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Abstract 

 

This study offers an analysis of representations of white, heterosexual, working-class 

masculinities in British culture between 1945 and 1989. As the period that saw the 

establishment of the Welfare State, and the construction and breakdown of the post-war 

consensus in British politics, this is a period of great significance in the formation and 

maintenance of working-class masculinities and their correspondent representations.  

The study aims to reinstate class as a central precept in the study of British cultural 

representations and uses Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ and Judith Butler’s 

concept of ‘performativity’ to demonstrate that the categories of class and gender are 

discursively constructed (Bourdieu, 2008: 170, Butler, 2008: 206). In doing so the research 

is able to draw from Michel Foucault’s archaeological methodology to engage with the 

discursive formations that constitute these categories and thus engage with both the 

historical continuities and the historical discontinuities, or ruptures, that constitute the 

category of ‘working-class masculinity’ in any given period. Within this process Raymond 

Williams’s concept of ‘structures of feeling’ is employed as a practical means of charting 

these discursive shifts within cultural representations (1977: 132). 

The texts studied here clearly demonstrate the extent to which the historical shifts, 

which become apparent as ‘structures of feeling’ and are loosely aligned with decades 

here, created a different, often divergent, set of demands within the category of ‘working-

class man’. These demands were both novel, in that the desires, expectations and 

aspirations of working-class men altered over time, and familiar, as for much of the late-

twentieth century these demands remain rooted in the performative practices of what I 

term a ‘traditional’ working-class masculinity. The study charts the loss of these 
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‘traditional’ working-class masculinities as postmodern culture, ‘disorganized capitalism’ 

and the ‘crisis of the knowable community’ eroded or irrevocably altered the precepts 

upon which they were founded (Lash and Urry, 1993: 229, Williams, 1974: 14). 

The study shows the ideological nature of the categories of ‘working-class 

masculinities’ and demonstrates that what was, would, and could be said about working-

class men profoundly altered between 1945 and 1989.  Ultimately  the study demonstrates 

how this shift in discourse effected what it meant to be a working-class man in Britain. 
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[N]othing that has ever happened should be regarded as 
lost for history. […] In every era the attempt must be 
made anew to wrest tradition away from a conformism 
that is about to overpower it. […] Only that historian 
will have the gift of fanning the spark of hope in the past 
who is firmly convinced that even the dead will not be safe 
from the enemy if he wins. (Benjamin, 1999: 246-7) 
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Introduction 

 

In his essay, ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’ (1940), Walter Benjamin outlines a 

dialectical conception of historical materialism. This process, and it should be understood 

as an active process, as it is ‘based on a constructive principle’, is set up in opposition to 

a bourgeois historicism that configures history as an inevitable progression (Benjamin, 

1999: 254). The inevitable progression of bourgeois historicism operates through an 

objectivism that presents the past as ‘the way it really was’ (1999: 247). Within this 

configuration, history is made up of a linear ‘homogenous, empty time’, in which the 

present serves to sever the past from the future and ensures that the struggles of previous 

generations are ‘lost for history’ (1999: 246-52). The process of dialectical materialism 

posits that nothing is lost to history, but rather that history is laden with latent promise. 

Every previous incidence of resistance is, in fact, an inheritance, an opportunity to 

respond to and fulfil the promise that underpinned the initial action. For Benjamin, 

 

[t]hinking involves not only a flow of thoughts, but their 
arrest as well. Where thinking suddenly stops in a 
configuration pregnant with tensions, it gives that 
configuration a shock, by which it crystallizes into a 
monad. (1999: 254) 

 

 

Within this structure, it is possible to recognize the moment in history which is pregnant 

with potential to ‘fight for an oppressed past’ and therefore to ‘blast a specific era out of 

the homogenous course of history’ (1999: 254). Benjamin’s ‘Theses’ immediately precede 

the period studied here, and are themselves a direct response to the tensions that 
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informed and shaped the debates and discourses that developed throughout the Second 

World War. 

When my grandfather joined the Royal Engineers in 1941, he was twenty years 

old. Before his enlistment he worked as a ‘rough grinder’ in Sheffield’s steel works. The 

furthest he had travelled from home was to Wolverhampton to watch Sheffield United 

play Wolves. By the time my grandfather returned home – and he was lucky to do so, as 

there were many who did not – he had been part of the British Liberation Army which 

had fought from Normandy, through France, Belgium and the Netherlands, and on into 

Germany. My grandfather’s service continued until 19th October 1946, when he was 

finally downgraded to Z-Class reservist. On 18th October 1945 he had been given leave 

to marry my grandmother, but the following day was shipped to Palestine as part of the 

Middle East Land Force, where he remained until 31st July the following year. After his 

death in 2003, it emerged that my grandfather’s war had taken him through Arnhem and 

Bergen-Belsen. These were stories that he never told. 

There is nothing extraordinary about this particular account of the war, although 

the fact that for a whole generation such extraordinary events are not seen as 

extraordinary is in itself significant. Even the retrospective horror that the names Arnhem 

and Bergen-Belsen conjure, does little to set this account apart from thousands of others. 

Had I had the opportunity to ask about these specific experiences, I know that no answer 

would have been forthcoming. My grandfather never spoke about the war. The only 

response I ever got to questions about the war, whether asked as the excitable child who 

conceived of war as ‘goodies’ versus ‘baddies’ or as the enthusiastic history student, was: 

‘It wasn’t really like that’. The fact that my grandfather never spoke about the war is not 

extraordinary either; thousands of men returned home and went about their civilian lives 

without ever a word about their experiences during the conflict. Again, the ordinariness 
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with which that collective silence is considered is itself significant, as it speaks directly to 

the fact that after the experiences of war these men arrived home alone together. Their 

silence speaks not only of the effect of their experiences upon them as individuals, but 

also of the effects on contemporary configurations of masculinity. The collective actions 

of these men shaped history; their individual experiences shaped them as men. Apparent 

at the intersection of these two facts is the establishment of a new discourse around class 

and masculinity in Britain. 

In line with Benjamin’s proposition, the purpose of this study is not to discover 

what it was ‘really like’ in a given period, nor an attempt to give voice to previous 

generations of working-class men (the very idea smacks of condescension). Rather, it is 

an attempt to understand how individual experiences were shaped by, and simultaneously 

helped to shape, the discourse of working-class masculinities in British culture. My study 

offers an analysis of British cultural texts which were generated between 1945 and 1989. 

The significance of 1945 is clear, although there are specific details which bear revision. 

David Cannadine suggests that to say Britain underwent massive changes between 

1940 and 1979 has become a cliché (2000: 156). Cliché is the overuse of an idea, resulting 

in the loss of its original meaning or effect. If we accept Cannadine’s assertion, and there 

is plenty of evidence to support it, then, perhaps now more than ever, it is imperative that 

the period be re-examined. The process of cliché is the process by which ‘homogenous, 

empty time’ is generated, thus it is a matter of urgency that these ‘massive changes’ be 

actively re-engaged with in order that their original effect might be recovered. This begs 

the question, why not begin in 1940? The answer to this is simple: in 1940 the Second 

World War is ongoing. There are significant events that occurred in 1940, such as the 

Dunkirk evacuation, the Blitz and the Battle of Britain, which were, almost immediately, 

narrativized and mythologised within British culture to create the notion of a unified 
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nation, of a Britishness epitomised by a heroic stoicism, and the dissolution of class 

divisions during the conflict. These notions continue to underpin and inform the debates 

which were ongoing in 1945. However, in 1940 it is impossible to separate the subject of 

working-class masculinities from the underlying issues of conflict and trauma. It is 

therefore impossible to engage with concepts of class and gender in the period without 

also engaging with the war itself, and as such, representations of working-class 

masculinities generated during the conflict are also representations of the war and must 

be treated separately.  

1945 is selected as the date from which to begin the study because it is the year 

that the Second World War ended. However, 1945 is significant in other ways. Ian 

Haywood suggests that, ‘the Second World War was really two wars with two aims: a 

military campaign to defeat fascism; and a political and social campaign to eradicate 

poverty and the worst forms of social inequality’ (1997: 88). As Alan Sinfield notes, ‘its 

successful conclusion afforded a rare opportunity to recast British society’ (2004: 1). 1945 

is also the year that the Labour Party returned to government with a majority of 146 seats, 

the highest majority ever achieved by a Labour government at that time, a fact which 

prompted Haywood to state that ‘[i]f ever a day can be chosen as a turning point in British 

working-class history, 26 July 1945 [the day the general election took place] must be a 

prime candidate’ (1997: 88). The war itself was, of course, a significant historical event 

which unquestionably altered working-class experience. It was an event that uprooted 

millions of men and exposed them, not only to conflict, but also to other ways of life, to 

other countries and other cultures, to other ideologies, and to other means of 

understanding the world around them. The war was also an event that altered, at least 

temporarily, the position of women within society, that pierced the boundaries and tested 

the limits of the domestic sphere, which provided women with experience of vocations 

and occupations that had hitherto been the preserve of men. These facts, coupled with 
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the manner in which the war was contemporaneously framed as a war of ‘the people’, 

meant that 1945 was a year in which the boundaries of class and masculinity were being 

renegotiated and an emergent discourse became crystalline (Priestley, 1941: 9). In 

selecting this date my work belongs to a field of study, which includes David Kynaston’s 

‘Tales of a New Jerusalem’ series (2008; 2009; 2013; 2014), Deborah Philips’s Women’s 

Fiction 1945-2005 (2006), Philips and Haywood’s Brave New Causes (1998), and Alan 

Sinfield’s Literature, Politics and Culture in Postwar Britain (1997), that recognises the post-

war era in Britain as a distinct cultural period in which new discourses emerged. 

Equally it might be asked why not end the study in 1979? Again, the answer is 

simple. With the Conservative victory in the 1979 general election, making Margaret 

Thatcher Britain’s first female Prime Minister, and with the rapid breakdown of what is 

often referred to as Britain’s post-war political consensus, the period which immediately 

followed that victory is one in which class and masculinity were again being renegotiated. 

In relation to working-class masculinities, the election of 1979 can be understood as the 

most significant moment in British history since the end of the war and, as such, to not 

include this moment, and further, to not analyse its consequences and the impact it had 

upon working-class masculinities would leave the study incomplete. 

My oldest friend, who I have known for as long as I can remember, once said to 

me that we belonged to the ‘last generation of working-class children’. We were born 

within three months of each other, in Sheffield, in 1980. His mother, who I called ‘aunty’, 

had gone to school with my own, they were ‘best’ friends. His father, who I called ‘uncle’, 

had started his apprenticeship as a fitter at Firth Brown Steels on the same day as my 

own, they too were ‘best’ friends. Although they met their spouses independently, they 

would each marry the best friend of their best friend’s spouse. My father would be 

employed as a fitter his whole working life. My friend’s father, who had been ‘lucky’ 
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enough to pass the eleven plus and had received a grammar school education, moved 

jobs to become a miner. One of my earliest memories is accompanying my father as he 

delivered the groceries that would help to feed my friend as the 1984-5 miners’ strike 

dragged on. Although I did not then understand the significance, the poignancy of that 

action at that time (a time when our own family were struggling to make ends meet) 

speaks directly to a working-class masculinity based on stoicism, pride, and collective 

support, that recurs throughout this study. My friend’s suggestion that we were part of 

the ‘last generation of working-class children’ had nothing to do with the ‘classless society’ 

that John Major proclaimed and Tony Blair championed throughout the 1990s, and 

everything to do with the loss, demise, or fracturing of ‘the knowable community’ during 

the 1980s (Williams, 1974: 14). I am not suggesting that the working-class ceased to exist 

beyond the 1980s, nor am I suggesting that the idea of community or the traditions that 

held those communities together completely and suddenly disappeared. Rather, I argue 

that the way in which class was conceived of and discussed, the way in which class was 

and could be spoken about, in short, the discourse of class, altered during this period. 

This inevitably impacted upon the practices of distinct working-class communities and 

on the conception of the working-class as a distinctly recognisable social and political 

bloc. The 1980s also saw a shift in the discourse of masculinity and, as such, it is a period 

that it is imperative to discuss as part of the study. Beyond this, it is also the most pertinent 

point at which to draw the study’s limit, as, in effect, it represents the end of a distinct 

historical period and its correspondent forms of representation.  

Of course, history did not end with the advent of the 1990s, and my study could 

have encompassed representations of working-class masculinities from more recent 

structures of feeling. This work would undoubtedly have assessed aspects of the 

representation of working-class masculinities such as revulsion at the working-class body 

and representations of the grotesque (of which Martin Amis’s Money (1984) is an early 
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example); the continued retrospectivity of representations of working-class masculinity 

(particularly the continued return to representations of British life and culture during the 

1980s, as in Irvin Welsh’s Trainspotting (1993)); a growing prevalence for the representation 

of the absence or marginalisation of working-class masculinities (as in Livi Michael’s 

Under a Thin Moon (1992)); abject unemployment and criminality (as in James Kelman’s 

How Late it Was, How Late (1998)); and what Hayward and Yar refer to as ‘The ‘Chav’ 

Phenomenon’ (2006) and Owen Jones terms ‘the demonization of the working-class’ 

(2012) (as in Martin Amis’s Lionel Asbo: State of England (2012)). This work is not covered 

here as it represents a continued engagement with the discourse of working-class 

masculinities that emerged during the 1980s, and whilst it was necessary to include the 

1980s in order to demonstrate the historical rupture that the structure of feeling of that 

period represents, the 1990s and beyond must be dealt with elsewhere. 

Finally, it might be asked, why working-class masculinity? Again, the answer is 

simple. This work is extremely personal, and stems from an attempt to situate my own 

masculinity in relation to the representations studied and the shifting discourses that they 

reveal. On the one hand my work belongs to the study of the working-classes and 

working-class literature and sits within a field that includes work such as Ian Haywood’s 

Working Class Fiction from Chartism to Trainspotting (1997), which has been invaluable here, 

and, John Kirk’s The British Working-Class in the Twentieth Century (2003), which, similar to 

my own project, applies the concept of structures of feeling in the construction of a 

survey that asserts that class is still, and always has been, relevant to the study of literature. 

Stuart Laing’s Representations of Working-Class Life 1957-1964 (1984) also emerges from a 

tradition of British cultural studies and, taking a much shorter period as its focus, offers 

a detailed analysis of the significant cultural shifts that occurred within that time. 

However, the concept of masculinity is not a primary concern for any of these texts, and 

thus the manner in which gender inflects upon classed identities and vice versa is never 
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fully explored. Nigel Gray’s The Silent Majority (1973) also belongs within this tradition of 

socially and politically committed literary criticism, and focuses on the literature of the 

post-war period, but again, Gray’s engagement with masculinity remains tangential. 

Although it is a relatively short book, Mary Eagleton and David Pierce’s Attitudes to Class 

in the English Novel: From Walter Scott to David Storey (1979), takes a broad historical 

approach and offers some insightful analysis, though stays comfortably within the ‘canon’ 

and has a limited engagement with post-war writing. The collection edited by Jeremy 

Hawthorn, The British Working-Class Novel Within the Twentieth Century (1984), is useful, but 

stays largely within what might be called the working-class ‘canon’, features work on only 

two writers active after the Second World War, and again approaches masculinity 

tangentially. Ken Worpole’s Dockers and Detectives (1983), on the other hand, engages with 

distinctive, and largely unknown, ‘regional’ writing, and does give some consideration to 

masculinity as a defining feature of the texts covered, although the focus is on the 

inflection of masculinity upon the style and execution of the writing itself, rather than the 

identities that are represented. The recently published A History of British Working Class 

Literature (2017a), edited by John Goodridge and Bridget Keegan, takes the ‘[h]istorical 

recovery’ of works from as early as 1700 as its jumping off point, and covers a wide range 

of working-class literature (Landry, 2017: xvii). Although, with the exception of Anthony 

Cartwright’s ‘“The Young Men of the Nation”: Alexander Baron and Urban Masculinity’, 

masculinity is treated tangentially (2017: 327-38). Pamela Fox’s Class Fictions (1994) is 

useful in its treatment of the concept of resistance, despite the fact that masculinity is not 

a primary focus and that Fox’s study ends where mine begins. More recent works such as 

Roberto del Valle Alcala’s British Working-Class Fiction: Narratives of Refusal and the Struggle 

Against Work (2016), which deals specifically with literary responses to work and strategies 

of resistance to the increasingly pervasive nature of capitalism, and Nicola Wilson’s Home 

in British Working-Class Fiction (2015), should be included within this tradition, though as 
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is clear from their titles their arguments focus upon specific issues within the periods they 

cover. The work of H. Gustav Klaus should also be mentioned, as he has written widely 

on working-class fiction: texts such as The Socialist Novel in Britain (1982), The Literature of 

Labour (1985), The Rise of Socialist Fiction (1987), and British Industrial Fictions (2000), the 

collection edited with Stephen Knight, all approach working-class fiction in the tradition 

of British cultural studies, although they largely deal with material generated before the 

Second World War and, again, do not maintain a focus upon working-class masculinities.  

The studies above that engage with the same period as my own tend to fall into 

two categories: those that deal with the post-war period as part of a broader historical 

survey (such as Hawthorn, Haywood, and Kirk), and as such necessarily limit their 

engagement with the post-war period; and those that take the post-war as their focus 

(such as Gray) although there is a tendency within work of this kind to study texts from 

1950 onwards, thus overlooking the crucial years of the immediate aftermath of the war. 

In terms of masculinity, my work belongs to a category of men’s studies which 

takes literature and culture as its object of analysis. As such, my work aligns with texts 

such as Berthold Schoene and Daniel Lea’s Posting the Male: Masculinities in Post-War and 

Contemporary British Literature (2003) a collection of essays generated from ‘British 

academia’s first-ever interdisciplinary men’s studies conference’, Schoene-Harwood’s 

Writing Men: Literary Masculinities from Frankenstein to the New Man (2000), and Alice 

Ferrebe’s Masculinity in Male-Authored Fiction 1950-2000 (2005) (2003: 7). Whilst all of these 

texts focus on the representation of masculinities, their focus differs from my own in that 

they do not deal specifically with working-class masculinities. Ferrebe’s work explicitly 

engages with the work of the ‘white, middle-class, English, heterosexual, male, fiction-

making majority’ of the ‘post-Second World War period’ and as such, although there is 

some overlap, largely differs from my own work in its approach (2005: 1). It is worth 
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noting that Ferrebe’s study also takes 1950 as the beginning of the ‘post-Second World 

War period’. Schoene-Harwood’s Writing Men is similar to my work as it takes feminist 

theory as its inspiration (my own work builds on a definition of masculinities that is taken 

directly from authors such as Judith Butler (1990; 1997), Sheila Rowbotham (1997), and 

Lynne Segal (1997)) and works to historicise the literary representation of masculinity. 

Although, as with those broader surveys referenced above, in beginning the study in the 

nineteenth century the engagement with post-war writing is necessarily limited (and again 

focuses on texts generated from 1950 onwards). Posting the Male does contain essays that 

deal specifically with class and with the intersection of class and masculinity, however, as 

the editors point out, whilst the collection was aimed at ‘an interrogation of the images 

and narratives informing literary and artistic renditions of the masculine throughout the 

twentieth century’ in fact ‘the contributors chose to focus on the varied modes of male 

self-representation since the 1960s’ (2003: 7). 

What my work does is to employ the interrogation of representations of working-

class masculinities as a lens through which to study the historical developments that 

informed and resulted in the emergence and success of the New Right in British politics. 

It can be argued that across the period studied, the experiences of working-class men and 

their correlative representations demonstrate, more than those of any other social group, 

the sociocultural effects of the post-war political consensus, its eventual breakdown, and 

the subsequent deindustrialisation of Britain. The shifts in the discourse of working-class 

masculinities relate directly to, shape, and are shaped by, contemporaneous shifts in the 

discourse of British politics. 

Throughout the study I use the term discourse in a Foucauldian sense, specifically 

as it is defined in The Archaeology of Knowledge (1969). In The Archaeology of Knowledge Foucault 

sets out a methodological approach which posits that systems of thought and knowledge 
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are governed by rules which operate below the conscious level of individual subjects, so 

defining a system of possible concepts that define the limits of thought and language in 

any given place during any given period. Foucault argues that continuous narratives are, 

at best, a naïve way through which to configure history, and proposes instead a model in 

which history is constituted by continuities and discontinuities, or ruptures. For Foucault, 

like Benjamin, there is no ‘empty time’, no ‘homogenous’ mass to be filled with an 

inevitable progression, the suggestion being that, in fact, such a continuous narrative only 

constitutes a means of imposing a contemporary consciousness onto the past. Rather, 

Foucault posits that history is formed as sets of discourses, which themselves are defined 

as much by discontinuities and ruptures as they are by continuities and unified themes. 

Within this, a discourse is a group of statements, which themselves are offered up as 

‘sequences of signs’ that ‘can be assigned particular modalities of existence’ (1974: 107). 

This is to say that statements constitute, and are constituted in and through, a complex 

of rules which establish verbalisations, or other forms of expressions, that are discursively 

meaningful. Foucault continues that groups of statements are governed by the laws of a 

‘discursive formation’, which occurs ‘whenever, between objects, types of statement, 

concepts or thematic choices, one can define a regularity (an order, correlations, positions 

and functionings, transformations)’ (1974: 38). ‘Discursive formations’, then, act as ‘the 

principle of dispersion and redistribution’ of statements, and thus ‘the term discourse can 

be defined as the group of statements that belong to a single system of formation’ (1974: 

107). Within the methodology outlined by Foucault, discourses are no longer treated as 

‘groups of signs (signifying elements referring to contents or representations) but as 

practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak’ (1974: 48). 

Both class and gender are elusive, amorphous concepts. Foucault’s definition of 

discourse allows for each to be understood as a concept that is organised around distinct 

behaviours and sets of determinate practices, whilst at the same time recognising that 
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these behaviours and practices are themselves dependent upon locality and temporality, 

and that they are defined in opposition to other social positions which are equally reliant 

upon separate, but related localities and temporalities. 

In Keywords (1976), Raymond Williams states that ‘[c]lass is an obviously difficult 

word, both in its range of meanings and in its complexity in that particular meaning where 

it describes social division’ (1983b: 60). Class is a complex set of interactions, of 

performative functions which, in line with Foucault’s definition of discourse, produce, 

are produced by, and consolidate certain social, cultural and economic hierarchies within 

society. Class is a contested concept, P. N. Furbank notes that class ‘is very much, from 

one point of view, a linguistic problem’, with the term ‘class’ being as evasive and divisive 

as the social practices it seeks to describe (1985: 5). For Furbank, the terms of class are 

‘rhetorical’ in that ‘their raison d’être is, under a disguise, to further certain purposes or 

desires’ (1985: 13). Furbank continues that classes are  

 

fictions or imaginary frames that people project upon 
others, and these will differ of necessity according to who 
is doing the projecting and why; moreover the same 
people will construct these frames differently in the 
different contexts and under pressure of different 
circumstances. (1985: 13) 

 

 

Thus, for Furbank, ‘to use “class” terminology is always […] to engage in a social 

transaction’ (1985: 14). The language of class, and its uses are important in understanding 

the ‘social transaction’ which underpins the concept more broadly. This relates directly 

to the discourse of class, to what is, and can be, said about class and classes in a given 

location at a given time. However, to present class purely as ‘fictions’ or ‘imaginary 
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frames’ is clearly problematic. Alan Sillitoe’s essay ‘Politics’ is useful in unpacking this 

further. Sillitoe, whose novel about an individualistic factory worker, Saturday Night and 

Sunday Morning (1958) is analysed in Chapter 2, states, 

 

[h]ow others view you is one thing, but more important 
is how you see yourself. If you know you are a unique 
individual (and who doesn’t?) then you have some chance 
of considering everyone else to be unique. The notion of 
‘class’ is a degradation, whoever uses it, or hides behind 
it, or complains about it. (2003: 47) 

 

 

The individualism that informs Saturday Night and Sunday Morning is clearly evident here, 

Sillitoe identifies the ‘social transaction’ that establishes classed identities, but frames this 

as a ‘degradation’, an imposition upon the subject which obscures individual identities. 

This too is problematic as it suggests that one cannot be ‘a unique individual’ and a 

member of a social class where, in fact, the two are not mutually exclusive. Sillitoe 

continues stating that, ‘[p]oliticians deal in groups, categories, or “classes” […] and treat 

the individual with cynicism and contempt’ (2003: 51). What is evident here is the 

conflation of the ‘notion of “class”’ with what Williams refers to as ‘Masses’ (1983a: 297). 

This conflation presents class merely as a means of framing people, a linguistic expression 

of a reductive way of seeing others, and thus Sillitoe, like Furbank, overlooks the material 

conditions, economic relations, cultural practices, and affiliations and aversions that 

underpin the formation of classed identities in Britain. ‘Masses’ is the collective noun for 

a group that we, and those that we know, can never belong to. As Williams explains, we 

never think of our ‘friends, neighbours, colleagues, acquaintances, as masses […]. The 

masses are always the others, whom we don’t know and can’t know. […] Masses are other 

people’ (1983a: 299-300). The key difference between ‘classes’ and ‘masses’ is the concept 
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of community. Where masses are always ‘other people’, unknown and unknowable, 

classes are founded upon communities, on groups of individuals who, through their 

socioeconomic circumstances, share similar experiences. Williams continues: 

 

There are in fact no masses; there are only ways of seeing 
people as masses. In an urban industrial society there are 
many opportunities for such ways of seeing. The point is 
not to reiterate the objective conditions but to consider, 
personally and collectively, what these have done to our 
thinking. (1983a: 300) 

 

 

This consideration of ‘ways of seeing people’ is central to my study. The concept and the 

reality of class are rooted in material conditions and economic relations that reproduce 

social hierarchies through time and between individuals. Class is not a ‘fiction’, but is, in 

part, produced and reproduced through fiction. In his essay ‘Artists and Value’, James 

Kelman, whose The Busconductor Hines (1984) is discussed in Chapter 5, considers the roll 

of class within representation. Kelman states that, 

 

[w]hen we perceive a member of a class we are not 
perceiving an individual human being, we are perceiving 
an idea, an abstract entity, a generality; it is a way of 
looking that by and large is the very opposite of art. 
(1992a: 11) 

 

 

The representation of community is central to Kelman’s artistic project, Kelman does not 

deny class, but recognises that to represent ‘a member of a class’ rather than ‘an individual 

human being’ is to rely on ‘a generality’ that ultimately reproduces stereotypes. 
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Stereotypes constitute ‘a way of seeing people’ that allow for others to be configured as 

masses, and represent a significant element in the formation of the discourse of class. 

Kelman helps to begin to unpack the complex relationship between conceptions of 

classes and their representation. There exists an intricate relationship between class and 

fiction, a relationship in which representations of class constitute an important element 

in the production of the discourse of class. What I am suggesting is that the 

socioeconomic and cultural formations that constitute class are understood through the 

discourse that systematically describes them. The concept of class, and its correlative 

cultural and socioeconomic issues remains difficult and complex, but it can be unpacked 

through an engagement with the way in which it is represented. The focus of this study 

are representations which take working-class males as their subject, these are 

representations that emerge from the specific socioeconomic and material conditions of 

a given period, and which, in turn, make a significant contribution to contemporary 

discourses of class.  

As a means of understanding and critiquing the socioeconomic and cultural 

conditions of Britain, the discourse of class has been relegated, as it has altered over the 

last thirty years. As David Cannadine notes, 

 

the once-fashionable and widely accepted view that class 
structure and class analysis provide the key to 
understanding modern British history and modern British 
life has been disregarded by many historians and 
abandoned by almost all politicians. (2000:1) 
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Cannadine sketches out three simple and mutually exclusive class models that he suggests 

continually recur within perceptions of British society. These three ‘enduring models’ are 

described as follows: 

 

the hierarchical view of society as a seamless web; the 
triadic version with upper, middle and lower collective 
groups; and the dichotomous, adversarial picture, where 
society is sundered between ‘us’ and ‘them’. […] In the 
British case it is these three idealized models, not always, 
but often, articulated in the language of class, which have 
lain behind most popular perceptions and descriptions of 
social structure since the early eighteenth century. (2000: 
19-20) 

 

 

Cannadine correctly observes that these three idealised models ‘are ignorant 

oversimplifications of the complexity of society’ (2000: 21). He recognises, however, that 

‘they have remained remarkably enduring’ and that ‘they are still in existence in Britain 

today’ (2000: 21). Cannadine concludes this point by stating, ‘it is precisely because of 

their continued existence that Britain cannot possibly be described as a “classless society”, 

and that the historians are mistaken in dismissing class from their current agenda’ (2000: 

21). 

This study aims to reinstate class as a central precept in the study of the cultural 

history of Britain and, in doing so, to make apparent the role of the hegemonic project 

of the New Right in relegating issues of class in Britain. As Raphael Samuel notes, ‘Mrs. 

Thatcher sought, with remarkable success, to replace the antique divisions between capital 

and labour, or class and class’ (1998: 344). These were divisions that Thatcher described 

as ‘pernicious relics’ (Thatcher quoted in Samuel, 1998: 344). ‘Class’, Thatcher insisted, 

was ‘a communist concept […] that groups people as bundles, and sets them against one 
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another’ (Thatcher quoted in Cannadine, 2000: 2). As Samuel observes, the class divisions 

that were rejected within Thatcher’s rhetoric were superseded by ‘a whole set of new “Us” 

and “Them” antitheses’ (1998: 344). Despite this shift, as Cannadine notes, class and 

perceptions of class persist as an issue within the UK. Although the way in which class is 

framed and articulated has continually and profoundly altered since 1945, and although 

its position within the debates that surround identity and British politics seem to have 

waned, it has always remained a central and significant issue. As Stein Ringen suggests, 

the reality of the continuation of a class system in Britain is not in itself strange, but what 

is ‘peculiar to Britain’ is ‘class psychology: the preoccupation with class, the belief in class, 

and the symbols of class’ (1997: 6). It is the representation of these ‘symbols’ with which 

the study deals, identifying structural regularities which connect the practices represented, 

and the practices of representation, to identify a pattern in which class is substantiated 

not only as a social grouping but also as a phenomenon that is produced and reproduced 

by powerful affinities and antipathies within local, national, and international structures. 

As Deborah Philips points out ‘“theories of representation” became politically 

significant’ in the context of debates that emerged from ‘divergent Marxist positions’ on 

Louis Althusser’s ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses’ (1971) and ‘history’, and 

in ‘gender and sexual politics’ (2005: 94). Althusser is a divisive figure, due in no small 

part to his assertion that ideologies assume material form within society, that the concept 

of the individual, or ‘subject’, is itself an ideological construct, and thus, that ideology is 

inescapable. Althusser maintains that the superstructure is determined by the economic 

base but states that cultural production has a ‘relative autonomy’ which means it cannot 

be understood as a simple manifestation of the economic base (1971: 135). For Althusser 

ideological positions are reproduced by ‘ideological State apparatuses’ such as educational 

institutions, familial units, the media and in cultural production such as literature, the arts 

and sport (1971: 142). There are similarities that can be drawn between Althusser’s 
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ideology and what Pierre Bourdieu terms ‘habitus’ (2008: 170). Relatively early in the 

development of the concept, Bourdieu describes ‘habitus’ as 

 

a system of lasting, transposable dispositions which, 
integrating past experiences, functions at every moment 
as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations, and actions and makes 
possible the achievement of infinitely diversified tasks, 
thanks to the analogical transfer of schemes permitting 
the solution of similarly shaped problems. (1995: 82-3) 

 

This definition is neatly unpacked by Garnham and Williams when they state that habitus 

is a ‘regulating mechanism’ that objectively co-ordinates ‘strategies of improvisation’ 

(1980: 212). Garnham and Williams further argue that 

 

the habitus is a unified phenomenon. It produces an ethos 
that relates all the practices produced by a habitus to a 
unifying set of principles. The habitus is also by definition 
not an individual phenomenon. That is to say it is 
internalized and operationalized by the individuals but 
not to regulate solitary acts but precisely interaction. Thus 
the habitus is a family, group and especially class 
phenomenon, a logic derived from a common set of 
individuals in common response to those conditions. 
Indeed Bourdieu’s definition of class is based on the 
habitus. (1980: 213) 

 

 

What is apparent in the work of Bourdieu is a configuration of class that is much more 

complex than the imaginary frames suggested by Furbank. Class is not purely conceptual 

or imaginary, but is a structure lived through embodied material practices, which are 

formed by, and in response to, the inequalities inherent within modern capitalism. 

Bourdieu does not revert to the taxonomies of ‘socio-occupational category’ in his 
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formulation of class; occupation may provide a habitus, but habitus is not occupational, 

and cannot be understood through such a ‘pre-constructed variable’ (2008: 102). 

Bourdieu suggests that 

 

[t]he individuals grouped in a class that is constructed in 
a particular [determinant] respect always bring with them, 
in addition to the pertinent properties by which they are 
classified, secondary properties which are thus smuggled 
into the explanatory model. This means that a class or 
class fraction is defined not only through its position in 
the relations of production, as identified through indices 
such as occupation, income or even educational level, but 
also by a certain sex-ratio, a certain distribution in 
geographical space (which is never socially neutral) and 
by a whole set of subsidiary characteristics which may 
function, in the form of tacit requirements, as real 
principles of selection or exclusion without ever being 
formally stated (this is the case with ethnic origin and sex). 
(2008: 102) 

 

 

In recognising that ‘class’ is defined ‘not only through its position in the relations of 

production’ (my emphasis), Bourdieu (like Althusser) builds upon the work of Antonio 

Gramsci (1971) and the concept of cultural hegemony. Bourdieu acknowledges that ‘[i]t 

was Gramsci who said somewhere that the worker tends to bring his executant 

dispositions with him into every area of life’ (2008: 386). The concept of cultural 

hegemony explains the inculcation of dominant cultural ideas and proposes a system in 

which the working-classes participate in the dominant culture, thus reproducing it, whilst 

simultaneously contradicting their own class interests. Bourdieu explains this through the 

concept of ‘cultural capital’, a theory which proposes that ‘types of knowledge’ which are 

accrued through ‘educational capital’ (that is the privilege of a good formal education) 

and ‘social origin’ by a subject, allow that subject the ability to interact with and through 
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the dominant culture (2008: 12). Cultural capital allows the individual to engage with 

cultural activities which allow him or her to derive profit from said activities, whilst a lack 

of cultural capital impedes social and cultural mobility. Thus the exchange of cultural 

capital amongst those that possess it, and the inability of those that do not to engage in 

such transactions, acts as a cultural process of social reproduction.  

Bourdieu’s work supersedes that of Althusser as he constructs a theoretical 

discourse in which the terms ‘subjectivist’ and ‘objectivist’ describe antipole intellectual 

positions (2008: 244). Subjectivism ‘reduces social space to the conjectural space of 

interactions’ (2008: 244). Objectivism, constructs social space ‘as an objective space, a 

structure of objective relations which determines the possible forms of interactions and 

of the representations the interactors can have of them’ (2008: 244). In relation to 

objectivism, Bourdieu cautions that in ‘treating social facts as things’ this mode of thought 

‘reifies what it describes’ (2008: 244). Garnham and Williams argue that the objectivist 

position makes ‘agents mere performers of preordained scores or bearers of the structure’ 

(1980: 212). In critiquing these positions, Bourdieu’s work dialectically supersedes them, 

offering a thesis that recognises the historical specificity of the production of symbolic 

power by incorporating empirical data which accounts for economic determinants, whilst 

stressing the ‘doubly determined’ nature of ideology (1995: 156). This is to say that ideologies 

are structured upon, and function through, the discourses of the specific sociocultural 

conditions in which they are circulated. Accordingly, the theory of habitus is rooted in 

what Bourdieu terms ‘geographical space’ (2008: 102). Mazúr and Urbánek suggest that 

‘[t]he concept of “geographical space” is a relational one. It acquires meaning and sense 

only when related to other concepts’ (1983: 139). They continue to say that ‘space may 

be conceived […] with respect to the totality of landscape elements’ as a ‘synergic’ system 

(1983: 139). Although Mazúr and Urbánek’s work concerns itself specifically with the 

geographical properties of space, and conversely with the spatial properties of geography, 
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their conception of geographical space as ‘the space filled with qualities and relations’ can 

be usefully applied within Bourdieu’s model (1983: 139). Bourdieu offers geographical 

space as the place from which the concept of class is constructed and distributed. The dual 

meaning of the term ‘place’ here imbues it with great significance. Place refers to the 

locality that has a constitutive role in the dispositions of the subject and to the social 

position (class) of the individual as ascribed by the ‘qualities of relations’ that define the 

space. The work of Simon Charlesworth is particularly useful in demonstrating how the 

concept of habitus might be employed to frame the relationship between landscape and 

class. 

 

The notion of landscape […] is an attempt to portray the 
environmental character of the world, that space is a 
series of regions standing around the self; but it 
detemporalizes the world and we do not get a sense of 
the primordial character of space as it is originally 
encountered as place. This encounter takes place through 
being born into a definite context of meaning carried in 
the ineffable details of the comportment we acquire from 
those around us, through which the world becomes 
meaningful as a subjective space, given in the objectivity 
we inherit through the mode of comportment through 
which we realize, unknowingly, a sense carried in all 
elements of ‘place’ as background structure of reference. 
Thus, we do not choose this ‘there’, or perspective or 
context, which we carry with us and which determines in 
advance our awareness, our appreciations of the world. 
Individuals find themselves cast into a situation, which 
furnishes the context of plausibility, opportunity and 
decision. It is this context that operates as a clearing of 
sense opening a space of what is possible, what it makes 
sense to do. (2000: 90) 

 

 

This conception of place forms the basis of a framework which is presented throughout 

my own work, a framework in which the representation of working-class masculinities in 
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post-war Britain can be read as a series of dislocations. The term ‘dislocation’ is selected 

as it suggests disturbance and disruption, but also movement and place (both geographical 

and social). I argue that it is precisely through these consecutive dislocations that the 

structure of specific discourses of working-class masculinity become apparent. 

Habitus inflects upon aspects of identity other than class. The manner in which 

race, gender, or sexuality are framed, experienced, and represented, are also constructed 

and reproduced within sociocultural and sociohistorical specificities. Judith Butler’s work 

on gender is invaluable here as it provides a clear connection between the work of 

Foucault, whose definition of discourse provides the theoretical foundation from which 

the work is undertaken, and Bourdieu. In the notes to the 1999 preface of Gender Trouble 

(1999), Butler states that the ‘notion of the ritual dimension of performativity is allied 

with the notion of the habitus in Pierre Bourdieu’s work’ (2008: 206). For Butler, both 

class and masculinity are structured upon performative action, which ‘is not a singular act, 

but a repetition and a ritual, which achieves its effects through naturalization in the 

context of the body, understood, in part, as a culturally sustained temporal duration’ 

(2008: xv). Like class, gender is in part formed through the naturalisation of an 

arrangement of conventionalised bodily actions which are understood as an ‘“internal” 

feature of ourselves’ (2008: xv). Butler develops this connection in the final chapter of 

Excitable Speech (1997): 

 

[T]he habitus is formed, but is also formative: it is in this 
sense that the bodily habitus constitutes a tacit form of 
performativity, a citational chain lived and believed at the 
level of the body. The habitus is not only a site for the 
reproduction of the belief in the reality of a given social 
field – a belief by which that field is sustained – but also 
generates dispositions which ‘incline’ the social subject to 
act in relative conformity with the ostensibly objective 
demands of the field. (1997: 155) 
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Butler’s theory of performativity provides a useful means of understanding how it is that 

gendered identities are produced alongside, and in relation to, classed identities. Butler 

argues that gender is not a fixed category, it ‘is not a noun’ nor ‘a set of free-floating 

attributes’, but rather is ‘performative – that is, constructing the identity it is purported to 

be’ (2008: 34). For Butler, gender is not something we are but something we do. When 

Butler suggests that ‘the illusion of an interior and organizing gender core’ is produced 

and ‘discursively maintained for the purposes of the regulation of sexuality within the 

obligatory frame of reproductive heterosexuality’, we see not only the production of 

gendered identities, but also a form of social reproduction (2008: 186). Butler continues, 

 

[i]f the ‘cause’ of desire, gesture, and act can be localized 
within the ‘self’ of the actor, then the political regulations 
and disciplinary practices which produce that ostensibly 
coherent gender are effectively displaced from view. 
(2008: 186) 

 

 

Recognising the connections between performativity and habitus makes the way 

dominant social structures are perpetuated and maintained apparent. When the 

internalising and naturalising of certain actions and practices which serve those dominant 

structures are shown to inscribe identity at a corporeal level, and when that inscription 

achieves the interpellation of dominant cultural ideals through the imposition of 

difference, then the hegemonic mechanisms that underpin the construction of gender 

and class identities are laid bare. Gender and class are discursive formations that actively 

produce the objects and practices that they describe. 

The term ‘[h]egemonic masculinity’ was coined by R. W. Connell to describe the 

process by which a certain type of masculinity is able to assume and maintain a position 
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of dominance within a society, and how, from that dominant position, this masculinity is 

viewed as normative, or somehow the ‘correct’ form of masculinity (1995: 76). Connell 

defines hegemonic masculinity as 

 

the configuration of gender practice which embodies the 
currently accepted answer to the problem of the 
legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to 
guarantee) the dominant position of men and the 
subordination of women. (1995: 77) 

 

 

The theory of hegemonic masculinity is premised upon the proposition that masculinity 

is not a singular, unitary, or universal category, and that it is more correct to speak of 

‘multiple masculinities’ (1995: 76). For Connell, hegemony is ‘a historically mobile 

relation’ and, ‘[w]hen conditions for the defence of patriarchy change, the bases for the 

dominance of a particular masculinity are eroded. New groups may challenge old 

solutions and construct a new hegemony’ (1995: 77). Hence, it follows that 

 

‘[h]egemonic masculinity’ is not a fixed character type, 
always and everywhere the same. It is rather, the 
masculinity that occupies the hegemonic position in a 
given pattern of gender relations, a position always 
contestable. (1995: 76) 

 

Connell’s work situates masculinity as a ‘configuration of practice within a system of 

gender relations’ (1995: 84). This explicitly politicises the performative aspects of gender, 

whilst recognising the fluid nature of identity and the fact that adaptation and 

incorporation are necessary to the maintenance of cultural domination. Within this the 
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correlation between class and gender, and the complexities that this correlation produces 

are recognised. Connell writes, 

 

it is impossible to understand the shaping of working-
class masculinities without giving full weight to their class 
as well as their gender politics. […] An ideal of working-
class manliness and self-respect was constructed in 
response to the class deprivation and paternalist strategies 
of management, at the same time and through the same 
gestures as it was defined against working-class women 
(1995: 75-6). 

 

 

Working-class masculinities are thus recognised as discrete categories which have their 

own cultural and historical specificities, and which emerge in relation, and opposition, to 

other class and gender identities. 

