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The Return of Language: 

Radicalism and the 
British Historians 1960-1990 

GARETH STEDMAN JONES 

It is common knowledge that the twentieth century witnessed fun-
damental changes in philosophical and scientific conceptions of 
the significance of language. Modern linguistics dated from 
Saussure's ground-breaking Cours de linguistique generate of 1916. In 
analytical philosophy, the early twentieth-century arguments of 
Russell and Moore suggested that the best route to a theory of the 
mind was through a description of our linguistic powers. In his 
later works, which began to be published in the 1950s, 
Wittgenstein argued that language is a rule-governed activity anal-
ogous to a game which is context-dependent and related to 
purpose. In the 1960s in the philosophy of linguistics, Noam 
Chomsky suggested a rationalist rather than empiricist approach 
to the theory of innate ideas. According to his notion of a univer-
sal grammar, human beings possess a language faculty specially 
equipped to acquire natural human languages. In anthropology, 
psychoanalysis, and literary criticism, initially in the 1960s under 
the banner of structuralism, focus upon language led to the 
assumption that discourses and cultural forms of every kind-even 
that of the unconscious-were best understood by analogy with 
language treated as a synchronic system of sound and sense. 

All these claims and insights have pointed to the idea that forms 
of linguistic representation constitute the furthest point that phi-
losophy can reach in its quest for knowledge and truth. There are 
no facts outside language and no reality other than that which 
presents itself under some linguistic description. 

Not surprisingly, in every area of the humanities, this new-
found focus upon language produced lively debate. But nowhere 
did it produce more passionate protest and intense disagreement 
than in history in the 1980s and 1990s in a battle over the so-called 
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'linguistic turn'. 1 This battle did not affect all history by any 
means. It engaged foremost that form of social history, and the 
cultural criticism associated with it, which had become prevalent 
in mid-twentieth-century Britain and was associated with the 
work of Raymond Williams and Edward Thompson. It was a 
form of history particularly close to contemporary political 
preoccupations. 2 

This approach had first attracted wide attention in the after-
math of the crisis of Communism of 1956. However different the 
particular points of emphasis found within the writings of 
Thompson and Williams, both were closely associated with the 
formation of a 'New Left', a movement defined by its rejection 
both of the mechanical Marxism which it associated with 
Stalinism, and of the social democratic compromise of the 1950s 
put forward by Crosland, Gaitskell, and other would-be modern-
izers in the British Labour Party. 

This double rejection helps to explain the otherwise seemingly 
idiosyncratic founding project of the original New Left: to affirm 
and restate, from within an indigenous tradition, the centrality of 
a Marxist notion of class experience as the defining feature of 
English history and English culture during the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. 

Heightened attention to language among historians did not 
actually begin with the 1980s polemics over the linguistic turn. In 
intellectual history, a new approach insisting upon the common 
concerns which linked history with the social sciences and philos-
ophy had developed in the 196os. Inspired by Wittgenstein's con-
ception of a language game and Austin's theory of the speech act, 
intellectual historians proposed a novel and contentious set of 
methodological procedures which henceforth should undeipin the 
study of the relationship between text and context in the construc-
tion of the history of political thought. But this innovation had 
made little impact upon the social historians and cultural critics 

1 For a brief account of the controversy, see D. Feldman, 'Class', in Peter Burke (ed.), 
History and Historiom in the Twentieth Century (Oxford, 2002), 180--206. 

2 For some account of the emergence and particular characteristics of social history in 
Britain in the thirty years after the Second World War, see Gareth StedmanJones, 'Anglo-
Marxism, Nee-Marxism and the Discursive Approach to History', in Alf Ludtke (ed.), Was 
bleiht von marxistischen Perspektiven in tier Geschichtsforschung? (Gottingen, 1997), 149-209; see also 
Lin Chun, 17ze British New Left (Edinburgh, 1993); and Dennis L. Dworkin, Cultural Marxism 
in Postwar Britain: History, the New Left, and the Origins ,if Cultural Studies (Durham, NC, 1997). 
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who had been inspired by Thompson and Williams. They 
remained suspicious of what they referred to as 'Oxford philoso-
phy' which they had associated with parochialism and political 
complacency; and their suspicions were reinforced by the battle 
between the new intellectual history and C. B. MacPherson's 
Marxist interpretation of Hobbes and Locke in his Political Theory 
ef Possessive Individualism. 3 

The potential conflict between social and intellectual history 
did not lead to confrontation at that stage, since the paths of these 
two branches of history rarely crossed. For all their strictures upon 
'the great books' approach to the history of ideas, the majority of 
intellectual historians continued to concentrate upon the interpre-
tation of canonical works of high theory. Conversely, much of the 
energy of social and cultural historians was devoted not to the 
recovery of the illocutionary force attending particular utterances, 
but rather to the reconstitution of the messages supposedly con-
veyed in non-verbal forms of action (ritual, play, etc.). Thus, while 
intellectual history cleaved towards analytical philosophy, game 
theory, and theoretical sociology, social and cultural history 
increasingly aligned itself with anthropology and literary studies. 

