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The Arts in the 1970s

Were the 1970s really ‘the devil’s decade’? Images of strikes, galloping inflation, rising unemployment and bitter social divisions evoke a period of unparalleled economic decline, political confrontation and social fragmentation. But how significant were the pessimism and self-doubt of the 1970s, and what was the legacy of the decade’s cultural conflicts?

In an interdisciplinary collection of specially commissioned essays, The Arts in the 1970s covers drama, television, film, poetry, the novel, popular music, dance, cinema and the visual arts, challenging received perceptions of the decade as one of cultural decline. The contributors suggest that the cultural production of the 1970s developed from, and reacted against, the innovations of the 1960s, leading to new kinds of cultural constituency defining themselves not in traditional terms of class but rather in terms of gender, race, region and sexuality.

The Arts in the 1970s breaks new ground in providing the first detailed analysis of the cultural production of the decade as a whole, providing an invaluable resource for students and teachers across the spectrum of social science and arts disciplines, in particular for those involved in literary, cultural, media and communications studies.

The editor, Bart Moore-Gilbert, is Lecturer in English at Goldsmiths’ College and co-editor of Cultural Revolution? The Challenge of the Arts in the 1960s.
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Chapter 1 Introduction Cultural closure or post-avantgardism?
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‘The Devil's Decade'?

Whatever their cultural or political affiliations, contemporary commentators tended to see the 1970s as a watershed. Christopher Booker, the Daily Telegraph and Spectator columnist, saw them as ‘the beginning of one of the most profound shifts in psychological, intellectual and spiritual perspectives to have taken place in Western civilisation’ (1980: preface). From the New Left, Tom Nairn argued that:

the years that witnessed the end of the great struggle in Indo-China, the oil-producers’ revolt and the revolution in Portugal will appear in retrospect to mark a turning-point in the history of ideas, as well as in American foreign policy or international relations.

(1977:361–2)


Such views were echoed in much of the decade’s cultural production. Muriel Sparks’s The Takeover (1976) is fairly representative, seeing the 1970s as ‘a complete mutation, not merely to be defined as a collapse of the capitalist system, or a global recession, but such a sea-change in the nature of reality as could not have been envisaged by Karl Marx or Sigmund Freud’ (p. 127).

Britain’s predicament was only relatively bad in comparison with some other countries, but its steady deterioration in a number of key areas as the decade progressed gave much contemporary analysis an apocalyptic tone. Nairn talks of a ‘rapidly accelerating backwardness, economic stagnation, social decay, and cultural despair’ (1977:51) as indicative of a society ‘decayed to the point of disintegration’ (p. 67). Booker describes the decade as ‘a time when, in politics, in the arts or in almost any other field one considers, the prevailing mood was one of a somewhat weary, increasingly conservative, increasingly apprehensive disenchantment’ (1980:5). While acknowledging Kermode’s argument (1966) that every era is liable to exaggerate its sense of being a critical moment of cultural transition, there is some reason not to dismiss such analysis as simply melodramatic.

Contemporary observers were right to stress that the problems which plagued Britain in the decade were linked to broader international transformations. First, the stasis in the global political system established by the first Cold War was undermined by America’s defeat in Vietnam, followed by a further decline in American prestige as a result of Watergate. This in turn (despite détente in the form of the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks and the Helsinki declaration of 1976) led to a rapid expansion of the Soviet sphere of influence in the Third World (Angola, Mozambique, Ethiopia and Afghanistan). At the same time, however, increasing dissidence within the eastern bloc (Solzhenitsyn, Charter 77) began to undermine the hegemony of Soviet communism and paved the way for the reform programmes of the 1980s. Equally, there was growing dissatisfaction within Western European countries with the status quo provided by the post-war settlement, with effects as disparate as the collapse of quasi-fascist regimes in Spain and Portugal, the rise of urban terrorism (Baader-Meinhof in Germany, ETA in Spain, Red Brigades in Italy, the Angry Brigade in Britain) and the acceleration of political separatism in areas as diverse as Northern Ireland, Corsica and the Basque country.

As was the case elsewhere in a world struggling to come to terms with historically high rates of inflation (in which the costs of the Vietnam war and two sharp rises in oil prices played a prominent role), many of Britain’s problems were exacerbated by deterioration in the economic sphere. The middle years of the decade brought the most intractable economic recession since the war (though its impact was to prove considerably less severe than those of the early 1980s and 1990s). Prices trebled between 1970 and 1980 (with house prices, despite the 1973–4 crash in the market, increasing tenfold). Government debt went from zero in 1970 to £9 billion by 1976. The 1973 stock market slump was the steepest since 1929. A series of major industrial failures in the mid-1970s, including Leyland, Ferranti, Rolls-Royce, ICL and Alfred Herbert, illustrated the vulnerability of an economy which for decades had been declining in competitiveness. By 1975 Britain had sunk to twentieth in the table measuring per capita national product. Economic nemesis seemed imminent. The Labour government increased public spending by 9 per cent in 1974–5 while the rest of Europe was deflating. Despite a 400,000 increase in public sector personnel in the decade—in 1975 administrative staff outnumbered medical personnel by three to one in the National Health Service (NHS) —there was a perceived steady decline in the provision and quality of public services. The year 1975 brought 30 per cent pay increases for power workers, miners and railwaymen—and hyperinflation. Foreign confidence collapsed, leading to the sterling crises of 1976. Humiliatingly, the Labour government was forced to seek an International Monetary Fund (IMF) loan, the price of which was savage pruning of the public expenditure programmes of the previous eighteen months. Burk and Cairncross see the IMF debacle as ‘a watershed in postwar economic policy in which full employment ceased to be the overriding object of policy, and control of inflation became the abiding preoccupation of government’ (1992:xi).

Thus the IMF crisis not only lent credibility to the monetarist philosophy of the emerging Tory New Right, but also seriously undermined Labour confidence in Keynesian models of economic management. Callaghan’s 1976 speech to the Labour Party conference expressed a defensiveness which was to become the hallmark of the remaining term of the last Labour government:

For too long this country, all of us—yes, this conference too—has been ready to settle for borrowing money abroad to maintain our standards of life, instead of grappling with the fundamental problems of British industry.… Higher inflation followed by higher unemployment—that is the history of the last twenty years.