In adopting Foucault’s ‘archaeological’ approach I am able to speak of discourses 

of masculinity, and discourses of class, but it is through the work of Bourdieu, Butler, and 

Connell, that I am able to recognise that these discourses are, in fact, constituted by a 

complex of discrete, but interrelated discourses, a set of formations that are culturally, 

geographically, historically, and socially specific, all of which intersect and overlap in the 

formation of individual identities. Competing but mutually reliant masculinities, each of 

which is formed through discursive practices, together constitute the discourse of 

masculinity; competing, but mutually reliant, classes together constitute the discourse of 

class.  

My study deals exclusively with representations of white, heterosexual, British, 

working-class masculinities. This is not to relegate issues of race or sexuality, but rather 

to recognise the fact that these categories combine with issues of class and gender to 
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produce distinct, although interrelated discourses. The field of queer theory has 

undoubtedly contributed to discussions of gender in contemporary culture and worked 

to construct a distinct history of queer masculinities. This history has been covered in 

work such as Heike Bauer and Matt Cook’s Queer 1950s (2012), Richard Dyer’s The Culture 

of Queers (2002), Matt Houlbrook’s Queer London (2005), Brian Lewis’s British Queer History 

(2013), and Frank Mort’s Cultures of Consumption (1996) and Capital Affairs (2010). As Chris 

Waters notes, ‘the social world of the male homosexual […] was rendered increasingly 

legible between 1945 and 1968’ (2013: 188), yet the fact that homosexuality remained 

illegal in Britain until the Sexual Offences Act of 1967 inevitably meant that many 

homosexual men were unlikely to identify as such. The homosexual man was seen as 

‘being in some way or other “like” a woman, fey, effeminate, sensitive, camp’ (Dyer, 2002: 

5). Significantly, as Dyer observes, many of the notions that aligned homosexuality with 

femininity also had ‘class […] connotations’, and ‘[i]n the widespread image of aristocratic 

[…] men pursuing working-class […] men, it is the former who tend to be thought of as 

queers, not the latter’ (2002: 5-6). Given these facts, it is safe to say that ‘traditional’ 

working-class masculinities were configured as heterosexual.  

Equally, there is a body of work that deals with the concept of ‘blackness’ and 

black masculinities, which includes the work of writers such as Michael Anderson (1990), 

Franz Fanon (1952), Stuart Hall (1986; 1992; 1997), Kobena Mercer (1994), and Tony 

Sewell (1997). The history of immigration into Britain is long and complicated, and there 

were certainly non-white men amongst the working-classes of Britain during the period 

covered by this study. However, as Michael Anderson observes, although the ‘non-white 

population began to grow’, especially after the British Nationality Act of 1948, ‘even in 

1950 the total numbers in the whole of Britain were probably less than 50,000’ (1990: 7). 

As such it is clear that, during the period which is contemporaneous to the beginning of 

this study, Britain’s working-class population was predominantly white and that, as a 
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result of this demography, conceptions of a ‘traditional’ working-class masculinity of this 

period are founded upon largely white working-class masculinities. 

The term ‘traditional’ presents problems as class, masculinity, and Britishness are 

not fixed or universal categories. However, at any given time, in any given location, class, 

masculinity, and Britishness are configured in relation to existing conceptions of these 

categories. Therefore, an idea of a ‘traditional’ working-class masculinity exists, an idea 

that is both geographically and temporally specific, but which also builds upon what appear 

to be fixed characteristics. The concept of a ‘traditional’ working-class masculinity is both 

elusive and ever-shifting, yet it exists and imposes influence. A ‘traditional’ working-class 

masculinity is shaped retrospectively, but also has a hand in shaping that which is still to 

come. While there is no necessary connection between whiteness and Britishness, or 

between heterosexuality and masculinity, the heteronormative hegemonic framework in 

which ‘traditional’ working-class masculinities are formed implicitly suggests that there is 

or might be. In part the aim of this study is to interrogate that framework, to test the 

limits of the concept of a ‘traditional’ working-class masculinity, to make apparent the 

constructedness of these categories and expose the power relations which they serve. 

I recognise that texts such as Sam Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners (1956) and Ways 

of Sunlight (1957) and John Sommerfield’s North West Five (1960) share structural 

regularities with some of the texts discussed below, and that they might have been 

employed in my discussion of emergent masculinities of the late 1950s and early 1960s. 

However, the intersection of class and race within these texts and their engagement with 

the issue of post-war immigration demonstrate the emergence of a distinct, though 

interrelated, discourse of black working-class masculinity. Texts such as Walter Baxter’s 

Look Down in Mercy (1951), and J. R. Ackerley’s We Think the World of You (1960) might 

have been used in a discussion of representations of interclass relationships which 
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demonstrate the persistence of a rigidly defined class system in Britain through, and after, 

the Second World War. However, the homosexual nature of the relationships represented 

within these texts demonstrates that they belong to a distinct, though related, discourse 

around sexuality. Hanif Kureishi’s My Beautiful Laundrette (1986) might have been 

employed in my analysis of the impacts of Thatcherism upon working-class masculinities. 

However, the intersection of issues of race, ethnicity, and sexuality within the text again 

demonstrate that this is a text that ought to be studied in relation to these diverse, distinct, 

but interrelated discourses. The focus here is on a form of masculinity that has been 

assumed as ‘traditional’, and on the destabilisation and decline of that particular 

conception of that ‘traditional’ form over the course of the period between 1945 and 

1989. 

A working definition of a ‘traditional’ working-class masculinity is achievable 

through an engagement with the apparently fixed characteristics referred to above. In 

Masculinities and Culture (2002), John Beynon identifies ten ‘[k]ey factors that shape 

masculinities’ (2002: 10). Whilst in Cultures of Masculinity (2006), Tim Edwards identifies 

seven ‘key areas of concern’ in interrogating the concept of a ‘“crisis” of masculinity’ 

(2006: 6-7). My own work is not concerned with a ‘crisis of masculinity’ per se, but with a 

crisis of class-based politics, or a ‘crisis of the knowable community’ and its impact upon 

working-class masculinities (Williams, 1974: 14). Although these crises may manifest 

within the formation and maintenance of masculine identities, it is my argument that they 

are intrinsically linked to the formation and maintenance of class-based identities, and 

thus cannot be fully understood in isolation. In relation to the work of Beynon and 

Edwards, and alongside the categories of white and heterosexual, I have identified four 

foundational aspects upon which conceptions of ‘traditional’ working-class masculinities 

are structured. Constituted as concepts, processes, and social institutions which are 

naturalised, these foundational aspects recur throughout the period studied. They are 
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constructed and presented in a manner which suggests ‘it has always been this way’. 

Through their naturalisation they appear timeless. These conceptions are not fixed, as 

there is no singular, unitary, universal conception of a ‘traditional’ working-class 

masculinity, but rather multiple configurations of ‘traditional’ masculinities. These 

configurations are historically and geographically specific, but, through the repeated 

deployment of character tropes that generate from the four foundational aspects outlined 

below, they appear to be a fixed, universal category. 

The first of the foundational aspects is work. The type of work carried out may 

vary greatly, and there are persistent internal divisions within the working-class between 

skilled and unskilled labour, or between industrial and agricultural labour, but the work 

which underpins conceptions of ‘traditional’ working-class masculinities is, almost 

without exception, manual labour. Key to an understanding of work as a foundational 

aspect of ‘traditional’ working-class masculinity is the role of ‘breadwinner’. The 

‘breadwinner’ role is the institutionalisation of the idea that the provision of material 

necessities is a man’s duty and thus a requisite part of a masculine identity. Connell 

observes that the literature generated around male sex role research (the prevalent form 

of the study of masculinity from the 1950s to the 1970s) ‘took for granted that being a 

breadwinner was a core part of being masculine’ (1995: 28). The fact that ‘the male 

“breadwinner” wage is a recent creation […] produced in Britain around the middle of 

the nineteenth century’ makes the process through which the concept of a ‘traditional’ 

working-class masculinity manifest clearly apparent (Connell, 1995: 29). It is the very 

‘taken-for-grantedness’ of the idea which gives it cultural sway and allows it to appear as 

a fixed historical category. 

The second foundational aspect is family. The definition of the family as a self-

contained unit is relatively novel (Engels, 2010). In the context of this study, family is 
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understood as the immediate and intimate unit upon which the knowable community is 

founded. Within the heteronormative framework that constitutes a ‘traditional’ working-

class masculinity this relates directly to the subject’s heterosexuality. In the first instance 

the subject’s masculinity is measured against his ability to find, obtain and possess a 

suitable female partner. Thankfully, the complexities of such relationships, and the 

humanity at their core, rarely allow for such simplistic possessive rhetoric to manifest 

(there exist convincing arguments that, in fact, it is often the wife and mother who 

represents the head of the working-class home (Hart, 1989, Hoggart, 1977, Langhamer, 

2005, Wilson, 2016)). However, this possessive rhetoric does demonstrate a bravado and 

machismo that represents a constitutive element of a ‘traditional’ hyper-masculine 

working-class heterosexuality, a discourse of heterosexuality that is performed in relation 

to ‘traditional’ configurations in the heteronormative same-sex settings of the workplace 

and the school yard. In the second instance within the heteronormative framework, once 

a suitable partner has been ‘obtained’, masculinity is then measured against the ability to 

reproduce. This is related to the role of ‘breadwinner’ and to the significance that is placed 

upon work as a constitutive element of identity, as, having successfully produced a family, 

masculinity is further measured by the subject’s ability to provide for them. Traditionally, 

working-class households are represented as being patriarchal, although, as referenced 

above, this may not always be the case. The arguments for matriarchal working-class 

households are, almost without exception, premised upon the perceived divide between 

the private, feminine, domestic sphere, and the public, masculine, sphere of paid 

employment. Whatever the reality (which would of course differ from house to house, 

street to street, family to family), and with few exceptions, the ‘traditional’ working-class 

husband and father is represented as a patriarch. This configuration is often premised 

upon the fact that, in his home, the working-class patriarch can exert a control that is 
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beyond him in the wider world (Beynon, 2002, Connell, 1995, Hoggart, 1977, Zweig, 

1952). 

The third foundational aspect is education. Education is something of a paradox, 

on the one hand there exists a tradition of autodidacticism amongst the British working-

classes, and with it a respect for education as a means to access activities which offer 

cultural reward, and an improvement in material conditions (Gramsci, 1971, Haywood, 

1997, Jackson and Marsden, 1966, Rose, 2002, Wilmott and Young, 1970, Willis, 1988, 

Zweig, 1961). On the other hand, there is a wealth of evidence which demonstrates 

resistance to, or rejection of, formal institutionalised education, particularly where it is 

seen to be a means of the inculcation of middle-class values (Charlesworth, 2000, 

Edwards, 2006, Fyvel, 1963, Hateley, 2012, Hoggart, 1977, Jackson and Marsden, 1966, 

Tyler, 2013, Willis, 1988, Wilmott and Young, 1970). There are also profound shifts in 

the provision of education that occur within the period studied. As might be expected, 

the role that education takes in the configuration of ‘traditional’ working-class 

masculinities is dependent upon the age of the masculine subject that is being constructed. 

Traditionally, young working-class men, and working-class boys are represented as 

resistant to formal education, although often they will show a propensity and a keenness 

to learning outside of an institutional setting. Representations of older working-class men 

often offer a figure who is considered, and in some respects is sagacious, but who, lacking 

in formal education, is reticent to discuss issues which fall outside of a tightly defined area 

of knowledge. In his role as ‘breadwinner’, the older working-class man who was 

previously resistant to the idea of formal education may change his position and 

encourage his own children to pursue their education and so increase their cultural capital, 

in order to provide them with a better future (Zweig, 1961: 20-5). In each case there 

remains a tension between knowledge specific to the habitus of the subject which is 

considered practical and useful; and institutional knowledge that is reliant upon a level of 
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cultural capital which is unattainable for the ‘traditional’ working-class subject and is 

considered superfluous to immediate or material needs. The representation of distinct 

educational practices, separated upon class lines, produces and reproduces ‘traditional’ 

ideals of working-class masculinity which are distinct from middle-class masculinities, and 

thus serves to reify not only the ‘traditional’ configurations of the masculinities upon 

which they are based, but also the social divisions which generate, and are generated by, 

those distinctions. 

The fourth and final foundational aspect is physicality. Gender is always produced 

through, and in relation to, the body. As such the body is central to the formation and 

maintenance of working-class masculinities. This aspect of identity relates directly to work 

and educational aspects of the formation of ‘traditional’ working-class masculinities. 

Again, in relation to work, the ability to provide for one’s family in the ‘breadwinner’ role 

is central. The work undertaken as ‘breadwinner’ was often hard and dangerous and 

required strength and stamina. ‘Traditional’ working-class masculinities are often 

represented as physically strong, with high levels of stamina and the ability to abjure pain. 

Within this tradition there exists a trope of representing working-class men as machine 

like beings who have the ability to mentally disconnect from the task at hand in order to 

complete arduous physical labour. Representations of the ‘traditional’ man-machine also 

have a political and social significance which relates directly to education and to the fact 

that, in ‘traditional’ configurations of working-class masculinity, physical prowess is often 

prized above educational achievement. Here, the pride that the ‘traditional’ working-class 

man takes in his own physical abilities, and his willingness to repeatedly demonstrate 

those abilities through his labour, again reify the social divisions upon which this 

characteristic is founded. In a continuation of the man-machine metaphor, ‘traditional’ 

representations of older working-class men often demonstrate a physical breakdown 

which makes it impossible for them to continue their work with the same accomplished 
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vigour, or present them with illness or injury which has occurred as a consequence of a 

lifetime’s labour. In each case, the loss of a robust, healthy physicality signals the loss of 

a core element of ‘traditional’ working-class masculine identity and, ultimately, 

emasculation. Physicality also encompasses violence. Violence recurs as both a process 

and a social institution within representations generated during the period studied. The 

masculinities studied here are born of the violent historical rupture that is the Second 

World War. As Beynon notes, during the war ‘[m]en were placed in the combat role and 

toughness, endurance, courage and emotional reticence were demanded of them’ (2002: 

14). Violence and conflict continue to form a significant element in the construction and 

maintenance of working-class masculinities. At its most immediate level this violence is a 

means to prove, or defend, one’s physical prowess, but this violence also extends to 

include the other foundational aspects of ‘traditional’ working-class masculinities. Within 

the family aspect violence might comprise a means of defending the family, or the 

reputation of the family, but equally, might be employed as a means of patriarchal control. 

In education, violence appears as a means by which to test and measure one’s masculinity 

against one’s peers, as a direct form of physical resistance, and as a punishment inflicted 

by and on behalf of the educational institution. At work, violence might be employed as 

a means of resistance to institutional structures or required to defend oneself or one’s job, 

but I would also argue that the workplace, particularly the industrialised workplace, is an 

inherently violent setting whose brutalising effect serves to perpetuate the examples 

outlined above. Although it is not correct to say that all working-class masculinities are 

represented as violent, it is true to say that ‘traditional’ working-class masculinities are 

produced and represented with a proximity to violence which inevitably inflects upon 

them at a constitutive level and which serves to suggest (whether it be the case or not) 

that those masculinities are physically and mentally capable of violent action or intent. 
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The manner in which these foundational aspects combine is by no means fixed. 

They combine in various ways to place emphasis on various characteristics in relation to 

contemporary issues and, through these combinations, provide the basis of both 

‘traditional’ and emergent working-class masculinities. It is the relation between the 

characteristics that are evident in the combinations of these foundational aspects of 

working-class masculinities, and the contemporaneous issues which they concurrently 

shape and are shaped by, that make apparent the historical discourse that is the focus of 

this study. In the chapters that follow, I do not set out to provide an exhaustive account 

of working-class masculinities and their correlative representations in British culture, nor 

do I attempt to define a tradition of representation within that culture. Rather, the work 

takes the study of the representation of working-class masculinities as a means of 

challenging perceived inevitabilities within history, as a means to ‘blast a specific era out 

of the homogenous course of history’ and to demonstrate the socially constructed nature 

of those representations and the political and cultural discourse from which they are 

generated (Benjamin, 1999: 254).  

Despite the fact that there is no fixed ‘traditional’ working-class masculinity, in 

recognising the fluid relation between the foundational aspects outlined above and 

contemporaneous issues, and how this inflects upon correlative representations, it is 

possible to talk of a ‘traditional’ working-class masculinity as a ‘structure of feeling’ within 

a given discourse at a particular historical moment (Williams and Orrom, 1954: 21). 

According to Williams, ‘structure of feeling’ is a concept that ‘is as firm and definite as 

‘structure’ suggests, yet it operates in the most delicate and least tangible parts of our 

activity’ (1965: 64). Williams acknowledges that 
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[t]he term is difficult, but ‘feeling’ is chosen to emphasize 
a distinction from more formal concepts of ‘world-view’ 
or ‘ideology’. It is not only that we must go beyond 
formally held and systematic beliefs, though of course we 
have always to include them. It is that we are concerned 
with meanings and values as they are actively lived and 
felt, and the relations between these and formal or 
systematic beliefs are in practice variable (including 
historically variable), over a range from formal assent with 
private dissent to the more nuanced interaction between 
selected and interpreted beliefs and acted and justified 
experiences. (1977: 132) 

 

 

Williams suggests ‘structures of experience’ as an ‘alternative definition’, before 

continuing that ‘experience’ is ‘in one sense the better and wider word’ (1977: 132). Williams 

eschews the term ‘experience’, however, as ‘one of its senses has that past tense which is 

the most important obstacle to recognition of the area of social experience which is being 

defined’ (1977: 132). Structures of feeling are ‘social experience in solution’ and as such 

pertain to a present and a presence that resists the reifying past-tense connotations of the 

term ‘experience’ (1977: 133). 

‘Structure of feeling’ remains a key, though contentious, concept within the 

academic project of Raymond Williams. Much of the work critiquing ‘structure of feeling’ 

treats the concept as if it emerged in the late 1950s, although, as John Higgins correctly 

identifies, ‘something is lost when the history of the emergence of the term is not fully 

traced’ (1999: 37). Higgins traces the term to its original deployment in Preface to Film 

(1954), stating that ‘[d]uly examined, it becomes clear that the ‘“structure of feeling”’ is 

used as a deliberate challenge and alternative to the existing explanatory framework of 

Marxist literary and cultural analysis’ (1999: 37). Higgins then turns his attention to the 

interviews conducted with Williams, published as Politics and Letters (1979). According to 

Higgins, the dialogue that emerges around structure of feeling in this discussion ‘brings 
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out some major theoretical problems with the term’ (1999: 37). Higgins highlights a 

change in emphasis, which takes the form of ‘a quite literal elision in Williams’s 

discussion’ (1999: 38). In Preface to Film Williams states that in the context of identifying 

and understanding the significance of dramatic conventions the term ‘structure of feeling’ 

seems ‘more accurate’ than ‘ideas or general life’ because ‘[a]ll the products of a community 

in a given period are […] essentially related’ (1954: 21). Higgins suggests that this 

represents ‘a strong statement which can only be understood as being written against the 

Marxist structure and superstructure argument’ but, that through selective quotation in 

Politics and Letters, Williams places his emphasis ‘on the idea of the structure of feeling as 

a result of a work of textual analysis’ (1999: 38-40). Higgins attends to the definition of 

structure of feeling provided in Politics and Letters, in which Williams selects a quote which 

states that the structure of feeling of a period is ‘only realizable through experience of the 

work of art itself, as a whole’ (Williams quoted in Higgins, 1999: 38). This, Higgins 

suggests, de-emphasises ‘the larger theoretical point Williams was seeking to make in his 

original formulation’ (1999: 38). Higgins concludes that 

 

Williams’s original claims, in 1954, for the ‘structure of 
feeling’ are far stronger than he represents them in 1979. 
Structure of feeling needs to be recognised for what it 
was: a concept deployed as a conscious alternative and 
direct challenge to the available Marxist formula. (1999: 
41) 

 

 

In identifying this shift in emphasis, Higgins makes apparent, but overlooks, the fact that 

the concept of structure of feeling is a direct antecedent of the practice of cultural 

materialism. Williams’s development of the concept does indeed represent a conscious 

move away from orthodox Marxist formulas of cultural analysis. It represents a move 
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toward a cultural hypothesis that seeks to break down the perceived barriers between 

‘culture’ and ‘society’, between the ‘social’ and the ‘personal’, between ‘base’ and 

‘superstructure’. The term itself, ‘structure of feeling’, with its inherent contradiction 

between the definite ‘structure’ and intangible ‘feeling’ points us toward this conclusion. 

Here, the similarities and connections between the cultural materialism of Williams, the 

dialectical materialism of Benjamin, and the archaeology of discursive formations of 

Foucault become apparent. To further understand these connections, and relate this to 

literature, it is important to note, as Deborah Philips does, that the novel is not a 

‘barometer of social history’, nor is it ever ‘a simple reflection of its times’, however, the 

novel can ‘chart the limits and shifts in social discourse, and so offer insights into what 

can and cannot be fantasized about and publicly acknowledged’ (2006: 3). 

Williams argues that writing is a practice undertaken under definite social relations 

and therefore cannot be understood as an autonomous cultural category or as an object 

that reflects a given reality. Literature is an inalienable element of the complex social 

processes that constitute culture, and thus has a specificity that cannot be reduced. In this 

respect, the category of ‘literature’ itself becomes problematic as it serves as an 

exclusionary term that is given to certain types of writing in the construction of a ‘selective 

tradition’ (1977: 115). Williams describes the selective tradition as ‘an intentionally selective 

version of a shaping past and a pre-shaped present, which is powerfully operative in the 

process of social and cultural definition and identification’ (1977: 115). Williams argues 

that ‘this selection is presented and usually successfully passed off as ‘the tradition’, or ‘the 

significant past’ (1977: 115-6). Williams concludes that, in this sense, any tradition is ‘an 

aspect of the contemporary social and cultural organization, in the interest of the dominance 

of a specific class’ that offers ‘a sense of predisposed continuity’ (1977: 116). 
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In a study like my own there is always the danger of constructing an ‘alternative 

tradition’ (Williams, 2007: 170). This is avoided here by moving away from the aesthetic 

evaluative functions of criticism and instead employing the textual, historical, and 

theoretical analyses that form the distinctive critical practice of cultural materialism. 

Cultural materialism refuses to treat culture as a distinct set of disparate creations, or 

artistic endeavours, but instead views culture as a material formation composed of its own 

specific modes of production and socially and historically specific discourses, relations, 

and power-effects. The development of cultural materialism demonstrates the continued 

move to the left that is apparent in the work of Williams, and represents a radical 

development in the field of literary criticism. With the practice of cultural materialism, 

Williams supersedes the attempts to reconcile ‘culture’ and ‘society’ that form the basis 

of his earlier work, positing instead that culture is always already social and material and 

must therefore be read as such. For Williams, the central, practical element of cultural 

analysis is the ‘exploration and specification of distinguishable cultural formations’ (2007: 

174). This is not limited to dominant cultural forms, or to a received notion of ‘the’ literary 

tradition (although these elements of culture are not overlooked by Williams), but 

includes ‘relatively informal movements, schools and campaigning tendencies’ (2007: 

174). As Williams states, 

 

[w]hat we learn above all, in the historical analyses, is a 
remarkably extending and interpenetrating activity of 
artistic forms and actual or desired social relations. It is 
never only a specifying artistic analysis, though much of 
the evidence will be made available through that, nor only 
a generalizing social analysis, though that reference has to 
be quite empirically made. It is the steady discovery of the 
genuine formations which are all the property of cultural 
evidence of identification and presentation, local stance 
and organization, intention and interrelation with others, 
moving as evidently in the one direction – the actual 
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works – as in the other: the specific response of the 
society. (2007: 175) 

 

 

In recognising ‘the genuine formations’ evident in cultural production and the 

connectedness of ‘the actual works’ as ‘the specific response of the society’, cultural 

materialism recognises the mutually reliant nature of the economic base and the cultural 

superstructure, and, as the term suggests, identifies the materiality of culture. I suggest 

that cultural materialism, as a fully formed analytical practice, originates from the concept 

of structures of feeling as put forward in Preface to Film in 1954. To return to Higgins’s 

argument, I conclude that, by the time Politics and Letters was written in 1979, Williams 

had developed cultural materialism as a practical and theoretically robust means of 

studying the materiality of culture and structures of feeling became a cultural hypothesis 

that operates at the level of textual analysis within the framework of cultural materialism. 

The shift in emphasis, then, far from being problematic, demonstrates the continued 

importance, and practical applications of the concept of structures of feeling within the 

broader context of Williams’s ongoing critical project. As Williams himself states, ‘the key 

to the notion, both to all it can do and to all the difficulties it still leaves, is that it was 

developed as an analytical procedure for actual written works’ (1979: 159). 

In understanding structures of feeling as an analytical procedure, it becomes 

possible to consider how the concept might be practically applied. In Marxism and 

Literature (1977), the text in which the practice of cultural materialism was initially 

outlined, Williams states 

 

[w]e are talking about the characteristic elements of 
impulse, restraint, and tone; specifically affective elements 



42 
 

of consciousness and relationships: not feeling against 
thought, but thought as felt and feeling as thought: 
practical consciousness of a present kind, in a living and 
interrelating continuity. We are then defining these 
elements as a ‘structure’: as a set, with specific internal 
relations, at once interlocking and in tension. Yet we are 
also defining a social experience which is still in process, 
often indeed not yet recognized as social but taken to be 
private, idiosyncratic, and even isolating, but which in 
analysis […] has its emergent, connecting, and dominant 
characteristics, indeed its specific hierarchies. (1977: 132) 

 

 

In ‘defining’ the ‘specific internal relations’ which are ‘at once interlocking and in tension’ 

as a ‘structure’, structures of feeling account for, and become apparent through, the 

relationship between dominant, residual, and emergent cultural forms, thus aligning with 

Gramsci’s conception of cultural hegemony (1971). Williams continues to define 

structure of feeling as follows: 

 

Methodologically, then, a ‘structure of feeling’ is a cultural 
hypothesis, actually derived from attempts to understand 
such elements and their connections in a generation or 
period, and needing always to be returned, interactively, 
to such evidence. (1977: 132-3) 

 

 

The significance of the concept as a practical means of reading texts then becomes clear. 

It is a concept that recognises the central importance of the material conditions in any 

given period, but refuses to reduce cultural production to a by-product of economic 

circumstance. It is a concept which is structured upon a genuine attempt to understand 

the lived experience of individuals within broader social structures. 
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The concept of structures of feeling is particularly useful in the context of my 

own study, when applied in parallel with the less complex and contentious, but no less 

useful, concept of ‘knowable communities’ (Williams, 1974: 13). Williams develops this 

concept in The English Novel from Dickens to Lawrence (1970), a survey which, at least in part, 

is written in response to F. R. Leavis’s The Great Tradition (1948). What Williams offers in 

the text is not an alternative tradition but the possibility of alternative traditions. As 

Williams notes, at the time The English Novel from Dickens to Lawrence was being developed 

(from a series of lectures given as part of a course on the novel at Cambridge), ‘if you 

talked to anyone about the English novel, including people who were hostile to Leavis, 

they were in fact reproducing his sense of the shape of its history’ (notably Williams’s 

own Culture & Society (1958) shares a considerable number of sources with the work of 

Leavis) (1979: 245). In a study that spans almost a hundred years, Williams posits ‘one 

bearing as central: the exploration of community: the substance and meaning of 

community’ (1974: 11). Williams’s study concludes a full seventeen years before my own 

begins, and it must be noted that, during those seventeen years, significant historical 

events such as the Wall Street Crash, the Great Depression, the rise of Mussolini and 

Hitler, and their eventual defeat in the Second World War, all take place. Yet despite these 

world-altering events, Williams’s description of the decisive nature of community within 

the novels he engages with is no less useful when applied within my own work on the 

representations generated in the post-war period. Williams writes that 

 

[w]hat community is, what it has been, what it might be; 
how community relates to individuals and relationships; 
how men and women, directly engaged, see within them 
or beyond them, for but more often against them, the 
shape of society: these related themes are the dominant 
bearings. (1974: 11) 
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Williams’s description of the period covered in The English Novel from Dickens to Lawrence 

could easily be used to describe the period between 1945 and 1989 which is covered in 

my own survey: 

 

[f]or this is a period in which what it means to live in a 
community is more uncertain, more critical, more 
disturbing as a question put both to societies and to 
persons that ever before in history. The underlying 
experiences of this powerful and transforming urban and 
industrial civilization are of rapid and inescapable social 
change; of a newly visible and conscious history but at the 
same time, in most actual communities and in most actual 
lives, of a newly complicated and often newly obscure 
immediate process. (1974: 11) 

 

 

Like most periods from the end of the eighteenth century onwards in Britain, the second 

half of the twentieth century is undoubtedly a period of ‘rapid and inescapable social 

change’. A period in which the formation of working-class masculinities was defined by 

‘a newly complicated and often newly obscure immediate process’. A central concern for 

Williams is the knowability of community, this is to say, the extent to which texts can 

offer a recognisable community within their representations. When asked to define 

‘knowable community’, Williams offered the following, somewhat abstract, response: 

‘Those novels which can attain an effective range of social experience by sufficiently 

manifest immediate relations possess a knowable community’ (1979: 247). My own work 

is a continued engagement with what Williams terms ‘the crisis of the knowable 

community’, specifically the working-class communities of post-war Britain (1974: 14). 

As Williams observes, as industrialised capitalism becomes the prevalent mode in 

England ‘any assumption of a knowable community – a whole community, wholly 

knowable – becomes harder and harder to sustain’ (1974: 14-5). 
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Arguably, as we enter the period of late capitalism (or ‘“late” modernity’ (Giddens, 

1991: 3)), that follows the Second World War, the uncertainties and changes that Williams 

describes above accelerate, proliferating the fragmentation of knowable communities. 

Inevitably, this impacts upon the formation of individual identities and upon the 

formation and maintenance of working-class masculinities. In fact, the concept of 

hegemonic masculinity itself was developed from the work undertaken on a research 

project entitled ‘School, Home, and Work’, the findings of which were published as 

Making the Difference (1982) (Connell et al., 1982: 9). Making the Difference engages directly 

with the social structures that determine the interactions between school, family, and the 

workplace, or labour market. In a similar way to Paul Willis’s Learning to Labour (1977), 

the focus of the text is the role of education in the production and reproduction of the 

inequalities present within developed capitalist economies. To an extent, within this, the 

family is offered as the locus of social identity, although, the study also suggests that 

families are shaped ‘in quite fundamental ways by larger social structures’ and that the 

construction of the family as a unit is effected and altered by ‘the organization of work, 

the organization of cities, and relations between sexes’ (Connell et al., 1982: 62). 

Significantly, the family is also positioned as a central arena in the inculcation and 

policing of social norms in both Butler’s theory of performativity and Bourdieu’s theory 

of habitus. What this points towards is the fact that class and masculinity are constructed 

through community, that both gender and class are social processes. Thus, the concept 

of the knowable community is applied alongside the concept of structures of feeling 

within the study in order to examine and analyse the effect of sociohistorical shifts 

(manifest as a crisis of knowable community) upon the formation and maintenance of 

working-class masculinities. 
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For the most part, my study deals with texts that belong to, or emerge from, a 

realist tradition. Williams suggests that, traditionally, the realist novel had not only to 

create but also to judge a whole way of life through its portrayal of the qualities of persons 

(1965: 304). Within this paradigm, Williams divides the realist novel into two main 

categories, the ‘social’ and the ‘personal’ (1965: 308). It is extremely significant that the 

representation of a knowable community is achieved through the balance of these two 

forms within form: that is to say, a balance between the social and the personal where the 

valuing of society, which is of course greater than any of the individuals from which it is 

comprised, is achieved through the valuing of ‘creations of human beings’ who, though 

integral to, and affected by, ‘the whole way of life’ represented, are ‘absolute ends in 

themselves’ (1965: 304). The knowable community is a representation that engages with 

local issues at a ‘personal’ level, whilst simultaneously demonstrating the broader ‘social’ 

causes and effects. In terms of class and masculinity, specifically the shifts in the discourse 

of working-class masculinities, it is through the knowable community, and the ‘crisis of 

the knowable community’, that structures of feeling become apparent as ‘affective 

elements of consciousness and relationships’ (Williams, 1974: 14, 1977: 132). 

In this respect, structures of feeling, like Foucault’s ‘discursive formations’, may 

emerge quickly and end abruptly, or alter and evolve in a relatively short period of time 

(1974: 107). Equally, they may develop over a longer historical period, or become 

apparent as a result of the consanguinity of other shorter-lived structures. These 

structures often become apparent as representations of masculinities that are in tension 

with, or represent a direct challenge to, contemporary configurations of a ‘traditional’ 

working-class masculinity. The practical application of the concept of structures of feeling 

allows for the study of both an overarching historical narrative: in this instance, the 

discourse of working-class masculinities in Britain between 1945 and 1989 and, the more 

transient, yet constitutive, moments that occur within that narrative. In line with this, 
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ostensibly, decades are used as an organisational device, although I am acutely aware of 

the limitations and limiting effects of ‘decadism’. It is, in fact, more correct to say that the 

study is organised around distinct, but related, structures of feeling that become apparent 

throughout the period studied. 

There is a relatively broad lack of extended characterisation of working-class 

masculinities in British fiction between 1945 and 1989. My study engages with texts that 

make working-class characters central to their narrative development, regardless of the 

class, or class origin of their authors. The marginalisation of working-class characters 

within British fiction represents the continuation of an historical precedent. Raymond 

Williams attributes the development of the novel to the emergence of ‘a new middle-class 

reading public’ in the eighteenth century (1983a: 306). In itself, this does not account for 

the exclusion, or marginalisation of representation of working-class characters in British 

writing, as John Goodridge and Bridget Keegan explain, the history of ‘“working-class 

writing”’ in British literature can be traced back at least three centuries (2017b: 2). 

However, the fact that the concept of ‘“writing back”’ is the ‘central critical dynamic’ of 

the collection they edit, suggests that this writing has always occupied a marginal position 

from which it responded to other, culturally dominant, categories of writing and aspects 

of society (2017b: 2). In the context of my study, the rationing of paper in the immediate 

aftermath of the Second World War limited the number of books that were being 

published. This affected writers from across the social spectrum, but as Roland 

Camberton’s fictionalised account of Bloomsbury’s literary landscape during the late 

1940s, Scamp (1950), demonstrates, the field of publishing remained a place that was 

largely inhabited by the educated middle-class. It is perhaps unsurprising then, that the 

‘popular’ and celebrated authors of the period, such as Kingsley Amis, Angus Wilson, Iris 

Murdoch, William Golding, John Fowles, J. G. Ballard and Margaret Drabble remained 

largely middle-class, and that, with a few notable exceptions, their work maintained a 



48 
 

continued focus on middle-class life and middle-class culture, and treated the working-

class as the marginalised, sometimes dangerous, ‘other’. That is not to say that we cannot 

learn from the representations of working-class masculinities that exist within these texts. 

Marginalised though they might be, they form part of a broader discourse of class and 

masculinity within which the discourse of working-class masculinities operates. The 

majority of the texts studied here still belong to the category of ‘working-class writing’ or 

‘working-class fiction’ (a fact which underlines the marginalisation of working-class 

characters within British fiction). There are two notable exceptions however. 

First, there is the inclusion of J. B. Priestley’s Three Men in New Suits (1945). 

Priestley’s work is included as he was significant as both a literary and political figure 

within the contemporary culture (and had been during the war). For a time Priestley had 

been the comforting voice of the home-front with his Sunday evening radio show 

Postscripts (1940-1941). Significantly, the comforting voice was Northern, with Priestley a 

rare regional voice amongst broadcasts that were still dominated by the use of received 

pronunciation. As a prominent socialist, Priestley also wrote on the manner in which 

Britain might be rebuilt and recast after the war (1941, 1947). Thus, although not working-

class himself, Priestley’s is a significant voice within the discourse that emerges around 

class and equality at the end of the Second World War, and Three Men in New Suits 

represents an immediate and politically engaged response to the issues faced by returning 

servicemen and by the British nation more broadly.  

Second, there is the inclusion of Martin Amis’s Money (1984). Amis’s work is 

included as he emerged as a significant figure within the contemporary British literary 

culture. In 1983 Amis was named amongst Granta’s ‘Twenty under forty’ of the best 

young British novelists (Buford, 2013). The following year’s Money was described by 

contemporary reviewers as ‘special and important’, and as ‘one of the key books of the 
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decade’ before the decade had reached its halfway point (Billington, 1985: 36, Hamilton, 

1984: 4). Amis is significant as he represents an emerging ‘popular’, or at least celebrated 

voice. The transatlantic nature of the text is also noteworthy, as the political relationship 

between Britain and America, and the close personal alliance between Margaret Thatcher 

and Ronald Reagan, worked towards shaping a globalised economic future. Money 

exemplifies a major shift in the discourse of working-class masculinity within British 

culture in the 1980s. This is a novel where, according to Ian Hamilton, Amis ‘shifts the 

enemy to centre-stage, so that […] he can give him a real going over’ (1984: 3). In John 

Self Amis created a representation of an emergent form of working-class masculinity 

which develops as visceral disgust. The fact that Amis is not a writer of working-class 

origin is symptomatic of the shifts in the discourse of working-class masculinity that his 

work makes apparent. In Amis we have a highly educated young man from a privileged 

background, who, in critiquing the prevailing contemporary cultural and political 

landscape, essentially ridicules the working-class character who is both the victim of the 

circumstances that Amis describes, and the butt of Amis’s joke. This, coupled with the 

fact that contemporary readers recognised Self as ‘a new man, one of the new princes of 

our culture’ mean, in the context of my study, that Money is a text that demands attention 

(Hamilton, 1984: 3). 

Whilst the majority of this study deals directly with written fiction, there is also 

engagement with poetry, theatre, film and television. There are moments within the 

development of British poetry, such as William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads (1798), when ‘the language of conversation in the […] lower 

classes of society is adapted to the purposes of poetic pleasure’ (Wordsworth and 

Coleridge, 1798: i). My study does not seek to provide an exhaustive account of such 

developments, but focuses on the work of Tony Harrison as a decisive intervention in 

debates around class, masculinity, education and poetry throughout the latter half of the 
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period studied. Similarly, there exist developments within British theatre which sought to 

represent the lives of the lower classes on the stage, the work of George Bernard Shaw 

(who was influenced by the realism of Henrik Ibsen) for example. However, these 

representations were mediated by the Lord Chamberlain, who had the power to censor 

plays felt to threaten ‘good manners’, ‘decorum’ and ‘the public peace’ under the Theatres 

Act of 1843. That censorship was eventually abolished by the Theatres Act of 1968. 

Again, my study does not seek to provide an exhaustive account of these developments, 

but focuses on John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger (1956) as a text which exemplified a 

particular structure of feeling and indicated a clear historical rupture. The representation 

of class (and classed masculinities) in British film has been widely written about, 

specifically by John Hill (1986, 1999, 2000, 2003, 2004), and is not rehearsed here. Rather, 

with its relatively high production costs, film is employed as a means of measuring the 

material conditions of production from which representations of working-class 

masculinities were generated and as an indication of the diffusion of patterns of 

representation to different mediums. Television is significant as both an emergent 

medium of representation, and a measure of the shifts in material culture that occurred 

within British society during the period studied. The televised coverage of the coronation 

of Queen Elizabeth II in 1953 served as a catalyst to television ownership in Britain. By 

1955 there were four and a half million television license payers and television was well 

on its way to offering a ‘universal public service’.  1955 was also the year that saw the 

launch of ITV (‘“commercial television”’ that was ‘depicted as “vulgar” by some middle-

class audiences’) (Branston and Stafford, 2010). Whilst television can be considered the 

most accommodating medium in the representation of working-class masculinities, this 

was not always assured. Early examples of post-war television programming on the BBC, 

such as Pinwright’s Progress (1946), Terry Thomas’s How do you View? (1949) and Billy Bunter 

of Greyfriars School (1952) focused on the lives of the middle and upper classes (although 
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not always sympathetically). It is no coincidence that the tradition of socially engaged 

realist representations of working-class experience, which emerged on television in the 

1960s, correlates with the democratising tendencies of a structure of feeling of that period; 

or that that particular structure of feeling was preceded by the consumer boom which, 

for the first time, made television a fixture in many working-class homes.  I recognise that 

poetry, theatre, film and television each develop within a distinct set of historical relations, 

and are each structured around distinct sets of rules and conventions that distinguish 

them from other forms of representation. I maintain however, that as part of the broader 

discursive formation that constitutes working-class masculinities, none of these forms can 

be understood in isolation, and, in the context of this study, it is the position they occupy 

within that discursive formation that is of primary importance.  

The study predominantly focuses upon representations contained within novels 

as, often, the novel is a form which is best able to offer extended characterisation of 

working-class men and an intimate engagement with their inner thoughts and feelings. 

Many of the texts studied here are structured around a first person narrative voice that 

offers an intimacy which is rarely found in other forms of representation. The discourse 

of working-class masculinities, however, is by no means confined to written fiction and 

other media are discussed here in order to demonstrate how at any one time that discourse 

extends into popular culture and into a wider popular consciousness. 

Regardless of mode or medium, all of the texts covered here, represent moments 

at which specific structures of feeling become apparent in the interactions and tensions 

between ‘dominant’, ‘emergent’, and ‘residual’ cultural forms, or points at which those 

structures of feeling take on a particular significance (Williams, 1977: 132). To this end, 

each chapter that follows begins by providing a historical context for the specific period 

covered and a brief survey of a field of the representations of working-class masculinities 

that were generated at that time, before offering a close reading of texts that are 
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representative of the prevailing discourses of working-class masculinities within the 

period, in order to demonstrate the relationship between those representations and the 

historical developments with which they correlate.  

The texts studied here chart the emergence of a set of discourses of working-class 

masculinity that correspond with the emergence and consolidation of the New Right in 

British politics. A consequence of this is a focus on texts which demonstrate the effect of 

this emergent discourse upon the concept of a ‘traditional’ working-class masculinity. To 

draw directly from Williams, the texts selected here work to define ‘a social experience 

which is still in process’ (1977: 132). These are texts that demonstrate the formation of a 

discourse of working-class masculinities which, within their contemporaneous culture, 

were ‘often […] not yet recognized as social but taken to be private, idiosyncratic, and 

even isolating, but which in analysis [demonstrate] emergent, connecting and dominant 

characteristics [and their] specific hierarchies’ (Williams, 1977: 132). The writers that 

produced these texts were not part of a discernible movement, did not see themselves as 

part of a unified group or movement and, in some cases, actively resisted being labelled 

in this manner. And yet, taken together, their work demonstrates significant shifts in the 

discourses of class and masculinity. The texts which are selected for close reading 

exemplify these shifts and clearly demonstrate structural regularities that span the periods 

studied in individual chapters, and, in some cases, the study as a whole. 

Chapter 1, ‘Home Sweet Home’, focuses on the immediate post-war, the period 

of reconstruction and the historical moment in which Britain’s Welfare State was formed. 

