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Chapter 3: The Birth of Cultural Studies

Cultural studies did not begin as a tidy academic discipline with a single
founder, a fixed method, and a settled definition. It was born from pressure:
pressure from working-class education, pressure from the expansion of mass
media, pressure from Marxist debates about capitalism and culture, pressure
from feminism and anti-racism, and pressure from people who refused to
accept that only elite art counted as “real culture.”

To understand the birth of cultural studies, we must therefore begin with a
conflict over the meaning of culture itself.

In earlier chapters, we defined culture as lived meaning, symbolic practice,
and contested power. This definition now becomes historical. It did not
simply appear. It emerged through arguments about literature, class,
education, industry, empire, race, gender, youth, media, and everyday life.
The field we now call cultural studies developed especially strongly in Britain
after the Second World War, but it drew on wider intellectual traditions,
including Marxism, literary criticism, sociology, history, feminism,
anti-colonial thought, and popular education.

The central question was simple but radical:
Whose culture matters?

Is culture only the property of educated elites? Is it found only in museums,
classical music, “great books,” and refined taste? Or is culture also present in
a worker’s speech, a family ritual, a football crowd, a youth style, a television
program, a street protest, a migrant memory, a women’s magazine, a reggae
sound system, or a neighborhood joke?

Cultural studies was born when scholars, teachers, activists, and students
began to answer: all of these are cultural. And all of them are connected to
power.

Before Cultural Studies: Culture as Civilization and
Moral Improvement

Before cultural studies, many influential British discussions of culture treated
it as something elevated above ordinary life. Culture was often associated
with refinement, moral cultivation, and the best artistic achievements of a
society.
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A key nineteenth-century example is Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy.
Arnold described culture as a pursuit of “sweetness and light,” meaning
moral and intellectual improvement through contact with what he saw as the
best that had been thought and said (Arnold, 1869). In this view, culture had
a civilizing function. It could rescue society from disorder, ignorance, and
vulgarity.

This way of thinking was not simply about art. It was also about social order.
If “culture” is defined as the possession of refined taste and formal
education, then some groups appear naturally more cultured than others.
The educated elite can present themselves as guardians of culture, while the
lives and pleasures of workers, migrants, women, colonized peoples, and the
poor may be treated as inferior, childish, or dangerous.

In the early twentieth century, F. R. Leavis also defended a strong distinction
between serious culture and mass culture. In Mass Civilisation and Minority
Culture, Leavis argued that industrial modernity and mass entertainment
threatened the quality of cultural life, and that a cultivated minority was
needed to preserve serious literary standards (Leavis, 1930). This approach
helped make literature a serious object of study, but it also carried a narrow
idea of cultural value. It often treated popular culture as decline rather than
as a field of meaning, pleasure, conflict, and social imagination.

Cultural studies did not simply reject Arnold or Leavis. It inherited from them
the belief that culture matters deeply. But it challenged their hierarchy. It
asked: Who decides what counts as “the best”? What happens when the
everyday cultural life of ordinary people is dismissed as uncultured? What
social power is hidden inside judgments of taste?

For example, imagine two students. One listens to classical violin music; the
other listens to local hip-hop. A narrow high-culture view may treat the first
student as more cultured. Cultural studies asks different questions. What
histories shaped each musical form? What identities and communities gather
around them? What forms of skill, memory, resistance, and pleasure do they
carry? Who has the authority to rank one above the other? This does not
mean every cultural object is identical in form or value. It means that value
itself must be studied as a social and historical process.

Working-Class Life as Cultural Knowledge

A major force in the birth of cultural studies was the serious study of
working-class life.
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The term working class refers broadly to people whose survival depends
primarily on selling their labor rather than owning significant productive
property. In industrial Britain, this included factory workers, miners, railway
workers, domestic workers, clerks, dockworkers, and many others. But class
is not only an economic category. It is also cultural. It shapes speech,
housing, schooling, food, humor, aspiration, bodily habits, political loyalties,
and ideas of respectability.