(cited in Whitehead 1985:188)


According to Williamson, unemployment grew overall from 3 per cent in 1971 to 5 per cent in 1979 (to 12.3 per cent in 1983), while amongst under-25s it mushroomed from 27.3 per cent in 1970 to 44 per cent in 1979 (1990:202–4). As the threat to living standards mounted, there was industrial conflict on a scale unprecedented since the 1920s. Most significant were the two miners’ strikes of 1972 and 1973–4, which brought down the Heath government, and the 1978–9 ‘winter of discontent’ which undermined Callaghan and was instrumental in the triumph of Thatcher at the 1979 election. The success of the unions in frustrating both Labour and Tory attempts to regulate economic behaviour pointed to the relative weakness of central government during the decade. Both parties were hampered by an inability to win clear electoral mandates. Heath’s narrow and unexpected win in 1970 established the pattern. In February 1974, Wilson failed to get an overall majority and won a majority of only four seats in the October election. From 1975 Labour became increasingly dependent on minority parties (most notably the Liberals), forging pacts which, characterized more by expediency than any genuine shared vision, just enabled Callaghan to cling to power.

That this pact seemed to offer the Liberal Party its only real chance of political influence after the Thorpe scandal indicates the degree to which the middle ground in British politics shrank during the decade. The 1970s saw a distinct radicalization in British politics. In the Labour Party this process began in the late 1960s with disaffection at Labour’s failure to effect ‘any large-scale structural change’. The authors of the 1967 New Left May Day Manifesto (reissued in expanded form in 1968) interpreted the goal of Wilson’s administration thus: ‘It is to muffle real conflict, to dissolve it into a false political consensus; to build, not a genuine and radical community of life and interest, but a bogus conviviality between every social group’ (pp. 7–8). Such disillusion intensified in the 1970s; for the Labour Left, in Whitehead’s view, Callaghan’s government marked ‘the death of Keynesian welfare socialism and the birth of monetarism, the external dictatorship of the markets and the American bankers’ (1985:200). Particularly irritating to the radical Left was the failure to fulfil manifesto pledges on wealth tax, reform of private education and official secrets. Policies to encourage pay restraint were seen as further evidence of a return to the Wilsonian strategy of managing capitalism. New networks such as the Campaign for Labour Party Democracy and the Labour Coordinating Committee articulated these frustrations with a vigour which allowed the Left to triumph in policy making during the period 1980–3 (for instance, securing the party’s commitment to unilateral nuclear disarmament).

A similar disengagement from ‘consensus’ politics was evident in the Tory party after the appointment of Margaret Thatcher as leader in 1975. (She was later to describe supporters of ‘consensus’ within her first cabinet as ‘quislings’.) The ascendancy of the New Right was enabled by the crisis within the Conservative Party after the failure of Heath’s corporatist version of Toryism at three out of the four elections since 1964, together with the emergence of a number of factors which could be linked together as perceived threats to authority and the social fabric. Of paramount concern was civil order, perceived to be at risk from sources as diverse as urban terrorism (whether the short-lived and ineffectual Angry Brigade or, much more alarmingly, the Irish Republican Army (IRA), which killed forty-four people in mainland Britain in 1974 alone); industrial militancy, symbolized most graphically by the flying picket; and rising crime, particularly involving violence.

The often crudely drawn links between crime and young people played an important role in the New Right’s construction of the youth culture of the 1960s ‘as deliberately pushing society into anarchy’ (Hall and Jefferson 1975:73). Accordingly, attempts to contain it were directed at some of the characteristic manifestations of the ‘counter-culture’. The Festival of Light (1971) and a variety of ‘pro-Life’ organizations emerged to contest the liberalization of abortion and censorship laws in the previous decade. As the agitation for prosecution of Gay News for an allegedly blasphemous poem in 1977 indicated, cultural production was seen by the New Right as a central source of the perceived moral degeneration of 1970s Britain. The IT trial of 1970 and the Oz trial of 1971 disabled the underground press. In education, the Black Papers and the furore over ‘progressive’ methods of teaching (for instance at the William Tyndale primary school in 1975) indicated the growing confidence of the New Right, which also reacted with increasing vigour to vestiges of student radicalism, such as harrassment of right-wing speakers in universities.

Above all, the New Right benefited from exploiting fears of a drift towards totalitarian socialism. The apparently unstoppable growth of union power and the ‘hard’ Left both within and outside parliament (witness the Trades Union Congress’s (TUC’s) invitation to the head of the KGB to its 1976 conference, the emergence of Militant Tendency and the fourfold growth in membership of the International Socialists between 1970 and 1974) provoked spectacular defections from Left to Right in the decade—most notoriously Paul Johnson, Bernard Levin and ex-Labour Minister Lord Chalfont. This facilitated the defection of four Labour ex-Ministers to form the Social Democratic Party in 1981. Networks of resistance to the perceived threat of collectivism proliferated, including John Gorst’s Middle-Class Association and the National Federation of the Self-Employed. The authoritarian agenda of the New Right was most plainly visible in its own ‘lunatic fringe’, the sinister and extremist para-military organizations like General Walker’s Civil Assistance or Colonel Stirling’s GB75. Norris McWhirter’s National Association for Freedom intervened decisively in the Grunwick dispute of 1976–7 in defence of the proprietor’s right to sack women workers of Asian origin seeking union recognition; and, with equal success, to break postal workers’ ban on processing mail to South Africa.

The image of Britain as a fragmenting society was further heightened in the 1970s by highly visible racial divisions. The 1971 Immigration Act, introducing the overtly racist notion of patriality, did little to reassure the non-white communities (3 per cent of the total population by 1976). Despite legislation like the 1976 Race Relations Act, discrimination persisted. In the mid-1970s, 8 per cent of black Britons had non-manual jobs, compared with 40 per cent of whites. Much friction was caused in inner cities by the ‘sus’ laws (adapted from the 1824 Vagrancy Act). As sections of the media stoked hysteria over muggings (see Hall et al. 1978: 53–165 on the construction of the public discourse relating to this), blacks were fourteen times as likely to be arrested under ‘sus’ as whites. Racial violence became endemic, ranging from assaults on individuals to mass confrontations such as those at the 1976 Notting Hill Carnival, Lewisham (1977) and Southall (1979). The National Front profited from this atmosphere. In May 1973 it achieved 16 per cent of the vote at the West Bromwich by-election, and 18.5 per cent at Leicester in 1976. In 1977 it came third ahead of the Liberals at both Stechford and Ladywood. The increasing frustration and disaffection of the black British population (especially its youth) at the often blatant hostility shown towards them through the decade were to come to issue in the rash of inner-city riots of the early 1980s.