The chapter covers concerns over housing, identity and work, and the relationship of 

returning servicemen with the opposite sex. In doing so it uncovers tensions between the 

desire to recast Britain as a new more egalitarian state and a nostalgic desire for the 

perceived comfort and familiarity of a pre-war home. Through these tensions a distinct 
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shift towards a consumer driven culture and a continued, and reinvigorated conformity 

to heteronormative configurations of the family home become apparent. 

Chapter 2, ‘Changing the Subject’, proposes a distinction between the work of 

the so-called ‘Angry Young Men’ and a pattern of Northern Realist texts that emerged 

during the late 1950s, and suggests that the late 1950s sees the beginnings of what I term 

a ‘working-class moment’ in British culture. I suggest that this ‘working-class moment’ 

results from the commodification of working-class masculinities. As such, ‘Changing the 

Subject’ re-evaluates what are canonical texts within a tradition of working-class writing, 

questions the extent to which their incorporation within the emergent popular culture of 

the period limits their ability to situate themselves as oppositional forms of writing, and 

suggests that these are as much texts of conformity as they are texts of resistance. 

Chapter 3, ‘Swinging for Him?’, first looks at the migration south of the Northern 

Realists in the 1960s and posits that the ‘working-class moment’ which developed through 

the commodification of specific kinds of, largely Northern, working-class masculinities is 

incorporated and consolidated as part of the ‘Swinging London’ of the 1960s. The chapter 

explores the continuation of the techniques, themes, and plot devices of the ‘Angry 

Young Men’ and the Northern Realists as part of what Raymond Williams calls the 

‘English urban structure’, before continuing to introduce education as a locus for the 

formation of masculinities and examining emergent forms of divergent youthful working-

class masculinities, which are contemporaneous with the ‘working-class moment’ (1984: 

17). Ultimately, ‘Swinging for Him?’ questions the impact of the ‘working-class moment’ 

upon the horizon of expectation for younger forms of working-class masculinity and 

suggests that, paradoxically, the success and fame of a number of working-class men 

during this period actually served to consolidate the existing bourgeois model. 
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Chapter 4, ‘(In)Correct Grammar’, briefly outlines the continuation of the 

‘English urban structure’ through the 1970s, before identifying and engaging with an 

emergent structure in which working-class scholarship boys who received a grammar 

school education are presented as a small, but extremely significant minority within the 

cultural representations of working-class masculinities (1984: 17). In line with the work 

of Ken Worpole, the chapter considers the implication of the selective tri-partite system 

of education as a piece of ‘social engineering’ which can be viewed as ‘one of the most 

effective pre-emptive attacks on the possibility of a popular working-class socialist 

politics’ in the twentieth century (1985: 63-4). ‘(In)Correct Grammar’ looks at a range of 

texts in order to evaluate the effects of selective education upon those who were 

successful in the eleven plus. The inclusion of poetry amongst those texts is significant as 

the semantic saturation of the form itself has direct sociocultural implications in relation 

to issues of language and class. This feeds into a broader discussion of working-class 

masculinities that are altered by a change in habitus and an increase in cultural capital, and 

questions the impact of such shifts upon the formation of identity. The chapter also 

identifies the emergence of a pattern in which working-class masculinities (particularly 

radical working-class masculinities) are satirised, and, how this satirisation works toward 

undermining the ability of these masculinities to offer serious resistance to the 

increasingly pervasive practices of monetarist economic policy. 

Chapter 5, ‘And Then What’s Left?’, examines the breakdown of ‘knowable 

communities’ and details the end of ‘traditional’ industrial forms of working-class 

masculinities as a result of the historic rupture, or discontinuity, that results from the rise 

to power and consolidation of the ideologies of the New Right in British politics 

(Williams, 1974: 14). The chapter includes a close reading of a serialised television drama, 

the inclusion of which is significant as, by the 1980s, it can be said that television in Britain 

was a fully mass media (Thompson et al., 2012). ‘And Then What’s Left?’ concludes by 
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examining writing’s continued potential as a means of resistance, and the production of 

texts that can be read as oppositional forms, therefore offering hope, at a historical point 

which arguably represented the darkest hour for working-class males since the end of the 

Second World War. 

Each chapter identifies shifts in how working-class masculinities were 

constructed and maintained in the particular period that they cover, and in doing so 

combine to demonstrate the constructedness of the category of working-class man and 

the shift in the discourse of working-class masculinities, a shift which altered what was 

and could be said about working-class masculinities, and which, in turn, altered the way 

working-class masculinities were constructed and maintained. 
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Chapter 1: Home Sweet Home 
The post-war settlement – 1945-1951 
 

 
 

Underlying our joy and thankfulness there is one uneasy 
question, what about the future? What will happen now? 
Will we the people who have won the war drive home our 
victory against fascism by defeating our pre-war enemies 
of poverty and unemployment? (Anon. in Loach, 2013) 

 

 

The historical significance of the Second World War need not be rehearsed. The war’s 

end in 1945 is often framed as a moment of return, a return to peace and, for many, a 

return home. This chapter takes that moment of return and engages with it as a point of 

departure, questioning the extent to which society was changed by the conflict and 

examining the effect those changes had upon representations of working-class men. 

Ben Shephard states that ‘[t]he war veteran of the 1940s was returning to a very 

different world’ (2002: 335). This can be understood in a very literal sense: in many 

instances the physical landscape had been altered, not only in the frontline theatres of 

war, but domestically as a result of the sustained attacks on civilians, property, and 

national infrastructures which had occurred throughout the conflict. Many servicemen 

would return to find their homes, and their loved ones had been lost whilst they were 

away. Underlying this is a complex set of ideas, actions and interactions that helped shape 

the Britain that those servicemen returned to and the ways in which those servicemen 

were represented. Alan Sinfield states that since ‘the war […] a distinctive attempt has 

been made in Britain […] to arrange things differently’, and underpinning those attempts 

was a question faced by those that returned: what kind of home were they to return to 
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(2004: 1)? The individual and collective responses to this question had a profound and 

long-lasting effect on British culture. 

As David Cannadine observes, ‘[t]he Second World War was the defining 

experience of more than one generation’ (2000: 145). During the war Britain had altered 

beyond the immediate and obvious physical changes. The war had resulted in a greater 

political awareness in Britain which served as a catalyst for change (Priestley, 1941). The 

Labour government of 1945 adopted many of the proposals set forth in the ‘Beveridge 

Report’ of 1942 and used the impetus for change that the war provided to introduce the 

Family Allowances Act in 1945, the National Insurance Act and the National Insurance 

(Industrial Injuries) Act in 1946, the National Health Service Act in 1946 (which came 

into effect 5th July 1948), the Pension Act in 1947, and the Landlord and Tennant (or 

Rent Control) Act in 1949. Alongside this legislation Clement Attlee’s government 

nationalised the Bank of England (1946), the National Coal Board (1947), the railways 

(1948), and the iron and steel industries (1950).  The period which immediately followed 

the Second World War saw the founding of what became known as the ‘Welfare State’, 

although the impetus for change which underpinned its creation existed in tension with 

a great wave of nostalgia.  

Deriving from the Greek nostos (return home) and algia (longing), the term 

nostalgia has been used in relation to homesick soldiers through military history and, as 

Shephard observes, ‘nostalgia returned with a vengeance between 1939 and 1945’ owing 

in part to ‘the sheer numbers of people taken from their homes and sent off to far away 

places’ (2002: 242). This nostalgia manifested as a desire for places and people, ‘the local 

Gazette, Star or Post describing events in their home town’ became a ‘treasured’ possession 

for active servicemen as they ‘craved’ news from a recognisable locality (Shephard, 2002: 

242). Ronald Blythe argued that during the Second World War ‘the mood of these 
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longings for home shifted from landscape to the family and its circle’ (Blythe quoted in 

Shephard, 2002: 242). Whilst Ronald Fairburn identified ‘separation anxiety’ as the ‘only 

single symptom’ that was ‘universally present’ in cases of war neurosis (Fairburn quoted 

in Shephard, 2002: 243). Put simply, nostalgia is the desire of the serviceman to return to 

the place he came from. This is immediately complicated by a consideration of social 

class, as overcoming the connotations of the term ‘place’ is a central issue in the 

reconfiguration of home. 

Svetlana Boym describes nostalgia as ‘a longing for a home that no longer exists 

or has never existed’ (2001: xiii). The home that the returning servicemen of 1945 had 

left behind certainly no longer existed: beside the physical changes and the greater political 

awareness, there had been a comprehensive reorganisation of the British economy and 

the nation’s means of production. Women had, temporarily at least, broken free of their 

traditional ties to the domestic sphere and entered the world of employment. At its peak 

during wartime the number of married women in employment had exceeded 7.2 million. 

That number would be reduced to 5.8 million by September 1946 (Kynaston, 2008: 99). 

This reduction indicates the efforts that were made in the aftermath of the war to return 

women to more traditional roles, but the position of women within society had 

unquestionably altered during the war (Rowbotham, 1997, Wilson, 1980, Kynaston, 2008, 

Hopkins, 1991, Zweiniger-Bargielowska, 2002). Further, 1944 had seen the negotiation 

of the Bretton Woods Agreement, which set rules for ‘post-war monetary and financial 

relations’ (Ikenberry, 1993: 155). Although it was perhaps not immediately apparent, John 

Ikenberry is correct when he observes that ‘[w]orld power balances were changing 

rapidly’, that the war had placed Britain in a ‘precarious position’ and that ‘most of the 

industrial world lay in ruins’ (1993: 156). The combination of these facts presents a 

situation in which the founding elements of the British ‘male breadwinner’ role were 

destabilised, and men returning from the war, having helped to defeat fascism, faced 
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uncertainty about their position within society. The home that the men had longed to 

return to, a home premised on the successes of ‘wartime socialism’ and a more equal 

Britain structured upon ‘the principle of “fair shares”, a principle unknown to the peace-

time economy’, was yet to exist, or at least to be fully realized in the context of peace-

time (Hargreaves and Gowing, 1952: 628).  

The notion of fair shares was a principle theme of British wartime propaganda 

(Zweiniger-Bargielowska, 2002: 2). Although, as Sinfield observes, ‘[t]he Ministry of 

Information’s efforts included the notorious poster slogan: “Your courage, your 

cheerfulness, your resolution will bring us victory”’ (2004: 9). In a period of heightened 

political awareness, Sinfield points out, ‘[p]eople were not slow to notice the unintended 

admission that the war might be primarily in the interests of the ruling elite’ (2004: 9). 

Despite this obvious faux pas, the concept of fair shares for all remained a key element of 

the combined and concerted effort of the government and the armed forces to convince 

servicemen and women, and the British people more broadly, that the war was their war. 

For a while this effort would extend to what Shephard describes as the ‘folksy socialism’ 

of J. B. Preistley (2002: 230). To dismiss Priestley in this manner is unwise, as during the 

war Priestley became a prominent figure in the ideological struggles that occurred on the 

home front. Priestley’s Postscripts radio broadcasts, which aired from 1940 to 1941 reached 

audiences of millions. Priestley also authored propaganda material such as Out of the People 

(1941) and The Arts Under Socialism (1947) which clearly set out his position as a socialist. 

It is true to say that Priestley’s approach was far from revolutionary, and there are 

elements of his work which rely upon stereotype and cliché. However, Priestley’s work 

also captures something of the deep desire for change that constitutes a structure of 

feeling in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War.   
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The Labour Party skilfully harnessed that desire for change with their promise to 

‘win the Peace for the People’ (Young, 1945: 2). Their landslide victory in the 1945 

General Election meant that the changes so many wished for looked distinctly possible 

and that the recasting of British society may happen. Those hopes were far from universal, 

however, and the so-called ‘Post-War Political Consensus’ was never a comprehensive 

one, as Sinfield demonstrates through his engagement with texts such as Evelyn Waugh’s 

Brideshead Revisited (1945), Angela Thirkell’s Peace Breaks Out (1946), and Elizabeth 

Bowen’s The Heat of the Day (1949). Other texts of this period, such as Monica Dickens’s 

The Happy Prisoner (1946), focus on the return of middle-class officers. The chief 

protagonist of The Happy Prisoner is Major Oliver North, who has returned to his well-to-

do mother’s cottage from the war after losing a leg and having a ‘shell splinter’ graze ‘the 

outer muscle of the heart’ (1948: 14). The novel situates Oliver within the feminized 

domestic space of the pastoral cottage, whilst his injuries serve as a metaphor for the 

return of a broken masculinity. The novel is essentially a romance as it charts the 

burgeoning relationship between Oliver and his nurse, Elizabeth. Their relationship 

serves to demonstrate a reaffirmation of Oliver’s masculinity, whilst acknowledging the 

altered position of women as a result of the war. Oliver, though strong and brave, is 

ultimately reliant upon his female aide. The theme of the returned amputee is also present 

in Henry Green’s novel Back (1946), a text which also focuses on the romantic 

engagements of the returned soldier.  

Of course many of the texts of this period took the war itself as their subject, 

often focusing on daring secret missions and the heroics of individuals, such as Nevil 

Shute’s Most Secret (1945). It was these types of novels which prompted Alexander Baron 

to write his first novel From the City, From the Plough (1948). In an interview given to Ken 

Worpole in 1983 Baron stated that he 
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wanted to write a novel about the war. […] After the war, 
the first novels to get published were all by officers. […] 
I read those books and I thought that nobody was writing 
about the ordinary soldiers. Soldiers were the nation in 
arms, they were the whole people. They were the young 
men of the nation. (Baron, 1983) 

 

 

One text that did deal with the experiences of ordinary men is H. E. Bates’s The Cruise of 

the Breadwinner (1946). The text tells the story of a day on the Breadwinner, a small civilian 

ship which, captained by the distinctly working-class Gregson, patrols along the coast of 

the English Channel. After happening upon a dogfight the crew of the boat, which 

includes the young cabin boy Snowy and its engineer Jimmy, rescue two young upper-

class pilots, one English, one German. As the name of the vessel suggests, the novella 

deals primarily with the encroachment of war upon the everyday lives of working men. 

After rescuing both pilots the Breadwinner comes under attack from a Luftwaffe plane, 

killing Jimmy and injuring everyone bar Snowy. The ending of the text is ambiguous, with 

the Breadwinner racing back toward shore under the stewardship of Gregson (whose 

injuries are minor), whilst the two pilots (who are both severely injured) fight for their 

lives. There are many ambiguities in war, of course, but what becomes apparent here is a 

structure of feeling in Britain in the immediate post-war period in which the boundaries 

of class and masculinity were being renegotiated. Having found a way through the war, 

men of all classes now had to find their place, as men, in peace.  

J. B. Priestley’s Three Men in New Suits was written and printed ‘some time before 

the European War ended and demobilisation began in earnest’ and published in 1945 

(Priestley, 1984: 5). Set in the fictional village of Lambury the text features three main 

protagonists, each of whom fall (rather too) neatly into the different strata of what David 

Cannadine terms ‘the triadic version’ of society, which consists of ‘upper, middle and 
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lower collective groups’ (2000: 19). Though an oversimplification of the complex social, 

cultural, and economic factors that constitute the structures of the British class system – 

the text relies heavily on rather crude class stereotypes – the framework does allow 

Priestley to engage with and examine the issues facing returning servicemen from 

positions that range across the class spectrum. Further, this method of configuring class 

structures, a simple and clearly divided three-tier system, represents a recurrent means of 

framing and discussing class in Britain and therefore allows for some insight into the way 

the people of Britain engaged with issues of class at the conclusion of the Second World 

War. 

The novel begins in the saloon bar of the village pub, a scene instantly 

recognisable as the type of pastoral image that is often attributed to a collective British 

consciousness. Yet we are also presented with an image of a Britain that has been 

profoundly altered, a fact succinctly demonstrated by the demography of the characters 

presented in the bar, and the matter-of-fact manner in which the more disturbing aspects 

of these changes are described. The bar is occupied by two elderly men, presumably too 

old to have taken active service in the war. Two young women ‘probably from the aircraft 

factory’, drinking together, but without male company, are also present (1984: 7). 

Completing the scene is the barmaid, who is described as ‘a middle aged woman who 

came down to Lambury from London during the flying-bomb period’ (1984: 7). As 

Shephard observes, despite the cultivation of the contemporary myth that ‘London can 

take it’ the arrival of the V-Weapons (flying-bombs) in 1944 was the point when 

‘overwhelming weariness took over’ and ‘many had had enough’ (2002: 177). The young 

men of the village, and by implication Britain, are notably absent. The question ‘What 

next?’ hangs in the middle of the opening page, equally an invitation for the narrative to 

begin and a manifestation of serious contemplation of the future of the nation after six 

years of war (1984: 7). The remainder of the novel can be read as a response to that 
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‘uneasy question’ (Anon. in Loach, 2013). Ostensibly Three Men in New Suits is a simple 

story of servicemen returning home after the war. However, the complexities of their 

reintegration and the wider implications of their return are soon indicated. Priestley’s 

description of the precise moment of return reads: ‘Then it was all different. Three young 

men in new suits came in’ (1984: 8). The first thing to note here is the sense of abrupt 

change that Priestley conveys, and the suggestion of the pervasive nature of this change. 

The phrase ‘[t]hen it was all different’ refers to the immediate atmosphere of the bar and, 

by implication, to the village and Britain as a whole (1984: 8 my emphasis). It is significant 

that the men return together, for, as the reader quickly discovers, these are men that would 

not have mixed but for the intrusion of the war upon their lives. The fact that there are 

three men relates directly to the representation of a persistent triadic configuration of the 

class model. 

The titular suits are also significant, as, at a time when clothing was still being 

rationed it had been agreed that all male members of the services would be provided ‘an 

issue of clothing coupon-free and free of charge’, the wholesale value of which was 

around £12 (Hargreaves and Gowing, 1952: 324). Amongst this issue was to be the 

demobilisation suit, commonly referred to as the ‘demob. suit’. In 1944 it was decided 

that ‘demobilised soldiers could not be offered civilian clothing in austerity styles’, a 

decision which effectively ended austerity restrictions on men’s outerwear. In the years 

that immediately followed the war clothing production became a key area in which the 

ideological battle between ongoing state regulation and a free market economy was 

fought. As Zweiniger-Bargielowska observes, ‘Labour’s continued commitment to 

Socialist planning, economic controls and fair shares stood in stark contrast to the 

Conservative advocacy of decontrol and return to the free market’ (2002: 4). Rather than 

the supposed post-war consensus, what becomes apparent in the immediate post-war 

period is a deep ideological divide. The socialist ideal of productionism and regulation on 
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the one hand, the capitalist ideal of consumerism and the free market on the other, each 

determined that their policies were the most suitable means to tackle the ‘post-war 

economic dislocation’ (Zweiniger-Bargielowska, 2002: 207).  

The axiomatic historic connections between clothing, identity, and class mean 

that the eponymous (demobilisation issue) suits, alike in all but colour, come to symbolize 

the successes (and failures) of wartime socialism as they are mentioned sporadically 

throughout the text. The newly worn suits demonstrate that the men have only recently 

been demobilised and establishes a situation in which recent combat experience and 

exposure to the traumas of war are probable. This reading is further supported when, on 

describing the men entering the bar, Priestley writes that ‘they brought with them a 

sharpened and hard masculinity’ (1984: 8). This description emphasises how the war has 

effected the configuration of contemporary masculinities and, through the juxtaposition 

of those sharp, hard, masculinities against the absence of youthful masculinities in the 

opening passages, how the reintroduction of those sharp, hard, masculinities into society 

was a profoundly disruptive event for the men, and for Britain more broadly. The 

uneasiness of the men’s return is further emphasized by the tranquillity of the novel’s 

setting. The representation of Lambury draws from familiar bucolic ideals and is 

employed as a formal device which frames the setting as the ‘green and pleasant land’ the 

men have been fighting for. This is the home they share. 

Paradoxically, Priestley constructs his allegory for a more egalitarian future upon 

characterisations that rely on crude class stereotypes. After entering the bar, the man 

described as ‘tallish, fair, good-looking’ is the upper-class gentleman Alan Strete, the man 

of ‘similar height but dark and beaky’ is the middle-class farmer Herbert Kenford, whilst 

the third man, described simply as ‘burly and battered’, is the working-class labourer 

Eddie Mold (1984: 8). This clearly delineated triadic class model provides the structure of 
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the novel itself, for when the protagonists are separated (which they are when they return 

to their respective pre-war homes from the second chapter onwards), we hear the 

narrative of each, in turn, in descending class order. The tension that develops between 

the socialist ideal of egalitarianism which underlies the narrative and the persistence and 

rigidity of the class structure represented is significant, as it is here, as the narrative strains 

against and tests the commonly held preconceptions and class-prejudices that inform its 

characterization, that the structure of feeling of this period becomes evident. As Elizabeth 

Wilson observes, ‘[p]ostwar Britain seemed, paradoxically, culturally most conservative 

during the years of Clement Attlee’s Labour governments (1945 to 1951)’ (1980: 5). 

Wilson continues to describe the configuration of post-war Britain as it entered the 1950s 

as, ‘a society in which simultaneously socialism had been achieved and the need for it 

negated. Socialism was vilified, yet somehow, simultaneously, Britain was socialist’ (1980: 

6). Wilson further qualifies this statement, arguing that 

 

[i]t was not a socialism achieved by a working-class 
seizure of power, but an illusion of socialism achieved by 
contriving to make all classes appear ‘middle class’ […]. 
Alternatively, the working-class was seen as preserving its 
essential attitudes and culture while having been drawn 
into the magic circle of citizenship. Either way, the result 
was a consensus society, and the idea of consensus was 
built round the absent centre of socialism. (1980: 6) 

 

 

The idea of post-war socialism becomes apparent within the novel as this ‘absent centre’. 

The form and structure of the novel are unable to break free of the rigidly delineated 

triadic class model, whilst the narrative moves towards a discussion between the three 

main protagonists, which, on the surface at least, sees Eddie Mold ‘drawn into the magic 

circle of citizenship’. Eddie’s potential agency at the moment of return is undermined by 
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the persistence of the rigid class structures that are reflected in the structure of the novel 

itself. Thus, the underlying socialist message of the text serves to demonstrate the absence 

of a socialist structure within Britain at the end of the war. This fact must temper any 

understanding of the social, cultural and political landscape of Britain in the immediate 

aftermath of the Second World War and inform a reading of the classed masculinities 

generated during the period. 

The class position of the protagonists also informs the manner in which they 

engage with the question ‘what next?’ and the specific issues which arise within their 

respective narratives (1984: 7). Alan’s engagement with the issues of finding work and his 

position within post-war society become largely abstracted and conceptual, the agency his 

privileged position in society affords him allowing space within the narrative to meditate 

upon the morality of the job he is offered as a journalist. The job offer itself is significant, 

as the offer frames returning servicemen as masses who need to be controlled (1984: 80-

3). In essence Alan is asked to travel the country as a ‘special correspondent’, whose job 

it would be ‘to go round talking to these boys who’ve come back with you – finding out 

what they want to do’ (1984: 83). In addition to this Alan would be required to ‘“put 

before ’em what we’re trying to do for ’em”’: that is, provide the men with cheap 

entertainment, enough to eat, and eventually, new housing (1984: 83). If these suggestions 

are acceptable to the returned servicemen then the Gazette will print how happy the men 

are. The implication is that there will be no real social change, no recasting of society, 

rather ‘just bread and circuses’ (1984: 82). To print how happy the men are would be to 

undermine the momentum and impetus for the real social change which seemed possible 

in the immediate aftermath of the war. 

Raymond Williams’s analysis of ‘mass-communication’ is useful in unpacking the 

significance of the role that is proposed to Alan (1983a: 300-5). Within his analysis 
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Williams makes the important distinction between ‘source’ and ‘agent’, a ‘source’ being a 

‘man offering an opinion, a proposal, a feeling’ that he desires ‘other persons will accept’, 

an ‘agent’ being a man ‘whose characteristic is that his expression is subordinated to an 

undeclared intention’ (1983a: 303-4). The framing of people as masses is central to this 

distinction and to understanding the significance of mass-communication in shaping 

representations of working-class masculinities in post-war Britain. As Williams states, ‘if 

[the] purpose [of mass-communication] is art, education, the giving of information or 

opinion, [the] interpretation [of the audience] will be in terms of the rational and 

interested being’ (1983a: 303). Williams continues, ‘[i]f on the other hand, [the] purpose 

is manipulation – the persuasion of a large number of people to act, feel, think, know, in 

certain ways – the convenient formula [for the interpretation of the audience] will be that 

of the masses’ (1983a: 303). 

Both Alan and Lord Darrald (owner of the Gazette and the man offering Alan 

the job) see the returned servicemen as masses, frequently referring to, and representing 

them, as a generalized ‘They’ (1984: 80-4). Alan consciously tries to represent the will of 

the men that have returned from the war and to argue that there must be real and 

meaningful change in post-war Britain. Despite this, in his initial exchange with Darrald, 

in considering a role with the popular press Alan is positioned as agent. Williams’s 

definition can be directly applied here: 

 

He is an agent, and not a source, because the intention 
lies elsewhere. In social terms, the agent will normally in 
fact be a subordinate – of a government, a commercial 
firm, a newspaper proprietor. (1983a: 304) 
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What this points to is the suggestion within Three Men in New Suits that there was a 

concerted and immediate effort at the end of the war to ensure that the fundamental class 

structure of British society remained unchanged. It is also suggested that the conservative 

forces behind this effort looked to incorporate more progressive members of the ruling 

classes within their inculcation of the working-classes.  

 Another figure who has a significant role in this proposal, and in the inculcation 

of apathetic acceptance of the status quo by the working-classes, is Markinch. Markinch 

is Darrald’s editor at the Gazette and as such would be Alan’s direct superior were he to 

accept the role. Markinch describes himself as follows: 

 

‘I was born in Liverpool […] not far from Scotland Road. 
Tough slum. Left school at thirteen. And then these belly-
aching Labour men say you can’t get on in this country 
unless you come out of the top drawer. Look at me. 
Bottom drawer’. (1984: 77)  

 

 

The rhythm and tone of Markinch’s dialogue (the clipped sentences and rags to riches 

rhetoric) set Markinch out as ‘a high-powered newspaperman of the American type’ 

(1984: 75). This suggests the onset of an increasing influence of what Williams terms the 

‘American vernacular style’ in post-war British culture (1984: 18). The individualism 

which is inherent within both Markinch’s comments and a specifically American 

configuration of the bourgeois social ladder model of society also prefigures attitudes that 

become prevalent within the subsequent generation of British men (see Chapter 2). This 

fact demonstrates the overriding success of characters like Markinch, premised on the 

receptiveness of the British public to the emergent ‘mass media’ and the influence that 

their bread and circuses approach wielded in the immediate post-war period. 
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 The effects of the war upon Priestley’s returning servicemen must be considered 

here. On the one hand it is the direct experience of war, and the sense of togetherness 

and cooperation that this has instilled within the men, that is represented as providing the 

impetus and desire for wholesale change. On the other, the individual experience of war 

results in a nostalgic desire for the return to the home of perceived pre-war certainties. 

The tensions that result from these internal oppositions are represented alongside 

symptoms of traumatic neuroses: Alan demonstrates a regression to the irresponsibility 

of his youth and Herbert is introverted and prone to irritability, all of which, according 

to Abram Kardiner, are symptoms of traumatic neuroses of war; whilst the working-class 

Eddie is represented as confused, with a tendency toward aggression and violence, which 

according to Kardiner is ‘one of the most common complaints of traumatic neuroses’ 

(2012: 96). Eddie is consistently unable to articulate precisely the issues that cause him 

distress and is repeatedly represented as being hungry, demonstrating the immediate 

corporeal nature of Eddie’s suffering and the limited agency that his social position 

affords. 

Even the symptoms of traumatic neuroses that the characters present seem to 

reinforce the classed stereotypes from which they are drawn: the upper-class are 

regressive and the working-class aggressive, which, to play on Kardiner’s words, is ‘most 

common’ (2012: 96). There is an inherent apophenic quality to trauma that demands it be 

approached with caution. However, there are significant parallels between Kardiner’s 

work on ‘The Alteration of Adaption’ and the construction and representation of 

masculine identities in the post-war period (2012: 81). Kardiner (who Ben Shephard 

describes as ‘the most influential writer on war neuroses’ (2002: 157)), defines adaptation 

as 
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 a series of maneuvers [sic] in response to changes in the external 
environment, or changes within the organism, which compel some 
activity in the outer world to the end of continuing existence, to 
remaining intact or free from harm, and to maintain controlled 
contact with it. (2012: 141 original italics) 

 

  

Kardiner suggests that trauma, ‘in a psychological sense’, is when ‘an adaptation is injured, 

spoiled, disorganized, or shattered’ (2012: 74).  

There is little within Three Men in New Suits that deals directly with the activities of 

the eponymous men during the war. There are, however, indications of their movements 

that suggest involvement in the North Africa campaign and with the British Liberation 

Army that landed in Normandy. The text also alludes to traumatic experience but refrains 

from discussing specific events explicitly, as in the passage below, in which Alan visits 

Uncle Rodney to listen to his gramophone recordings: 

 

He was home at last, wasn’t he? This was it, wasn’t it? The 
rich dark flood of Elgar came pouring out, but certain 
doubts and queries could not be drowned and forgotten. 
From an ocean of vintage port and regret, lost-home-
sickness and Madeira, the tide foamed darkly up the 
beach; but the trip wires and mines remained….(1984: 31) 

 

 

Whilst Alan’s sense of occasion, the luxuriant quality of the writing and the poetic 

metaphors employed serve to fix his class position and give the passage comforting 

qualities, the questions embedded within the passage profoundly disrupt this comfort. 

Though Alan is able to clearly articulate his concerns (something Eddie Mold is unable 

to do), the manner in which the questions he poses are structured (a clear definitive 

statement contradicted by a question within the same sentence) illustrates the internal 
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conflict evoked by Alan’s return home. The questions foreshadow the juxtaposition of 

home comforts and the barbed memories of conflict, and serve to articulate the difficulty 

of adapting to life in peacetime. The composite term ‘lost-home-sickness’ further 

emphasizes this by describing a nostalgia and lament at the loss of the idealized Britain 

servicemen had imagined whilst fighting abroad, whilst simultaneously alluding to a 

contradictory sense in which it is the home-sickness itself, and its attendant camaraderie 

that has been lost.  

Similarly, Herbert’s reunion meal with his family, at which, in spite of rationing, 

there is enough food to feed a whole platoon, evokes strong emotional memories which 

are at odds with the occasion (1984: 41). Herbert responds to the situation as follows: 

 

Herbert stared at them, cold as stone. To say nothing of 
the living, who had put on their new suits with him, there 
were at least fifty dead, buried in the desert, in France, in 
Germany, to whom he felt closer now than he did to these 
people. Voices came back: “I tell you, chum, after the war 
it’ll be all different.” “Don’t kid yerself. It’ll be just the 
bloody same.” “How about it, Corp?” How about it? Feet 
on the ground! What ground? The odd grave by the jeep 
trail, where the earth might suddenly move and out of it 
come a pointing skeleton finger and glaring eye-sockets. 
(1984: 47) 
 

 

Here, Herbert’s recollections of the war are more explicit; his experiences are articulated 

more directly. There are no luxurious metaphors and the hope and cynicism expressed in 

relation to what will happen after the war make the passage more explicitly political. The 

fact that it is the war dead who voice these hopes and doubts adds to the disruptive nature 

of the passage and intensifies Herbert’s unease with returning to a situation of home in 

which, ostensibly, nothing has changed. The passage culminates with the skeletal finger 

pointing, we must assume, accusingly, at Herbert, at the amount of food and at Herbert’s 
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brother Arthur, ‘who had put on weight this last year or two’ (1984: 40). The imagined 

accusation is more than Herbert can bear, his distaste at the scene affirmed, he leaves 

hastily declaring he doesn’t have ‘the stomach for it yet’, a reference to both the rich food, 

and the manner in which his family, and by implication the rest of the civilian population, 

seem to have put the war behind them so quickly (1984: 47).  

Herbert’s recollections are triggered by the reintroduction of the comforts of 

home and demonstrate the profound difficulties faced in adapting to civilian life, 

particularly, in Herbert’s case, when confronted with the comfortable profits made whilst 

others gave their lives. The chapter concludes with Herbert outside and alone: 

 

No man alone meant anything […]. You had to be many 
men, going somewhere, moving in column towards an 
objective, silent perhaps but keeping in touch, deeply 
aware of each other and what must be done together, to 
face the night without a shrinking of the heart. And now 
he was a man alone. Commanding himself to say nothing 
of what he really felt, to let the evening pass as they 
wanted it […] …. (1984: 47) 
 

 
The reference to military life is explicit here (‘moving in column towards an objective’), as 

the passage works to convey a sense of togetherness and mutual reliance (1984: 47). But 

there is also a great sense of loss, of isolation and alienation, and of the insignificance of 

a man alone. The military references continue as Herbert commands himself to fall in line 

and ‘say nothing of what he really fe[els]’, but this, of course, is at the expense of the 

shared purpose experienced during the war, and the potential for change which it afforded 

in the war’s immediate aftermath (1984: 47). Here, the allusions to post-war politics are 

marked and the decision faced by many returning servicemen made clear: either they 

acquiesce to the comforts of home or  ‘drive home [their] victory against fascism by 

defeating the pre-war enemies of poverty and unemployment’ (Anon. in Loach, 2013). 
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 Eddie Mold’s experience of return is different than that of his counterparts as it is 

largely defined by emptiness and absence. The chapter begins with Eddie ‘[s]till be-fogged 

by all the beer he had had the night before’ (1984: 48). He has returned to find ‘his cottage 

empty, and Nellie, his wife, away from home’ (1984: 48). There is ‘no homecoming’ for 

Eddie, and again we are told that it is ‘all different’ (1984: 48). As the chapter progresses, 

Eddie is sneered at by his neighbour (the ‘nasty old woman’ Mrs. Mogson), comes face to 

face with Mrs. Roseberry, the widow of a fellow soldier from whom Eddie had ‘only been 

about ten yards away’ when he was killed by a mortar shell, and is faced with the growing 

realisation of his wife’s infidelities whilst he has been away (1984: 49-51). The chapter 

ends with Eddie, alone in his cottage, after a row in which he has told his wife to leave: 

 

It seemed to him, as he sat there hour after hour, rocking 
mechanically, that […] there were two Eddie Molds: the 
one who had been careless and happy […] and now this 
one […] who had come back to find it all different, not a 
bit what he thought it would be, not beginning all over 
again, warm and friendly, and better, much better; but 
stale and ugly, full of slurs and jeers […] nasty laughs at 
the sun, other men’s empties and his own vomit in the 
backyard…. (1984: 61) 
 

 

There are clear references to the inability to adapt here, specifically the explicit suggestion 

of a dissociative state and the continual replaying of old memories. Significantly Eddie 

also displays physical symptoms of traumatic war neuroses, the mechanical rocking, his 

fits of temper, and vomiting. This last symptom could, of course, be read as an indication 

of drunkenness, although, its position within the narrative (the nausea comes on ‘quite 

suddenly’ as Eddie threatens to wring his wife’s neck whilst telling her to leave) suggests 

the physical purge of an overwhelming emotional state (1984: 60). 

 A veteran of the First World War, Priestley would certainly have been aware of 

the debates around the traumatic neuroses of war. The fact that trauma is alluded to but 
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never explicitly acknowledged within the text, correlates with British Government policy 

during the 1940s. Unable and unwilling to pay war pensions in line with those awarded 

after the First World War, the decision had been made to treat (medically and socially) 

veterans differently. As Shephard notes, 

 

British society in the 1940s did not place great emphasis 
on the problems of returning ex-servicemen; there wasn’t 
the time, money or energy to spare. The soldier was given 
a ‘demob’ suit, […] and expected to muck in to help 
rebuild a country physically shattered by war and 
struggling to survive economically. (2002: 237) 
 

 

It is significant that all of the symptoms displayed within the text are triggered by, or in 

relation to, the act of returning home. The trauma within the text becomes apparent 

during the protagonists’ attempts to reintegrate themselves into their past lives and is most 

notable in the tensions that arise when the expectations built around the return home do 

not correlate with the reality. To this end, whilst the social silence around the experiences 

of ex-servicemen may have helped to avoid a repeat of the epidemic level of nervous 

hysteria that followed the First World War (which was arguably, at least in part, iatrogenic) 

it must undoubtedly have increased feelings of alienation and posed new psychological 

challenges for many of those that returned. Of course, the psychological challenges faced 

upon return were not experienced in isolation, but as part of the complex social, cultural 

and political negotiations over what kind of Britain would be built after the war and what 

position the men who had returned would hold within that society. Kardiner’s definition 

of trauma is useful in unpacking this further: 

 

A trauma cannot be defined either in terms of the 
provocation or the reaction to such provocation alone, 
but as the relationship between external stimulus and the 
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resources immediately available to adjust to […] or 
otherwise master the stimulus. (2012: 74) 
 

  

Three Men in New Suits focuses explicitly on the ‘relationship between the external stimul[i]’ 

encountered by the men as they return and ‘the resources immediately available’ to them 

as they attempt to adapt to life after the experience of war. This is framed in terms of 

class, and explores the tension between the desire for change garnered by the shared 

experience of fighting for a common cause during the war and the need to return to a 

state of rest, or to the relative psychic comfort of their pre-war home. The 

interconnectedness of class and gender, and the impact of the war upon the foundational 

elements of work, family, and physicality mean that questions of masculinity, and how 

masculinities are defined are inevitably bound up within the Britain that is being 

configured. The projection of the narrative, which begins with the upper-class Alan and 

progresses (or regresses) toward the working-class Eddie Mold, simultaneously 

demonstrates the deep inequalities present within British society and a shared desire for 

change. In each case the chapters end with an extended four-dot ellipsis, suggesting 

something unfinished, perhaps the longing, and potential, for change. Yet, in a very literal 

demonstration of the inability to adapt (there are literally no words), Priestley’s characters 

are unable to articulate the form that that change should take. The arrested attempts to 

adapt within the text not only provide an insight into the renegotiation of classed 

masculinities that occurred in the wake of the Second World War, but also foreshadow a 

central and recurrent trope of subsequent texts. I suggest that the post-war dislocation 

described by Zweiniger-Bargielowska extends beyond the economic and that the concept 

of dislocation – understood here as a disturbance or disruption in relation to place – is a 

central trope within twentieth century representations of the working-class (2002: 207). 

As such, subsequent representations of working-class masculinities demonstrate an 
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ongoing struggle to adapt to a world that is rapidly changing. In this sense the homophonic 

qualities of Eddie’s name suggest a reductive formula for the representation of working-

class masculinity in the post-war period. ‘Eddy’ is a movement or flow which occurs 

contrary to a main current. ‘Mould’ is a distinctive type, or the process by which something 

is shaped. The resultant formula presents protagonists who are resistant to the societal 

structures that delimit their class position, but whose general characteristics are deeply 

rooted in residual forms of ‘traditional’ forms of working-class masculinities that prevent 

them from transcending those limiting structures. These are characters who are ultimately 

unable to break the mould.  

At the heart of this tension are residual cultural forms of masculinity and class, 

performative acts of repetition and ritual that inform, and are informed by, cultural 

representations that naturalise contemporary conceptions of masculinity. What is 

significant about the immediate post-war period is the disruption to this process of 

naturalisation. Men who have returned from the war with ‘a sharpened and hard 

masculinity’ are forced to question both their masculine and class identities in response to 

the changed position of women within society (epitomized by the character of Doris 

Arthur in the text) and to a socially egalitarian movement that had gathered momentum 

throughout the war (1984: 8). Yet the nostalgia that is a prominent feature of the literature 

of this period demonstrates the strength of residual cultural forms within Britain and the 

latent desire to return to the knowable communities of pre-war society.  

Here the pastoral setting of Priestley’s novel is significant. It is telling that Alan’s 

journey home takes him along a ‘wandering lane’ that goes by like ‘a lovely old tune’ as he 

travels in the passenger seat of his brother Gerald’s convertible (1984: 14). The journey, 

though short, is noteworthy, as Priestley literally constructs a trip down memory lane: 
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The blackthorn was out; birds were calling; and the 
afternoon was warm gold in the little valley. Like the title 
of an old film shakily focused on the screen, there came 
again, somewhere at the back of Alan’s mind, the vague 
first stirring of that Arcadian dream which forever haunts 
the imagination of the English. (1984: 14) 
 

 

The Arcadian dream to which the passage refers can be related to what Raymond Williams 

terms ‘Golden Ages’ (1975: 48). This is the representation of an ever receding ‘earlier and 

happier rural England’; the representation of old forms, practices, and ways of feeling, 

which on some level, are ‘based in experience’, and thus provide something tangible 

‘against which contemporary change can be measured’, but which ultimately serve to 

defend ‘certain kinds of order, certain social hierarchies and moral stabilities, which have 

a feudal ring but a more relevant and more dangerous contemporary application’ (1975: 

48-9). There are elements of the representation of classed masculinities within the text 

that point toward this kind of feudal structure: a kind of underlying natural hierarchy that 

is never explicitly discussed, but is ever present and remains stable and embedded in the 

very form of the novel itself, despite the challenges that the narrative throws at it. In fact, 

it is here, when the persistence of this stable form is juxtaposed against the psychological 

dramas of the individual protagonists, that the structure of feeling of this period becomes 

apparent. The elements of trauma apparent in the representation of the moment of Alan’s 

arrival at his pre-war home bring this into sharp relief: 

 

The sight of the old house split Alan into two men. One, 
who had been born there, recognized with affection every 
window pane and worn brick, and simply came home. 
The other, who had been away for years and had fought 
his way from the African desert into the middle of 
Europe, stared at this rambling old building […] and 
began to wonder what this remote place meant to him. If 
one man came home, the other still arrived at a billet at 
the end of a long march. […] This split, this sudden 
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double vision, was more than confusing. He felt a deep 
distress. This really was a case of pulling yourself together. 
And he had to do it at once. (1984: 16) 

 

 

The physicality and violence that were central to the experience of war place the 

renegotiation of post-war masculinities at the centre of the profound psychological crisis 

described above. It is implied throughout the text that those men that had not taken active 

service were somehow less masculine. Phyllis, Herbert’s sister-in-law, goes to pains to 

point out to Herbert that the war had ‘been no joke’ for Arthur although he ‘just stayed 

here [at home]’ helping to ‘keep the farm’ and questions the ‘sideways looks’ she feels 

Herbert is giving them (1984: 42). Eddie gives a ‘“[p]roper pastin’”’ to the local 

loudmouth, Ernie Williams, which leaves Williams ‘a gasping bleeding ruin’, after he tells 

Eddie ‘“Yer might ’ave bin chuckin’ your weight about in other places but you’re not 

goin’ to do it ’ere when I’m ’ere – see?”’ (1984: 117). Whilst the fact that Alan refused his 

commission and chose to remain a sergeant so he could stay and fight ‘with the chaps he 

knew’ is used to qualify both his masculinity, and the manner in which Alan situates 

himself in relation to his pre-war class position (1984: 34). What is apparent in the ‘deep 

distress’ Alan feels are the tensions that emerge as the ‘sharpened and hard masculinity’ 

of the returned soldier, undermines other contemporary configurations of masculinity. 

