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CONTEXT:
Aims, Audience, Structure

no is Terry Eagleton?

hen was the chapter written/published?

nat does this tell you?

no is the paper aimed at? How do you know?

nere is it set?

nat is the purpose of the chapter?

How has Eagleton structured the chapter?

What evidence is he using to support the argument he is making?
Having read the chapter, what do you now know about culture
that you did not know before?

S === ==

% Prifysgol Cymru
% Y Drindod Dewi Sant

¢ University of Wales
Trinity Saint David



CONTEXT:
Aims, Audience, Structure

® Who is Terry Eagleton?
® \When was the chapter written/published?
What does this tell you?

Eagleton, Terry. 'Versions of Culture.'
Chap. 1 In The Idea of Culture, 1-31.
Oxford: Blackwell, 2000.

Published in 2000 (when he was 57 years old)
when he was the Thomas Warton Professor of

English Literature at the University of Oxford
(1992-2001).

The Idea of Culture

Terry Eagleton

Born 22 February, 1943. This makes him 78
years old in 2021. He grew up in a working
class Irish Catholic family in Salford, in the
north-west of Lancashire.

He is a British literary theorist, critic, and
public intellectual. His thinking is

influenced by Marxism and by Christian
faith.

He is currently Distinguished Professor of
English Literature at Lancaster University.
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Who is the paper aimed at? How do you know?
Where is it set?

What is the purpose of the chapter?

® How has Eagleton structured the chapter?

® What evidence is he using to support the
argument he is making?

® Having read the chapter, what do you now know
about culture that you did not know before?




Structure of the article

Introduces the topic with a definition of the word
‘Culture’ and its etymology.

Why does he do this?

1
[ Versions of Culture ]

‘Culture’ is said to be one of the two or three most complex words in
the English language, and the term which is sometimes considered to
be its opposite — nature — is commonly awarded the accolade of being
the most complex of all. Yet though it is fashionable these days to see
nature as a derivative of culture, culture, etymologically speaking, is a
concept derived from nature. One of its original meanings 15 ‘hus-
Pandry’, or the tending of natural growth. The same is true of our
words for law and justice, as well as of terms like ‘capital’, ‘stock’,
‘pecuniary’ and ‘sterling’. The word ‘coulter’, which is a cognate of
‘culture’, means the blade of a ploughshare. We derive our word for
the finest of human activities from labour and agriculture, crops and
cultivation. Francis Bacon writes of ‘the culture and manurance of
minds’, in a suggestive hesitancy between dung and mental distinc-
tion. ‘Culture’ here means an activity, and it was a long time before
the Word came to demote an entity. Even then, 1t was probably not

ol Matthew Arnold that the word dropped such adjectives as ‘moral’
and ‘intellectual’ and came to be just ‘culture’, an abstraction in itself,

Etymologically speaking, then, the now-popular phrase ‘cultural
materialism’ is something of a tautology. ‘Culture’ at first denoted a
thoroughly material process, which was then metaphorically trans-
posed to affairs of the spirit. The word thus charts within its semantic
unfolding humanity’s own historic shift from rural to urban existence,

pig—fanningmasso, tilling the soil to splitting the atom. In Marxist
parlance, it brings together both base and superstructure in a single




® Discusses key
philosophical issues:

How does he build on
his initial definition of
the word ‘culture’?

Versions of Culture

notion. Perhaps behind the pleasure we are supposed to take in ‘cul-
tivated’ people lurks a race-memory of drought and famine. But the
semantic shift is also paradoxical: it is the urban dwellers who are
‘cultivated’, and those who actually live by tilling the soil who are
not. Those who cultivate the land are less able to cultivate themselves.
Agriculture leaves no leisure for culture.

The Latin root of the word ‘culture’ is colere, which can mean any-
thing from cultivating and inhabiting to worshipping and protecting.
Its meaning as ‘inhabit’ has evolved from the Latin colonus to the con-
temporary ‘colonialism’, so that titles like Culture and Colonialism are,
once again, mildly tautological. But colere also ends up via the Latin
cultus as the religious term ‘cult’, Just as the idea of culture itselfin the
modern age comes to substitute itself for a fading sense of divinity and
transcendence. Cultural truths — whether high art or the traditions of
a people — are sometimes sacred ones, to be protected and revered.
Culture, then, inherits the imposing mantle of religious authority, but
also has uneasy affinities with occupation and invasion; and it is be-
tween these two poles, positive and negative, that the concept is cur-
rently pitched. It is one of those rare ideas which have been as integral
to the political left as they are vital to the political right, and its social
history is thus exceptionally tangled and ambivalent.