The tendency towards polarization (and fragmentation) was also reflected in the rise of separatism in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland—movements which were in ironic contrast to the integrationist and supra-nationalist implications of Britain’s entry into the European Community in 1973. Modern Scottish nationalism took off in the mid-1960s, fired by disillusionment with Labour and an increasing sense of economic backwardness relative to England. The Kilbrandon Commission, set up by Wilson to explore the possibilities of limited devolution, recommended a separate Scottish (and Welsh) assembly in 1973. But the discovery of oil (1969 brought the first strike with the Forties field on stream the following year) at last made the idea of economic independence feasible, particularly after the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) increased the price of oil fourfold in 1973. That year Margot MacDonald won Govan for the Scottish National Party (SNP); in February 1974 it had seven Members of Parliament (MPs) returned, and in the October election a further three, by which time the party had captured 30 per cent of the total vote in Scotland. The year 1978 brought three further by-election victories. But by this time it was obvious that the separatist movement was fatally split between devolutionists and those favouring outright independence. Labour successfully exploited this division; but when the devolution referendum disappointed its expectations, the SNP took revenge, voting against the government in the motion of no confidence which led to the election of 1979—in which, ironically, it lost all but two of its seats.

But if Scottish (and Welsh) aspirations for independence had been temporarily contained by 1979, the challenge to the Union from Northern Ireland was much more serious. After the arrival of British troops in August 1969, IRA membership grew fivefold in 1970. Politically motivated killings rose from twenty in 1970 to 467 two years later, leading to the suspension of Stormont and the imposition of direct rule from Westminster. As Catholic confidence in British rule was increasingly undermined by events like ‘Bloody Sunday’, when the Parachute Regiment shot dead thirteen civil rights marchers, internment and trial without jury (and more dubious methods of containing the IRA which led to condemnation from both the European Court of Human Rights and Amnesty International) — the separatist momentum remained undiminished as the decade drew to a close.

Such fragmenting tendencies were, in Nairn’s view, the inevitable consequence both of Britain’s failure to modernize its economic and social institutions and of the long process of withdrawal from empire. His argument that ‘neo-nationalism has become the gravedigger of the old state in Britain and as such the principal factor making for a potential revolution’ (1977:89) has not as yet been vindicated (though the tensions he analysed remain unresolved). But he was probably right that the class struggle was being superseded, if only temporarily, as the main agency for the transformation of British society, at the very moment of its apparent triumph. As Hobsbawm (1978) argues, this was partly because of both the long-term achievements and the contradictions of the Labour movement. But it was also due to the emergence of distinctively new socio-cultural configurations (taking shape outside traditional class and political contours), which were articulated round questions of gender, race, sexuality, region and, more diffusely, ecological issues. Thus the very process of fragmentation and division which is such a feature of the decade provided the momentum for cultural-political realignments which have since consolidated their identity and influence.

The most obvious example, perhaps, is the Women’s Movement which established itself in the 1970s. The previous decade had certainly brought some improvement in women’s position. The 1967 Abortion Act, more widely available contraception and easier divorce all testify to the success of earlier agitation for greater freedoms for women. But inequality was undiminished in pay and educational and employment opportunities. From the world of advertising to the subordinate roles offered within the ‘counter-culture’ (see Green 1988), women continued to be exploited as before. Resistance to the push for equality was further represented at a parliamentary level by the failure of Joyce Butler’s 1967 Anti-Discrimination Bill and in industrial relations by the TUC’s lukewarm support for the women sewing-machinists who struck for equal pay at Ford’s in 1968. (In the end they only got 95 per cent of the male machinists’ wage and did not win recognition as skilled workers.)

The greater organization and politicization of women’s groupings ceated sufficient pressure for the introduction of an Equal Pay Act in 1970 (though this was not implemented until 1975). The year 1970 also saw a major consolidation of the movement at the Ruskin Women’s History conference. The publication of texts like Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch, Juliet Mitchell’s Woman’s Estate and Eva Figes’s Patriarchal Attitudes, together with the foundation of magazines such as Shrew and Spare Rib, were further signs of confidence. The 1971 marches on International Women’s Day mobilized round four basic demands: equal pay with immediate effect, equal job and educational opportunities, free contraception and abortion on demand and twenty-four-hour nurseries. Some legislative reform came out of the Labour government in response to this pressure, most notably the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act, policed by the Equal Opportunities Commission, and the 1975 Social Security and Employment Acts enhanced pension provision and job security for women leaving work to raise families. There were advances elsewhere. The 1974 Working Women’s Charter was largely adopted by the TUC in 1975 and in 1974 free contraception became available on the NHS. The 1976 Domestic Violence Act gave greater recognition to a widespread problem first brought to national attention by Erin Pizzey’s foundation of the Chiswick Women’s Refuge in 1972. (By 1980 there were over 200 such refuges; and the parallel development of Rape Crisis Centres foregrounded another aspect of the problem of violence against women.)

Despite the advances indicated above, the 1970s can be seen as a decade of only partial success for the Women’s Movement. Persistent inequality remained in every sector of life from Parliament (in the October 1974 election only twenty-seven female MPs were returned) to the work sphere. Despite the Equal Pay Act, at the end of the decade women comprised only 10 per cent of professional occupations and earned an average of 57 per cent of male wages (Williamson 1990:215). The Equal Opportunities Commission lacked teeth. Between 1975 and 1981, according to Whitehead, it ‘initiated only six formal investigations of its own’ (1985:313). The emergence of the New Right also represented a serious check. Partly as a result of the emergence of organizations like LIFE and the Society for the Protection of the Unborn Child, there were three attempts in Parliament during the 1970s to re-strict abortion. Moral panic about the collapse of the family and the increasing number of single mothers suggest a backlash was well under way by the end of the decade. As Eva Figes commented in a new edition of Patriarchal Attitudes (1978): ‘We are in danger of being lulled into a sense of premature complacency: we may have won the first battle, but we are still a long way from winning the war’ (p. 9).

Similar doubts can be expressed about the other new socio-cultural formations’ ability to effect structural change. Despite its appreciable effect on consumer behaviour in the last two decades, the ecology movement has had little impact on mainstream politics. At the 1992 election, for instance, the Green Party fielded less candidates than the Maharishi’s Natural Law Party and rarely did better than fifth in any constituency. Regional separatism, while still a powerful dynamic, has been contained by a mixture of force and concession. Clause 28 of the 1988 Local Government Act, designed to roll back some of the freedoms won by the gay movement since the 1960s, remains unrepealed and the age of consent amongst gays is still the highest in Western Europe. And while some ‘New Commonwealth’ immigrants have prospered spectacularly in contemporary Britain, the continuing plight of a great many is aptly described by David Lodge’s novel, Nice Work (1988). Crammed into the ironically named inner-city suburb of Angleside, they function mainly as a reservoir of unskilled labour for factories like Vic Wilcox’s, serving in the dirtiest and most dangerous sections like the foundry: ‘Most of them…were Asian or Caribbean, in contrast to the machine shop, where the majority had been white’ (p. 128). These are the lucky ones, for the black British community is now ‘bearing the brunt of high unemployment’ (p. 32) and in Angleside ‘youth unemployment is eighty per cent’ (p. 75).

