse. It is arguable, indeed, that there was
from this point a perpetuation of ruling class exclusivity
and identity arrived at by a process of incorporation,
tempering aristocratic exclusivism but also tempering such
'bourgeois' ideologies as utilitarianism, Malthusianism and
nonconformism. The "pattern of government growth" [15], and
increases in the scale of capital, were paralleled by the
growth of the public school system, a large increase in the
number, and membership, of the West End ‘'gentlemen's
Clubs', and a very large increase 1in the number of
presentations at Court [16]. None of these things can be
said to be ideologically bourgeois in any anti-aristocratic

sense. By the end of the century, whatever bourgeois
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progress there had been was tempered by the emergence of a
public school, university and club ethos openly
contemptuous of industry in general, and engineering 1in
particular; of the study of scientific subjects at school;
and of any form of money-making other than that form of
gambling still given open public sanction despite the 1laws
against gaming of 1845 - the Stock Exchange. The ruling
class, for all its supposed domination by 'bourgeois'’
values, was still inclined as a whole to value the rural
rather than the urban, the agricultural or at worst the
financial rather than the industrial. This
cultural/ideological bias, an indication of the
incompleteness of any simple model of post-1832 middle
class takeover, has often been used in explanation of
English economic decline [17], or of the confused state of
English intellectual thought [18].

It was Perry Anderson and Tom Nairn who, in the early
1960s, elaborated an historical model of the English ruling
elite which stressed compromise and absorption rather than
opposition and single-sided victory [19]. Anderson and

Nairn, in a series of articles in New Left Review, claimed

that the late eighteenth century elite was essentially a
capitalist class. The industrial revolution had begun in
England while this class was becoming yet more wealthy and
self-confident. "There was thus from the start no
fundamental antagonistic contradiction between the old
aristocracy and the new bourgeoisie" [20]. However,
aristocratic capitalism was rentier, rather than
entrepreneurial or productive. The accommodation between

aristocracy and bourgeoisie meant the "adaptation by the
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new middle classes to a comparatively aloof and passive
economic role" [21], very different from the image of the
self-made industrialist some still see as the typical
product of the industrial revolution. To explain this
accommodation between the ideologies, and therefore the
behaviour, of the middle and upper classes is the major
problem of the 'age of equipoise'.

The final product of the process has in fact been well
identified by historians; indeed, the effect of this major
ideological change in the latter part of the nineteenth
century has been so well treated that it has become
standard textbook material [22]. The new public schools
network was, by the end of the century, turning out a
middle class soldier or Dbureaucrat ‘'type', with the
Classical education of the traditional grammar school or
Clarendon Commission public school, the communal ethic of
shared (normally Anglican) religious belief, games-fostered
team spirit, and institutional rather than personal
loyalties: what Kitson Clark refers to as the "New Gentry"
[23]. This, however, is merely the end product of a process
which had been continuing for many years. The very
institutions which formed the 'new gentry', the public
schools and universities, had themselves been subject to
reforming or formative processes which helped them to play
their late-—-century role in creating the servants of Empire.

In order to investigate the process by which the
institutions forming the 'new gentry' themselves came 1into
being, it is necessary to examine the institutions or
apparatuses of ideological control which were available at

mid-century. The 1law, the Church, the schools and
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universities, all helped to instil commonly-held notions.
Less formal institutions and events also played the same
role: the balls and dinner parties of the Season, and the
sporting occasions which surrounded it, all played an
important part in the lives of members of the ruling class
and those who aspired to join them. These were the cultural
institutions providing the framework within which
ideologies were established, challenged and changed.

It is important to remember that the established ruling
class 1in mid-Victorian Britain organised 1life around

'leisure'. Thorstein Veblen's classic work The Theory of

the Leisure Class [24] describes this lifestyle. Its basic

hallmark, according to Veblen, is conspicuous consumption -
on the ostentatious display of dress, buildings, number of
servants and so on. More subtly, it also includes the
pursuit of habits, hobbies and interests which to those
outside the elite group seem able only to fulfil a
ritualistic rather than a "useful"” function. The obvious
example of this form of conspicuous consumption is the
study of Classical literature and history. Veblen stressed
that to be a '"gentleman" was not an easy occupation,
requiring the learning and execution of a set of complex

behavioural rules. The rules were also enforced, Veblen

asserted, by sanctions such as social ostracism, expulsion
or excommunication. The rules had therefore to be 1learnt,
by anyone wishing to be a member of this society; both
formal and informal institutions and events of the social
world provided this education. The similarity of Therborn's
ideas and those of Veblen will be apparent: both stress the

including and excluding elements in ideological
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institutions.

