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Fifty Years On: The Sociology of Literature Conferences at Essex 
 
Peter Hulme 

 
In the early afternoon of Thursday 15 July 
1976—fifty years ago this summer—Stuart 
Hall delivered the first paper in what 
would eventually be a twenty-year project 
at the University of Essex in the sociology 
of literature.  “Fifty Years on” 
commemorates, and celebrates, this project 
as well as considering the relevance today 
of ‘the sociology of literature’.  It begins, 
however, with the immediate context for 
the conferences: the Department of 
Literature at the University of Essex. 
 

*** 
When the University of Essex was 
established in the early 1960s, the founding 

Vice-Chancellor Albert Sloman’s fingerprints were clearly visible in the 
structure and naming of the institution’s constituent parts.1 It didn’t have a 
department of politics, it had Government (as it still does); and it didn’t have 
English or any other language-based literature, it had simply Literature (as it 
still does, in amended form).  I don’t know the details of the discussions at the 
time, but it was surely significant that Albert Sloman (1921-2012) was a 
Hispanist—professor of Spanish at Liverpool when he was appointed VC at 
Essex—and I imagine that some consideration was given to calling the 
department Comparative Literature.  However, Comparative Literature 
wasn’t a common usage at that time in this country—the BCLA itself wasn’t 
founded until 1975—and Comp Lit institutionally was very much a US 
notion, as it still is.  So Sloman gave Essex a Department of Literature, a truly 
innovative idea.2 

                                                 
1 See Albert E. Sloman, A University in the Making: The Reith Lectures 1963, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press; and Caroline Hoefferle, “Great Expectations: Sloman's Essex and Student 
Protest in the Long 1960s”, in her Utopian Universities: A Global History of the New Campuses of 
the 1960s, London: Bloomsbury, 2020, pp. 105-120. 

2 The departments of literature on the campuses of San Diego and Santa Cruz at the 
University of California were established around the same time.  It’s worth pointing out that 
in a seminal essay, Rene Wellek demolished the distinction that the French scholar, Paul Van 
Tieghem, had attempted to make between ‘comparative literature’ and ‘general literature’, 
considering the distinction “untenable and impracticable”.  Wellek argued that ‘comparative 
literature’ was actually an ellipsis for ‘the comparative study of literature’ taught by 
‘professors of literature’ (“The Crisis of Comparative Literature”, Proceedings of the Second 
International Congress of Comparative Literature, ed. Werner P. Friederich, Chapel Hill: UNC 
Press, 1959, pp. 148-59). 



 

 

 Having said that, Sloman was also committed to the idea of comparison, a 
notion that found its place in the name of the School to which the Department 
of Literature belonged: the School of Comparative Studies.  That comparative 
ideal was enshrined in the University’s changing nomenclature over the 
years—School of Humanities and Comparative Studies, Faculty of 
Humanities and Comparative Studies—until it was wantonly and 
thoughtlessly discarded by the University management in 2013.  
 The Department of Literature’s founding professor, Donald Davie (1922-
1995), was a fairly traditional poet and critic, who took flight for Stanford as 
soon as things started hotting up in 1968, and most of his early appointments 
came straight from Cambridge.  When a second generation of staff started to 
arrive in the early 1970s—a more self-styled politically-engaged and 
theoretically-committed generation—it was  easy (no doubt too easy) to see 
those predecessors as dyed-in-the-wool traditionalists who would defend 
practical criticism to the last ditch. A struggle over theory certainly did take 
place at Essex, as it did in several British universities in the 1970s, but it’s 
worth pausing on some of the traits of the early Department because they 
provided strands of the context within which the Sociology of Literature 
project would flourish.  All of them stem from that initial decision to have a 
Department of Literature. 
 The first—obvious enough really—is that the idea of ‘English’ literature 
was thereby decentred.  English literature was of course studied at Essex: it 
was clearly always a point of reference.  But it didn’t establish the parameters: 
it wasn’t always the centre of attention.  Three geographical areas were 
announced by the University as of particular importance to all the humanities 
and social science subjects: the USA, Russia, and Latin America: indeed Essex 
had the first professor of Latin American literature in the country, Jean Franco 
(1924-2022).  US literature has remained a cornerstone of departmental 
teaching and research ever since, while Russian and Latin American have 
declined in importance.  But what mattered was that initial decentring of 
English, which for many years allowed the study of other literatures to 
flourish according to the development of individual or group interests, 
whether it be Catalan, Italian, Icelandic, or Caribbean. 
 The second strand that survived from the original tapestry was translation.  
This was one of Donald Davie’s own interests, particularly the translation of 
Russian poetry into English, an interest sparked by visiting the Soviet Union 
with the British Navy during the Second World War; and an MA in the 
Theory and Practice of Literary Translation was one of the Department’s 
genuine innovations, helping train many distinguished translators.  Beyond 
that, though, translation grounded the study of literature: it provided a real 
place where different literary traditions met and worked together, so its 
influence spread throughout the Department.  Many members of the 
Department have been published translators, Angela Livingstone (1935-2025) 
and Jack Hill (1941-2020) prominent among them. 
 The third and fourth strands to pick out from the early Department are 
examples where theory, in some shape or form, was already at work in the 