If the word ‘culture’ traces a momentous historical transition, it also
cncodes a number of key philosophical Tssues. Withim this STAgIE Ter,
questions of freedom an eterminism, agency and endurance, ¢ nge

and identity, the given and the created, come dimly mnto focus. If
culture means the active tending of natural growth, then it suggests a
lalectic between the artificial and the natural, WHit We d6 5 the
world and what the world does to us, It s an episternologically “realist
notion, since it implies that there 1s 4 NAtUre Of 1A% material beyond
ourselves; but it also has a ‘constructivist’ dimension, since this raw
material must be worked up into humanly significant shape. So it is
less a matter of deconstructing the opposition between culture and
nature than of recognizing that the term ‘culture’ is already such a
deconstruction.
In a further dialectical turn, the cultural means we use to transform

2

Versions of Culture

nature are themselves derived from it. The poinF is made rather more
poetically by Polixenes in Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale:

Yet nature is made better by no mean

But nature makes that mean; so over that art,
Which you say adds to nature, is an art

That nature makes . . . This is an art

Which does mend nature — change it rather, but

The art itself is nature. ‘
(Act IV, sc. iv)

Nature produces culture which changes nature: itisa ﬁ@ar mo?f of
the so-called Last Comedies, which see culture as the _med.u..lm of na-
ture’s constant self-refashioning. If Ariel in The Temipest is all airy agency
and Caliban all earthy inertia, a more dialectical mterpla:y of cult'ure
and nature can be found in Gonzalo’s description of Ferdinand swim-

ming from the wrecked ship:

Sir, he may live;

I saw him beat the surges under him,

And ride upon their backs; he trod the water,
Whose enmity he flung aside, and brea‘sted

The surge most swoln that met him; his bold head
"Bove the contentious waves he kept, and oared
Himself with his good arms in lusty stroke

th’ shore . . . _
e (Act 11, sc. i)

Swimming is an apt image of the intf:rplay in‘qges.tion, sil.-;ce t}l';e swim-
mer actively creates the current which susta.msllum, lc:»lymg :1 e Waves’
so they may return to buoy him up. ThlllS Ferdinand ‘beats the sl.ltg:;sl,l
only to ‘ride upon their backs’, treads, fhflgs, br?asts and.oars,an oceo_
which is by no means just pliable mateng] but contentous’, antahgiCh
nistic, recalcitrant to human shaping. But it is just this res1stam? W ‘
allows him to act upon it. Nature itself produces the means of its ow

r
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most exquisitely conscious products of human history, its more gen-
eral n‘nean.ing signalled exactly the opposite. With its resonance of
organic process and stealthy evolution, culture was a quasi-determin-
1st concept, meaning those features of social life — custom, kinship,
language, ritual, mythology — which choose us far more than we choose
them. Ironically, then, the idea of culture cut both above and below
ordinary social life, at once incomparably more conscious and consid-
erably less calculable. ‘Civilization’, by contrast, has a ring of agency
aljld awareness about it, an aura of rational projection and urban plan-
ning, as a collective project by which cities are wrested from swamps
and cathedrals raised to the skies. Part of the scandal of Marxism had
been to treat civilization as though it were culture — to write, in short
the history of humanity’s political unconscious, of those social proc-j
esses which, as Marx put it, go on ‘behind the backs’ of the agents
f:onccmed. As with Freud a little later, a finely civilized consciousness
is dislodged to reveal the hidden forces which put it in place. As one
reviewer of Capital commented to its author’s approval: ‘If in the
history of civilisation, the conscious elements play a part so subordi-
nate, then it is self-evident that a critical enquiry whose subject-
matter is civilisation, can, less than anything else, have for its basis any
form of, or any result of, consciousness’ 2
—Culture, then, is the unconscious verso of the recto of civilized Ii the

| taken-for-granted beliefs and predilections which must be dimly present
\"Tor s o be able to acta