Typical of all these institutions, in their socially
forming and consolidatory role - and arguably more
important in this regard than the public schools and
universities, at 1least until the 1870s - were the
'gentlemen's clubs', situated in the West End of London.
These institutions helped to instil and maintain common
values in men from such apparently socially disparate
groups as aristocrats and gentry; bankers and merchants;
civil servants and other professionals; artists, writers
and actors; all of whom were encouraged to mix 1in some
clubs. During the nineteenth century the benefits of club
membership (personal status and access to collectively
owned, palatial property in the heart of the West End)
spread down the social scale. This was quite deliberate. In
1824, for example, John Wilson Croker, son of an Excise
officer, and carpenter's son Sir Francis Chantrey were the
leading 1lights 1in the setting up of the Athenaeum,
nominally for the meeting of artists, scientists and their
patrons [25]. The strict entry requirements for the
Athenaeum - artists were normally members of the Royal
Academy, while scientists had to have published - led to
the formation 1in 1831 of the Garrick Club, whose
requirements were less exacting and which turned out to be
more successful as a meeting ground for the different
social groups [26]. Similarly, the opening of the Carlton
and Reform clubs can be seen as marking the deliberate
opening of politics to those previously denied access [27];
the benefits of club membership, including the political

access this implied, were opened up to those lower down the
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social scale.

A brief examination of the social role of the
gentleman's club reveals much of the social process that
resulted in the making of the 'new gentry'. Even in their
architecture, clubs confirm the view that there was no
simple middle class takeover in Victorian ruling class
culture. The buildings assert, strongly and
selfconsciously, their makers' collective cultural
position: this, architecturally at least, was highly
conservative. The Athenaeum building, designed by John
Nash, is in the Palladian style, with its entablature
sporting an exact copy of the frieze of the Parthenon
[28]. This, therefore, (like the title of the club itself)
is a proclamation of its members' adherence to the already
established, aristocratically approved, neo-Classical
‘correct taste'; and therefore to collective gentlemanly
status. It is a conservative ideological statement. It will
be remembered that the Athenaeum was largely middle class
in foundation, and expressly designed for the mixing of the
professional and leisured classes. Here, in an institution
set up as a meeting ground for men of the ruling and middle
classes, traditional ‘'classical' culture was present: an
indication of the care needed when talking of a bourgeois
revolution in values. Classical styles remained the norm
for club building throughout the century, much as
'Classical' education remained at the core of the public
school curriculum.

Public taste did not remain precisely static, however.
And there were changes in public morality. The ‘new

gentleman' was a cultural hybrid, neither a traditional
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gentleman nor a traditional bourgeois. The club here played
an important role as arbiter of these behavioural changes.
From the early 1820s, most clubs discouraged both gambling
and drunkenness; they forbade the playing of games of
chance, even before these were made generally illegal 1in
1845 [29]. Cheating at cards, and drunkenness in the
confines of a club, could and often did mean expulsion;
known troublemakers were simply not elected to membership
[30]. The ultimate sanction of expulsion was tantamount to
social ostracism (which usually followed as a matter of
course). Here in institutionalised form are the sanctions
referred to by Veblen. Where the fact of belonging to a
club was an important status symbol, part of the apparatus
of 'gentlemanliness', expulsion meant the removal of this
status. Clubs helped middle class people to learn correct
taste, and aristocrats and gentlemen to live less
extravagantly; bringing men from different backgrounds into
contact, they helped the process by which new behavioural
standards reflecting to some extent the interests of all
groups with access to club membership were formed.

But these institutions were not the only places of
contact and of forming influence in ruling class society.
For one thing, they were restricted to men only until the
latter part of the century [31] - the only comparable
institution controlled by women being the network of
parties and dances known collectively as The Season [32].
It is important to remember that there were many less
apparently formal events which were also important in the

socially constructing process. The constitutional historian
G.H.L. Le May, for example, has claimed that
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In no other country, perhaps, did the
dinner party play so significant a part

in politics. Constitutional historians
have generally overlooked this informal,
but essential, part of the political
network, though it was perfectly well
understood by contemporaries, and
emphasised in the novels of Disraeli and
Trollope [33].

That such events could well be important may be
illustrated not from the novels, but from the actual
political life of Disraeli. Throughout his Parliamentary
career, Disraeli had to fight hard for recognition as
leader of the Conservative party in the House of Commons,
meeting with great suspicion on account of his being a
parvenu, a Jew, a novelist, and in general, of his failure
to have been born into a traditional ruling class family. A
close observer of society and its mores, he also played a
part as a member of 1it; and this meant for one thing
entertaining on his own account. In many ways a formal
occasion, a dinner party had to conform to a set of more or
less unwritten rules, regarding dress, menu, etc, the most
important of these relating to the guests invited. There
was for instance the question of precedence, the order in
which guests were to enter the dining room. If a host made
any mistakes in this, the guests placed too 1low in the
order of precedence were almost certain to be offended.
Disraeli was well aware of this as he organised a dinner
for his supporters 1in 1857. He worried about various
aspects of this for months, and was especially concerned at
the precedence of the Baronets whom he had invited. He
wrote at one point to Sir William Jolliffe, himself a
Baronet, who was then Conservative Chief Whip,

could you send me a list of the Baronets?

I want to know the dates of their
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creations, that I might not make any
mistakes in their preceding. I have ten

Baronets dining with me! and I might
outrage the feelings of the order, which
is notoriously a sensitive one. [34].