British cultural studies emerged in a society marked by class inequality,
industrial labor, postwar reconstruction, and the growth of consumer culture.
After the Second World War, Britain experienced changes in education,
welfare, media, housing, and consumption. These changes did not abolish
class inequality, but they changed its cultural forms. The old industrial
working class was being represented, managed, educated, and
commercialized in new ways. Cultural studies grew out of attempts to
understand these transformations (Dworkin, 1997; Turner, 2003).

Three early writers are especially important: Richard Hoggart, Raymond
Williams, and E. P. Thompson.

Richard Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy studied British working-class culture
and the effects of mass publications and entertainment on it (Hoggart, 1957).
Hoggart did not write as a detached outsider. He drew on his own
working-class background to describe everyday practices of speech, family,
neighborhood, reading, and popular pleasure. His work showed that
working-class culture had complexity, memory, dignity, and internal
distinctions. It was not merely a lack of elite culture.

For example, a local saying, a way of telling jokes, or a pattern of borrowing
money from neighbors may not appear in museums. But such practices can
organize trust, shame, pride, gender roles, and community boundaries.
Hoggart’s importance lies partly in showing that these ordinary forms
deserve interpretation.

Raymond Williams made an equally decisive contribution. In Culture and
Society, he traced how the word “culture” changed in response to
industrialization, democracy, class conflict, and modern social life (Williams,
1958). In The Long Revolution, he argued for a broad understanding of
culture as part of a democratic social process, including communication,
education, institutions, and everyday meanings (Williams, 1961). Williams’s
famous phrase “culture is ordinary” challenged the assumption that culture
belongs only to elites (Williams, 1958).
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Williams also introduced the important idea of a structure of feeling. This
term refers to the lived, emotional, not-yet-fully-formalized atmosphere of a
particular historical moment. A structure of feeling is not simply a stated
ideology or official belief. It is the felt sense of life: what seems exciting,
shameful, possible, old-fashioned, modern, frightening, or hopeful to people
living through a time.

For example, consider a generation growing up during rapid digital change.
They may not have a single shared political doctrine, but they may share
feelings of constant connection, anxiety about visibility, pressure to perform
identity online, and uncertainty about work. These feelings are cultural and
historical. Williams gives us a way to study them without reducing culture to
official institutions or written doctrines.

E. P Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class contributed
another crucial idea: class is not merely a fixed position in an economic
structure; it is made through historical experience, struggle, organization,
memory, and culture (Thompson, 1963). Thompson studied artisans, workers,
radicals, religious groups, and political movements to show how class
consciousness emerged over time. His title is important: the working class
was not simply “there”; it was made.

This matters for cultural studies because it teaches us to avoid treating social
groups as automatic. A group becomes a political force through shared
experiences, stories, institutions, songs, newspapers, meeting places,
defeats, and victories. A strike, for instance, is not only an economic action.
It is also cultural. Workers create slogans, songs, symbols, rituals of
solidarity, images of injustice, and memories of sacrifice. These meanings
help people recognize themselves as part of a collective.

Adult Education and the Democratic Meaning of
Learning

Another root of cultural studies was adult education. Adult education means
organized learning for adults outside the usual path of childhood schooling
and university training. In Britain, adult education often included workers’
education, evening classes, trade union education, and community-based
study. Several figures associated with early cultural studies were shaped by
this world, where teaching was not only about transmitting elite knowledge
but also about connecting learning to lived experience and democratic
participation (Dworkin, 1997; Turner, 2003).
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This background mattered deeply. In a traditional university model, the
teacher may appear as the owner of knowledge and the student as the
receiver. Adult education often challenged that model. Workers and adult
learners brought historical knowledge, practical intelligence, political
experience, and cultural memory into the classroom. The task was not simply
to “civilize” them by giving them elite culture. The task was to create a
dialogue between formal study and everyday life.

For example, a literature class for adult workers might read a
nineteenth-century novel about industrial society. A narrow approach would
ask only about literary style. A cultural studies approach would also ask: How
does this novel represent work, poverty, gender, respectability, and social
mobility? How might workers read it differently from elite readers? What
experiences do students bring that help interpret the text?