- It1s ' what comes natur; Y, bred 111 the bone

rather than conceived By the brain. It 15 not surprising, then, that the
concept should have foUnd'sich a hospitable place in the study of ‘primi-
tive’ societies, which in the eyes of the anthropologist allowed their
Tnyths, rituals, kinship systems and ancestral traditions to do their think-
ing for them. They were a kind of South Sea island version of English
common law and the House of Lords, living in a Burkeian utopia in
which instinct, custom, piety and ancestral law worked all by them-
selves, without the meddling intervention of analytical reason. The ‘sav-
age mund’ thus had a particular importance for cultural modernism

which from T.S. Eliot’s fertility cults to Stravinsky’s rites of spring coulci
find in it a shadowy critique of Enlightenment rationality.

28
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One could even have one’s theoretical cake and eat it, finding in
these ‘primitive’ cultures both a critique of such rationality and a con-
firmation of it. If their supposedly concrete, sensuous habits of thought
offered a rebuke to the desiccated reason of the West, the unconscious
codes which governed that thought had all the exacting rigour of alge-
bra or linguistics. So it was that the structural anthropology of Claude
Lévi-Strauss could present such ‘primitives’ as both consolingly similar
to and exotically different from ourselves. If they thought in terms of
earth and moon, they did so with all the elegant complexity of nuclear
physics.?” Tradition and modermity could thus be agreeably harmo-
nized, a project which structuralism had inherited, unfinished, from
high modernism. The most avant-garde mentality thus turned full cir-
cle to meet up with the most archaic; indeed for some Romantic think-
ers it was only in this way that a dissolute Western culture could be
regenerated. Having reached a point of complex decadence, civiliza-
tion could refresh itself only at the fountain of culture, looking back-
ward in order to move forward. Modernism accordingly put time into
reverse gear, finding in the past an image of the future.

Structuralism was not the only branch of literary theory which could
trace some of its origins back to imperialism. Hermeneutics, behind
which lurks an anxious query as to whether the other is intelligible at
all, is hardly irrelevant to the project, and neither is psychoanalysis,
which unearths an atavistic subtext at the very roots of human con-
sciousness. Mythological or archetypal criticism does something of
the same, while post-structuralism, one of whose leading exponents
hails from a former French colony, calls into question what it sees as a
profoundly Eurocentric metaphysics. As for postmodern theory, noth-
ing could be less to its taste than the idea of a stable, pre-modern,
tightly unified culture, at the very thought of which it reaches for its
hybridity and open-endedness. But the post- and pre-moderm are more
akin than this would suggest. What they share in common is the high,
sometimes extravagant respect they accord to culture as such. In fact
one might claim that culture is a pre-modem and postmodern rather
than modern idea; if it flourishes in the era of modernity, it is largely
as a trace of the past or an anticipation of the future.

29
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What links pre-modern and postmodern orders is that for both,
though for quite different reasons, culture is a dominant level of social
life. If it bulks so large in traditional societies, it is because it is less a
‘level’ at all than a pervasive medium within which other kinds of
activity go on. Politics, sexuality and economic production are still
caught up to some extent in a symbolic order of meaning. As the
anthropologist Marshall Sahlins observes, in a smack at the Marxist
base/superstructure model, ‘In the tribal cultures, economy, polity,
ritual, and ideology do not appear as distinct “systems” . In the
postmodern world, culture and social life are once again closely allied,
but now in the shape of the aesthetics of the commodity, the
spectacularization of politics, the consumerism of life-style, the cen-
trality of the image, and the final integration of culture into commod-
ity production in general. Aesthetics, which began life as a term for
everyday perceptual experience and only later became specialized to
art, had now come full circle and rejoined its mundane origin, just as
two senses of culture — the arts and the common life — had now been

conflated in style, fashion, advertising, media and the like.