But sooner or later, a clash was unavoidable. Social and cul-
tural historians modified, but never wholly abandoned, the funda-
mental tenets of a theory of ideology which they had inherited 
from classical Marxism, a theory in which conscious intention 
was explicitly assigned a subordinate and derivative role. This was 
implicit in Edward Thompson's 'social being', or Raymond 
Williams's 'structure of feeling', as starting points in the under-
standing of agency or the role of 'social movements'. The main 
point at issue would be the insistence by the followers of 
Thompson and Williams upon the centrality of class as the struc-
turing experience underlying thought and action.4 

The pre- or extra-discursive primacy accorded to 'social being' 
could, of course, be found within an English Marxist tradition of 
history and cultural criticism dating back to the inter-war years. 
But the claim to authority made by Thompson and Williams rested 
upon something deeper and more powerful than a standardized 

3 Crawford Brough Macpherson, 77ze Political 77zeo,y ef Possesswe Individualism: Hobbes to 
Locke (Oxford, 1962). 

4 See Raphael Samuel, 'British Marxist Historians 1880-1980: Part One', New 4ft 
Review, 120 (Mar.-Apr. 1980), 21-96. 
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Marxism. It drew upon an older, and allegedly indigenous, cultural 
tradition, of which Marxism was arguably one of the offshoots. 
This was, for Thompson, the legacy of Blake, the Romantic poets, 
and William Morris; for Raymond Williams, the tradition 
described in Culture and Socie!)! which began with Thomas Carlyle. 5 

The notion of class remained the basic point of connection 
between Marxism and this culturalist approach to history, and this 
helps to explain the vehemence of arguments about the linguistic 
turn. The passion aroused, therefore, must be related not simply to 
the growing disarray of Marxism in the 1980s, but also, and 
perhaps more fundamentally, to the precipitate disappearance of 
an enduring and recognizable landscape of class relations appar-
ently stretching back to Disraeli's 'two nations' in the 1840s. An 
examination of the cultural assumptions shaping that landscape 
also helps to explain why arguments about language rather than 
other forms of criticism should have played such a central role in 
undermining the presuppositions of the culturalist approach. 

No one was more formative in shaping that tradition than 
Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881). Without Carlyle, there would have 
been no 'condition of England question' in the 1840s, nor would 
the cultural criticism embedded in Victorian, Edwardian, or even 
Georgian literature have looked remotely similar. Carlyle's impact 
upon British thought in the nineteenth century was enormous, 
whether directly, or through intermediaries like Dickens, Disraeli, 
Charles Kingsley, George Eliot,John Ruskin, or William Morris. 
According to George Eliot, writing in 1855, 'it is an idle question 
to ask whether his books will be read a century hence: if they were 
all burnt as the grandest of Suttees on his funeral pile, it would 
be only like cutting down an oak after its acorns have sown a 
forest. For there is hardly a superior or active mind of this gener-
ation that has not been modified by Carlyle's writings; there has 
hardly been an English book written for the last ten or twelve 
years that would not have been different if Carlyle had not lived.'6 

But Carlyle's prime sources of inspiration were not 'indige-
nous'. They were German, in particular the proto-Romanticism 
of Sturm und Drang, especially that of Goethe and Herder, and the 

5 See Edward P. Thompson, William Morris: From Romantic /tJ Revolutionary (London, 1955); 
id., Witness against the Beast (London, 1993); Raymond Williams, Culture and Sode!)! 1780-1950 
(London, 1958). 

6 'G. Eliot, an unsigned review, Leader, 27 Oct 1855, vi, pp. m34-5', cited inJules Paul 
Seigel (ed.), Thomas Car!Jle: The Critical Heritage (London 1971), 409-m. 
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first generation of German Romantics, especially Jean Paul 
Richter. But in order to explain the distinctive sources and 
emphases of the Carlylean tradition and its twentieth-century 
legacy, it is first necessary to discuss the intellectual inheritance to 
which it was opposed. 

When this is done, it will become easier to explain the centrality 
of issues oflanguage in the constitution of the Carlylean tradition. 
For the main targets singled out for special attack by Carlyle were 
the principal ancestors of the semiotic approach inaugurated by 
Saussure: Locke, Condillac, and the Ideologues. Locke had chal-
lenged the habitual belief in the identity of words and things, 'as 
if the name carried with it the knowledge of the species and of the 
essence of it'. 7 He stressed that words were about ideas and not 
about things. Locke was attacking the seventeenth-century 
'Adamic' view in which languages contained elements of an orig-
inally perfect language created by Adam when he named the 
animals and plants in the Garden of Eden. In other words, the 
relation between signifier and signified was not arbitrary. In con-
trast to Locke's idea that human languages were human and con-
ventional, the 'Adamic' view-to some extent taken up again in 
early nineteenth-century Romanticism-conceived them as divine 
or natural. Locke's views were elaborated in the Abbe Condillac's 
Essai sur l'origi,ne des connaissances humaines of 1746. Condillac's work 
was developed in differing directions by Rousseau, Maupertuis, 
Herder, and most controversially, during the years of the French 
Revolution, by the Ideologues, as part of their secular and materi-
alist philosophy. a 

Carlyle forcefully rejected Locke and Condillac as progenitors 
of an approach which had generated the atheism and materialism 
of the 'shallow' and faithless eighteenth century, culminating in 
the French Revolution and the work of the Ideologues. Like so 

7 This passage from Locke's Essqy on Human Understanding is cited and discussed in Hans 
Aarsleff, From Locke t.o Saussure: Essqys on the Stutfy ef Language and Intellectual History 
(Minneapolis, 1982), 24-6. 