Disraeli's letter gives a clue as to how to proceed
in the investigation of mid-Victorian culture and its
formation. It emphasises the interaction of the public with
the private which was discussed as the major role of
'ideologies' in Chapter Two, and gives a clear example of
the machinery by which acces to the "leisure class" was
controlled, as described by Veblen. Precedence at dinner
among the Baronets was a piece of public knowledge
possession of which helped the possessor to take her or his
place in the type of society which gave such parties. Were
such knowledge not possessed, then the individual would
either be instructed in it, (as Hudson, the self-made
'railway king', was instructed in etiquette at parties
given nominally by him, but actually under the direction of
Lady Parke, in the 1840s [35]), or would neither be able
nor permitted to take a place in that part of Society.
Without knowledge of precedence, Disraeli would have lost
both political support and social standing. It is
significant indeed, then, that he sought counsel not in
some printed guide either to the families, or to etiquette,
but informally, through personal literary production: by
letter.

This is the crucial point to be made in this Chapter.
The main channel of communication of such socially
necessary information was of course informal spoken or

written language. Through such communication ideology and

culture were made. It is significant here that Victorian
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upper and middle class society was a highly 1literate

society. Literacy was a phenomenon which straddled the
public and private worlds. It was taught to individuals
usually at a very early age. Boys might receive later
formal grammatical training at school, while girls might
more often stay at home - but would often receive similar
tuition; generally schools taught Latin and Greek, rather
than English, grammar. The young of Dboth sexes would
usually have private tuition in the Dbasics of English
language use, including reading and writing, before school
age. The parents were as often teachers of English as were
hired tutors [36].

Thus the basics of the ability to read and write, were
laid in the home, the most apparently private, but probably
the most important, of all the institutions whose role can
be seen as socially forming. Not surprisingly, therefore,
many literary forms tend to be familial or personal:
letters and diaries of course, but also autobiographies or
memoirs, which were often printed for private circulation
among friends and relatives. Their concerns reveal,
however, the limits of the personal and familial. Showing
the family to be merely the first institution of the whole
cultural system, a part of and not divorced from 1it, they
show the depth, and constancy, of the private/public
interaction; and the role of literacy in the formation of
the place of the individual in her or his society. Literacy
is essentially an interactive phenomenon: even the most
personal diary is largely a record of questioning or
exploring the writer's relationships with people or

institutions in the outside world. Letters are as often a
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direct commentary on the writer's place, and proposed

changes to it, in relation to wider social expectations.
Autobiographies and memoirs are usually reflections on
the writer's place, or former place, 1in society, and
perception of that society. They often sold well. Publisher
Edward Bentley considered biographies and autobiographies
to be as important to his lists as fiction [37]. They were
often seen as deliberately exemplary, as providing models
by which others might live, or reflect on their places in
society. Harriet Martineau wrote, in the preface to her

Autobiography, that

From my youth upwards I have felt that it

was one of the duties of my life to write

my autobiography. I have always enjoyed,

and derived profit from, reading those of

other persons, from the most meagre to

the fullest [38]
Revealingly, Martineau goes on to say that she does not
think letters, as being truly private, should be published.
Read in conjunction, both forms provide an immediate point
of access to the ideological formation of the individual in
a literate society; and, more importantly, show the
continuities among the various literary forms which were
available in mid-Victorian literary culture, both in their
personal and wider concerns and in their very style of
writing. The contents of letters, diaries, autobiographies
and memoirs provide, therefore, the only conceivable
starting point for an investigation of the ideological role
of a literary culture; the beginning of an exploration of
the 'Problem of Literature and History' in this period
surely starts here. Such forms of writing represent the

starting point, the common grounding of the whole society's

literacy; it was the letter (and not the novel, or even the
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religious tract) which was the most common form of literary
production.

Not surprisingly, the domestic is the major focus of
such records. The family, and its reproduction through
marriage, are constantly observed and commented upon. But
these are not seen as merely personal, or abstractable, but
as the concern of society as a whole, and society's moral
strictures on the marriage system are observed, commented
on, reinforced or challenged 1in private literary work.
Marriage, of course, had to be with the correct spouse -
preferably with a financial and social superior, but at
least with an equal, or one whose wealth or nobility alone
was marked enough to compensate for the absence of the
other quality. Louisa Bowater (later Lady Knightley), for
instance, wrote in her diary that she wished to marry
someone she could love; her parents were insistent that she
should not marry beneath her station. 1In June, 1864, a
Captain B-- proposed to her and was rejected. Louisa
reflected in her diary that "Even if Mama approved -~ and
she is strongly averse to the 1idea of marriage with an
officer in a marching regiment - I do not think my decision
ought to have been otherwise” [39]. (Presumably a cavalry
of ficer would have been at least potentially acceptable for
this general's daughter). Later in the year, Louisa
reflected on a public marriage scandal:

We were all of us electrified by the news
of Lady Florence Paget's marriage, last
Saturday, to Lord Hastings. If a shell
had exploded 1in the midst of London
society, it could hardly have astonished
it more than this. For it is not a month
since the town rang with the news of her
engagement to Mr. Chaplin...It appears

that she was at the Opera on Friday night
with Mr. Chaplin, and on Saturday morning
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walked through Marshall & Snelgrove's
shop, stepped into Captain Granville's
brougham, and drove off to church to be
married. I don't envy the feelings of any
of the trio. Even Captain B- must feel
that his fate, trying as it 1is, 1is
infinitely preferable to either that of
Mr. Chaplin or Mr. Heneage, who three
days before his marriage with Lady Adela
Hare discovered that it was his money,
not himself, she cared for. Poor Lady
Florence, hers is indeed a sad story, and
not yet all told, I doubt. [40]

Similarly, Kate Stanley, later Lady Amberley, whose
diary also records and comments on many marriages, made the
following observations in June 1866:

"At 5 Lady Rose Fane came down with her
fiancee Mr. Wiegall (the painter) and
Mrs. T. Hughes as chaperon. Mr. W. did
not seem to me in love with her, but 1
think has done it for rank and position.
She fell in 1love with him Dbecause he
painted her picture and made her quite
pretty by putting a paper knife to her
mouth and so hiding those hideous teeth"
[41].