 

 

late 1960s.  The most significant figure in British literary and cultural studies 
at that time was Raymond Williams, also at Cambridge.  An undergraduate of 
his, John Barrell (b. 1943), was one of the Department’s very first PhD 
students (soon appointed to a lectureship), whose thesis on John Clare’s 
poetry was published in 1972 as The Idea of Landscape and the Sense of Place 
1730-1840.  Williams’s The Country and the City, usually now seen as his single 
most important contribution to literary studies, appeared the following year. 
This conjunction of works about—to put it oversimply—culture, place, and 
geography created an almost underground tradition that slowly worked its 
way into postcolonial studies via Williams’s influence on Edward Said and 
Barrell’s own book on De Quincey, and that eventually emerged in the 
Department’s current work on literature and the environment.3  Williams 
himself gave the keynote lecture at the second Essex conference. 
 Apart from literary translation, the other truly original MA that began at 
Essex—arriving at the last of the four strands—was in the Sociology of 
Literature.  This was begun by Stanley Mitchell (1942-2011), a Russian and 
German scholar with an interest in the broadly Hegelian work of the 
Hungarian, Georg Lukács.  And indeed, one of the most distinguished 
translations associated with the Department is that of Lukács’ The Historical 
Novel, which Mitchell undertook with his wife, Hannah.4 
 The arrival in the early 1970s of that second departmental generation 
(which coincided with Mitchell’s resignation) resulted in a re-invention of the 
Sociology of Literature MA, with the course undergoing a complete overhaul.  
One way of looking at this—oversimplified but not without an element of 
truth—would be to say that German theory was replaced by French theory.  
What was certainly true is that there was a tremendous upsurge of French 
theory in those years, which in some cases was being translated very rapidly 
after its original publication.  So successful was that French work that it 
became almost synonymous with the idea of Theory, with a capital T.  And 
one of the exciting things about teaching on the Sociology of Literature MA 
course was the expectation that you would be teaching these books as they 
came hot off the presses—often reading them at the same time as the students. 
 That second re-iteration of the MA in the Sociology of Literature was led by 
David Musselwhite (1940-2010).  David was another Cambridge graduate, but 
one who had taught in Argentina and Jamaica before coming to Essex.  
David’s passion in those years was Pierre Macherey’s Theorie de la production 
littéraire, placing Louis Althusser and his coterie at the centre of the 
enterprise.5  Macherey was the other featured speaker at the first conference.  

