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"What we call society is not only a network of political and economic arrangements, but also a process of learning and communication"(Williams, 1976, p. 11). 
I want to talk about Raymond Williams, a British adult educator born in Wales. He has been called "the foremost political thinker of his generation in Britain," (Webb, cited in Eagleton, 1989, dustjacket), "the most authoritative, consistent and original socialist thinker in the English-speaking world" (Blackburn, in Gable, 1989, ix), one of the two most important contemporary sociologists of culture (Calhoun, p. 500).

I am not here to celebrate Williams because of his reputation. After all, perhaps he is just another dead white European male with nothing to say to those at the bottom and those outside the mainstream. I want to show how the thought and practice of Raymond Williams is particularly relevant to adult education today in facing the challenge of a new national information infrastructure. 

First of all, let's be clear about the way in which the new information highways relate to societal differences and divisions. The information highway is not a technological solution to inequality. It reflects and will reflect the society that is creating it. Gender differences and inequalities are manifest on the Internet as are differences of race, class, power, ethnicity. In fact new divisions are being created, between the "wired" and the "unwired," between the information rich and the information poor. What is changing is the form and site of the struggle but not the need for resistance to injustice. A new site of struggle is being created that calls for new forms of resistance and counter-hegemony. 

However, along with the new boundaries and barriers, there are new tools for resistance. The Internet represents a very powerful interactive form of communication, which contrasts decisively with the one-way, top-down broadcast forms of communication represented by television, radio, and cable media. One writer has described this difference in terms of "net" and the "anti-net." The "net" is the interactive, democratic culture of the Internet. The "anti-net" is his word for the centralized, top-down broadcast cultures (Arnett, 1994). 

How is Williams relevant to these issues? In the first place, he was an adult educator who very early, over thirty years ago, recognized the importance of communications for adult education and became actively involved both in writing about communications and in practice. He was active in producing television documentaries. He appeared on numerous discussion shows. He wrote television criticism for four years. More important, however, was his basic standpoint towards the place of adult education in society. 

I. ADULT EDUCATION THEORY MUST START FROM SOCIETY, NOT THE INDIVIDUAL

I want to argue that Williams articulates, more clearly than anyone else I have read, the starting point for a paradigm shift in adult education that turns things inside out, a shift from an individualistic, psychological paradigm to a societal, political economic paradigm. I want to argue that without such a paradigm shift adult education will never be able to respond adequately to the diversity and divisions in society, because it will always be blind to the concrete power relations involved in its individualistic and universalist assumptions. 

Williams was an adult educator who approached learning and education from a starting point in society, not the individual. He described society as a process of learning. This simple statement does not sound particularly original today when the concept of the learning society has become familiar. But Williams is not saying that modern societies have become learning societies. He is saying that all societies are processes of learning and communication. Furthermore, he is not promoting human capital theory. He insisted on the hegemonic, the fact that culture and learning is saturated with power relations. Williams borrowed and built on Gramsci's notion of hegemony and counter-hegemony to insist that culture is not somehow insulated from power relations. 

One consequence of viewing society in its totality as a process of learning and communication, is that the starting point for approaching adult education must be reversed. The starting point for practice, policy and theory in adult education must be society, not the individual. 

A second consequence is that adult learning/education is not marginal but central to society. If we are becoming a learning society then adult learning is not an activity that occurs just on the edges. Raymond Williams recognized this thirty years ago. To quote, "this is a social order which really does not know in what crucial respects it is ignorant, in what crucial respects it is incompletely conscious and therefore in what crucial respects this collaborative process of Adult Education is still central." (Williams, 1989, p. 166). 

II. ADULT EDUCATION CAN NEVER BE NEUTRAL. POWER RELATIONS SATURATE CULTURE

The shift from an individualistic to a societal starting point is not enough. Human capital theorists have already made this shift. Information age popularizers have made the shift, yet such a shift in and of itself is not enough to produce a critical approach. Criticism must address issues of power. "Critique comes into its own only when it thematizes rather than suppresses the issue of power" (Hart, p. 145). Education and learning can never be carved off as neutral, abstract, uninvolved processes. Adult education can either be clear about its potential role as an agent of change and the direction of change it seeks to effect, or it will be a pawn in the hands of others.