A later concern over marriage in the Amberley papers
directly involved one of its most important social aspects,
the inheritance of the family name and its concomitant rank
and wealth. Kate Stanley's elder brother, quite possibly
the only Victorian aristocrat to have embraced Islam, came
into his inheritance in June 1869. The rest of the family
were most concerned, not so much at the prospect of a
Muslim Lord of the Manor, but more especially as he brought
with him on his return to England a Spanish wife whom none
of the family as yet knew but who might well become the
mother of future Lords Stanley. Kate wrote to her mother on
August 22, 1869, "The worst part of your letter is the
suspicion that she is not respectable and that he never

married her according to English law. I hope he will do so

at once" [42]. The family's enquiries, led by Lyulph

70



Stanley (who stood to inherit if his elder brother had no
heir, and eventually did so), proved that the marriage had
been legal, and that the woman was, by their 1lights,
respectable; thus the reproduction of the family, and 1its
place and status within English society, was assured [43].

The problems of marriage were by no means interesting
only to women. The following is an extract from a letter
written in November 1862 by Sir William Hardman:

"Skittles" has bolted with a married man,

of good family. His name 1is Aubrey de

Vere Beauclerk...This wretched fool has

left a charming wife, and, I Dbelieve,

young children. He has four thousand

pounds a year, which will be even as

fourpence halfpenny to such a woman. His

little wife sits meekly at home, and

waits his return [44].
Hardman goes on to mention that the same Beauclerk had
previously jilted a fiancee on the supposed day of their
wedding, for which he had been beaten up at the door of his
club by the fiancee's 16 year o0ld Dbrother [45]; the
"charming wife" of the present instance eventually sued her
husband for divorce [46]. Hardman's correspondence is full
of such stories, displaying concern for the maintenance of
the basic domestic unit as of primary importance; he sided
with Charles Dickens's wife when Dickens left her, for
instance [47].

Such personal documents, then, the most widely
practised forms of literary production, include many
comments on the basic mode of soclial reproduction,
marriage, and the close social and economic boundaries
within which that institution was controlled. They also

often concern themselves with society in a slightly wider

sense: with social membership, with eligibility, with who
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is or is not to be visited or invited to visit, and thereby
accepted as a member of Society. George Eliot, for example,
presented something of a problem; she was often tabooed as
a member of society, even while her works were widely read
and admired, because of the nature of her relationship with
G.H.Lewes. Friends and acquaintances were often in a
dilemma as to the correct mode of behaviour in this
circumstance. Charles Eliot Norton wrote to George William
Curtis on 29th January, 1869, a propos of an invitation
from Lewes, who had asked him to call on himself and George
Eliot,

saying that she never made calls herself,
but was always at home on Sunday
afternoons...she 1is not received in
general society, and the women who visit
her are either so emancipee as not to
mind what the world says about them, or
have no social position to maintain.
Lewes dines out a good deal, and some of
the men with whom he dines go without
their wives to his house on Sundays. No
one whom I have heard speak, speaks 1in
other than terms of respect of Mrs.Lewes,
but the common feeling is that it will
not do for society to condone so flagrant
a breach as hers of a convention and a
sentiment (to use no stronger term) on

which morality greatly relies for
support. I suspect society 1is right in
this. [48].

Invitations could also be turned down because the
other guests, rather than the hosts, were considered
unsuitable. Kate Stanley wrote to Lyulph Stanley on 16th
November 1860,

"Lady de Tabley pressed us very mnmuch
indeed to go over there to a dance this
evening but Mama declined as we could not
all go & 1it would have been dull to
separate. Lady Egerton had a rival dance
as Lady de T did not invite her party
over as Nelly told us it was quite
impossible, there were such horrid people
& Lady de T said 'fancy, Lady E has 9 men
6 of whom were blackballed at every club
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in London! ‘' " [49].

Dancing with men who had been blackballed would never
do, especially as the whole point of such meetings was
courtship. Dances, parties and balls were important events
entry to which, like entry to clubs, was of 1itself an
indicator of social position: as Kate Stanley's remarks
indicate, they were two parts of a system designed to
restrict social membership and therefore the possibilities
of social extension through marriage. The formal rituals of
this circle, the Season, including as its highpoint
presentations at Court, were paralleled both in London and
County society by many smaller circles of dining and
dancing events. All were to a certain extent part of the
marriage market; and for many young, unmarried women, balls
and parties were high points: their 1letters and diaries
record the events, the small talk, their dancing partners
and their social rank, often with great relish. Here are
two short remarks on social occasions made by the young
Anne Thackeray: in 1857,

Home at four o'clock this morning from
Woolwich Ball. Very pretty, Dbut somehow
it wasn't quite up to my ideal. Should
like to go to a ball three times a week
[50].
and in 1859,
Rotten Row with Amy in the afternoon.
Somebody on a white pony came up to us.
It was Arthur Prinsep 1looking 1like a
little knight out of Spenser with violets
in his buttonhole...Everything
delightfully glittering and 1life-full,
ladies horses, spring sunshine. [51].
To attend parties was a mark of social status; it was

equally important to give them. Mary Jeune married on 15th

August, 1871, Colonel Stanley, second son of Lord Stanley
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of Alderley. They settled in a house in Wimpole Street.