                                                 
3 John Barrell, The Idea of Landscape and the Sense of Place, 1730-1840: An Approach to the Poetry of 
John Clare, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972; Raymond Williams, The Country 
and the City, London: Chatto & Windus, 1973; John Barrell, The Infection of Thomas De Quincey: 
A Psychopathology of Imperialism, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991. 

4 Georg Lukács, The Historical Novel, trans. Hannah and Stanley Mitchell, London: Merlin 
Press, 1962. 

5 Pierre Macherey, Theorie de la production littéraire, Paris: F. Maspéro, 1966.  The English 
translation didn’t appear until 1978, so the book was taught in its original language, 



 

 

So, by the mid-1970s, the MA in the Sociology of Literature was well-
established, attracting 20-odd students every year, many of whom already 
had their own very strong political and theoretical convictions.  ‘Sociology of 
Literature’ was an inherited term that was never, as I recall, interrogated very 
closely.  Not much that we taught would have been considered classically 
sociological, although the teaching team always included staff from the 
departments of Sociology, Art History, and Philosophy, so it was certainly 
interdisciplinary. 
 The conferences that started in 1976 were an offshoot of the MA.  We were 
aware that other people were engaged in analogous projects elsewhere in the 
country: the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, 
Portsmouth Polytechnic, Thames Polytechnic.  All of them, like Essex, were 
new institutions, left-wing in orientation, often Marxist—although of course 
that didn’t mean that they actually agreed about anything; in fact, more often 
than not, just the opposite. 
 But it turned out that what all the people at those institutions—and 
others—wanted was an opportunity for an annual meeting, so the first 
conference turned into a series.  The opening conference was introductory 
and open-ended, but we decided that if we were going to have a series we 
needed a focus, so we first chose to concentrate on a series of revolutionary 
years: 1848, 1642, 1789, 1936.  Eventually over a period of two decades there 
were eight conferences (1976-1984) and five symposia (1990-1997).  Probably 
around 1,000 people in total attended those events.  A few came to most of the 
conferences.  All in all there were eventually 217 papers (by 191 different 
authors) published in 15 volumes, ten of them self-published.  The paper-
givers included Homi Bhabha, Peter Dews, Terry Eagleton, Nancy Fraser, 
Stuart Hall, Fredric Jameson, Lisa Jardine, Neil Lazarus, Colin MacCabe, Talal 
Asad, Pierre Macherey, Mary Louise Pratt, Renato Rosaldo, Edward Said, 
Gayatri Spivak, and Marina Warner.  The people at Essex involved in 
organising the conferences and symposia and editing the resulting volumes 
were David Musselwhite, John Coombes, Francis Barker, Richard Osborne, 
Peter Hulme, Colin Mercer, Jay Bernstein, Jennifer Stone, John Stratton, 
Margaret Iversen, and Diana Loxley. 
 From the start we were determined to control the written conference 
proceedings so we published them ourselves—which of course took a lot 
longer than organising the conferences.  They were ‘proceedings’ as well: we 
published all the papers that were given—there was no selection process.  
Distribution was partly via two book distribution co-operatives that were 
financed by the Communist Party—neither of which were renowned for their 
efficiency; and partly by direct sales.  A selection of the conference papers was 
published by Methuen in 2002.  The symposia were then published by 
Manchester University Press and Cambridge University Press, with one set of 

                                                                                                                                            
alongside Macherey’s contribution to Louis Althusser’s Lire le Capital [1965], translated into 
English by Ben Brewster as Reading Capital, London: New Left Books, 1970. 