8 On the 'Adamic' position, see Aarsleff, From Locke to Saussure, 19. On Condillac's devel-
opment ofLocke's position, see Aarsleff, 'The Tradition ofCondillac', in id., From Locke t.o 
Saussure, 120-46. The controversiality of the Ideologues was contained first of all in the name 
they gave to themselves. The theory of 'ideologie' was in many respects an elaboration of 
the approach first set out in Condillac. But unlike Condillac, who was a Catholic priest, 
the position of the Ideologues was self-proclaimedly materialist. The term 'ideologie' was 
chosen to emphasize an idea of a theory which unified body and mind, while removing any 
reference to the 'psyche', the immaterial and, for Christians, immortal 'soul'. 
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many writing in the aftermath of the Revolution, Carlyle mistak-
enly believed that Locke and Condillac had considered that the 
senses alone were 'enough to account for the richest intellectual 
and emotional experiences of man'. It was this approach which 
had been responsible for the decline of metaphysics. In France, 
metaphysics had disappeared in a country which had once had 
its Pascals and Malebranches. Now with 'Dr Cabanis', a leader 
of the Ideowgues, the French believed that, 'as the liver secretes bile, 
so does the brain secrete thought'. In England ever since Locke 
there had been no metaphysics, merely 'a genetic history of what 
we see in the mind'. Locke's whole doctrine was also 'mechanical, 
in its aims and origin, in its method and results'.9 Locke himself, 
Carlyle conceded, was a 'religious man', but he had 'paved the 
way for banishing religion from the world'. 10 

In some ways, Carlyle's impact upon Victorian thought can be 
likened to that of his German predecessor, and another of his 
heroes, Georg Hamann. Hamann's rejection of the rationalism of 
the Aefklarung (Enlightenment) came as the result of a nervous 
breakdown followed by a dramatic recovery of his Lutheran faith. 
The friend, and Konigsberg neighbour, commissioned, unsuccess-
fully, to save him for the Enlightenment was Immanuel Kant. 11 

Carlyle's rejection of the 'shallow' eighteenth century was also the 
result of a spiritual crisis which ended in the building of a new post-
Christian faith. The friend who thereafter helped him most towards 
the composition of his new and decidedly non-rationalist history of 
the French Revolution wasJohn Stuart Mill, the standard-bearer--
not always wholehearted, it is true-of precisely the philosophical 
radicalism which Carlyle considered most responsible for the 
degradation of the age. Carlyle, Hamann, Herder, and Sturm und 
Drang all rejected the separation of reason from other faculties, the 
head from the heart, body from mind. From the beginning, this 
position had also involved a general distrust of reason's pretensions, 
a disbelief in the politics of perfectibility, and a dislike of abstract 

9 Thomas Carlyle, 'Signs of the Times', Edinburgh Review (1829); id., Selected Writings, 
ed. Alan Shelston (Harmondsworth, 1971), 68-g. 

10 Thomas Carlyle, 'Goethe', in Criti.cal and Mi.rceUaneous Essays, 5 vols. (New York, 1899), 
i. 215. See also Hans Aarsleff, 'Locke's Reputation in Nineteenth Century England', in id., 
From Locke to Saussure, 120-45. 

11 On Hamann's spiritual crisis and his relations with Kant and Herder, see Frederick 
C. Beiser, 17ze Fate I/[ Reason: German Phiwsophy from Kant to Fichte (Cambridge, Mass., 1987), 
chs. 1 and 5. 
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universalism: a stance much reinforced by the events of the French 
Revolution. Instead, Carlyle's aesthetic, like that of Hamann, was 
built upon a taste for the concrete, for the particular, for the imme-
diacy of image, for the infinite significance of the smallest event as 
a symbol or emblem of the truth. Like Hamann, Carlyle now 
believed God to be a poet rather than a mathematician, and the 
universe to be one vast enciphered symbol of divine presence. 

In some of his writings, Hamann resurrected a fully-fledged 
'Adamic' view oflanguage: 'every appearance oflanguage was a 
word-the sign, image and pledge of a new secret and inexpress-
ible communion of divine energies and ideas. Everything that 
man at first heard, saw and touched with his hands was a living 
word.' 12 Carlyle could not go quite this far. Symbols he believed 
to be of human origin. They therefore withered and decayed in 
the course of time and had periodically to be renewed; and this 
was the task of poets and prophets. 13 Nevertheless, it was through 
symbols that mankind was connected to eternity. All visible things 
were emblems; it was not merely language, but the world itself 
which was metaphoric. Similarly, in his conception of words, 
Carlyle implicitly rejects the arbitrariness of signification. While 
Horne Tooke, a follower of Locke, traced all words back to sen-
sible perceptions as grounds for opposing any notion of the divine 
origin of language and as support for rational and sceptical phi-
losophy, Carlyle used the same materials as occasions for wonder 
and mystic speculation on divine hieroglyphs. 'All visible things 
are emblems; what thou seest is not there on its own account; 
strictly taken, is not there at all: matter exists only spiritually, and 
to represent some idea and body it forth.'14 

12 J. G. Hamann, Samtliche Werke: Historisch-Kritische Ausgabe, ed. Josef Nadler (Vienna, 
1948-57), xi. 76, cited in Beiser, Fate ef Reason, 139. Carlyle sometimes wrote in similar 
terms. 'The name is the earliest Garment you wrap round the Earth-visiting ME; to which 
it thenceforth cleaves, more tenaciously ... than the very skin. And now from without, 
what mystic influences does it not send inwards, even to the centre ... Not only all 
common Speech, but Science, Poetry itself is no other, if thou consider it, than a right 
Naming. Adam's first task was giving names to natural appearances: what is ours still but a 
continuation of the same?' T. Carlyle, Sartor Resartus (1831) (London, 1870), 53. 

