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Foreword

The Uses of Literacy was first published in March 1957. The Hoggart family were then all living in Rochester, New York, where Dad had gone on
a year’s exchange programme involving the University of Hull, at which he then taught English. Heaven knows what the Americans
made of that fabled city on the Humber, where rationing had not yet fully ended, where the smell of fish sometimes permeated
the whole city, and where the bomb sites seemed to stay empty for ever. In me, the experience of going in the opposite direction
bred a lifelong love of the United States, its warmth, its energy, its beauty, and for a ten-year-old boy, its food. Dad was
paid his British salary, a pittance in the States, but he and my mother managed to take me, my brother and sister around much
of the country, or at least the east coast: Washington, Virginia, the Adirondacks, New York, New England and into Canada.
We went everywhere in an old two-tone De Soto, one of the last American cars to be shaped like a toad rather than a coffin.
Incredibly to us, American cars had radios. Elvis had just arrived and Mum predicted he would be forgotten in no time. She
has already outlasted him by more than three decades.


Dad had left the MS of Uses with Chatto & Windus in London. It had been a difficult and worrying publication. One of the best-remembered parts of the
book is the sustained attack on pulp fiction and tabloid journalism, illustrated by extracts and accompanied by a pejorative
commentary. Chatto employed a lawyer who warned that this was all actionable. A sum of one million pounds in damages was mentioned
– a lot of money now, an unimaginable sum then. Short of ditching the entire section, the only way round the problem was for Dad to make up the kind of thing he was writing about and lay into that.


It didn’t take long, and he clearly enjoyed the task. He specially enjoyed inventing the titles of the sex and crime novels.
One of them had an intriguing afterlife. He called it Death Cab For Cutie, which has a certain ring. Someone in the Bonzo Dog Doo Dah Band, the comedy rock group, must have read the book and liked
the title, so he wrote a song around it. There is a curious moment in the Beatles TV film Magical Mystery Tour when the band performs the song in a sleazy strip club. (The late Derek Taylor, the Beatles’ PR, once told me that George
Harrison had admired Dad’s work.) Then a west coast American group must have heard the song and chose it for their own name.
The band Death Cab For Cutie became a cult success, and included among their greatest fans my own son, also called Richard
Hoggart. In such a way do jokes cascade down the generations.


We returned on the Empress of Britain in summer 1957. (The previous year we had gone out on the old Queen Elizabeth; it was the last year more people crossed the Atlantic by sea rather than air.) We found that The Uses of Literacy had become a considerable success. (It was already into its third printing two months after publication.) It was, for a certain
type of person and class, a book that had to be read. One of its admirers was Tony Warren, who invented Coronation Street, and who later told Dad that the book had shown him that it was possible to write rich and eventful drama about working-class
life. In fact, working-class life was rarely on our screens then except in the form of ‘Lor’ bless you guv’ cockneys or stalwart
Northern squaddies – or else in occasional documentaries in which middle-class people expressed kindly concern at the poverty
and squalour. And W. H. Auden, the subject of Dad’s first book, liked it a lot and sent a long letter.


Dad started to be on television – not a big deal now that there is so much TV that few are spared from appearing on it. In
those days it was a source of huge pride and excitement, even though many people didn’t have a set. I can recall the neighbours
cramming into our living room to see him appear on some earnest early Sunday evening inquiry into education.


It led directly to the next great excitement: the Lady Chatterley trial in 1960. Sir Allen Lane, the founder of Penguin books, had liked The Uses of Literacy, and published the paperback. He thought Dad would make an effective witness, sharing parts of D.H. Lawrence’s background,
and – while an academic – clearly not from an ivory tower. Dad had followed the trial, and noticed how many earlier witnesses
had let themselves be bullied by the prosecuting counsel, Mervyn Griffiths-Jones QC, into evasive ‘ums’ and ‘ahs’ and caveats.
He determined not to do the same. Hence the now celebrated exchange on the word ‘puritanical’ – ‘yes, and poignant and tender
too’, he added. And there was the splendid moment when Mr Griffiths-Jones expostulated, ‘Reverence? Reverence to the weight of a man’s balls?’


Dad’s evidence was important, perhaps crucially so, though the result might have been determined beforehand by the prosecution’s
opening speech to the jury. I learned later from Griffiths-Jones’s son that he always prepared these with immense care. But
the speech was clearly going so well that he thought he could risk an ad lib, and the line, ‘is this a book you would even
wish your wife or your servants to read?’ fatally popped out.


Penguin asked Dad to write the introduction to the first ‘legal’ edition, and his name is still preserved on the Penguin tea
mug of the title. He was paid a flat £50 fee, a fact which rankled slightly when sales rose to 3 million – though as we pointed
out to him, not one person bought it for the introduction. The trial still has resonance. Only a few years ago the BBC made
yet another film – the screenplay was by Andrew Davies; naturally he felt there was not enough sex in it, so added an affair
between two of the jurors. Dad was played by David Tennant, in his Doctor Who sideburns.


The Uses Of Literacy kept selling, through innumerable editions. I am struck by the fact that it is sometimes called in aid by people who have
clearly never read it, and who seem to imagine that it is little more than a glorification of working-class life and an attempt
to denigrate the ‘middle-class’ virtues. In fact both our parents had those virtues in spades – hard work, family loyalty,
and prudence rather than thrift. Some people remember it as an A-level set text, and such books, whether by Shakespeare or
Dickens, are rarely forgiven.


But we children have lost count of the number of people – working-class pensioners, middle-class folk, innumerable grammar
school boys, media people, even MPs and government ministers, who have come up to us to say that it told their own story and
illuminated their lives.


Simon Hoggart, 2009



Introduction

The Uses of Literacy is one of the few truly essential books about British society to have been published in the last fifty years. It’s among
the first books that anyone who has a persistent interest in class reads in order to understand how this apparently egalitarian
nation, with its universal health service and well-funded education system, props up rigid social divisions from generation
to generation. It is cited continuously by writers, teachers, and commentators, and is regarded as a source of limitless reference
and remembrance by the ‘intelligent laymen’ – and women – for whom the book was written, who saw for the first time their
experiences and concerns reflected back to them in print. It ought now to be a relic: no reader two generations younger than
Hoggart should gasp in recognition at his descriptions of growing up and living in a working-class environment in the 1930s.
Yet, despite the social and economic transformations that have taken place since its publication in 1957, there are thousands
who do.


The material lot of most working-class people improved enormously between Hoggart’s childhood in the 1930s and the late 1950s
– times in which the British, according to Harold Macmillan, had ‘never had it so good’. But while fortunes have continued
generally to improve with every successive generation – higher wages, shorter hours, cheaper goods – there has remained a
consistent imbalance between how popular culture is regarded by those who produce it (rubbish, but that’s what they want)
and those who consume it (rubbish, but that’s what we’re offered). Hoggart argued with great pre-science of the cultural depredation
that would ensue from maintaining such false divisions, and which would only increase in the 1950s as ‘mass’ media became
more accessible. Given that the education, health and wealth of the majority improved throughout the twentieth century, we ought to be closer to ‘the classless
society’ now than we have ever been, but we are not; everything ought to have changed by now, but it hasn’t, and many of the
reasons we know why it hasn’t are contained in this book.


The Uses of Literacy describes, with tenderness and acuity, the lived experience of working-class people between the 1930s and 1950s in the urban
centres of northern England – notably the parts of Leeds, Hull and Sheffield, and cities like them, which were laddered with
closely packed terraces built to house industrial workers and their families in the mid-nineteenth century. It’s at once a
personal essay, a novelistic study of character and environment, an invaluable anthropological document, and a powerful account
of the scars inflicted on civil society by a collective refusal to value its members equally. It places the home, with its
roasting hearth and often smothering attention, at the centre of most working-class lives, and emphasizes the importance of
locality and familiarity in forming a worldview which strongly contradicts the abstracted Marxist idea of the working class
as agents of history and little else. ‘Working-class people,’ Hoggart countered, ‘are only rarely interested in theories or
movements’: if an idea doesn’t have its root in something real and felt, or ‘personal and concrete’ as he put it, then it
is far less likely to appeal to the very people such ideas are intended to rouse. It’s not a book that sought to comfort the
intellectual New Left of the 1950s any more than it did workers’ activists who had never met a worker – at least, an average
politically uncommitted working man as opposed to an exceptional Jude the Obscure type – in their lives. If working-class
lives were lived mainly in, and for, the domestic sphere when they weren’t doing the work that defined their social place,
how would they ever get around to revolting?


Putting home and place at the centre of his portrait also overturned the assumptions of cultural elitists who preferred not
to consider art-forms other than those featured on the Third Programme (these days known as Radio 3) as being of sufficient
value to be documented and analysed. By discussing the significance of saucy postcards, ‘meat-teas’, fish-and-chip suppers,
and women’s magazines in the context of ‘the full rich life’, he dignified that unexposed world without ever condescending to it. The ways in which
working-class people created liveable lives for themselves were often ‘childish and garish’ in their immediacy, but for that
reason were neither ‘corrupt’ nor ‘pretentious’. With fellow critics Raymond Williams and Edward (E. P.) Thompson, Hoggart
helped to create a serious academic forum for the discussion of literature and society across class lines, which came to be
known as the discipline of cultural studies.


As well as being tender, Hoggart’s account is angry, honest and to some degree anxious about the destructive power of rapid
social change, though not panicky. He was writing at a time of transition, between the enforced austerity of post-war rationing
and the gleeful acquisitiveness of the later 1950s. He saw the coming of mass affluence in a dual light: as something that
would liberate the dispossessed, yet could, simultaneously and in ways not immediately visible, also dispossess them further.
He saw where new class divisions could arise, based more on notions of taste and receptiveness to a certain kind of bold,
simplified marketeer’s appeal than on simple economic power: he envisaged how snobbery could become institutionalised, rather
than banished, by popular cultural products – magazines, tabloid newspapers, radio and television programmes among them –
which sought not to stretch newly literate minds but to cater to their existing likes and dislikes. The corporate voice of
these new ‘classless’ producers was all the more grating for the fact that their powerful position as cultural gatekeepers
made them by definition part of a new, non-aristocratic, post-war ruling class. Yet he also believed in the sense and resilience
of working-class people and their ability to take what they wanted from the new offerings and ignore the rest. In the 1960s,
the Canadian academic Marshall McLuhan would proclaim that the power of mass media lay in their form, not their content; Hoggart
would respond that this gave their producers an even greater responsibility to wield such power with honesty and integrity.


The book was originally to be called ‘The Abuses of Literacy’, and though Hoggart preferred its final title for being ‘less
hectoring’, it is clear from its content that he regards ‘abuse’ to be the proper term for what he describes. He reserves his most bracing attacks for what he calls the ‘mass-publicists’ – advertising and
editorial churnerouters whose purpose is to create a sense that ‘the gang’s all here’, like a boggle-eyed Butlin’s Red Coat,
while simultaneously pushing ‘temptations… towards a gratification of the self and towards what may be called a “hedonistic-group-individualism”.’
The larger a receptive audience the mass-publicists can create for their smoothed-over inanities, the greater the revenue.
He foresees a kind of cultural industrialisation occurring, wherein working-class people – already sidelined from large parts
of their rightful cultural, as well as material, inheritance – ‘are in some ways more open to the worst effects of the popularizers’
assault than are some other groups… It is hard to find a way through such a crowd [of indulgences], especially as the entertainers
are adept at discouraging the subversive thought that outside there may be other, quieter regions.’ The Uses of Literacy is a powerful refutation, long before its time, of the conning force of post-modernism – or, to use Hoggart’s preferred term,
relativism. He saw with great clarity what ‘persuasion’ by ‘sincere’ people would come to mean in a mass-media culture: one
long, taut, high-pitched appeal to blind and deafen oneself to the difficulty of truth.


To Hoggart, the contemporary mass-publicists of the 1950s – figures after the heart of Spanish philosopher Ortega y Gasset’s
‘mass man’ – were working ‘more insistently, effectively and in a more centralized form today than they were earlier; that
we are moving towards the creation of a mass culture, that the remnants of what was at least in part an urban culture “of
the people” are being destroyed’. That urban culture took the visible form of close, yet informal, neighbourhood ties clustered
around catalogue clubs, corner shops, organised day-trips, public libraries, and, less tangibly, a set of shared assumptions
about what is ‘right’, natural’, and ‘good’ to pursue in life. Indeed, such assumptions would only become tangible were you
to transgress them. Despite widespread relative poverty, money-making for its own sake is regarded as a waste of time, and
being ‘keen’, whether at work or at bingo, is a sign of an individual’s selfish desire to break ranks and show up the team.
Writing as someone who hasn’t so much broken ranks as ignored them throughout his life, Hoggart warns that solidarity can give rise to conformity
– the desire for which publications and products designed with the ‘mass’ in mind would come to exploit without mercy.


By the time he came to write the book, over a five-year period between 1952 and 1956, Richard Hoggart had made a vertiginous
social ascent from the back-to-backs of Leeds, via grammar school and university scholarships, to a career as an academic.
During that time he was employed by Hull University to teach literature to mainly working-class students at evening classes
in towns as far apart as Goole, in East Yorkshire, and Grimsby, in Lincolnshire. In A Sort of Clowning, the second volume of his autobiography, Hoggart revealed that the writing of The Uses of Literacy was slow and often tortuous: ‘It was a huge cuckoo in an already full emotional nest and at times I hated its voracity and
its assumption that it had to be served first’. Yet his internal compulsion matched the external force of change. As someone
who felt himself to have been at once freed and cut adrift by education, his thoughts on changing working-class culture had
a personal relevance beyond simple curiosity. He had grown up in the care of his impoverished mother, a widow who died when
Hoggart was eight, and by his grandmother, and instinctively could not begrudge working people’s relief from constant ‘fadging’
on and below the line of poverty: ‘My grandmother and mother would have had much less worrying lives had they brought up their
families during the mid twentieth century.’


Yet worrying lives had their own outlets for the expression of fear and hunger; worry-free lives, while lighter, may disregard
those outlets or simply pretend they don’t exist. What disturbed him were the ‘invitations to a candy-floss world’ supplied
by advertising copywriters and producers of the new ‘classless’ entertainments – mass-market fiction, popular women’s magazines,
pop music – which threatened, from the late 1950s onwards, to uproot and replace the cultural fabric woven by working-class
people over decades of shared hardship. He was writing with an uneasy awareness that the culture of the terraced streets in
which he grew up was about to be disrupted permanently by new forms of building and abundant affordable comforts. Hoggart
captured such information as working-class styles of deportment, speech (not just accent but the effects of a certain kind
of life on the voice itself), and dress through his compulsion to observe the effects of external social factors on individual
lives.


You can only become so acute in your observations if you are standing some way outside what you are seeing, but not so far
that you can’t imagine experiencing it yourself. Hoggart’s route out of the enclosed terraces of his Leeds neighbourhood was
his scholarship to the city’s Cockburn High School. He once recalled feeling self-conscious in his smart uniform on the dumpy
tram between Hunslet and the city, Hunslet’s relative respectability not stretching to the prospect of a smartly dressed schoolboy.
He could see what was being lost as it was being lost, and showed how and why this process could take place so easily. A long-hoped-for
end to the grinding conditions in which most of Britain’s working poor lived did not bring about the death of class.


‘It is often said that there are no working-classes in England now, that a “bloodless revolution” has taken place,’ he notes
coolly in the book’s opening line, before going on to account for the ways, both unconscious and conscious, in which working-class
people might be more likely than those from other social groups to respond to the new inducements with a mixture of scepticism,
‘indifferentism’ (Hoggart’s word) and a sort of confused over-excitement. The result would be that class would simply reveal
itself in different forms rather than disappear altogether, as has been the case. This is partly because the ‘mass-publicists’,
in particular television producers, have continued to come from privileged backgrounds and the most prestigious universities
while claiming – to themselves as much as to everyone else – that they produce ‘classless’ entertainments. There is also the
fact that snobbery mutates in the hands of those best placed to change the rules of what represents ‘good’ and ‘bad’ taste
on a whim. ‘Each decade we shiftily declare we have buried class’, Hoggart was to write much later in his introduction to
Orwell’s The Road to Wigan Pier, and ‘each decade the coffin stays empty.’ It remains so.


If this risks making his concerns sound moralistic rather than focused on the avoidance of injustice, Hoggart noticed his own tendencies while writing the book to assess working-class cultural
choices according to whether he himself approved of them or not: ‘I found myself constantly having to resist a strong inner
pressure to make the old much more admirable than the new, and the new more to be condemned, than my conscious understanding
of the material gave me grounds for.’ Nonetheless, his fears – though here presented not as fears, but as the unprejudiced
warnings of someone whose job brought him into daily contact with working-class students who wanted ‘to understand and criticise’
changes to their ways of life as they were happening – were well-grounded. You could argue that every generation fears that
the next will lose its grip on hard-won cultural goods. What makes The Uses of Literacy so vital a document is the way it anticipates the collusion between an institutionally unwitting establishment and a cynical
mass-marketing industry to try to make mugs of us all.