We are living in an unprecedented time of information. We are in the process of building a national information superhighway that parallels the interstate highway system. And yet, there is blindness at the center of our culture. Paradigms, by focusing vision, blind as well as illumine. There is still a blindness at the center of our culture to the dimensions of environmental destruction, racism, poverty, the human cost of capitalism, a blindness at the center of learning. Williams puts it this way: "in a society in which learning is unequal certain distinctive kinds of ignorance accumulate in the very heartland of learning" (Williams, 1989, p. 160). 

One example of such blindness is the silence on the part of official adult education literature with regard to the contributions of African-Americans, a silence detailed by Scopio Colin, III, in her NIU doctoral dissertation (Colin, 1988). 

Let me cite a statement from a recent book on business and the environment. "Quite simply," says the author, Paul Hawken, "our business practices are destroying life on earth" (Hawken, p. 3). Now whether you agree with this statement or not, most of us would probably agree that one of the global problems we face is the threat to the environment. According to the author, and this is the statement that interests me in particular, these business practices are part of "a colossal economic system that denies what we all know" (Ibid., p. 7). 

Corporations "are the dominant institution on the planet," but, built into the corporate economy is a denial of what we all know, a refusal to face a fact of everyday knowledge, the destruction of the planet. Yet we are living in a time when knowledge and information are available as never before, the age of data superhighways. How can such blindness exist in the information age, in the learning society, in the knowledge society? 

What is behind this willful blindness? A way of seeing, a pair of glasses, a culture "that believes all resource and social inequities can be resolved through development, invention, high finance, and growth--always growth" (Ibid., p. 5). In other words, the problem, according to the author is a problem of beliefs, beliefs that are built into a culture, that determine how that culture sees the world. 

A study of the hearings on national information policy leading up to the Clinton administration's proposals for a national information infrastructure is a case study of the beliefs of the dominant commercial culture. What is clear from this study is that underlying the differences among the witnesses is a common belief in economic growth and a corresponding blindness to the limits of nature. Virtual reality is blinding many to real reality. To quote one witness, "cyberspace is a virtual place. It is created out of software, making cyberspace an endlessly expandable environment (U.S. Congress, 1993a, 64). Another witness predicts that "tomorrow's information infrastructure will allow people to break the tyranny of geography and location" (U.S. Congress, 1993b, 86). 

Williams's life and work was about the struggle over belief and opinion, hegemony and counter-hegemony. Hegemony is a term which connects knowledge and power, culture and politics, beliefs and control. It is a concept that calls in question the assumption that knowledge can be neutral. Hegemony originally referred to the political dominance of one state over another. Now it is used to refer to the way in which dominant classes use culture to maintain their position of power.

For Williams, hegemony meant, first of all, the culture of British capitalism. His notion of hegemony challenges the blinding claims of universality, individuality, scientific, technological neutrality that legitimate the inequities and divisions of British society. Here is how he put it in an essay entitled, "You're a Marxist, Aren't You?":

I learned the experience of incorporation, I learned the reality of hegemony, I learned the saturating power of the structures of feeling of a given society, as much from my own mind and my own experience as from observing the lives of others. All through our lives, if we make the effort, we uncover layers of this kind of alien formation in ourselves, and deep in ourselves (Gable, p. 75).

From his college days on Williams was active in the struggle against the injustices of a class society. He was born into a working-class family in Wales. He joined the Communist Party as a student at Cambridge. He spent fifteen years in worker education as an adult education tutor. Though he taught English literature at Cambridge and was Professor of Drama there when he retired, all of his teaching, writing, and activity was related to this struggle to transform belief and opinion. 

Williams passionately believed that adult education was called "to be part of the process of social change itself," was called to the building of "real consciousness, of real understanding of the world" (Williams, 1989, p. 166). 

III. ONLY AN ADULT EDUCATION THAT STARTS FROM SOCIETY AND RECOGNIZES HEGEMONY CAN DO JUSTICE TO INDIVIDUALITY AND FULL PERSONHOOD

But, some will object, adult education is about self-directed learning, emancipatory learning, empowerment of the individual. How can you do justice to individuality if you approach adult education in societal, collective terms? How can a socialist like Williams do justice to the individual? 

