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“‘Culture,”” ‘‘communication,’”’ ‘‘community’’: these are the key
“keywords’’ in Raymond Williams’ extraordinarily rich synthesis of literary
and social criticism. I’m going to suggest that there is an evolving hierar-
chy in Williams’ thought, which works from the idea of culture, through
a sometimes related, sometimes opposed idea--or ideal--of communication,
to an ideal of community.

“Culture,” Williams writes, ‘‘is one of the two or three most com-
plicated words in the English language.’’ (K 76) ' But ‘‘the variations of
meaning and reference, in the use of culture as a term, must be seen...not
simply as a disadvantage, which prevents any kind of neat...definition, but
as a genuine complexity, corresponding to real elements in experience.”’
(LR 59) As with any word, idea, or text for Williams, “‘culture’’ is defined
by its social usage and history. Both its complexity and its centrality arise
because, like other ‘‘keywords,”’ ‘‘culture’” has been a frequent battleground
for contending social forces. There is, for example, Matthew Arnold’s treat-
ment of ‘‘culture’’ as a counter to those social forces--Barbarianism,
Philistinism, the threat of mass democracy--which he called ‘‘anarchy.”
Like the other literary-social critics whom Williams analyzes in Culture and
Society, Arnold was no dilettante or ivory tower theorist. His version of
“‘culture’’ might transcend the ‘‘anarchy’’ of class interests, but he expected
it to return upon that anarchy, through the ‘‘best self’’ and ‘‘the State,’’
as a source of political authority and reform. Arnold defined poetry as a
““criticism of life,”” not as an endless elaboration of other poetry or as a
hermetic textualization of other texts. And with that much of Arnold’s
definition of ‘‘culture’’--its relevance to vital social and political concerns--
Williams agrees.

From Arnold’s definition of ‘‘culture’ as ‘‘the best that has been
thought and known’’ and as ‘‘the study of perfection’’ derive the theory
and practice of much modern literary criticism--Leavis’s ‘‘scrutiny,’’ Trill-
ing’s “‘liberal’’ and Frye’s “’educated’’ imagination, Eugene Goodheart’s
“‘radical’’--but tempered by Arnold--‘‘conscience.”” But Arnold be-
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