The persuasiveness of Hoggart’s argument, and the ease with which it’s possible to appreciate its nuanced, quizzical tone,
lies in a combination of its evocative chapter headings and its division into two parts. Part One, ‘An “Older” Order’, is
a simple exposition of working-class values as they were – and to some extent still are – lived, with headings such as ‘“Them”
and “Us”’, ‘The “Real” World of People’, and ‘The Full Rich Life’. ‘Other people may live a life of “getting and spending”,
or a “literary life”, or “the life of the spirit”, or even “the balanced life”, if there is such a thing’, he writes, suggesting
that the ‘life–work balance’ was a recurring theme in middle-class conversation even fifty years ago. ‘If we want to capture
something of the essence of working-class life in such a phrase, we must say that it is the “dense and concrete life”, a life
whose main stress is on the intimate, the sensory, the detailed, and the personal.’ This is one of the few direct comparisons
made between focal points of middle-class and working-class life; one of the book’s most exhilarating characteristics is its
deliberate marginalisation of what matters to those who are affluent, educated and powerful. What matters to working-class
people, Hoggart argues, are relationships within the group rather than between those who are inside it and those who are outside of it. For anyone on the outside, which goes for doctors, social workers, the police, and anyone with the
power to demolish your feelings with a dirty look, the all-purpose ‘Them’ is used.


It was while writing what became the book’s second half, titled ‘Yielding Place to New’, which focused on the changes that
had occurred in working-class culture since the Second World War, that Hoggart realised his misgivings about the influence
of the ‘mass-publicists’ on working-class life needed to be placed in social and historical context. He had begun, he wrote
later, ‘by wanting to write a sort of guide or textbook to aspects of popular culture: newspapers, magazines, romantic or
violent paperbacks, popular songs… though in forms I did not suspect at the start.’ But he took to heart an incantation by
W. H. Auden, the poet about whom Hoggart had written his first book in the early 1950s: ‘In grasping the character of a society,
as in judging the character of an individual, no documents, statistics, “objective” measurements can ever compete with the
single intuitive glance.’


Both halves of The Uses of Literacy continue to affect those who read it, for the first or for the tenth time, not least because Hoggart is so beautifully honest
about his own experience of growing up in one class and in so doing moving towards another. The sub-chapter named ‘Scholarship
Boy’, he wrote in A Sort of Clowning, brought him ‘more correspondence – both intimate and relieved (“so others have felt as I have!”) – from all sorts of people,
including civil servants and under-secretary level and above, than anything else I have written.’ There is also the particular
social milieu he describes: that of the respectable working class, a group whose broad tastes and range of budgets are given
away by that affordable luxury, tinned salmon. At times it’s like reading a working-class Proust, written with love and respect
for the author’s formative culture. Hoggart writes of the Hunslet middens having ‘a fine topcoat of empty salmon and fruit
tins’ come six o’clock on a Sunday evening after tea. Salmon and peaches in the 1930s became salmon and peaches in the 1980s
and beyond, though in my family’s case we’d have sliced ham on alternate weeks.


One definitive characteristic of the book is the sense of ‘self-respect’ – a phrase to which Hoggart returns throughout the book’s first half – that is generated and kept going within the less precarious
and slightly less penurious end of the working class. Without self-respect, he argues, you are open to denigration and exploitation
by those who see opportunities in human vulnerability. He talks of the ‘hurt pride’ aspect of the working-class tendency to
refer to anyone not like ‘us’ as ‘them’, but also of the reasonable degree of satisfaction – or at least, lack of rancour
– that a member of the ‘respectable’ working class could feel about his or her status. He remarks, for example, on the cheerful
willingness of working-class men to walk miles across town with an empty pram in order to cart an old table or other found
item back to the house.


You sense not that Hoggart is striving to give his own version of events, but that he wants to convey what he sees before
him as clearly as possible. He was once described in a review as ‘today’s John Ruskin’; and indeed, he is given to quoting
Ruskin’s famous maxim that ‘the greatest thing a human soul ever does in this world is to see something and tell what it saw
in a plain way’. His writing also fits Orwell’s description of good prose being ‘like a window-pane’. He learned from the
best, then, but writes ringingly in his own voice as one would sing a hymn. Hoggart is less melodramatic than Orwell, who
wouldn’t have been able to describe the dirt ingrained in a middle-aged housewife’s brow without giving the impression that
it made him nauseous. But he is no less sure of what he sees or of his ability to communicate its significance. His writing
embodies what the critic Lionel Trilling regarded as ‘the moral obligation to be intelligent’.


Another of Hoggart’s most bracing virtues as a writer is his ability to be honest about the central place of sense-flooding
pleasure in working-class life: sex where and when it can be snatched, ferocious home-fires, ‘tasty’ food. He doesn’t try
to conceal or sand down the arrow of his own sympathies, but writes warmly of such immediacy: ‘Round the basic features of
life – birth, marriage, copulation, children, death – the old phrases cluster most quickly. On sex: ‘A slice off a cut cake
is never missed’; ‘Y’ don’t look at the mantelpiece when y’ poke the fire’. Yet he also warns: ‘To each class its own forms
of cruelty and dirt; that of working-class people is something of a gratuitously debasing coarseness.’ It’s this tendency to regard sex as ‘just natural’ which Hoggart fears could be sold back
‘in shiny packets’ to youths seeking liberation without a counterweight of responsibility. One of the book’s most celebrated
sections features Hoggart’s mimicry of the slangy titles and slack-jawed dialogue of American pulp fiction, which came about
by accident after the author was told by his publishers, Chatto, that their lawyer ‘thought the book the most dangerous, in
libel terms, he had ever read.’ His imitations ring so true as to make it hard to tell the difference: The Killer Wore Nylon, Broads Don’t Like Lead, and Death Cab For Cutie are among his list of made-up zingers. (The last of these is the name of a present-day American rock band.) Most young men
are after sex, he concedes, and it would be facile to suggest that reading these sex-and-murder concoctions will rouse them
to violence; the greater point is that their two-dimensional portrayals of debased characters suggest ‘an endless and hopeless
tail-chasing evasion of the personality’.


His inventory of sayings and greetings familiar to his ear brings to mind those I remember from growing up on the outskirts
of Birmingham, fifty years on from Hoggart’s own childhood: ‘Yer’d forget yer ’ead if it was loose’ to a scatterbrained child;
‘All around the Wrekin’, in reference to a long bus journey or an arduous search for a shoulder of lamb big enough for Sunday
dinner; ‘Ta-ra a bit’, meaning ‘see you later’. I’m not sure that a child growing up in Birmingham now would know what or
where the Wrekin is. It has become common to note that the long vowels and glottal stops of south-eastern English have filtered
into the speech of young people around the country; less so to observe that what is actually said has lost its sense of place.
Because ‘change is slow’, as Hoggart notes, and our conscious selves lag far behind the unconscious, you may find yourself
saying ‘Wha’evah’, or dropping the southern Californian place-holder ‘like’ into sentences without noticing.


Vocabulary, perhaps even more than accent, announces class as strongly now as in Hoggart’s time. Those less likely to have
learned a large and diverse vocabulary no longer fall back on the aphorisms of their grandparents to express themselves, but
rather on an all-purpose telly-lingo picked up from soap operas, song lyrics and the truthless paraphrasing found on magazine covers. Someone is someone
else’s ‘rock’; jilted partners are told ‘there’s been no one else’ and that the jilter ‘needs some space’. Words can be taken
off the peg like a cheap top. Yet English remains elastic, bending and stretching to reflect circumstances and the input of
anyone who arrives to add to it. You can learn more about the possibilities of the language by eavesdropping on one bus conversation
between a group of London teenagers than from listening to Radio 4 for a week.


Another highlight of the book is the discussion of the ‘big dipper’ style of singing employed by performers in the mid-century
working-men’s clubs. Hoggart takes huge pleasure in trying to mimic on the page the way in which their vowels swooped to express
‘the need to draw every ounce of sentiment from the swing of the rhythm’:



‘You are-[image: image] the only one-[image: image] for me-[image: image],


No one else-[image: image] can share a dream-[image: image] with me-[image: image],


(pause with trills from the piano leading to the next great sweep)

Some folks-[image: image] may say-[image: image]…’




Club singers still exist, but their survival in the form Hoggart records so minutely depends on that of the clubs themselves,
which, like neighbourhood pubs, are closing at a rate concomitant with that of Britain’s shrivelling manufacturing base. (Alcohol
bought from supermarkets has never been so cheap, nor domestic refrigerators so big.) That is not to say that the performers’
desire to wreak sentiment from rhythm hasn’t found another expression. Family parties and karaoke nights, held in halls and
in the top rooms of the larger pubs, often feature a female successor to the old-style male club singer. She is generally
a young or early middle-aged woman with immaculate hair and make-up who holds the microphone like a fine-bone teacup, her
free hand mapping every octave as though trying to carve sound from the air. She has learned these moves, and the melismatic
singing style which stretches single vowels over several notes, from North American balladeers such as Mariah Carey, Whitney
Houston and Céline Dion. The popularity of their epic, swoon-inducing songs of love lost, destroyed and regained is reflected
in the content of television talent shows such as The X Factor, whose entrants perform weekly facsimiles in front of a panel which grades notional differences in delivery.


Hoggart was to spend much of his career as a public thinker talking about the function of mass broadcasting in the context
of ‘mass culture’. In 2002, he wrote an essay – containing his characteristic mix of spleen and elegant reason – expressing
his anger with the then-incoming BBC Chairman, Gavyn Davies, for insisting in a speech that the corporation’s output was neither
‘dumbing down’ nor targeting its output according to notions of ‘high’ and ‘low’. It had recently launched two digital channels,
one of which (BBC Four) featured the sort of serious documentaries and niche arts coverage that was once carried on BBC Two,
and the other of which (BBC Three) tailored its appeal to young extroverts through rudely named factual shows and coarse comedies.
‘A little caviar for the snobs and buckets of rubbish for the masses,’ he observed, concluding: ‘Quality is or should be indivisible,
and its criteria should apply to “light” as much as to “heavy” programmes.’ That is, in essence, Hoggart’s message, and all
the anger in it.


A few years earlier the authors Andrew Adonis and Stephen Pollard, in their 1997 book A Class Act, devoted a whole chapter to the role of the BBC in upholding ‘varieties of social distinction’, and I would argue that those
distinctions have become even more pronounced in the last decade. Echoing Hoggart’s writing on the BBC throughout his career,
they wrote: ‘No longer is Auntie out to raise the tone: her mission is to give the base what it wants… so as to fight the
commercial competition and protect its funding base: the licence fee.’ Few of those who watch, for instance, a documentary
made up of closed-circuit TV footage of police chases, or one of the stream of broad yet painfully bland sitcoms broadcast
on peak-time BBC One, would be inclined to cherish the results of that mission. BBC Four hogs the best of the corporation’s
most stimulating output for itself, occasionally permitting a later repeat on BBC Two; thousands, not millions, will stumble across it for the first time, still less feel the sense of entitlement needed to watch
a ‘posh’ channel.


Not everyone is, or wants to be, posh. At the communicative core of The Uses of Literacy is a desire to emphasize that not all working-class people are on a ladder trying to scrabble up to the next rung; in all
likelihood, Hoggart says, they are more likely to fear dropping down a rung. The security of a regular income, provided by
a reliable head of the household, could tuck an entire family under its steadying wing. A housewife with a spare shilling
left over each week could describe herself as ‘quite happy’, with her efforts and her circumstances as with the world. Equally,
the time saved by not having to account for every last penny or work every last hour allowed eyes to look up and ahead for
a while: not towards home-ownership, as is exhorted today of ‘hard-working families’ who are not ‘on the property ladder’,
but perhaps towards the possibility of affording grammar school for at least one of the children, and even permitting the
‘brightest’ one to stay on beyond the age of sixteen. Now there is the call to ‘uni’ for the children of the better-off working
class, though waves of expansion in higher education provision have tended mostly to absorb those middle-class children who
once would have gone to work for their father’s firm or straight into offices at sixteen or eighteen. The rate at which eighteen-year-olds
from the poorest section of society go to university – any university, most likely a local college only recently awarded university
status – increases by about one per cent a year.


Who can call themselves working class now? It has become fashionable among salaried professionals to claim that the term refers
to ‘anyone who works for a living’, but they are wrong. Options and opportunities, and with them health and longevity, still
increase exponentially with status, which is why British society remains streamed according to ‘us’ and ‘them’. What ‘they’
have going for them, and which others are denied, is a sense of belonging to the public and national as well as the domestic
and local realm, of having a voice that will be heard, of being able to explain oneself to someone who might cut you dead if you don’t do it correctly. It is ‘They’, the educated and self-entitled, who preserve the
right to create and transmit that very ‘classless’ voice which Hoggart found so phoney. It is a testament to his authority
that he doesn’t have to discuss his own class status: you know that he has struggled and that, by comparison, he no longer
has to worry about where he stands.


One sentence, mentioned almost in passing, brings today’s reader up short. ‘The hooliganism and rowdyism which caused the
police to work in pairs in several areas of many towns have almost gone’, wrote Hoggart in 1957. A town centre today will
no longer contain police working in pairs on Friday and Saturday nights: it will contain a vanful, accompanied by a mobile
hospital in larger towns to tend to alcohol-induced injuries, and teams of ‘street pastors’ charged with approaching the incapacitated
and asking them whether they are bingeing on drink because they are happy or because they are miserable. Battened down by
pressures for which an inadequate education has failed to prepare them, many British men and – now that they have the social
and economic freedom to do so – women react by releasing themselves from their yoke in violent ways. They go out determinedly
to get ‘trolleyed’, ‘langered’, ‘paralytic’, ‘oblivious’; to put themselves in danger from intoxicants and from each other.
There is so little joy, so much determination to lay waste, among people on the streets of any given town at midnight on a
Saturday that the proverbial visiting Martian might think we were at war.


There remains a suspicion, expressed as strongly now as Hoggart did then, that mass culture, produced by a small number of
people for consumption by a greater number, kills diversity. Capitalism has co-opted the very idea of ‘diversity’, presenting
it back to individuals who live and embody culture, rather than confect it, as a kind of pick-and-mix bag. ‘Diversity’ is
offered as a component of style rather than the truest indicator of ‘the full rich life’. Yet, as the novelist and biographer
D. J. Taylor has written, ‘it is still possible to live a substantial part of your life beyond the stultifying embrace of
the mass culture, a culture whose main achievement, it might be said, is to steal from us the sense of who we are’. Throughout
the book, Hoggart seeks to tell the reader: the sweetness lies within you, not without. Men with great powers of persuasion are about
to suppress what you know about yourself in order to profit from what you haven’t yet explored. Don’t let them do it. By all
means enjoy the finer things, if you can get to them beyond the sea of twopenny tins of pineapple, but don’t forget your own
ability to provide riches for yourself. He encourages a kind of cultural, rather than economic, self-reliance, and notes that
there is little net gain when the arrival of new goods obliterates the old.


When he reveals this, it’s as though he’s saying: ‘We once spoke the same language, and now we don’t, which means that in
some way we’ll never again be able to share our thoughts.’ The loss ripples on the page. He feels broadly part of this world,
of the people whose culture he is documenting, and considers its characteristics with the compassion of someone who knows
it from within. But something causes him to hover anxiously on the edges and write about their experiences when few others
– whether on the inside or outside – feel moved to. His own experience of social mobility informs the way in which he can
write, about a young graduate of working-class origin, that ‘the test of his real education lies in his ability, by about
the age of twenty-five, to smile at his father with his whole face and to respect his flighty young sister and his slower
brother.’


In part this is because the easy command of language, built by curiosity and education, seems to bleed out sentimentality
from all experience. If you can make language dance to your tune, rather than having to dance, or jump up, to it, you are
on the way to being free. You no longer expect to be at the mercy of events because, if you can’t in some way shape their
course, then you can manage their effects. You haven’t only got ‘them’ to contend with, you’ve got ‘us’, your own people,
keeping you in line. Not keeping you down exactly, but keeping you chopped and shaped like a tin of York ham. Square pegs
needn’t get their corners shaved off if they can learn to incorporate both halves of their experience into an integral whole.