In response I would argue just the reverse, that only an approach that starts from society can do justice to the full reality of individuality and personhood or what Professor Stanage calls person. Individuality is socially constructed. Every notion of the individual is embedded in a theory about society. Every theory of the individual implies a theory of society, politics, economics. As Jerome Bruner puts it, every theory of instruction is a political theory (Psychology Today, 1970). Some notions of the individual are reductionist, are intolerant, have no room for diversity, difference, others because of the views of class, race, ethnicity, or gender within which they are embedded. Nell Keddie, for example, spells out the consensus model of society that is implied in the individualistic ideology that is dominant in adult education (Keddie, 1980). 

So it is not enough to say that you believe in individualism. One's views of individuality will be determined by the views of society within which they are embedded. Taken for granted individualism is a controlling device to keep us from ourselves. Theories like self-directed learning or andragogy or learning how to learn, when not embedded in theories of society cannot account for the depth, texture, complexity, diversity of personal human being in interaction with societal-cultural processes; cannot account for the potential for manipulation by government or corporate or other power centers; cannot account for the political and economic functions of adult education and learning; cannot account for the dynamics of interaction between self and society which result in self-hate, self-alienation, self-absorption, whatever you want to call it - colonization of the self, violence done to the self;  cannot do justice to what it takes to take control of our own attention; cannot do justice to the suffocating, saturating power of the media in culture creation, manipulation, symbol creation and manipulation, and therefore in creation and manipulation of individuality, identity, self. 

Turning to Williams, his notion of hegemony is rich, not reductionistic. As he says, "the living will not be reduced" (Williams, 1977, 129). Alongside his outspoken criticism of capitalism, we must put his outspoken criticism of mainline Marxism. His differences with orthodox Marxism, following Gramsci, center around his emphasis on culture and cultural hegemony (Gable, p. 75). 

His view of society makes room for the full reality of culture and personhood. It therefore makes room for counter-hegemony, for resistance to the efforts to control and shrink consciousness, in contrast to the technicist reductionism of both the Marxist and the human capital, so-called individualistic ideologies. His rich approach to society and culture makes room for diversity and difference. 

One way to make this clear is to look at the difference between hegemony and ideology. Whereas ideology refers to the conscious, relatively formal, articulated system of ideas, beliefs, and values, hegemony refers to the "whole lived social process." Hegemony has to do with "the relatively mixed, confused, incomplete, or inarticulate consciousness" of actual persons in a given time and place (Williams, 1977, p. 109). Here is a more complete description:

Hegemony is then not only the articulate upper level of 'ideology,' nor are its forms of control only those ordinarily sensed as 'manipulation' or 'indoctrination'. It is a whole body of practices and expectations, over the whole of living: our senses and assignments of energy, our shaping perceptions of ourselves and our world. It is a lived system of meanings and values--constitutive and constituting...It thus constitutes a sense of reality for most people in the society, a sense of absolute because experienced reality beyond which it is very difficult for most members of the society to move, in most areas of their lives. It is, that is to say, in the strongest sense a 'culture' (Ibid, p. 100). 

This understanding of culture is valuable first of all because it is opposed to the many ways in which the lived reality of persons is reduced and impoverished. Culture, for Williams, could not be divorced from the political. At the same time, culture cannot be reduced to the political. "People seeing themselves and each other in directly personal relationships; people seeing the natural world and themselves in it...all these active experiences and practices, which make up so much of the reality of a culture and its cultural production can be seen as they are, without reduction to other categories of content" (Ibid, p. 111). 

One concept Williams introduced to resist reduction is "structures of feeling." I encountered this phrase when reading a book by the anthropologist, Renato Rosaldo. In the opening paragraphs of Culture and Truth, Rosaldo tells a story to demonstrate how he discovered the connection between knowledge and feeling. It is what could be called an adult learning story. Rosaldo and his wife did field work among the Ilongot, a headhunting tribe in the Philippines. Naturally one of the questions Rosaldo asked the Ilongot was why the men cut off human heads. When asked, older Ilongot men would explain that rage, born of grief, impelled them to do so. 

Initially, Rosaldo explains, he brushed aside this repeated explanation. Fourteen years later Rosaldo's wife died in an accident and he found himself reacting with rage as well as grief, pain, and sorrow. It was this tragic personal experience which, he says, brought about a re-evaluation of the Ilongot explanation, and led him to grasp "that Ilongot older men mean precisely what they say when they describe the anger in bereavement as the source of their desire to cut off human heads" (p. 3). 