Mary later wrote in her autobiography
Though it was not a small house, we lived
more simply in those days, requiring few
servants, while those we had did a great
deal more work than servants of to-day. A
cook, a house-maid, a parlour-maid,
sufficed for our wants, and though we
lived quietly, we were still able, with
even our small household, to give 1little
dinners [52].

Dinner parties, riding in the Row of an afternoon,
balls and dinners were all constructed around the primary
focus of what contemporary commentators called the marriage
market. All such events were used for the pairing off of
socially and/or economically desirable partners, often to
the considerable resentment of men, who felt - quite
rightly -~ that such events were set up primarily in order
to entrap them [53]. The marriage market was largely
controlled by women. It was Lord Amberley's mother who
decreed that he and Kate Stanley should not see each other
for six months before finally deciding whether or not to
marry; this on the grounds not of social or economic
unsuitability but that they were too young to rush into it
[54]. Parties, balls, and so on also, however, played a
part in the masculine power games of politics. They were
often politically important. And here women also played a
role, the only one they were openly allowed to play 1in
politics: that of political hostess.

The outstanding political hostess of the early 1850s
was of course Lady Palmerston. To be invited to one of her
parties was a real mark of social acceptance by the Whigs

(or Liberals). The parties were as importantly a great

attraction. When Eliza Wilson was betrothed to Walter
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Bagehot, the couple decided that her role in married 1life
was to be domestic support to her career-active husband,
and that she would therefore give up attending, by herself,
such social occasions as Lady Palmerston's parties. 1In
February 1858 Eliza paid a last visit to a Lady Palmerston
party, "as a formal parting with the great world" [55].
(Bagehot himself did not give up hunting, and the couple
were well-known entertainers themselves; this decision was
not taken on the grounds of poverty, but of domestic
ideology [56]). But the primary purpose of the events was
the bestowal (or seeking) of political approval (or
support). Lady St. Helier recalled that

Mr. Abraham Hayward, chief of the staff,

kept her informed of everybody who came

to London and ought to be invited to her

house, whose political support was worth

having, and whose claims must not Dbe

overlooked, and undoubtedly Lady

Palmerston, by her social gifts, was a

very great assistance to her husband 1in

his political life [57].

Female diarists and letter writers were well aware of
their role as women in this society, and were often acutely
aware of the restrictions on them, wrote about their
situation, and tried actively to improve their lot in 1life
and that of their fellow women in other social stations.
Feeling left out of most politics, they could yet play
their part in organising new outlets for women - supporting
the Married Women's Property Bill, or the idea and then the
reality of Girton College, as did George Eliot among others
[58]; arguing with men about the inherent abilities of men
and women over the dinner table, as did Anne Thackeray

Ritchie [59]; supporting working women's organisations, as

did Lady Knightley [60]; and often simply writing of their

75



problems as women [61].

Yet they were also aware, and often proud, of their
importance as supporters of the system, its controlled
reproduction through marriage and the admission of new
talent and new wealth to Society. Here one of the major
turning points was the 1867 Reform Act, a long-term result
of which was to increase the numbers of people in Society.
This can be seen through the eyes of Society hostesses.
Lady Dorothy Nevill, for instance, reminisced in her
memoirs, published in 1906, about the difference between
society as she saw it at that time and as she had seen it
in the 1860s, "as it used to be - a somewhat exclusive body
of people, all of them distinguished either for their rank,
their intellect, or their wit...wealth has usurped the
place formerly held by wit and 1learning”" [62]. Another
hostess, Lady St. Helier, was qulite clear as to the
mechanism by which the broadening of Society to include the
plutocracy had occurred. This was the democratisation of
politics after 1867, including the extension of membership
among both Liberal and Conservative parties [63], and the
rise of a more coherent Irish national party. In Lady St.
Helier's words, the 1867 Act led to a "new cosmopolitanism
in English Society" [64]. This was especially noticeable in
the parties given by Lady Waldegrave, who had assumed the
mantle of Lady Palmerston and become leading Liberal
hostess; she welcomed actors, doctors, writers and painters
to her parties in numbers as substantial as those of the
old order. High Church adherents, agnostics and socialists
met in her company and tacitly agreed not to shout each

other down [65], the result being according to Lady St.
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Helier quite a success: "It seemed somewhat audacious, when
society was nore or less in the melting pot, to attempt to
get the very different elements simmering in it to melt;
the experiment appeared audacious, but after the first
plunge the rest was easily accomplished" [66].