Alan’s class positioning is also significant here as the refusal of his commission suggests 

that his reaction to his childhood home is also predicated upon his resistance to his 

traditional hierarchical position within British society. As Alan returns home the reader is 

presented with two redundant masculinities, the future lord: who belongs to a ‘kind of 

society [that] is simply dropping to pieces’ and the soldier: who, with the war over, must 

attempt to reintegrate himself within society (1984: 144). 
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Alan responds to his situation through a regression which sees him sliding toward 

a repetition of the reckless behaviour of his youth. Central to this narrative thread is Alan’s 

relationship with the frivolous and unreliable Betty Southam. Betty is a pre-war girlfriend 

of Alan’s and represents the reckless excesses of the upper-classes in the interwar period. 

Alan is presented with a dichotomous choice between running away to London and 

starting an affair with Betty (who is now married to a naval officer), this retrograde action 

would imply the acceptance that life in post-war Britain will return to the certainties and 

inequalities of pre-war Britain. Or to stay in Lambury, face the uncertainties of post-war 

reconstruction head-on and take an active role in building the better future that he 

believes the returning servicemen deserve. The first of these options corresponds to Alan 

accepting the job offered by Darrald, which would make Alan an agent of the 

conservative forces looking to impede the impetus for change that resulted from the war. 

The second option, it is implied, will see Alan run for parliament.  

Herbert is faced with a similar choice. He must decide if his future lies with the 

safe country girl Edna, whom his parents would like him to marry before he takes over 

the farm. Or, if he is to pursue an unknown future with the radical city girl, and budding 

trade unionist, Doris Arthur. Herbert’s choice is not only between the two women, but 

also between accepting the comforts of inheritance (gained by profiting from the war), or 

breaking away from the comfort of those pre-war certainties to build an alternative, and 

by implication, more egalitarian future. 

In keeping with his class position, Eddie’s choice is restricted. Eddie’s limited 

intelligence and general lack of occupational experience restrict his employment options 

to whether or not he is willing to return to his pre-war position as a manual labourer at 

the local quarry (there is no suggestion that conditions or pay will have improved). He 

must also decide whether he will take the tremendous emotional strain his wife was under 

at the time of her infidelities into account and take her back, or, if he is to continue in the 
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cycle of drink, hunger, aggression and depression that began when he returned home to 

find his cottage empty.  

Apparent in all of the decisions faced by the protagonists are elements of the 

foundational aspects of traditionl working-class masculinities outlined in my introduction. 

Work is a concern for all three: as the characters attempt to reintegrate themselves into 

society each must decide on the occupation he will pursue, and whether or not these 

occupations will conform to their pre-war positions. Family is also central to the concerns 

of all of the protagonists, particular the position they will take in relation to traditional 

configurations of the nuclear family. Here the role of women in shaping the masculinities 

of the men that returned from war becomes apparent. However, whilst the position of 

women had certainly altered, and their influence was certainly felt, the representations 

within the text still place the ultimate choice and therefore the social agency, with the 

male protagonists. What sets Eddie, and working-class masculinities apart in this instance 

are education and physicality. Eddie’s lack of formal education limits his agency and 

places him in a position in which he relies upon his physicality to win back his 

(subservient) position within society. Eddie feels that this is not right. A distinction 

between feeling and thinking must be made here as Eddie is unable to formulate coherent 

thoughts as to why he is unwilling to accept his pre-war societal position, but fully aware 

that he is unhappy when it is suggested that he should do so. There is a sense within the 

text that Eddie’s experiences, the sacrifices he has made in serving during the war, should 

serve to elevate his masculinity beyond the physical terms by which it has previously been 

defined. However, in resisting a direct return to his pre-war position, Eddie is placed in a 

predicament which is immediately and essentially physical. Without work Eddie will go 

hungry, and will be unable to fulfil his role as breadwinner, thus undermining his own 

traditional masculine identity. This, coupled with Eddie’s inability to formulate a cogent 
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response to his current situation, fuels the destructive physical cycle of drink, hunger, 

aggression and depression that is outlined above. 

Eddie’s destructive cycle epitomises the significance of repetitions within the 

narrative. These repetitions can be read as a symbol of the perceived dangers of returning 

to the routines of pre-war life. A reading emphasised by the form of the text itself, which 

repeats its classed cycle (upper-class Alan, middle-class Herbert, working-class Eddie) 

until the final chapter, when the men are reunited and offered the opportunity to attempt 

to work through their respective problems by discussing them together (the moment in 

which Eddie is ‘drawn into the magic circle of citizenship’ (Wilson, 1980: 6)). There is a 

sense of equality about the scene, although even here Alan is represented as a paternal 

figure to whom the two characters from lower social strata turn for counsel. The 

disruption of the repetition at the end of the text is significant as, to borrow from Judith 

Butler, ‘[t]he gap between redundancy and repetition is the space of agency’ (1997: 129). 

The agency here is born of the potential for a new shared discourse, the opportunity for 

the men of all classes that have returned from the war to work out their future, and by 

implication the future of Britain, together. However, the agency that promises to 

materialise in the space between redundant masculinities and a repetition of pre-war 

societal models is never fully realised in the scene. There is an almost Shavian peroration, 

in which Alan (as cipher for Priestley’s own views) states, 

 

[w]e have the choice – it stares us in the face now. Just as 
we had in Nineteen-Forty. Then we had to choose 
between asking for terms and perhaps saving something 
for a little while – and going on, alone, risking everything 
and everybody here in order to save everything and 
everybody everywhere. We made the choice. And what 
we did was so right that you could feel the strength of it 
in the very air. We behaved then like a great people. We 
have another choice now. Are we going to behave again 
like a great people […] ? (1984: 150) 
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Despite this, the text reverts to nostalgic comforts as the characters retire toward the 

‘welcome glow’ of Swansford Manor for tea and cut sandwiches (1984: 152). These types 

of platitudes are also present in the work of authors such as Monica Dickens and Jan 

Tempest, and, as Philips and Haywood have demonstrated popular, romantic 

representations of this kind ‘demonstrate the tenacity of the ideology of class privilege 

and tradition, and go some way to accounting for its persistence’ (1998: 56). Notably, the 

text ends with a full stop. Gone are the extended ellipses which punctuated the end of 

previous chapters and the potential they suggested. Instead the reader is left with a 

definitive cliché that seems directly at odds with the drive toward change that informs the 

rest of the narrative. The men retiring together can be read as a move toward the more 

egalitarian future they discuss, and serves to foreshadow the imminent Labour victory in 

the 1945 general election. As Hopkins points out, ‘the new Labour government was led 

by solid, middle-class figures (in fact, four ministers were members of the House of 

Lords)’ (1991: 89). This type of class mobility, and cross-class cooperation is characteristic 

of Priestley’s writing during the period. His position on class is clearly outlined in his 1941 

book length essay Out of the People (part of a series of ‘Vigilant Books’ intended to deal 

with ‘problems of reconstruction after the war’ (1941: jacket notes)). As the title suggests, 

the essay argues that a future of collective betterment will come out of the people, though 

Priestley explicitly states that the term ‘the people’ refers to ‘individuals here, there and 

everywhere, and not members of “classes” who think of themselves first as members of 

“classes”, nor to groups conscious of possessing powerful group interests’ (1941: 10). Yet 

the retreat to tea and sandwiches suggests an amicable acquiescence that panders to a 

nostalgic vision of Britishness which undermines the more radical aspects of the 

characters’ previous discussion, and indeed, Priestley’s own vision of a ‘new life’ for 

Britain (1941: 127). 
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This reversion can be attributed to the text’s proximity to the disruptions of war 

and to the desire to return to a state of rest. However, a pattern emerges over the decade 

that immediately follows the war, in which texts that engage with the moment of return 

repeatedly resolve the tension between restlessness and rest, between change and the 

desire for things to be the way they used to be, with clichéd platitudes. One such device 

is the representation of a ‘golden age’, of a more pastoral, ‘traditional’ Britain (Williams, 

1975: 54). Another is the male protagonist’s need to find a ‘good’ woman and ‘settle 

down’. This trope can be read as a reaction to the changing place of women within society 

(the need to re-establish traditional familial and domestic structures in the wake of the 

war) but is equally about the renegotiation of post-war masculinities. 

Alexander Baron’s novel, Rosie Hogarth (1951), unapologetically places the search 

for a knowable community and a knowable domesticity at the centre of its narrative. The 

text opens with the line, ‘Four years after the war ended, Jack Agass came home to 

London; and within four weeks he was engaged to be married’, and thus immediately 

begins to draw connections between the returning serviceman’s return home and their 

engagement with the foundational aspects of working-class masculinities (2010b: 15). 

Jack’s physicality is also described early in the text and fits the mould of working-class 

hero: thick haired and twinkly eyed, a ‘shiny red swell of skin over his cheekbones’, his 

broad shoulders betraying ‘the trace of a Cockney roll when he walked’ (2010b: 15). His 

body is described as ‘solid and strong’, although we are told that he is ‘too indescisive of 

expression to be distinctive’ (2010b: 15). In the first instance, this serves to situate Jack 

Agass as a man of average appearance, neither unattractive nor particularly handsome, a 

post-war everyman. However, Baron further states that Jack’s friends ‘never knew when 

he was angry, or scared, or unhappy’, thus developing this trait to the point where it 

represents the inability to outwardly express emotion (2010b: 15). This is a trope which 
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frequently recurs in the representation of working-class masculinities in the post-war 

period (Philips and Haywood, 1998, Philips, 2006, Worpole, 2008).  

The opening passage also reveals that Jack is an orphan, a device used to 

emphasise his social dislocation, and position him as outsider. Jack’s unofficial adoption 

by the people of Lamb Street, in particular the Hogarths, allows the narrator the privileged 

position of being able to represent the intimate, internal workings of a particular working-

class community, whilst maintaining the marginal position of outsider. This position is 

significant for Baron, who describes London as ‘an archipelago of life’ rather than an 

‘island’ (2010b: 20). Baron continues, 

 

[t]he millions of Londoners are really broken up into tens 
of thousands of little clusters of life. Each is gathered 
round some centre, perhaps a street, perhaps a block of 
buildings, perhaps a market, perhaps a public house or a 
Working Man’s Club or any of the thousand different 
organizations. Within each of these little hives people live 
for each other as well as for themselves, and life generates 
a comfortable warmth. (2010b: 21) 

 

 

The significance of community is further emphasised as Baron continues that ‘the man 

or woman who tries to settle in London without gaining admission to one of these little 

communities […] is on his own, and he can go mad or die for all anybody cares’ (2010b: 

21). It is worth pausing here to acknowledge the urban setting of Baron’s novel and the 

move away from the pastoral setting of Priestley. Baron states that ‘the pattern of the past 

is still discernible’ in the back streets of London and describes Lamb Street as ‘two short 

rows of two-storey cottages, once pleasantly rural, now blackened and neglected’ (2010b: 

23). Although not as readily apparent in the urban setting, Williams’s concept of the 
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‘golden age’ still operates within the construction of Baron’s London (1975: 54). 

Discussing the ‘golden age’ Williams states that 

 

[t]he structure of feeling within which this backward 
reference is to be understood is […] not primarily a 
matter of historical explanation and analysis. What is 
really significant is this particular kind of reaction to the 
fact of change, and this has more real and more 
interesting social causes. (1975: 48) 

 

 

Many of the social causes of change in this particular case relate directly to the war. It 

should be noted, however, that Baron’s novel was first published in 1951, the year the 

Conservative Party regained control of parliament. Though set in 1949, consumerism 

provides a subtle undercurrent to the narrative. This is certainly present in Baron’s 

description of the Angel in London, which is marked by ‘garish shrines of up-to-the-

minute salesmanship’ and ‘[h]uge hoardings’ which ‘dominate and depress’ (2010b: 22). 

There are clear correlations here with Hoggart’s work in The Uses of Literacy, specifcally 

the concept of ‘shiny barbarism’ and the encroahment of consumer society upon 

traditional forms of working-class culture (1977: 193). This is particularly significant when 

Jack’s longings ‘for a stable, predetermined life’ and his dreams of ‘a home of his own’ 

focus first on ‘furnish[ing] it room by room, down to the last china ornament’ rather than 

on the family he would share it with (2010b: 19). 

As Zweiniger-Bargielowska observes, the elections of the first half of the 1950s 

‘focused on the battle over consumption, which had important implications for the role 

of the state in the economy and wider society’ (2002: 204). Baron, who was politically 

active from his teenage years through his association the Communist Party and the 



87 
 

Labour League of Youth would certainly have been aware of the debate surrounding the 

shape of the post-war economy (Worpole in Baron, 2009: 6-7). As such, the novel 

provides insight into prevailing attitudes toward austerity and suggests a definite shift 

toward and general embracing of a consumer driven economy. 

The act of consumption is interwined with the performance of masculinity 

through Jack’s attempts to construct the predetermined life he has longed for. When 

Joyce, Jack’s fiancée, points out a pair of porcelain statuettes on a market stall, Jack ‘could 

not miss his chance to swagger before her, to assert his manhood’ (2010b: 139). The 

statuettes are of the Arcadain Lovers and thus serve as both the china ornaments with 

which Jack hopes to furnish a home of his own and a reference to a traditional 

pastoralism. The act of handing the statuettes to Joyce also serves as a consummation of 

their relationship, implicitly as Joyce experiences ‘a tremor of sensual delight’ when 

hugging the statuettes to herself, and explicitly as we are told that in receiving the 

statuettes Joyce ‘was tasting what, to her, was the primary pleasure of marriage, beside 

which the pleasures of the flesh were pale and doubtful’ (2010b: 142-3). Here Jack asserts 

his masculinity through enacting the male breadwinner role. This is an action designed to 

make himself feel empowered and, it is hoped, make him desirable, thus moving him 

closer to claiming his ‘rights’ and having sexual intercourse with Joyce (2010b: 196). 

However, Jack unwittingly undermines his own position, as for the pragmatic Joyce, the 

statuettes and the home they represent supplant Jack as the object of desire, and make 

his sexuality redundant. There is a persistent tension between empowerment and 

exclusion in the rendering of Jack, which is directly connected to his position as a 

returning ex-serviceman and manifests in the performative enactment of his sexuality and 

the construction of the conception of home. 
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As his first London novel, Rosie Hogarth represents something of a homecoming 

for Baron himself. In the six years which immediately followed the war Baron had 

published two novels, From the City, from the Plough (1948) and There’s No Home (1950), both 

of which were drawn from Baron’s experience as a soldier during the war. In his 

introduction to Baron’s later novel King Dido (1969), Ken Worpole states that 

 

[i]t is not too much to suggest that rather than expressing 
the democratic mood of the post-war social settlement, 
novels such as From the City, from the Plough, helped shape 
it. Baron’s quiet humanism and common decency 
became, for a brief period, the language of popular 
politics and everyday life. (Worpole in Baron, 2009: 10) 

 

 

What we see in Rosie Hogarth is a continuation of Baron’s engagement with representing 

the ordinary soldier; the text is an exploration of the effects of war upon an ordinary man, 

but here the action is centred upon the return to civilian life. Rosie Hogarth explores the 

limits of the ‘social settlement’ that the work of men like Baron had ‘helped shape’. 

However, upon his initial return in 1946, Jack finds nothing of the ‘humanism’ or 

‘common decency’ which Worpole describes, but rather states that 

 

London had been like a foreign land, the faces all blank 
to him, the crowds hateful, everyone hurrying to and fro 
about him. The whole place seemed to be asking him why 
he had dared return. (2010b: 18) 

 

 

This feeling of alienation is juxtaposed against Jack’s hope that his return home would 

lead him back to ‘the old life’ so he could ‘settle down’ (2010b: 18). Jack’s feelings of 
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isolation were consolidated when he returned to Lamb Street to find the house where he 

spent his youth destroyed by a flying bomb. Mrs. Hogarth, the woman he had thought of 

as his mother, is dead, and ‘the family […] scattered’ (2010b: 18). Jack feels there is 

‘nothing for him anywhere’, as Baron, like Priestley before him, portrays an overwhelming 

sense of confusion and disillusionment at the moment of return (2010b: 18). Jack 

imagines he is alone in feeling this isolation but, after a chance meeting with an old army 

friend (who tells him ‘with great violence’ that ‘Blighty’s like a rotten apple. One bite and 

you’ve had it’), is astonished to learn that others feel the same way (2010b: 19). Shortly 

after this encounter Jack takes employment on a construction project and sails for the 

Persian Gulf. 

It is the introduction of this backstory that allows Baron to situate the moment 

of return four years after the war has ended, a fact which literally effects the construction 

of home within the text. When Jack returns to Lamb Street for a second time, a block of 

council flats is being erected on the site where the Hogarth house had stood. Though a 

minor detail within the narrative, this is significant. At an immediate, personal level Jack 

feels that the workmen are ‘building over his memories’ that they are ‘trampling on a 

cherished grave’, and is ‘dismayed at the thought that a great red building would spring 

up […] that dozens of families would move in and would not even know who had been 

there before them’ (2010b: 25). In this manner the flats act as a disconnect to the past, a 

sort of anti-monument that serves to disrupt the nostalgia with which Jack thinks of home 

and obscures the knowable community of the pre-war period. In a sociohistorical sense 

the construction of the flats represent the continued, physical, rebuilding of Britain in the 

aftermath of the war. After engaging the workmen constructing the flats in conversation, 

Jack tells them he may be looking for somewhere to live. The response from the workmen 

is blunt: 
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‘Well, you won’t get one o’ these. If you hurry up round 
the Town ’All and put your name down, you might get 
one before your youngest great-grandson gets wed.’ 

‘Don’t give ’im ’opes,’ grunted another labourer as he 
passed, ‘I wouldn’t like to see ’im wait a ’undred years 
then die of disappointment’. (2010b: 25) 

 

 

Here again, Jack (and by implication other returning ex-servicemen) is disenfranchised. 

Though the building of the flats demonstrates the efforts of Attlee’s government to 

rebuild the housing stock damaged or destroyed during the war, the sarcastic comments 

of the builders reveal the scale of the housing shortage with which Britain was faced in 

the aftermath of the conflict, whilst, symbolically demonstrating that, for Jack, there can 

be no return to the home he left. 

Rosie Hogarth is a novel of reconstruction, both in terms of its representation of 

the physical reconstruction of Britain and through its construction of the concept of 

home. This construction is achieved through the employment of many of the tropes that 

are evident in the work of Priestley. Food, for example, becomes a recurrent theme, a 

topic which, whilst seemingly banal, was deeply political at a time when rationing was still 

firmly in place. As Zweiniger-Bargielowska notes, alongside popular resentment, the 

‘Conservative critique’ of rationing certainly undermined the Labour government and was 

‘instrumental in their electoral recovery’ (2002: 2). For the most part the people of Lamb 

Street are represented as apolitical, although, rationing is discussed when, on a Sunday in 

the pub, the conversation turns to ‘affairs of the state’ (2010b: 157). Comments such as 

‘[m]y week’s ration for the pair of us wouldn’t make one decent meal for my feller’ 

demonstrate what Zweininger-Bargielowska refers to as the ‘low food morale’, which 

occurred in the post-war period due to ‘small and volatile rations which amounted to a 
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traumatic experience in contrast with wartime stability’ (Baron, 2010b: 158, Zweiniger-

Bargielowska, 2002: 257). 

The novel’s engagement with food also serves another purpose, as Baron employs 

its consumption as a tangible, corporeal, element within the nostalgic construction of 

home. Nowhere is this more evident than during the first meal Jack shares with the 

Wakerells: 

 

As the meal proceeded he felt more at ease. It was years 
he told Mrs. Wakerell, since he had sat down to such a 
good feed. […] For years, in his military and civilian 
travels, people had tried to tempt him with foreign 
delights, but he had always stubbornly maintained that 
‘there’s nothing like good old home cooking’ and here it 
was. (2010b: 31) 
 

 

Food is a central pillar in the nostalgic construction of home. It is also a central pillar in 

the daily activity of constructing an actual home, and its provision is directly connected 

to the traditional role of the male breadwinner within the gendered structures that inform 

the processes by which the configuration of home is achieved. This is made all the more 

significant by the fact that the continuation of rationing destabilised the position of food 

as a constant cultural form. The uncertainties that surround food during the period 

destabilise the role of male breadwinner, creating a tension which, arguably, Jack attempts 

to resolve through the provision of other consumer goods. Jack cannot be certain of his 

ability to provide food whilst supplies of food are so uncertain, hence the act of procuring 

other consumer goods (the statuettes, furniture, and other commodities for his new 

home) supplants the provision of food in the construction of the breadwinner role and 

thus fuels the onset of the emergent consumer economy. The significance of the 

continuation of food rationing should not be underestimated. By 1947 Dr. Franklin 



92 
 

Bicknell had claimed that ‘everyone in England [was] suffering from prolonged chronic 

malnutrition’ (Bicknell quoted in Zweiniger-Bargielowska, 2002: 221). The debate on 

food policy became central to critiques of post-war economic dislocation. Whilst those 

on the right would continue to attack the continuation of food rationing, by 1949 (the 

year in which the novel is set) The Labour Party were proudly recording their success in 

achieving greater equality in levels of food consumption, particularly in relation to the 

nutritional health of Britain’s poorest children (Labour Party, 1949). Rosie Hogarth is 

indecisive in dealing with the issues of rationing, swinging from a celebration of good 

home cooking and a table of plenty at the Wakerells to a discussion of low food morale 

outside the pub. This in itself is an indication of the instability of the post-war ration and 

the arbitrary nature of ‘fair’ shares for all. 

The male breadwinner role is, of course, also connected to employment and to a 

man’s ability to earn the money needed to provide. This provides another area of tension 

within the text. A particularly telling scene occurs when Jack arrives at work on Monday 

morning ‘depressed’ after a Sunday daytrip to the country with his fiancée Joyce, ends 

with his sexual advances being ‘repulsed’ (2010b: 196-8). Initially Jack is able to ‘forget 

the loss of the painfully-acquired confidence with which the repulse had left him’ through 

his immersion in work (2010b: 200). Jack ‘enjoy[s] the even, experienced rhythm into 

which his body lapse[s], the pleasant stress on his muscles and the relief of focusing his 

mind wholly on a single, uncomplicated object’ (2010b: 200). The cathartic qualities of 

work, the pride experienced in the act of producing something, and its connection to 

masculine physicality, become recurrent themes in representations of working-class 

masculinities. Through work Jack is ‘able to rock all the unneeded part of himself to 

sleep’, disavowing his emotional responses to the events of the previous day, and 

seemingly reducing the measure of his masculinity to his usefulness (2010b: 200). 
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However, Jack’s mood changes when he is targeted in a series of practical jokes 

by his colleagues in the workshop, all of whom are significantly younger than Jack and 

none of whom served in the war. Events come to a head when conversation turns to 

current affairs and job security. After being asked what he will do when he loses his job 

by one of the apprentices, Jack demands an explanation and with ‘ferocious relish’ the 

boy replies, ‘“Read the papers, mate. Prices goin’ up. Less money to spend. Less shops to 

fit. Less jobs for us. Bash! Crash! Fini la guerre! Give ’im ’is cards!”’ (2010b: 200). Indeed, 

Britain was still trying to recover from the financial effects of the war. Though the 

Marshall Plan had come into operation in 1948, the pound was actively devalued in 1949 

in order to bolster exports and limit imports. However, as Hopkins notes, ‘unemployment 

remained low throughout the years 1945-50’ as the Labour government was ‘committed 

to a policy of full employment’ that was ‘fully implemented’ (1991: 99-100). The scene is 

an example of a recurrent trope within novels of the period and beyond (as late as 1958 

Monica Dickens published Man Overboard, a text that deals explicitly with the issue of 

returning servicemen finding suitable employment). Though fears over job security may 

have been unfounded, this trope demonstrates the uncertainty of the period and further 

emphasises the importance of useful employment in the formation of contemporary 

masculine identities. 

The inclusion of the phrase ‘Fini la guerre’ in the apprentice’s attack is also 

significant, as it makes reference to the war in direct relation to the uncertainty of the 

post-war settlement (2010b: 200). The correlation of the two is deeply distressing for Jack: 

 

And these others, bloody civvies, never suffered a day in 
their lives, jeering at him, taking advantage of his patience. 
He wanted to fight, or to run away; to go berserk, or to 
bury his head in a warm lap. His workmates, like 
banderillos plying their darts, assailed him each time he 
looked up with the cry, ‘Give ’im ’is cards!’ Now there 
were all these things […] the things in the newspapers, 
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the besieging calamities he had always stubbornly ignored 
or shrugged away; the incomprehensible doings of cold 
faced strangers, faraway and utterly outside his control, 
that might […] blot out even that tiny gleam of hope for 
a secure and settled life towards which, in war and peace, 
he had spent his whole adult life trudging. (2010b: 203) 
 

 

The ‘othering’ of civilians in general as ‘cold faced strangers’ in response to the jeering of 

his colleagues creates a profound sense of isolation. The use of ‘trudging’ connotes a slow 

and laboured march toward the secure construction of home that now suddenly seems 

under threat. Yet the fact that Jack has ‘stubbornly ignored or shrugged away’ knowledge 

of current affairs suggests an insularity or disinterest that is symptomatic of traumatic 

neuroses of war. In his attempt to end the taunting Jack draws on his vocation (“I’m the 

best tradesman here”) and his service during the war (“I’m a bloody ex-serviceman”), 

indicating that these are the aspects of his masculine identity for which he feels he 

deserves the respect of his peers (2010b: 203). The retorts with which these attempts are 

met, “Bloody ex-chump” from the apprentice, and a rendition of “Old soldiers neVAH 

die, neVAH die, neVAH die […] They only fa-a-a-ade – ay-way” from all those present, 

serve to demonstrate the indifference with which veterans were treated, and foreshadows 

the irreverent attitude of later youthful working-class protagonists such as Alan Sillitoe’s 

Arthur Seaton (2010b: 204). At this point Jack can stand no more, he attacks the eldest 

apprentice, but is too slow to catch hold of him. Literally and metaphorically this is a 

battle against youth that he simply cannot win. In his rage he turns on the youngest 

apprentice, the fifteen-year-old Tich, and sends him ‘sprawling across the floor with a 

mighty clout’ (2010b: 204). Jack stands over Tich as he begins to ‘blubber loudly’, before 

striding from the workshop ‘appalled’ (2010b: 204). 

Once outside Jack is overwhelmed by the noise and the movement of the city 

and, taking a seat in a teashop, seeks ‘refuge in memory’ (2010b: 205). Here, in the 
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moments after his masculine identity has been tested, Jack reverts to a memory from the 

war in which food again emerges as a major theme. There follows a passage in which Jack 

relives an episode from his service in Sicily where he ‘crawled half a mile in broad daylight, 

through enemy positions’ to reach a blackberry bush (2010b: 205). Upon reaching his 

objective Jack fills his helmet with the fruits from the lower part of the hedge, and gorges 

himself on berries before crawling back to his platoon ‘pushing the laden helmet in front 

of him’ (2010b: 206). When Jack finally makes it back to his platoon alive we hear that 

 

[h]e was full of laughter and exultation, drunk with the 
vanity and madness of youth. He passed the helmet round 
among the platoon. The men ate the berries and passed 
insulting, admiring remarks. He was Mad Jack Agass. 
Twenty-four years old. The men around him were his 
friends. They would follow him anywhere. Among them 
he was never inarticulate, his mind was never sluggish. He 
was always quick with an answer. They roared at his jokes. 
He was a man who knew how to dare. (2010b: 206) 
 

 

The memory establishes Jack as a kind of breadwinner, providing food for the platoon 

and reaffirming his masculinity, whilst the sense of belonging and fraternity he had had 

during the war are presented in stark contrast to his recent experiences in the workshop. 

Though this is essentially a scene of mortal danger, Baron employs pastoral imagery that 

suggests the hungry city child, the orphan, enjoying the freedom of the countryside. The 

memory offers Jack little comfort when he returns to the street however: 

 

When he walked out of the teashop, his dream ended, he 
was shivering in spite of the sunshine. He stood on the 
edge of the pavement, wondering what held him there. 
[…] 

He shut his eyes tightly and stepped off the kerb. 
Eyes closed, he walked out across the road. […] He 
resisted the impulse to open his eyes. He was a vast lucent 
darkness, daring. […] Out of his fear the old feeling began 
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to blossom, icy and glorious, the joy of daring. He 
stumbled on the far kerb and opened his eyes. He was on 
the pavement once more, safe; sweating and breathing 
hard. (2010b: 206) 
 

 

In isolation neither Jack’s violent outburst in the workshop nor the flashback in the 

tearoom necessarily point toward traumatic war neuroses (in the first instance he is 

relentlessly provoked, in the second he consciously retreats into the memory). However, 

the cumulative effect of these events, culminating in Jack’s crossing a busy London street 

with his eyes closed, certainly does suggest traumatic neuroses. It is important to note 

again that, if applying Kardiner’s definition of trauma as ‘the relationship between external 

stimulus and the resources immediately available to adjust to […] the stimulus’ (2012: 74), 

then it is the moment of return that is traumatic for Jack. He actively seeks refuge in his 

memories of the war. In spite of the mortal danger he faced, for Jack, the war represents 

a time of certainty in which his masculinity and his usefulness are assured. Jack’s trauma 

then is caused by what Deborah Philips terms ‘the loss of a heroic masculinity’ (2006: 22). 

This becomes a key issue in subsequent representations of working-class masculinities. 

Significantly, it is this series of events, which leaves Jack ‘weak’ and ‘ashamed’, 

‘shuddering, white-faced and speechless’, that leads directly to a chance encounter with 

the mysterious, eponymous Rosie Hogarth (2010b: 206-7). Rosie is the youngest daughter 

of Kate Hogarth; the woman Jack came to think of as his mother. Inseparable during 

their teenage years, Jack and Rosie developed a close, complicated relationship. Though 

akin to an adoptive sister, Jack is in love with Rosie but is unable to articulate his feelings. 

He harbours deep romantic notions that border on the obsessive; as a result, Rosie comes 

to symbolize the securities and certainties of pre-war life. It is the news that Rosie has 

turned to prostitution and is living alone in rented accommodation in Bloomsbury that 

ultimately drives Jack from London upon his first return in 1946. 
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The revelations of prostitution are discovered to be untrue. Rosie is actually a 

Communist Party operative charged with handling undercover members with ties to ‘the 

Establishment’, such as scientists and senior civil servants who, if found out, would lose 

their jobs, and with them, their ability to continue their generous financial contributions 

to the Party. Rosie’s collection of these contributions serves as a plot device that allows 

the pretext of prostitution to seem credible throughout the narrative, as it explains why 

she is ‘always going about with chaps. And asking them for money’ (2010b: 349). The 

belief that Rosie is a prostitute also serves to establish a dichotomous choice for the 

protagonist. The choice is between the exciting and empowered, yet unreliable, and often 

conceited woman on the one hand, and the dull, but safe, reliable, and domesticated 

woman on the other. This choice is a recurring theme within representations of working-

class masculinities throughout the second half of the twentieth century and forms part of 

what Elizabeth Wilson calls ‘the construction, in the post-war period […] of a discourse 

or discourses that created the ways in which the category “woman” was understood’ 

(1980: 3). Equally, the choices presented within the intergender relationships of post-war 

texts clearly represent some of the tensions that informed the renegotiation of 

masculinities in the post-war period. Ultimately these tensions helped to shape the 

discourses that created the ways in which the category ‘man’ is understood, as it was here 

that emergent forms of femininity and residual forms of masculinity intersect. 

In part these discourses relied upon the continued subservient, domesticated 

position of women (as wife, housewife, mother) who, despite their centrality in the 

cultural formation of home, are repeatedly represented as the weaker, less able, sex. This 

is outlined explicitly in Baron’s description of Joyce: ‘[s]he was his chosen household 

vassal and brood mare, the one person in the world upon whose meekness, dependence 

and acknowledged inferiority he could always nourish his self-respect’ (2010b: 226). And 

later, after a humiliating sexual encounter with Rosie, 
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Joyce’s attentions, however little he had consciously 
noticed them, had accumulated in a kind of reservoir of 
memory from which he was able to draw, when he most 
needed it, the assurance that there was someone on earth 
who wanted him, someone who valued him at his full 
worth and in whose presence he could feel big instead of 
little. In short there was Joyce, and he hastened back to 
her. (2010b: 247) 
 

 

Despite her general lack of confidence and shy quietness, Joyce is revealed to be not as 

meek as is represented here, for she ends her relationship with Jack after discovering his 

infidelity. This serves to demonstrate the altered social position of the returning 

serviceman and of women within British society. Jack is initially attracted to Joyce as she 

appears to be a quiet, subservient woman who will provide him with an easy route to the 

traditional patriarchal home he wishes to construct. 

Conversely, Rosie’s calculated superiority, her contrived mannerisms, and the 

control she exercises over men, are the very attributes that make her attractive. It is these 

traits, which revolve around her sexuality and the role she takes in intergender 

relationships, rather than her radical political beliefs, that empower her and make her 

dangerous. The end of the text is characterized by a series of compromises and the 

recalibration of beliefs. Only Rosie maintains certainty and refuses to bend. Her resolve 

is demonstrated in a peroration which reveals the patronising nature of her beliefs. 

Describing Lamb Street as a ‘slum of the spirit’, and ignorance as an inheritance, it is clear 

that Rosie feels she has escaped the class she purports to want to help (2010b: 357). 

Though Rosie is unwavering in her beliefs as she exits the text, the reader is left with the 

inescapable logic that underpinning her revolutionary rhetoric is a sense of elitist 

superiority which feeds her own vanity, rather than an empathetic understanding of the 

struggles of working-class life. In literary terms, situating Rosie’s flat in Bloomsbury is 

significant as it symbolizes a working-class mistrust of the elitism associated with the 
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modernist movement. Although, as Andrew Whitehead points out in his introduction to 

the 2010 edition of the novel, it is quite likely that the final chapters of the book, and 

Baron’s rendering of Rosie, represent something of Baron’s own settling of accounts with 

the Communist Party (Whitehead in Baron, 2010b: 10). 

Despite Jack’s infidelity he and Joyce ultimately end up together, although Jack’s 

new attitude to Joyce is characterized by ‘a hint of apprehension, expressed in ostentatious 

gestures of respect’ (2010b: 366). Their relationship is restored by the death of Barmy, a 

veteran of the First World War, so-called because of the erratic behaviour caused by his 

traumatic war neuroses. In an episode laden with symbolism, Barmy is burnt alive after 

trying to retrieve the guy from the community bonfire. This ultimately suicidal action is 

instigated by the crowd’s jeering (which is similar to the jeers faced by Jack in the 

workshop scene outlined above) and the fact that they christen the guy ‘Barmy’. Terrified 

and confused by the baying crowd, Barmy suffers a traumatic episode, cries out ‘“You’re 

killing him! Let him live! Leave him alone!”’ and climbs into the fire in an attempt to 

rescue his totemic self (2010b: 326). The cruelty with which the crowd generally treat 

Barmy, and more specifically, the cruelty with which they treat him in the moments that 

immediately precede his death, again serve to demonstrate the isolation and alienation 

experienced by the returned ex-serviceman. 

When Barmy enters the fire, Jack is one of only two men who jump in in an 

attempt to save him. Although he is unable to save Barmy, it is this action that repositions 

Jack as hero, and ultimately reunites him with Joyce. Hence, it is the sacrificial burning of 

the old soldier that allows for Jack to rebuild his life and construct the home he has longed 

for. Again the text ends with an amicable retreat into the safety of domesticity: 

 

Jack drew the curtains, shutting the lamplight, and the 
street noises, and the world, and the future out of their 
thoughts. What was to be, they could not tell. All they 
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knew was that, in alliance, they would always be able to 
make the best of a bad job. That was what made their 
world go round. (2010b: 367) 
 

 

It is notable that the optimism which concludes Priestley’s Three Men in New Suits is absent 

here. The hope for a better future evident in 1945 is reduced to making the best of a bad 

job by 1951. The uncertainty which immediately followed the war is still acutely felt, and 

attempts to manage the uncertainty still take the form of the domestic platitudes of a 

residual pre-war culture. Yet, as is demonstrated here, the moment of return signifies a 

profoundly traumatic experience within the formation of post-war masculinities. And, 

with a shift in the economic configuration of Britain, and a tangible widening of a 

generational divide on the horizon, the uncertainties surrounding class and masculinity 

born of war were certain to continue. 
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Chapter 2: Changing the Subject 
The Angry Young Men? – 1950-1960 
 

 

The 1951 general election saw the Conservative Party return to power after six years of 

Labour rule. They would remain in power for the remainder of the 1950s, increasing their 

majority in 1955 and again in 1959. This was a period of modernisation for the 

Conservative Party, and is generally considered a period of prosperity for Britain as a 

whole. Rationing was ended on 4th July 1954, and, in accordance with the so-called post-

war consensus, the measures which had constituted the Welfare State under Labour were 

(ostensibly at least) accepted by successive Conservative governments. From this 

socioeconomic and political position of ‘affluence’ and ‘acceptance’, a new ‘archetype’ for 

male working-class protagonists emerged. The emergence of new forms of masculinity in 

a period of economic shifts and a tangible widening of the generational divide is hardly 

surprising; however, despite their apparent novelty, these masculinities remained deeply 

rooted in, and related to, ‘traditional’ configurations of working-class masculinity.  As 

Stephen Brooke observes, 

 

[t]he celebrated blueprint for the post-war world, The 
Beveridge Report on Social Insurance and Allied Services, 
was in gender terms, an ode to the pre-war world, 
grounded in the centrality of the male breadwinner. 
(2001: 777) 
 

 

The ‘traditional’ masculine roles and the class cultures they belonged to were perceived 

to be under increasing pressure throughout the 1950s. This was directly related to the rise 

of the ‘affluent’ society, the increased ability of the working-class to engage with and enjoy 

the material comforts of a burgeoning consumer society, greater educational 

opportunities for the working-class (though this was only true for a small minority as 
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discussed in the following chapters), smaller families due to better family planning and 

contraception methods, and the move to suburban, or out of town, council estates. As 

Ferdynand Zweig observed in 1952, 

 

[t]he workers’ security of employment and earning 
capacity are constantly improving; education is rapidly 
reducing the differences between the standards of the 
classes, and standard English is becoming more 
widespread, especially on account of the wireless. (1952: 
204) 
 

 

Zweig’s later work on ‘The Father Image’ demonstrates that the provision of education 

for one’s children remained a powerful concern for working-class fathers, and was 

certainly seen as a potential path ‘out of the manual class’ by many (1961: 20, 21). 

However, as stated above, the numbers who were able to succeed by this route was 

limited. The mention of the wireless here is also significant, as the threat it posed to 

‘traditional’ working-class masculinities was two-fold. First there was the spread of 

standard English referred to by Zweig, although the extent to which this truly effected 

local patterns of speech is questionable. Second, and arguably more significant, there was 

the role the mass media (wireless, and later television) would play in introducing the 

American cultures that inspired and influenced the masculinities of emergent youth 

cultures. The diffusion of fashion which accompanied this influx of American youth 

culture would occur gradually and, for the most part, would remain within cultural groups 

that represented a small minority of the British population. However, Zwieg does identify 

the role of fashion in what he sees as a more general levelling out of class distinctions. 

Zweig observes that ‘[t]he classes now dress more alike than they used to, and it is 

becoming difficult to distinguish a workman from a black-coated worker on Sundays’ 

(1952: 204). He aligns this with the fact that ‘[t]he income differences between classes are 
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also growing smaller’, suggests that ‘many craftsmen earn more than clerks and officials’ 

and concludes by stating that ‘[t]he differences in the sizes of families are diminishing as 

well; birth control is more and more being practised in poor homes. Council houses too 

are getting rid of the class barriers which formerly existed between districts’ (1952: 204). 

Zweig’s representations of the cultural shifts he observed in Britain are optimistic, and 

significantly, as David Kynaston notes, Zweig never mentions the war in relation to these 

changes. Kynaston continues stating, 

 

[s]ome historians have seen [the Second World War] as 
the supreme agent of social change in modern Britain – 
thereby ignoring the overwhelming extent to which social 
and cultural life reverted after 1945 to familiar patterns. 
(2009: 138) 
 

 

The fact that many of the pre-war structures remained in place after 1945 is significant as 

in many ways those structures served to reinforce the cultures from which traditional 

configurations of working-class masculinities were drawn. Those pre-war structures of 

class and gender were now far from secure however. The apparent success of the 

economic policy that led to full employment and the consumer culture of the age of 

‘affluence’, and encouraged the amicable acquiescence of the immediate post-war period, 

also served to undermine many of the ‘certainties’ upon which pre-war society was 

structured. Alongside this was the increasingly apparent fact that Britain’s position as a 

global, colonial power had altered greatly as a result of the war (a fact brought into sharp 

relief by the Suez crisis of 1956). This had the effect of destabilising many of the 

nationalistic and imperialistic traits that had been mythologised and incorporated in 

formations of British masculinity for generations and consolidated by contemporary 

representations of the Second World War. As Martin Jacques notes, 

 



104 
 

[t]his was not just an ‘economic question’: it concerned 
Britain’s international orientation, its ‘standing’ in the 
world, its domestic standard of life, etc. […] What was 
involved, then, was a crisis in the authority of the 
traditional ruling bloc, […] a crisis of established forms 
of hegemony, a situation where the old forms of rule, 
previous ideological assumptions and the established 
pattern of alliances become increasingly difficult to 
sustain. (1983: 43) 
 

 

Here Jacques refers to the situation as Britain entered the early 1960s, but the underlying 

issues discussed are rooted firmly in the sociocultural situation of the 1950s. This is also 

true of the concept of youth cultures. Though often associated with the countercultures 

of the 1960s, the very idea of youth culture, of teenagers, or young adults, as a distinct 

social and cultural category is rooted in the 1950s. In Britain this is generally associated 

with the advent of rock and roll, the arrival of films such as The Wild One (1953) and Rebel 

Without a Cause (1956), and more broadly the mass media, advertising and 

Americanisation. T. R. Fyvel, however, does more to connect emergent youth cultures to 

the conditions in Britain. After interviewing a ‘Teddy boy’, Fyvel states that 

 

it seemed to me that the Teddy-boy movement could be 
seen as throwing light on two developments in English 
social life of the fifties. The first was the struggle of the 
bottom layer of young unskilled workers for social 
emancipation, for a place which should be their own by 
right within the new classless mass culture. The second 
development was the growth of a new type of violence 
which seemed to be associated with this drive. (1963: 39) 
 

 

Of course not all post-war youths were Teddy boys, but what is significant is an emergent 

cultural force in which ‘the bottom layer of young unskilled workers’ construct 

masculinities which resist the traditional cultures they are excluded from. These 

masculinities sought ‘social emancipation’ from cultural configurations which rendered 
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them subservient, whilst simultaneously attempting to position themselves within wider 

contemporary configurations that were structured upon ideas of ‘classlessness’ and social 

mobility. It is from this kind of cultural climate that the figure of the Northern ‘brute-

hero’ re-emerges, in texts that actively articulate and reproduce the continuity of 

‘traditional’ working-class masculinities, whilst clearly demonstrating the emergence of 

new, more aggressive, individualistic variations of this masculinity (Mansfield, 2010: 34). 