What Rosaldo does in this story is, first of all, to bring  emotion back into the interpretive, analytical, epistemological picture. There is an emotional "force" to much of life experience, which involves both "affective intensity and significant consequences that unfold over a long period of time" (p. 20). In other words, the "cultural force of emotions," the cultural force of rage, for example, cannot be dismissed as irrelevant, or transitory, or insignificant. Yet most anthropological studies of death "eliminate emotions" by assuming the position of the detached observer (p. 15). 

The "grounding" of knowledge in emotion is elaborated further when Rosaldo talks about the emergence of thoughts, where one is dealing with impulse, implicit not yet fully articulated ideas and concepts. At this level, he says, citing Raymond Williams, we are talking not about feeling against thought, "but thought as felt and feeling as thought: practical consciousness of a present kind, in a living and inter-relating community" (p. 106, See Marxism and Literature, p. 132). Here, "thought and feeling are inseparable rather than being opposed as cognition and affect, or reason and the irrational. Ideas are felt, and feelings are conceived." (pp. 106,107, emphasis mine). 

Structures of feeling "differ from such concepts as 'worldview' and 'ideology' because they are just emerging, still implicit, and not yet fully articulate. Instead they so tightly interweave feeling and thought as to make them indistinguishable."  

Hegemony, then, extends to the internal life of persons. In the passage quoted earlier, Williams says he "learned the saturating power of the structures of feeling of a given society." This phrase is important because it links feeling to social and political structures. It gives feeling cognitive significance. It refuses to compartmentalize feeling as 'merely psychological.'

I believe that Raymond Williams's analysis of cultural hegemony can help us understand how this "colossal economic system" can deny what we all know "while it continues to degrade our world, our society, and our bodies" (p 7). Hawken uses the term "culture" in his analysis of the dominant corporate business world. He also uses the word "hegemony" to refer to the fact that business is now central to how societies and cultures define themselves (p. 11). 

The point of Williams's insistence on attention to culture is that strategies of political resistance that ignore culture are bound to fail. In the passage quoted earlier, where Williams talks about learning the reality of hegemony, he goes on as follows:

All through our lives, if we make the effort, we uncover layers of this kind of alien formation in ourselves, and deep in ourselves. So then the recognition of it is a recognition of large elements in our own experience, which have to be - shall we say it? - defeated. But to defeat something like that in yourself, in your families, in your neighbors, in your friends, to defeat it involves something very different, it seems to me, from most traditional political strategies (Gable, p. 75). 

In other words, cultural hegemony is internalized. Not only is it internalized, but it is embodied in assumptions, premises that we may take for granted without being aware, so that resistance includes an effort directed at ourselves, our own experience. 

IV. ONLY AN ADULT EDUCATION THAT STARTS FROM SOCIETY, RECOGNIZES HEGEMONY AND DOES FULL JUSTICE TO INDIVIDUALITY AND PERSONHOOD CAN MAKE ROOM FOR DIVERSITY AND DIFFERENCE

How is all this relevant, finally, to the issue of this conference, the issue of education for unity in a diverse community? As was stated at the beginning, the information highway is not a technological solution to inequality. It reflects the society that is creating it. Adult education leaders must be in a position to contest the technological instrumental meaning which is being assigned to notions of a learning society. This cannot be done, however, without an unshakable commitment to the ends of equity and democracy and a strong theoretical self-understanding or we will be eaten alive. An individualistic, psychological model of learning and education simply does not offer the theoretical resources to respond to challenges like the national information infrastructure.  We need all the help we can get, from the communicative theories of Habermas, from African feminist epistemologies and theories of double consciousness that go back to DuBois, from the thirty years of critical thinking and practice on the subject of communications of Raymond Williams, from any other sources that we can find. 

How, then, is Williams' thought of use to us in responding to the new shape of the struggle for justice? 

In the first place, the point of acknowledging hegemony is not to counsel despair, helplessness, cynicism, defeat. On the contrary, for Williams, the point of acknowledging hegemony was to point to sources of hope and resistance. In this regard Williams can be compared to Gramsci and Fanon. In all three the point of acknowledging imperialism, the point of acknowledging the extent to which colonization extends to the life-world, to interiority, is the uncovering of the fact that it can never be final, complete, exhaustive. There will always be sources of hope, power to resist, possibilities of counter-hegemony. 

