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The Culture Gap offers another handy
indictment of the last Labour adminis-
tration, this time from the viewpoint of a left
Minister's attempts to halt the dismal
dwindle; it is also a useful information
source about government policy for 'the
arts'. Hugh (now Lord) Jenkins describes
himself as a 'left-wing Parliamentary social-
ist, Marxian like Laski, rather than Marxist'
and at the start of the book gives a biograph-
ical sketch of a working class background
and a long stretch of trade union activity,
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notably in Equity, before becoming an MP
in 1964. Wilson made him Minister of the
Arts in 1974; Callaghan sacked him in 1976
and most of the book is about what hap-
pened in between.

The Ministry was first established in 1964
and its office-holder until 1970 was Jennie
Lee whose famous White Paper, A Policy for
the Arts — the First Steps (1965), is repro-
duced in the book and provides the idea
behind the title. The paper demanded that
government help 'to bridge the gap between
what have come to be called the "higher"
forms of entertainment and the traditional
sources — the brass band, the amateur con-
cert party, the entertainer, the music hall
and pop group — and to challenge the fact
that a gap exists.' As Lee's Labour succes-
sor, Jenkins started out in office to fulfil her
call for a more 'coherent, generous and

imaginative' approach to the arts.
Generosity he certainly achieved: he lifted

the Tory museum charges immediately and
was the last of the big spenders where sub-
sidies are concerned. But the rest is part of
an increasingly familiar tale of thwart and
obstruction in attempting to carry out the
manifesto — though none the less shocking
in re-telling. Two examples stand out: Jen-
kins' support for the wealth tax against the
hypocrisies of the 'National Heritage' lobby
who sought exemption for their own private
art treasures; and his attempts — revealing
in the light of recent events — to democratise
the Arts Council with a proportion of
elected membership and more explicit cri-
teria for awarding grants.

He was barracked in his efforts through-
out. And what is most interesting in his
account is not so much the continual and

obvious press howls for his resignation, but
the more sophisticated, insidious resistances
he encountered. A whole repertoire of dis-
creet savoir-faire was deployed against him:
a word in the ear, avoiding the eye, going
over the head, losing the memo, not-avail-
able-today, a-slight-misunderstanding, I'm-
so-sorry. These games were played not only
by the senior civil servants and wealthy arts
patricians who almost 'automatically' resist
him, but also by his 'own' side, the DES
Ministers — Prentice and then Mulley — he
served under, and the clique around Wilson.
They never opposed Jenkins by argument
but used contempt and rank pulling. It was
impressed upon him that he was a junior
minister and not of cabinet status.

But he also did not 'belong' in a class
sense: he was not particularly 'of the world
of Westminster, nor a university or club
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'man'. Indeed he comes across for the most
part as an isolated outcast individual, too
straight and principled to want to play it the
same tortuous ruling class way and yet —and
hence the vanities — deferentially grateful to
be 'noticed' by the odd machinating peer
like the ubiquitous Goodman. But given
that he did see through 'the charmed circle',
'the culivated smoothies' and the Arts Coun-
cil 'poodles', the most telling absence in the
book is any reference to the building of
alliances both within and outside parliament
so that he could start developing alternative
ideas and arguments in a collective and com-
bative way. Apart from a small advisory
group of left intellectuals, he was on his
own. And it is precisely the implications of
this sort of'culture gap' that he should have
explored further because it is here that he is
rendered ineffective.

The 'gap' Jenkins does explore is more
specifically to do with cultural provision. He
refers to 'cultural disenfranchisement' and
asserts a passionate belief that working
people deserve better than what a class-seg-
mented marketplace lobs at them. His calls
for a 'common culture', echo the moral
polemic of Uses of Literacy, where Richard
Hoggart advanced the thesis that mass cul-
ture's 'invitations to a candy-floss world'
were 'unbending the springs of action' —

debilitating traditional working class values.
In the 25 years since Uses of Literacy was

published, Hoggart's has been the major
pioneering influence also in establishing the
current research in popular culture. With-
out its influence, it is unlikely there would
be an Open University course in popular
culture and this reader which accompanies
it. But much of the new research has devel-
oped as a critique of Hoggart's formulations,
seeing the concern to overcome any 'culture
gap' as paternalist and asserting that far
from turning into candyfloss, working class
people have subverted and given new mean-
ings to consumerist values.

The new emphasis on 'reappropriation',
the insistence that 'the springs of action'
remain unbent, runs through many of the
selected readings in Popular Culture.
Included is a sustained examination of the
'moralist' position from Dick Hebdige, one
of the younger generation of researchers
who have examined young subcultures in
terms of 'resistance through rituals' or the
sort of subversive 'style' which creates an
active identity out of consumer artefacts: the
punk's safety-pin; the rocker's bike; the
mod's suit.

In it's celebration of various subordinate
groups' abilities not to be conned by 'mass'
culture, but to find ways of resistance and

transcendence, recent research in popular
culture has offered a useful corrective to
oversimple moralist polemic. But it has
some problems of its own and Popular Cul-
ture helpfully illuminates them. To touch
briefly on two: whether it is EP Thompson's
radical tradition of the 'freeborn English-
man' or Paul Willis' motor bike boys study,
both represented here, recent research suf-
fers from a profoundly masculinist bias. Do
women and girls figure at all in popular
culture, I wonder? Or can you even talk
about us 'having' culture in the same way as
you can for boys and men? — a question
aptly posed by Angela McRobbie in her
evaluation of the Jackie magazine in this
volume. Secondly, the whole emphasis on
making and transforming meaning can
encourage an idealist neglect of the condi-
tions that structure inequality. And the sin-
cerest egalitarian wish not to make
judgements of value but to understand
forms of popular culture primarily in their
own terms may well have the unintended
consequence of obscuring the need for
socialist policy in creating wider opportu-
nity. So it's no bad thing to have Jenkins'
reminder of Labour manifesto promises and
Hoggart's continued reluctance to celebrate
the safety-pin when the wearer can't read.

Rosalind Brunt