The aggressive individualism that is present within these texts is synonymous with the 

writing of the ‘Angry Young Men’, but this label is used broadly, and becomes 

problematic as a result.  

The structure of feeling from which the ‘Angry’ texts of the 1950s emerge can be 

traced back at least as far as the publication of Philip Larkin’s Jill (1946), which prefigured 

what Stuart Laing describes as ‘a considerable cultural trend’ that emerged with the 

‘Movement’ novels of Amis and Wain, and the ‘“Angry” writers of 1956’ (1984: 158). The 

‘Angry’ moment of 1956 is significant in understanding subsequent representations of 

working-class masculinities. This chapter examines the role of the ‘Angry Young Men’ 

label in creating the cultural and commercial conditions from which new discourses of 

working-class masculinities emerged. To unpack this I first consider the interplay between 

the ‘Angry Young Men’ and their collective nomenclature. 

The ‘Angry Young Men’ label is most often at attributed to George Fearon, ‘part-

time press officer for the ESC [English Stage Company]’ and the man charged with 

publicising John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger (1956) (Rebellato, 1999: 116). Osborne’s 

relation to the term is significant for a number of reasons. Arguably, it is the success of 

Look Back in Anger that creates the material conditions from which other similar texts are 

produced and disseminated. It is important to note that Look Back in Anger is a play that 

focuses on the relationship between Jimmy Porter, an aggressive working-class male who, 

having moved up the social ladder, is married to an impassive, upper-middle class wife 
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Alison. Despite, or equally because of this, Porter is disillusioned and bitter, and imposes 

his masculine identity upon Alison and his friend Clive in a series of vitriolic verbal 

attacks. 

The success of Osborne’s play was due, in part at least, to the publicity generated 

by Fearon. This in itself was produced, in part, through a complex performative 

relationship between Osborne, Fearon, the ‘Angry Young Man’ label, and the character 

of Jimmy Porter, as off stage, as well as on, emergent forms of angry, disillusioned, and 

disenfranchised masculinities were constructed and pitted against ‘the Establishment’. 

Osborne took up the term ‘Angry Young Man’ as a condemnation and positioned Fearon 

as opposition, as an embodiment of ‘the Establishment’. Osborne also willingly adopted 

the role of ‘Angry Young Man’, attacking Fearon’s work and describing him as ‘overpaid’ 

and ‘ineffective’ (although, as Rebellato correctly notes, ‘to describe the man who 

invented the term “angry young man” as an ineffective publicist is perverse’) (1999: 116). 

Furthermore, as Rebellato observes, ‘Osborne himself, while deriding the term, was often 

happy to popularise, and even claim authorship of the phrase’ (1999: 117). 

The critical reception of the play’s opening night was not favourable; as Heilpern 

observes, ‘Of the fourteen daily reviews, twelve were negative and only two positive’ 

(2006: 168). However, the second performance was followed by favourable reviews from 

Kenneth Tynan in The Observer and Harold Hobson in The Sunday Times. Despite this 

critical acclaim at the eleventh hour ‘Look Back in Anger continued playing only to 

disappointing business’ (Heilpern, 2006: 172). According to Heilpern, the reason for the 

play’s continued struggles at the box office was a generational divide: as he puts it, ‘the 

untapped younger generation didn’t go to the theatre’ (2006: 172). The play’s eventual 

success was reliant upon the emergent youth culture of which the so-called ‘Angry Young 

Men’ would become something of a collective figurehead, and paradoxically, reaching this 
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audience would be made possible by ‘theatre’s deadly competitor’, television (Heilpern, 

2006: 172). 

Television, which through its inclusion in the publicity material for the 1951 

General Election had become a Tory icon of consumer comfort, was an item that many 

of the subsequent ‘Angry’ texts would offer up as a symbol of apathy and conformity, or 

fantasy and escape. Television is noticeably absent from the Porter’s one room flat in 

Look Back in Anger, but Heilpern asserts it was television that would ‘turn Osborne into 

an overnight sensation’:  

 

[e]verything changed when Lord Hareswood introduced 
an eighteen-minute excerpt from the play on BBC TV as 
if the Establishment were now blessing the enemy within. 
[…] [A]fter the TV extract, the theatre was immediately 
filled with young people – all in their late teens and 
twenties […] they were the ones who transformed the 
play and the court into national symbols of change. (2006: 
172) 
 

 

Knowingly or not, Heilpern identifies the hegemonic process of incorporation through 

which Look Back in Anger is able to gain its audience: ‘the Establishment were now blessing 

the enemy within’. Britain was certainly changing, but even at its inception that change 

was being incorporated by the dominant cultural forces of contemporary society. 

Osborne himself operated within this paradox, rejecting and rejoicing in the ‘Angry’ label 

in equal measure. Osborne was unapologetically rebellious, and the impact of Look Back 

in Anger, and the other ‘Angry’ texts for that matter, ought not to be underestimated or 

overlooked. The manner in which these texts represented and, arguably, shaped emergent 

masculinities that were aggressive, disillusioned, and disenfranchised, was significant, yet 

questions remain over whether they were, in fact, oppositional. Osborne had begun 

writing as a failed actor, and thus as someone who harboured ambitions to be accepted 
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within the theatrical fold. The success of Look Back in Anger and his next play The 

Entertainer (1957) allowed him the opportunity to attack the establishment, and ‘the 

restrictions of the so-called naturalistic stage’, whilst revelling in his own success and 

acceptance (Osborne, 1995: author's note). Osborne constructed a public persona 

founded upon his first success and the ‘Angry’ label (as Heilpern notes, ‘[h]e displayed 

the customized number plates AYM on his first sports car’), a persona which played upon 

the tensions between emergent and residual forms of masculinity, resisting established 

cultural structures whilst embedding himself within them (2006: 199). This pattern 

repeats, with varying levels of complicity, across the scope of those included in the ‘Angry’ 

category. 

In his introduction to Declaration (a collection of essays by some of the writers 

associated with the ‘Angry Young Men’ title) Tom Maschler attributes the term to a ‘lower 

level of journalism’ (1959: 7). Maschler continues to categorically state that those termed 

‘Angry Young Men’ ‘do not belong to a united movement’ (1959: 8). Maschler suggests 

that the term encompasses ‘widely opposed writers’ who ‘attack one another directly or 

indirectly’, a view supported by Morton Kroll, who describes the ‘Angry Young Men’ as 

a ‘conglomerate’ whose ‘writing ranges through and beyond the political spectrum’ 

(Maschler, 1959: 7-8, Kroll, 1959: 555). Nevertheless, Maschler does acknowledge that ‘a 

certain pattern is taking shape in British thought and literature’, a pattern centred on 

writers with ‘a common sense of urgency’ and a ‘certain indignation against the apathy, 

the complacency, the idealistic bankruptcy of their environment’ (1959: 7-8). The writers 

and work included in Declaration suggest that the initial moment of the ‘Angry Young 

Men’ was very much about the alienation and frustrations of a section of the educated 

lower-middle class. In this sense, the literature of the so-called ‘Angry Young Men’ 

prefigures the ‘anti-establishment spirit’ of what Hopkins terms ‘the permissive society’ 

of the 1960s (1991: 178). However, as Alan O’Connor notes, Williams’s assessment of 
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the work of John Osborne, Kingsley Amis, Harold Pinter and John Braine, posits that 

their work in fact represents a ‘continuation of the mood of entrapment that characterizes 

George Orwell’s writing and not the genuine breakthrough appropriate to the late 1950s 

and 1960s’ (O'Connor editor's note in Williams, 1989c: 126). 

The ‘Angry’ discourse is, of course, not the only discourse around working-class 

masculinities during this period. Texts such as Sid Chaplin’s The Thin Seam (1950), Jack 

Lindsay’s Rising Tide (1953), and Len Doherty’s A Miner’s Sons (1955), all published in the 

first half of the 1950s, are more explicitly political (and arguably more deserving of the 

‘Angry’ label). However, as both Laing and Haywood acknowledge, in the context of the 

post-war settlement such texts were often seen as ‘an anachronistic attempt to revive 

1930s forms and perspectives’ (Laing, 1986: 60). Other works such as Roland 

Camberton’s Scamp (1950) and Alexander Trocchi’s Young Adam (1954), though worlds 

apart in narrative content (Scamp is set in Bohemian Soho, Young Adam on the barges of 

the Clyde), are both more existential in their approach and feature (failed) writers 

struggling through life alone. The lone male traversing an urban setting does indeed 

become a key feature of what Williams terms ‘the English urban structure’ and the texts 

of Camberton and Trocchi certainly incorporate elements of that structure (although 

Trocchi was writing in Paris and his work represented distinctly Scottish social relations) 

(1984: 18). Colin MacInnes’s Absolute Beginners (1959) can also be placed in this category, 

and offers a fascinating view of London’s emergent youth cultures from the perspective 

of its teenage working-class protagonist. These texts are notable for the individualism of 

their characters, a feature of written representations of working-class masculinities which 

developed throughout the 1950s, that is also present in films such as I’m All Right Jack 

(1959) and The Angry Silence (1959), whose narratives critique the practices of the British 

labour movement and demonstrate the emergence of a pattern of representation that 

continued throughout the period studied here. Another pattern also emerges between 
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1957 and 1964. Laing recognises this as a period in which ‘an unusual degree of overlap 

between previously (and subsequently) quite rigidly stratified cultural sectors in Britain’ 

becomes apparent (1984: 158). For Laing it is during this period that an emergent ‘realist 

style frequently with regional, usually Northern, and working-class content’ that was 

‘simultaneously at the forefront of serious artistic practice and available (and on offer) to 

a very large popular audience’ (1984: 158) became recognisable. 

Jane Mansfield suggests ‘northerness is an integral factor’ within these texts (2010: 

34). She continues to argue that the re-emergence of what she terms the ‘brute-hero’, a 

trope that links back to ‘earlier northern characters such as Heathcliff’, connects to ‘a 

reappraisal of masculinity during a period of national insecurity’ and ‘reflects issues of 

class-mobility in which the dominance of a particular type of masculinity surges forward 

in an act of class-transition’ (2010: 34). What Mansfield alludes to are representations that 

emerge from tensions between residual and emergent masculinities that become apparent 

at a time of great sociocultural change. 

In critiquing the emergent writing of the 1950s Williams states that 

 

[t]he new forms of the fifties […] lacked any sense of the 
continuity of working-class life, which does not cease just 
because one individual moves out of it, but also changes 
itself internally. (1979: 272) 
 

 

He continues to argue that ‘their theme was really escape from the working-class’ (1979: 

272). It should be noted that Williams himself was working to resolve issues of 

representing working-class life in his own fictional output. His own debut novel Border 

Country (1960), shares many of its central themes with the emergent forms of the 1950s 

and arguably is itself a novel of escape. By the 1970s Williams would acknowledge that 

the external evidence to suggest that the works of the ‘Angry Young Men’ were new and 
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important was perhaps stronger at that point than when the pattern was first formed 

(1989c: 126). However, in Williams’s analysis there is still a sense that the emergent writing 

of the 1950s is a whole discursive unit with shared goals, beliefs, and style. We need only 

to turn to Maschler’s introduction to Declaration to be reminded that this is not the case. 

Moreover, the emergent ‘realist style’ recognised by Laing clearly demonstrates the 

emergence of a new structure of feeling during the latter half of the 1950s (1984: 158). 

Within this Laing identifies John Braine’s Room at the Top (1957) as a key transitional text.  

Laing’s account of Room at the Top and its origins implies that, during a key period 

of transition, the novel serves as a bridge between the work of the initial ‘Angry Young 

Men’ and the subsequent development of a pattern of Northern realism (1984). This 

specifically Northern realism, which is structured upon the traditions of the industrial 

working classes, sits Janus-faced at the end of the 1950s. These are texts that, looking 

back, build upon the work of the initial ‘Angry’ writers whilst, looking forward, develop 

themes and approaches that prefigure the cultural challenges to the rigid stratification of 

British society of the decade that follows. Both the output of the ‘Angry Young Men’, 

and the Northern realist writers, might correctly be referred to as, in Williams’s phrase, 

‘new forms of the fifties’ (1979: 272). Those forms, however, though connected, represent 

distinct moments in the discourse of classed masculinities. What we see in the work of 

writers such as Sillitoe, Storey, and Barstow is the emergence of a new discourse around 

a specific formation of working-class masculinity. Elements of this discourse build on 

statements around, and offer some continuation to, the concept of the ‘Angry Young 

Man’; however, a new and discrete pattern emerges as part of what I will term the 

‘working-class moment’. 

The question is then, under what conditions does the shift to a northern, 

industrial, working-class realism, that prefigures the permissiveness of the 1960s, occur? 

Jane Mansfield offers a convincing explanation in classifying these works as ‘[c]ondition 
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of England fiction’ and connecting the ‘brute hero’ characters of this Northern realism 

to ‘earlier rebellious figures of the North’ (2010: 34). In this reading, the Northern realist 

novels build upon the rebelliousness of the works of the earlier ‘Angry Young Men’, but 

Northerness itself becomes significant as a means of articulating a specific kind of 

masculinity and its relation to contemporary shifts in the structures of class. It is to these 

masculinities, specifically the characters and cultures represented within Alan Sillitoe’s 

Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (1958), and David Storey’s This Sporting Life (1960), that 

I now turn. 

Neither Saturday Night and Sunday Morning nor This Sporting Life are straightforward 

novels of escape, nor are they novels structured solely around the theme of entrapment. 

Both novels articulate a continuation of older forms of working-class masculinities, 

distinct working-class traditions, and working-class attitudes. For example, both Arthur 

Seaton and Arthur Machin are lathe operators in the local factory. Both immerse 

themselves in the cultures that traditionally surround industrial communities such as 

Rugby League in the case of Machin, and fishing, drinking at the local social club, and 

time spent with immediate and extended family groups in the case of Seaton. Both 

demonstrate character aspects which are founded on the traditional breadwinner role. 

However, both texts also articulate the discontinuities that result from new emergent 

forms of masculinity, shifts in the discourse around cultures of consumption, and the 

changing habitus of the British working-classes. In relation to this Nick Bentley notes ‘the 

changing historical contexts’ in which the ‘individualism’ of the 1950s was ‘fuelled by 

patterns of post-war consumption’ (2010: 20). 

These texts certainly represent a break, if not a ‘breakthrough’ (O'Connor editor's 

note in Williams, 1989c: 126). These are texts in which masculinities are reappraised and 

reaffirmed, masculinities which, whilst emergent, are deeply rooted in the performative 

patriarchal hierarchies of the working-class culture of Northern England. Thus the texts 
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do represent something of the continuation of working-class life that Williams suggests 

is lacking. However, the community represented is implicitly threatened and destabilised 

by the emergent cultural forms that the texts themselves represent and, as such, is 

increasingly presented as a residual cultural form, elements of which are being 

incorporated into an emergent hegemony. 

Williams’s work on D. H. Lawrence is useful in further exploring themes of 

community and continuity. Arguably Williams’s interest in Lawrence revolves around the 

difficulties of representing community within a transitional society (specifically the 

transition to increased industrialisation and the continued break down of older rural 

traditions experienced by the working-class at the beginning of the twentieth century). 

The parallels here are clear, though the transition in the late 1950s is toward a consumerist 

society, the shift from poverty to relative affluence (for some), and the sense of luxury 

that access to consumer goods might bring. Williams writes of Lawrence: 

 

The ‘instinct of community’ was vital in his thinking […]. 
He attacked the industrial society of England, not because 
it offered community to the individual, but because it 
frustrated it. […] If in his life he ‘rejected the claims of 
society’ it was not because he did not understand the 
importance of community, but because in industrial 
England, he could find none. (1983a: 205) 
 

 

The ‘instinct of community’ that Williams identifies, and the frustration of, and threat to, 

traditional forms of working-class community is a very real concern throughout the 

1950s. This is brought into sharp focus by the programme of post-war reconstruction 

and the development of new out-of-town estates. The ‘New Estate’ represented an 

immediate change in environment that inevitably impacted upon the habitus and cultural 

practices of working-class communities. As Claire Langhamer notes, 
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[t]his ‘home-centred society’, founded on cross-class 
affluence, was described as exhibiting a number of novel 
features, including re-worked gender roles (the 
‘domesticated husband’ and ‘chooser and spender wife’) 
and family-focused leisure. In effect, it was claimed that 
the years immediately following the second world war 
witnessed the triumph of a comfortable, consumer-
bound and increasingly privatized domestic lifestyle 
accessible to all. (2005: 341) 
 

 

The ‘New Estates’ improved conditions for many amongst the working-class. However, 

the ‘increasingly privatized domestic lifestyle’ described by Langhamer had another 

profound cultural effect. Wilmott and Young note that on a ‘New Estate’ ‘where nearly 

everyone is a stranger […] people cannot be judged by their personal characteristics’, and 

thus status is increasingly connected to the ‘trappings of the man rather than the man 

himself’ (1970: 162). Those ‘trappings’ are often associated in this period with a relative 

increase in affluence amongst the working-class, with social mobility and sections of the 

working-class becoming middle-class. This reading points towards the emergence of a 

discourse which laid the foundations for the New Right in British politics, and has the 

potential to alter our understanding of the ‘privatized’ within ‘privatized domestic life’. 

Caution must be exercised in relation to such views however, as Williams points out: 

 

It is argued […] that the working-class is becoming 
‘bourgeois’, because it is dressing like the middle class, 
living in semi-detached houses, acquiring cars and 
washing machines and television sets. But it is not 
‘bourgeois’ to possess objects of utility, nor to enjoy a 
high material standard of living. The working class does 
not become bourgeois by owning the new products, any 
more than the bourgeois ceases to be bourgeois as the 
objects he owns change kind. (1983a: 323-4) 
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What Williams alludes to here is the fact that classed identities are not solely founded 

upon economic capital and the material goods at one’s disposal, but depend also upon 

elements of culture, traditions, and beliefs, that are specific to the habitus of the working-

class subject. Williams continues to argue that 

 

[t]he great majority of English working-people want only 
the middle-class material standard and for the rest want 
to go on being themselves. One should not be too quick 
to call this vulgar materialism. It is wholly reasonable to 
want the means of life in such abundance as is possible. 
This is the materialism of material provision, to which we 
are all, quite rightly attentive. (1983a: 324)  
 

 

Wilmott and Young acknowledge the material gains and improved conditions associated 

with the move to better housing. However, they also identify problems and tensions that 

emerge during that shift. This is not merely the sentimental ‘admiration of the “simple 

poor”’ identified by Williams (1983a: 324). What Wilmott and Young recognize is the 

significant cultural impact of the loss of a sense of community. The implication is that 

whilst the material gains, new housing, and consumer boom of the 1950s ostensibly 

improved working-class life, something fundamental was being lost. 

Arguably, since the beginning of the Second World War working-class life has 

been represented as a series of dislocations. As Langhamer notes, 

 

[t]he protracted nature of the second world war, the social 
dislocation effected by large-scale evacuation schemes 
and the geographical mobility of civilian war-workers, as 
well as servicemen and women, fostered both an 
intensified romance with home life as well as pressing 
practical needs which demanded political solutions. 
(2005: 348) 
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Langhamer recognises that the dislocation of war both reconfigured the manner in which 

home was conceptualised and resulted in ‘pressing practical needs’: that is a shortage of 

housing that required the political solution of a program of rebuilding. The concept of 

dislocation again relates to disturbance and disruption in relation to place, a term which, 

as stated above, carries connotations of location and social positioning in relation to class. 

The importance of place, of locality, should be noted here, as the landscape of 

Saturday Night and Sunday Morning and This Sporting Life form a central stake in the 

construction of the masculinities represented within the texts. In both texts the move to 

new housing is equated with domestication and the loss of something vital within the 

pattern of masculinity represented. Arthur Seaton’s concern throughout much of Saturday 

Night and Sunday Morning is to avoid becoming the ‘domesticated husband’ and submitting 

to the ‘reworked gender role’ of ‘family focused leisure’ described by Langhamer (2005: 

341). This transformation is, in many ways, represented as being inevitable. As writers 

such as Peter Kalliney have observed, marriage was still a central tenet in the formation 

of working-class masculinities during this period. Whilst Seaton’s relationship with the 

concept of marriage, and by implication, the move to the ‘New Estate’, clearly 

demonstrates tensions that result from an emergent form of masculinity, the embedded 

performative practices upon which that configuration of masculinity are founded remain 

deeply rooted within the social institution of marriage. 

The locality around which the texts are structured also inflects upon the form of 

the texts themselves. In his review of Ken Worlpole’s Dockers and Detectives (1983), 

Williams outlines the problem of the structures of feeling of English working-class fiction 

in contrast with working-class fiction from other areas in Britain. He makes a specific 

distinction between the communal solidarity of the Welsh structure and the ‘English 

urban structure’ which, he says, ‘tends towards the relatively isolated, predatory or 

suffering, young working-class man’ (1984: 18). Elsewhere, Williams acknowledges the 
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influence of his own ‘Welsh experience’ (1979: 113). Whilst discussing Culture & Society 

(1958) Williams states that 

 

when I concluded it [Culture & Society] with a discussion 
of cooperative community and solidarity, what I was 
really writing about […] was Welsh social relations. I was 
drawing very heavily on my experience of Wales, and in 
one way correctly locating it as a certain characteristic of 
working-class institutions, but with not nearly enough 
regional shading and sense of historical distinctions and 
complications. (1979: 113) 
 

 

Synchronous to this was the development of Williams’s Border Country (1960), a novel 

which gestated over a thirteen year period between 1947 and 1960 (1979: 271). Williams 

himself contrasted this work against ‘the new forms of the fifties’ which, he said, would 

often ‘display very rude attitudes towards the world where they were arriving, and 

sometimes sentimental recollections of the world which they were leaving’ (1979: 272). 

Border Country can be read as a novel of escape and equally as a novel of return. Its 

protagonist bears many similarities to Williams himself. Matthew Price, a lecturer in 

economic history returns to South Wales from London to visit his dying father. The 

narrative is interspersed with flashbacks from the 1920s and 1930s, perhaps most notably 

of the general strike of 1926. Williams himself made clear that in the writing of Border 

Country he was attempting to develop a new form of representation of working-class life 

and that his explicit interest was in ‘a continuing tension, with very complicated emotions 

and relationships running through it, between two different worlds that needed to be 

rejoined’ (1979: 272). The semi-autobiographical nature and the inflection of the 

‘working-class institutions’ and ‘Welsh social relations’ cited above are clearly evident in 

Border Country. It might be concluded, then, that Williams’s initial evaluations of the new 

forms of the industrial North of England were shaded by his intimate knowledge of 
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Welsh social relations and thus failed to acknowledge the emergent structure of feeling 

from which the texts were generated. 

In the introduction to the 1964 edition of Kenneth Allsop’s The Angry Decade he 

identifies a ‘later wave’ of Northern ‘Angry’ writers which is founded upon that of the 

‘angry school of fiction’ of the ‘middle fifties’ (1964: 8). Allsop observes that ‘Sillitoe, 

Barstow and Storey certainly deal in social-realism’, but suggests they approach the subject 

‘through the eyes and experience of their cobbly lumpenproletariat characters’, an approach 

which comes from a ‘very different angle to that mockingly mutinous jeering of the 

Redbrick boys of a few years earlier’ (1964: 8). (The term lumpenproletariat is contentious, 

and seems wholly inaccurate as a means to describe the characters contained within the 

work of Sillitoe, Barstow and Storey (Tyler, 2013, Welshman, 2006).) There is however, a 

definite shift in the discourse at this point, from what Morton Kroll describes as stories 

of ‘young men with all or a substantial part of a university education and of financially 

difficult middle-class and proletarian backgrounds’ to stories which focused on the lives 

of part-educated, or uneducated, proletariat (the shift to proletariat here is notable and 

more accurate), by a number of authors who David James describes as ‘northern 

regionalists’ (Kroll, 1959: 556, James, 2008: 42). James recognises the ‘specificity [of the] 

respective polemical and stylistic concerns’ of writers who might be corralled by such a 

label and, quoting D. J. Taylor, acknowledges that the authors concerned were ‘turned 

into a movement whether they liked it or not’ (much like the ‘Angry Young Men’ who 

preceded them) (Taylor quoted in James, 2008: 42). Taylor’s article focuses primarily on 

the ‘tide’ of ‘northern’ writers who ‘invaded’ London in the late 1950s and early 1960s 

(2002: 26). Taylor identifies these ‘northern’ writers as ‘a distinct sociological subgroup’ 

constituted of, ‘[f]irst generation grammar school boys, mostly, casting more or less 

regretful glances at the solid working-class backgrounds they were leaving behind, 

conscious that their work hung on the tensions produced by this march up the 
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socioeconomic ladder’ (2002: 26). The article is highly critical of the fact that the work of 

these authors is often treated as ‘dramatised sociology’ and seeks to ‘stop their novels 

being regarded solely as pieces of sociological litmus paper’ (2002: 26). Whilst I agree that 

these novels ought to be recognised for their individual literary merits, I believe the 

connections made to sociology are significant, as they point to a broader discourse around 

the lives of working-class people that was emerging in contemporary British culture. 

Work such as Richard Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy (1957), Wilmott and Young’s Family 

and Kinship in East London (1957), Raymond Williams’s ‘Culture is Ordinary’ (1958) and 

Culture & Society (1958), T. R. Fyvel’s Insecure Offenders (1961), Jackson and Marsden’s 

Education and the Working Class (1962), E. P. Thompson’s The Making of the English Working 

Class (1963), and Hall and Whannel’s The Popular Arts (1964) all demonstrate a sustained 

academic focus on the lives of working-class people. But what is particularly significant 

about these texts is the fact that they approached working-class culture as valid and 

worthy of study. To borrow from Thompson, these were texts that sought to ‘rescue’ 

working-class culture from the ‘enormous condescension’ it had so often faced before 

(1968: 13).  

The personal experience that forms the basis of Hoggart’s argument in The Uses 

of Literacy is the experience of working-class life in the industrial North of England. It is 

significant that there are points within the text where Hoggart consciously avoids the 

word ‘community’ as ‘its overtones seem too simply favourable’ and ‘may lead to an 

underestimation of the harsher tensions and sanctions of working-class groups’ (1977: 

80). This less forgiving, ‘harsher’ world, seems more correlative with the ‘English urban 

structure’ described by Williams (1984: 18). Hoggart’s construct of ‘shiny barbarism’, a 

term he uses to describe ‘a growing minor mythology imported from America, but 

modified for British tastes’, is also useful in tracing the development of a specific English 

urban structure (1977: 193). Worpole and Williams both attribute the development of this 
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particular structure to the influence of an ‘American vernacular’ style (1984: 18). Williams 

describes the style as follows: 

 

Narrator and hero often closely identified, are people 
without lineage, social or personal. Their adventures are 
seemingly neutral, open-eyed […] contacts with an urban 
world which is itself mobile but also, in terms, dislocated. 
(1984: 18) 
 

 

Worpole describes this structure as ‘the masculine style in popular fiction’ (2008: 50) and 

convincingly outlines the influence of American fiction in the development of British 

working-class post-war fiction, precisely the kind of encroachment that Hoggart argues 

threatened traditional British working-class cultures. 

Elements of this ‘masculine style’ can be seen in the texts analysed below. Both 

feature ‘unwanted pregnancy or […] abortion’, which Williams identifies as a common 

trope of the English urban structure (1984: 18). Both offer a ‘sense of the realities […] of 

an urban and metropolitan capitalism’ (1984: 18). Although the influence of a particular 

American style is evident (the contact of the protagonist with the urban world and the 

ever-present shadow of an emergent consumerist culture) both texts also offer resistance 

to the Americanisation that is described by Hoggart. This is particularly evident in the 

positioning of American pulp fiction within the narrative of This Sporting Life. As Laing 

notes, the inclusion of this device serves a number of functions within the text. Primarily 

it conveys ‘(through contrast) the truth and realism of Arthur’s story’, as Storey seeks to 

‘justify his own totally anti-romantic treatment by presenting the alternative [American 

pulp-fiction] as absurd fantasy’ (1986: 72, 73). 

There is also, as Williams points out, ‘a clear line, already recognized in literary 

terms’ from Lawrence to many post-war working-class novelists (1984: 17). My interest 

in Lawrence, is to bring my argument back to the distinctly English locality of the texts 
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and to the contrasting representations of country and city, or what John Kirk terms ‘the 

powerful duality […] between natural world and mechanical world’ that informs 

Lawrence’s work (2006: 1). This is a trope common in both Saturday Night and Sunday 

Morning and This Sporting Life and one which translated directly into British New Wave 

cinema (Hill, 1986). This in itself is significant as both novels benefitted greatly from their 

subsequent cinema adaptations, a fact that leads to a new and discrete sense of 

commodification that is discussed in more detail below. 

In both texts there is a sense in which ‘the country’ is reduced to symbolic form, 

to the perception of residual cultures that serve as totems of an ‘earlier and happier rural 

England’ (Williams, 1975: 48). Yet both texts resist a representation of the country which 

is completely sentimental. As James notes, ‘Sillitoe refuses to let his own sensuous 

prospect of that home-county sentimentalize the townscape it enframes. […] Instead, 

Saturday Night’s symbolism complements its scrutiny’ (2008: 51). Within the texts ‘the 

country’, and the suburbs that steadily erode it become places of escape and entrapment: 

escape in that they offer sanctuary, a location to which the protagonists can retreat from 

the battles which form their daily existence; entrapment in that, invariably, those battles 

are internalised and travel with the protagonists, and in that the country, though 

accessible, cannot be traversed. In this sense, the country literally frames the urban 

settings of the novels, showing them in stark relief and interning them and their 

inhabitants. The achievement of the country vignettes in both Saturday Night and Sunday 

Morning and This Sporting Life is the representation of the persistence of certain romantic 

cultural ideals, the patriarchal nuclear family, or the self-provisioning working-class, and 

a sense of how changes to the rhythms, and the material and social conditions of working-

class life, cut across those residual forms. The tensions between persistence and change 

are represented elsewhere in the texts, the fact that Arthur Seaton still lives at home 

despite his emergent power as a consumer, for example. However, the country vignettes 
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situate these tensions within the wider historical context of dislocation and thus best 

demonstrate the interplay between emergent, residual, and dominant cultural forms and 

the forms of masculinity contained within this particular structure of feeling. 

Significantly the country vignettes of Saturday Night and Sunday Morning are the 

scenes in which Arthur seems most contented, or at least more relaxed. In a particularly 

telling scene Arthur remembers his grandfather ‘who had been a blacksmith, and had a 

house and forge at Wollaton village’ (1961: 178-9). Of the smith’s forge Sillitoe writes, 

 

its memory was a fixed picture in Arthur’s mind. The 
building – you had drawn your own water from a well, 
dug your own potatoes out of the garden, taken eggs from 
the chicken run to fry with the bacon off your own side 
of pig hanging salted from a hook in the pantry. (1961: 
179) 
 

 

As with the pastoral scenes of Three Men in New Suits and Rosie Hogarth, the sentimentality 

with which the building and the fantasy of the way of life that accompanies it are 

represented suggests ‘a myth functioning as memory’ (1975: 57). Arthur’s fantasy conjures 

an ever-receding ‘Golden Age’, which functions as a tenet within the construction of the 

idea of community (1975: 48). Stephanie Lawler suggests that the idealising of the past in 

this manner serves to strip value from a contemporary working-class, a process in which 

the ‘working-class of the “now” exists as a negative image of the ‘“then”’ (2014: 707). 

However, as Williams points out, ‘the process of shaping a tradition, a community of 

experience, […] is always a selective organisation of past and present’ (1983a: 332). Rather 

than representing Seaton as inferior to an idealised working-class figure from a golden 

age, his fantasy serves to bring change and discontinuity into sharp relief whilst 

demonstrating Sillitoe’s acute awareness of a ‘continuity of working-class life’, particularly 

as the passage is qualified by the acknowledgement that the forge ‘had long ago been 
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destroyed to make room for advancing armies of new pink houses’ (Williams, 1979: 272, 

Sillitoe, 1961: 179). These new pink houses are the Nottingham suburbs that would 

rehouse many of the city’s working-class and that, paradoxically, represent both the 

continuity of working-class life and the obliteration of some of its older traditional forms 

(both material and cultural). The tensions that underlie this shift are vital in understanding 

the structure of feeling from which Saturday Night and Sunday Morning is generated. 

The country and, by implication, residual forms of working-class culture are 

threatened by the expansion of the city within the representations of Saturday Night and 

Sunday Morning. Seaton’s role in this is ambiguous. On the one hand, Seaton exemplifies 

this threat by becoming, the talisman of an emergent urban consumer culture. Yet Seaton 

knows the fields and woods of the surrounding country ‘like the back of his hand’ (1961: 

42). In keeping with a metaphoric language of militarism that is employed throughout the 

text, the new houses built on the outskirts of the city are described as ‘advancing armies’, 

and the sawmill at the edge of the woods is ‘set like the camp of an invader’, yet Seaton 

navigates the landscape with an easy familiarity and level of care that sets him apart from 

these aggressive infractions (1961: 179, 42). Seaton’s relationship to the landscape 

provides the foundation for his relationship with residual forms of working-class cultures. 

These country vignettes are undoubtedly nostalgic in tone, and lack the historicity 

necessary to construct a recognisable knowable community. They do, however, locate 

Seaton socially, geographically, and temporally in a modern industrialised England, where 

the industry of the individual has been incorporated into institutionalised heavy industry. 

Further, the lack of any sense of an historical development is in keeping with Seaton’s 

character. Seaton sees not the nuances and processes of a specific local history, but ‘then’ 

and ‘now’ constructed as oppositional forms. The golden age of the independent 

craftsman, who might easily be aligned with Lawler’s concept of ‘heroic workers’, and the 

age of the indentured factory worker, working to pay off televisions ‘installed on the never 
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never’ (Lawler, 2014: 701, Sillitoe, 1961: 22). Seaton himself exists outside of this 

dichotomy. He has ‘settled’ for the ‘comfortable wage’ of fourteen pounds a week (1961: 

25). This is his optimum income, carefully worked out so as to avoid the scrutiny of the 

tax man and the rate checker in order that he might earn his living ‘in spite of the firm’ 

(1961: 25). It is the freedom that this wage allows that provides Seaton with the 

opportunity to take his leisure in the country, thus reconnecting with the residual cultural 

forms, or at least his perceptions of them. 

In criticizing the English urban structure Williams suggests that the texts 

produced in the pattern represent ‘not so much a class as a shifting condition’ (1984: 18). 

I argue here, that class, despite its continuities, is itself a shifting condition, and that 

Arthur Seaton represents an emergent form of working-class masculinity of the late 

1950s. The juxtaposition of this young, fashionably dressed urban working-class male, 

recognizable to contemporary readers as some sort of Teddy Boy, and the ‘silence and 

peace’ of the Nottinghamshire countryside serves to underscore the societal shifts 

occurring in the wake of the war (Sillitoe, 1961: 112). Seaton is the young urban consumer 

writ large against nostalgic representations of rural England. The resistance, or 

discontinuity that this connotes is complicated by a number of facts. Seaton can be read 

as a continuation of a long tradition of radical working-class protagonists (Haywood, 

1997). However, his refusal of active political engagement and his pronounced 

individualism frame his resistance as something which diverges from traditional 

representations of class conscious radicals. 

Seaton’s engagement with fashion and his rebelliousness demonstrate the 

significance of emergent consumer driven youth cultures within this structure of feeling. 

As Bentley notes, ‘although Arthur is represented as an individualist throughout the text 

he negotiates two competing forces in his Bildungsroman narrative’: ‘the working class of 

his parents’ generation’ and ‘the new consumerist boom of the late 1950s’ (2010: 25). I 
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suggest that this dichotomy stretches beyond the parent generation to include older 

residual forms of working-class culture and that Seaton’s character is founded upon the 

continuation of traditional forms of working-class masculinity, whilst simultaneously 

destabilising those traditional forms. This is clearly apparent in Seaton’s relationship with 

the country, in which he uses his knowledge of the local geography (and his cunning) to 

conduct illicit affairs with married women. His actions here undermine the older, more 

traditional forms of masculinity represented by the ‘slow husbands’ who treated their 

wives as ‘ornaments and skivvies’ (1961: 36). Seaton attributes much of his ‘success’ with 

women to the fact that he can ‘make a woman enjoy being in bed’ (1961: 37). Whilst the 

language that communicates this revelation retains more than an air of sexism, Seaton’s 

attitude toward such matters does demonstrate a shift in the discourse of sexuality and 

sexual practice during this period. As Brooke notes, from the 1940s onwards ‘it does seem 

that active and fulfilling sexual lives were increasingly perceived by women as crucial to 

companionate marriages and relationships’ (2001: 783). However, this ostensibly radical 

departure from traditional forms of working-class masculinity is not as straightforward as 

it seems. As Kalliney observes, 

 

[Seaton] complicates his resistance to ‘conventional’ sex-
gender roles by eagerly anticipating his eventual identity 
as husband and primary wage earner, even adding this 
gender role to his sexual fantasies. In short, he develops 
an understanding of masculinity by simultaneously 
resisting and inhabiting the role of husband and 
breadwinner. (2001: 94) 
 

 

The representation of Seaton’s relationship to the country is closely connected to his 

sexuality and sexual practices. It is in these pastoral, or semi-pastoral spaces, that many 

of his sexual encounters take place and his relationships develop. In conjunction with this 

it is implied that Seaton often takes his sexual partners to locations that their husbands 
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frequent, for example, he sleeps with Brenda at the home she shares with her husband 

Jack, and frequently takes her to drink at Jack’s club. The combination of these actions 

demonstrate how emergent masculinities were simultaneously formed upon and in 

opposition to existing dominant and residual forms of working-class masculinity. When 

considering Seaton’s overall narrative trajectory, it becomes apparent how those emergent 

forms of masculinity are incorporated in, and contribute to, a new configuration of a 

hegemonic masculinity that is specific to this structure of feeling. As Laing correctly 

observes, in this respect Seaton is ‘the object, not the subject of his future’ (1986: 68). 

Perversely, this is perhaps the most subversive and genuinely oppositional aspect of the 

text, demonstrating as it does that despite the improved material conditions of the 

working-class the horizon of expectations remains the same.  

Arthur Seaton is objectified and commodified (although the process of 

commodification is less explicit than that represented in This Sporting Life). William 

Hutchings suggests that the automatic nature of Seaton’s actions at his lathe reduce him 

‘to mere operative extension of the factory’s machinery’ (1987: 35). Yet Seaton’s role at 

the factory situates him in a complex socio-political structure in which his objectification 

allows him to assume the subject-position of consumer. Seaton clearly benefits from the 

improved material conditions and increased affluence amongst the working-class. This is 

demonstrated by the construction of pre-war and post-war life as diametrically opposed 

states of being within the text. The pre-war consists of ‘the dole […] and the big miserying 

that went with no money and no way of getting any’, and post-war entails, ‘all the 

Woodbines he could smoke, money for a pint if he wanted one, […] a holiday somewhere, 

[…] and a television set to look into at home’ (1961: 20). As Seaton states, ‘[t]he difference 

between before the war and after the war didn’t bear thinking about. War was a 

marvellous thing in some ways, when you thought how happy it had made some people 

in England’ (1961: 20). The implication is that the Welfare State and improvements to the 
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material conditions of working-class life were born out of the ruptures of war. But, as 

Kalliney notes, 

 

[w]ithin the context of welfare state prosperity, 
ambivalence best describes a working-class political 
position: better material circumstances did not lead to a 
more equitable distribution of power, and Seaton’s rage is 
a gendered response to this situation. (2001: 94) 
 

 

For Kalliney, Seaton’s masculinity is formed through his simultaneous rejection and 

inhabitance of the breadwinner role. This is to say that Seaton ultimately conforms to the 

underlying values of working-class society, even whilst, momentarily, resisting its norms. 

Kalliney presents the convincing argument that this is only made possible by the ‘political 

and social circumstances of the welfare state when homes, jobs, and commodities all 

become more readily available to England’s urban working-class’ (2001: 94). Kalliney 

continues, ‘Seaton fashions his masculinity through participation in consumption as well 

as through the role of family provider – both of which depend upon steady work and 

good wages’ (2001: 94). 

For Seaton, the practice of consumption incorporates the corporeal as well as the 

financial. The opening vignette of Saturday Night and Sunday Morning sees Seaton enter into 

a drinking competition with a loudmouthed sailor who reminds Arthur ‘of a sergeant-

major who once put him on a charge’ (1961: 6). There is a financial aspect to the exchange, 

as the contest will decide a wager where the ‘[l]oser pays the bill’ (1961: 7). Here, however, 

the focus is much more upon Seaton’s physical ability to consume more than his 

opponent. In this context his victory over the sailor (after seven gins and ten pints of 

beer) is more than merely an opportunity of ‘free booze’ (1961: 7). The contest serves as 

a symbolic resistance of traditional forms of masculinity through consumption and 

demonstrates the emergent power of the youthful consumer. The fact that the wager is 
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contested in the traditionally masculine arena of the pub demonstrates Seaton’s 

connection to place and tradition. That is, it demonstrates that Seaton represents an 

emergent masculinity that generates from, and maintains, many of the internal structures 

of more ‘traditional’ masculinities and dominant cultural forms. This makes the tensions 

between the continuities of working-class culture and new patterns formed from the 

dislocations of the 1950s apparent, as, although physicality and the capability of the male 

body remains a central theme, it demonstrates a shift in emphasis from prowess at work, 

to prowess at leisure.  

These cultural and generational tensions are also demonstrated by the form of the 

novel itself. The free indirect discourse employed by Sillitoe (to circumvent the problem 

of writing a novel from the perspective of ‘a man who has never read a book’), ensures 

that, in part, Seaton is formally constructed by the voices of the community that 

surrounds him (Sillitoe quoted in Laing, 1986: 69). For example, in the opening scene we 

see Seaton through the eyes of a group of rowdy singers in the bar, the waiter who 

discovers him at the bottom of the stairs, and the elderly man who steps over him thinking 

‘how jolly yet sinful it would be if he possessed the weakness yet strength of character to 

get so drunk’ (1961: 8). This last example further emphasizes a growing generation gap 

through constructing Seaton’s hedonistic and rebellious youth in opposition to older, 

traditional and more staid masculinities. In itself, Seaton’s formal construction brings the 

tensions between continuity and dislocation within working-class culture into sharp relief. 