This democratic educational spirit is central to cultural studies. It does not
mean that all opinions are equally well-supported. Cultural studies still
requires evidence, careful reading, and historical knowledge. But it does
mean that ordinary experience can be a source of serious questions. It also
means that education can become emancipatory when learners begin to
understand how their lives are shaped by institutions, meanings, and power.

The Birmingham Centre: Cultural Studies Becomes a
Project

The most famous institutional birthplace of British cultural studies was the
Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, often called the Birmingham
Centre or CCCS. It was founded at the University of Birmingham in 1964,
with Richard Hoggart as its first director; Stuart Hall later became a central
figure and directed the Centre from 1968 (Turner, 2003).

An institution is an organized social structure that gives repeated shape to
activity: a school, court, family, church, media company, museum, university,
or state agency. The CCCS mattered because it gave cultural studies an
institutional home. But it was never simply a normal department with a
single method. It functioned more like a workshop for studying culture,
power, and social change.

The word contemporary in its title is important. The Centre studied modern
and current cultural forms: television, youth culture, newspapers, race,
policing, gender, education, and popular style. These were not always treated
as respectable academic subjects. Studying them seriously was itself a
challenge to older academic hierarchies.
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Stuart Hall later described cultural studies as a field formed through
interruption, debate, and political urgency rather than through a single
stable theory (Hall, 1992). This is one reason cultural studies can feel
different from older disciplines. It does not begin by saying, “Here is one
method that must be applied everywhere.” Instead, it asks, “What is
happening here? What forces meet in this situation? What concepts and
methods help us understand it responsibly?”

Hall also argued that British cultural studies developed through two major
intellectual paradigms: one associated with culture as lived experience,
especially in Williams and Thompson, and another associated with structural
analysis, especially Marxism and theories of ideology (Hall, 1980). A
paradigm is a broad framework that shapes how researchers ask questions
and interpret evidence. Cultural studies grew by moving between these
paradigms rather than choosing only one.

For example, if we study a youth fashion style, one paradigm asks: What does
this style mean to the young people who wear it? How does it express
experience, identity, pleasure, or frustration? Another paradigm asks: How is
the style shaped by capitalism, media industries, race, policing, gender
norms, and class inequality? Cultural studies tries to hold both questions
together.

Marxism and the Cultural Question

Marxism was another major source of cultural studies. At its simplest,
Marxism is a tradition of social theory and political critique rooted in the
work of Karl Marx. It studies capitalism as a historical system organized
around class relations, labor, exploitation, production, property, and struggle.
But cultural studies did not simply apply Marxism mechanically. It changed
Marxist questions by insisting that culture was not a decorative surface
placed on top of “real” economic life.

A key challenge was to understand how domination works not only through
force or wages, but also through meaning. Why do people often consent to
systems that harm them? Why do unequal societies seem normal? How do
newspapers, schools, families, churches, entertainment, and common sense
help organize social agreement?

Antonio Gramsci was especially important here. Gramsci’s concept of
hegemony refers to a form of leadership or dominance in which ruling groups
maintain power partly by winning consent, shaping common sense, and
building alliances, not only by using direct coercion (Gramsci, 1971).
Coercion means force or threat: police violence, imprisonment, legal
punishment. Consent means people come to accept certain arrangements as
natural, reasonable, patriotic, moral, or inevitable.
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For example, a society may contain extreme economic inequality. If many
people believe that wealth always results from hard work and poverty always
results from laziness, then inequality becomes culturally justified. This belief
does not need to be imposed by a soldier at every door. It circulates through
school lessons, films, political speeches, workplace habits, family advice, and
news stories. That is hegemony at work.

But hegemony is never complete. It must be renewed, defended, and
repaired. People can challenge it through alternative media, labor
organizing, art, education, religious movements, feminist critique, anti-racist
struggle, and everyday refusal. This is why Gramsci mattered so much to
cultural studies: he made it possible to study culture as a terrain of struggle,
not merely as false consciousness or elite manipulation.