The concerns of male 1letter writers, diarists and
autobiographers are similar in many ways, offering insights
into the points of contact between personal, cultural and
political areas. They tend to emphasise sporting occasions
rather than parties or balls; their social world includes
the club and the common room as well as the drawing room;
but the same concern for social status and continuity is
also present. The problem of social status was often
phrased in such terms as 'Is he a gentleman?' or 'Is she a
lady?'. The rector of Clyro, a Mr. Venables, wrote to his
brother on 10th November 1864, "I have got a young fellow
here named Kilvert about the curacy and I Dbelieve it 1is
settled. He seems to be a gentleman and I like what I have
seen"; William Hardman often wrote on this question, with
for example the sardonic comment "Gladstone has too much of
the northern accent to be strictly gentlemanly" [67]. These
terms themselves, however, must not be taken to imply that
there was some fixed reference point according to whose
criteria questions of gentle status could be answered once
for all. Such questions were not factual but ideological;
and ideologies, as discussed in Chapter Two, are not
unchanging reference standards but flexible systems
constructed in debate. A good enough illustration may be
taken from the journal of Lord Amberley; on June 3rd, 1862,

while at Oxford, he noted that

77



Kirby the don was being discussed in a
very unkind tone by Macneill and Everett,

& after they had observed that he was not
a gentleman, though he tried to be one,
S. said we had better drop the
conversation, Kirby was a friend of his
etc. I would have said more to the same
effect, but the subject dropped. I think
I never felt so proud of my friend
before. [68].

The notion of gentlemanliness was not confined to the
centres of traditional education; it was fought for in
other areas. Darwin, for instance, once returned from a
meeting of the Zoological Society rather more concerned as
to the conduct, than the substance, of the debate: "I went
the other evening to the Zoological Society, where the
speakers were snarling at each other in a manner anything
but like that of gentlemen" [69], he wrote, in a letter
which makes no mention of the subject under discussion.
Darwin, a 'traditional' gentleman (i.e. born into County
Society, the inheritor of a considerable personal fortune,
and who therefore did not have to work for a 1living) as
well as a sclientist, was concerned lest science be carried
on in an ‘'ungentlemanly' manner. He was fighting for the
integration of the new science with the older ideological
and cultural values. (This point will be discussed at
length in Chapter Four).

Private writings such as letters, diaries and memoirs
are not merely personal, then, but social documents,
showing the extent to which even the most basic forms of
literary production played an active role in the production
of cultural behaviour through ideological debate - and in
the case of memoirs and autobiographies, in producing

history, the imposition of coherent viewpoints on the past.

In all cases they are in some sense a comment on 'the way
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we live now', and an invitation to join with the writer's
perception of things. But these forms, letters, diaries and
autobiographies, were only a part of mid-Victorian literary
culture as a whole. As they themselves indicate; whether
written by men or women, scientists or parsons, literary or
sporting or social figures, all are full of references to
reading matter: to the various forms of the printed word.
Most are to two forms very closely related at this time:
the periodical press and the novel.

This is the second important point to be made in this

Chapter. The literate Victorians wrote about the world and

their places in it; and they also read about the same, in
the press, the novel and other publications. To take a few

examples: George Eliot read Darwin's Origin of Species in

December 1859, a few months after the book's publication;
she found it an example of intellectual honesty and
clarity, though ill written [70]. Darwin, meanwhile, had
been reading George Eliot; he wrote to Theodore Hooker on
18th April, 1860: "I am glad you like Adam Bede so much. I
was charmed with it" [71]. Naturally, both Darwin and Eliot
read widely in the periodical press, which they also wrote
for, as did many other women and men of letters [72]. But
the periodical press was not only for the professional or
semi-professional writer; it was for readers, many of whose
literary production was confined to the letters or diaries

discussed above. Kate Stanley lent her copy of Macmillans's

Magazine for October 1860 to the de Tabley family [73]. She

was also a reqular reader of the Westminster Review, Good

Words, and the Cornhill Magazine. Her husband contributed

to the North British Review and to the Fortnightly Review
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society women, leading scientists, leading poets, all read
novels. Darwin specifically exempted the novel from his
list of those types of art, poetry and music he could no
longer tolerate in middle age [82]. Only George Eliot seems
to have read fewer novels, as she grew older, as a matter
of conscious choice [83].

The next two Chapters will discuss examples of this
reading matter in detail; it remains here to summarise
findings so far, and to relate them to the concerns of
Chapter Two. The historians' view of the period is
essentially one of quiet or of balance; it has Dbeen
suggested here that the explanation for this wusing the
notion of ‘equipoise' 1is more wuseful than the model
sometimes put forward of middle class domination. The
central concern of Chapter Two was to advance a view of
culture, of accepted group values and behaviours, as being
constructed through ideologies, strands of thought which
address individual people as members of cultural groups. In
looking at the 1institution of literacy, and 1its most
important basic components, the letter and the diary, we
have seen one of the ways 1in which this system worked.
Grounded in the personal and the domestic, letters were
also a primary means of socialisation, enabling their
writers and readers to extend their wverbal ability to
explore the values and accepted behaviours of their world.
Not surprisingly, therefore, we have seen that letters are
a centre of the personal/public interaction in which
culture was made. Disraeli asking about precedence; Kate
Stanley reflecting on a possible scandalous marriage in the

family; Darwin complaining that some of his fellow
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scientists were not behaving as 'gentlemen’'; all these are
examples of this personal 1literary form acting as a
purveyor of social values. The personal letter was closely
bound up with the reproduction of upper and middle class
society.