 

 

papers appearing in the inaugural issue of the journal Studies in Travel 
Writing.6   
 

*** 
Some personal memories of the conferences and symposia are sharply etched.  
Sitting at the registration desk in the foyer of the Lecture Theatre Block in July 
1976, wondering if anybody would show up.  Watching Stuart Hall skilfully 
manipulate the latest technological innovation—a revolving blackboard—and 
then watch in horror as F. R. Leavis, whom he’d dismissed in the first minute, 
complete the full circuit and emerge as the latest manifestation of theoretical 
sophistication.  Being shocked when Pierre Macherey showed up looking like 
a nineteen-year-old bank clerk, dressed in a suit and narrow tie, and with 
close-cropped hair and heavy-framed glasses, not at all our idea of what a 
revolutionary French theorist should look like.  Seeing in action the Marxist-
Feminist Literary Collective (all ten of them, including Michèle Barrett, Cora 
Kaplan, and Mary Jacobus) deliver their paper sitting in a row on the long 
desktop in LTB10, each reading in turn a paragraph from their collectively-
written paper.  Hearing Fredric Jameson start his lecture on Paradise Lost with 
the electrifying words: “Nothing is more appropriate, in the second year of 
the Iranian revolution and the first year of the Islamic Republic, than a return 
to 1642 and a meditation on the work of the greatest English political poet.”  
Picking up Edward Said at the railway station in the student union minibus 
and being immediately put at ease by his charm. 
 

*** 
How important was the Essex Sociology of Literature project?  For a 
significant period of time the project gave the Department and the University 
one of its defining features, although not necessarily one that the University 
was entirely comfortable with as it tried to play down Essex’s reputation from 
the 1970s as a hotbed of radicalism.  For a few of us, however, on a personal 
level, it was for two decades the centre of our intellectual life.  The 
conferences drew people from all over the world and sparked activity 
elsewhere.  Just to give one example: James Clifford, from UC Santa Cruz, 
sent several of his graduate students to the “Europe and Its Others” 
conference.  They went back to Santa Cruz to establish the Group for the 
Critical Study of Colonial Discourse and start the journal Inscriptions.7  That 
connection between Essex and Santa Cruz—both with departments of 
literature—is still flourishing forty years later. 
 Of the conferences themselves, it was perhaps “Europe and Its Others” that 
had the greatest lasting impact.  Although the term ‘postcolonial’ was only 
just coming into use within literary and cultural studies in 1984, that 
conference—bringing together as it did Edward Said, Homi Bhabha, and 

                                                 
6 A full list of books and papers is included in the Appendix. 

7 Associated with the History of Consciousness programme and then the Center for Cultural 
Studies, Inscriptions had seven issues between 1986 and 1984. 



 

 

Gayatri Spivak—has some claim to feature in the origin story of postcolonial 
studies. 
 

*** 
And what about the fate of ‘the sociology of literature’ itself?  Personally, I 
never felt much attachment to the term and towards the end of the project we 
stopped using it altogether—as did almost everybody else.  There have been 
periodical revivals.  New Literary History had a special issue sixteen years ago 
called “New Sociologies of Literature” and in France Gisèle Sapiro has done 
sterling work to consolidate the field through her 2014 book La Sociologie de la 
littérature.8  Looking back, however, I feel unexpected warmth for the phrase.  
There was a wide variety of new approaches to literature in the 1970s and 
1980s that featured in the conferences: post-structuralist, Machereyan, 
Foucauldian, Leninist, Deleuzian, etc.  The differences between them seemed 
marked and contestation between them was lively.  In hindsight, those 
differences look much less important.  Rather, taken together, they all offer 
aspects of a paradigm shift away from the view that the literary text could be 
regarded as autonomous and towards a new paradigm—for which ‘sociology 
of literature’ is an adequate term—that “apprehends literature in its different 
modes of social existence”.9  The very success of that paradigm—now so 
universal as to be practically invisible—has rendered moot the term 
‘sociology of literature’: it is, as James English put it, “everywhere and 
nowhere”.10  Certainly, as I look back on the work I’ve done over the last fifty 
years, I find, somewhat to my surprise, that it could all be described as the 
sociology of literature. 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
8 “New Sociologies of Literature”, New Literary History, 41, no. 2 (Spring 2010); Gisèle Sapiro, 
The Sociology of Literature, trans. Madeline Bedecarré and Ben Libman, Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2023. 