Despite Seaton’s individualistic nature, his rebelliousness, his careful positioning of 

himself as outsider, the subtle patchwork of voices that emanates from his community 

create him. This problematises a reading of Saturday Night and Sunday Morning as a novel 

of escape. For all Seaton’s pretentions (his refusal to drink the firm’s tea, the scorn with 

which he thinks of ‘slow husbands’ and his ‘investment’ in clothing) he cannot escape, as 

at a formal level he is constructed by the voices of his community (1961: 36, 56). 
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Seaton describes himself as a rebel, explicitly stating his position in the soliloquy 

that opens the penultimate chapter. However, as Laing observes, 

 

[t]he slippage between ‘I’ and ‘you’ in Arthur’s reflections 
indicates how often they involve not so much his 
personal problems as his general condition – as a semi-
skilled factory worker on piece-work. (1986: 70) 
 

 

I suggest that this view be expanded, that Seaton’s reflections ‘as a semi-skilled factory 

worker on piece-work’ represent something of his generational condition. The replacement, 

or interchangeability, of the nominative singular pronoun with the objective, plural ‘you’ 

serves to make the reader complicit in Seaton’s thoughts and suggests a collective 

disillusionment and disenfranchisement not only of manual workers, but more broadly 

of post-war ‘youth’. This is exemplified in the scene where Seaton is hit by a passing car. 

The car is a symbol of consumerism and social climbing but also, in terms of material 

possessions, provides a clearly delineated divide between the middle-class (who could 

afford to buy and run cars) and the working-class (who could not). The driver of the car 

epitomizes both a class and a generational divide. He is the lower-middle-class everyman, 

his face ‘ordinary’, his height ‘medium’, he is an exemplar of ‘the Establishment’ against 

which youth identities were beginning to be defined (1961: 99). This is emphasized when, 

after the physical and metaphorical affront of being struck by the car, Seaton and his 

brother Fred are harangued by the man responsible: ‘You bloody young fools’ (1961: 99 

my emphasis). The man personifies the hypocrisy of ‘the Establishment’ when he accuses 

Seaton and his brother of being drunk whilst ‘[w]aves of [his] whisky-breath came into 

their faces’ (1961: 99). After more lies from the man about trying to warn them with his 

hooter, Seaton explodes with rage. To save the man from a severe beating, which at this 

point seems highly likely, Fred suggests that they tip over the man’s car. Seaton agrees, 
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seeing this as ‘perfect justice, punishment for both the actual metal that had hit him, and 

for the cranky driver’ (1961: 100). 

The act which follows, however, takes on an even greater significance: 

 

Though locked in a revengeful act they felt a sublime 
team-spirit of effort filling their hearts with a radiant light 
of unique power and value, of achievement and hope for 
greater and better things. (1961: 100) 
 

 

The language is reminiscent of that used in describing the war effort: the ‘sublime team-

spirit’ the resultant ‘power’, ‘value’ and ‘achievement’, and, perhaps most significant of 

all, the ‘hope for greater and better things’, and is therefore aligned with the more 

egalitarian future that was promised at the war’s conclusion. The tipping of the car is 

significant in two specific but interrelated ways. First, it serves to separate increased access 

to material goods from the idea of increased equality by demonstrating the persistent class 

divisions operating within practices of consumption. Second, it separates those practices 

of consumption into categories of conformism and individualism. To have a car is to 

occupy an elevated social position, and to conform to the prevailing consumer boom, 

thus tacitly accepting and perpetuating inequality, whilst Seaton’s own consumption (his 

dandified dress, his hedonistic drinking) represents a heightened individualism designed 

to resist and destabilise the perceived certainties that this inequality is structured upon. 

These separations allow for the tipping of the car to be viewed as a rejection of a 

conformist consumerism, which mollifies the working-classes whilst reifying inequality, 

and thus, a political statement which rejects the compromises of the post-war settlement 

and the persistence of inequality which was attendant to them. This is not to say that 

Seaton’s relationship to consumerism is not complicated. He is, after all, a voracious 

consumer. Seaton happily watches his father’s television, although he is acutely aware and 



131 
 

critical of the fact that it, like the others in his street, is there on hire purchase terms and 

is thus occupying a contingent position within the household. Kalliney’s reading clearly 

demonstrates the paradoxes that underlie Seaton’s position: Seaton is only able to situate 

himself as outsider in the manner that he does because of the increased affluence and 

material improvements brought about by the Welfare State; and further, Seaton 

constructs his notion of masculinity upon, and measures his masculinity against, the role 

of traditional working-class breadwinner, father, husband, and head of household. Thus, 

the tensions between residual and emergent forms of masculinity are apparent in the 

construction of Seaton’s identity, whilst the narrative arc, and the success of the novel 

itself, demonstrates how they are incorporated into the dominant culture of the period. 

To put this another way, it is a hegemonic masculinity which ensures Seaton’s relative 

class-position remains the same, despite the material improvements of increased wages 

and access to consumer goods. This goes some way to explain the sense of inevitability 

with which Seaton considers his future. Seaton ultimately becomes a man by conforming 

to the cultural construction of what it means to be a man within the confines of his class 

and his locality and accepts his impending future as husband, father, and breadwinner 

with his girlfriend, Doreen, in the new Nottingham suburbs. 

Arthur Machin’s relationship to domestication in This Sporting Life is complex. On 

the one hand, Machin revels in ‘family focused leisure’, though the family is that of the 

widowed Mrs. Hammond and not his own (Langhamer, 2005: 341). Despite this, Machin 

strongly resists the role of ‘domesticated husband’ whilst insistently being drawn towards 

it (Langhamer, 2005: 341). Similar complexities exist within the configuration of Machin’s 

class position and become apparent where the construction of class and masculinity 

intersect. For example, Machin opts to stay in Mrs. Hammond’s small terraced house, 

paying ‘thirty-five bob a week’ for a room of his own in the traditionally working-class 

area of the city (1963: 19). This is a move at odds with Machin’s status as upwardly mobile 
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bachelor and local celebrity, but which allows Machin to enact the role of working-class 

breadwinner within Mrs. Hammond’s modest house. It is left to Machin’s teammate 

Maurice to assume the role of ‘domesticated husband’ after being forced to marry Judith, 

the secretary of the local mayor, whom he has made pregnant (Langhamer, 2005: 341). 

Judith and Maurice move into a ‘semi-detached house’ that is ‘only a few years old’ (1963: 

201). After the move Judith adopts the habit of calling Maurice, ‘Morry’, a pet name that 

indicates his new domesticated status (1963: 202). Maurice himself takes on domestic 

labour, such as digging the garden, and explicitly states that the move and his new roles 

are part of ‘breaking away from the past life’ (1963: 207). 

Despite opting to remain in the working-class area of the city in the enactment of 

the male breadwinner role, Machin’s drive to the country represents a literal and 

metaphorical attempt to escape his class position. This is demonstrated by his 

‘conspicuous’ independence, designed to show that he ‘d[oesn’t] really need to notice 

people anymore’ as he enters the car (1963: 80). Machin does not have the same deeply 

personal relationship with the country as Seaton, although the country is still significant 

within the text. Machin’s engagement with the countryside encapsulates a significant 

character trope as he meets the landscape either confrontationally or with an air of 

detached disinterest. At its crudest, the confrontation takes the form of a sort of 

conquering of nature, as seen when Arthur’s Jaguar car eats up the country road, or when 

he crosses the river with Lynda in his arms (1963: 81). Significantly, this incident shows 

Machin defying Mrs. Hammond by taking her daughter across the fast-flowing stream 

after she has stated it is too dangerous, an unnecessary attempt to prove himself the hero, 

which inevitably causes Mrs. Hammond distress. During the episode we also see Machin 

imagining how he would feel if he ‘was responsible for Lynda’s drowning’ (1963: 82). This 

gesture towards emotion ultimately reveals its absence, or rather an inability to connect 

to them directly, or articulate them satisfactorily. This is a recurrent trope within the text 
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that serves to demonstrate how ‘the control of emotion’ is emphasized ‘in the 

construction of masculinity’ (Connell, 1995: 39). The inability to connect with, or 

articulate, emotion can be read as a condition of the contemporary hegemonic masculinity 

which, as outlined above, is itself structured upon residual patterns of masculinity. As 

Frank Mort notes, ‘Victorian […] value systems remained a strong presence in public and 

private life in the years after 1945’; this, I suggest, relates directly to what Nicky Hart 

describes as ‘the dominant tendency in the sexual division of labour established by the 

second half of the nineteenth century’ which ‘made the breadwinner a sine qua non of 

masculinity’ (Mort, 2010: 4, Hart, 1989: 39). This is significant as the ‘family-focused 

leisure’ of this country excursion is an important facet in Machin’s fantasy of fulfilling the 

role of breadwinner in the formation of his masculinity (Langhamer, 2005: 341). The fact 

that Machin and Mrs. Hammond are not married undermines the institution upon which 

that role, and Machin’s fantasy, are structured and is the underlying cause of many of the 

tensions that exist between them. 

The ruins of ‘Markham Abbey’ (where the crossing of the river occurs) are 

significant as they represent a residual form of class power and a crumbling religious 

rectitude (1963: 81). This is juxtaposed against Machin’s Jaguar (here a symbol of the 

emergent form of the upwardly mobile consumer) and the pretext of ‘family’ that informs 

the unmarried couple’s outing. Tellingly, the sheep that inhabit the grounds of the abbey 

move around the car ‘as if it were just another part of the ruins’ (1963: 81). Machin 

imposes himself on the scene by scooping up Lynda and crossing the river. However, the 

car is metaphorically swallowed by the country, an early indication of the precarious 

nature of Machin’s superficial success and the fluid nature of hegemonic control. Howton 

Hall is ‘an old country house converted into a hotel and an eating place for the sort of 

client that could afford to drive out there for an evening, or a weekend’ (1963: 84). Here 

again, Machin imposes himself upon the scene, displaying a bullish confidence that 
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ultimately reveals a lack of cultural capital. As a result Machin appears out of place or 

dislocated. Mrs. Hammond’s presence in the scene is significant. Unlike Seaton, Machin’s 

motivation in taking his landlady and lover out of town is not sexual. Rather, the country 

outings become representative of the dislocations that accompany social mobility and the 

improvement in material conditions experienced by the working-class during this period. 

Mrs. Hammond, older than Machin, represents a previous generation of the working-

class and carries with her a deep sense of shame and impropriety around the nature of 

their relationship. Machin, the young upwardly mobile man, revels in exploring the 

freedoms that his newfound power as a consumer affords him, but makes his lack of 

cultural capital increasingly evident as he does so. If, as suggested above, the presence of 

Mrs. Hammond and her children on the excursion feed Machin’s patriarchal fantasies, 

then his actions during these scenes demonstrate that these fantasies do not operate 

simply at the level of emulation. In simultaneously adopting and consciously undermining 

the role of middle-class patriarch, Machin actively challenges the dominant cultural values 

of middle-class society. Nowhere is this more evident than in the scene in which Machin 

takes Mrs. Hammond and her children for lunch at the exclusive restaurant at Howton 

Hall. Significantly, upon arrival at the restaurant Machin is wearing his football boots (his 

shoes having got wet carrying Lynda over the river at Markham Abbey). The football 

boots consolidate Machin’s dislocation whilst explicitly symbolizing the means by which 

he has accrued his wealth and the ability to patronize such an establishment. When met 

by a pretentious waiter who, thinking they have ‘strayed over to the wrong side of the 

hotel’, takes pains to point out how expensive the menu is, Machin responds by ordering 

‘everything that cost the most’ (1963: 85). 

Though lacking cultural capital, Machin has no insecurities about his taste. Rather, 

he imposes his masculine authority upon the scene through a blatant act of conspicuous 

consumption. Initially Mrs. Hammond is terrified, but as she eats the ‘juicy food’ Machin 
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assumes that ‘the indignity of coming to the place was somehow worth it’ (1963: 85). In 

contrast to Machin’s brash authority, Mrs. Hammond represents the cultural dislocation 

associated with class mobility. Unsure of her own taste, she feels out of place, her habitus 

dictating that she does not have the cultural capital to ‘pass’ within the complex, yet 

unacknowledged social codes that govern behaviour within the restaurant setting. 

Machin’s bravado serves to emphasize Mrs. Hammond’s meekness as a symbolic 

dichotomy between an older, more ‘traditional’ working-class, encased within its own 

horizon of expectations and an emergent, dynamic, ‘upwardly mobile’, masculinity that 

typifies the ‘shifting condition’ of the ‘English urban structure’ (1984: 18). 

This dichotomy is further underlined by the presence of Mrs. Hammond’s dead 

husband’s ‘working boots’, which she keeps polished on the hearth (1963: 19). Eric, Mrs. 

Hammond’s husband, was killed in an industrial accident in the same factory at which 

Machin works as a lathe operator. The factory is owned by Mr. Weaver, a patron and 

leading committee member of the rugby club for which Machin signs. The ‘working 

boots’ serve as a counterpoint to Machin’s football boots and evoke the spectre of an 

exploited and oppressed working-class masculinity. Whilst ostensibly the different boots 

demonstrate that Machin has moved beyond the role of exploited worker, the presence 

of the ‘working boots’ serve to remind us that this break is neither complete nor absolute. 

As the meal at Howton Hall concludes, the waiter, who here represents the 

establishment (the restaurant) and ‘the Establishment’, attempts to make Machin wait for 

his bill. Machin gives the waiter three minutes before rising to leave, again disrupting the 

social practices associated with the setting, symbolically challenging the cultural structures 

that underpin it and imposing his own aggressive masculine presence. On being 

challenged Machin takes great pleasure in having the waiter check the bill repeatedly, 

before carefully counting out the money and leaving a sixpenny tip. Upon leaving Machin 

proclaims, ‘[w]e left Howton Hall with a sense of achievement’, a clear indication of the 
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subversive motives that have underpinned his behaviour (1963: 87). The episode 

emphasizes aspects of the performativity of classed masculinities and how practices of 

consumption were increasingly assimilated into emergent forms of working-class 

masculinities during the 1950s. The conflation of money and food is also significant as it 

demonstrates both Machin’s physical and economic ability to consume. The emphasis, 

however, is clearly on the economic, the meal itself being secondary to Machin’s ability 

to pay and, importantly, to do so on his own terms. 

This Sporting Life is written entirely in the first person, the narrative structured 

around the hypermasculine subjectivity of Arthur Machin. Within the structure of the 

novel Machin is imbued with a sort of omniscience (a trait present in Saturday Night and 

Sunday Morning, but there the voice is less that of Seaton and more an overarching 

authorial voice). Machin is able to tell the reader how Mrs. Hammond is feeling, for 

example, though this perhaps says more about how women are constructed within the 

‘English urban structure’ than it does about Machin’s empathetic wisdom (Williams, 1984: 

18). Despite the first person narrative, Machin is repeatedly objectified throughout the 

text. As Alan Tomlinson points out, this begins with the onomatopoeic properties of 

Machin’s name, Machin suggesting making and macho, although to this I would add 

machination and, significantly, machine (1999: 8). When told that it is a surprise that he 

feels ‘so much about things’ Machin responds by describing himself as a ‘natural 

professional’, adding, ‘“[w]hat I don’t get paid for I don’t bother with. If I was paid to 

feel then I’d probably make a big splash in that way”’ (1963: 171). Indeed, in his capacity 

as a professional rugby league player, Machin is paid not to feel, but to disregard physical 

pain and to abjure empathy as he inflicts pain upon others. Paradoxically, it is in Machin’s 

professional lack of feeling that his connection to community becomes most apparent. 

The community of the team is founded upon self-sacrifice. As Donald Sabo observes, 
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[t]he pain principle is crudely evident in the ‘no pain, no 
gain’ philosophy of so many coaches and athletes….It 
stifles men’s awareness of their bodies and limits our 
emotional expression. We learn to ignore personal hurts 
and injuries because they interfere with the ‘efficiency’ 
and ‘goals’ of the ‘team’….We become adept at taking the 
feelings that boil up inside us….and channelling them in 
a bundle of rage which is directed at opponents and 
enemies. (Sabo quoted in Messner, 1992: 61) 
 

 

There is a distinct sense in the text, however, that Machin’s sacrifice to the team is by no 

means unconditional. Rather, the sacrifices and pain he endures are part of a transaction 

in which he achieves the status of hero and the adoration of his fans, who constitute a 

version of community for Machin. Machin revels in his ability to make the crowd cheer 

and roar and, to some degree, the attention he receives off the field. On being recognised 

in the city Machin states, 

 

[t]hey made me feel I owned the place. Course I strutted 
about. They expected it. I couldn’t help it. I walked in 
front of these people now, and I felt the hero. They 
wanted me to be a hero – and I wanted to be a hero. 
(1963: 162) 
 

 

The nature of the transaction between Machin and the public is clearly apparent here. 

They make him feel and, in the process, elevate him to the position of hero, a transaction 

of mutual benefit. This transaction is not without its complications however, as Jenni 

Calder notes: 

 

[t]he sporting hero retains the characteristic duality, i.e. 
aggressive, and officially supported, anarchist and 
institutionalized, testing himself privately for the benefit 
of thousands who want to reward him with adoration and 
imitation. He is both representative and elite, collective 
and individual. In many respects he is a very satisfactory 
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hero for he can be controlled; the world in which he 
operates and in which he can succeed is limited. (Calder 
quoted in Whannel, 2002: 44-5) 
 

 

There is a clear divide in the text between the element of the transaction that feeds Machin 

emotionally on the field and his emotional deficiencies off the field, where his brutishness 

and the absence of feeling result in failure. Machin struggles to cope with the 

precariousness of his social position and the lack of control he experiences off the field 

of play: 

 

I wasn’t going to be a footballer forever. But I was an ape. 
[…] No feelings. It’d always helped to have no feelings. 
So I had no feelings. I was paid not to have feelings. It 
paid me to have none. […] Walking up the road like this 
they looked at me exactly as they would look at an ape 
walking about without a cage. They liked to see me 
walking about like this, as if the fact I tried to act and 
behave like them added just the right touch the next time 
they saw me perform. […] It was just what they needed 
when they saw me run on to the field, just the thing to 
make them stare in awe, and wonder if after all I might be 
like them. I might be human. (1963: 164) 
 

 

Machin’s physical power becomes a central theme throughout the text. He frequently 

refers to how big he is or feels. It is this physical prowess that affords Machin the potential 

to break through the restrictions of class stratification. This is tempered, however, by the 

fact that we are first introduced to Machin broken and infantilised. His front teeth 

smashed in the scrum, he is taken to the ‘Children’s Dental Centre’ for emergency 

treatment (1963: 15). The image of a large powerful man in the position of a child creates 

a juxtaposition that takes the imposition of youth upon the traditional structures of 

working-class masculinity to its limit. The implied childishness suggests an underlying 

petulance in the subsequent subversive action embedded within the text that poses 



139 
 

questions about the oppositional position adopted by Machin and, more broadly, by the 

text as a whole. 

There is a certain adolescent quality to many of the male protagonists constructed 

within the ‘English urban structure’ (1984: 18). As Tomlinson observes, a common theme 

in these novels is ‘the doomed, usually repressed, passion of a barely articulate masculinity 

and its desire for an adult love and real emotional relationships’ (1999: 8). A significant 

moment in This Sporting Life sees this theme intersect with the theme of escape. Alone 

and isolated after the breakdown of his relationship with Mrs. Hammond, Machin seeks 

sanctuary in his car (a potent symbol of both his masculinity and his power as an upwardly 

mobile consumer). In an attempt to emulate one of his American novellas, Machin naïvely 

tries to escape his troubles by leaving town: 

 

I even tried driving out of town fast. But the roads were 
crammed. […] And I’d only go a couple of miles before I 
was in the next bloody place. One started where the other 
left off. There was no place to feel free. I was on a chain, 
and wherever I went I had to come back the same way. 
(1963: 191) 
 

 

The tension between Machin’s power as a consumer (the car affords him the ability to 

drive out of town) and the limitations of his horizon of expectation (the world in which 

he operates and can succeed) is clear. Machin is free to drive wherever he pleases, but the 

geography and the social conditions in which he is situated ensure that he always ends up 

back where he started. He has the power to consume, but is trapped within a system that 

ultimately keeps him in his place. As Laing notes, ‘the landscape of the industrial North 

deflates the fantasy and constrains the possibilities of Arthur’s whole life’ (1986: 73). In 

many ways the text deals specifically with the composition of Machin’s fantasies and their 
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ultimate deflation. Machin’s power is transient and the fantasies cannot be consolidated 

in any real and lasting way. 

Machin has no particular passion for rugby, other than as a means of keeping his 

‘head above the general level of crap’ (1963: 19). The ‘feeling of power’, of being ‘big’ and 

‘strong’ and being able to ‘make people realize it’, must inevitably end (1963: 22). By the 

final passage of the novel, which takes place ten years after the narrative begins, Machin 

is ‘ashamed of being no longer young’ (1963: 251). His ability to sustain his part of the 

transaction between himself and the crowd is waning, Machin now entering each game 

knowing that ‘one mistake […] and the whole tragedy of living, of being alive, would 

come into the crowd’s throat and roar its pain like a maimed animal’ (1963: 252). Machin’s 

connection to the local community is severed by his inability to perform as he once had, 

and he ends the game with ‘mud covering [his] tears’ after his legs have ‘betrayed’ him 

(1963: 252). Machin’s earlier failure to invest and start a business with Maurice suggests 

that the money he has made from playing rugby league will also soon begin to wane. As 

Laing points out, ‘Maurice’s plans for a business venture show how, unless the players 

use their temporarily higher income to secure their future, their status quickly evaporates’ 

(1986: 71). 

As William Hutchings observes, it is telling that ‘This Sporting Life ends in the 

locker-room rather than on the playing field itself because the latter is the site of the 

devalued commercial ritual that the game has become’ (1987: 43). By contrast, the locker-

room is the site of masculine rituals which are rooted in the community of the team. It is 

here that Machin feels he belongs, rather than the field, where he belongs to the club. This 

divide is predicated upon the commodification of working-class masculinity, a central 

theme of the text that is clearly demonstrated in the scene where Machin signs on as a 

professional. Before the negotiations over Machin’s signing on fee even begin he is 

framed as something to be consumed. Machin is ‘shown into the committee room’ where 
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Wade presents facts about Machin to the committee, ‘so we can see our meal before we 

eat it. So to speak’ (1963: 50-1). During the negotiations Machin is framed as machine, 

‘mechanically’ repeating ‘[f]ive hundred down’ until the signing is finally confirmed (1963: 

55). Machin’s objectification is complete when upon signing, he observes, ‘Weaver shook 

my hand softly and looked right into my eye with a kid’s delight at a new toy’ (1963: 57). 

This objectification is consolidated when Weaver drives Machin home. Machin observes, 

‘I could feel him polishing me and putting me on the shelf as his latest exhibit’ before 

Weaver explicitly states that Machin is now ‘property of the City’ (1963: 60). 

Throughout the text Machin is both fetishized and emasculated. Variously 

Machin is represented as the exotic, or dangerous, ‘other’ within the interclass and 

intergender relationships that are constructed within the text. The women Machin meets 

call him ‘Tarzan’: he is ‘the big ape […] known and feared for his strength’ (1963: 131, 

163). The infantilization that occurred at the ‘Children’s Dental Centre’ is further 

developed in the text (for example, Machin repeatedly refers to Johnson, the scout who 

vouches for him, as ‘Dad’) and is emphasized during the negotiations for Machin’s signing 

on fee. There, Machin is repeatedly referred to as ‘lad’ and specific mention is made of 

the fact that he has not played since leaving school (1963: 51). Further reference is made 

to the fact that Machin is unmarried and has ‘no legal ties with anyone – home or 

anything’ (1963: 51). This serves to undermine his relationship with Mrs. Hammond and 

the responsibility he feels toward her children, and strips Machin of the breadwinner 

status which is central to contemporary configurations of traditional working-class 

masculinity. 

A key figure in both the fetishization, emasculation and commodification of 

Machin is Weaver. Weaver’s assertion that Machin is ‘property of the city’ is significant 

as it makes explicit the fact that Machin has been bought and now belongs to the club 

(1963: 60). Further, it suggests that Machin belongs to the city as a whole, that he is 
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somehow tied to the place (both geographic and social) of his birth. This duality is 

emphasized by the description of Eric Hammond’s death at Weaver’s factory which 

immediately follows. Thus, at the moment Weaver makes the assertion he is framed as 

both influential committee member and industrialist, establishing a connection between 

Machin as player and Machin as factory worker. Both player (Machin) and worker (in this 

instance Eric) are dehumanised and commodified, as their worth is reduced to a monetary 

transaction. For Machin this results from the five hundred pound signing on fee and for 

Eric the fact that Weaver’s abiding memory of the incident is that the firm did not pay 

Mrs. Hammond compensation. The difference between the individualist social climber 

and the traditional (though absent) paternal working-class figure is marked. Eric is killed 

by his work and is ultimately worth nothing. Machin inherits his position within the house 

and is worth five hundred pounds. However, Machin’s relationship with Mrs. Hammond 

and his refusal to leave her home complicate a reading which focuses upon escape from 

the working-class (1963: 175). 

There are elements of the bourgeois ladder model of escape within the text; each 

man, through his own application, industry and hard work can potentially climb out of 

his working-class origins, though for Williams the ladder ‘is a device which can only be 

used individually: you go up the ladder alone’ (1983a: 331). With his increased economic 

capital, and his position as local celebrity and sporting hero, Machin is climbing the social 

ladder. His attachment to place and refusal to move from Mrs. Hammond’s small terraced 

house emphasize his increased power as consumer, but isolate him as an individual and 

leave both him and Mrs. Hammond open to the ‘harsher […] sanctions’ of the working-

class community that surrounds them (Hoggart, 1977: 80). As Mrs. Hammond tells 

Machin during the heated exchange that sees her insist that he leave, 
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[t]hey all point you out. […] They think you’re trying to 
be different. They all point you out. And they point me 
out. And Lynda. And Ian. We’re not proper people now 
because of you. (1963: 175) 
 

 

A reading which focuses on escape from the working-class is further complicated by 

Machin’s ultimate disillusionment with social mobility, which is beautifully illustrated by 

the events at Weaver’s Christmas Eve party, the climax of part one of the novel. The 

chapter begins with a sort of enjambement in which the meaning of the previous episode 

(the last of Machin’s flashbacks) is carried over. The previous chapter sees Machin 

challenge his father, questioning ‘Where have your ideals got you?’ (1963: 112). 

Symbolically this is more than simply a son’s challenge to a patriarch; it is a challenge to 

a traditional working-class patriarchy and a traditional working-class culture more 

broadly. Machin’s father repeats the question bewildered: 

 

‘Where?’ He stared round him as if it was too obvious 
where his ideals had got him, where Mrs Shaw’s ideals 
next door had got her, and Mr Chadwick’s beyond her 
had got him. It was only too obvious. (1963: 112) 
 

 

There follows a moment of recognition, when looking through his son’s eyes, Machin’s 

father sees ‘the neighbourhood without its affectations and feelings, but just as a field of 

broken down ambition’ (1963: 112). The chapter ends with his father 

 

just sat there, the little man with no trousers, his head 
shaking from side to side in bewilderment, his face 
screwed up with inadequacy and self-reproach, half-
blinded with tiredness and with life-fatigue. (1963: 112) 
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The opening of the following chapter is ambiguous, as it begins with the last of Machin’s 

anaesthetically induced dreams. Still feeling the effects of his dental surgery Machin has 

fallen asleep in an upstairs bedroom at Weaver’s Christmas party. The chapter begins, 

 

I can see his face, creased in the darkness, racked with a 
pain that seems to grow steadily. Between us is a wall of 
pain that grows and thickens until it absorbs us both. It 
runs across my face in dull spasms. It wakes me. (1963: 
112) 
 

 

The image of the face carries over the chapter break, suggesting the face Machin sees is 

that of his father. Machin’s father works ‘nights on the railway’, perhaps the reason the 

face is ‘creased in the darkness’ (1963: 108, 112). Significant here is the pain that both 

divides (the pain ‘is a wall’) and unites (the pain ‘absorbs [them] both’). In a literal sense, 

this refers to the physical pain caused by their labour (Machin’s tongue is resting on the 

empty front sockets of the removed teeth when he comes round). However, underlying 

this there seems to be an emotional pain, common to father and son and caused by the 

generational dislocation.  

When he awakes at the party Machin finds himself locked in an upstairs bedroom, 

locked into the decisions he has made. He is alone and begins to ‘feel the need to get out 

of the room’ (1963: 113). In contrast, his father, though purportedly trapped in ‘a field of 

broken down ambition’ still has the community of Mr. Chadwick and Mrs. Shaw (1963: 

112). Machin achieves his escape by climbing out of the window and slotting his elbows 

into the guttering. Here, both literally and metaphorically, Machin has climbed as high as 

he can go and still ends up in the gutter, hanging precariously. Upon reaching the ground 

(and metaphorically the bottom) Machin encounters Wade, who is looking for his lost 

dog in the garden. Wade explicitly warns Machin of the ‘risks of ownership’ (1963: 115). 

This ostensibly insignificant comment about a dog is developed throughout the 
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remainder of the text. In the first instance Machin is the lost dog, damaged by his 

experiences of being owned. However, when Machin publicly insults Mrs. Hammond, 

Maurice unambiguously echoes the encounter with Wade, telling Machin, ‘She’s not a dog 

you’ve trained or bought […] you talk as if you owned the woman’ (1963: 149). Beyond 

this there are numerous references to owning and buying people as the commodification 

of the working-class is represented through the framing of relationships in transactionary 

terms. 

The dog motif continues as Machin finds himself back in the party with Weaver 

and Slomer (the two most influential and viciously opposed committee members). Upon 

entering the room Machin notices ‘an elaborate tapestry of a hunting scene: the dogs have 

just got their teeth into a small, pale animal, and it’s already dripping blood’ (1963: 117). 

Slomer is physically deformed, described variously as ‘thin’, ‘white’, ‘the cripple’, and ‘a 

prematurely aged boy’, echoing the description of the quarry represented on the tapestry 

(1963: 118-9). However, Machin’s physical prowess is redundant: in this company he is 

reduced to ‘the court jester, big and dumb, a centre of confidential amusement’ (1963: 

119). Machin is not feared for his size and brutality but is observed for entertainment. 

The adjective ‘dumb’ suggests both inferior intelligence and the lack of a voice. In this 

environment Slomer ‘seems to suggest his deformity is the only proper shape for a body’, 

an illustration of a self-assured power that transcends physicality (1963: 119). Even 

Machin’s power as a consumer is taken away from him, when Slomer instructs him to 

‘drink up young man’ the glass in his hand is already empty (1963: 117). Eventually it is 

Slomer who gives Machin permission to leave the room (‘he should be with people his 

own age downstairs and not with us tired old dogs’) and in doing so reverses the symbolic 

imagery of the tapestry (1963: 119). It is Machin that is the quarry; Weaver and Slomer 

are the dogs. In short, there is no escape for Machin. Despite his perceived social climbing 
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he is variously objectified, commodified and emasculated, and though dislocated, is 

ultimately static. 

The limits of the horizon of expectation that are represented within these texts 

are symptomatic of the hegemonic control that pervades society. The representation of 

the incorporation of emergent and residual cultural forms into the dominant, gendered, 

class structure is reproduced in the material conditions of production that allow for the 

generation of this particular structure. That is to say, the perceived anger and class-

position of writers from divergent cultural positions and backgrounds ‘proved a highly 

saleable commodity’ (Maschler, 1959: 8). It is worth returning here to the label ‘Angry 

Young Men’ and considering the value of a label that incorporated writers as diverse as 

Kingsley Amis and Arnold Wesker. Indeed, the term ‘incorporated’ carries great 

significance. As Maschler’s assertion that the writers which formed this pattern were 

‘rendered harmless in the A.Y.M.  cage’ suggests, the ‘Angry Young Men’ label became a 

means of commodifying a diverse range of dissenting voices, thus incorporating them 

into the dominant social structure (1959: 7). A paradox then emerges: in a context where 

anger is ‘a highly saleable commodity’, ‘the A.Y.M. cage’ also becomes a platform from 

which to speak (Maschler, 1959: 7-8). It was that platform, and those dissenting voices, 

which provided the material conditions that became the foundation for the development 

of the Northern realism which emerged toward the end of the 1950s. In turn, the pattern 

of Northern realism fed into what I will term a ‘working-class moment’ that would 

continue to develop throughout the 1960s. The Beatles, George Best, David Bailey, 

Michael Caine and Terrence Stamp can all be viewed as being in some way representative 

of the 1960s, each acknowledging and, in some instances, celebrating their working-class 

origins. Each would alter the cultural field in which they operated and all would achieve 

global celebrity status. The development of a broader working-class moment is evident 

in the correlative relationship between the success of the Northern realist novels and their 
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New Wave cinema adaptations. The Penguin edition of This Sporting Life (which featured 

Richard Harris on the cover) was reprinted in 1963 to coincide with the release of 

cinematic adaptation, and reprinted again in 1965 and 1968, whilst, as Laing notes, the 

Pan paperback edition of Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (which featured Albert Finney 

on the cover) was first published in 1960 (the same year that the Woodfall film adaptation 

was released) and had been reprinted thirteen times by 1964 (1986: 64-5). What emerges 

as the 1950s draw to a close is a pattern in which a certain kind of working-class 

masculinity is itself commodified. 

The commodification of this masculinity is apparent in the structural regularities 

of the texts discussed above. Each features a disillusioned male protagonist that bears 

some resemblance to their author. It is widely accepted that Look Back in Anger is, in part, 

a semi-autobiographical account of the breakdown of Osborne’s first marriage to Pamela 

Lane (Heilpern, 2006: 116). Sillitoe acknowledged that Saturday Night and Sunday Morning 

was the result of ‘bringing [his] experience from the Forties into the Fifties’ (Sillitoe 

quoted in Laing, 1986: 66 ). Whilst This Sporting Life was written at a time when, after 

signing a fourteen year contract to play professional rugby league for Leeds and being 

accepted at the Slade School of Fine Art in London, Storey spent his time travelling 

between the two by train, writing a novel about the alienation he was experiencing as a 

result (Campbell, 2004). 

Each biography is characterised by anger, ambiguity, and alienation. Each 

epitomises a specific type of working-class masculinity which, whilst different, are 

structured upon common uncertainties of the period. Primary amongst these are the 

combative relationships with the opposite sex, characterised by simultaneous feelings of 

entrapment and isolation, and by the protagonist’s need to assert his masculinity in 

various, but often aggressive and oppressive ways. This relates back to what Philips refers 

to as ‘the loss of a heroic masculinity’, or to what Jimmy Porter termed the lack of ‘good, 
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brave causes’ in the wake of the Second World War (Philips, 2006: 22, Osborne, 1973: 

84). These are characters who are old enough to remember the war, but not old enough 

to have fought in it, old enough to remember the promises of a better, fairer Britain, 

young enough to benefit from the material gains of the consumer boom of the 1950s, but 

savvy enough to question what had really changed. 

Of course, these themes manifest in various ways across the texts, but the 

protagonists’ responses vary little. Each adopts a selfish individualism in order to reaffirm 

their masculinity. In doing so each enacts an approximation of a specific kind of 

traditional working-class masculinity, yet each represents an emergent cultural force 

generated from within this structure, perhaps even a new formation, whether it be Jimmy 

Porter and his university education, Arthur Machin’s engagement with ‘shiny barbarism’, 

or the power of Arthur Seaton’s youthfulness (Hoggart, 1977: 193). Equally the pattern 

which is formed by the representation of these emergent masculinities, represents an 

emergent cultural form. In each case the protagonists, and often their authors, act outwith 

the cultural norms of the contemporary structure, resisting residual conservatism and 

superficially opposing the Establishment. In each case there is an authentic attempt to 

present an oppositional form. However, this is undermined by the very individualism with 

which it is enacted: though dislocated, the characters ultimately remain socially static and 

are forced to embrace residual social positions in order to consolidate their own 

masculinity. In a broader context, that masculinity itself is commodified and sold, making 

both characters and authors quite literally a product of their time. 
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Chapter 3: Swinging for Him? 
The ‘working-class moment’ – 1960-1970 
 

 

The ‘working-class moment’ that occurred in Britain in the 1960s was premised upon a 

commodification of working-class masculinities. The emergence of a pattern of Northern 

social realism was central to the development of a new form of working-class masculinity 

and to the alteration of the cultural position occupied by young working-class men. 

Despite the fact that this pattern emerged in the 1950s, the 1960s have become a period 

that is synonymous with the concept of youth and change. It is the 1960s in which the 

cultural effects of the commodification of working-class masculinities truly begin to be 

felt and in which an emergent form of young, confident, and rebellious working-class 

masculinity develops into a globally recognisable archetype. At the centre of this 

development is a geographic and cultural shift from the provincial North to ‘swinging’ 

London, increased working-class influence on popular mainstream culture, and the 

effects of post-war educational reforms. 

The 9th December 1960 saw the first episode of Granada Television’s new serial 

drama, Coronation Street (1960). Granada promoted Coronation Street as a depiction of ‘life 

in an ordinary street in an ordinary town’, an indication of the show’s debt to the 

Northern realism that emerged during the late 1950s and the kitchen sink drama of their 

film adaptations (particularly after the commercial success of the Woodfall Films 

adaptation of Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (1960)) (Laing, 1986: 187).  

The British edition of Vogue published in February 1961 featured a brief article by 

Kingsley Amis, ‘Off Beat Beauty’, in which the one-time ‘Angry Young Man’ reassured 

the magazine’s female readership that most men prefer a slightly flawed beauty (1961: 77). 

The use of the word ‘Beat’ and the context in which it is employed provides an early 
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indication of the ‘swinging London’ that was to be configured throughout the decade. 

Amis’s article is significant as it demonstrates the extent to which those so-called ‘Angry 

Young Men’ of the mid-1950s had been incorporated within dominant cultural forms, 

shifting from Lucky Jim (1954) to beauty advice. The most significant thing to note about 

this particular edition of Vogue however, is that the cover was shot by a young working-

class ‘Cockney’ named David Bailey. 

The Bailey image used on the February 1961 cover is relatively unremarkable, 

although the sub-heading, ‘Spanning the new London’, offers a somewhat prophetic 

insight into the way that Bailey, along with Terrence Donovan and Brian Duffy, would 

go on to create imagery that would epitomize the ‘swinging London’ of the 1960s, whilst 

themselves embodying it (1961: cover). All three of these photographers came from 

working-class origins, all three made use of their background within their work, all three 

represented an emergent working-class masculinity within the culture of London society.  

As Duffy notes, ‘[b]efore 1960, […] a fashion photographer was somebody tall, thin and 

camp. But we three were different: short, fat and heterosexual’ (Duffy quoted in Harrison, 

2009: 490). In a sense the identities of these young working-class photographers were 

constructed in direct opposition to ‘Establishment’ figures such as Cecil Beaton, Angus 

McBean, and Lord Snowden, who could be viewed as part of the effete elite of the British 

cultural industries. The construction of these identities was, at least in part, made possible 

by the commodification of working-class masculinities that had occurred during the latter 

half of the 1950s and by the ostensibly elevated position within society that these 

masculinities were able to command. The increasing popularity of ‘regional accents’ and 

the attempts by some ‘middle-class young men’ to ‘adopt working-class accents’ further 

demonstrate the effects that the ‘working-class moment’ had upon British culture 

(Hopkins, 1991: 178).  
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Bailey, Donovan, and Duffy, however, are also representative of a shift toward a 

metropolitan, working-class masculinity and, as such, demonstrate a key tension of the 

period. On the one hand there was a rising acceptance of regional accents, which Eric 

Hopkins attributes to a sense of ‘classlessness’, and of an ‘anti-establishment spirit’ which 

characterised the ‘permissive society’ that stemmed from the ‘cult of youth’, or ‘Teenage 

revolution’, of the of the 1960s (1991: 172, 178). On the other hand, there is a 

geographical shift that firmly positioned London as the centre of Britain’s cultural 

production, despite the ‘regional’ origins of many of those producing it. D. J. Taylor 

describes ‘an observable literary phenomenon’ from within this shift whereby ‘the 

‘northern’, predominantly working-class, writer from beyond the Trent briskly storm[ed] 

the citadels of the featherbed south’ (Taylor, 2002). This shift is also present within the 

representations offered in the novels of such writers. These include David Storey’s Flight 

to Camden (1960), which tells the story of the daughter of a Yorkshire miner who moves 

to London after starting an affair with a married man, Stan Barstow’s sequel to A Kind of 

Loving (1960), The Watchers on the Shore (1966), in which the protagonist Vic Brown is 

offered a job in London and leaves his wife Ingrid behind in Yorkshire in order to start 

afresh, and Alan Sillitoe’s A Start in Life (1970), in which the protagonist, Michael Cullen, 

flees his life in a provincial town in favour of the adventures that London has to offer. In 

each of these texts the geographic mobility of the protagonist serves as a symbol of social 

mobility and the geographic and cultural pull of London represents a desire for a kind of 

betterment (be it social, emotional, or material). In each case the protagonists achieve 

their move but carry with them their regional, working-class sensibilities and are 

eventually, one way or another, rejected by London, which serves as the geographic 

signifier of ‘the Establishment’. The trope critiques middle-class anxieties in relation to a 

perceived increase in the class-mobility of the working-classes during the ‘working-class 

moment’ of the 1960s.  
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As Martin Goldsmith notes, ‘as 1961 dawned, so, too, did Beatlemania’ (2004: 

61). Goldsmith goes on to demonstrate that the phenomenon grew in size and intensity 

throughout the early 1960s. The term ‘Beatlemania’ was coined by the Daily Mirror on 14th 

October 1963, prompted by scenes which occurred outside the band’s show at the 

London Palladium the previous evening. However, as Goldsmith notes: ‘the scene in 

front of the Palladium was really just a continuation of what had been occurring at clubs 

in Liverpool, Leeds, Blackpool, Bournemouth, and countless other cities and towns for 

some time already’ (2004: 95). There is evidence here of the cultural focus on London 

mentioned above, as Goldsmith notes, ‘in the minds of solipsistic Fleet Street editors, if 

it hadn’t happened in London it hadn’t really happened at all’ (2004: 95). The following 

year The Beatles would embark on a world tour, making 1964 the year that Beatlemania 

became a global phenomenon. 

Arguably, the apogee of the ‘working-class moment’ was 1966, the year in which 

the phenomenon appeared to be in full ‘swing’. The Beatles had reached such a height of 

fame that, months before embarking on their third tour of the U. S., John Lennon 

proclaimed that they were ‘more popular than Jesus’ (Cleave, 1966: 10). Five days after 

Lennon’s comment was published a nineteen-year-old George Best scored twice against 

Benfica in the Quarter Final of the European Cup and delivered a performance which 

prompted the Portuguese press to christen him ‘The Fifth Beatle’; and on 30th July the 

England football team won the World Cup for the first time, instantly creating an entire 

squad of working-class heroes. 