At a personal level, then, writing and reading were
ideological weapons, carriers of opinion and/or consensus.
But there was more to the literary culture than letters and
diaries; the novel and the periodical press were two forms
also widely read, consulted, and mentioned 1in private
correspondence. It 1is now proposed to examine the
relationships between these various forms of literary
production; in widening the context for study of the novel,
it is hoped to provide a rather 'thicker description' of
the novel and its place in literary culture and in the
history of ideology than might otherwise have been the
case. Middle class literacy and the letter are a most
important part of the context; but it is in their
relationship with the printed word that we can see the
ideologies cohere in public form, producing public opinion,
action, and reaction. It 1is to these two forms, the
periodical press and the novel, also addressed to the
personal, and continuous with the world of private letters,
that we now turn to examine the way in which culture was

made and remade.
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Chapter Four.

Mid-Victorian Literary Culture.

The learning of reading and writing were centred in the
home. The most widely practised forms of literary
production, letters and diaries, were also centred 1in the
home, and were primarily of 'domestic' concern. The most
widely read form of the printed word, the periodical
magazines and novels, were sent to the home, either from
sellers or from the circulating libraries; and it can Dbe
argued that the primary focus of the novel was itself
'domestic' at this time. It is the object of the following
three Chapters to explore the contact of the domestic world
with the public world, and to examine the ways in which the
two interacted. This will be done by comparing the private
literacy of the letter and the diary, discussed in the
previous Chapter, with the public literature of the
generally available novels, the political writings of the
time, and the more abstract 'scientific' analyses of
society which, together, formed the whole of the literary
culture.

There was more to reading, and more available as
reading matter, than books. Newspapers and weekly, monthly
or quarterly periodicals formed the most widely available
corpus of printed words in mid-Victorian Britain. A large
number of these were intended for the middle and upper
classes: books were also, wusually, addressed to this
audience. This is one of the few definitions of readership

which can be offered. It 1is important to remember that
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English society did not as yet suffer from the division of
sciences and humanities identified by C.P.Snow as "two
cultures" [1]: English 1literary culture had very wide
boundaries of knowledge. Admittedly these were organised in
agreed disciplines of subject and form of writing.
Religion, travel, the natural sciences, the arts, poetry
both 1lyric and narrative, and the novel, were all
distinctive literary genres, some with their own taxonomy
of sub-genres; as for example within religious works, there
were full-length volumes, collections of essays and
sermons, religious verse, and tracts. The connection of all
these genres and subjects - rather than their uniqueness -
was clear to the contemporary readers, if not to later
audiences.

The gquestions of authorship and audience are as
important as those of genre and subject. The analyses of
Altick and others have shown that most, whether occasional
contributors to magazines or professional journalists
and/or novelists, were from the middle and upper classes.

Of the nineteenth-century writers mentioned in The Concise

Cambridge Bibliography of English Literature 16 were from

the aristocracy and upper middle classes, 62 from
professional and business backgrounds, 15 from lower middle
class (shopkeeper, clerk, schoolteacher, artisan)
backgrounds, and 9 from the working class, including small
farmers and labourers (these definitions are by the
position of the writer's father) [2]. Similar figures apply
to writers of all kinds: and there were many of them. The

Wellesley Index to Victorian Periodicals, when complete,

will list some 12,000 contributors, to only 47 of the many
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hundreds of magazines [3]. Not all contributed at the same
level: professional writers like G.H. Lewes were involved
full~-time, where others like Sir Francis Doyle had the
occasional poem published, and Lord Amberley the occasional
article [4]. The point is that writing for print, like the
private literary production discussed in Chapter Three, was
an activity shared among a very wide cross-section of the

upper and middle classes. It was their 1literary culture,

not that imposed on them by a few professionals.

Similarly, the audience for much of this 1literature
was assumed to be upper and middle class. This is certainly
sO in the case of the two most quantatively important forms
of publication (apart from the ephemeral religious tracts),
the newspapers and periodical magazines and the novel. Two
short studies have explored this aspect of literary
production. Darko Suvin, in his recent article 'The Social
Addressees of Victorian Fiction: a Preliminary Enquiry'
[5], claims that throughout the period 1867-1900 the
addressees of new fiction published in book form were those
(middle and upper class) people having a yearly
personal/family income of over one hundred pounds per
annum. These comprised, according to Suvin, "from one
twelfth to one eighth of the population of Britain as a
whole in the second half of the nineteenth century, and
expanded in absolute numbers from one to two million income
earners and their families" [6]. New fiction in book form
was aimed, Suvin suggests, at a particular income group as

much as at any particular cultural group; in other words,

it was aimed at clerks, teachers and even domestic servants

as much as at 'ladies' and ‘'gentlemen'. It was guite
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specifically not aimed at working c¢lass people. Many of
these could not afford to buy or hire new novels; and when
they did read, they read other things, as the contents of
working class autobiographies indicate [7]. So new fiction
was aimed at a wide audience, at a very widely defined
middle class, as well as at the traditional ruling class.