13 Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, 131 8. On Carlyle's conception of the ironic potential of 
symbols, see Catherine Gallagher, The Industrial Reformatwn ef English Fictwn: Social Discourse 
and Na11atwe Form 183:c--1867 (Chicago, 1985), 195-6. 

14 Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, 43; See also Georg Bernhard Tennyson, Sartor called Resartus: 
The Gemsis, Structure and Style ef Thomas Car{yle's First MaJor Work (Princeton, 1965), 262 and 
268. Or, as John Holloway put it: 'Carlyle does not wish to be thought of as explicitly allot-
ting his own senses to ... words, but as discovering what really they mean already, what 
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Carlyle was also deeply indebted to Herder's historicism, his 
cultural relativism, and his freedom of speculation about man and 
nature. These had been crucial to the resolution of the religious 
crisis Carlyle had experienced between 1814 and 1822. In Sartor 
Resartus (1831), the garments in which each civilization clothed 
itself-its language, its mythology, its religion, its literature, its 
culture-were incommensurable and incomparable; they could 
only be judged in their own terms as particular expressions of the 
infinite creativity of Herder's Humanitat, truth, as he jotted down 
from Herder in one of his notebooks 'immer wird, nie ist'. Truth 
is always in the process of coming to be, it is never completed. 15 

But to this, Carlyle also added a darker and more ominous 
note, not to be found in the Goethean or Herderian original. For 
if, as Goethe had said, 'all genuine things are what they ought to 
be', it also followed that all false things were and deserved to be 
swept away. Thus in addition to Scripture seen as divine poetry, 
and Nature conceived in Sartor Resartus as God's 'second Bible', 
Carlyle renewed the idea of history as a sacred drama. FromJean 
Paul Richter, another of his German mentors, he adopted the 
notion of history as 'the third Bible', as 'that divine book of 
Revelation, whereof a chapter is completed from epoch to epoch'. 
It was this thought that inspired his vision of the French 
Revolution as a great and terrible process of divine purgation. 16 

Carlyle's French Revolution (1837) was arguably the first of a new 
type of history in which a collective entity, the French People, was 
conceived as the active protagonist of the historical process. This, 
again, could not have happened but for Carlyle's intimate 
acquaintance with the aesthetic and religious theories of Sturm und 
Drang and German Romanticism. Back in the 1820s, Mill had per-
ceived that the novelty of the Revolution lay in the part played 
by the whole people and therefore that its understanding required 
insight into popular enthusiasm. But Mill could never have 
written Carlyle's book. 17 

their existing present use both depends upon, and perhaps conceals.' John Holloway, The 
Victorian Sage: Studies in Argument (London, 1953), cited in Aarsleff, From Locke to Saussure, 37. 

15 On Carlyle's indebtedness to Herder, see Ruth apRoberts, The Ancient Dialect· 17zomas 
Car[yle and Comparative Religion (Berkeley, 1988), 15-17. 

16 On Carlyle's idea of history as a 'third Bible', see John D. Rosenberg, Car[yle and the 
Burden qf History (Oxford, 1985), 9-10. 

17 See Hedva Ben-Israel, English Historians on the French Revolution (Cambridge, 1968), 
58-g. 
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Carlyle believed that history was 'the sole Poetry possible' in 
the disbelieving modern world; the grandest of fictions faded 
before 'the smallest historicalfact'; history was 'an inarticulate 
Bible; and in a dim manner reveals the Divine Appearances in 
this lower world'. 18 The historian was the successor to the epic 
poet; that was why Carlyle prepared for his writing of 7he French 
Revolution by reading the Iliad, Dante, and Milton and why, like 
the ancient bards and Hebrew prophets, he composed his history 
in a state of semi-trance. 19 It was this belief that history was a 
form of bardic poetry, and thus a narrative of 'facts, facts, no 
theory' without the distance that enabled reflection or abstraction, 
that made Carlyle's history so novel and powerful. 20 

7he French Revolution evokes a peculiarly gruesome and disturb-
ing vision of revolution as a war between rich and poor born out 
of the loss of faith and habit. It was disturbing because, unlike 
Disraeli's picture of the two nations whose ancient feud could 
notionally be removed by the marriage between Sybil and 
Egremont, Carlyle's picture was drawn from a notion of the 
conflicting forces which reside within the sel£ The primitive, the 
instinctual, the murderous is not reassuringly projected onto 
another class or race, but remains in a state of suppressed yet 
smouldering rebellion within each sel£21 The vision of revolution 
found in the book is inspired by the uprising of the Titans against 
the Olympians, by Lucifer's rebellion, or by a picture of primeval 
Holocaust. Carlyle wasted few pages on the constitution-making 
of successive assemblies. For him the Revolution was 'sansculot-
tism', 'the open violent rebellion, and victory of disimprisoned 
anarchy against corrupt worn out authority'. 22 

English historians have not generally understood how impor-
tant Carlyle's French Revolution was in fuelling a literature of social 
fear in the 1830s and 1840s. They have been even less aware how 

18 Thomas Carlyle, 'Goethe', in Collected Works, xxviii. 45, 53-4. 
l9 See Rosenberg, Carfyle and the Burden ef History, 16-17. 
20 'Men believe in Bibles and disbelieve in them: but of all Bibles the frightfullest to dis-

believe in is this "Bible of Universal History" ... It was not true that the Past had "no 
God's Reason in it''.' 'Men will again be taught this. Their acted History will then again 
be a Heroism; their written History, what once it was, an Epic. Nay, forever it is either 
such, or else it virtually is-Nothing.' Thomas Carlyle, Past and Present (1843) (London, 
1870), 258. 