For working-class people, seeking comfort – whether in family, food, locality or in entertainment – is a way of making aspects
of an unjustly difficult life enjoyable. For the middle class, comfort is a way of further feathering a nest that is already secure
and safe. We say of people that they are ‘comfortably off ’: they exist far above the threshold of hour-by-hour anxiety, of
loan sharks’ teeth. We never say of the poor that they are ‘uncomfortably off ’, because we know that to be poor is by its
nature uncomfortable. But external comforts have their limit. The curious person ceases to find such ready comforts comforting,
and looks for other ways to find internal peace. When Hoggart writes of the cluttery bustle of a working-class household,
where it seems an idea beyond reach to create a quiet, ordered space in which the Scholarship Boy can do his homework, he
is both reaching back to his own childhood full of losses and pressures, and projecting forward to a time in which the television
has become the house chatterbox.


Only sustained self-examination brings the ability to withstand the appeals of people who think they know best. Transformation,
strength, dialogue: these are the things that enable you to hold your own, to be an equal participant, and to shape your own
life in circumstances not of your own making. If you don’t know your own mind, he is saying, someone else will try and make
it up for you. What he hopes for most profoundly is the coming of a true democracy based on individuals responding freely
to what they see and experience and being able to contribute to a continuous debate that involves us all, not just those who
are best equipped to use the microphone of mass media. Although this is a book concerned with the collective aspects of a
broadly defined social and economic group – the working class of northern England – his sympathy, his heart, is with the preservation
and encouragement of individual expression. In this sense The Uses of Literacy is a distinctively English call to arms, and as relevant today as it has ever been.


Lynsey Hanley, 2009


	
To Mary, with love
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Preface

This book is about changes in working-class culture during the last thirty or forty years, in particular as they are being
encouraged by mass publications. I imagine that similar results would be gained if some other forms of entertainment, notably
the cinema and commercial broadcasting, were used for illustration.


I am inclined to think that books on popular culture often lose some of their force by not making sufficiently clear who is
meant by ‘the people’, by inadequately relating their examinations of particular aspects of ‘the people’s’ life to the wider
life they live, and to the attitudes they bring to their entertainments. I have therefore tried to give such a setting, and
so far as I could, to describe characteristic working-class relationships and attitudes. Where it is presenting background,
this book is based to a large extent on personal experience, and does not purport to have the scientifically tested character
of a sociological survey. There is an obvious danger of generalization from limited experience. I have therefore included,
chiefly in the notes, some of the findings of sociologists where they seemed necessary, either as support or as qualification
of the text. I have also noted one or two instances in which others, with experience similar to mine, think differently.


It will be seen that two kinds of writing are to be found in the following pages: that of the kind described above, and the
more specific literary analysis of popular publications. The two may seem at first glance uneasy companions, and the change
of approach in the second half is certainly sharp; but I hope the two approaches will be found by the reader, as they seem
to me, mutually illuminating.


I have thought of myself as addressing first of all the serious ‘common reader’ or ‘intelligent layman’ from any class. By this I do not mean that I have tried to adopt any particular tone
of voice, or that I have avoided using any technical terms and all but the most obvious allusions. But I have written as clearly
as my understanding of the subject allowed, and used technical terms and allusions only when they seemed likely, once known,
to prove helpful and suggestive. The ‘intelligent layman’ is an elusive figure, and popularization a dangerous undertaking:
but it seems to me that those of us who feel that writing for him is an urgent necessity must go on trying to reach him. For
one of the most striking and ominous features of our present cultural situation is the division between the technical languages
of the experts and the extraordinarily low level of the organs of mass communication.


R. H.

University of Hull, 1952–6



The men of our age of critical realism, goaded by mass-stupidity and mass-tyranny, have protested against the common people
to the point of losing all direct knowledge and vision of it.… And perhaps – strange that it should be left for me to make
this observation – they have not affected their folk more profoundly because they have not loved it enough.


Ludwig Lewisohn




and a warning against romanticism

There is peasant blood in my veins, and you cannot astonish me with peasant virtues.

Chekhov





PART ONE

An ‘Older’ Order



1

Who are ‘The Working-Classes’?

A. Questions of Approach

It is often said that there are no working-classes in England now, that a ‘bloodless revolution’ has taken place, which has
so reduced social differences that already most of us inhabit an almost flat plain, the plain of the lower middle- to middle-classes.
I can see the truth in such a statement, within its proper contexts, and do not wish to under-estimate the extent or the value
of many recent social changes. To appreciate afresh the scope of these changes as they affect working-class people in particular,
we need only read again a social survey or a few novels from, say, the turn of the century. We are likely to be struck by
the extent to which working-class people have improved their lot, acquired more power and more possessions; we are likely
to be even more impressed by the degree to which they no longer feel themselves members of ‘the lower orders’, with a sense
of other classes, each above them and each superior in the way the world judges. Some of this remains, but it has been greatly
reduced.


In spite of these changes, attitudes alter more slowly than we always realize, as the first half of this book seeks to show.
Attitudes alter slowly, but obviously a great number of complex forces are bringing about changes here too: the second half
of this book discusses some ways in which a change, towards a culturally ‘classless’ society, is being brought about.


It will be necessary to define rather more specifically what I mean by ‘the working-classes’, but difficulties of definition
are less troublesome than are those of avoiding the romanticisms which tempt anyone who discusses ‘the workers’ or ‘the common
people’, and these romanticisms deserve to be mentioned first. For they increase the danger of over-stressing the admirable qualities of earlier
working-class culture and its debased condition today. The two over-emphases tend to reinforce each other, and so the contrast
is often exaggerated. We may have serious doubts about the quality of working-class life today, and especially about the speed
with which it may seem to deteriorate. But some of the more debilitating invitations have been successful only because they
have been able to appeal to established attitudes which were not wholly admirable; and though the contemporary ills which
particularly strike an observer from outside certainly exist, their effects are not always as considerable as a diagnosis
from outside would suggest, if only because working-class people still possess some older and inner resistances.


No doubt such an over-emphasis is often inspired by a strong admiration for the potentialities of working-class people and
a consequent pity for their situation. Related to it is a more positive over-expectation which one frequently finds among
middle-class intellectuals with strong social consciences. Some people of this kind have for a long time tended to see every
second working-class man as a Felix Holt or a Jude the Obscure. Perhaps this is because most of the working-class people they
have known closely have been of an unusual and self-selected kind, and in special circumstances, young men and women at Summer
Schools and the like, exceptional individuals whom the chance of birth has deprived of their proper intellectual inheritance,
and who have made remarkable efforts to gain it. Naturally, I do not intend in any way to limit their importance as individuals.
They are exceptional, in their nature untypical of working-class people; their very presence at Summer Schools, at meetings
of learned societies and courses of lectures, is the result of a moving-away from the landscape which the majority of their
fellows inhabit without much apparent strain. They would be exceptional people in any class: they reveal less about their
class than about themselves.


From the pity – ‘How fine they would be if only…’, to the praise – ‘How fine they are simply because…’: here we encounter
pastoral myths and ‘Wife of Bath’ admirations. The working-classes are at bottom in excellent health – so the pastoral descriptions run – in better health than other classes; rough and unpolished
perhaps, but diamonds nevertheless; rugged, but ‘of sterling worth’: not refined, not intellectual, but with both feet on
the ground; capable of a good belly-laugh, charitable and forthright. They are, moreover, possessed of a racy and salty speech,
touched with wit, but always with its hard grain of common sense. These over-emphases vary in strength, from the slight over-stressing
of the quaint aspects of working-class life to be found in many major novelists to the threadbare fancies of popular contemporary
writers. How many major English writers are there who do not, however slightly, over-emphasize the salty features of working-class
life? George Eliot does so, unusually brilliant though her observation of workers is; and the bias is more evident in Hardy.
When we come to our own much more consciously manipulative times, we meet the popular novelists’ patronizingly flattered little
men with their flat caps and flat vowels, their well-scrubbed wives with well-scrubbed doorsteps; fine stock – and amusing
too! Even a writer as astringent and seemingly unromantic as George Orwell never quite lost the habit of seeing the working-classes
through the cosy fug of an Edwardian music-hall. There is a wide range of similar attitudes running down to the folksy ballyhoo
of the Sunday columnists, the journalists who always remember to quote with admiration the latest bon mot of their pub-pal ‘Alf ’. They have to be rejected more forcefully, I think, because there is an element of truth in what
they say and it is a pity to see it inflated for display.


Again, one has sometimes to be cautious of the interpretations given by historians of the working-class movement. The subject
is fascinating and moving; there is a vast amount of important and inspiring material about working-class social and political
aspirations. But it is easy for a reader to be led into at least a half-assumption that these are histories of the working-classes
rather than, primarily, histories of the activities – and the valuable consequences for almost every member of the working-classes
– of a minority. Probably the authors would specifically claim no more for them, and these aims are important enough. But
from such books I do sometimes bring away an impression that their authors overrate the place of political activity in working-class life, that they do not always have an adequate sense of the grass-roots of that life.


A middle-class Marxist’s view of the working-classes often includes something of each of the foregoing errors. He pities the
betrayed and debased worker, whose faults he sees as almost entirely the result of the grinding system which controls him.
He admires the remnants of the noble savage, and has a nostalgia for those ‘best of all’ kinds of art, rural folk-art or genuinely
popular urban art, and a special enthusiasm for such scraps of them as he thinks he can detect today. He pities and admires
the Jude-the-Obscure aspect of working-people. Usually, he succeeds in part-pitying and part-patronizing working-class people
beyond any semblance of reality.


It is some novels, after all, that may bring us really close to the quality of working-class life – such a novel as Lawrence’s
Sons and Lovers, at least, rather than more popular or more consciously proletarian fiction. And so, in their own way, do some of the detailed
surveys of working-class life which sociologists have made during the last twenty years. These books convey powerfully the
complex and claustrophobic impression which working-class life can make on an observer who tries to know it in all its concreteness.
I mean the impression of being immersed in an endless forest, full of the most minute detail, all of it different and yet
all of it similar; a great mass of faces and habits and actions, yet most of them apparently not very meaningful. The impression
seems to me both right and wrong: right in that it indicates the sprawling and multitudinous and infinitely detailed character
of working-class life, and the sense – often depressing to an outsider – of an immense uniformity, of always being part of
a huge and seething crowd of people, all very similar even in the most important and individual matters. I think such an impression
is wrong if it leads us to construct an image of working-class people only from adding together the variety of statistics
given in some of these sociological works, from the numbers who do this or do not do that, from the percentage who said that
they believe in God, or who thought free-love was ‘all right in its way’. A sociological survey may or may not assist us here,
but clearly we have to try to see beyond the habits to what the habits stand for, to see through the statements to what the statements really mean (which may be the opposite of the statements themselves),
to detect the differing pressures of emotion behind idiomatic phrases and ritualistic observances.


A writer who is himself from the working-classes has his own temptations to error, somewhat different from but no less than
those of a writer from another class. I am from the working-classes and feel even now both close to them and apart from them.
In a few more years this double relationship may not, I suppose, be so apparent to me; but it is bound to affect what I say.
It may help me to come nearer to giving a felt sense of working-class life, to avoid some of an outsider’s more obvious risks
of misinterpretation. On the other hand, this very emotional involvement presents considerable dangers. Thus it seems to me
that the changes described in the second half of this book are, so far, tending to cause the working-classes to lose, culturally,
much that was valuable and to gain less than their new situation should have allowed. To the extent that I can judge the matter
objectively, that is my belief. Yet in writing I found myself constantly having to resist a strong inner pressure to make
the old much more admirable than the new, and the new more to be condemned, than my conscious understanding of the material
gave me grounds for. Presumably some kind of nostalgia was colouring the material in advance: I have done what I could to
remove its effects.


In both halves of the book I discovered a tendency in myself, because the subject is so much part of my origins and growth,
to be unwarrantedly sharp towards those features in working-class life of which I disapprove. Related to this is the urge
to lay one’s ghosts; at the worst, it can be a temptation to ‘do down’ one’s class, out of a pressing ambiguity in one’s attitudes
to it. Conversely, I found a tendency to over-value those features in working-class life of which I approve, and this tempted
towards a sentimentality, a romanticizing of my background, as though I were subconsciously saying to my present acquaintance
– see, in spite of all, such a childhood is richer than yours.


A writer has to meet these dangers as he can and in the very process of writing, as he struggles to find out what it is that
he truly has to say. I suppose it is unlikely that he will ever quite succeed. But his reader is in a luckier position, like Marlow’s hearers in
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness:



Of course in this you fellows see more than I could see. You see me.



The reader sees what is intended to be said and also, from tone, from the unconscious emphases and the rest, he comes to know
the man saying it.


B. A Rough Definition

In deciding who would be ‘the working-classes’ for the purposes of this survey my problem, as I saw it, was this: the mass
publications from which I draw most of my evidence affect far more than those working-class groups of which I have a close
knowledge; in fact, in so far as they tend to be ‘classless’ publications, they affect all classes in society. But in order
to discuss the way in which these publications affect attitudes and to avoid the vagueness which almost inevitably results
from talking about ‘the common people’, it was necessary to find a focus. I have therefore taken one fairly homogeneous group
of working-class people, have tried to evoke the atmosphere, the quality, of their lives by describing their setting and their
attitudes. Against this background may be seen how the much more generally diffused appeals of the mass publications connect
with commonly accepted attitudes, how they are altering those attitudes, and how they are meeting resistance. Unless I am
much mistaken, the attitudes described in this first part will be sufficiently shared by many other groups which go to make
up ‘the common people’, to give the analysis a wider relevance. In particular, many of the attitudes I describe as ‘working-class’
might also be attributed to what are often called the ‘lower middle-classes’. I cannot see how this kind of overlapping is
to be avoided, and hope readers will feel, as I do, that it does not weaken the main lines of my argument.


The setting and the evidence as to attitudes are drawn mainly from experience in the urban North, from a childhood during
the twenties and thirties and an almost continuous if somewhat different kind of contact since then.


I admitted earlier that working-class people probably do not feel themselves to be members of a ‘lower’ group as strongly
as they did a generation or two ago. Yet those I have in mind still to a considerable extent retain a sense of being in a
group of their own, and this without there being necessarily implied any feeling of inferiority or pride; they feel rather
that they are ‘working-class’ in the things they admire and dislike, in ‘belonging’. Such a distinction does not go far, but
it is important; others may be added, none of them definitive but each of them helping to give the greater degree of definition
which is needed.


The ‘working-classes’ described here live in districts such as Hunslet (Leeds), Ancoats (Manchester), Brightside and Attercliffe
(Sheffield), and off the Hessle and Holderness Roads (Hull). My fullest experience is of those who live in the miles of smoking
and huddled working-class houses in Leeds. Such people have their own recognizable parts of the towns; they have, almost city
by city, their own recognizable styles of housing – backs-to-backs here or tunnels-backs there; their houses are usually rented,
not owned. They are increasingly being moved on to the new estates now, but this does not seem to me at present to affect
strongly my main contentions as to their attitudes.


Most of the employed inhabitants of these areas work for a wage, not a salary, and the wage is paid weekly: most have no other
sources of income. Some are self-employed; they may keep a small shop for members of the group to which, culturally, they
belong or supply a service to the group, for example as a ‘cobbler’, ‘barber’, ‘grocer’, ‘bike-mender’ or ‘cast-off clothing
dealer’. One cannot firmly distinguish workers from others by the amount of money earned, since there are enormous variations
in wages among working-class people; and most steel-workers, for instance, are plainly working-class though some earn more
than many teachers who are not. But I suppose that in most of the families described here a wage of about £9 or £10 a week
for the chief wage-earner, at 1954 rates, would be regarded as roughly normal.


Most of them were educated at what ought now to be called a secondary modern school, but is still popularly known as ‘elementary’
school. In occupation they are usually labourers, skilled or unskilled, or craftsmen and perhaps apprentice-trained. This
loose boundary includes, therefore, men who do what used to be called ‘navvying’ and other outdoor manual work, commercial
and public transport workers, men and girls on routine jobs in factories, as well as skilled tradesmen, from plumbers to those
who perform the more difficult tasks in heavy industries. Foremen are included, but office-clerks and employees in large shops,
though they may live in these areas, are on the whole better regarded as members of the lower middle-classes.


Since this essay is concerned with cultural change, my main means of definition will be less tangible features of a working-class
way of life than those named above. Speech will indicate a great deal, in particular the host of phrases in common use. Manners
of speaking, the use of urban dialects, accents, and intonations, could probably indicate even more. There is the cracked
but warm-hearted voice, slightly spitting through all-too-regular false teeth, of some women in their forties. The comedians
often adopt it; it suggests a heart which, without illusions or regrets about life, is nevertheless in the right place. There
is a husky voice which I have often heard, and heard only there, among working-class girls of the rougher sort; it is known
among the more ‘respectable’ working-classes as a ‘common’ voice. But unfortunately, I have not sufficient knowledge to pursue
this examination of manners of speaking.


Cheap mass-produced clothing has reduced the immediately recognizable differences between classes, but not as greatly as many
think. A Saturday-night crowd leaving the cinemas in the city centre may look superficially one. A closer glance from an expert
of either sex, from a middle-class woman or a man particularly conscious of clothes, will usually be sufficient even nowadays
for them to ‘place’ most people around them.