The Birmingham Centre used Marxism in this flexible, cultural way. It studied
how class power operated through education, media, youth culture, policing,
and common sense. Paul Willis’s Learning to Labour, for example, examined
how working-class boys’ oppositional school culture could ironically help
reproduce their class position by preparing them for manual labor (Willis,
1977). This is a classic cultural studies insight: resistance can be real and
still contradictory.

Imagine students who reject school authority by mocking teachers, avoiding
academic work, and valuing toughness. Their behavior may express a refusal
of middle-class respectability. Yet if the school system and labor market are
already organized to send them into low-paid work, this refusal may also limit
their future options. Cultural studies asks us to analyze that contradiction
without insulting the students or romanticizing their resistance.

Popular Culture: Not Trash, Not Pure Freedom

One of the most visible contributions of cultural studies was its serious
attention to popular culture. Popular culture refers to cultural forms widely
circulated among ordinary people, often through commercial media:
television, film, radio, popular music, magazines, comics, sport, fashion,
advertising, video games, memes, and celebrity culture.

Before cultural studies, popular culture was often dismissed as shallow,
manipulative, or vulgar. Cultural studies rejected this simple dismissal. But it
also avoided the opposite mistake: treating popular culture as automatically
liberating because people enjoy it.
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The field developed a more careful position. Popular culture is a site of
contradiction. It can reproduce domination and create pleasure. It can sell
stereotypes and open spaces of identification. It can be commercial and
creative at the same time. It can discipline people into norms and provide
resources for resisting those norms.

Consider a television talent show. It may promote consumer dreams,
celebrity worship, national sentiment, and corporate advertising. At the same
time, viewers may use it to debate class mobility, gender expression, regional
identity, race, language, and fairness. A contestant’s accent may become a
sign of authenticity to some viewers and lack of refinement to others. The
program is not politically simple. It is a cultural site where meanings are
produced and contested.

Youth subcultures became an especially important object of study. A
subculture is a cultural formation within a wider society that develops
distinctive styles, values, rituals, or identities. Punk, mods, skinheads, goths,
hip-hop communities, skateboarders, gamers, and fan groups can all be
studied as subcultures, though each has its own history and internal
differences.

Dick Hebdige’s Subculture: The Meaning of Style argued that youth styles
could symbolically challenge dominant meanings by reworking ordinary
objects—clothes, music, hair, gestures—into signs of refusal or difference
(Hebdige, 1979). A safety pin, for example, is normally a practical object
used to fasten fabric. In punk style, it could become a sign of
anti-respectability, anger, irony, and DIY creativity. Cultural studies asks how
such objects become meaningful within social conflict.

Yet here too the field learned to think dialectically. Dialectical thinking means
analyzing tensions and contradictions rather than reducing a situation to one
simple meaning. A subcultural style may challenge dominant norms, but it
can also be quickly sold back as fashion. A rebellious look can become a
commodity. A music scene can express working-class anger while also
excluding women or racial minorities. Cultural studies therefore studies
popular culture as a moving relation between power, pleasure, market,
identity, and struggle.

Feminism Interrupts the Field
Cultural studies did not become emancipatory simply by studying class and

popular culture. It had to be challenged from within. Feminism was one of
the most important challenges.
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Feminism is a broad set of movements and theories that analyze and oppose
gender-based domination. It studies how societies organize power through
ideas about women, men, femininity, masculinity, sexuality, family, labor,
bodies, voice, and care. Feminism asks not only whether women are included
in existing institutions, but also how those institutions themselves are shaped
by patriarchy.

Patriarchy refers to social systems in which men and masculinity are given
structural authority over women and femininity. This does not mean every
individual man has equal power, or that women never exercise power. It
means that gender inequality is built into institutions, norms, language,
labor, law, family life, and representation.

Early cultural studies often centered male experiences of class, youth, labor,
and public life. Feminist scholars pointed out that this focus left major areas
of culture underexamined: domestic labor, romance, girls’ magazines, beauty
practices, motherhood, sexual respectability, women’s work, care, and the
gendered organization of everyday life. The Birmingham volume Women Take
Issue was an important collective intervention that placed women’s
subordination and feminist analysis inside cultural studies (Women’s Studies
Group, Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, 1978).