21 'every man ... holds confined within him mad-man'. Once 'the thin Earth-rind' of 
Habit is broken, 'instead of a green flowery world there is a waste wild-weltering chaos'. 
Thomas Carlyle, The French Revolution (1837) (Oxford, 1989), 40. 22 Ibid. 221. 
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important was Carlyle's German proto-Romantic inheritance in 
shaping the peculiar definition which he gave to the social ques-
tion and its resolution. Two aspects of his approach which affected 
the culturalist tradition of Thompson and Williams should be 
briefly mentioned: first, his definition of the social realm and its 
attendant downgrading of the political; and secondly, the role 
which he assigned to 'the people', the 'sansculottes', or the 
'working classes' in his providential conception of history. 

On the first point, no commentator could miss Carlyle's hos-
tility to democracy.23 What has attracted less attention has been 
the subordinate and, in some sense, degraded position he assigned 
to the political as such. In Past and Present he despised political 
reform as a mere tinkering with machinery. Fundamentally, his 
distrust was similar to that of Hamann or Herder and related to 
the vanity of the pretensions of reason when it aspired to legislate 
in abstraction from any social embodiment. Hamann had 
protested against Kant that reason could not be 'pure', that is, it 
could not claim any right to existence as a disembodied entity. In 
Carlyle, this scepticism appeared clearly in a definition of what 
would later be called ideology. 'Man's philosophies are usually the 
supplement of his practice; some ornamental logic varnish, some 
outer skin of articulate intelligence with which he strives to render 
his dumb instinctive doings presentable when they are done.'24 

The 'true law code and constitution of society' was unwritten and 
rested upon 'its system of habits', 'the only Code, though an 
Unwritten one, which it can no wise disobey'.25 Political discourse 
in Sartor is a mere 'wrappage' of civilization. 

What Carlyle pitted against Benthamite or mechanical concep-
tions of society was Herder's idea of culture. Society was a living 
tissue, an organism, held together by what Sartor described as 
'organic filaments'-language and custom, the living landscape, 
dress, climate, and a shared past. 26 Man is spirit, he wears clothes; 
this is a visible emblem of the bonds that tie him to other men. It 
is 'in society that man first feels what he is; first becomes what he 
can be'. This is why Carlyle was so alarmed by the fear that in 

23 'Democracy, which means despair of finding any Heroes to govern you, and con-
tented putting up with the want of them-alas, thou too, mein lieber, seest well how close 
it is of kin to Atheism and other sad Isms: he who discovers no God whatever, how shall he 
discover Heroes, the visible Temples of God?' Carlyle, Past and Present, 238. 

24 Ibid. 217. 25 Carlyle, French &volution, 40. 
26 Carlyle, So:rtor Resartus, bk. 3, eh. 8. 
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the England of his time, persons were held together by nothing 
except 'the cash nexus'. 

The second point through which Carlyle's approach, and the 
German inheritance that inspired it, shaped the subsequent cul-
turalist tradition was through the role he assigned to the sanscu-
wttes, the peopk or the working classes. What is most noticeable here 
is that while the main protagonists of Carlyle's social and histori-
cal dramas make sounds and create a noise, they do not speak. 
Carlyle describes the French people whose grievances were met 
by Louis XV's gallows as 'a dumb generation; their voice only an 
inarticulate cry'.27 By the time Carlyle gets to the Assembly of 
Notables, the people were ceasing to be dumb, but had not quite 
achieved true utterance. The people 'speaks through pamphlets, 
or at least bays and growls behind them, in unison-increasing 
wonderfully their volume of sound'. 28 At the siege of the Bastille, 
once again the people achieves sound, maybe even speech, but 
not thought: 'Great is the combined voice of men; the utterance 
of their instincts, which are truer than their thoughts.'29 Although 
at certain points in the narrative the people appear to be on the 
point of breaking into articulate speech, they never actually do so. 

In the case of the English working classes, the inarticulacy 
becomes threatening and deafening. Carlyle first introduces them 
in Chartism by bemoaning a lack of understanding among the 
upper classes of 'what it is that the under-classes intrinsically 
mean; a clear interpretation of the thought which at heart tor-
ments these wild inarticulate souls, struggling there with inarticu-
late uproar, like dumb creatures in pain, unable to speak what is 
in them. Something they do mean; some true thing withal, in the 
centre of their confused hearts-for they are hearts created by 
heaven too. '30 As for the supposed demands of the Chartists, the 
demands of the Charter, Carlyle comments: 'what is the meaning 
of the five points, if we will understand them? What are all 
popular commotions and maddest bellowings, from Peterloo to 
the Place de la Greve itself? Bellowings, inarticulate cries as of a 
dumb creature in rage and pain.' But, Carlyle goes on, 'to the ear 
of wisdom they are inarticulate prayers: Guide me; Govern me. I 
am mad and miserable and cannot guide mysel£'31 It is not 