Central to Williams's understanding of hegemony, as is also true of Gramsci, are the possibilities of resistance, of counter-hegemony. Despite its extension into the interiority of persons, consciousness and feeling, the 'alien' formations of hegemony are never complete: "no mode and therefore no dominant social order, and therefore no dominant culture ever in reality includes or exhausts all human practice, human energy, and human intention" (1977, 125).

How does that relate to the issue of differences? The acknowledgement of hegemony is the acknowledgement of divisions and differences based on inequities. Only if we recognize hegemonic differences is it possible to distinguish between such differences, which are grounded in injustice, and the diversities within the human family which are enriching. 

Williams demonstrated what Mechthild Hart calls "the courage to know," that is, the courage to make visible where we ourselves stand in the injustice of the current order, and who pays for our privileges (Hart, 1992, p. 203). 


APPENDIX 


RAYMOND WILLIAMS AS ADULT EDUCATOR

Raymond Williams (1921-1988) was born in Wales, educated at Cambridge, and spent fifteen years (1946-1961) as a tutor with the Workers' Educational Association. He became convinced early that adult education would have to address the field of communications and, as a result, wrote Communications. This book itself was written as adult education, that is, to educate the public. He says, "I have based the book on methods of teaching which I used over several years in classes for members of the Workers' Educational Association and for trade unionists. The object, in such teaching, was not only to present certain facts and methods of study, but also start a process of independent inquiry and common discussion" (Williams, 1962). 

Williams left the WA when it lost all emphasis on worker education. "When they moved to institutionalize these dreadful refresher courses for managers, then of course adult education ceased to have enough meaning. It was at that point that I knew that I wanted to move on" (p. 81).

He taught at Cambridge until his retirement in 1983, but continued to remain active as an adult educator in a wide variety of forums. He wrote a television column for four years. In an interview in 1979 he was interviewed on the subject of "television and teaching" (Acinar, 1989, 203-215). He appeared on numerous discussion shows, collaborated on a documentary, wrote two of his own dramatic plays for the BBC. 

He also was co-founder of a periodical, the New Left Review, was active in drafting many specific political proposals, including detailed proposals for the public management of communications media. According to one writer, "those responsible for setting up the Open University or Channel 4 did not directly involve Williams; yet the power of his advocacy remains visible in the better features of these institutions" (Gable, 1989, xiii). 

In 1961 he published an article in Adult Education entitled "The Common Good" in which he classified educators into three groups, the Old Humanists (who are afraid of extending adult education too far), the Industrial Trainers (who reduce adult education to work skills training), and the Public Educators, who consider that it is the first duty of government to see that the people can think. The latter he identifies with the true adult education movement. This group, he says, "sees the process of society as itself a process of education." 

In 1989 a lecture originally given in 1983 was published, entitled "Adult Education and Social Change" in which Williams argued that adult education, properly understood, that is as a process of building real understanding of the world, is central to society, not marginal. He contrasted social conscience with social consciousness. Some of those who entered the extension education movement were, he argues, motivated by social conscience to try to "remedy a deficit" in those they went to, mostly poor people, not recognizing that "in a society in which learning is unequal certain distinctive kinds of ignorance accumulate in the very heartland of learning" (1989, 160). By contrast other "went into Adult Education because they wanted to change the society in some specific sense." These practitioners, he points out, had to learn that "even people who agreed that the point of Adult Education was the building of an adequate social consciousness didn't ... want messages. I mean they didn't want the conclusions of arguments: they wanted to reach their own conclusions." (Ibid, 164).

Williams is credited with being the 'father' of cultural studies in England, that is, the study of culture and society, including economics and politics, in relation to one another. His book, Television: Technology and Cultural Form "has had a considerable impact on television scholarship. It continues to be cited for groundbreaking critical concepts and appears on university syllabi across the United States" (Williams, 1974, p. ix). 

Williams' influence on adult education theory so far seems negligible. His definition of hegemony is quoted by Westwood (1980, p. 42) and Jarvis (1985 p. 111), and Wilson (Proceedings, 1994, p. 401). I have found a number of brief references to Williams by adult educators. Michael Collins cites him (Proceedings, 1994, p. 98), as does Corina Dykstra (Proceedings, 1994, p. 121). Sallie Westwood, again, refers to him in support of her statement that adult education can be viewed as a cultural field (Westwood, 1991, 54). David Head, in the same volume, also cites him (Ibid, p. 76). 
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