For example, if researchers study youth culture only by looking at boys on
the street—motorbikes, gangs, music scenes, public style—they may miss
girls’ cultural practices in bedrooms, schools, friendship networks, dance
spaces, magazines, and domestic settings. Angela McRobbie’s work on girls,
magazines, and youth culture helped show that feminine popular culture was
not trivial; it was a key site where gender identities and desires were
produced, negotiated, and sometimes resisted (McRobbie, 1991).

Take a teen magazine. A superficial analysis may say it is “just
entertainment.” A feminist cultural studies analysis asks: What kinds of
femininity does it teach? What does it say about beauty, romance, work, sex,
friendship, race, class, and the body? Does it offer pleasure and recognition?
Does it narrow the reader’s imagination? Do readers accept, negotiate, or
reject its messages? How do commercial interests shape its advice?

Feminism changed cultural studies methodologically as well as politically. It
forced the field to take seriously the private sphere: home, family, intimacy,
reproduction, emotion, and care. It also challenged the idea that the
researcher can speak from nowhere. Feminist work emphasized positionality,
meaning the researcher’s social location in relation to gender, race, class,
sexuality, nation, and other structures of power. This theme will become
central in Chapter 18.
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Anti-Racism, Colonial History, and the Question of
Britain

Anti-racism also transformed cultural studies. Anti-racism means more than
personal kindness across racial difference. It is the analysis and opposition of
racial domination in institutions, representations, laws, economies, and
everyday life.

To understand this, we need the term racialization. Racialization is the
process by which human differences—such as skin color, ancestry, language,
religion, dress, or nationality—are given racial meaning and linked to
hierarchy. Race is not a biological division of humanity into naturally ranked
groups. It is a historical and cultural formation produced through
colonialism, slavery, migration, law, science, labor systems, policing, and
media representation.

British cultural studies could not remain focused only on white working-class
experience. Postwar Britain was shaped by empire and migration. People
from the Caribbean, South Asia, Africa, and other former colonies migrated
to Britain and transformed British culture. At the same time, they faced
racism in housing, employment, policing, education, media, and nationality
debates. Cultural studies had to ask: What does “British culture” mean after
empire? Who is imagined as belonging to the nation? Who is represented as
foreign, threatening, or excessive?

Stuart Hall and his colleagues’ Policing the Crisis analyzed how the figure of
“mugging” in 1970s Britain became a focus for anxieties about race, crime,
youth, policing, and social order (Hall et al., 1978). The book did not simply
ask whether individual crime stories were true or false. It asked how media,
police, courts, politicians, and public fear came together to produce a crisis
narrative. This kind of analysis shows how representation can help authorize
state power.

For example, if news reports repeatedly associate young Black men with
danger, street crime, and disorder, the result is not only a set of images. Such
representation can influence public consent for policing, surveillance,
sentencing, and exclusion. Culture becomes part of governing.

The Birmingham volume The Empire Strikes Back further placed race and
racism at the center of cultural analysis, connecting contemporary British
racism to colonial histories and national identity (Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studies, 1982). Its title reversed the imperial fantasy: empire was
not a distant past; its consequences returned within the former imperial
center itself.
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Anti-racist cultural studies therefore changed the question from “How are
minorities represented within British culture?” to a deeper question: How
was British culture itself formed through empire, race, and colonial power?

This is an important shift. If a school textbook includes one chapter on
migrants but presents the rest of national history as white and imperially
innocent, it treats race as an addition. Anti-racist cultural studies asks how
the entire story of the nation has been organized: whose labor built it, whose
suffering was hidden, whose language became standard, whose religion was
normalized, whose bodies were policed, and whose memories were erased.

Cultural Studies as a Practice of Conjunctural Analysis

One of Stuart Hall’s important contributions was the idea that cultural
studies should analyze conjunctures. A conjuncture is a specific historical
situation in which different forces come together: economic crisis, political
leadership, media narratives, social movements, racial anxieties, gender
norms, legal changes, and everyday feelings. A conjuncture is not just a
“context” in the background. It is the active arrangement of forces that
makes certain events possible and certain meanings powerful.