Suvin's estimate of the type of audience for new
fiction agrees with the conclusion reached in Alvar
Ellegard's paper, 'The Readership of the Periodical Press
in Mid-Victorian Britain' [8]. Considering newspapers, as
well as periodicals and reviews, Ellegard concludes that
all were implicitly addressed to one section or other of
the middle and upper classes; most had as primary
addressees a particular religious, political or other
sub-group within those classes. His paper ends with a
directory of many of the more important newspapers and
magazines which attempts to categorize each by reference to
its potential audience. Ellegard's work is based on these
cultural groupings, rather than on the economic categories
used by Suvin, but 1is nevertheless comparable in its
estimates; both Suvin and Ellegard confirm the more
fragmentary remarks on the topic of readership made by such
as Williams and Cox [9].

The two forms considered by Suvin and Ellegard were of
course closely connected. The periodicals wusually carried
serialised novels, which were often published in book form
towards the end of their run 1in a magazine. Periodicals
also carried reviews of specific novels, of the novels of
specific authors, of specific genres within the form such

as the sensation novel, and of the form itself [10]. This
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applies to almost all the periodical press; all except the

quarterly reviews and some of the religious magazines
published serial fiction, and all but the same religious
magazines published reviews of novels. The highbrow

Fortnightly Review was not above the publication of serial

fiction; while even the nonconformist magazine Good Words

carried fictions of an 'improving nature'. It would seem
reasonable to assume, therefore, that there was more to
this consistent publishing pattern than the mere (if
correct) assumption on the part of editors and publishers
that such a practice would increase sales; this assumption
itself has to Dbe explained. The novel, a somewhat
disreputable form in the early nineteenth century, was now
to be found rubbing shoulders with the writings of John
Stuart Mill, Walter Bagehot, E.A. Freeman and others in the

Fortnightly Review, and with the earnest moral promptings

of Dr. Norman Macleod, Dean Alford, Dr. Thomas Guthrie and

others in Good Words. The relationship between fiction and

the periodical press will be explored first in general, and
then, in Chapters Five and Six, with reference to specific

periodicals.

The periodical press was a continuously important part
of nineteenth century literary culture. The great quarterly

reviews, the Edinburgh Review, the Quarterly Review and the

Westminster Review, had been supplemented during the

century both by monthly magazines such as Fraser's Magazine

and Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, and by weekly magazines
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such as The Athenaeum and The Spectator. There was a

continuous expansion in the number of magazines available
at any one time throughout the century, with the most
marked increase in new appearances, very significantly, in
the years 1850-1870, and a decline in new appearances after
1880 [11]. The content of these periodicals remained
remarkably stable throughout the century; it also remained
surprisingly uniform across the different types of
periodical. Apart from leading articles and political
commentaries, usually written from an avowed political
standpoint, almost all these magazines carried articles on
history, biography, geography, theology, science and what
we would now call 'the arts'. There were several notable
changes 1in format, three in particular occurring in
mid-century. There was firstly a tendency for the review
article as such - i.e. an article whose ostensible purpose
was to review a recently published book or books - to
disappear in favour of articles denerated by specific
topics. The genre thereby became more apparently
self-sufficient, an authority on 1life's problems itself
rather than a reference point to outside authority.
Secondly, there was an increasing use of signed articles,
challenging and eventually almost replacing the collective
anonymity of the early-century reviews. This challenge was

led by the Athenaeum and the Fortnightly Review [12].

Thirdly, there was a major change in the attitude taken by
the reviews towards fiction. These three changes - all
becoming noticeable in the period 1850-1880 - prompt some
preliminary suggestions as to the role of the periodicals

in mid-vVictorian society.
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The number of periodicals available can perhaps best be
explained by considering the number of sub-groups within
literate society. There were for example many different
religious groupings; there were also different educational
levels (it is always worth remembering, when considering
society at this time, that the great expansion of the
public school system we tend to think of as essentially
Victorian did not really get under way until late in the
century; also that Oxford and Cambridge Universities were
still Anglican institutions, and seen as such, before the
University Tests Act of 1871. So the education system in
its most obvious, institutionalised form was less useful as
a means of constructing class coherence than it has since
become [13]). Certain types of information had to be
presented in slightly different ways to these different
social groups according to their educational standing,
their political and religious beliefs [14]. Above all,
there was a need for information about the world which
increased as the number of power levels within society, and
the number of people operating at each level, increased.
The periodical press was a most useful means of the
dissemination of such information. The editors of a recent

and valuable symposium of essays on The Victorian

Periodical Press [15] summarise this point:

The press, 1in all its manifestations,
became during the Victorian period the
context within which people 1lived and
worked and thought, and from which they
derived their (in most cases quite new)
sense of the outside world [16].

The first essay 1in this collection, the late W.E.
Houghton's consideration of 'Periodical Literature and the

Articulate Classes' [17], identifies the groups for whom
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such information was vital. Referring to an essay by Walter

Bagehot, which first appeared in the National Review for

October 1855, Houghton explains that there was an obvious
need for quickly and easily digestible summaries of
information, both because a) the flow of information was by
then too great for anyone to digest at the scholarly level;
and b) there was a large, and growing, "half-educated"
class who needed such easily digestible information because
they were incapable of understanding more detailed work. As
Bagehot put it, "It is indeed a peculiarity of our times,
that we must instruct so many persons"; revealingly, the
people he thought most needed teaching were, according to
Houghton,
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