However, these were extraordinary events, achieved by a tiny minority, and 

although these events certainly impacted upon mainstream culture, the extent to which 

their incorporation increased equality is questionable to say the least. Harold Wilson’s 

Labour government, which had been re-elected with an increased majority on 31st March 
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1966, made continual efforts to hold wages down and ‘to curb excessive wage demands’ 

(Hopkins, 1991: 118). Throughout the 1960s the cost of living rose by 57.5 per cent, in 

1968-9 7.1 per cent of households lived ‘[i]n poverty’ and a further 23.8 per cent of 

households lived ‘[o]n the margins of poverty’ (Hopkins, 1991: 128, 149). The BBC 

sitcom The Rag Trade (1961-1963) (a text that satirises the practices of the British labour 

movement but focuses largely on women in the workplace) continued in a tradition of 

texts that critiqued class relations through an engagement with the interaction between 

management and workers, whilst the success of Marty Feldman and John Law’s ‘Class 

Sketch’ (1966), broadcast on The Frost Report serves to demonstrate how, despite the 

achievements that constituted the ‘working-class moment’, a rigidly stratified class system 

was still prominent in the British imagination. As Ian Haywood notes, 

 

[t]he response of working-class novelists to the 
permissive agenda of the 1960s and 1970s suggests that 
the new causes and freedoms did not permeate very far 
into working-class culture and consciousness. While 
some writers explore themes of social and sexual 
emancipation, the majority of texts also articulate the 
persistence of class boundaries and traditional forms of 
oppression and deprivation. (1997: 127) 

 

 

What I am interested in in the remainder of this chapter is what might be termed the 

underside of the ‘working-class moment’, the forms of ‘oppression and deprivation’ that 

operate within, and are often obscured by, a nostalgic construction of the 1960s which 

celebrates the democratising force that was undoubtedly present throughout the decade 

without considering the broader historical picture. 
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James Barlow’s Term of Trial (1961) is a novel that clearly demonstrates middle-

class anxieties around the changing cultural position of working-class masculinities. The 

novel is set in a secondary modern school. Its protagonist, Wier, is an idealistic, highly 

qualified, alcoholic, middle-class teacher, with no self-esteem. His foil, Mitchell, is a 

hypermasculine, working-class pupil. Mitchell belongs to the pattern of the ‘English urban 

structure’ that generated characters such as Machin and Seaton (1984: 18). However, 

Mitchell is written entirely from a middle-class perspective and is observed as a specimen 

of a symptom of cultural change, as a type rather than a complete character. There is no 

insight into Mitchell’s psyche, no sympathy or empathy in the representation. From this 

subject position, Mitchell is dehumanised, objectified and described in animalistic terms 

(he is ‘big’ and ‘brutally masculine’), and although Wier feels that ‘violence would earn 

[Mitchell’s] respect’, he fears that Mitchell would ‘seize the cane from him, or simply hold 

him impotent in an animal grip’ (1962: 14). Mitchell is emblematic of a perceived 

breakdown in the fabric of British culture, a general lowering of standards, and an 

emergent, aggressive, often violent, vulgarity. Mitchell and, by implication, this emergent 

confident and aggressive working-class masculinity have the power to wilt Wier’s 

paternalistic idealism:  

 

Where Mitchell went there followed fights, lies, guffaws, 
masturbation in class, contempt of authority, the death of 
knowledge, the end of the complications of goodness and 
the arrival of easier, more comprehensible filth. (1962: 14) 

 

 

Wier’s assessment of Mitchell clearly stretches beyond the appraisal of a troublesome (and 

troubled) student. Rather, this becomes a judgement on the type of working-class 

masculinity represented within the work of the Northern social realists of the late 1950s. 
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(The character of Clegg in John Fowles’s The Collector (1963) also represents an extreme 

critique of the kind of masculine figure that characters such as Arthur Seaton are 

supposed to typify.) These types of representations demonstrate the perceived cultural 

impact of increased affluence and social mobility amongst the working-class and 

emphasise the anxiety that the cultural shifts which accompanied them could cause 

amongst those in the higher strata of British society. This reading is supported when Wier 

poses the question: ‘What would happen to Mitchell?’ (1962: 14). The answer situates the 

representation in relation to the ‘working-class moment’ of the 1960s that was 

constructed through popular working-class figures. Wier’s response reads: 

 

The greatest, most monstrous and insulting thing of all 
was, of course, that [Mitchell] might ‘succeed’. The 
second half of the twentieth century had such a contempt 
for qualification, for knowledge, for truth, that Mitchell, 
within a few years, might have the sort of dream money 
that [Wier’s wife] would like. He exuded the sex, brute 
force, masculinity, the wrong sort of Americanism, the 
confidence that might put him on films or behind some 
microphone drooling slob words about love, shaking his 
genitals for the screams of the commercialized teen-agers 
and a thousand pounds a week. (1962: 14) 

 

 

The ‘wrong sort of Americanism’ described here can be directly related to the ‘shiny 

barbarism’ described by Hoggart, whilst the sense of the loss, or lack, of deference, the 

perceived breakdown of respect for professional status, qualifications, and learning seem 

to prefigure the rhetoric of the New Right that emerges in the 1980s (1977: 193). 

Significantly, the inverted commas placed around the word ‘success’ challenge the term 

in relation to this loss, and it should be noted that many of the figures associated with 

what I am calling the ‘working-class moment’ were, in fact, working-class scholarship 
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boys who benefitted from a grammar school education. Amongst these was Terrence 

Stamp, who after winning a scholarship to Plaistow County Grammar School, and 

subsequently attending the Webber Douglas Academy of Dramatic Art, made his screen 

debut playing Mitchell (opposite Lawrence Olivier as Wier) in Peter Glenville’s 1962 film 

adaptation of Barlow’s novel (Stamp would also go on to play Clegg in William Wyler’s 

1965 adaptation of Fowles’s novel The Collector). The passage also alludes to the rising 

popularity of rock and roll music. There is plenty of evidence to suggest that rock and 

roll was associated, by some, to the ‘wrong sort of Americanism’ and was another area of 

culture in which emergent working-class masculinities were evident. It was at the 1963 

Royal Variety Performance that, in direct reference to class difference, a twenty-three year 

old John Lennon cheekily asked those in the cheap seats to clap their hands and the rest 

of the audience to just rattle their jewellery. 

Earlier that year Bill Naughton’s play Alfie: A Play in Three Acts (1963) debuted at 

the Duchess Theatre in London. By 1966 the play had been adapted into a novel and a 

film, both of which, written by Naughton himself, faithfully adhere to the original 

narrative of the play. The film is particularly notable as it starred Michael Caine, another 

recognisable figure of the ‘working-class moment’, and a soundtrack that featured the 

top-ten single Alfie (1966), which was written by Burt Bacharach and Hal David and 

performed by Cilla Black who, along with figures such as Lulu and Twiggy, demonstrates 

that the ‘working-class moment’ was not exclusively a male phenomenon. 

Alfie can be situated within the ‘English urban structure’ (Williams, 1984: 18). 

Ostensibly, Alfie Elkins is a lone ‘predatory male’, making his way through an indifferent 

‘urban landscape’, and the play features two ‘unwanted pregnanc[ies]’, one of which ends 

with ‘abortion’ (Williams, 1984: 18). Alfie is well dressed, always has a car and, for the 

most part, money in his pocket. Superficially, he appears to epitomise the upwardly 
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mobile consumer traversing a sexually liberated ‘swinging’ London. However, closer 

reading reveals Alfie to be isolated and vulnerable. The cars he drives are rarely his own 

and the money comes sporadically, earned through his various employments as a driver 

and supplemented by ‘a fiddle on every job’ (1963: 9). Though Alfie is ‘well in his thirties’, 

he ‘seems to have escaped the normal adult responsibilities and emotions’ and is a man 

who ‘quickly supresses the occasional squeak of humanity from within’ (1963: 1). Alfie 

navigates the emergent culture of 1960s London guided by an amorphous set of idiomatic 

maxims, which are firmly structured upon a grotesque chauvinistic mode of ‘traditional’ 

masculinity. He regularly refers to women as ‘it’, and when challenged by a male 

acquaintance about this habit responds, ‘she or it – they’re all birds’ (1963: 36). Despite 

this, Alfie is not an entirely unsympathetic character. Elements of the picaresque hero are 

easily detectable and the more disturbing character traits are the result of ignorance rather 

than malice, as is demonstrated by the direction given when Alfie addresses the audience 

in Act 1, Scene 1: 

 

He talks with quiet intimate conviction. He is unfamiliar with 
accepted standards of morality, and is unaware of any ironic 
overtones to anything he does or says. […] He is so confident that 
the logic of what he says will be understood that he does not 
emphasize the fact if something moves him. […] He attends to his 
dress throughout. (1963: 4) 

 

 

In practical terms this passage is a distillation of Alfie’s key character traits at the moment 

that the audience first meet him. The suggestion that Alfie operates outside of ‘accepted 

standards of morality’ is significant, as is the fact that he ‘attends to his dress throughout’. 

Most significant of all, however, is the fact that he ‘is so confident’. These three components 

of the character correspond directly to key features of the ‘working-class moment’, which 
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is directly connected to the emergence of youth cultures. The ignorance of ‘accepted 

moral standards’ might equally point to a divergence between working-class and middle-

class ‘standards’ or to a generational divide which suggests a growing prominence of the 

idea of a ‘permissive society’ within contemporary British culture (Hopkins, 1991: 178). 

This generational or class divide can also be directly connected to the fact that Alfie 

‘attends to his dress throughout’. Although not explicit in the play or the novel, Alfie’s 

costumes in the 1966 film draw some inspiration from the contemporary ‘Mod’ 

subculture, in which young, primarily working-class men asserted their social status and 

masculinity through a sartorial one-upmanship which was previously unattainable for the 

majority of the working-class. The ability and willingness to engage with such practices 

are a direct result of the confidence that Alfie, and, by implication, other young working-

class men of the period, feel around their own abilities and their position within society. 

Equally however, the preference for suits can be connected to the economic conditions 

that working-class males had to negotiate. Suits would often be paid for in instalments, 

and offered the wearer more longevity of use than the rapid stylistic obsolescence of more 

transient youth styles. 

The development of these character traits can be traced back to the likes of Arthur 

Seaton (whose clothes set him apart from his parents’ generation, but also represent an 

‘investment’) and to a lesser degree Joe Lampton, although there is a shift in Alfie which 

relates directly to the geographic move from the knowable communities of what might 

be described as the more ‘homely’ North to the impersonal anonymity of metropolitan 

London (Sillitoe, 1961: 56). As Nicola Wilson observes, ‘while Joe Lampton and Arthur 

Seaton can be ruthless in their dealings with women, there is a more complex treatment 

of gender in these novels as well as a male investment in domesticity’ (2016: 136). Wilson 

argues that ‘there is a significant desire for home and domestic family life in Saturday Night 

and Sunday Morning’ and points out that ‘Arthur’s girlfriend Doreen Greatton, not only 
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represents a recuperative maternal principle for the temporarily “placeless” Arthur, but 

offers the promise of a domestic arrangement that is never fully resisted in the text’ (2016: 

136). Ostensibly, both Joe Lampton and Arthur Seaton eventually conform to a 

Northern, provincial domesticity; in contrast Alfie consistently resists any encroaching 

domesticity. After Gilda gives birth to his son Martin, Alfie feels ‘quite pleased’ with 

himself, but does not ‘fancy it when they say “Smile for daddy,” an’ all that sort of lark’, 

as ‘anything like that’ makes him ‘feel uncomfortable’ (1963: 13). When Gilda reveals she 

has had a marriage proposal from Humphrey, Alfie responds by saying, ‘You’d better 

marry him, ’and’t you’, and casually walks away from the quasi-domestic situation that has 

begun to develop (1963: 20). 

The perceived North South divide, which was increasingly reified throughout the 

1970s and 1980s, is dealt with explicitly when Annie, ‘a lonely girl from the North, who tries to 

numb heartache with housework’, moves in with Alfie (1963: 38). Alfie eventually sabotages 

his own relationship with Annie after its effect on his masculine identity is questioned by 

his friends, who ‘take the mickey’ over his becoming ‘poncified’ (1963: 49). Annie’s ‘North-

country’ origin is significant, as its serves to align home and its concomitant feminine 

comforts with a provincial Northerness (1963: 51). This is a connection that may well 

have had some basis in fact. In his study, Women’s Life and Labour (1952a), Ferdynand 

Zweig observed that Lancastrian husbands were far more likely to hand over their entire 

wage packet to their wives than their London counterparts. In a memorable piece of 

analysis, Zweig concluded that ‘[t]he Cockneys are not as stupid as the Cloggies are!’, 

although it is perhaps more useful to conclude here that the North of England in the mid-

twentieth century demonstrated a domestic culture which was matriarchal (1952a: 49). 

Stephen Brooke observes that nostalgic representations of the traditional 

working-class mother figure lose none of their significance after 1945 (2001: 786). Brooke 
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outlines a pattern of the representation of the traditional working-class mother figure that 

spans sociology and fiction and encompasses the work of authors such as Sid Chaplin, 

Alan Sillitoe, Richard Hoggart, Young and Wilmott, Peter Townsend, Madeleine Kerr, 

and George Orwell (2001: 786-8). He states that in a pattern where the working-class 

matriarch is the figure that holds the working-class family together, ‘the sub-text was that 

such women were also the pivot of traditional working-class identity’ (2001: 787). The 

character of Annie is certainly drawn from this tradition: in the brief time in which she 

features in the play, she converts Alfie’s ‘room in Lambeth’ into ‘a little palace’ through her 

washing, cleaning, and motherly care and attention (1963: 42). In this respect Annie allows 

for Alfie’s resistance to domesticity to be read as a resistance to a ‘traditional’ working-

class identity. His refusal to form and maintain meaningful relationships is more than a 

defence strategy against emotional pain undertaken by a man who clearly feels more than 

he is willing to admit; it is also a refusal of his class position.  

The representation of individualism as a character trait within working-class 

masculine identities was by no means a new development. In many ways Alfie reads like 

a direct descendent of the character of Billy Fisher in Keith Waterhouse’s Billy Liar (1959). 

Both construct their individualist identities through fantasy and jest and both conduct 

relationships with numerous women simultaneously in pursuit of pleasure. Significantly 

these relationships are a means of maintaining a fantasy which is a constitutive element 

of their performative gendered identity and, despite the fact that Billy is ‘engaged’ to two 

of his girlfriends, and accepts a proposal from a third, Liz, both he and Alfie avoid long-

lasting, meaningful relationships. Billy avoids marrying Liz by purposely failing to board 

the train to London on which they planned to leave the North and begin a new life 

together. This is significant as it represents an inversion of the rejection of domesticity: 

in refusing to board the train it is not the idea of domesticity with Liz that Billy rejects, 

but London and the metropolitan life he has fantasised about. 



161 
 

There are also similarities between Alfie and other anti-heroic protagonists of the 

Northern realists, such as Joe Lampton, Arthur Seaton, Arthur Machin, and Vic Brown. 

The harder, more ruthless elements of these characters are certainly evident in the 

characterisation of Alfie. For example, when Alfie impregnates Lily, the wife of Harry, 

his companion in the sanatorium, Alfie arranges for an abortion, which was illegal in 

Britain until 1967. Having arranged for the procedure to take place at his flat, Alfie 

abandons Lily when she is most in need. Despite Alfie’s obvious distress when he returns 

to find the ‘beautifully formed little being’ of the aborted foetus in his kitchen, Alfie 

assures the audience that the tears he shed were ‘for my bleedin’ self’ (1963: 60). There 

are comparisons to be made here with the scene in which Arthur Seaton’s mistress, 

Brenda, undergoes an abortion. For Brenda there is no doctor on hand and no medical 

procedure; rather, ‘the ceremony of ‘“bringing it off”’ involves sitting in a bath with the 

water as hot as she can stand it and, with the help of Arthur and her friend Em’ler, 

drinking an entire bottle of gin, or ‘mother’s ruin’ (1961: 72-3). It is significant that, while 

Alfie abandons Lily, Arthur stays with Brenda and is active in helping with the procedure 

(although he is sent away before its culmination). It is also notable that, while Alfie claims 

his tears are for himself, Arthur’s concern throughout is for Brenda, with phrases such as 

‘[n]ever again’, ‘[n]o more bubble baths for Brenda’, and ‘I’d rather cut my own throat’ 

running through Arthur’s mind (1961: 75). It is tempting to conclude from this that 

Arthur is the more caring of the two characters. It must be remembered however, that 

the reader of Saturday Night and Sunday Morning is party to Arthur’s inner monologue and 

occupies a privileged position. Arthur’s concern is genuine but is not voiced. By the same 

token, the distress which the audience see in Alfie is genuine, his verbal response is a 

façade, bravado which is employed in the maintenance of a performative masculine 

identity that does not allow for him to care or suffer publicly. 
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In the scenes that directly follow the abortion passages both characters move 

beyond the event by seeking out relationships with other women. Arthur goes directly 

from Brenda’s house to the pub where, in a particularly cruel joke, he buys her sister 

Winnie a ‘gin-and-orange’ before relentlessly and successfully pursuing an affair with her 

(1961: 80). Alfie returns to the older, financially secure woman, Ruby, with whom he has 

been conducting an affair for some time. Alfie announces to the audience that ‘I’m 

definitely goin’ to settle down with this Ruby – I’ve had enough of being on the move’, 

only to discover that Ruby has been having an affair with an acquaintance of his, Lofty, 

who is ‘a North-country driver’ and representative of an older, more ‘traditional’ working-

class masculinity (1963: 62, 38). 

There are some significant developments within the representation of Alfie that 

suggest the emergence of a new structure of feeling within the discourse of working-class 

masculinities. As established above, the selfish individualism and disregard for others are 

traits that are present in the preceding Northern realist texts. The incorporation of 

representations of masculinities founded upon selfish individualism into a dominant 

hegemonic structure where individualism and the climbing of the social ladder at any cost 

are celebrated and encouraged is by no means new. Nor is the inculcation of the idea that 

failure to climb the ladder is the result of an individual failure rather than inequality of 

opportunity. Alfie fails throughout the text because of his lack of education, his lack of 

cultural capital, his general ignorance, his performative compulsion toward a hegemonic 

working-class masculinity, which does not allow for him to form any lasting or meaningful 

relationships, and, significantly, his unwavering belief that, through his selfish 

individualism, he will one day succeed. Although Alfie Elkins is a tragic character, and 

Alfie is a tragedy, the text is celebrated for its ‘comic genius’, for being ‘wildy funny’, ‘a 

rave’, ‘dead funny’ (Naughton, 1993: front cover, Gilbert, 1966: original poster). The fact 

that the text is presented as comedy, and that there is a sense that we are being asked to 
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laugh at Alfie not with him, points towards the development of a proto-neoliberal outlook 

within British culture.  

I am not suggesting that Alfie should be framed as victim; his behaviour 

throughout the text would belie any such claim. I am suggesting that the character is the 

product of an emergent, fast-paced, urban consumerism and that, whilst Alfie satirises the 

tensions that emerge between a ‘traditional’ working-class masculinity and the perceived 

permissive culture of 1960s London, it serves to normalise the behaviours which 

underpin consumer capitalism and the breakdown of the knowable community in the 

late-twentieth century. This reading is consolidated when, in the final two sentences of 

the 1966 novel, after finding himself back where it ‘all started’ (the final scene sees Alfie 

with the same married woman he is with in the opening scene), Alfie thinks of himself as 

‘a real little Punchinello’ (1993: 208). Punchinello is a character who is traditionally portrayed 

as mean, vicious, and crafty, whose source of power, and defence against the world, is the 

pretence that he is too stupid to understand the events which occur around him. Alfie’s 

(and the novel’s) final sentence reads, ‘[w]ell, you’ve got to be in this life, if you see what 

I mean’ (1993: 208).  

Although Alfie is a text that is closely associated with the ‘working-class moment’, 

particularly with its adaptation across three forms between 1963 and 1966, it is a text 

which heralds the emergence of the New Right in British culture. In economic terms, the 

New Right traces its origins to F. A. Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom (1944). Written in 

response to texts such as The Betrayal of the Left (1941) and the work of writers such as 

Harold Laski (1940; 1943), George Orwell (1941), and John MacMurray (1943), The Road 

to Serfdom argues that government intervention in economic markets would inevitably lead 

to tyranny and that the origins of National Socialism lay in a socialism which Hayek linked 

to an ‘increasing veneration for the state’ (1994: 200). The Road to Serfdom was a primary 
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influence upon Anthony Fisher, who, after meeting Hayek in 1945, would go on to 

publish The Case for Freedom (1948) and become a founder member of The Institute of 

Economic Affairs in 1955. (At their first meeting Hayek had convinced Fisher to ‘avoid 

politics’ and advised that in the future real influence over policy would be directed by 

intellectual think tanks. (iea.org)) Culturally, the emergent New Right of the 1960s is 

aligned with the right-wing populism of Enoch Powell, whose conservative rhetoric 

(though often self-contradictory) celebrated Englishness, individuality, and freedom. 

Perversely, these same ideals were echoed in the contemporary cultural configuration of 

‘swinging’ London. It is clear that the rhetoric of Powellism and the practices attendant 

to contemporary youth cultures are not directly correlative or compatible, but both 

demonstrate the increasing prevalence of individualism in British society of the 1960s. 

The tensions that arise from such individualism are explored in Barry Hine’s 

debut novel The Blinder (1966). The novel focuses on the eighteen-year-old, working-class, 

sixth-former Lennie Hawk, who is both academically gifted and a precociously talented 

footballer. There are elements of The Blinder that sit comfortably within the ‘English urban 

structure’ (1984: 18). Acutely aware of his talents, Lennie is, at times, the archetypal selfish 

individualist. Yet, as Luke Spencer points out, he is ‘not mesmerized, like Arthur Machin, 

by the glamour of professionalism’ (1988: 376). In fact, Lennie has refused a number of 

professional contracts and continues to spurn the advances of the struggling ‘Town’ in 

order to continue his education at the local grammar school (1969: 13). For Lennie, 

education represents a means of escape from the financial difficulties of his working-class 

origins, offering him the potential to ‘go to University so that he can get a good job’ 

(1969: 21). Paradoxically, however, Lennie also sees the continuation of his education as 

a form of entrapment, as it limits his agency and prevents him from pursuing his football 

career immediately, as well as prolonging his boyhood and delaying his entrance into the 

masculine world of the waged breadwinner. Lennie is able to play for the ‘Town’ first 
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team, but legally he is not able to sign a professional contract as he is still at school. In a 

continuation of the inversion of work and leisure that is present in Saturday Night and 

Sunday Morning, education is experienced as work but offers no immediate remuneration, 

whilst football is experienced as play and does. The fact that, despite his family’s financial 

difficulties, Lennie continues his education whilst being offered lucrative contracts to play 

professional football is significant, as it suggests that education is perceived as a means of 

escape which offers more stability and longevity than the transient and superficial elevated 

status that a career as a professional footballer offered in the 1960s. 

Although he is not able to sign a professional contract with the ‘Town’ when 

selected for the first team Lennie asks the manager, Mr. Anderson, about the possibility 

of being paid expenses. Mr. Anderson offers Lennie ten pounds per match, knowing he 

could be ‘earning six or seven times as much’ if he signed a professional contract (1969: 

64). Lennie is told to ‘keep [the payments] quiet’ as they are ‘unofficial’ (1969: 66). The 

primary reason given by Lennie when asking for expenses is that his ‘dad’s on strike and 

there’s not much coming in’ (1969: 63). When Lennie explains to his parents that he 

secured the illicit payment by telling Mr. Anderson that his dad was ‘on strike’ and that 

‘with Christmas coming up’ the family were ‘struggling a bit’, Lennie’s mother is elated 

and his father is dismayed (1969: 66). The divergence in their reactions relates directly to 

the connection between masculinity, the breadwinner role, and provision for the family. 

The payments to Lennie bring these connections, the sense of duty which accompanies 

earning a wage in order to provide for a family, and the tensions that become quickly 

apparent when these roles are challenged, undermined, or destabilised, into sharp focus. 

These generational tensions serve to highlight the power of youth, whilst Lennie’s general 

situation and the opportunities available to him demonstrate a perceived break down of 

class barriers under welfare capitalism. A telling exchange occurs between Lennie and his 

father, when Mr. Hawk has just been told of the payments. 
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‘Tha knows, Len, it’s a funny feeling when thi lad comes 
home, an’ he’s had to ask for money, because his father 
can’t earn enough to keep t’house going.’ 

‘It’s not your fault you’re off work.’  
‘I know, but money’s nowt even when I am 

working.’ 
‘It’s only like paying board.’ 
‘It’s not Len.’ 
‘Why isn’t it?’ 
‘Because tha not working, tha still studying. And if 

that’s what tha wants to do I reckon I should be able to 
give it to thi.’ 

‘You’ve given me enough already.’ 
‘Just another few years in t’big money, that’s all I 

needed.’ (1969: 67) 
 

 

The ‘big money’ to which Mr. Hawk, a miner, refers is the wage received for working at 

the coal face, something he is unable to do since he ‘nearly got [his] bloody back broke’ 

(1969: 66). The fact that Mr. Hawk’s injury is to his back is significant, as symbolically it 

suggests that he is no longer able to shoulder the responsibility of providing, that he is no 

longer able to carry his family. This is a trope that continues into texts of the 1970s and 

1980s and, in hindsight, seems prescient here. In this instance, the inability to provide is 

made more pronounced by the ability of the son, Lennie, to earn more than the equivalent 

of a week’s wage for playing the game he loves, a game Mr. Hawk would ‘have played for 

nowt if [he]’d been good enough’ (1969: 21). 

The conscientiousness and responsibility demonstrated by Lennie when he thinks 

of providing for his family suggests the development of, and desire for, a mature 

masculinity which is structured upon the residual cultures of the ‘traditional’ working-

class masculinities of the community from which Lennie originates. However, his 

behaviour elsewhere in the text suggests a continuation of the emergent masculinities that 

are resistant to these forms and highlights other elements of the ‘English urban structure’ 

(Williams, 1984: 18). This is most evident when Lennie impregnates his girlfriend, Jane 
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Leary (by 1966, unwanted pregnancy seems almost ubiquitous in narratives of working-

class masculinity). The situation is further complicated by the fact that Jane’s father is 

chairman of the board of the ‘Town’ and has the potential to cut short any career that 

Lennie might have with his hometown club. This suggests that there exists a power 

relationship between Lennie and Mr. Leary similar to that which exists between Arthur 

Machin and Weaver, a relationship that draws parallels with industrialised labour, in 

which, despite his obvious talent, the working-class sportsman is indentured to the club 

and to the club’s benefactors. There are distinct differences to be found in these 

relationships, however, which point toward a further development of the emergent, 

resistant masculinities of the late 1950s and early 1960s. For example, when, at the outset 

of Lennie’s relationship with Jane, Mr. Leary attempts to stop them from seeing each 

other, Lennie’s response is to go directly to Mr. Leary and challenge him over his 

behaviour. The meeting does not go to plan. Lennie believes his working-class origins, 

rather than his reputation for being promiscuous, are the reason for Mr. Leary’s 

opposition to their relationship. Leary attempts to bully Lennie, firstly mentally and 

verbally, but ultimately physically, when he gives Lennie ‘a backhander across the face’ 

after he refuses to leave (1969: 151). Lennie’s response is to hit Leary with a ‘straight right’ 

that sends him ‘staggering backwards across the carpet’ and makes ‘[b]lood […] stream 

down his chin’ (1969: 151). Lennie’s response symbolises a direct challenge to authority 

and to older, more traditional forms of masculinity and class distinction. The fact that 

Lennie’s response is not only physical but forceful, more forceful in fact than Leary’s 

initial assault, demonstrates both his youthfulness (Lennie is virile and reckless) and that 

the position of the working-class male has altered from that represented in This Sporting 

Life. Whilst Machin harbours resentment towards Weaver and Slomer, he is also acutely 

aware of the fact that his elevated position within society is entirely dependent upon them, 

Lennie by contrast, has a confidence in his own ability that allows him to believe that he 
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is more important to the ‘Town’ (both club and community) than Leary, a confidence 

which generates from, and clearly demonstrates, the cultural impact of the ‘working-class 

moment’ on contemporary representations of working-class masculinities. 

The narrative also features an affair with an older, married woman. Again, this 

trope is recognisable as a continuation from the texts of the 1950s and again it allows for 

the construction of a dichotomy between two love interests. The older woman is Mrs. 

Rowley, the wife of a teacher whom Lennie dislikes intensely. The affair with the older 

woman aligns Lennie with predecessors such as Room at the Top’s Joe Lampton and 

Saturday Night and Sunday Morning’s Arthur Seaton. The fact that the affair is with his 

teacher’s wife provides Lennie with a means of affirming his own masculinity at the 

expense of his teacher and thus compensates for the perceived prolongation of his 

boyhood by his continued involvement in the educational system. As such, the affair is 

another powerful symbol of his youthful ability to challenge and displace older forms of 

classed, masculine authority. In this instance there is also another direct connection to 

Lennie’s prowess as a sportsman, as it is Mrs. Rowley who pursues Lennie after she hears 

of his talent, and watches him play. As Garry Whannel observes, ‘[t]he myth of the 

superbly talented sportsman with a desire to show off and a hedonistic and undisciplined 

streak is an enduring one’, which has its origins in the 1960s, when the ‘rise of television 

as a medium, changed the nature of stardom, and the nature of sport’ (2002: 112, 109). 

The setting of the novel, a sixth-form college in Yorkshire, and the ‘Town’ side (‘probably 

modelled on Huddersfield Town’), by no means suggest that Lennie is modelled directly 

on George Best, but the precocious talent, the desire to show off, the hedonism, and the 

ill-discipline are all traits that are present within Lennie’s character (Richard Williams 

2016). What becomes apparent through Lennie is an emergent form of working-class 

masculinity founded upon a confidence in the ability to achieve and the knowledge of 
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how that potential achievement alters his place within the structures of the society that 

surrounds him. 

Despite this, or perhaps because of it, Lennie’s future remains ambiguous at the 

end of the novel. Although he has passed his exams he has not received the grades 

expected; he has ended the relationship with Mrs. Rowley, who, in turn, has sabotaged 

his relationship with Jane by telling her of the affair; Jane has told him of the pregnancy 

and asked if he intends to ask for her hand in marriage, when Lennie says he ‘couldn’t be 

married’, Jane ends the relationship (1969: 202). Finally, Lennie’s future at the ‘Town’ is 

sabotaged by Leary, who first attempts to bribe Lennie not to play in an important cup-

tie, then attempts to injure him so that he is unable to play, and ultimately pays an 

opposition player to goad Lennie into getting himself sent off. The novel ends with 

Lennie throwing the bribe money into the face of Leary in the director’s box, whilst the 

‘Town’ concede and go behind in a game they looked likely to win. Although the 

suggestion is that Lennie has damaged, if not destroyed, Leary’s reputation, the final 

sentence sees Lennie turn away and walk out of the ground alone, with his football and 

his academic career in doubt and his one meaningful relationship outside of his immediate 

family in ruins. As Luke Spencer observes, ‘The Blinder reveals the weaknesses of an 

individualistic stance towards a subordination that can only be fully evoked in its 

collective, as well as personal, dimension’ (1988: 377). As with the texts of the preceding 

Northern realists Lennie is ultimately represented as static, his future as uncertain as it is 

ambiguous. The difference is that, in the context of 1960s welfare capitalism, it is implied 

that Lennie had the opportunity to fulfil his potential, and, like Alfie Elkins before him, 

it is his own swaggering self-confidence, his individualism, his occasional arrogance, and 

his failure to recognise his position within society, that have led directly to his failures. 

Lennie is the architect of his own defeat and, as such, the ‘working-class moment’, which, 

as previously demonstrated, is structured upon the commodification of a specific kind of 
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individualistic working-class masculinity, is ultimately shown to reproduce and 

consolidate the existing social order rather than challenge it. 

In contrast to Lennie Hawk, Billy Casper, the protagonist of Hines’s second 

novel, A Kestrel for a Knave (1968), is neither talented at sport, nor academically gifted, thus 

altering the frame of reference in which Hines’s engagement with the educational 

practices of welfare capitalism take place. In many ways, the novel sets out to represent 

the experience of secondary modern education from the perspective of ‘a non-academic 

child’, a task that, with previous experience as a teacher, Hines was well positioned to 

execute (Hines interviewed by Hall, 1970). Unlike Lennie, who, though he squanders 

much of his academic talent, has continued his formal education to the age of eighteen, 

Billy will leave school at fifteen, ‘half-educated, half-literate’ (Hollingsworth quoted in 

Kynaston, 2014: 542). In a system that generated a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy, where 

‘children were divided up into school classes according to ability’, Billy has been placed 

in C stream, which is comprised of the least academically able children (Jackson and 

Marsden, 1966: 101-2). As Jackson and Marsden observe, ‘the division into streams 

generally took place at seven, and there was not very much movement up or down’ (1966: 

102). Given Billy’s domestic situation, it is highly likely that he would have never sat the 

controversial eleven plus exam. Drawing from a review of John Barron Mays’s Education 

and the Urban Child (1962), David Kynaston notes that 

 

[i]n terms of ability, ‘quite a large number’ of ‘slum 
children’ could take the 11-plus, but ‘the trouble is that 
their parents are apathetic about education, they often 
prevent their children from sitting the examination at all 
because they want them to leave [school] as early as 
possible, and they provide a background which is not 
conducive to study.’ The children, in turn, were ‘not much 
bothered either’. (2014: 182) 
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In terms of education as a means to social betterment, Billy’s potential to succeed is 

limited, to say the least, a fact which is coalescent with Kynaston’s observation that 

‘working-class opportunities via education were […] narrowing by the early 1960s rather 

than expanding’ (2014: 179). 

The prospects of a pupil from class 4C are outlined by Mr. Wier (himself a teacher 

of IVc), in Barlow’s Term of Trial: 

 

Their jobs were already arranged. Society was determined 
to give them a start. They would drive vans, feed belts in 
the smell of oil and the hammer of sound, deafen 
themselves with road drills, stand in the rain getting 
saturated. They’d empty dustbins and deliver groceries. 
(1962: 157) 

 

 

The future of the pupils is presented as predetermined. Those streamed into IVc are 

destined for manual labour, but neither the necessity of this manual labour nor the 

perseverance and physical strength required to carry out the work are recognised. Rather, 

the tone of the passage presents the work described as inferior, thus devaluing the labour 

required to carry it out. Moreover, the comment that ‘Society was determined to give 

them a start’ suggests that this type of employment, and its corresponding physical (and 

often financial) strain, was bestowed upon the pupils of IVc as some sort of opportunity 

to better themselves by a benevolent society. This is a society from which the pupils of 

IVc are automatically differentiated or excluded, if only by the positioning of the terms 

‘[s]ociety’ and ‘them’ within the sentence. Wier continues: 
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They’d vote Left in vague dissatisfaction, wanting the 
world that belonged to the grammar school boys. The 
relevance of their own indifference, […] would never 
occur to them. […] Then they would be beyond school, 
[…] only a remnant would cling: the alphabet (for reading 
the sports paper); numerals (for the pools). (1962: 157) 

 

 

Here we see that, for many amongst the working-class, education was not seen as a means 

of escape. But in identifying the ‘indifference’ of IVc as the primary contributing factor 

to their failure, Wier also unwittingly underscores the fact that underpins their 

indifference: ‘the world […] belonged to the grammar school boys’. Bound inside his own 

class prejudice Wier is unable to see that a system which, at the age of seven, decides the 

future of a child is not a system that is designed to encourage ambition, social mobility, 

or cultural development. Rather than offering a means of escape, the ‘indifference’ that 

the educational system implicitly encourages, acts as an active process of entrapment. 

Further, in identifying the ‘remnant[s]’ of their education that the pupils of IVc will carry 

with them, the passage distinguishes between primary literacy, which is the basic skills of 

reading and writing, and secondary literacy, which is the ability to engage critically with a 

text, to analyse its content, and to recognise it as a cultural construction which offers a 

representation of the world rather than a presentation of how the world actually is. As 

Williams notes, ‘[i]t is often said that there are more than six centuries of English 

literature. It is not often said that there are less than two centuries of English literacy’ 

(1991: 212). This is a significant distinction to make as it points toward the political nature 

of terms such as literature and literacy. Elsewhere, in what can be read as a continued 

challenge to the Leavisite tradition, Williams notes that ‘[i]t is clear that the highest 

standards of literacy in contemporary society depend on a level of instruction and training 

far above that which is commonly available’ (1983a: 309). As Williams continues to state, 
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‘[t]he content of education, as a rule, is the content of our actual social relations, and will 

only change as part of wider change’ (1983a: 310). What becomes apparent in the passage, 

then, is the central role of the educational system itself in the failure of the pupils in lower 

ability streams. The fact that the passage apportions blame for this failure on the 

disadvantaged children it effects offers further evidence of the emergence of the rhetoric 

of the New Right. This rhetoric is further evident as the passage continues to describe 

the habitus of those pupils and the limited horizon of expectation that it offers: 

 

The years would be spent acquiring the civilized habits of 
an industrial town: learn to smoke, drink, masturbate, bet, 
fight, play cards, fornicate, lie, watch television, ride a 
motor-bike, and stand in the rain watching twenty-two 
men kick a leather sphere. Pitiful. […] In the dirt and 
bricks and oil and noise and without the advantages of 
privacy, they learned everything the hard way, in pain and 
difficulty, which is the privilege and the necessity of the 
human animal. (1962: 157) 

 

 

The passage presents the limited world of the working-class subjects it describes as both 

the product and the cause of the deprivation in which they live, yet the class prejudice 

which informs it is hardly disguised. The working-class, and working-class men in 

particular (as the occupations and pastimes described are all traditionally masculine), are 

objectified and observed as creatures throughout the passage, ultimately leading to the 

conclusive description of them collectively as ‘the human animal’. The sentence ‘[t]he 

incredible thing was that they survived, improved, remained humourous, likeable, even 

became wise, above their condition and situation’ seems to offer a more sympathetic view, 

but situated as it is amongst the longer passages quoted above, it is difficult to read this 

as anything more than a superficial counterpart to the crude stereotypes that inform the 
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broader analysis of the lives of these boys for whom the educational system has not 

worked (1962: 157). 

The attitudes outlined above are shared by A Kestrel for a Knave’s Mr. Gryce, 

although his analysis of the behaviour and surroundings of his charges also identifies a 

generational divide which apportions some blame for the behaviour of the contemporary 

youth with the burgeoning consumer culture, increased affluence, and the media. A telling 

passage occurs as Gryce prepares to cane a group of boys, the majority of whom have 

been caught smoking. Billy is among them as punishment for falling asleep in assembly. 

Amongst the boys invited into the office is a messenger sent from another teacher, 

although when he tries to explain the situation Gryce cuts him short, telling him not to 

interrupt. Here we have the first example of Gryce’s inability to communicate. He talks, 

but is unwilling to listen, his position is already fixed: 

 

‘That’s what you’re thinking isn’t it MacDowall?’ 
‘No, Sir.’ 
‘O yes it is.’ (2000: 68) 
 

 

Thus, Gryce transmits, rather than communicates, (which is, of course, a two-way 

exchange of transmission and reception). Gryce’s transmission is largely unsuccessful 

regarding the boys in the office, and Hines captures the absurdity of Gryce’s position 

without undermining the seriousness of the situation for the boys. After inspecting the 

line of boys ‘as though he was being forced to choose from a range of shoddy goods’, 

Gryce begins his monologue by stating, ‘‘[t]he same old faces. Why is it always the same 

old faces?’’  (2000: 67). In contrast to the beginning of the passage, where the immaturity 

of the boys is made clear, there is now a suggestion that the boys are old before their 

time. Gryce continues: 



175 
 

‘I’m sick of you boys, you’ll be the death of me. Not a day 
goes by without me having to deal with a line of boys. I 
can’t remember a day, not one day, in all the years I’ve 
been at this school, and how long’s that? … ten years, and 
the school’s no better now than it was on the day it 
opened. I can’t understand it. I can’t understand it at all’. 
(2000: 67) 

 

 

The irony of Gryce’s position is captured wonderfully here by Hines. For ten years he has 

been systematically beating boys, presumably from successive 4C classes (‘[t]he same old 

faces’), with no improvement in behaviour or results. Gryce concedes that the school that 

he is in charge of is ‘no better now than it was on the day it opened’, but presents this as 

an accusation and lays the blame entirely with the boys that he beats. The fact that Gryce 

‘can’t understand it’ is all too apparent as the passage develops. Gryce stares past the boys 

out of the window as he continues, the short paragraph in which Gryce surveys ‘the lawn 

stretching down to the front railings’ gesturing towards what, in his introduction to the 

2010 edition of the novel, Ian McMillan describes as ‘strikingly lyrical’ ‘descriptions of the 

Lawrentian countryside’ (Hines, 2000: 68, McMillan in Hines, 2010: xi). Lawrence’s 

engagement with the industrialisation of Britain and ‘its impact on society and culture’ is 

well documented, and the significance of his work in representing working-class 

masculinities in transition, which is a central theme in A Kestrel for a Knave, is discussed in 

the previous chapter (Mulhern, 1981: 35). John Kirk also aligns the work with that of 

Lawrence, stating, 

 

the novel echoes many of Lawrence’s concerns […] – the 
brutalizing tendencies of industrial society, the alienating 
effects of the labour process, and the aesthetics of an 
environment, a community, shaped by these forces. 
(2006: 6) 
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Those brutalizing tendencies are clearly evident here as, despite the quasi-pastoral escape 

suggested by the paragraph, ‘the only clean feature of the whole picture’ is ‘a silver birch 

tree’, an ominous reminder of what is about to occur within the school office (2000: 68 

my emphasis). Gryce’s monologue resumes: 

 

‘I’ve taught in this City for over thirty-five years now; 
many of your parents were pupils under me in the old City 
schools before this estate was built; and I’m certain that 
in all those years I’ve never encountered a generation as 
difficult to handle as this one’. (2000: 68) 

 

 

This short passage situates the text historically; this is the age that directly followed the 

period of post-war reconstruction, of new estates and new schools. (Similarly, Barlow’s 

Term of Trial features ‘eleven-storey flats, already, after six years, a new style of slum’, and 

‘a new tall thing of glass and mosaics […] being built, a greenhouse of a school in which, 

it was hoped, the children’s minds would grow eagerly in a new atmosphere’, although 

Gryce’s attitude suggests that ‘a new atmosphere’ was not forthcoming (1962: 12-3).) The 

generation of which Gryce speaks are the first generation of Welfare State educated estate 

children. Disenfranchised and rebellious (their last collective act before being caned, and 

their first after, is to wink at each other), they are the direct descendants of Arthur Seaton. 