There are thousands of other items from daily experience which, as will be seen, help to distinguish this recognizably working-class
life, such as the habit of paying out money in small instalments over month after month; or the fact that, for as long as
anyone except the old can now remember, almost every worker has been on the ‘panel’ at the local doctor’s, and so on.


To isolate the working-classes in this rough way is not to forget the great number of differences, the subtle shades, the
class distinctions, within the working-classes themselves. To the inhabitants there is a fine range of distinctions in prestige
from street to street. Inside the single streets there are elaborate differences of status, of ‘standing’, between the houses
themselves; this is a slightly better house because it has a separate kitchen, or is at the terrace end, has a bit of a yard,
and is rented at ninepence a week more. There are differences of grade between the occupants; this family is doing well because
the husband is a skilled man and there is a big order in at the works; the wife here is a good manager and very houseproud,
whereas the one opposite is a slattern; these have been a ‘Hunslet family’ for generations, and belong to the hereditary aristocracy
of the neighbourhood.


To some extent there is, also, a hierarchy of specialization in any group of streets. This man is known to be something of
a ‘scholar’ and has a bound set of encyclopedias which he will always gladly refer to when asked; another is a good ‘penman’
and very helpful at filling in forms; another is particularly ‘good with his hands’, in wood or metal or as a general repairer;
this woman is expert at fine needlework and will be called in on special occasions. All these are group services before they
are professional services, even though some of the workers may be professionally engaged on the same work during the day.
This kind of specialization seemed, though, to be dying out in the large urban working-class centres I knew even when I was
a boy. A friend who knows well the smaller West Riding urban working-class centres (such as Keighley, Bingley, and Heckmondwike)
thinks it is still quite strong there.


Yet one may fairly make generalizations about attitudes without implying that everyone in the working-classes believes or
does this or this about work or marriage or religion. (Perhaps I should add here that my experience is of predominantly Protestant
areas.) The implication of my generalizations throughout the book is rather that this or this is what most working-class people
assume should be believed or done about such matters. I am writing particularly of the majority who take their lives much
as they find them, and in that way are not different from the majority in other classes; of what some trade union leaders, when they are regretting a lack
of interest in their movements, call ‘the vast apathetic mass’; of what, song-writers call, by way of compliment, ‘just plain
folk’; of what the working-classes themselves describe, more soberly, as ‘the general run of people’. Within that majority
there is obviously a very wide range of attitudes, and yet there is a centre at which a great number of people are represented.


It follows that I shall give less attention to, for example, the purposive, the political, the pious, and the self-improving
minorities in the working-classes. This is not because I underrate their value but because the appeals made by the mass publicists
are not primarily to their kinds of mind. Nor is the amount of attention which I give to different attitudes that which would
be required if this survey aimed to be a complete account of working-class life. I lay emphasis on those elements which are
especially exploited (as I would say) by the mass publicists. Thus, certain strains often found among the majority – the self-respecting,
the thrifty, for instance – though they are given a place, do not receive the same weight of attention as some others, such
as the tolerant, or that which insists on the need to have a good time while one can.


The fairly strict division into ‘older’ and ‘newer’ attitudes is made largely for the sake of clarity, and does not imply
a strict chronological succession. Obviously, elements as subtle as attitudes could never be attributed to one generation
or one decade. Of what are called the ‘older’ attitudes some features have existed for a very long time, are indeed part of
the outlook of ‘the common people’ in any generation and in almost any land. Some have persisted, very little changed from
a rural into an urban England; others were given special emphasis by the challenges of urbanization. Yet in describing the
‘older’ attitudes I have drawn to a large extent on memories of my childhood about twenty years ago, because I personally
saw these attitudes at their strongest in the generation which was adult when I was a child. This was a generation which grew
up in an urban environment and amid many difficulties but did not experience, whilst growing up, the assault of the mass Press
as it is known today, of the wireless and television, of the ubiquitous cheap cinemas, and so on. But clearly these ‘older’ attitudes exist not only in
the middle-aged or elderly; they form a background to much in the lives of younger people. What I am questioning throughout
is how long they will continue to be as powerful as they are now, and in what ways they are being altered.


Similarly, much in what are here called the ‘newer’ appeals and in the attitudes encouraged by them, was evident in that earlier
generation and before. Indeed, the three ideas of which the misuse is shown later to reinforce these appeals have a long European
history. My argument is not that there was, in England one generation ago, an urban culture still very much ‘of the people’
and that now there is only a mass urban culture. It is rather that the appeals made by the mass publicists are for a great
number of reasons made more insistently, effectively, and in a more comprehensive and centralized form today than they were
earlier; that we are moving towards the creation of a mass culture; that the remnants of what was at least in parts an urban
culture ‘of the people’ are being destroyed; and that the new mass culture is in some important ways less healthy than the
often crude culture it is replacing.


The distinction between the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ attitudes, therefore, whilst it cannot be clear-cut, seems to be firm enough
to be useful. In particular, it should be firm enough to make clear at the outset that, when I speak of ‘older’ attitudes,
I am not invoking some rather mistily conceived pastoral tradition the better to assault the present.


An even clearer chronological background may be gained by thinking briefly of the history of one family, and my own will perhaps
serve as well as any. It is generally agreed that the main pattern of future development in the urbanization of England was
clear by about 1830. My family came rather later in the process. My grandmother married a cousin and at that time their family
was still rural, living in a village about a dozen miles from Leeds. Sometime in the seventies she and her young husband were
drawn to that expanding city, into the service of the steelworks on the south side. She set about raising a growing family
– ten were born but some were ‘lost’ – in the vast new brick acres of Hunslet. All over the North and Midlands the same thing
was happening, the villages losing their young people, the towns staining the countryside around with raw cheap housing. They
were insufficiently provided with medical educational, and other social facilities; their streets, inadequately cleansed and
lighted, were being packed with families whose pattern of life was still to a large extent rural. Many died young (the plaque
commemorating a cholera epidemic used still to stand in a railway shunting-yard that I passed each day on my way to the secondary
school); ‘T.B.’ took a heavy toll.


My grandmother lived through all this and on through the First World War until almost the beginning of the Second; she learned
to become a city-dweller. Yet in every line of her body and in many of her attitudes her country background spoke. Her house,
still rented at nine shillings a week in 1939, was never truly urban. Newspaper-packets of home-dried herbs hung from the
scullery ceiling; a pot of goose-grease lay always on the shelf there, in case anyone ‘got a bad chest’. She retained in the
vitality of her spirit, in the vigour of her language, in the occasional peasant quality of her humour, a strength which her
children had not and towards which they had at times something of a sophisticated and urbanized ‘neshness’ (soft squeamishness).
She called you a ‘corf-eerd’ (calf-head) without any conscious archaism; she was full of pithy aphorisms, such as ‘as t’owd
cock crows, t’yung un larns’ (of a cheeky boy whose mother did not control him); she had a wealth of superstitious tags and
old remedies to fall back upon in emergencies. Occasionally, when the arrival of an illegitimate child in the neighbourhood
was remarked, she would recount with rough amusement the story of a scandal in a working-class district (of Sheffield, I think,
where she had spent some years), where irregular intercourse behind the pulpit at chapel became popular. She had only been,
and that occasionally, to a dame school. When I was in the sixth form she read, without spectacles, many of the books I brought
home. I remember especially her reaction to D. H. Lawrence; much of it she admired, and she was not shocked. But of his descriptions
of physical sex she said, ‘’E makes a lot of fuss and lah-de-dah about it.’


For our family she was a first-generation townswoman and therefore only partly a townswoman. Meanwhile the second generation,
her children, were growing up. They were growing up from the time of the Third Reform Act, through the series of Education
Acts, the various Housing Acts, the Factory Acts and Public Health Acts, through the Boer War; and the youngest was just old
enough to serve in the First World War. The boys went to ‘Board’ school and so into steelworks or, since we had white-collar
leanings, into the more genteel openings, as grocery assistants or salesmen in town shops, though this was regarded as almost
a step up in class. The girls were swallowed one after the other into the always-demanding, because always-changing, population
of tailoresses, those girls who were and are the foundation of Leeds’ predominance as a centre for ready-made clothing.


This generation – my parents, uncles, and aunts – did retain a few rural habits, though now with a touch of nostalgia, of
veneration for their parents who ‘knew what was right when all’s said and done’; it was not so much in the blood as something
remembered, regretted in its passing, and so slightly consciously held on to. Much more, and here their attitude to their
parents was often jollying, they were of the newer world. That world had many advantages to offer; cheaper and more varied
clothes, cheaper and more varied food; frozen meat at a few pence the pound, tinned pineapples for next to nothing, cheap
tinned savouries, fish-and-chips round the corner. It had cheap and easy travel on the new trams, and ready-packeted proprietary
drugs from the corner-shops.


This second generation had fewer children, and on their account, in particular, felt the pressure of the greater organization
of urban life: they were glad that ‘the lad’s chances in life’ had improved, but they began to worry about whether he would
get his scholarship. ‘The lad’ and his sister were my cousins, my brother and sister, myself. We had been from the beginning
fully of the towns, of the trams and buses, of the elaborate network of social services, of the chain-stores, the picture-palaces,
the trips to the seaside. For us the country is not, after all, home; nor even the place where Father and Mother were so healthily
reared. It is an occasionally remembered backcloth, a place you sometimes visit.




2

Landscape with Figures – A Setting


‘What are the roots that clutch…?’



A. An Oral Tradition: Resistance and Adaptation: A Formal Way of Life

A great deal has been written about the effect on the working-classes of the modern ‘mass media of communication’. But if
we listen to working-class people at work and at home we are likely to be struck first, not so much by the evidence of fifty
years of popular papers and cinema, as by the slight effect these things have had upon the common speech, by the degree to
which working-people still draw, in speech and in the assumptions to which speech is a guide, on oral and local tradition.
That tradition is no doubt weakening, but if we are to understand the present situation of the working-classes we must not
pronounce it dead when it still has remarkable life.


These examples were all collected in a deliberately short period, the first from a bright, pastel-shade distempered and tubular
furnished waiting-room of a children’s clinic. A handful of drab and untidy mothers were waiting with their children, and
the conversation dribbled on aimlessly but easily about their habits. In three minutes two women used these phrases:



‘’E shows well for it anyway’ (of a well-nourished child).

‘If it’s not there y’ can’t put it there’ (of the intelligence needed to pass the scholarship examination).

‘Aye, they’re good alarm clocks aren’t they?’ (of early waking by children).

‘Y’ can’t lay in where bairns are.’

‘Well, ’unger’s t’best sauce.’



Soon afterwards, a few shops where housewives meet in the mornings, produced:


‘She gave me a meaning look.’

‘We’re not as well lined as we were: we ’aven’t got enough lining’ (on the shortage of meat, in particular of English beef).

‘Did yer ’ear about t’schoolmaster? ’e went eerie.’

‘Ah’m all dressed up today. Ah’ve got me ’ypocrite on’ (of a false front to a blouse).



Round the basic features of life – birth, marriage, copulation, children, death – the old phrases cluster most thickly. On
sex:



‘A slice off a cut cake is never missed’ (on the easy sexual habits of some married women).

‘Y’ don’t look at the mantelpiece when y’ poke the fire’ (a woman doesn’t need to be pretty to make sexual intercourse with
her enjoyable).


‘Ah’d rather ’ave a good meal any day’ (debunking comment on a woman whose physical attractions are all too noticeable).

‘Y’ll last a man a lifetime with care’ (for sex and housework – to a young wife ill in bed and feeling a bit sorry for herself).

‘Nay, they don’t oppen t’oven for one loaf ’ (a middle-aged mother to a young wife expecting her first baby, who had said
that she would be happy to have only one child).




Most of these are the remnants of a more muscular tradition of speech; the use of ‘hypocrite’, for instance, clearly depended
on a moral sense naturally felt to inform everyday life. I have little evidence that such phrases are being newly minted.
During the last war the services created a few, but scarcely one has passed into common speech. Periodically, and for a period,
one is taken from a popular wireless programme; we have already had twenty years of those, from ‘Can yer ’ear me, Muther?’
to ‘Right, Munkey!’ For the rest, young working-class people seem increasingly to make do with a few blanket epithets in addition to those of the older phrases
they have taken over: most admired things are ‘luvly’, most disliked things ‘awful’; what is particularly admired is ‘grand’
or, more recently, ‘smashing’ (though this last is one of the newer ‘classless’ epithets).


Still strongly in middle-aged people, and more strongly than we often think in those younger, the old forms of speech persist.
They persist not in a racy or lively but in a formal manner: the phrases are used like counters, ‘click-click-click’. If we
listen only to their tone we might conclude that they are used simply by rote, flatly and meaninglessly, that they have no
connexion at all with the way life is lived, are used and yet somehow do not connect. If we notice only their subject-matter
– the acceptance of death, laughter at marriage but yet an acceptance of it, making the best of your lot – we might conjure
up a pretty picture of the way in which old attitudes, simple but healthy, remain unaffected. The truth lies between the two
extremes: the persistence in so strong a measure of older forms of speech does not indicate a powerful and vibrant continuance
of an earlier tradition, but the tradition is not altogether dead. It is harked back to, leaned upon as a fixed and still
largely trustworthy reference in a world now difficult to understand. The aphorisms are drawn as a kind of comfort; ‘ah well,
good and bad go in cycles’, people say, and there are a dozen variants of that phrase. It should cause no surprise, and at
the level at which such speech has its effect it is not paradoxical, that these tags often contradict one another, that in
any lengthy conversation they will be brought out to prove opposing views: they are not used as parts of intellectual constructions.


Much the same is true of the hold of superstition and myth. The world of experience is mapped at every point, particularly
closely at the great nodes, in two colours, into those things which ‘mean good luck’ and those which ‘mean bad luck’. These
divisions are invoked daily and automatically. To put shoes on the table, to walk under a ladder, to spill salt, to bring
certain flowers indoors, to burn ‘green stuff ’, to bring holly into the house before Christmas, to break a mirror, to give
a knife without receiving a coin, to cross knives at table, are unlucky: to have a black cat cross one’s path, to put on stockings
the wrong way out, to have a dark man enter the house first at Christmas and the New Year, to touch wood after tempting misfortune,
all these are lucky. A bride must not see her groom before the ceremony on her wedding-day, and should wear – and still usually
does – ‘Something old, something new,/Something borrowed, something blue’. A baby should cry at its baptism, as that means
luck; the day of birth and a baby’s physical features will prompt any one of a score of rhyming tags, like ‘A dimple in your
chin/Your living brought in’. Dreams are not to be ignored, not because they help to explain something in the past or indicate
some hidden worry, but because they foretell: and they ‘go by contraries’; if you cry in a dream that means something pleasant. But you must really cry and not just
dream that you were crying and wake dry-eyed.


Superstition clings particularly to anything affecting health. ‘I don’t believe in doctors’ is still a common expression,
and supporting it are a crowd of old saws and modern instances, mostly apocryphal. My generation is probably the last to be
dosed with brimstone and treacle for most of the occasional ailments of childhood, but the recipe still lingers. There are
others much stranger. I know of two recent urban experiments with horsehair and steak to remove warts: the steak is buried
in the ground with the hair tied round it, and the wart thereafter withers and finally drops off. A few years ago the story
went round some Leeds clothing factories that to wash in one’s own urine was good for the complexion. It is still commonly
believed that weakness in young children can be due to the hair being too long and thick; the ‘goodness’ of the hair is gained
at the expense of the body. Each separate activity, no matter how minor, has its folklore: thus, at whist-drives some women
always carry a coin issued in the year of their birth, some will only mark the score with red pencils, some will not wear
black shoes.


Most of these myths have existed for a long time and some are slowly dying; but occasional new ones are created. I notice
particularly those about great figures in the world outside: in the more elementary folk-lore of the working-classes, as distinct
from their comic art, great public figures are more likely to be inflated than reduced. There are fabulous stories of how
this film-star died (she tried to slim by standing in a refrigerator and was frozen to death) or how that princess lives. It was popularly said that Stalin had ‘had
injections’ to make him live until a hundred and fifty. The process sometimes works the other way round: ‘They’ are reported
to order that out of every ten contraceptive sheaths manufactured, one should be punctured; and ‘They’ put bromide in servicemen’s
tea, to reduce the sexual urges.


Some of all this, notably the instances of good and bad luck, is also believed, in a sense, by other classes. In what way
exactly can working-class people be said to believe in it? They repeat the phrases, but often with a saving prefatory: ‘They
say that…’ They do not intellectually examine them: yet on certain occasions they laugh readily at them as ‘old wives’ tales’.
But usually they take care to obey their directions. They say ‘Oh, it’s all superstition’, and look at popular-magazine articles
which discount them; but still they pick them up verbally and pass them on, and this applies to young people almost as much
as to the old. Is there a working-class magazine without its horoscope? Change is very slow, and people are not troubled by
inconsistencies; they believe and do not believe. They go on repeating the old tags and practising their sanctions and permissions:
the oral tradition is still strong.