27 Carlyle, French Revolution, bk. 11, eh. 11, p. 37. 28 Ibid. bk. 4, eh. 1, p. 122. 
29 Ibid. bk. 5, eh. 6, p. 202. 
30 Thomas Carlyle, Chamsm (London, 1870), eh. 1, p. 6. 31 Ibid. eh. 6, p. 33. 
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simply the underclasses who cannot speak their meaning, 
however-who can only act it. It is also the English who are 
praised as a dumb race. 'Not the least admirable quality of Bull is 
... of remaining insensible to logic.' Long after the logical argu-
ment is settled, for instance the repeal of the Corn Laws, Gohn) 
Bull will see whether nothing else iUogi,cal, not yet spoken, not yet 
able to be spoken, do not lie in the business, as there so often 
does.32 

At a more metaphysical level, this emphasis upon silence and 
inarticulacy touched the core of Carlyle's vision of history and 
reality. 'The cloudy-browed thick-soled opaque Practicality, with 
no logic utterance, in silence mainly, with here and there a low 
grunt or growl, has in him what transcends all logic-utterance: a 
congruity with the unuttered.' On the other hand, 'the Speakable, 
which lies atop, as a superficial film, or outer skin, is his or is not 
his; but the doable which reaches down to the world's center, you 
find him there.'33 Or, as he stated elsewhere, 'Speech is time, 
Silence is eternity'. Speech is related to the visible universe. But 
the poet, 'the seer penetrates the visible universe to reach the 
invisible, but truly real universe, of which the visible is indeed the 
garment or symbol'. 34 

It is at this point-that of the silence or inarticulacy of the 
people, the English, the oppressed, the working classes-that the 
affinity between German proto-Romanticism and the subsequent 
Marxian tradition appears at its clearest. In 1844, the young 
Frederick Engels wrote an enthusiastic review of Carlyle's Past and 
Present for the Deutsche-jranzosische Jahrbiicher, edited in Paris by Karl 
Marx and Arnold Ruge. Carlyle's book, according to Engels, was 
the only work in England to show 'traces of a human point of 
view'. Discounting a few phrases which 'derived from Carlyle's par-
ticular standpoint, we must allow the truth of all he says'. Engels 
agreed that the evils from which England suffered were social not 
political, and that democracy would only be a 'transitional stage', 
whether, as Carlyle thought, on the way to true aristocracy, or, as 
Engels thought, to 'real human freedom'.35 Engels also agreed with 
Carlyle about the religious roots of the social crisis. 'We too are 

32 Carlyle, Past and Present, bk. 111, eh. 5, p. 197. 
33 Ibid. 194-5. 34 Carlyle, Sarwr Resartus, 133-4. 
35 Frederick Engels, 'The Condition of England: Past and Present by Thomas Carlyle, 
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concerned with combating the lack of principle, the inner empti-
ness, the spiritual deadness, the untruthfulness of the age ... We 
want to put an end to atheism, as Carlyle portrays it, by giving back 
to man the substance he has lost through religion. '36 Finally, Engels 
agreed with Carlyle about 'the revelation of history'. Carlyle's posi-
tion represented the first step towards the position of Marx's and 
Ruge's journal. The disagreement, as Engels saw it, was between 
Carlyle's 'pantheism', which Engels likened to that of Strauss or 
the early Schelling, and Feuerbachian humanism, the position 
espoused at that moment by Engels and Marx. 37 

This review of Past and Present was followed a year and a half 
later by Engels' celebrated account of The Condition ef the Working 
Ckiss in England (1844). In that book, the basic stance remained that 
of Feuerbachian Communism, but now conceived as the outcome 
of a revolution, 'in comparison with which the French Revolution 
and the year 1794 will prove to have been child's play'.38 The text 
resonates with Carlylean references. Engels was impressed not 
merely by Carlyle's denunciation of a society in which all forms of 
connection have been reduced to that of 'the cash nexus'. Like 
others ofCarlyle's admirers in the 1840s and 1850s, Engels was fas-
cinated by the highlighting of violence as the primitive vehicle of 
the struggle between what he called the 'upper' and 'under' classes, 
or what Engels called the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. Thus the 
first stage of the existential choice between enslaved animality and 
rebellion, as the expression of humanity, was crime, whether 
against person or property. Similarly, Marx, like Engels eagerly 
adopted Carlyle's analogy between the violent justice allegedly 
meted out to blacklegs by the Glasgow cotton spinners and the 
vengeance once wreaked upon high-living miscreants by the old 
Fehmgericht of medieval Germany. 39 

But the greatest affinity between Engels' position and that of 
Carlyle is suggested not by a presence, but an absence. Despite 
the wealth of descriptive detail about the condition of the prole-
tarians in town and country and about the history of the emer-
gence of the proletarian class, no proletarian was offered a 
speaking part throughout the whole book. As in Carlyle, so here 

36 Ibid. 463. 37 Ibid. 460-1. 
38 Frederick Engels, 'The Condition of the Working-Class in England', MECW, iv. 323. 
39 See Carlyle, Chartism, eh. 5, p. 26; Frederick Engels and Karl Marx, 'Speech at the 
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speech was only a masquerade. What mattered was action.40 As 
Goethe-a hero both for Carlyle and for Engels-had stated: 
'Erst war die Tat' (first came the deed). Marx and Engels had 
written only a few months before, 'it is not a question of what this 
or that proletarian, or even the whole proletariat, at the moment 
regards as its aim. It is a question of what the proletariat is and what 
in accordance with this bei.ng, it will historically be compelled to 
do.'41 