The emergence of newly self-confident and articulate ‘subcultures’ seems on one level to have accelerated the break-down of the ‘consensus’ which had stabilized (or petrified) British society since 1945. They could also be seen as the realization of the hope expressed in the 1967 May Day Manifesto for ‘a very broad and strong front, for radical change’ (p. 5) in British society. But a more pessimistic interpretation would suggest a fulfilment of the manifesto’s fear that rather than constructing a genuine coalition, the new centres of oppositional politics and cultural practice would ‘segregate themselves in little magazines and sectarian societies’ (p. 35). The cohesiveness of these groups might be represented as fatally undermined on the one hand by internal tensions—thus the growth of a variety of feminisms, for example, as ‘it became clear that a notion of “shared oppression” permitted the domination of a white, heterosexual, middle-class definition of that oppression’ (Parker and Pollock 1987:68). And on the other hand by a general strategic hesitation over whether to engage with or remain uncontaminated by mainstream social structures. It is arguable that such fissures within and between both mainstream and ‘sub-cultural’ configurations seeking to confront the New Right contributed substantially to the latter’s monopoly of political power from 1979 onwards.


Cultural Closure?

At the start of the 1960s, Raymond Williams confidently anticipated a period of expansion and extension both in the volume and variety of cultural production and in terms of access and participation in it (1961:363). Hewison, by comparison, sees the 1970s as an era of cultural ‘closure’ (1986:230). There is certainly evidence to support the latter argument. Thus, in Art in the Seventies, Edward Lucie-Smith mournfully announced that ‘it is now possible to speak of the end of Modernism’ (1980:8), and the deaths of a number of the great Modernists—Stravinsky (1971), Pound (1972), Picasso and Auden (1973) and Shostakovich (1975) —led other commentators to see the 1970s as terminating a major phase of achievement in western culture, just as the decade was also bringing to an end a period of unparalleled political stability and economic expansion. Contemporary accounts of the state of the arts in Britain were predominantly gloom-ridden. Peter Ackroyd ascribed ‘our declining national culture’ to the fact that ‘England is a dispirited nation’ (1976:8, 146), and it became common-place to link Britain’s cultural decline to under-achievement in other areas of national life. Brian Aldiss argued in the 1978 New Review symposium on the novel that it ‘has shared the wider fortunes of this country in the Seventies, becoming poorer, more cost-conscious, and less outgoing’ (summer 1978:16). Hans Keller, director of New Music at the BBC, spoke for many conservatives in his analysis of an artistic drift towards ‘the dictatorship of mediocrity, which more or less hidden collectivism inevitably produces’ (1977:274; see also Bradbury 1976:40). Such commentary supports Christopher Booker’s gloomy contention that ‘the state of our arts shows that we have culturally lost confidence on a scale which is quite unprecedented’, and that by the end of the 1970s the artistic imagination ‘had at last reached, for the time being at least, a more or less gaping void’ (1980:32, 40).

The apparent dissipation of the 1960s ‘counter-culture’ was one important reason for pessimism about the state of cultural production in the next decade. Lucie-Smith viewed the 1970s as ‘the decade in which the very notion of an avant-garde, of a frontier of experiment which must always be pushed back, was finally seen to be untenable’ (1980:121). Huyssen (1986) interprets the ‘multiple 1970s exhibitions of the art of the historical avant-garde’ (p. xi) as evidence of a process of canonization which diminished its relevance for contemporary practice. The argument of Burger (1984) is similar: ‘Since now the protest of the historical avant-garde against art as institution is accepted as art, the gesture of protest of the [1960s] neo-avant-garde becomes inauthentic’ (p. 53). While some cultural critics like Bernice Martin (1981) welcomed the decline of the ‘counter-culture’ as evidence of a new climate of cultural responsibility and maturity, several of the contributors to the New Review symposium, like Brian Aldiss, saw ‘the collapse of a genuinely exploratory avant-garde’ (summer 1978:17) inevitably leading to cultural conservatism. This diagnosis is supported by the cult of nostalgia in the decade (exemplified above all in the 1977 Queen’s Jubilee), which affected a broad field of cultural politics and practice: the mobilization against Labour’s proposed wealth tax in the mid-1970s, a measure seen by many as threatening the artistic heritage embodied and contained in the great country houses; the fivefold increase in National Trust membership between 1969 and 1979; the vogue for Laura Ashley; television series as diverse as Civilisation and Brideshead Revisited; hugely successful reprints like Edith Holden’s Country Diary of an Edwardian Lady (1978); and the Booker Prize, awarded three times in the decade to unregenerately realist novels about the vanished empire.

Equally important to the conception of the 1970s as a moment of cultural ‘closure’ was the effect of economic recession on cultural production and consumption, as the example of publishing suggests. According to the Publishers’ Association’s Quarterly Statistical Bulletin of March 1981, the value of sales in the book trade as a whole was static at 1969 prices for the period 1969–79 (p. 32). In the middle years of the decade especially, printing, wage and distribution costs soared. According to The Bookseller,

the average price for new books in the full twelve months of 1974 was £3.84, increased by just over 25 per cent to £4.82 for 1975, by just over 21 per cent to £5.85 for 1976, and by 14 per cent to £6.67 in 1977.

(14 January 1978:111)


Literary publishing suffered grievously. Penguin, for instance, faced with a projected deficit of £6 million in 1974–5, cut output of new titles from 120 to 70 and slashed its backlist from 800 to 540, terminating its entire European poetry series amongst others. According to Sutherland, there was a hike of 30–50 per cent in the cost of fiction in the year 1974–5 alone (1978:xv), and he cited the ‘positively apocalyptic’ views of the publisher Peter Owen on the risks of introducing new writers in a hyper-inflationary climate (1975:4). Greenfield (1989) confirms the sense of crisis at middecade:

Milton House, which had published eighty-five novels in the previous two years, suspended all its forthcoming fiction… Faber and Faber announced cuts and…Cape, noted for its support of new novelists, accepted only one first novel in the autumn of 1975; Deutsch reported ‘we have cut back on fiction quite a lot’.