What happens in between is modernity, for which culture is not
the most vital of concepts. Indeed it is hard for us to think ourselves
back to a time when all of our own most fashionable buzz-words —
bodiliness, difference, locality, imagination, cultural identity — were seen as
the obstacles to an emancipatory politics, rather than its terms of ref-
erence. Culture for the Enlightenment meant, roughly speaking, those
regressive attachments which prevented us from entering upon our
citizenship of the world. It signified our sentiment for place, nostalgia
for tradition, preference for tribe, reverence for hierarchy. Difference
was largely a reactionary doctrine which denied the equality to which
all men and women were entitled. An assault on Reason in the name
of intuition or the wisdom of the body was a charter for mindless
prejudice. Imagination was a sickness of the mind which prevented us
from seeing the world as it was, and so of acting to transform it.- And
to deny Nature in the name of Culture was almost certainly to end up
on the wrong side of the barricades.

Culture, to be sure, still had its place; but as the modern age un-

30

Versz’orzs of Culture

folded, that place was either oppositional or. s.upplegentary. Egt\l::
culture became a rather toothless form of political cnu?u;, or 1.0 s
the protected area into which one cm_ﬂ@ siphon c?ft' z;..].'l o ;1 ‘ols.]e nlzoder,
tially disruptive energies, spiritual, artistic or erotlc,hir w. 1(‘; oy
nity could make less and less provision. This area, il mo; ofheiall
sacred spaces, was both venerated and ignored, centreb an el om;
Culture was no longer a description of what one was, but o ‘
might be or used to be. It was less a name for your own group that 10

] i rs, or, as the nineteenth century drew on, for

less sophisticated peoples living a long way off. Foi* cu:‘mr:ciltzi :lo;:ig;;
to describe social existence as ment y ofa ertain kind
of society. As Andrew Milner points out, "1t ’1’5 only in mo ledCd dus-
trial democracies that “culture” and “socu:ty. be;ome exclu od from
both politics and economics . . .‘modem society is ult;(?e:itlc.)fc;; i ;amc-
tinctively and unusually asocial, its CCOI,I,OI‘I]JC and po nui r]ed' e
teristically “normless” and “value-free”, HL s.hl;vr!t],[1 ;:gmt;i ena.tion Of
ion of culture thus rests on a peculiar. dern :
‘tﬁ?s;l;;oﬁ*om the economic, meaning ﬁ'OlTl material life. O?iy‘ (1:112_1
society whose everyday existence seems drfuned of vanllue 'cotlhis o
ture’ come to exclude material reproductl‘on; yet only 11;11 o am};
could the concept become a critique c?f that hfe.‘As Raymor'lt' Vilars
comments, culture emerges as a nc;:ion ﬁ'r?m the recognitio
ctical separation of certain mo : ‘ : .
thrz driven impetus of 2 new kind obf s.octlet:y’.r ';[}‘lk:sp ;1;:;:; Stl:)?r; :;Z_
ourt of human appeal, to be set ove ; prac-
Eii:lliso;acl judgement ... as a nﬁti.g.ating ax'ld l.ja]l);_ng alter;it;;e
Culture is thus symptomatic of a division vn'r}mfh ito e}r; tE o rercor tc;
As the sceptic remarked of psychoanalysis, it is itselt the

which it proposes a cure.

Raymond Williams was Eagleton’s
supervisor at Cambridge.

-
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Structure of the article

® Introduces the topic with a definition of the word
‘Culture’ and its etymology.
Why does he do this?

® Discusses key philosophical issues:
How does he build on his initial definition

of the word ‘culture’?

® Draws a conclusion to the chapter.

ASK QUESTIONS:

® (page 23): What does he mean by ‘Culture is not some vague fantasy
of fulfilment, but a set of potentials bred by history and
subversively at work within it’?

® (page 26): What does he mean by ‘the anthropological meaning of
culture’?
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Next week

PLATO’S TIMAEUS: 27-44

We will be focusing on Timaeus' discussion on how the origin of the cosmos,
particularly on how the World Soul was created.

You can access the LOEB edition through the UWTSD online library:
https://www-loebclassics-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/platophilosopher_
timaeus/1929/pb_LCL234.17.xml?rskey=8Y1f1b&result=1

OR there are two good versions if you wish to buy this:

* Plato, Timaeus, trans. R.G.Bury, Cambridge Mass., London: Harvard
University Press, 1931.

* Plato. Complete Works. Edited by John Cooper, M. Indiana: Hackett
Publishing Co. Inc., 1997.
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