Marx absorbed from German proto-Romanticism a pro-
nounced scepticism about the role of subjective reason and indi-
vidual intention in history. The rationality of history inhered not 
in the individual agents who composed it, but in the process as a 
whole. For Carlyle, history possessed a redemptive and purgative 
function because it was made into a manifestation of divine 
justice. Marxism postulated that history possessed a teleological 
goal, unconsciously powered by a class struggle which hastened 
the onward march of the forces of production. In both cases, these 
were processes which took place behind the backs of historical 
agents. They were only decipherable by the seer or the philoso-
pher. History itself, as Hegel once claimed, advanced through its 
bad side-through wars and destruction, through violence and 
unreasoning passions, through the obscure and subterranean 
movements of aversion and desire. If, therefore, there was a rela-
tionship between individual activity and the movement of history, 
speech or rational discourse was not its medium. This is why for 
those still close to the Marxist tradition, like Gyatry Spivak, it is 
still by no means self-evident that 'the subaltern' can 'speak'.42 

It was also a crucial precondition, both of Marx's theory and of 
the subsequent English culturalist tradition, that Carlyle had 
changed the representation of the working classes. They were 
henceforth no longer just the volatile city crowd, the playthings 
of demagogy, the reincarnation of the Roman mob, or the 
oppressed and childlike equivalents of West Indian slaves. They 
had been made into the powerful sphinx-like symbol of the age. 
In place of the passive, dependent, and predominantly feminine 
image of pauper apprentices, indentured children, and white 

40 'What is this Infinite of Things itself, which men name Universe, but an Action, a 
sum-total of Actions and Activities?' Carlyle, French R@olution, 401 8. 

41 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, 'The Holy Family', MECW, iv. 37-
42 Gyatry C. Spivak, 'Can the Subaltern Speak?', in Cary Nelson and Lawrence 
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slaves, Carlyle substituted a more sullen, angry, and threatening 
picture of the resentment, confusion, and choleric temper of 
grown men. The looming and swelling presence of the working 
classes now portended something--a warning to the governors of 
the need to rule, a still barely moving yet faintly stirring 
Enceladus, who might suddenly arise from the fiery deep, as he 
already had in France, toppling the flimsy superstructures of 
Anglo-Saxon civilization in his wake. 43 

A Carlylean respect for the slumbering Enceladus set the tone 
of British culture for at least a century after his unveiling of 'the 
condition of England question'. To Carlyle's call for leadership 
and guidance of the working classes was added Arnold's demand 
that industrial Britain and the slums of great cities be brought 
'sweetness and light'. As a counterpoint to the prosaic utilitarian-
ism of mass primary education, university extension, workers' 
education, and a range of institutions from the People's Palace to 
Ruskin College, Oxford, strove to bridge the gulf between the 
'two nations'. 44 In the case of Thompson and Williams, active 
engagement with this tradition was intensified both by their years 
of experience of extra-mural adult education, but also by the 
impact made upon them of the teaching and cultural criticism of 
F. R. Leavis, an avowed disciple of Arnold.45 

In comparison with the periods which came before and after, 
the years between. the 1870s and 1950s were also a period of 
extraordinary social stability. The first World War produced the 
enfranchisement of women, the emergence oflabour, mass unem-
ployment in the old staple industries, and the end of the gold stan-
dard. But the basic trends in British society continued to be those 
first established around the 1870s. The prevailing demographic 
pattern and its attendant family values, involving clearly demar-
cated sex and generation roles and low rates of illegitimacy or 
divorce, were those established in the 1870s. There was also a 
more or less continuous decline in the crime rate through to the 
1960s. 

European observers were impressed by what they called the 
'social peace' which reigned in Britain's industrial heartlands. 

43 Carlyle frequently uses the image of Enceladus to evoke the working classes. See, 
e.g., Carlyle, Chartism, eh. 9, p. 54. 
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Industrial relations were stabilized by the legislation of Gladstone 
and Disraeli and a legal framework according a privileged posi-
tion to trade unions which was not fundamentally altered until 
the premiership of Mrs Thatcher in the rg8os. Even exceptional 
periods of industrial conflict, such as that which had led to the 
General Strike in 1926, were conducted in a strikingly restrained 
and orderly way. As A. J. P. Taylor remarked of the British 
working classes, 'they were loyal to their unions and their leaders, 
as they had been loyal during the war to their country and to their 
generals. They went once more into the trenches, without enthu-
siasm and with little hope. '46 

The dominant trends in Britain during this period were the 
growth of a global market in food resulting in a cheap breakfast 
table, the crisis and decline of old staple industries (but well away 
from the South-East), the depopulation of the countryside, and 
the retreat of the landed classes. These developments were accom-
panied by the continuous expansion of the urban and suburban 
populations, the growth of great retail chains, of holiday resorts, 
of 'the servantless house', and of increasingly homogeneous pat-
terns of mass culture and mass leisure. Two world wars re-
inforced, but did not alter, the direction of change. Britain did not 
experience fascism or foreign occupation. Its industries were not 
dismantled or destroyed. There was no disruption in the function-
ing of British political institutions. Both the strengths and the 
weaknesses of the culturalist form of the Anglo-Marxist attitude 
towards history derived from the insularity of its development. 
Like the larger political culture of which it was a part, Anglo-
Marxism had been untroubled by wartime defeat, by the collapse 
of the state, by the reality of revolution, or the consolidation of a 
one-party state. 