So it is in many other parts of working-class life. The world of many a middle-aged working-class couple is still largely
Edwardian, their living-rooms little changed from the time they equipped them or took them over from their parents, except
for the addition of an occasional ornament or chair. Young couples like to go out and buy everything new when they ‘set up’,
and the furniture salesmen often do their best to persuade them to buy, by hire-purchase, more new furniture than they need.
But though the furniture calls itself modern and may use new materials, it must embody the same assumptions as to the furnishing
of a ‘really homely’ room as the older things, bought by the customers’ grandparents. Much the same is true of the pottery
trade, of the fun-fairs, of popular-song writing.


This is not simply a power of passive resistance, but something which, though not articulate, is positive. The working-classes
have a strong natural ability to survive change by adapting or assimilating what they want in the new and ignoring the rest.


To live in the working-classes is even now to belong to an all-pervading culture, one in some ways as formal and stylized
as any that is attributed to, say, the upper-classes. A working-class man would come to grief over the right way to move through
a seven-course dinner: an upper middle-class man among working-class people would just as surely reveal his foreign background
by the way he made conversation (the tempo of conversation, not only the matter or idiom), used his hands and feet, ordered
drinks or tried to stand drinks. Recall for a moment some of the routines of working-class life: as to clothes, the persistence
of the Sunday suit, the ‘best clothes’ for children newly bought at Whitsun and the round tour on Whit Sunday morning to show
these clothes to relatives and receive a present of money, the intricate system of clothes renewal by the use of ‘club checks’:
or the elaboration of formalities, from a simple ‘passing of the time of day’, a ‘paying of respects’ to a dead neighbour
by standing at the cemetery gates at the time of the funeral, to the rituals of the ‘Buffs’ and Odd Fellows. Or the fifty-year-old
formality of seaside postcards: most of the year ‘decent’ working-class people would hardly approve of them, but on holiday
they are likely to ‘let up a bit’ and send a few to friends – cards showing fat mothers-in-law and fat policemen, weedy little
men with huge-bottomed wives, ubiquitous bottles of beer and chamber-pots, with their endless repetition of beer-bottom-and-lavatory
humour, their extraordinary changelessness.


Thus, many of the newer approaches to working-class people do not deeply affect them. They are less affected than might be
assumed from a consideration only of the great extent to which they are approached today. There may be some prophetic truth
in discussions about ‘the vast anonymous masses with their thoroughly dulled responses’. But so far working-class people are
by no means as badly affected as that sentence suggests, because with a large part of themselves they are just ‘not there’,
are living elsewhere, living intuitively, habitually, verbally, drawing on myth, aphorism, and ritual. This saves them from some of the worst effects of the present approaches; it also makes them, in other ways, easier subjects for
those approaches. In so far as they have been affected by modern conditions, they have been affected along lines on which
their older traditions made them most open and undefended.


B. ‘There’s No Place Like Home’

The more we look at working-class life, the more we try to reach the core of working-class attitudes, the more surely does
it appear that the core is a sense of the personal, the concrete, the local: it is embodied in the idea of, first, the family
and, second, the neighbourhood. This remains, though much works against it, and partly because so much works against it.


In magazines published for working-class girls and housewives there is a frequent use of the word ‘sin’. The word is little
used in more sophisticated literature today except by those writers who specifically want to recall their readers to ‘man’s
metaphysical condition’. But working-class magazines do not use ‘sin’ in a metaphysical sense, they are not thinking of man’s
fallen nature and his duty to God. ‘Sin’ is getting a girl with child before marriage and then not marrying her, ‘sin’ is
allowing yourself to be put into such a position, ‘getting yourself into trouble’ (abortion is rarely suggested and practically
never condoned), ‘sin’ is risking the break-up of your marriage by messing around with some other man or woman, ‘sin’ is breaking
some other person’s marriage. ‘Sin’ is any act against the idea of home and family, against the sense of the importance of
‘keeping the home together’. Where almost everything else is ruled from outside, is chancy and likely to knock you down when
you least expect it, the home is yours and real: the warmest welcome is still ‘Mek y’self at ’ome’.


Working-class people have always hated the thought of ‘ending up in the work’ouse’ for several good reasons, and of these
the deepest is the sense of the inalienable quality of home life. A widow will ‘work ’erself to death’ as a charwoman rather
than accept offers of places even in a comfortable orphanage for her children. If she dies, the family, some of whom may well have done nothing
for her earlier and do not much want to look after a child, will split the children between them. My mother was left with
three, aged one, three, and five; when she died after five years of struggle, I remember a previously unknown aunt from some
distance away saying that ‘orphanages are different nowadays’. She cut no ice; we were taken severally then and there by various
members of the family, each of them poorer than she was.


The insistence on the privacy of home arises from this feeling, reinforced by the knowledge that, though the neighbours are
‘your sort’ and will rally round in trouble, they are always ready for a gossip and perhaps a mean-minded gossip. ‘What will
the neighbours think?’ Usually they think that two and two make six; their gossip may ‘mean no harm’ but it can be unconscionably
brutal. They may be able to ‘hear everything going on’ through the thin party-wall, but you can shut the front door, ‘live
yer own life’, ‘keep y’self to y’self ’ – that is, to the immediate members of the household which includes the married sons
and daughters with their families from the streets nearby, and extends to the few friends who are on ‘popping-in’ terms. You
want good neighbours but a good neighbour is not always ‘coming in and out’: if she does that, she may have to be ‘frozen
off ’. The half-length lace curtains keep out most of what little sun there is, but they establish your privacy: the window-ledges
and doorsteps scrubbed and yellowed with scouring-stone further establish that you are a ‘decent’ family, that you believe
in ‘bottoming’ the house each week.


Inside, the aspidistra has gone in favour of the ragged-country-lad-eating-cherries and the little-girl-coyly-holding-her-skirt
or the big-girl-in-a-picture-hat-holding-two-Borzois or a single Alsatian. Chain-store modernismus, all bad veneer and sprayed-on-varnish-stain,
is replacing the old mahogany; multi-coloured plastic and chrome biscuit barrels and birdcages have come in. This is more
than keeping up with the Joneses; these things subserve the domestic values, full and rich. So, many prefabs now have leaded
and coloured window-panes provided by the owners: in the older houses the deep window-sills give the opportunity for some exterior colour, for a box of rank and colourful nasturtiums or of even more dazzling
geraniums.


Looking back on years of living in one, I should say that a good ‘living-room’ must provide three principal things: gregariousness,
warmth, and plenty of good food. The living-room is the warm heart of the family and therefore often slightly stuffy to a
middle-class visitor. It is not a social centre but a family centre; little entertaining goes on there or in the front room,
if there happens to be one: you do not entertain in anything approaching the middle-class sense. The wife’s social life outside
her immediate family is found over the washing-line, at the corner-shop, visiting relatives at a moderate distance occasionally,
and perhaps now and again going with her husband to his pub or club. He has his pub or club, his work, his football matches.
The friends of either at all these places may well not know what the inside of their house is like, may never have ‘stepped
across the threshold’. The hearth is reserved for the family, whether living at home or nearby, and those who are ‘something
to us’, and look in for a talk or just to sit. Much of the free time of a man and his wife will usually be passed at that
hearth; ‘just staying-in’ is still one of the most common leisure-time occupations.


It is a cluttered and congested setting, a burrow deeply away from the outside world. There is no telephone to ring, and knocks
at the door in the evening are rare. But the group, though restricted, is not private: it is a gregarious group, in which
most things are shared, including personality; ‘our Mam’, ‘our Dad’, ‘our Alice’ are normal forms of address. To be alone,
to think alone, to read quietly is difficult. There is the wireless or television, things being done in odd bouts, or intermittent
snatches of talk (but rarely a sustained conversation); the iron thumps on the table, the dog scratches and yawns or the cat
miaows to be let out; the son, drying himself on the family towel near the fire, whistles, or rustles the communal letter
from his brother in the army which has been lying on the mantelpiece behind the photo of his sister’s wedding; the little
girl bursts into a whine because she is too tired to be up at all, the budgerigar twitters.


In a few of the more careful homes, this unity is still objectified in the making of a clip-rug by the hearth. Clippings of old clothes are prepared, sorted into rough colour groups and punched
singly through a piece of harding (sacking). Patterns are traditional and simple, usually a centre circle or diamond with
the remainder an unrelieved navy blue except for the edging, or that greyish-blue which mixed shoddy usually produces; most
of us knew it years ago in army blankets. The rug will replace at the fireside one made a long time ago and will have cost
little more than the price of the harding unless it is decided to have a vivid centre and colour is short. Then prepared clippings
in, say, red can be bought at about half a crown the pound.


Is it to be wondered that married sons and daughters take a few years to wean themselves from their mother’s hearth? Until
the needs of their own children make evening visits practically impossible, and this will be a long time after a mother with
views on the healthy rearing of children would think it reasonable, the son or daughter with whatever children they have will
be around in the evenings. A son-in-law will tend to drop in straight from work and be fed at a table more often laid than
not. He may well join Grandad and Grandma, who are permanent residents (though most old people hate the thought of ‘giving
up me ’ome’ and only do so as a last resort; they much prefer the younger people and their children to join them).


Warmth, to be ‘as snug as a bug in a rug’, is of the first importance. Seventy years of cheap coal have ensured that most
people have learned to use it lavishly, by most foreign standards. A good housewife knows that she must ‘keep a good fire’,
and is likely to pay more attention to securing that than to buying the better qualities of warm woollen underclothing: a
fire is shared and seen.


‘A good table’ is equally important, and this still means a fully-stocked table rather than one which presents a balanced
diet. Thus, many families seem to buy less milk than they should and salads are not popular. Around this there clusters a
whole group of attitudes, some of them plainly sensible, some founded on myth. ‘Home-cooking’ is always better than any other;
café food is almost always adulterated. Small confectioners know they will fare better if they put ‘Home-made Bread and Cakes’ over their windows; in a sense the claim is still likely to be true, though huge electric
ovens have probably replaced the original range in what was once the family kitchen behind the shop. The mistrust of cafés
has been reinforced by the knowledge that they can hardly be afforded anyway, but much the same resistance often arises to
the cheap works’ canteens. A husband will complain that the food there ‘has no body’ and the wife has to ‘pack something up’,
which usually means a pile of sandwiches with ‘something tasty’ in them, and she prepares a big hot meal for the evening.


‘Something tasty’ is the key-phrase in feeding: something solid, preferably meaty, and with a well-defined flavour. The tastiness
is increased by a liberal use of sauces and pickles, notably tomato sauce and piccalilli. I used to notice that in the flusher
early years of married life my relatives were often frying at tea-times – chops, steak, kidney, chips. By contrast, poor old-age
pensioners used sometimes to simulate a tasty meal by dissolving a penny Oxo in warm water, and having it with bread. Meat
has been much relied upon since it first became really cheap, and any working-class wife who has known thin times will have
a fine knowledge of those cuts which are inexpensive and nourishing and also tasty. The emphasis on tastiness shows itself
most clearly in the need to provide ‘something for tea’, at week-ends if not each day. There is a great range of favourite
savouries, often byproducts – black-puddings, pig’s feet, liver, cowheel, tripe, polony, ‘ducks’, chitterlings (and for special
occasions pork-pies, which are extremely popular); and the fishmongers’ savouries – shrimps, roe, kippers, and mussels. In
our house we lived simply for most of the week; breakfast was usually bread and beef-dripping, dinner a good simple stew;
something tasty was provided for the workers at tea-time, but nothing costing more than a few coppers. At the week-end we
lived largely, like everyone else except the very poor, and Sunday tea was the peak. By six on that evening the middens up
the back had a fine topcoat of empty salmon and fruit tins. Pineapple was the most popular because, in that period of what
now seems extraordinarily cheap canned fruit, it could be bought for a few pence (there was a recurrent story that it was
really flavoured turnip). Peaches and apricots were more expensive, and needed something approaching an occasion – a birthday or a sudden visit by relatives from
a few miles away. The salmon was delicious, especially the red middle-cut; I still find it far ‘tastier’ than fresh salmon.


During the years in which meat was short, the newer spiced-meat products seem to have been adopted by a large public. I know
a family of five where they buy their meat-loaf by the four pound tin; one son-in-law who has his meals there will eat no
fresh meat, only a version of Spam, cold or fried. It is not a cheap food, any more than boiled ham or fish-and-chips, which
retain their high favour.


The insistence on food which is both solid and enjoyable is not difficult to appreciate – ‘as long as y’ get some good food
inside y’, y’ can’t complain’; you have to ensure plenty of bulk and protein for the heavy workers and as high a measure of
tastiness as can be managed. No doubt the effects are less admirable than the aims. When I was a boy my aunts and uncles,
in their thirties and forties, all seemed to have false teeth. Was this only due to neglect? (They had corn-trouble, too,
from years of ill-fitting shoes.) Yet I remember also that a regular topic of conversation was this one’s constipation and
that one’s ‘heartburn’: we bought bicarbonate of soda as regularly as fire-wood. This may be a fancy, but I am often struck
by an apparent difference in the fatness of the different classes, say between that of a middle-aged working-class woman and
that of a prosperous middle-aged business-man. One has a white and matt quality, the other is tightly rounded, shiny and polished;
one makes me think of gallons of tea, hundredweights of bread, and plates of fish-and-chips; the other of steaks in station
hotels.


I could continue almost endlessly recalling other individual details which give this kind of domestic life a recognizable
quality of its own; the steam-and-soda-and-hashed-meat smell of wash-day, or the smell of clothes drying by the fireside;
the Sunday smell of the News of the World-mingled-with-roast-beef; the intermittent reading of pieces of old newspaper in the lavatory; the waste of Sunday afternoon,
relieved by occasional visits to relatives or to the cemetery, whose gates are flanked by the stalls of flower-sellers and
by the workshops of those who sell expensive headstones. Like any life with a firm centre, it has a powerful hold: working-class people themselves are often sentimental about it. In the excesses
of poker-work or the ornately frilled cards and hankies sold even today at fairs and seaside booths, there is still embroidered
‘Home, sweet Home’, or ‘Home – the place where we grumble the most and are treated the best’.


This description and the later descriptive passages in this chapter are largely based on memories of twenty years ago, as
I have said. I say little about the increased spending-power of working-class people and so about, for example, the effects
of labour-saving devices in the home, and so on. This is chiefly because many of us assume today that the effects of these
changes on our attitudes are greater than they are. It therefore seems important to stress first how large a part of the basic
pattern of working-class life remains as it has been for many years.


This is in many respects a good and comely life, one founded on care, affection, a sense of the small group if not of the
individual. It is elaborate and disorderly and yet sober: it is not chintzy or kittenish or whimsical or ‘feminized’. The
father is a part of the inner life of the home, not someone who spends most of his time miles away earning the money to keep
the establishment going: the mother is the working-centre, always with too much to do and with her thoughts revolving almost
entirely around the life of this family room (bedrooms are simply places you sleep in). Her ‘one hope’, as she puts it, is
that her daughters and sons will ‘soon find a nice lad or lass and make homes of their own’.


Though it may seem muddled and sprawling, the design can be seen, ensured by an unsophisticated and unconscious but still
strong sense of what a home is for. Compare it with the kind of public room which may be found in many a café or small hotel
today – the walls in several hostile shades of distemper, clashing strips of colour along their centres; cold and ugly plastic
door-handles; fussy and meaningless wall lamp-holders; metal tables which invite no one and have their over-vivid colours
kicked and scratched away: all tawdry and gimcrack. The materials need not produce this effect; but when they are used by
people who have rejected what sense of a whole they had and have no feeling for the new materials, the collapse is evident. In homes, the new things are absorbed into the
kind of whole instinctively reached after. The old tradition is being encroached upon, here as in so many other areas. But
the strong sense of the importance of home ensures that change is taken slowly: generations of opposing the chief homebreaker
– drink – have helped to build a solid resistance to new potential destroyers.


C. Mother


I know her scrubbed and sour humble hands

 … this monumental

Argument of the hewn voice, gesture…



To write of a working-class mother is to run peculiar risks. We know, if only from the profusion of novels published during
the documentary thirties, that she has an honoured place in most accounts of working-class childhoods. Her own men-folk may
appear careless of her for much of the time, but like to buy ornaments inscribed ‘What is home without a mother’, and for
years after she has ‘gone’ will speak lovingly of ‘me mam’.


