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Abstract 

This paper reviews the ‘The Sociology of Literature’ by Diana Laurenson and Alan 

Swingewood. It is the second book with this title that has been published in Iran by 

SAMT within a period of a quarter of a century. The translation of the book is good and 

it looks interesting. The main problem with this book is its oldness. Based on an 

unwritten agreement in academic literature, the translation of old works implies that the 

author is a highly esteemed theorist or a reliable teacher of some theory. This book, 

which was published in 1970, falls under none of the above. In addition, the authors and 

the translator are in disagreement regarding the status of the book. The authors see the 

book as a suggestion for reading and researching and an introduction to a field in which 

there was not an integrated knowledge in the English-speaking literature. The translator 

sees the book as a great piece of work that has no parallel. However, the theoretical 

selection and historical summary of the book face criticism from two perspectives. First, 

both parts somehow are in contrast with the anti-positivism approach of the book: 

whether in the logic of selecting theorists and events or in the formation and 

presentation of contents. Second, the theoretical and methodical summary is inadequate. 

Overall, given the availability of a rich body of papers and books by thinkers from the 

sociology of literature, cultural sociology, critical theory, and interdisciplinary 

philosophy, this book does not seem a good choice for teaching. 
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Extended Abstract 

The present article examined the book ‘The Sociology of Literature’ by Alan 

Swingewood and Diana Laurenson. The book includes an introduction to the field and 

the authors' approach, a summary of existing theories, an introduction to the genetic 

structuralism method, the history of the emergence of the novel as a literary form, and 

examples of the application of structuralism in analyzing a selected collection of literary 

works. In this review, the book is critiqued from three perspectives. First, we critique 

the book's status and significance as a textbook. Given that the book is old, its relevance 

to current perspectives and contemporary theories is explored. Second, the content of 

the book is evaluated in terms of the authors' fidelity to the perspective they present at 

the beginning of the book. This means assessing whether the initial problem posed by 

the book aligns with the theoretical selections, historical narrative, and analytical 

examples it provides. Finally, the quality of the translation is examined. The book by 

Swingewood and Laurenson is the second book on the sociology of literature to be 

translated into Persian by SAMT, following Robert Escarpit's work, after nearly three 

decades. The authors, who wrote the book about half a century ago, believed that due to 

the lack of sufficient resources in English on the sociology of literature, their book 

would serve as a starting point for further study and research to address this gap. In the 

intervening years, not only English-speaking students but also Persian-speaking 

students have gained access to numerous resources on literary criticism, the sociology 

of literature, and various applications of literature in cultural studies, psychoanalysis, 

and philosophy. At the time of writing, the works of Goldman, which are the theoretical 

foundation of the book, as well as Lukács, were not translated into English. Now, these 

works are accessible in Persian, and explanatory texts on them have also been 

translated. Similarly, the theoretical and methodological selections and historical 

analysis in the book are insufficient compared to what students currently have access to, 

and they do not include new theoretical perspectives and approaches. Readers expect 

that a translator who chooses to translate and publish an older book—one that is neither 

a work by a renowned theorist nor a commentary by a well-known scholar—would 

explain to readers how the book addresses a specific need or gap in the intellectual 

space of Iran, how it can be reinterpreted and reanalysed over time, and how it can 

engage with new approaches and theories. Alternatively, the translator could highlight 

how the book and its authors have gained new relevance in light of contemporary 

intellectual developments, thereby drawing the attention of Persian-speaking readers. 

However, the translator disregards all these arguments and claims that no work of such 
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value has been written or translated in English or Persian. This claim needs to be 

substantiated, especially since it does not align with the authors' humble goals and 

intentions for the book. Throughout the book, Swingewood attacks theoretical 

approaches that reduce literature to social necessities. However, the problem is that his 

own book lacks a consistent and coherent theoretical approach. Despite occasional 

attacks on Escarpit (whose work had not been translated into English at the time of 

writing) and his "extreme positivism," the book's theoretical selections and historical 

narrative are very similar to Escarpit's approach. Moreover, in the theoretical summary, 

the distinction between Lukács' and Goldman's theories is essentially blurred. 

Additionally, the explanations regarding structuralism and its influence from 

Saussurean linguistics, as well as the transformations it undergoes to enter the field of 

sociological study, are entirely overlooked. In the final section, which provides 

examples of the application of theories in the analysis of literary works, Swingewood 

repeats the same criticism he levels against other sociologists of literature in the first 

chapter, lamenting their neglect of popular works and the lack of clear criteria for 

labelling a work as "great." In the methodology chapter, there is almost no discussion of 

methodology, methods, or techniques. Introducing Goldmann's frequently used concepts 

does not equate to clarifying his methods. This chapter is the shortest in the book, and 

the author settles for vague statements such as "recommending a precise understanding 

of the text." The second part of the book (written by Laurenson) contains valuable 

information about the relationship between the author and various social institutions 

such as politics, economics, education, and religion. However, one major issue is its 

limitation to Britain and North America. Even within this limited scope, the discussion 

is mostly superficial, with brief references to post-World War II developments. All 

explanations essentially stop around the mid-20th century, and instead of becoming 

more detailed and concrete as they approach the present day, they remain general and 

vague. The translation of the book is fluent and engaging. However, unfortunately, the 

translator has provided few footnotes to explain the numerous references to authors, 

political parties, and literary, cultural, and legal movements in the English-speaking 

world, which would have made the reading experience easier for Persian-speaking 

readers. Additionally, the book lacks a glossary of terms and their Persian equivalents, 

making it difficult for readers, especially since some terms do not have English 

equivalents in the footnotes, leading to confusion. Overall, given the availability of a 

rich collection of articles and books by cultural sociologists, literary critics, and 

interdisciplinary theorists and philosophers, Swingewood and Laurenson's The 
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Sociology of Literature does not seem sufficient for teaching purposes. Moreover, the 

author's historical analysis is limited to England (and to some extent, the United States 

of America), which narrows the reader's perspective. The book does not provide an up-

to-date theoretical or methodological summary of thinkers in the field. While the book 

claims to be influenced by Goldmann's theoretical and methodological approach, the 

problem is that without a proper explanation and elaboration of the Hegelian and 

Marxist aesthetic foundations and a sufficient interpretation of Lukács, it is more likely 

to confuse students. Nevertheless, its historical insights and exemplary analysis of three 

generations of modern writers are valuable, engaging, and enlightening. 
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