(p. 128)


There was deep anxiety amongst writers as publishers found themselves under ever-increasing financial pressure. The rationalization of the industry is already being lamented in The Four-Gated City (1969), where Doris Lessing argues that ‘firms are being bought and sold like pounds of sugar, and are tiny parts of great empires’ (p. 671). Nine years on, in the New Review symposium on the novel, Robert Coover warned that as the once relatively large number of small-scale fiction houses became absorbed by multinational conglomerates, the traditional preoccupations and skills of both writer and editor would be discounted: ‘Literary decisions are now being taken…by accountants, lawyers, entrepreneurs’ (summer 1978:35). Avant-garde writing, marginally profitable at the best of times, suffered disproportionately in a time of recession. When Harvester included established experimentalists like Josipovici and Giles Gordon in its first ‘new voices’ fiction list in 1977, presumably as insurance against the liability of riskier writers, it struck the New Review that this was a case of mutton dressed as lamb.

Angela Carter, Michael Holroyd and Isobel Colgate all complained in the New Review symposium of the rapidly declining number of good bookshops, a phenomenon which sheds further light on the material problems facing literary culture in the decade. The Publishers’ Association’s bulletin suggested that the number of retail outlets for books slumped from 6,001 in 1971 to 4,556 in 1978 (1981: Table 11), and pointed out that in the period 1969–79 the profitability of booksellers dropped by 22.2 per cent. (p. 32). The Bookseller complained that even London ‘is quite extraordinary in its dearth of bookshops’ (4 February 1978:431) and asserted that elsewhere ‘the bookseller has been almost forced out of the High Street’ by ‘boutiques, hairdressers, betting shops (now 8,000 of them), shoe shops, hamburger bars’ (25 February 1978:1582).

Agitation for greater state support for literature as a counter-measure to such trends intensified. Although primarily a study of the Swedish situation, Per Gedin’s Literature in the Marketplace (1975) became a source of inspiration for many connected with publishing in Britain. Gedin argued that ‘an immediate and sizeable contribution by society is needed in order to preserve and continue the literary book—as much for the sake of society itself as for the book’ (pp. 239–40). But the fate of the New Fiction Society, launched with a £30,000 subsidy from the Arts Council in 1974 to support ‘quality’ hardback fiction, suggested the limitation of state intervention along the lines suggested by Gedin. Unable to attract even a fifth of the 10,000 subscribers it needed to be viable, the society folded in 1982. As Sutherland comments caustically: ‘It would have been cheaper to buy the novels at full price from a bookshop and give them away to passers-by at Piccadilly’ (1978: 145–6).

Within this context new initiatives for support of cultural production were explored. The Local Government Act of 1972 removed historic limitations to local authority expenditure on ‘leisure’ activities and the Redcliffe-Maud report of 1976, Support for the Arts in England and Wales, prodded local authorities to make further provision for cultural pursuits. The report was an important step in introducing the principle of ‘matching funds’, whereby central support for the arts was made dependent on raising equivalent sums from other sources such as local government or business sponsorship. Private patronage was increasingly coordinated by the Association for Business Sponsorship of the Arts (ABSA), founded in 1976. ABSA estimated that such support grew from £600,000 in 1976 to £4 million in 1979—and £25 million by 1986 (1988:13). But support for these developments was not unqualified. Some anticipated a trend towards more conservative programming in bodies supported by ABSA, while others interpreted the principle of ‘matching funds’ as demonstrating that the Arts were becoming a less important priority for central government than had been the case in the 1960s. In any case, inflation and rising competition for resources was unrelenting. It led, for example, to a freeze on the Housing the Arts fund, which had been designed to subsidise capital expenditure on plant and buildings. More traditional kinds of provision, such as public library budgets, were also eroded. As the total of £149 million for 1978–9 (£6 million less than for 1975–6) was announced, Sutherland warned that government policy ‘will undermine the base on which the present production of fiction rests’ (1978:10). And Gedin asserted that in such circumstances there was, inevitably, pressure on public libraries to concentrate on the supply of pulp. But the freeze continued inexorably. In December 1980, the Arts Council announced that it would not renew grants to forty-one organizations, producing the first substantial cut in the gross number of initiatives supported from central funds.


New Directions: Towards a British Post-Avantgardism

None the less, as some of the following chapters will argue in more detail than is possible in the homogenizing and compressed discourse of an introduction, the conception of the 1970s as a moment of cultural ‘closure’ may well be misplaced. First, the 1960s avantgarde did not simply disappear under the pressure of political reaction and economic downturn, leading to cultural conservatism on a massive scale. Rather, the evidence suggests that the mainstream was significantly changed by the legacy of the previous decade’s experimental energy. One symptom was the increasing support given by official institutions to some of the kinds of work initiated by the 1960s avant-garde. For example, in 1971 the Arts Council established its Experimental Projects Committee and in 1975 its Community Arts Committee. While the former was soon disbanded under pressure of economic retrenchment, the lasting influence of the Community Arts movement can be seen in the proliferation of local Arts Centres, which grew from thirty-four in England and Wales in 1967 to 174 by 1981 (Baldry 1981:135). Subsidy played a growing role in the proliferation of fringe theatre in the 1970s. The half-dozen or so groups which existed in 1968 became legion in the 1970s, to the point that fringe, despite its name, perhaps became an institution at the centre of cultural life, as Martin Priestman’s chapter suggests.

A second important development in the 1970s was the explosion of theory. Parker and Pollock explain its proliferation in terms of the collapse of consensus described in the first part of this introduction:

The question of the ways in which, in a more affluent society, consent is secured for the maintenance of an unequal and exploitative society led to a reassessment of the effects of advertising, film, television, journalism, as well as literature, fine art and the education system—in short the whole spectrum of those social practices which, producing meaning and images of the world for us, shape our sense of reality and even our sense of our own identities.

(1987:79)


Since the effects of theory on pedagogy and institutional practices are the focus of Antony Easthope’s chapter, a few comments on its role within artistic production specifically must suffice here. First, theory infused a broad range of cultural practices. As Martin commented: ‘The Word is…infiltrating arts whose essential codes are not verbal at all’ (1981:91). Second, the presence of critical theory within a good deal of the artistic practice of the decade, such as in the Conceptual art of the Art and Language group or Cornelius Cardew’s music, was a deliberate attempt to erode the discursive boundaries and hierarchies traditionally assumed between critical and creative activity. Thus Harari (1979) argued that ‘criticism has reached a state of maturity where it is openly challenging the primacy of literature. Criticism has become an independent operation that is primary in the production of literature’ (p. 70). Third, and partly as a consequence of this, theory was itself seen by some commentators as taking over the function of formal experimentation promoted by the 1960s avant-garde—thus Robert Alter’s comment that none of Robbe-Grillet’s novels ‘equals in fascination Roland Barthes’s brilliant descriptions of them’ (1975:221). Fourth, and by sharp contrast, the incorporation of theory within the decade’s artistic practices excited a good deal of hostility in some quarters. Hans Keller complained thus: ‘It is almost unimaginable that there was a time, not so very long ago, when a composer[’s] …programme note, and/or his pages of instructions in front of the score, did not form part of his work’ (1976:42). (And the preoccupation with theory is read as a symptom of cultural decline in retrospective accounts by Hewison (1986:209) and Huyssen (1986:170).)