Yet one can have little but admiration for the position such a mother naturally assumes in her household. I am thinking of
her chiefly in early-middle or middle age, when she has fully established herself as the mother of the family, when she comes
into her own. She is then the pivot of the home, as it is practically the whole of her world. She, more than the father, holds
it together; writes with difficulty to a son in the Services or to a daughter working away. She keeps close contact with those
other members of the family who live near, with the grandparents, brothers, sisters, and cousins; occasionally she may go
to sit with one of them or with a neighbour for an hour. She leaves the outer world of politics and even of the ‘news’ to
her husband; she knows little about his job; such friends as she has from outside are usually his, since on marriage she drops
her own.


So far this is too boldly drawn, but it is necessary to establish first the close, the myopic nature of the lives of most working-class mothers. The pressure is so strong that in those who have
special troubles or are very poorly gifted imaginatively it can produce a turned-in-upon-itself world into which nothing which
does not concern the family penetrates.


It is a hard life, in which it is assumed that the mother will be ‘at it’ from getting up to going to bed: she will cook,
mend, scrub, wash, see to the children, shop, and satisfy her husband’s desires. Even today, it is often a life with few modern
aids such as vacuum cleaners and electric washers, and yet with more dirt to fight than in the more prosperous districts.
Curtains can hardly be kept ‘a good colour’ even with frequent washing in dolly blue or cream; the fireplace and range may
need black-leading and hard ‘nursing’. Everywhere the smoke and soot from the nearby factories and railway lines creep in,
and most women ‘can’t abide the thought of dirt getting a hold.’


Some free time can be occupied with darning and patching, rarely with making new clothing for the children. Not many mothers,
even if they have worked in a clothing factory, are trained in the making of complete garments. In any case, sewing-machines
are expensive and working-class people do not seem to buy them, even by hire-purchase, as readily as they buy articles which
more obviously give pleasure to the whole family. Ready-made clothing is inexpensive and attractive. The husband’s clothes
are knocked about at work, and so the endless patching-up goes on, interspersed with the buying of new articles which, because
they are cheap, are not economical and soon show wear.


Partly because the husband is at work but also because women are simply expected to look after such things, it will be the
mother who has the long waits in public places, at the doctor’s for ‘a bottle’, at the clinic with a child who has eye-trouble,
at the municipal offices to see about the instalment on the electricity bill.


All this is made more difficult because there is in most cases, or has been until the last few years, little room for manoeuvre
financially, only just enough to ‘wag on’; the housekeeping money is usually ‘mortgaged’ to a penny or so. To manage on a tight string like this requires considerable skill, and that often comes hard, but come it must or the family is likely to be in trouble. A wife soon takes it for granted – indeed, assumes with marriage – that
she will have to ‘fadge’ to make ends meet. Rowntree pointed out years ago that there is often a period between the growing-up
of the children and going on to the old-age pension during which matters are easier. But, in the main, it is a life of ‘tightness’
and ‘contriving’. I often noticed that some of the happier wives were those whose husbands earned just a few shillings above
the average for the street, but who in other respects lived in the same manner as the rest. If the husband were a decent sort
and let his wife have an extra shilling or two, then she could be relieved of a deal of fine calculation; a sudden call for
an electric-light bulb, shoe repairs, or a boy’s Scout outfit did not cause her serious worry. Partly because ready money
in any substantial amount is hard to come by, partly because housewives often do not see just how awkward a position they
are putting themselves into by the slow mounting of a debt, the most elaborate shifts and devices can be carried out with
pathetic concentration. I know one housewife who now spends about eight pounds a week at the grocer’s and could in these easier
days pay it off weekly: but the habits of the thirties cannot be shaken off and she can never bring herself to clear it; she
is happier on the ‘paying something off ’ system than she would be in paying outright. At my grandmother’s we were not living
‘on relief ’ but, like many around us, we were ‘a bit short’. For years during the early thirties, I queued on Friday evenings
for the family groceries; each weekly bill was between fifteen and twenty shillings, and always we carried something over.
In my self-conscious teens I had a regular sick envy of those who paid off cheerfully, a horrid shyness at going through the
weekly form of words, ‘Grandma says she’ll leave five shillings till next week’. More recently, I know of one woman who slowly
built up a debt of about one pound at the butcher’s and then suddenly realized how large it was. She saw no way of finding
a spare pound all at once, and simply stopped going for meat. But her family was still registered with him, so that she must
have found it difficult to manage through the winter of 1952, when meat was none too plentiful. The butcher, meanwhile, would
have been glad to see her and suggest an arrangement, but he knew she would not come. Any similar shopkeeper can give plenty of other examples. This is a situation which full employment and Welfare
State arrangements have done a great deal to alter, but not as much as might be thought; the old habits persist.


Usually the wife has to operate on her own this narrow system of weekly finance. That is why there is still strong competition
between small shopkeepers over a penny off this or the willingness to make up small portions of that; these things may decide
a sale. Twopence a pound on meat may seem negligible but can cause a bad wobble in the week’s planning; so can the sudden
call to ‘rig out’ a boy for school camp or a girl for the Sunday-school concert, or for a present to a cousin who is getting
married. There are always the clubs, or those drapers and fancy-goods shops which, whether they take agents’ checks or not,
are a shilling cheaper than the big shops in town and may let you take articles away on a small payment. Almost always their
materials are by no means as good as those which do cost only a shilling more: presents are shoddy and break, chromium is
thin and peels soon. The clubs, or check-trading, tend to become a habit and the house-to-house agents are adept at persuading
clients to ‘keep the account open’ continuously, so that in many cases more money is leaking away weekly in this way than
can really be spared. The cycle goes on: if the family is suddenly hard-up, then it is usually the mother who goes short,
who ‘pinches herself’ on food or clothes.


Life is very much a week-by-week affair, with little likelihood of saving a lump sum to ‘fall back on’. There may be a tin
box on the mantelpiece in which savings for the holiday are put, but this is not usual. There is no bank account, no sick
pay except that from the ‘National Health’ and perhaps something from a club, and these come to little enough. You may still
see housewives queueing at a quarter to nine each Tuesday outside the post-offices to claim their family allowances. If the
‘mester is laid off ’ there may be real distress. The old habit of looking well after the wage-earners, particularly in food,
is still alive; so is the stress on the need for all to ‘pull together’: the boat is likely to founder quickly otherwise.
A wife is happy if she can ‘manage’ or ‘get along’; if she can find something left over for extras at the end of the week,
she is very content.


Here, as in most aspects of domestic life, the wife is by tradition responsible; the husband is out, wage-earning. He wants
food and his own sort of relaxation when he comes home. I suppose this explains why, as it seems to me, the wife is often
expected to be responsible for contraceptive practice. Most non-Catholic working-class families accept contraception as an
obvious convenience, but both husbands and wives are shy of clinics where advice is given, unless they are driven there by
near-desperation. The husband’s shyness and an assumption that this is really her affair often ensure that he expects her
to take care of it, that he ‘can’t be bothered with it’. She has rarely been told anything before marriage, and the amount
she has picked up from older girls or married women at work or nearby varies enormously. She must take what advice she can
early unless there are to be more children than either she or her husband want. When she has done that her knowledge of the
possibilities is likely to be limited to coitus interruptus, the best-known type of pessary, and the sheath. Husbands tend
not to like sheaths – ‘they take away the pleasure’; she may be embarrassed in buying either those or pessaries, and both
are dear; coitus interruptus is probably the commonest practice.


But to use any of these methods requires a rigid discipline, a degree of sustained competence many wives are hardly capable
of. She forgets just once or ‘lets herself go’, or a sheath is cheap and bursts, or the husband demands awkwardly after a
night at the club. How often, therefore, it is assumed that any children after the first one or two were ‘not intended’. I
am inclined to think that among, say, the middle-classes the child who was ‘not intended’ is apt to arrive when the parents
are about forty. They have had two or three children during their late twenties and early thirties and their contraceptive
practice has thereafter been effective. Perhaps by the time they reach forty they feel safer and grow careless. With the working-classes
the pattern seems to be different: unless a miscarriage is procured, the first unintended child is likely to arrive only a
year or two after the others. It is usually accepted ‘philosophically’; after all ‘what did yer get married for?’ It is a
‘philosophic’ acceptance but one without much sentimentality; ‘kids are a trouble’, they mean more work and less money to go round. But they receive the same indulgences and smothering attention.


It is evident that a working-class mother will age early, that at thirty, after having two or three children, she will have
lost most of her sexual attraction; that between thirty-five and forty she rapidly becomes the shapeless figure the family
know as ‘our mam’. She went into the world earlier than girls of other classes, began going around with boys at sixteen and
was probably ‘courting regular’ at eighteen. At that time she was using freely a cheap and restricted range of cosmetics –
lipstick, ‘rouge’, and the cheaper perfumes, powders, and creams. She may practise some of this simple cosmetic routine for
a time after marriage, but it fairly soon ends, except for a rather heavy and crude ‘rouging’ on special occasions – a ‘rouging’
that gives to faces insufficiently prepared the faintly Grock-like quality which some people take as evidence of the coarseness
of the working-classes when they see them on holiday.


By forty-five or fifty, ailments begin: you hear during the poorer periods that she is ‘nobbut middling’ just now. There may
be rheumatism, or a regular back-ache from a twenty-year-old undetected prolapse. The big fear, one which recurs constantly
in conversation, is of a growth, visualized as some huge and ramping cancerous organism; or of a ‘stone’, imagined as a great
hard pebble. I remember watching a middle-aged mother with a full shopping-basket passing through Hunslet Feast (fair) one
Friday obviously ‘ailing’ and worried. She was attracted by the patter of a vast, screamingly and coarsely opulent woman in
a herbalist stall. After a few moments of hesitation she went nearer and whispered her problem. She was sold for six shillings
a packet of some sort of crystals… ‘Never mind what the doctors tell you, me dear. Take these twice a day in a tumbler of
warm water and they’ll wash the stone away. You’ll know no more about it. It’ll all come away in the toilet, dear.’


There is little time for ‘doctoring’; if things are bad she might get a bottle from the surgery, but usually the long wait
there or a disinclination to keep on troubling the doctor (and something of a doubt that he can really do much to help) ensure
that most times nothing is done. Now and again there will be trials of recommended patent medicines. Most doctors in working-class districts know that there is usually little they can do. Their middle-aged housewife
patients look after themselves badly, work too long or hard, do not know how to relax, take insufficient sleep, have a badly
balanced diet. They expect to have to go on all the time, ‘fadging’, often muddling because the demands are complex and heavy
and yet must be met somehow. Always at the back of the wife’s mind, though probably not consciously, is the knowledge that
if ‘anything happens’ to the husband she will have to ‘turn to’ and manage on her own, finding what ‘charring’ she can to
supplement her pension.


During the years in which my mother had the three of us on her own, she was never strong enough, since she had acute bronchial
trouble, to do any outside work. She managed with surprising skill on a weekly twenty-odd shillings from ‘the Guardians’ (some
of this was in the form of coupons exchangeable at specified grocers’). Surprising to a spectator, but not to her: she had
been a gay young girl, I believe, but by this time had lost most of her high spirits. She was well past the striking of attitudes
about her situation, and though she would gladly take a pair of old shoes or a coat, she thanked no one for their pity or
their admiration; she was without sentimentality about her position and never pretended to do more than go through with it.
It was too much an unrelieved struggle to be at all enjoyable, and three young children, always hungry for more food and pleasures
than she could afford, were not – except occasionally – rewarding companions. She helped herself along by smoking Woodbines
– furtively, in case ‘They’ found out: my brother was trained to put the twopenny packet in the drawer without a word if he
came back from the shop to find a visitor at home. The tiny house was damp and swarming with cockroaches; the earth-closet
was a stinking mire in bad weather. Food was unvaried but a lot more nourishing than it would have been with many mothers
in that situation. My mother had firmness and intelligence enough to resist all our demands for fish-and-chips and tea, and
we drank nothing but cocoa. We had a succession of cheap stews with vegetables throughout each week: I remember someone bringing
(I must have been about six at the time) a small box of assorted biscuits to the house, and how dazzled we were by them. For a tea-time treat, we occasionally had sweetened condensed milk on bread. Pocket-money
was one penny a week for the whole family, so our separate turns came up every three weeks. We were usually advised to buy
something that could be shared, and we usually objected. We were always ‘well turned out’, well darned throughout the year,
and had new outfits at Whitsun; the last I remember were sailor-suits with whistles for the two boys.


On one occasion my mother, fresh from drawing her money, bought herself a small treat, something which must have been a reminder
of earlier pleasures – a slice or two of boiled ham or a few shrimps. We watched her like sparrows and besieged her all through
tea-time until she shocked us by bursting out in real rage. There was no compensation; she did not want to give us this, and
there could be no easy generosity in the giving. We got some, though we sensed that we had stumbled into something bigger
than we understood.


This is an extreme case, though one in the true line of the tradition. We need to avoid any suggestion of a sense of heroism
in the people (and there are men, as well as women) who actually live this kind of life. It is challenging, and the lines
on the face of an old working-class woman are often magnificently expressive – but they are hard earned. We should not try
to add a glamour to such a face; it has its fineness without any artificial light. It is often a face with a scaly texture
and the lines, looked at closely, have grime in them; the hands are bony claws covered with densely lined skin, and again
the dirt is well-ingrained there: years of snatched washes, usually in cold water, have caused that. The face has two marked
lines of force – from the sides of the nose down to the compressed lips; they tell of years of ‘calculating’. Or notice that
many old working-class women have an habitual gesture which illuminates the years of their life behind. D. H. Lawrence remarked
it in his mother: my grandmother’s was a repeated tapping of her fingers on the arm of her chair, a tapping which accompanied
an endless working out of something in her head; she had had years of making out for a large number on very little. In others
you see a rhythmic smoothing of the hand down the chair-arm, as though to smooth everything out and make it workable; in others there is a working of the lips or a steady rocking. None of these could be called neurotic gestures, nor
are they symptoms of acute fear; they help the constant calculation.


Today, if I hear someone using words like ‘sorrow’ and ‘misery’ freely, they usually sound slightly archaic; they are to be
reserved for special events. To my grandmother they were regular words, together with ‘care’ and ‘hardship’, used as often
and as meaningfully as ‘nuisance’ and ‘awkward’ among many of the people I know today. When my grandmother spoke of someone
‘taking the bread from her mouth’ she was not being dramatic or merely figurative; she was speaking from an unbroken and still
relevant tradition, and her speech at such times had something of the elemental quality of Anglo-Saxon poetry:



I can utter a true song about myself… how in toilsome days I often suffered a time of hardship, how I have borne bitter sorrow
in my breast.




So a working-class mother carries on. She has her ‘treats’ occasionally, as the men do. Her greatest pleasure, as Dr Zweig
notes, is to be ‘waited upon’ in some way; it may be by the daughters and the father taking over the house for a day, it may
be by going on a day trip, with large knife-and-fork meals laid on at intervals: it may be simply that she is taken to the
pictures by the father. But in general she carries on with work until she becomes a grandmother, and then she has new calls
for her help.


There are some who become bitten-in and make it all a harsh ritual and their toil a badge of dreadful honour; there are some
who are shiftless: for most there is, in varying degrees, a steady and self-forgetful routine, one devoted to the family and
beyond proud self-regard. Behind it, making any vague pity irrelevant, is pride in the knowledge that so much revolves around
them. This can make the most unpromising and unprepossessing young woman arrive at a middle-age in which she is, when in the
midst of her home and family, splendidly ‘there’ and, under all the troubles, content. Her husband may be the ‘mester’ in
the household, but she is not a door-mat; she and he know her value and virtue if she is, in her way, a ‘good mother’. The nagging wife is still one of the major villains in truly popular art.


But how far is all this being transmitted, it may be asked, to the teenage girls who walk the streets in the evening? They
seem to fill the space between leaving school and marriage with thrice-weekly visits to ‘musicals’ and ‘romantic dramas’ at
the pictures, with fantasy love-stories, and with successive hops at the ‘Palais’, the ‘Mecca’, the ‘Locarno’, or the Public
Baths. Their jobs rarely engage more than a small portion of their personalities, they seem to have little interest as committed
individuals in anything, they take no interest in Trade Union activities and little in the home. Surely they are most of them
flighty, careless, and inane?


I shall be discussing that aspect in later chapters. Here the emphasis is on the other side, on why matters are not always
as bad as they at first appear. Girls like these have only a brief flowering period, only a few years during which they have
no responsibilities and some spare money. A surprisingly high proportion of them, in view of the forces which discourage it,
take up healthy outdoor activity. For most, what is so conveniently and insistently offered is sufficient, and these are indoor
activities. These girls are often bored by their work; there are plenty of people who know the easier ways of winning from
them the money in their pockets. They seem soon to be enveloped in the chrysalis of an adolescent daydream. Everything they
choose to do seems urban and trivial; it would be difficult to hold their attention for long to anything not part of the dream.