But the flourishing of the culturalist version of Anglo-Marxism 
occurred just when the social structure and cultural values it pre-
supposed were beginning to disintegrate-and political change 
was soon to follow. Socially, 'the working-class' life which cultur-
alist Anglo-Marxism took as its starting point was already becom-
ing a sentimental memory evoked in such works as Richard 
Hoggart's Uses of Literacy.47 Politically, even within the New Left, 
a younger generation had emerged which was not the product of 

46 A.J. P. Taylor, English History 1914-1945 (Oxford, 1964), 245. 
H Richard Hoggart, Tu Uses qf literacy (London, 1957). 
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the struggle against fascism, of the Popular Front, or of the 
Second World War, but of the post-imperial and non-Communist 
radicalism of the years after 1956. It was a group interested in con-
tinental philosophical traditions, in the novel use of concepts, and 
in making a break with the inherited verities of Anglo-Saxon 
culture, whether of right or left; and it raised comparative ques-
tions hitherto virtually absent from English radical historiography. 
Unspoken assumptions about England's status, clothed in Marxist 
terminology, but inherited from a Romantic and Protestant past, 
were subjected to unsentimental scrutiny. In 1965, Edward 
Thompson led the Anglo-Marxist riposte in a famous essay called 
'The Peculiarities of the English'. It signalled a growing divide 
between the 'old' and 'new' New Left.48 

Outside the New Left, culturalist Anglo-Marxism, now with the 
Marxists of the 'new' New Left, was equally threatened by the 
growth of movements, beginning with the Women's Liberation 
Movement, whose preoccupations were no longer comprehensible 
within a framework of 'class'. Furthermore, as older forms of def-
erence and submission came under pressure, the unacceptable 
face of working-class life became more visible. In Northern 
Ireland, student radicals began to protest against the gerryman-
dered Protestant state. On the mainland, battles around racism 
came into the open following the notorious 'rivers of blood' 
speech by Enoch Powell and the march of solidly white proletar-
ian meat-porters in his support. 

Thompson's 1978 polemic against Althusser in The Poverty ef 
Theory was the last of the cultural-political battles, still stuck in the 
years before 1956.49 It highlighted the parochialism of a stance 
which was unprepared to take any account of the theoretical chal-
lenge represented by the new work in the 1960s of Levi-Strauss, 
Barthes, Althusser, and Lacan. These authors presupposed a more 
explicit theoretical engagement with the status of language and 
discourse in history, and in some cases pointed beyond a Marxian 
paradigm altogether. 

As the 1970s drew to a close, the battle about 'theory' still 
rumbled on, culminating in a large and bad-tempered History 
Workshop Conference held in Oxford in 1979. Nothing ends 
neatly, but this Conference more or less brought these debates to 

48 See E. P. Thompson, 'The Peculiarities of the English', in id., The Poverry q/Theory and 
Other Essqys (London, 1978), 35-g2. 49 Ibid. 193-399. 
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a conclusion. Thereafter, the pressure of external events pushed 
such discussion to the sidelines. The year 1979 was the first of Mrs 
Thatcher's government, followed soon after by the triumph of 
Ronald Reagan in the United States and a renewal of the Cold 
War antagonisms. Domestically, Mrs Thatcher's government 
launched an uncompromising counter-offensive against all the 
gains made by organized labour in the 1960s and 1970s. This pro-
voked the disastrous miner's strike of 1984 and the disintegration 
of the politics of organized labour as it had developed during the 
previous hundred years. 

By the late 1970s, for others, too, the time for these battles 
between history and 'theory' had all but passed. The May events 
of 1968 had created the real parting of the ways. Thereafter, polit-
ically, the French theorists became increasingly volatile. Foucault 
called for a prisoners' revolt. The future 'new philosopher' Andre 
Glucksmann, then still in his Maoist phase, called for 'resistance' 
against a new 'occupation' of France. Althusser's writings zig-
zagged between a crude agitprop Leninism and a rudderless lib-
eralism. In Britain also, the 1968 events had produced a 
recrudescence of Marxist groupings, intent on direct action or rev-
olutionary organization, and seemingly oblivious of the gathering 
Thatcherite conservative reaction. 

Yet the 1970s also saw the emergence of more positive reasons 
for redefining the content and direction of historiographical 
debate. The growth of the Women's Movement, accompanied by 
the crystallization of a feminist perspective on history, created 
growing interest in forms of experience which could not be ade-
quately recounted in the categories employed by Anglo-Marxist 
social history or New Left theory. It raised increasing doubts 
about the explanatory value of class and the historical narrative 
built upon it. Furthermore, while feminism raised uncomfortable 
questions about who was included within particular historical nar-
ratives and upon what terms, literary theorists, starting with 
Hayden White in California, began to raise questions about the 
tropes underlying the construction of historical narrative, and to 
dramatize history as a form of literary artifice. 50 The usefulness 
of such questioning was underlined by the local findings of social 
and labour historians themselves who, without any settled inten-

50 See Hayden White, Tropics ef Discourse: Essf!YS in Cultural Criticism (Baltimore, 1978); 
id., Metolzistory: Six Critiques (Middletown, Conn., 1980). 
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tion to do so, cleared away or undermined one after another of 
the cherished milestones of a heroic Popular Front history of the 
people. 

The introduction of a semiotic approach into the reading of 
post-eighteenth-century British history was not therefore an iso-
lated or extraneous development. It formed part of a larger shift 
in British culture and politics, a small sign that, politically and cul-
turally, Britain was finally getting beyond its once so powerful 
Victorian and Carlylean critical inheritance. 