9 Sapiro, The Sociology of Literature, p. xiv. 

10 James F. English, “Everywhere and Nowhere: The Sociology of Literature After ‘the 
Sociology of Literature’”, New Literary History, 41, no. 2 (Spring 2010), pp. v-xxiii. 

 



 

 

Appendix 
 

Conferences and Symposia 

1976  Literature, Sociology, and the Sociology of Literature 
1977  1848: The Sociology of Literature 
1978  1936: The Sociology of Literature 
1980  1642: Literature and Power in the Seventeenth Century 
1981  1789: Reading Writing Revolution 
1982  The Politics of Theory 
1983  Confronting the Crisis: War, Politics and Culture in the 80s 
1984  Europe and Its Others 
 
1990  Uses of History: Marxism, Postmodernism and the Renaissance 
1991  Postmodernism and the Re-Reading of Modernity 
1992  Colonial Discourse / Postcolonial Theory 
1994  Studies in Travel Writing 
1996  Cannibalism and the Colonial World 
 

Publications 

LSSL = Literature, Society, and the Sociology of Literature, ed. Francis Barker, John Coombes, 
Peter Hulme, David Musselwhite, and Richard Osborne, Colchester: University of Essex, 
1977. 

1848 = 1848: The Sociology of Literature, ed. Francis Barker, John Coombes, Peter Hulme, 
Colin Mercer, and David Musselwhite, Colchester: University of Essex, 1978. 

1936i = 1936: The Sociology of Literature, Volume 1: The Politics of Modernism, ed. Francis 
Barker, Jay Bernstein, John Coombes, Peter Hulme, David Musselwhite, and Jennifer 
Stone, Colchester: University of Essex, 1979. 

1936ii = 1936: The Sociology of Literature, Volume 2: Practices of Literature and Politics, ed. 
Francis Barker, Jay Bernstein, John Coombes, Peter Hulme, David Musselwhite, and 
Jennifer Stone, Colchester: University of Essex, 1979. 

1642 = 1642: Literature and Power in the Seventeenth Century, ed. Francis Barker, Jay 
Bernstein, John Coombes, Peter Hulme, Jennifer Stone, and Jon Stratton, Colchester: 
University of Essex, 1981. 

1789 = 1789: Reading Writing Revolution, ed. Francis Barker, Jay Bernstein, Peter Hulme, 
Margaret Iversen, and Jennifer Stone, Colchester: University of Essex, 1982. 

PT = The Politics of Theory, ed. Francis Barker, Peter Hulme, Margaret Iversen, Diana 
Loxley, Colchester: University of Essex, 1983. 

CTC = Confronting the Crisis: War, Politics and Culture in the 80s, ed. Francis Barker, Peter 
Hulme, Margaret Iversen, Diana Loxley, Colchester: University of Essex, 1984. 

EOi = Europe and Its Others, Volume One, ed. Francis Barker, Peter Hulme, Margaret 
Iversen, Diana Loxley, Colchester: University of Essex, 1985. 

EOii = Europe and Its Others, Volume Two, ed. Francis Barker, Peter Hulme, Margaret 
Iversen, Diana Loxley, Colchester: University of Essex, 1985. 

UH = Uses of History: Marxism, Postmodernism and the Renaissance, ed. Francis Barker, Peter 
Hulme, and Margaret Iversen, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991. 

PRM = Postmodernism and the Re-Reading of Modernity, ed. Francis Barker, Peter Hulme, 
and Margaret Iversen, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1992. 



 

 

CDPT = Colonial Discourse / Postcolonial Theory, ed. Francis Barker, Peter Hulme, Margaret 
Iversen, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994. 

STW = Studies in Travel Writing, no. 1 (Spring 1997). 

CCW = Cannibalism and the Colonial World, ed. Francis Barker, Peter Hulme, and Margaret 
Iversen, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998. 
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