For example, a protest movement does not emerge from one cause alone. It
may arise from unemployment, police violence, housing inequality, viral
video, student networks, music, grief, anger, and memories of earlier
struggles. A conjunctural analysis asks how these elements meet at a
particular moment.

This approach helped cultural studies avoid two weak explanations.

The first weak explanation is economic reductionism. This means explaining
culture as if it were only a direct reflection of the economy. For example:
“People watch this program only because capitalism wants them to.” Cultural
studies agrees that capitalism matters, but it asks how people interpret,
enjoy, resist, and reshape cultural forms in specific conditions.

The second weak explanation is cultural idealism. This means explaining
culture as if ideas, images, or identities float free from material conditions.
For example: “Changing representation alone will solve inequality.” Cultural
studies agrees that representation matters, but it asks how representation
connects to institutions, labor, law, money, violence, and social organization.

A conjunctural approach holds these together. It asks: What meanings are
circulating? What institutions support them? What histories made them
available? What groups benefit? What groups are harmed? What
contradictions create openings for change?
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The Birth of a Field, Not the Birth of a Doctrine

It is tempting to summarize the birth of cultural studies as if it produced one
doctrine. That would be misleading. Cultural studies was born as a field of
argument.

It argued against the narrow idea that culture belongs only to elites.
It argued against the dismissal of popular culture as mere trash.

It argued against Marxist approaches that treated culture as secondary or
automatic.

It argued against liberal approaches that ignored class, capitalism, empire,
race, and gender.

It argued against academic methods that separated texts from lived
experience.

It argued against political theories that forgot pleasure, fantasy, emotion, and
identity.

But cultural studies also argued with itself. Feminists criticized
male-centered accounts of class and youth. Anti-racist scholars criticized
white-centered accounts of Britain. Marxists debated how to understand
ideology and capitalism. Scholars of media debated whether audiences were
manipulated or active. Historians debated how to connect experience to
structure. These disagreements were not signs of failure. They were part of
the field’s energy.

A useful way to understand cultural studies is this:

Cultural studies was born when the study of meaning became inseparable
from the study of power, and when the study of power became inseparable
from ordinary life.

This is why its birth matters for emancipatory thought. If domination works
partly through culture, then emancipation also requires cultural work. People
must challenge not only unjust laws and unequal economies, but also the
meanings that make injustice appear natural. They must create new
languages, images, memories, solidarities, pleasures, and ways of belonging.
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For example, a labor movement needs more than wage demands. It needs
songs, slogans, newspapers, banners, histories of past struggle, shared
meals, symbols of dignity, and stories about what workers deserve. A feminist
movement needs more than legal reform. It needs new representations of
bodies, care, sexuality, anger, knowledge, and leadership. An anti-racist
movement needs more than diversity statements. It needs to transform public
memory, media narratives, school curricula, policing imaginaries, and
national myths.

Cultural studies was born from the recognition that these symbolic struggles
are not secondary. They are part of how society is made and remade.

What This Chapter Prepares Us to See

The next chapter turns directly to power, ideology, and hegemony. We will
study Marx, Althusser, and Gramsci more carefully. But we can now approach
them with the history of cultural studies in mind.

Cultural studies did not ask about ideology because it loved abstract theory.
It asked because newspapers, schools, films, churches, families, and
everyday habits were helping organize consent to unequal societies.

It did not study popular culture because it wanted to make universities
fashionable. It studied popular culture because ordinary pleasures are often
where people learn who they are, what they desire, whom they fear, and
what they think is possible.

It did not study race and gender as optional additions. Feminist and
anti-racist interventions showed that class analysis without gender and race
could reproduce exclusions inside emancipatory thought itself.

The birth of cultural studies teaches a disciplined hope. Culture is never
innocent, but neither is it closed. It can carry domination, but it can also
carry memory, refusal, imagination, and solidarity. To study culture critically
is to study the making of social life. To study it emancipatorily is to ask how
social life might be made otherwise.
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