Yet there is rarely any revolt against home, even though there may be little apparent positive response to it. Home’s ‘alright’
(the adjective is used to indicate something you accept but have no enthusiasm for); you live there; you do not usually leave
it; nor do you think about it or stay in it if you can get out at nights. But it seems to me that this gay, and it is in many
ways gay, life of the teens is not regarded as finally ‘real’, as the real business of life. It is enjoyed and not regretted;
it rarely affects the sense that, after all, the real business of life is getting married and having a family. It is certainly
‘life’ in a sense that school never was; you learn a lot in this period about what life really is and means, through gossip and the talk at work; you enjoy yourself. But real life, questions of fun apart,
is marriage: for both sexes the main dividing-line in a working-class life is this, not a change of job or town or going up
to a university or qualifying in a profession. Marriage is the end of this temporary freedom for a woman and the beginning
of a life in which ‘scraping’ will be normal. With most this pattern is taken for granted; the free period is a kind of butterfly
flight, giddy while it lasts but short. There is a wealth of meaning in the phrase used as soon as a girl has found a man
she is going to marry, ‘I’m going steady now’.


Once that happens, she begins to draw upon her older roots. She has some hard lessons to learn and there are bound to be awkward
periods before she finally settles. The more careless refuse to learn, go on smoking and ‘picture-going’ while the kids knock
around scruffily. Most pick up a rhythm which goes back beyond the dance-tunes and the cinema’s lovers. Watch the way a girl
who, in view of the extent to which her taste is assaulted by the flashy and trivial, should have an appalling sense of style
can impose on even the individually ugly items she buys that sense of what it is important to re-create in a living-room.
Watch the way she handles a baby; not the more obvious features, the carelessness of hygiene and the trivialities, but the
acceptance of a child in the crook of the arm or in a bath by the fire.


She has usually had some training before leaving school, helping a little with the cleaning at home, looking after younger
brothers, pushing out their own or the neighbour’s baby. But this may not amount to a lot, and after six or seven years of
determined trivialization the surprising fact is that she takes up the threads so well. That is because they have never been
broken, but only casually covered over. Those young wives who stay at work until the children come, or after, if grandma or
a nursery will look after them, are not usually revolting against the demands of marriage but rather prolonging, for what
they know must be a limited period, the time when they can have spare money for little luxuries – fairly frequent boiled ham
at two shillings a quarter or fish-and-chips for supper two or three nights a week. When that goes, it goes: most working-class
girls do not much pine for their lost freedom; they never regarded it as other than temporary.


They do mishandle their children by ‘educated’ standards; I mean by the standards usually advocated in modern books on childcare.
It is a working-class tradition of long standing to indulge not only children but young people all the way up to marriage.
Babies are smothered with love and attention, not allowed to cry, stuffed till their little bellies ache and then given dubious
remedies in sixpenny packets; even today many of them are rarely left without a ‘dummy’ and that probably dipped in syrup,
jogged continually in their magnificent prams, hardly ever left alone by mother, by father when he gets home from work, by
grandparents, and kept up far too late. Later, though sometimes the girls may be expected to help a little in the house and
the boys may take on a ‘newspaper-round’, the remarkable feature, in view of how much the mother has to do and how short is
spare money, is that they are asked to do so little and that spare-time money-making is so often regarded as for their own
pockets. How often do the children wash up? How often are they bought disproportionately expensive presents – bikes of the
most splendid kind and prams almost full-size? Parents expect and encourage the children, even in adolescence, to do little
to support the house in labour or money. Most of what a working-class girl knows on marrying about the running of a home she
has usually assimilated unconsciously. She may be ‘earning good money’ and costing a lot to keep, but she is probably paying
less than she costs to her mother. If this is a blind selfishness, it is a selfishness which the parents condone and support;
there is all the rest of life to come and you cannot do much about that; you must let them ‘’ave a good time while they can’;
after all, ‘yer’ only young once’.


D. Father

Like his wife, a working-class man often seems to me almost physically recognizable. He tends to be small and dark, lined
and sallow about the face by the time he has passed thirty. The bone-structure of the face and neck then shows clearly, with
a suggestion of the whippet about it. In general, these physical marks are observable early, and remain throughout life. Thus – though this is
lightly put – if I or some of my professional acquaintances who were born into the working-classes put on the sort of flat
cap and neckerchief which go with looking ‘county’, or if we leave our collars open, the sit of the cap and the neckerchief,
or the structure of the bones round the neck make us look, not like the sporting middle-classes, but like working-men on a
day off.


The point of departure for an understanding of the position of the working-class father in his home is that he is the boss
there, the ‘master in his own house’. This he is by tradition, and neither he nor his wife would want the tradition changed.
She will often refer to him before others as ‘Mr W.’ or ‘the mester’. This does not mean that he is by any means an absolute
ruler or that he gets or expects his own way in everything. It often accompanies a carefulness, a willingness to help and
be ‘considerate’, to be ‘a good husband’. In the lazy or insensitive, it may support a considerable selfishness or near-brutality.
In either case, there is likely to be a deference to him as the main breadwinner and heavy worker, even though these assumptions
are not always correct today. He remains the chief contact with the outer world which puts the money into the house.


There is often a kind of roughness in his manner which a middle-class wife would find insupportable. A wife will say how worried
she is because something is amiss, and ‘the mester will be mad’ when he gets home; he may ‘tell yer off’ harshly or in a few
cases may even ‘bash’ you, especially if he has had a couple of pints on the way from work. Or middle-aged wives will say
to a younger one, ‘’e’s good to yer, i’n’t ’e?’, meaning that he is not likely to become violent in word or act, or that he
does not leave his wife alone almost every night, or that he will ‘see ’er out’ if she gets into difficulties with the housekeeping
allowance. This is in part a heavy peasant crudeness in personal relations and expression, and clearly does not necessarily
indicate a lack of affection, or a helplessness on the wife’s part. The man who is able to growl is also able to defend; he
has something of the cock about him. Hence, rough boys are often admired; the head-shaking over them is as proud as it is
rueful – ‘’e’s a real lad,’ people say.


A husband is therefore not really expected to help about the house. If he does, his wife is pleased; but she is unlikely to
harbour a grudge if he does not. ‘When all’s said and done’, most things about a house are woman’s work: ‘Oh, that’s not a
man’s job,’ a woman will say, and would not want him to do too much of that kind of thing for fear he is thought womanish.
Or the highest praise will take the form, ‘’e’s ever so good about the ’ouse. Just like a woman’: if he does help much he
is doing it in place of the woman whose job it should be; the household chores are not joint responsibilities.


So it is a positive act of helpfulness if he decides to help with washing up or the baby. In many cases a wife would not only
‘never dream’ of having his help with the washing, but does not feel that she can ‘’ave the washing around’ when he is at
home. There are often difficulties of drying-space, especially on rainy days, that are aggravated by the need for a complicated
system of putting the damp stuff round the fire on a clotheshorse and taking it off again into a basket or zinc bath at the
times when the husband wants to ‘see t’fire’.


There are many husbands who regard all the family’s money affairs as a shared concern, who hand over their wage-packet on
Friday night and leave its disposition to their wives. But an assumption just as characteristic, in my experience, is that
the wage-packet is the husband’s, and that he gives his wife a fixed amount for housekeeping each week. There are many households
where the wife does not know how much her husband earns. This does not necessarily mean that she is poorly treated. ‘Oh, ’e
sees me alright,’ or ‘’e treats me alright,’ she will say, meaning that she is not left short but implying, in the phrasing
itself, that the distribution of the wage lies with him. The wife is often responsible, out of this fixed amount, for any
replacements – of crockery, furnishings, and so on; the more thoughtful of these husbands will be open to suggestion, will
promise something out of the next payment of overtime. Quite often the wife’s share of any overtime money only arrives quixotically.
Sometimes she feels unable to discuss family financial problems with her husband, and this may extend even to such a question
as whether it is possible to send a child to the grammar-school. There will be discussion of a kind, and particularly if it has to be decided whether a child can be kept at a grammar-school after sixteen, but it
is not usually a precise discussion of financial ways and means, of how this can be cut here or that pleasure reduced there.


If he is on the dole, and the same assumptions naturally apply whether he is in that position through ill health or ill luck
or shiftlessness, both husband and wife assume that he must still have his pocket-money. Self-respect is involved; ‘a man
can’t be without money in ’is pocket’; he would then feel less than a man, feel ‘tied to’ his wife and inferior to her, and
such a situation is against nature. He must have money for cigarettes and beer, perhaps even for an occasional bet; the amount
regularly spent each week, even by men out of work, would seem in many cases excessive to, say, the professional middle-classes.
Fifteen cheap cigarettes a day seems normal, and those cost about thirteen shillings a week; for a man out of work and drawing
the dole, one pound a week for pocket-money is the figure I most commonly hear nowadays. Such things as cigarettes and beer,
it is felt, are part of life; without them, life would not be life; there are rarely any other major interests to make these
pleasures less relevant and worth forgoing. It is, I suppose, the sense that such things are part of the minimum staple of
life which makes many families, even where the husband is working well and has plenty of money in his pocket, maintain the
old arrangement whereby the wife buys ‘with the groceries’ – that is, out of the housekeeping money – a proportion of the
husband’s weekly cigarettes.


I noted that girls are usually indulged by parents, but that, especially before they leave school, they are expected to do
more about the house than their brothers. A boy soon acquires something of the feeling that ‘it’s different for men’ which
he will have in greater strength when he is grown-up. On leaving school the attitude quickly strengthens; he is, probably
for the first time, close to his father and finds his father ready to be close to him; they now share the real world of work
and men’s pleasures.


All this is still largely true and must be put first, but has much too strongly implied that the husband is selfish and leaves
all the troubles to his wife. The basic assumption is that the man is master of the house. Some of the expressions of this assumption, and these not the more unusual ones, might seem grossly unfair to the women.
Yet there are a great many husbands who are thoughtful and helpful, who spend much of their free time at home, making and
mending. Even so, there is the sense that the father occupies a special position. There are some things, difficult and men’s
things – such as chopping wood – which only he can do; there are others which he may do without undermining the order, such
as getting himself off to work or bringing his wife a cup of tea in bed occasionally.


Among some younger husbands there are signs of a striking change in the basic attitude. Some wives press for it and find their
husbands ready to modify the outlook they inherited from their fathers. Here as elsewhere, no doubt, educational improvements
are quietly but pervasively promoting a different attitude among those who are ready to be affected. More particularly, a
few husbands and wives may be influenced by the example of some young professional and lower-middle-class husbands who have
learned, especially since the war, to help their wives as partial substitute for the daily help their class can no longer
always afford. Some working-class husbands will share the washing up if their wives go out to work, or will take turns with
the baby if their job releases them early and not too tired. But many wives come home from work just as tired as their husbands
and ‘set to’ to do all the housework without help from them. And not many working-class husbands will help their wives by
pushing the baby round the streets in its pram. That is still thought ‘soft’, and most wives would sympathize with the view.


If a wife has a conscious wish, it is probably not for a husband who does such things, but rather for one who remains a husband
in much the old sense, yet ‘a good one’ in the old sense, for one who is ‘steady’ and ‘a good worker’, one who is not likely
to land her suddenly in poverty, who is likely to be kept on if sackings begin, who brings home his money regularly, who is
generous with his bonuses.


Emotionally, his best contribution is to be, without being soft or ‘womanish’, ready to agree, to live according to the idea
that happy married life is ‘a matter of give and take’. A great many, perhaps most, husbands do this: working-class people
have a host of jokes about marriage, but not against marriage. They are not harassed by the ambivalences of some more self-conscious people who are so
shocked at the thought that they may end up in the bourgeois satisfaction of their parents that it takes them years to realize
that they like being married, and even enjoy its ordinary duties and everyday necessities. Working-class men and women still
accept marriage as normal and ‘right’, and that in their early twenties. What a husband is earning at twenty-one, he is likely
to be earning at fifty-one; he probably married a girl from exactly his own class, and they set about ‘getting a home of their
own together’ and living their lives inside it.


E. The Neighbourhood

Home may be private, but the front door opens out of the living-room on to the street, and when you go down the one step or
use it as a seat on a warm evening you become part of the life of the neighbourhood.


To a visitor they are understandably depressing, these massed proletarian areas; street after regular street of shoddily uniform
houses intersected by a dark pattern of ginnels and snickets (alleyways) and courts; mean, squalid, and in a permanent half-fog;
a study in shades of dirty-grey, without greenness or the blueness of sky; degrees darker than the north or west of the town,
than ‘the better end’. The brickwork and the woodwork are cheap; the wood goes too long between repaintings – landlords are
not as anxious to keep up the value of the property as are owner-occupiers. The nearest park or green open space is some distance
away, but the terraces are gap-toothed with sour and brick-bespattered bits of wasteground and there is a piece of free ground
half a mile away, called ‘t’ Moor’. Evocative name: it is a clinkered six-acre stretch surrounded by works and grimy pubs,
with a large redbrick urinal at its edge.


The houses are fitted into the dark and lowering canyons between the giant factories and the services which attend them; ‘the
barracks of an industry’, the Hammonds called them. The goods-lines pass on embankments in and around, level with many of
the bedroom windows, carrying the products of the men’s work to South Africa, Nigeria, Australia. The viaducts interweave with the railway
lines and with the canals below; the gas-works fit into a space somewhere between them all, and the pubs and graceless Methodist
chapels stick up at intervals throughout. The green stuff of the region forces its way where it can – and that is almost everywhere
– in stunted patches. Rough sooty grass pushes through the cobbles; dock and nettle insist on a defiant life in the rough
and trampled earth-heaps at the corners of the waste-pieces, undeterred by ‘dog-muck’, cigarette packets, old ashes; rank
elder, dirty privet, and rosebay willow-herb take hold in some of the ‘backs’ or in the walled-off space behind the Corporation
Baths. All day and all night the noises and smells of the district – factory hooters, trains shunting, the stink of the gas-works
– remind you that life is a matter of shifts and clockings-in-and-out. The children look improperly fed, inappropriately clothed,
and as though they could do with more sunlight and green fields.


But to the insider, these are small worlds, each as homogeneous and well-defined as a village. Down below, on the main road
running straight into town, the bosses’ cars whirr away at five o’clock to converted farm-houses ten miles out in the hills;
the men stream up into their district. They know it, as do all its inhabitants, in intimate detail – automatically slipping
up a snicket here or through a shared lavatory block there; they know it as a group of tribal areas. Pitt Street is certainly
one of ours; just as certainly as Prince Consort Street next to it is not, is over the boundary in another parish. In my own
part of Leeds I knew at ten years old, as did all my contemporaries, both the relative status of all the streets around us
and where one part shaded into another. Our gang fights were tribal fights, between streets or groups of streets.


Similarly, one knows practically everybody, with an intimacy of detail – that these people have a son who ‘got on’ or emigrated;
that those have a daughter who went wrong or one who married away and is doing well; that this old man living alone on his
pension shops at the horsemeat place in town and smokes a sixpenny mixture of herbs; that this old housewife is a fusspot
and scours her window-ledges and steps twice a week, on her knees on a bit of old harding, and even washes the brickwork up to shoulder height; that this
young woman had her black child after the annual visit of the circus a few years ago; that this woman’s idiot child can be
trusted to run errands; that that old woman is always ready to sit up with an invalid for ‘a consideration’; that this man
is a specially skilled worker and has been doing well for some time, so that he takes his family for a lavish week at Blackpool
each summer and bought a television set before anyone else; they have weekly booked seats at the Empire Theatre, the lad gets
more ice-cream than any of his mates, and more than usually expensive presents at Christmas and birthdays.


This is an extremely local life, in which everything is remarkably near. The houses, I said, open on to the street; the street
itself, compared with those of suburbia or the new housing-estates, is narrow; the houses opposite are only just over the
cobbles and the shops not much farther. For the things you want only periodically you may drop down two or three hundred yards
to the shops on the main tram-route or go into town; day-to-day services are just over the road or round the corner, and practically
every street has its corner-shop, usually a general grocer’s or paper-shop. The paper-shop window is a litter of odds-and-bobs;
if the light is kept on at nights the children make it a meeting-place; a frame-full of little sixpence-a-week advertisements
on the wall at the side makes an exchange and mart for the area, full of items ‘in v.g. condition’ or ‘cheap for quick sale’
or ‘almost new’: ‘Blue Court Shoes, almost new, 10/-’; ‘Boy’s Tweed Coat (fit 14 years), 12/6; 3 ft Divan (cost £12), £4 –
apply after 7’.