Finally, there can be little doubt that the fragmenting tendencies observable in British society during the 1970s provided powerful new stimuli to cultural production as habitually conceived. For instance, issues of regional separatism informed the work of a new generation of poets like Heaney, the Longleys and Mahon from Northern Ireland as well as the drama of McGrath in Scotland. Thus Heaney (1984) has argued that while ‘the imaginative gifts of Northern Irish writers should not be linked too sociologically to the blemished life of their country’ (p. 15), the emergence of this group was ‘itself a new political condition’ (p. 5) and there was a ‘profound relation here between poetic technique and historical situation. It is a superficial response to the work of Northern Irish poets to conceive of their lyric stands [sic] as evasions of actual conditions’ (p. 7). John McGrath has situated the experimental work of Scottish 7:84 within the policy of ‘localism’ (1981:58) espoused by the group. This led to ‘an adaptation of the traditional form of entertainment of the Highlands, the music was what the people liked, and the songs, in Gaelic and English, went to the root of suppressed popular feeling’ (p. 122).

The impact of the Women’s Movement was equally influential. As Julia O’Faolain commented: ‘An exhilarating side-effect… was the freeing of the female imagination which has, it seems, been…fearing to take certain terms or cast women in roles reserved for males’ (New Review, summer 1978:57). Olivia Manning spoke for most of the women writers approached by the New Review in arguing that ‘the present age is remarkable for the preponderance of women fiction writers of such quality that they have outfaced prejudice’ (p. 51). The same is true of other artistic fields; Margaret Harrison and Mary Kelly in the visual arts, Jo Spence in photography, Laura Mulvey and Sally Potter in film and the many playwrights discussed in Elaine Aston’s chapter.

The pattern was repeated elsewhere. Thus Lauretta Ngcobo has written of ‘the creation of a new tradition. A few years ago there was nothing called Black British Art and Culture. Today there is’ (1987:viii). The climate of racism in the 1970s played a crucial role in this awakening. For instance, the Tara Arts drama group emerged as a direct response to the stabbing of an Asian youth in Southall in 1976, taking a lead from earlier initiatives like the Black Theatre of Brixton, Dark and Light Theatre (founded 1970) and Temba (1972). The Notting Hill Carnival expanded rapidly in the 1970s; recurrent violence, most notoriously in 1976, supports the argument of Owusu and Ross that by then the event had become ‘culturally volatile terrain on which the battle of positions between the Black Community and the State is ritualised’ (1988: 5). In the visual arts figures like Rasheed Araeen and Keith Piper began to bring the politics of race directly into their work. This was also evident in the poetry of figures like Linton Kwesi Johnson. And in ‘popular’ culture, reggae provided a new genre of black music which inspired innovative domestic styles like British reggae and Two Tone at the end of the decade. Both were identified with the anti-racist struggle not just because, as Hebdige suggests, their ‘lyrics refer quite directly to the conditions facing black people in Britain’ (1987:100), but through their representation in the programmes of concerts organized by the Anti-Nazi League and Rock Against Racism.

The difficulty of access to established cultural institutions, whether as producer, performer or audience, was a major factor in the cultural struggles of marginalized groups in the 1970s. Parker and Pollock (1987) describe how mainstream galleries like the Serpentine and the Royal College of Art rejected early feminist group shows. The Black Theatre Co-operative (BTC) was founded in 1979 ‘to give opportunities to black actors, writers and directors’,1 the most immediate impulse being playwright Mustapha Matura’s inability to interest any London fringe theatres in producing Welcome Home Jacko. BTC’s production of the play was finally seen by over 20,000 people, culminating in a tour to New York. A related sense of frustration lay behind the foundation of Temba, as current artistic director Alby James recalls:

In the late 60s the RSC employed black actors, but they were always in the equivalent of the chorus or the spear-carrying role. They were so talented, some of them, but there was no way they were going to get any further. Therefore the setting up of Temba was the obvious thing to do.2


Such initiatives were complemented by a struggle for a material base to mediate the cultural production of the new constituencies in the face of the discriminatory funding patterns revealed in Naseem Khan’s The Arts Britain Ignores (1976). Khan solicited details from seventy-five local authorities with a ‘significant [“ethnic”] minority’ (p. 10) of the financial support they provided to ‘ethnic’ cultural activities in 1974–5. The total of £4,254 contrasted starkly with the provision of £48,000 provided by just one local authority, Tyne and Wear, for support of amateur arts groups in its area.

Considerable headway was made in the decade towards realization of this new material base. Examples might include new artistic organizations and ensembles (The Women’s Workshop of the Artists’ Union, Gay Sweatshop or Monstrous Regiment); critical fora such as the Marxist-Feminist Literature Collective, the Society for Caribbean Studies or the Women’s Art History Collective; networking newspapers and magazines, from those addressing the broad concerns of a marginalized group, including some attention to its cultural output (Gay News, Spare Rib or Race Today), to those devoted to general coverage of the arts within a specific sub-cultural sector (like The Feminist Review or Echo: Living Arts in Britain’s Ethnic Communities) and those specializing in a single aspect of sub-cultural art (in the visual arts, for instance, Black Phoenix or Feminist Art News); production and performing spaces (the 1975 Women’s Free Arts Alliance near Regent’s Park or many of the new Arts Centres which privileged production and display of sub-cultural arts); bookshops like Grass Roots and Bogle L’Ouverture (specializing in black-centred subjects) or Sisterwrite; and presses like Blackstaff (for Northern Irish poetry), New Beacon (for black interests), Virago, The Women’s Press and The Gay Men’s Press.

The success of the marginalized constituencies’ cultural struggle can also be seen in the way their initiatives began to be more widely supported (though not without considerable struggle, in many cases) by official institutions of cultural production. As a result of Naseem Khan’s 1976 report, the Arts Council gave funding for the Minority Arts Advisory Service, which functioned as a networking and enabling organization for the Black British sector. In 1978 pressure was successfully exerted on the Arts Council to allow five women to select its Hayward Annual in what Parker and Pollock have described as a ‘major breach into official culture on behalf of women in Britain’ (1987:23). Educational institutions were also penetrated, with the foundation of courses in Women’s Studies and the African and Caribbean Studies with English or French programmes at Kent University in 1976. Specialized mainstream magazines began to take some interest in these developments; examples include the special issues on feminist visual art in Art and Artists (1973) and Studio International (1979). Commercial institutions started to recognize related new markets, too. Longman began its Drumbeat series of Commonwealth writing and Heinemann both expanded its African Writers series and founded its Caribbean Writers series.