The grocer, whose corner-shop is the housewives’ club as it is in most kinds of district, will hardly prosper unless he respects
the forms of the neighbourhood. Newcomers may pin to the shelf at the back of the counter one of those notices which the local
jobbing printers produce, ‘Please Do Not Ask for Credit As A Refusal Might Offend’, but whether the notice stays up or not
most of them have to start giving ‘tick’ before long. Many housewives remember how obliging their grocer was during the depression:
he knew they had not enough money to pay off the bill each week, that he might have to wait for months; but if he did not
serve them there would have been no customers, so he kept on and weathered it, or shut up shop after a time. Now he goes on providing an almost seven-days-a-week
service, with Sunday morning as one of the busiest; and if you do find him shut, you can go round to the house-door.


He may be honest or up to all sorts of shifty tricks, but his relation to his customers is different from that of the shop-keeper
in middle-class areas. There he tends to assume, in manner at least, a lower status than his customers; he may earn more than
many of them do but he acts as their servant and calls them ‘madam’. Here the shopkeeper is among his own class, though his
income may sometimes be above the average for the neighbourhood. In such a case, since he has the tastes and habits of the
neighbourhood, he is a lucky man, one of the ‘better-off ’; he lives in the same kind of house, sends his children to the
same school, dresses similarly, but has money to save or for extra pleasures.


Unless he gets a council-house, a working-class man is likely to live in his local area, perhaps even in the house he ‘got
the keys for’ the night before his wedding, all his life. He has little call to move if he is a general labourer, and perhaps
hardly more if he is skilled, since his skill is likely to be in a trade for which several nearby works, or some only a tram
ride away, provide vacancies. He is very unlikely to be the only one doing his kind of job in the area. He is more likely
to change his place of work than his place of living; he belongs to a district more than to one works. He may have a cousin
who teaches, married a girl in Nottingham and settled there; he may have a brother who met a girl in Scotland during the war
and brought her down here. But by and large the family live near and have ‘always’ lived near: each Christmas Day they all
go to tea at Grandma’s.


Nor does he travel a great deal, in spite of the great changes in transport during the last fifty years. There are ‘chara’
trips, football excursions and perhaps an annual holiday, and occasional train trips to the funeral or wedding of some member
of a branch of the family forty or fifty miles away. Before he married, he may possibly have gone to the Continent, or seen
some distant parts of England by push-bike; he probably travelled a great deal during war-service or National Service. But
after marriage, and if we leave aside the occasions just mentioned, the speed and the extent of his travel are not much different from what they would have been thirty years
ago. The car has not reduced distance for him; the trains are no faster than they were three-quarters of a century ago. True,
he will usually travel by bus if he has to travel, but the point is that he normally has to undertake very little travel except
within a mile or two. The local quality of the day-to-day life of a working-class man is well-illustrated by the way he will
still trudge half-way across town with a handcart or old pram, transporting a sixth-hand kitchen table he has picked up cheap
from someone who knew someone. It will take the better part of an evening, but seems normal procedure. One is reminded of
Tess of the d’Urbervilles moving from one valley to another and seeming, to herself, to move from one country to another.
The contrast is not so acute, but the working-man in this instance is nearer Tess than he is to the city solicitor who runs
out seven miles for a round of golf. For plenty of working-class people a bus journey to relatives half-way across the county
is still a matter for considerable thought and upheaval.


Their experience of public transport is so often hectic. If a man travels to work, he probably goes on a crowded workmen’s
train; or he goes on an equally crowded tram to the football match. If his wife goes shopping in town, she usually goes at
just the time when lots of others from her neighbourhood are free to do the same – that is, on Saturday afternoon; if the
family go to the sea they will travel on a packed ‘trip’ or Bank Holiday train. Working-class men are likely to have quiet
transport only when they are off work through illness, and the rest are still working.


Life centres on the groups of known streets, on their complex and active group life. Think, for example, of the mass of financial
arrangements which are transacted between house and house, the insurance collectors, the clothing clubs, the ‘diddlems’, the
Christmas clubs, the ‘Snowballs’, the ‘draws’ of all kinds. Sixpence a week is given to a man known for years who comes on
his bike in a worn mackintosh and remembers to ask how the rheumatism is; the woman three doors up is paid a shilling a week
for a chromium lamp chosen from a colourful catalogue, or for a ‘check’ taken out to get someone a set of clothes. The check scheme may be managed from an office in town or fifty miles away; what these people know
is that Mrs Jackson, who has been a neighbour for years, is running it and ‘speaks well of it’.


There are the men’s Masonic-type organizations, the Royal and Antediluvian Order of Buffaloes and the Independent Order of
Odd Fellows, with complicated systems of dues and payments out. There are numerous whist-drives, arranged by a variety of
organizations; they seem to attract particularly housewives over thirty-five, those whose children can be left on their own
or whose husbands have died and left them lonely. They sit very happily, talking in the intervals and enjoying the mild excitement
of the chance of a prize. There is usually a sharp-eyed woman who is all out for prizes, who sets an uncomfortable pace and
is likely to ‘tell off ’ her partners if they are silly enough to revoke. As they come home you will almost certainly hear
someone say, ‘Did y’ see that woman in dark blue? Wasn’t she keen? Ah go for the company and ah like a game… ah can’t abide these keen women.’ There are the Coronation and Victory parties, arranged by single streets. A village may have a Coronation festival
and still manage to act roughly as a unit; in cities the County Borough Council will organize festivities in the parks, and
the working-classes will partake of them. But they never feel that it is really their show; it may be a democratic item of
organization, but is not a really communal act; for that one must, in these cities, think by streets.


We may come closer by looking through the eyes of the child glanced at earlier. He is, say, a boy of eleven going to the paper-shop
for his Saturday magazine, for the Wizard or the Hotspur. Here he passes a shop where they never grumble at being asked to sell pennyworths of sweets, here a pal’s father smoking
in the doorway in his shirt-sleeves, after the last shift before the week-end; here a broken-down wooden fence out of which
large spiders can be teased; here the offlicence with its bell clanging as someone comes out with a small jug of vinegar.


There are the varieties of light he will know: the sun forcing its way down as far as the ground-floor windows on a very sunny
afternoon, the foggy grey of November over the slates and chimneys, the misty evenings of March when the gangs congregate in the watery
yellow light of the kicked and scratched gas-lamp. Or the smells: the beer-and-Woodbine smell of the men on Saturday nights,
the cheap-powder-and-cream smell of his grown-up sisters, fish-and-chips, the fresh starchiness of new clothes at Whitsun,
the pervasive aura of urine – dog, cat, and human. Most attractive of all, a scene with noise, light, and smell – between
eleven and twelve on a sunny Sunday morning, when all doors are open and most steps occupied; the roast beef gives out its
flavour from almost every house, the wirelesses mix their noise with each other, you can hear families talking or laughing
or quarrelling. But there is little quarrelling just now; over almost all is a sense of ease, recreation, and good food to
come.


A few years ago he would have known the ‘tingle-aireys’ (barrel-organs or street-pianos); they were hired by the day from
a depot in town by seedy old men, and provided working-class housewives with their morning music before the wireless made
the Light Programme and Radio Luxembourg available. They had a flighty and apparently uncertain manner of playing, all runs
and cascades inside a regular series of great swings of melody; every tune was translated into an affair of burplings and
flutings, of trollopy flirtings and gurgly runs, with a particularly skittish twirl at the end of each movement. If I hear
Valencia or I left my heart in Avalon nowadays, no matter how played, I hear it poignantly as the street-pianos played it. They have gone, but little hand-operated
roundabouts on carts still come round, announced by a great clanging bell; and the rag-and-bone men still shout out offers
of goldfish for old clothes and jam-jars.


There are the boy’s odder pleasures of taste, not so much the ordinary toffees and boiled sweets, nor even the sherbet-fountains,
monkey nuts, and aniseed balls, but the stuff of which each generation of boys transmits the secret – a penny stick of licorice
or some cinnamon root from the chemist, two pennyworth of broken locust, a portion of chips ‘with some scraps, please’, well
soused with salt and vinegar and eaten out of a piece of newspaper which is licked at the end. Eaten in this way, as you slowly
walk down the pavement at night, they are delicious.


There is the animal life of the neighbourhood: the crowd of domestic pets, with mongrel dogs the most interesting, though
cats are more numerous than dogs. The starlings occupy the public buildings in town, but sparrows abound here and occasional
pigeons raid the cobblestones; mice can be found in the communal middens, and ladybirds have a way of appearing in the mucky
bits of back-garden; at the end of the yard may be an orange-box for a few rabbits or an elaborately tiered series of crates
housing budgerigars.


There are the occasional special excitements – a funeral or a wedding in the street, a chimney on fire, a coalman’s horse
down on the icy cobbles, an attempted gassing in the kitchen oven, a family row which can be heard from half a dozen doors
away on each side. Most absorbing of all to a boy are the games of the street, with the lamp-post taking the place of the
tree on a village green. Between five and thirteen, roughly, you play with your own sex. Games change as the year unfolds,
following the products of the season (e.g. ‘conkers’), or simply by the boys’ own intuitively followed rhythm. At one time
everyone is playing ‘taws’, with his marbles ranked in prestige according to age and killing power; quite suddenly marbles
go and everybody wants a threepenny peashooter. Occasionally new amusements have a vogue, like the yo-yo of the thirties,
but usually these are only temporary. Games should normally require no equipment other than a ball or stick; they should make
use of available materials, of the lamp-posts, the flagstones, and the flat ends of houses. Hoops and shuttlecocks have almost
entirely gone, and whips-and-tops are not so popular now; but ‘piseball’, ‘tig’, hopscotch across the flags, and a great number
of games involving running round the lamp-posts or in and out of the closet-areas, such as ‘Cowboys and Indians’, are still
popular. Girls still like skipping-ropes, and almost peculiar to them is the game of dressing-up – trailing round the streets
in grown-ups’ cast-off clothes and old lace, as ‘a wedding’. Now and again a couple of boys set to work in a backyard and
make a ‘bogey’ out of a couple of planks and the wheels off an old pram: then they race down the pavements or on the nearest
bit of tarmac’d road, operating the wooden hand-brake as they approach the tram-route.


Rhyming chants survive, to accompany the games – ‘eeny-meeny – miny – mo’: ‘one-two-three-a’lairy’: ‘tinker – tailor – soldier – sailor’: ‘I like coffee, I like tea. I like sitting on
a black man’s knee’. For the rest, there are songs on only a few occasions – the voting song, ‘Vote, Vote, Vote for Mister…’;
an occasional Bonfire Night collecting song; and the chants used, in a flat sing-song, after a few carols at a house-door:



Christmas is coming; the goose is getting fat,

Please put a penny in the old man’s hat.

If you haven’t got a penny a ha’penny will do,

If you haven’t got a ha’penny – God bless you.



or


We wish you a merry Christmas; we wish you a merry Christmas;

We wish you a merry Christmas, and a Happy New Year.



Of ‘outings’, those recreations which involve spending a few coppers or leaving the home-ground, the sequence is determined
almost entirely by the seasons. There are outings with jam-jars to a dirty stream a mile or so away, for sticklebacks and
red-throats; blackberrying, also with jam-jars, even farther afield, past the church with the whalebone arches; raids on the
nearest rhubarb and turnip fields, or a little birds’-nesting. Those who can cadge a few coppers from their mothers go to
the public baths; or occasionally catch a tram to some remote part of the city where the children’s playground is said to
be good, and spend the whole day there with a few sandwiches and a bottle of pop between the lot of them. In autumn, whole
days can be passed watching the ‘feast’ set up, and working out what it will be possible to go on.


So the days and the weeks succeed one another, often dull and grey, but relieved by all kinds of excitements. There is a rhythm,
but it is the rhythm of a brick-world, to which those of the seasons or of the great religious festivals are only incidental.
At each week-end, perhaps, there is Friday night’s shopping with Mother down a shopping street that is all bustle and warmth
and gregarious spending, and the trams rattle and flash past constantly. There is the whole week-end ahead, with the pictures on Saturday, or a chapel
concert with a hot supper in the Sunday-school room; bacon and eggs for Sunday breakfast, the big Sunday tea. Then, throughout
the year, Pancake Tuesday, Voting Day, which is always a holiday, Hot-cross Buns on Good Friday, the Autumn ‘Feast’, Mischief
Night, and all the weeks of cadging and collecting for Bonfire Night. It is a truly urban fire, with very little wood that
has known a tree for the last few years, a fire composed of old mattresses and chairs – replaced now that someone’s club turn
has come up – or a horsehair sofa displaced by a modern one on hire-purchase. As the fireworks run out, you bake potatoes
round the fire’s edges.


It is because for all ages such a life can have a peculiarly gripping wholeness, that after twenty-five it can be difficult
for a working-class person to move either into another kind of area or even into another area of the same kind. We all know
of working-class people’s difficulties in settling into the new council-house estates. Most react instinctively against consciously
planned group activities; they are used to a group life, but one which has started from the home and worked outwards in response
to the common needs and amusements of a densely packed neighbourhood. In these brick and concrete wastes they feel too exposed
and cold at first, they suffer from agoraphobia; they do not feel ‘it’s homely’ or ‘neighbourly’, feel ‘too far from everything’,
from their relatives and from the shops; they do not much take to gardening unless they have been used to running an allotment,
and not always then; they long to put up hen-huts, and they acquire dogs and cats.


The strength of this sense of home and neighbourhood may be seen at its most pathetic in those old men who fill the reading-rooms
of the branch public libraries. They are often the solitaries, men whose families have grown up and left them, whose wives
have died or are bedridden, and who are no longer at work. If they are lucky they may still live in their old house or lodge
with a son or daughter; a few scrabble along on a pension in a common lodging-house or in one room of an apartment-house in
a démodé district. Even those in their own area are especially lost during the working day when the streets are occupied only by infants and a few busy, if
kindly, housewives. The older ones haunt the railway-stations along with some of the mentally deficient. Many come daily to
the reading-room, where it is warm and there are seats. It all sadly recalls those hidden inlets which the smaller detritus
of a river eventually reaches, held there in a yeasty scum – old sticks, bits of torn paper, a few withered leaves, a matchbox.
But the reading-rooms themselves have a syringed and workhouse air (I am thinking of the old ones, many of which remain):
the newspapers stretch bleakly round the walls, heavily clamped and with the sporting-pages carefully pasted over, so as to
discourage punters; the magazines lie on dark-oak desks across which green-shaded lamps throw so narrow a beam that the whole
of the room above elbow height is in permanent shadow by the late afternoon.


The shadow helps to soften the insistence of the many notices, heavy black on white, all prohibitive and most imperative,
which alternate with the newspapers on the walls. In one I know there are eight major injunctions, varying in length from
SILENCE in letters nine inches high and four inches across to NO PERSON IS ALLOWED TO BRING READING MATTER INTO THIS ROOM FOR PERUSAL BUT READERS MUST CONFINE THEMSELVES TO THE PUBLICATIONS
HEREIN DISPLAYED. They range in tone from the curtly peremptory to the diffusely interdictory. After a while the atmosphere is so depressing
that you begin to think that NO AUDIBLE CONVERSATIONS ALLOWED is an instance of warm-heartedness in the midst of officialdom, a sensible allowance for the fact that so many of the regulars
talk to themselves.


This is the special refuge of the misfits and left-overs, of the hollow-cheeked, watery-eyed, shabby, and furtively sad. An
eccentric absorbed in the rituals of his monomania sits between a pinched unmarried brother, kept by a married sister for
the sake of his war-pension, and an aged widower from a cheap lodging or a house smelling permanently of old tea and the frying-pan.
They come in off the streets, on to which they had gone after swilling under a cold-tap and twisting scarves round collarless
necks; they come in after walking round a bit, watching other people doing things, belonging somewhere. If a bench in the paper-strewn square is too
chilly, they come in after a while to the warmth they have been looking forward to. A few make for one of the items of sect-journalism
and resume their endless cult-reading; some – shifty and nervous of detection, or with a bland and cheeky skill – plot how
to win on the pools or mumble through a rough sandwich; some turn leaves aimlessly or stare blankly for ten minutes at one
page; some just sit and look at nothing, picking their noses. They exist on the periphery of life, seeing each other daily
but with no contact. Reduced to a handful of clothes, a few primary needs and a persistent lack, they have been disconnected
from the only kind of life in which they ever had a part, and that was a part unconsciously accepted; they have no conscious
arts for social intercourse.


There is usually one who comes into this resort of the unpossessed as though it were a Conservative Club and he the town’s
senior alderman. Threadbare but jaunty, he moves down the aisle to his favourite chair with nods and smiles which are none
the less assured for being nowhere acknowledged. He has brazened out some terms with circumstance, and in his own eyes is
a happy man. Most look inwards to a dream of life as a vista of warm fires, big and regular meals, a wife to listen to your
talk, money for cigarettes and beer, a little ‘standing’. No wonder the reading-room attendant inspires deference; some of
them have so far surrendered self-respect as to retain no power either to resent or be cocky towards him.





End of sample
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