These three developments provide the major evidence that a culture of ‘post-avantgardism’ was established in Britain during the 1970s. (I use this term to distinguish these trends from ‘postmodernism’, which can be seen as a fragmented and decentred legacy of the 1960s avant-garde: so that post-modernism repeats the formal and theoretical experimentation of the 1960s, stripped of any coherent or committed political vision. Thus Huyssen sees postmodernism as ‘the endgame of the avantgarde’ (1986:168) and a ‘kind of affirmative art that could happily co-exist with political and cultural neo-conservatism’ (p. 199). For the conflicting relations between feminist and post-modernist art, see Parker and Pollock (1987:80).)

The term ‘post-avantgardism’ also implies a contestatory as well as a temporal relationship to the 1960s avant-garde. One way in which this boundary is marked is by their relative positioning vis-à-vis established social structures and patterns of cultural practice. As Habermas (1973) suggests, the 1960s avant-garde was ‘a counterculture arising from the centre of bourgeois society itself (p. 85), and his argument suggests that its threat could be relatively easily contained precisely because it was surrounded by the institutions and apparatus of its opponents. By contrast, post-avantgardism may be understood as a phenomenon of the margins, whether in a literal geographical sense (Scotland, Ulster, ‘New Commonwealth’ immigration), or ideologically, in terms of dominant discourses of sexuality and gender. This suggests both advantages (relative difficulty of incorporation by a repressively tolerant mainstream) and disadvantages (relative lack of access to political and cultural centres of power) vis-à-vis the 1960s avant-garde. And this ambivalent positioning of post-avantgardism explains the crucial debate over strategy between advocates of separatism (see McGrath 1981:50; and Kelly 1984:31–6) and integration into the mainstream (see Khan 1976:129; and Hebdige 1987:109–10), which remained unresolved at the end of the decade.

At the level of form rather than institution, post-avantgardism often places less of a premium on experimentation than the 1960s avant-garde, which tended to posit a necessary connection between formal innovation and political radicalism. Such ambivalence towards some of the self-reflexive tendencies of the 1960s avant-garde and its post-modern legacy can be related on the one hand to a sense that these experiments may reinstitutionalize cultural practice as esoteric and elitist and reinforce the divide between art and life which they were originally intended to destroy. Equally, in a consumer society mediated by an advertising industry in which appropriation of the formal techniques of the avant-garde was becoming commonplace from the 1960s onwards, the claim that experimentation was in itself politically revolutionary became increasingly difficult to sustain. Post-avantgardism lends support to Burger’s argument that with the avant-garde incorporated or contained, it is no longer possible to privilege experimentalism over more traditional aesthetic models (1984:63, 87). The context of reception and modes of address offered by a given work of art thus become at least as important as subversion of stylistic norms in determining political effectivity, so that confessional, realist and autobiographical modes in the literature of post-avantgardism and figurative modes in its visual arts (while post-modernism was tending to announce categorically the death of the subject), co-exist productively with more obviously deconstructive modes of representation.

While the three developments described as constitutive of post-avantgardism are distinct from each other, there are areas of overlap. For instance, in some respects the cultural practices of feminism, the gay movement and the Black British community closely resemble the Community Arts movement which got under way at the end of the 1960s. Inspired initially by Ed Berman’s Inter-Action, notable later successes included Magic Lantern, Islington Bus Company and Free Form. Usually located in specific communities, often as part of wider community work projects, their aim was to catalyse collective means of artistic expression, thereby broadening the base of cultural production and consumption. Typically, they were organized on a cooperative rather than a hierarchical basis, challenged accepted canons and divisions between ‘high’ and ‘low’ forms and cut across the professional/amateur divide. By rejecting accepted definitions of the purpose of art and habitual modes of its production and reception, the Community Arts movement engaged in running warfare with what Burger (1984) has termed ‘the institution art’, whether conceived of as the market nexus constructing art as a commodity which fetishized the unique ‘aura’ of its producer; as the officially sanctioned ‘great tradition’ playing its part in legitimizing the socio-cultural status quo; or as illusory compensation for structural inequities in society.

However, one must be careful not to homogenize post-avantgardism into a unified cultural practice, for the relations between (and within) these three developments are often as conflicting as cohesive. Thus while it may have been appropriate for the Arts Council to support the Notting Hill Carnival through the mechanism of the Community Arts Committee, and Steel an’ Skin was an example of a Community Arts group with a specifically black identity, the sub-cultures were often not concentrated in the ‘defined geographical area’ (Braden 1978:107) favoured by that movement. Owusu (1986) has gone so far as to claim that in general ‘community artists rarely challenge the cultural authority which they derive from being part of a racist national culture’ (p. 43). Tensions are evident in other areas. The cultural practices of the Community Arts movement on the one hand and of feminists, gays and Black British on the other, shared a vision of history as shaped by a telos of liberation. But the motor of that struggle as well as the kind of liberation sought were often conceived quite differently. The Community Arts movement (like much early 1970s fringe and exfringe) remained broadly committed to what Braden calls ‘the revolutionary struggle…fought between capitalism and the proletariat’ (1978:146). Whereas for ‘sub-cultural’ post-avantgardism, this is usually at best secondary to the attempt to transform society through strategies structured by experience of oppression on the grounds of race, national identity, gender and sexuality. Again, one must be alert to complications. McGrath’s emphasis on ‘localism’ (1981:58) is an attempt to integrate discourses of both class and national oppression. But post-avantgardism often sees the discourse of class struggle as masking these other forms of oppression. This was a further point of reaction against the 1960s avant-garde (see Green (1988) on the sexism of the ‘counter-culture’), which was partly shaped by its inheritance from the ‘classical’ avant-garde of the inter-war period, of which Huyssen observes: ‘In relation to gender and sexuality, though, the historical avantgarde was by and large as patriarchal, mysogynist, and masculinist as the major trends of modernism’ (1986:60). (Similar observations might apply to the issue of race.)

The complicated inter-relationship between the various elements of post-avantgardism can also be seen in the disputed status of theory within the cultural practice of the marginalized communities. While theory was fairly readily incorporated into academic institutions, as the growth of Women’s studies in the decade suggests, it met more resistance amongst artists. While the work of some feminist artists like Laura Mulvey and Mary Kelly is, indeed, insistently theoretical, many other such figures within the Women’s Movement remained deeply suspicious of its incursions. According to Micheline Wandor, for example, the ‘mystification’ of the art work by ‘academic discourse’ did ‘little more than expose the ignorance of the [non-academic female] viewer’ (Parker and Pollock: 204). Phil Goodall complained that ‘mystification in art has already made it nearly impossible for all but a few to work in art and design fields without a sense of inferiority’ (Parker and Pollock: 206). (This issue is taken up further in my chapter on the novel.)


Conclusion

The negative assessment of the achievements of the 1960s avant-garde offered by critics as diverse as Burger and Martin rests largely on a conviction of the limitless flexibility and power of both the official and commercial wings of the ‘culture industry’ to either ignore, repress, contain, co-opt or exploit any challenge to them. In many ways their power to do this seemed undiminished in the 1970s, as is suggested on the one hand by the speed and ease with which a phenomenon like punk, despite its ostensibly avant-garde political and musicological character (see Vermorel and Vermorel (1978:220ff) for the Situationist affiliations of the Sex Pistols, for example), was speedily transformed into a successful sector of the fashion and music industries (Savage 1991:499–501). At the other extreme, Echo complained about the complete indifference shown by ABSA’s network of business sponsors to the ethnic arts (December 1977:3). Official institutions could be seen as operating a similar strategy of containment. John McGrath claimed that the 7:84 theatre company lost its Arts Council grant in 1972–3 because it mounted two plays critical of Britain’s role in Northern Ireland. He further argued that subsidy was turning fringe into ‘the whimsical experimental department of cosmopolitan bourgeois high culture’ (McGrath 1981:50; see Kelly 1984:31–6 for a similar analysis of Community Arts). And in the final analysis the state was always ready to intervene in repressive ways. An obvious instance was the violence between the police and revellers at the Notting Hill Carnival. The exhibition displaying Monica Sjoo’s ‘God Giving Birth’ was threatened with legal proceedings on the grounds of blasphemy and obscenity and Margaret Harrison’s 1971 show at Motif Editions was closed after police pressure.

From within the post-avantgardist cultural formation moreover, have come warnings that such success as it has enjoyed, piecemeal as this has sometimes seemed, has had the effect of splintering and diffusing some of its original energies and aspirations (see Fairbairns 1979). On the other hand, there have been arguments that little has changed despite the effort expended in the 1970s. Thus Micheline Wandor argued in 1987: ‘I don’t think British theatre is any less sexist than it was in 1970, despite a scattering of more visible women writers, directors, et cetera. Nothing has permanently changed’ (p. 404). And in 1992 there were still only two buildings-based Black British theatre companies and only two black members in the National Theatre’s ninety-strong company. Clause 28 of the 1988 Local Government Act, designed amongst other things to limit the ‘promotion of homosexuality’, thus rendering the gay constituency’s whole range of cultural production technically liable to prosecution, suggests the continuing difficulties faced by post-avantgardism. And the current state of cultural production (including, in the era of a crudely quantified model of research selectivity, academic work such as the present volume) could be seen as prime evidence to support Raymond Williams’s contention that ‘the containment and eventual cancellation of any real challenge to capitalist society has been, for more than a century, the work of capitalist society itself (1961:330).

Pessimism on such questions is particularly tempting at a moment when it can be argued that so fragmented and structurally weak is the opposition to the ‘elective dictatorship’ of Toryism established since 1979, that the only important and vigorous debates on the politics of culture are taking place within the Conservative party. (It is perhaps worth noting that the most sophisticated theories of the ‘culture industry’s’ infinite capacity to suppress real dissent have come from a Left tradition of cultural analysis—from Adorno to the Althusserian Screen project—in which the class dialectic has been paramount.) But the sub-cultural manifestations of ‘post-avantgardism’ in particular, suggest that such pessimism is perverse, requiring us to ignore its success in developing distinctive new voices and practices and its influence on mainstream culture. Not even the most commercial elements of the ‘culture industry’ have emerged unscathed from their attempted appropriation of post-avantgardism. Thus Savage (1991:541) and Hebdige (1987:107–8) show how both Punk and Two Tone strengthened the position of the artist as producer within the popular music industry. And post-avantgardism itself has not, as yet, accepted the impotence of its own project and retreated to practice negative dialectics in a self-contained and self-sufficient aesthetic realm. Instead it may yet exemplify Parker and Pollock’s argument that the ‘dominant and the alternative in cultural practice exist interdependently’ (1987:99). Therein lies hope, for the most cursory glance at cultural history reveals a process by which the marginal of one epoch can become the dominant of the next.

If what Raymond Williams called the ‘long revolution’ and, indeed, what continental theory terms ‘the project of modernity’ (see Habermas 1983) have not been entirely halted by the apparent collapse of socialism since the 1970s, one agency of their continuation perhaps remains in the social and cultural practices of what I have called post-avantgardism, together with a reconstituted politics of both class identity and individual agency. Whether this will ever transpire is beyond the competence of this volume to predict. Rather, it attempts, within the limited purview of the British context, and albeit only partially, the more modest but none the less pressing project identified by Andreas Huyssen: ‘The cultural history of the 1970s still has to be written, and the various postmodernisms in art, literature, dance, theatre, architecture, film, video, and music will have to be discussed separately and in detail’ (1986:216).


Notes

	Taken from Black Theatre Co-Operative documents supplied to this writer (‘A Brief History’ and ‘Statement of Policy’).

	Transcribed from a taped interview between Alby James and Claudia Woolgar, April 1992.



Further Reading


	The only single volume history of the decade is Whitehead (1985), which could be supplemented by Morgan (1990:317–435) and Williamson (1990: 191–229). Burk and Cairncross (1992) is excellent on the economic history of the 1970s. Hewison (1986) is an essential guide to the cultural practices and politics of the first half of the decade. Baldry (1981) and Hutchison (1982) are useful on arts institutions and policy generally, as are the yearly Arts Council Reports. The introduction to Moore-Gilbert and Seed (1992) provides a way into debates about the British avant-garde of the 1960s and its legacies, while Burger (1984) and Huyssen (1986) offer indispensable theoretical analyses of the avant-garde and postmodernism as institutions. Parker and Pollock (1987) gives an exemplary analysis and archive of the effect of feminism on a single art form, while Owusu (1986) is useful on the emergence of Black British culture. Easthope (1988) and Turner (1990) give clear accounts of the growth of theory in the decade and its effects on institutional practice.
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