Referring to the cane Gryce states, ‘I can understand why we had to use it back in the 

’twenties and ’thirties. Those were hard times’ (2000: 69). Gryce contrasts this with 

contemporary society: ‘There should be no need for it now. You lot have got it on a plate’ 

(2000: 69). Here Gryce assumes the symbolic role of ‘The Establishment’ and takes a 

position that is reminiscent of Arthur Seaton’s musings as he describes the ‘[b]lokes with 

suits and bowler hats’, who say, 
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‘These chaps have got their television sets, enough to live 
on, council houses, beer, and pools – some have even got 
cars. We’ve made them happy. What’s wrong?’. (1961: 
177) 

 

 

This is the recurrence of an issue that is foreshadowed in the literature of the late 1940s 

and develops strongly throughout the 1950s: that of the disparity between increased 

affluence and greater equality. Gryce is unable to identify his own failures as he fails, or 

refuses, to see the pupils of the secondary modern school in his charge as anything but 

his social and cultural inferiors. Thus, despite the building of new schools, older systems 

remain in place and the fate of children like Billy Casper is predetermined. The 

importance of this should not be underestimated, as, in relation to my broader argument, 

school has a direct influence on the making of masculinities. As Nigel Gray observes, 

‘[t]here is little chance that a boy like Billy could develop the “desired” sense of honesty. 

There is too much dishonesty all around him. […] [H]e sees nothing but hypocrisy. 

Particularly at school’ (1973: 28). According to Gray, what Billy learns throughout the 

text are ‘the principals [sic] of survival’, as Billy’s horizon of expectation serves to limit 

both ambition and achievement (1973: 42). School plays a central role in the process of 

this limitation: as Erica Hateley observes, Billy’s ‘home and school cultures collud[e] in 

their limiting of his literacy attainments to those levels needed to work in the mine’ (2012: 

175). 

Although not published until 1977, Paul Willis’s book length study of ‘the 

transition from school to work of non-academic working class boys’, Learning to Labour 

(1977), is based upon field work undertaken between 1972 and 1975 (1988: vii). The 

cohort studied would be almost contemporaneous with that of Billy (the 4C of 1972 

would have entered the secondary modern as Billy departed, though admittedly that 
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constitutes an entire school cycle, and does not account for the social, political, and 

economic shifts which occurred during those four years). The study is useful nevertheless, 

as it outlines what Willis terms a ‘counter-school culture’, the most ‘basic, obvious and 

explicit dimension’ of which is an ‘entrenched general and personalised opposition to 

“authority”’, connecting this to a process of social reproduction which ensures that 

working-class boys ‘come to accept working class jobs’ (1988: 11, 185). Willis begins his 

conclusion by stating that the apparent agency demonstrated in the selection of manual 

and menial jobs by these boys stems from ‘a partial cultural penetration of their own real 

conditions and a mystified celebration of manual work which nevertheless preserves 

something of a collective, rational, though incomplete, logic’ (1988: 185). 

What is not dealt with explicitly within the study is how this ‘cultural penetration’ 

helps to form, and equally, is formed by contemporary configurations of working-class 

masculinity. Here it is useful to turn to the work of Connell et al., whose study, Making 

the Difference (1982), connects gender, class, education, and family in the formation of 

identity. The concept of hegemonic masculinity was developed by Connell as a direct 

result of the work outlined in this book, which itself was developed from a field study 

called ‘School, Home, and Work’. Although the study was conducted in Australian 

schools, and published a full fourteen years after A Kestrel for a Knave, the text is organised 

around the intersection of work, family, and educational institutions in a capitalist market 

economy and considers the historical development of that intersection. What becomes 

apparent across Making the Difference and Learning to Labour is how education and the 

school environment are never politically neutral territories. Nor are they solely concerned 

with the provision of literacy and numeracy, but rather impart middle-class values as part 

of a specific set of cultural codes (which are always gendered) that serve in a process of 

social reproduction. It is in response to this that ‘resistance’ and ‘opposition to authority’ 

become central tenets in the formation of twentieth century working-class masculinities, 



179 
 

whilst conforming to expected standards of behaviour becomes associated with 

snobbishness and femininity (Connell et al., 1982: 82, Willis, 1988: 11). Ultimately, this 

serves to consolidate the class position of working-class pupils, as their resistance not 

only limits their academic development, and cultural capital, and thus their ability to 

‘achieve’ social mobility within the structures of the capitalist market society but it also 

provides the hegemonic systems that inform educational practice with a means of 

explaining the ‘failure’ of these working-class pupils. The pupils who struggled 

academically were routinely described by their more academic counterparts in ways such 

as ‘dumber’, ‘stupid’, ‘don’t care about school’, ‘just wast[ing] their time’, ‘don’t care what 

they’re going to do when they leave school’, or as the ones ‘which aren’t bothered’, or 

‘don’t really need school’ because they are destined for manual labour and menial jobs 

(Connell et al., 1982: 82, Willis, 1988: 99). 

There is a stark and significant difference between the attitudes of those pupils 

that conform and those that resist, specifically when considered in relation to the 

contemporaneous British educational system and its selective method of streaming. 

Jackson and Marsden demonstrate that the majority of those students who were 

successful in the eleven plus examination ‘felt that the ones who failed ‘didn’t care’, 

‘weren’t bothered’, ‘hardly noticed’ […]. They were ‘the illiterates’, the ‘dim ones’, ‘the 

future teds’’ (1966: 108-9). The students that did succeed were prone to ‘over-estimate 

rather heavily the number of children in their school class who had gone to grammar 

school’ (1966: 109). The students who had failed gradually receded from the memories 

of those who had succeeded and, as a result, success in the eleven plus selection exam 

replaced failure ‘as the normal’ in the minds of those who passed (1966: 109). This is a 

demonstration of the inculcation at work within the hegemony of the educational system 

and of the persistent cultural belief that those who wish to succeed, and apply themselves, 

will succeed within the bourgeois ladder model. However, as Williams correctly notes, the 



180 
 

ladder is a device that ‘can only be used individually: you go up the ladder alone’ (1983a: 

331). 

The specificities of the British system need to be considered in relation to the 

ideas unpacked above. The Education Act of 1944 abolished all-age elementary schools, 

introduced a system that clearly delineated between primary and secondary education and 

raised the school leaving age to fifteen (Batteson, 1999). Secondary education began at 

age eleven and was compulsory for all, with fees for publicly provided or grant aided 

secondary schools being abolished (Batteson, 1999). The new system of secondary 

education was to be structured upon a tripartite system, based on identifying ‘three 

different types of child’ (McCulloch, 2011: 73). As McCulloch observes, ‘such an ideal 

was widely advocated and was deeply rooted in the politics and society of the 1930s and 

1940s’ (2011: 73). In retrospect, it is clear that, although the Act was designed to increase 

the provision of secondary education, in systematising and therefore reifying social 

divisions the Act ensured that enjoying the full benefits of participating in secondary 

education continued to be ‘very much a minority pursuit’ (Maclure, 1970: 143). 

As Ken Worpole observes, 

 

the grammar school system cut through British working-
class life and politics […], it could be argued that it was 
one of the most effective pre-emptive attacks on the 
possibility of a popular working-class socialist politics in 
this century, and was achieved with hardly a murmur of 
resistance. (1985: 63) 

 

 

Kynaston supports this view, when he states: ‘the Butler Act of 1944 enabl[ed] working-

class children to advance via grammar schools to become middle-class adults’ (2014: 61). 
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Of course, not all working-class children could ‘advance via grammar schools’ and, as 

Worpole notes, ‘the impossibility of combining ‘equality’ with ‘selectivity’ [was] argued 

within the Labour Party’ (1985: 64). It is important to remember that these debates 

occurred when the ideal of the three-tier system was deeply rooted within society, and, 

that many key figures in the Labour Party, including ‘“Red” Ellen Wilkinson, […] Minister 

of Education, and George Tomlinson her successor’ were both ‘adamant defenders of 

the grammar school or selective system’ of which they were products (Worpole, 1985: 

64). Harold Wilson, Prime Minister at the time A Kestrel for a Knave was published, was 

also a grammar school scholarship boy and once stated that ‘the grammar schools will be 

abolished over my dead body’ (Wilson quoted in Worpole, 1985: 64). The reforms 

achieved under the Act were limited and the proposition of equitable secondary education 

is less than believable as the disparity between provision across the tripartite system is 

clear in retrospect. As Batteson observes, the effect of the ideas and policies developed 

in the 1930s upon the Act ‘was to celebrate and entrench notions of ‘triple-track’ secondary 

schooling and scatter ideological satellites that resonate to this day’ (1999: 10). 

Those deemed unfit, or to have the wrong ‘types of mind’, were excluded from 

the benefits of a grammar school education and placed into an environment where, in 

many cases, they were taught the basic skills needed to go on and fill menial roles 

(Batteson, 1999: 10). Erica Hateley explores the political implications of education and 

outlines the role of education in the process of social reproduction through an 

engagement with the concept of literacy. Drawing on the work of Henry Giroux, she 

points out that ‘literacy is not a neutral term’, but is ‘an ideological construction informed 

by particular political interests’ (Hateley, 2012: 170, Giroux quoted in Hateley, 2012: 170). 

Hateley explores this idea in relation to Billy Casper of A Kestrel for a Knave: 
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The difference between writing and being written is 
highlighted during Billy’s interview with an Employment 
Officer who is visiting the school. It is clear to the reader, 
as it becomes clear to Billy, that while this interview 
notionally includes Billy as an agent, it actually makes him 
an object to be read and written. So although Billy is asked 
whether he would prefer office or manual work and 
answers, “I’d be alright working in an office, wouldn’t I? 
I’ve a job to read and write,” the Officer merely “printed 
MANUAL on the form” […]; in other words, he 
responds not orally but in writing. (2012: 176) 

 

 

Here, Hateley picks up on the role of the school and the wider educational system in 

Billy’s disenfranchisement. Excluded even from his own careers interview, this is a pivotal 

moment within the text. The extent of Billy’s disenfranchisement and its relation to his 

education is neatly demonstrated by the inclusion of Billy’s ‘tall story’ earlier in the text 

(2000: 89). 

When asked by a teacher to write ‘a tall story’, ‘something that is unbelievable, or 

far fetched’, Billy writes a story in which he receives a ‘brecfast in bed’ delivered by his 

‘muther’ (2000: 88, 89). He lives in a ‘big ous’, ‘with carpits on the stairs and in the all and 

sentral eeting’ and his bullying half-brother Jud has ‘goind the army’ (2000: 89). Billy 

continues to write that there was a ‘big fire in the room and my dad came in caring his 

cas that he tulke a way with him I havent seen him for a long time but he was just the 

sam as he went away I was glad hed come back’ (2000: 89-90). In the story the ‘teacherr 

were good’ to Billy and ‘said allow Billy awo you gowing on and they all pated me on the 

head and smiled and we did interesting things all day’ (2000: 90). The story concludes 

with Billy returning home to find his mother is no longer going to work, the family have 

chips and beans for their tea, go to the cinema together, have ice cream at the interval, a 

fish and chip supper on their way home, and then all go to bed (2000: 90). 
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Billy’s ‘tall story’ revolves around what appear to be small and realisable ambitions 

(2000: 89). The fact that the instruction to write something that is beyond belief prompts 

Billy to write a story of a secure family life, in which he is warm, well fed, entertained and, 

above all, happy, demonstrates the absolute and abject poverty that Billy must endure 

daily. The technique of presenting Billy’s story as he would have written it, complete with 

phonetic spellings and an almost complete lack of punctuation, serves to add pathos by 

emphasizing the childlike naïvety and innocence of what is written, but also serves to 

demonstrate the level of Billy’s academic achievement. It should be noted that the form 

of the novel is organised around a single day at school, which takes place during Billy’s 

final year as he prepares to leave and enter the world of employment. The tall story is not 

the work of a six-year-old boy, but that of a fifteen-year-old, who will imminently enter 

the world of men. The story also gives some insight into Billy’s experience with teachers 

and authority, as in the fantasy they are polite and kind, and engage Billy in the tasks of 

the day which, significantly, Billy finds interesting. 

In contrast, as Billy enters his interview with the Employment Officer he is met 

with an officious and alienating formality. Immediately Billy is hurried and harassed, and 

the interviewer calls him by another boy’s name (Billy has missed his own interview as he 

was hiding from his brother Jud to avoid retribution after failing to place a bet for him). 

The fact that the Employment Officer makes no attempt to ask who Billy is as he enters, 

but simply reads the next name on the list, reveals the impersonal nature of the 

interactions that occur within the interviews. Billy is simply another name on a list of 

boys, who, more than likely, will all be offered the same limited options, w hilst the fact 

that Billy has missed his own interview, because he was hiding, serves to demonstrate the 

nature of an existence in which, as Billy puts it, ‘[t]here’s allus somebody after me’ (2000: 

27). 
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Billy is not without blame for failing to place a bet which would have won Jud 

‘Ten quid’, enough for him to have had a week off work (2000: 183). Hines stated in 

retrospect that he might have been more sympathetic in the writing of the character of 

Jud, who ‘lost a whole week above ground when Billy didn’t put that bet on’ (Hines 

interviewed by Armitage). However, the novel’s power derives from its ability to 

represent the world from Billy’s perspective, and as such there can be no sympathy for 

the brutalising figure of Jud. From this perspective it is almost inevitable that Billy will 

not place the bet. The names of the horses on the betting slip foreshadow the disastrous 

consequences of his actions: ‘CRACKPOT’, a word commonly used to describe someone 

who is foolish or mad, and ‘TELL HIM HE’S DEAD’, a remote threat commonly used 

in South Yorkshire to express anger toward someone through a third party (as in, ‘if you 

see him before me, tell him he’s dead’) (2000: 135). In this instance Billy is the ‘crackpot’ 

and ‘tell him he’s dead’ is Jud’s ominous threat that hangs over the concluding section of 

the novel. Billy spends the stake money on ‘[a] bob’s worth o’ chips an’ fish’ for himself, 

and ‘[a] quarter o’ beef’ for Kes, driven by his desire for a hot meal and his duty of care 

to the only precious thing in his life, his kestrel (2000: 153, 154). 

Billy’s motivation means nothing to Jud, who sees only the missed opportunity 

of a week away from work, a temporary respite from the alienation of life ‘down t’pit’ 

(2000: 171). In his temper Jud comes to the school to exact his revenge. His motivation 

is significant here, as it aligns with Billy’s own desire to avoid life as a miner. For Jud it is 

too late to avoid and, although he is still young, Jud represents an older, more traditional, 

form of masculinity. Jud has already been alienated and brutalised by his role within 

industrialised production, and Billy’s fate is all but sealed, as is made apparent by his 

careers interview. The Employment Officer first mentions the opportunity of ‘entering a 

trade as an apprentice’ and suggests becoming ‘an electrician’ or ‘a bricklayer’ (2000: 170). 

When Billy fails to respond positively to these ‘options’, the Employment Officer suggests 
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there ‘are good opportunities in mining’, Billy’s answer is emphatic: ‘I’m not goin’ down 

t’pit […] I wouldn’t be seen dead down t’pit’ (2000: 171). After suggesting only three 

possible modes of employment, the Employment Officer asks, ‘[w]ell what do you want 

to do then?’ before adding, ‘[t]here doesn’t seem to be a job in England to suit you’ (2000: 

171). Exasperated, the Employment Officer begins to ask Billy if he has any hobbies. 

Here is Billy’s opportunity to outline his talents (it is notable that earlier in the text Billy 

becomes articulate and knowledgeable when asked to tell the rest of the class about 

falconry). Kes, the falcon, represents Billy’s ability, his hope, freedom, and the possibility 

of a different future, but on being asked about his hobbies the realisation dawns on Billy 

that Jud is no longer stalking the school, and Kes is alone and vulnerable. Instead of 

describing his hobby to the Employment Officer, Billy stands up quickly and asks, ‘Can 

I go now?’ (2000: 171). The Employment Officer, who has no knowledge of Billy’s 

immediate crisis, reads this as the disinterestedness of a poor (economically, academically, 

and in attitude) student. 

The novel ends with Billy running to an abandoned and derelict cinema after 

discovering that Jud has killed Kes and left the hawk’s body in the bin. Placing Kes in the 

inside pocket of his coat as he had when he took the bird as a chick, and travelling across 

town alone and on foot, Billy’s isolation is complete and abject. His journey is recorded 

as a list of the places that are significant to him as he passes them: 

 

Billy passed them all. He passed the houses of Tibbut and 
MacDowell; the houses of Anderson, the three smokers, 
and the messenger. He passed the recreation ground […]. 
He passed the school and its deserted fields, the Infant 
School, and the Primary School, situated at opposite sides 
of the estate. He passed the betting office and the parade 
of shops at the end of that street. (2000: 190) 
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The insignificance of the places Billy notes when considered out of this context is 

overwhelming, and the passage reads like Billy’s life flashing before his eyes; this is the 

extent of his world and his horizon of expectations. 

As Billy arrives at the now derelict cinema, ‘[t]he Forthcoming Attractions board 

advertise[s] nothing’ (2000: 192). There is no future here, only the memory of an enjoyable 

evening spent with his father before he left. This fantasy cannot last, and as the text 

reaches its climactic point, we realise that the memory is of the same evening that Billy’s 

father left, after returning home from the cinema to find Billy’s mother ‘staring and 

flushed’ with ‘Uncle Mick’ (2000: 195). Billy recalls his father’s violent reaction, the 

shouting and arguing, and ultimately his departure from the family home. The novel 

concludes when Billy ‘walk[s] back the way he had come’, unable, metaphorically, to find 

another path; he buries his hawk, and the hope and joy that it represents, in the garden 

and goes to bed; the bed he shares with the man who killed it (2000: 197). 

To emphasise the bleakness of the end of A Kestrel for a Knave is unnecessary, but 

what is demonstrated here, in relation to my broader argument, is how the brutalising 

effect of industrial society shapes working-class masculinities, and the role that education 

plays in determining (or in Billy’s case limiting) the opportunities available to working-

class boys. Billy represents the failures of the tripartite system of education, but more 

broadly, Billy becomes emblematic of a disenfranchised youth. In this sense, as Dave 

Russell observes, A Kestrel for a Knave ‘offer[s] something of a prelude to the ‘under-class’ 

novels of the 1980s’ (2004: 91). As early as 1968, there is evidence of an emerging 

discourse of disenfranchisement, poverty, and deprivation, that is consolidated as 

deindustrialisation begins in the 1970s and 1980s. Further, it is significant that a decade 

which began, ostensibly at least, with a celebration of working-class cultures and working-

class masculinities, ends with the representation of the death of a working-class boy’s 
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hopes and dreams, and, most disturbing of all, a pervasive sense of the inevitability with 

which it is represented. What the death of ‘Kes’ and Billy’s dreams represent is the last of 

the optimism with which the end of the Second World War was greeted and an 

acknowledgement that for many amongst the working-class the horizon of expectation 

had improved little, or not at all. Despite many material improvements and the 

development of a consumer society, despite the proliferation of televisions and 

motorcars, despite the working-class moment in British culture, poverty was an enemy 

that had not been defeated since the war and the return of mass-unemployment was 

looming on the horizon.  
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Chapter 4: (In)Correct Grammar 
School and the ties that bind – 1970-1981 
 

 

The Labour Party’s Manifesto for the general election of February 1974 stated that Britain 

faced its ‘most serious political and economic crisis since 1945’ (Wilson, 1974a: 1). 

Ostensibly, the 1950s and 1960s had been a period of booming growth and, as the 

previous two chapters have demonstrated, this provided a space in which new forms of 

working-class masculinity had emerged and thrived. However, as Dominic Sandbrook 

observes, ‘beneath the superficial prosperity, the rot was setting in’ (2011: 59). The 1970s 

are frequently examined through the lens, or discussed within a narrative of ‘declinism’ 

(Tomlinson quoted in Sandbrook, 2011: 59). This ‘decline’ must be contextualised in 

order to fully understand its impact upon representations of working-class masculinities 

that generate from the period and to understand the significance of the economic and 

political shifts that occurred during this period for subsequent political and economic 

formations. 

Sandbrook attributes ‘the rot’ he describes to Britain’s overreliance on trade with 

‘soft colonial markets’ (2011: 60). However, in terms of colonial power, Britain’s decline 

had been underway since at least the end of the Second World War, and the economic 

and political instability of the 1970s was not isolated to Britain alone. As Andrew Gamble 

observes,  

 

What all states faced in the 1970s was a growth in the 
number of problems that did not seem capable of being 
solved by ordinary political means. The space for 
asserting national sovereignty was shrinking; economic 
management was increasingly unsuccessful; the structures 
for mobilising consent for national policies were no 
longer adequate; and the bases of social order and 
national identity were under threat. The inability of 
governments to find solutions weakened political 
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authority and generated a deep malaise and pessimism 
about the possibility of rational management of public 
policy. Governments appeared weak and indecisive. 
(1988: 3) 
 

  

Gamble continues by stating that ‘[n]one of these problems were new. All had figured in 

domestic political argument from at least the mid-1960s onwards. But what changed in 

the 1970s was an appreciation of their scale’ (1988: 3). Although international in scale, the 

global economic crisis manifested in divergent ways and produced discrete local 

responses which inevitably were shaped by, and impacted upon, the sociocultural 

landscape of individual states. 

The 1970s would see a total of four general elections in Britain. The first, in June 

1970, returned the Conservative Party to power after six years of Labour rule, making 

Edward Heath Prime Minister. Heath swiftly moved to reduce taxation by slashing public 

spending, attempted to curb wage increases to tackle inflation (despite rapidly increasing 

cost inflation), and began preparation of a radical, and controversial, Industrial Relations 

Bill. Heath’s measures were met with staunch resistance: in a pattern that would repeat 

throughout the decade, Britain’s Trade Unions used industrial action as a means to secure 

wage increases and to prevent Britain’s working-classes from paying for Heath’s 

economic plan. The collapse of Rolls Royce in February 1971 is totemic of the early 

instability of Heath’s time as Prime Minister, as it serves as a tangible indicator of Britain’s 

failing economy and the resultant cultural implications. The failure of Rolls Royce 

represented the failure of one of the most recognisable companies in the world, a 

company that was synonymous with the concept of British manufacturing and which was 

most renowned for producing cars, those powerful symbols of the consumerism of the 

economic boom and masculine identities. The concepts of Britishness, masculinity, and 
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economic power were repeatedly destabilised, tested, and renegotiated throughout the 

1970s. 

Paradoxically the economic crisis which became apparent in the 1970s 

simultaneously strengthened and undermined traditional configurations of working-class 

masculinities. On the one hand trade unionism (a predominantly masculine working-class 

institution) developed an increasingly militant vigour, whilst on the other unemployment 

and ever-lengthening dole queues emasculated an increasing number of working-class 

men through their alienation from traditional occupational identities. By 1972 the number 

of unemployed exceeded one million, the angry reaction from the Labour benches 

resulting in Prime Minister’s Questions being suspended for the first time in a century 

(Sandbrook, 2011: 90). The same year would also see the first national miners’ strike since 

their involvement in the General Strike of 1926, a strike that resulted in Heath’s 

government declaring a state of emergency for the second time since 1970 (the first being 

in response the power workers strike of December 1970). A second miners’ strike in 

February 1974 contributed directly to the dissolution of Parliament and the calling of a 

snap election. Heath’s reason for calling the election was clear: the country must decide 

who was to govern and whether the government or the increasingly powerful and militant 

trade unions would decide the country’s future. The election gave Heath his answer, 

yielding a minority Labour government and making Harold Wilson Prime Minister. 

The new Labour Government recognised that immediate remedial action was 

required. The miners’ strike was resolved and the state of emergency and the three-day 

week were brought to an end. Wilson’s Labour Government set about rebuilding the 

nation’s relationship with the trade union movement and curbing future wage disputes 

with the introduction of the ‘social contract’. The ‘social contract’ amounted to an 

agreement between the government and the TUC that implemented voluntary wage 

restraints in exchange for the repeal of the controversial and unpopular Industrial 
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Relations Act of 1971. When Wilson took the country back to the polls in October 1974, 

looking to strengthen his government’s position, the ‘social contract’ was described as ‘no 

mere paper contract’, but as the ‘basis upon which the Labour Party and the trade unions 

define their common purpose’ and as a means by which to ‘re-establish faith in the 

working of Britain’s democracy in years ahead’ (Wilson, 1974b: 5). The Labour Party’s 

October Manifesto again suggested that Britain faced ‘its most dangerous crisis since the 

war’ (1974b: 1). Significantly, by October, Labour’s response to this crisis included a 

‘Charter for Women’ that ‘emphasised the importance of providing practical equal 

opportunities for women’ (Wilson, 1974b: 25). The proposed measures included the 

effective implementation of Labour’s Equal Pay Act by 1975 and stated a determination 

to ‘see more of them [women] from all walks of life – in Parliament, on local councils and 

other public bodies – including political parties and trade union committees’ (Wilson, 

1974b: 26). The charter certainly demonstrates an increasing awareness of, and response 

to, feminist issues within mainstream contemporary politics; indeed, much of the charter 

was drawn from ideas discussed at the first Women’s Liberation Conference, which was 

held on 27th February 1970 at the Ruskin College Oxford. However, the fact that much 

of the charter concerned itself with family law and rights for mothers demonstrates that, 

however well-intentioned the proposed policies may have been, women were still framed 

culturally as wives and mothers. As Hopkins notes, 

 

the social status of working women in England in the 
early 1970s was based upon many centuries of 
subordination to men […]. Enforced gender inferiority of 
this kind was not likely to be overthrown within the space 
of a few years. (1991: 171) 
 

 

The impact of the Women’s Liberation Movement upon masculine identities may have 

been gradual, but a slow shift in the culture of British society was certainly underway. The 
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demands of the first Women’s Liberation Conference were ‘[e]qual pay’, ‘[e]qual 

educational and job opportunities’, ‘[f]ree contraception and abortion on demand’ and 

‘[f]ree 24-hour nurseries’ (Sisterhood and After Research Team). It should be noted that 

the Women’s Liberation Movement was rooted in a tradition of radical left wing politics 

and that their demands sought gender equality as a central tenet of a broader move toward 

a more egalitarian society, which was at odds with what Tom Nairn describes as an 

‘ambient conservatism which has marked the structure of English society for several 

centuries’ (1977: 270). When, on 11th February 1975, Margaret Thatcher became the first 

female leader of the Conservative Party, it appeared (ostensibly at least) that the Women’s 

Liberation Movement was being heeded on the right of the political spectrum. With 

hindsight, Thatcher’s appointment is far more significant as the moment in which the 

emergent ‘New Right’ took control of the party. The press conference which followed 

Thatcher’s victory (in which she was repeatedly asked questions that related to her gender 

and her husband’s opinion on her appointment) indicates the broader response to 

Women’s Liberation, and demonstrates the cultural climate in which gradual changes in 

gender relations occurred.  

In many ways, Thatcher and the economic and ideological measures her 

government would introduce had more of a direct impact upon the formation and 

maintenance of working-class masculinities than the Women’s Liberation Movement. 

The 1970s represent the decade in which many of the key, often paradoxical, narratives 

of what became known as Thatcherism were developed, and the foundational aspects of 

‘traditional’ working-class masculinities were undermined, or directly attacked. A 

significant moment in Thatcher’s ascension was the Labour government’s loan of £3.9 

billion from the International Monetary Fund in 1976. The loan was taken in order to 

stabilise the British economy as the value of the pound plummeted. However, this 

provided Thatcher with counter-narratives of living within our means, good 
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housekeeping (on a national scale), and frugality, against a backdrop of infighting within 

the Labour party. As Eric Evans notes, ‘[m]uch was made of a Labour government 

needing to go cap in hand to international bankers [and a] key feature of opposition 

speeches in the years 1976-9 was loss of sovereignty and a weakening of government 

authority’ (2013: 13).  

The loan itself was, of course, a huge political and economic issue. One of its 

most pressing consequences for the working-classes were the cuts to public expenditure 

which were designed to give confidence to Britain’s creditors. It has been argued that 

‘[o]ne of the great myths of the IMF crisis is that the cuts were forced on Britain by the 

wicked Americans’ (Sandbrook, 2012: 471). However, the relevant section of a 

memorandum from the Chancellor of the Exchequer, dated 22nd November 1976, states: 

 

In discussion with officials, the Fund team originally 
argued that, to have maximum effect, this adjustment [the 
fiscal adjustment required to demonstrate to Britain’s 
creditors that the Government’s policies were viable] 
should be achieved solely through savings on public 
expenditure. They acknowledge that this is a matter for 
the Government to decide, but argue that the adjustment 
would need to be more severe if public expenditure were 
not the main source of savings. (Healey, 1976: 2) 

 

 

The evidence within the memorandum is clear. Although the IMF could not directly 

dictate government policy, the weakened negotiating position from which the 

government was operating made it extremely difficult for them to ignore the 

recommendations of the Fund team. This did not make the cuts which followed the 

agreement any less controversial. As Evans notes: 

 

The International Monetary Fund’s (IMF’s) loan of $3.9 
million [sic] naturally came with further deflationary 
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strings attached in the form of additional expenditure 
cuts. Although in part externally imposed, and divisive 
internally, […] monetarist economic policies were alive 
and well within the Treasury and the upper echelons of 
the Labour Party in the years 1976-8. (2013: 13) 
 

 

The fact that the cuts resulted in deep internal divisions is hardly surprising; to many 

within the Labour Party they represented a complete anathema, a compromise to appease 

the market that completely undermined the fundamental principles of the Party. 

The ruptures within the Party were themselves symptomatic of this divisive era 

and were further compounded by the worsening relationship between the Labour Party 

and the Trade Union movement. The years between 1974 and 1979 would see industrial 

action by workers at the BBC and on Fleet Street, by caretakers, dustmen, firemen; by 

hauliers, miners, and those in the motor and oil industries; by staff at Heathrow, at 

Imperial Typewriters, at ITV, at Grunwick, and the National Theatre; by Post Office 

workers, railwaymen, seamen, shipbuilders, and steelworkers; by nurses, porters, bus 

drivers, canteen staff, maintenance men, and even the gravediggers of Liverpool (Evans, 

2013, Fry, 2008, Gamble, 1988, Hopkins, 1991, Sandbrook, 2011, 2012). Many of the 

disputes revolved around what the government saw as increasingly unreasonable wage 

demands, a fact which would eventually lead to the Labour Government introducing a 

policy of wage restraint. It is here that the relationship between Labour’s traditional power 

base, the working-class men of Britain, and the Party begins to falter. 

As Martin Jacques observes, ‘Britain’s own economic crisis grew increasingly 

acute with the onset of the international capitalist recession’ (1983: 49). Jacque also 

recognises the ‘complex’ nature of ‘resistance’ in a political landscape in which the labour 

movement and the Labour Party were being cast against each other, and points toward 

this as a key factor in working-class acceptance of the social contract (1983: 50). Jacques 

continues: 



196 
 

the deepening recession was also a very important factor 
here. It affected working class resistance in two ways: it 
acted as a disciplining factor, making, for example, 
conventional forms of wage-militancy, for sections 
threatened by unemployment, less viable. It also greatly 
intensified the level of a feeling of ‘national crisis’. (1983: 
50) 
 

 

Colin Hay convincingly argues that the feeling of ‘national crisis’ which emerged in Britain 

in the late 1970s was discursively constructed by the media, and, that this construction 

effectively led to a ‘shift in state power’ and the rise of ‘Thatcherism as a state project’ 

(1996: 254). In real terms ‘the winter of discontent’, as the ‘national crisis’ came to be 

known, can be understood as the resistance of rank-and-file union members to the 

erosion of living standards, and attempts by the incumbent Labour government to pass 

the ‘costs of impending economic crisis directly onto labour’ (Hay, 1996: 260). In terms 

of ‘traditional’ forms of working-class masculinities the sense of ‘national crisis’ might 

well describe the effect of contemporary socioeconomic conditions upon the 

foundational aspects of those masculinities. The winter of discontent can be read as a 

direct response to the threat that the ongoing economic crisis posed to work, and its 

attendant occupational identities and to the often locally precarious, but culturally stable 

position of husband, breadwinner, head-of-house, and provider, which was being 

undermined by the steady fall in living standards. Jacques points out the industrial action 

of 1978-9 was a direct reaction against these falling living standards and attacks on public 

expenditure, although the so-called ‘winter of discontent’ ‘bore the imprint of the new 

context of recession and Labour government’ (1983: 50). This in itself was significant as 

it fed into the construction of a new discourse within British politics, and eventually to 

the ‘transformation of the British state’ (Hay, 1996: 254). Jacques continues: 
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On the one hand, the militancy of these months tended 
to be more sectionalised and fragmented than that of the 
Heath period and, on the other hand, it contained within 
it a new, understandable, but nonetheless disturbingly 
anti-Labour current. (1983: 50) 
 

 

The implications of this were made clear when on 3rd May 1979 the Conservative Party 

won a landslide victory (recording the biggest swing since Attlee’s victory in 1945) that 

made Margaret Thatcher Britain’s first female Prime Minister. As Veldman notes, the 

strikes of ‘[t]he [w]inter of [d]iscontent’ had ‘worked in Thatcher’s favor’ by ‘robb[ing] 

the union movement of its moral appeal’ (2016: 87). Veldman continues by observing 

that ‘the strikes liberated Thatcher politically’ and that ‘her instinctive contempt for the 

union movement could now be expressed as a form of patriotism’ (2016: 87). Coming as 

it did at the end of a decade which had begun with the inaugural Women’s Liberation 

Conference, Mrs. Thatcher’s victory might be read as a moment of feminist triumph. An 

analysis that focused solely on Thatcher’s individual achievement would make a reading 

of this kind quite reasonable (and would fit with the ideological practice of ‘Thatcherism’). 

However, the political and economic turbulence of the period which provided the 

gestation of Thatcher’s electoral success demands a broader engagement. As Geoffrey 

Fry notes, ‘the British trade unions together with a succession of external blows […] 

eventually created the political climate in which the Governments of Margaret Thatcher 

could pursue their programmes of radical change’ (2008: 1). In this context what 

Thatcher’s success demonstrates, more than anything else, is that the 1970s was the 

decade in which Keynesianism (‘the dominant economic belief of both Labour and 

Conservative governments since 1945’), was gradually replaced by the aggressive 

economic policies of the New Right (Evans, 2013: 9). 

Throughout these developments there is a continuation of the ‘English urban 

structure’ in British fiction (Williams, 1984: 18). Bill Naughton’s sequel to Alfie, Alfie 
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Darling (1970), and Sillitoe’s picaresque A Start in Life (1970), both point towards an 

increasing reliance upon comedy and fantasy within representations of working-class 

masculinities. Whilst texts such as Richard Allen’s Skinhead (1970), Suedehead (1971), and 

Skinhead Escapes (1972) (and countless other ‘youthsploitation’ titles published under the 

New English Library imprint during the 1970s), demonstrate developments that saw the 

focus within the narrative shift toward increasingly violent representations of the exploits 

of protagonists modelled on crude stereotypes of contemporary youth subcultures. The 

pattern of increasing violence is also evident in Ted Lewis’s ‘Carter’ novels, Jack’s Return 

Home (1970) (later published as Get Carter after the success of the 1971 film adaptation, 

which again starred Michael Caine), Jack Carter’s Law (1974), and Jack Carter and the Mafia 

Pigeon (1977). These texts owe much to the American vernacular style that both Worpole 

(2008) and Williams (1984) posit as an informing feature of the English urban structure 

and offer a slightly more complex and nuanced engagement with issues of the intersection 

of class and masculinity than the pulp-fiction of the New English Library texts. William 

McIlvanney’s Laidlaw (1977) also draws upon the conventions of American crime fiction 

but its setting and use of Glaswegian dialect set it apart as a distinctly Scottish text. 

Nevertheless, the positioning of the American vernacular style within texts that deal 

primarily with configurations of British masculinities also goes someway to demonstrating 

the significance of the American detective novel within British popular culture, something 

Hoggart recognized as early as 1957 in The Uses of Literacy. 

Other texts from the 1970s, such as Mervyn Jones’s Holding On (1973) and 

McIlvanney’s Docherty (1975), adopt the historical novel as a means of approaching 

contemporary socio-political and economic issues and their impact upon the formation 

and maintenance of working-class masculinities, whilst Raymond Williams’s The Volunteers 

(1978) (somewhat prophetically) projects the issues forward and situates its narrative in 

1988. These texts, generated during a decade of unrest and political radicalisation, 
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demonstrate a structure in which there is a tendency for serious representation of 

working-class masculinities to be temporally displaced. The number of texts that deal 

directly with contemporary issues is relatively limited, although texts such as Sillitoe’s 

short story Pit Strike (1973) (which was adapted for television in 1977) and Hines’s The 

Price of Coal (1977) demonstrate a continuation of the realist tradition of representations 

of working-class masculinities. Many texts that maintain a contemporary setting fall back 

on satire, farce and crude stereotypes. Carry on at Your Convenience (1971) ruthlessly satirised 

the British trade union movement and its attendant working-class masculinities (although 

the fact that the film was the first commercial failure of the franchise suggests that 

working-class audiences were less than impressed by its representations) (Ross, 1996: 98). 

Whilst the television sitcoms Up the Workers (1973-1976) and The Rag Trade (1977-1978) 

(an LWT revival of the earlier BBC production) also took aim at the practices of the 

British labour movement. 

 However, another distinct pattern emerges during this period, a structure of 

feeling which engages directly with issues of dislocation and social mobility, and revolves 

around narratives that have masculinities of working-class origin at their centre. These 

narratives are those of the working-class scholarship boys in which the protagonists have 

employed the educational opportunities offered to them as a means to climb the social 

ladder. Despite their minority status, working-class grammar school boys remain 

significant figures throughout the middle of the twentieth century. Jackson and Marsden 

posit that during their study of Huddersfield, published in 1962, the town had ‘grammar 

school provision for rather less than 20% of the population’, although the hegemonic 

system underlying the transitions of grammar school education left many of those that 

were selected with the retrospective belief that as many as 75 per cent or 90 per cent of 

their primary school class had passed the exam (1966: 109). The Nuffield Mobility Study 

undertaken in 1972 demonstrated that boys born between 1943 and 1952, who therefore 
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started their secondary education between 1954 and 1963, had a 22-per-cent chance of 

attending a selective school if they were from a working-class origin. This made them 44 

per cent less likely to be selected than their middle-class counterparts. This 22 per cent 

chance also represented a chance that was ‘5 per cent less than it had been for the cohort 

entering secondary schools between 1944 and 1953’ (Kynaston, 2014: 179). 

The working-class grammar school boy was also a minority in another sense. As 

Worpole notes, ‘grammar schools made it quite obvious that working-class students were 

there on sufferance and could never really ‘“belong”’ (1985: 65). Rejection and alienation 

would also often manifest within their own communities as the names used by their 

secondary modern schooled counterparts make abundantly clear: ‘“Grammar grubs”, 

“Grammar-bugs stinking slugs”, “dirty little humbugs”, “Grammar School Slops”, 

“Grammar School Spivs”, “Grammar School Sissies”, “Filthy twerps”, and, naturally, 

“Slaps”’ (Kynaston, 2014: 183). The name ‘Grammar School Sissies’ is particularly 

significant as it clearly places into question the masculine status of those that have 

achieved and are differentiated through education. This is directly related to the 

celebration of manual labour outlined in Willis’s Learning to Labour (1977). Hostility 

toward scholarship students is also evident in the research of Wilmott and Young (1957), 

which records comments from grammar school pupils such as: ‘[a]ll the children in the 

street would laugh at me’, ‘I felt outcast in the street directly I started going to the new 

school’, and ‘I was more or less ostracized’ (1970: 177). The isolation experienced by the 

working-class grammar school pupil is not directly comparable to that of Billy Casper in 

A Kestrel for a Knave, whose poverty of experience, lack of nurturing, and limited horizon 

of expectation dislocate him from both his community and his potential. However, it is 

clear that the working-class grammar school boy also experiences a dislocation, which is 

evident through the internal and external tensions that manifest as a result of their 

alienation from their family, their peers, and their wider community. As Worpole writes 
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in relation to the eleven plus exam, ‘[f]or many working-class children, success was 

actually the beginning of their problems’ (1985: 64). 

Whilst the experience of the grammar school might crudely be described as 

‘working-class children turning into middle-class citizens’, this is undoubtedly a complex 

and tumultuous cultural process in terms of both the functioning of the institutional 

mechanisms that underpinned such a shift and the immediate experience of the children 

and their communities (Jackson and Marsden, 1966: 15). As Worpole observes, ‘[f]or 

many working-class children […] the grammar school was a form of Inquisition; they 

could either recant and embrace a new faith – or be broken on the wheel’ (1985: 66). 

The dislocation experienced by the working-class grammar school boy takes two 

forms, the physical and the social. In the physical sense the working-class grammar school 

boy is dislocated through their removal from their local school (which would be attended 

by the majority of the children from their community). This physical dislocation would 

often entail a bus journey to a more salubrious part of town. In relation to this the 

working-class grammar school boy experienced a social dislocation that resulted from his 

estrangement from his immediate community and an alienation that resulted from his 

exposure to alternative cultures at an important, formative stage of his development. 

These dislocations can be aligned with the suburbanisation that occurred with the 

emergence of the ‘New Estate’ and the impact this had upon ‘traditional’ working-class 

cultures, as again they are centred upon the dual meaning of the term place and 

demonstrate the significance of geographical space (which is never politically neutral) in 

the formation and maintenance of working-class masculinities. 

A distinct structure of feeling emerges from the tension that is evident in the 

cultural output of this period. At a time when ‘the working-class seemingly inexorably 

[…] moved ever further towards the centre of the cultural frame’ the working-class 

grammar school boy was to play a key role in the process (Kynaston, 2014: 183). For 



202 
 

example, Dave Russell identifies ‘increased educational opportunities’ as key in the 

development of Northern writers, stating that ‘Ten of the 22 twentieth-century northern 

novelists’ he notes, ‘were born between 1929 and 1942 and were beneficiaries of the 1944 

Education Act’ (2004: 83). (Many of the authors written about in previous chapters also 

attended grammar schools and were the beneficiaries of scholarships.) The impact of the 

cultural output of the grammar school educated working-class is clearly apparent by the 

1960s, with numerous texts being produced across numerous modes, mediums, and 

disciplines that included fiction, television, film, and theatre. Arguably, the cultural 

position and dislocation of the working-class grammar school boy was itself becoming 

the focus of representations of British life. 

The first episode of Coronation Street (1960), for example, was written by a 

working-class grammar school boy, Tony Warren, and featured a working-class grammar 

school boy who had gone on to university in the character of Ken Barlow. Ken has 

returned home to visit his father Frank and mother Ida. Whilst eating a meal together, 

Ken refuses the bottle of sauce that his mother has bought ‘specially’ because he ‘allus 

loved it when [he] was little’ (1960). The scene, which begins by literally demonstrating a 

change in the tastes of the working-class scholarship boy, continues to demonstrate the 

tension that develops between father and son as a result of that shift in taste. When Ken 

stares at the amount of sauce his father is pouring onto his plate, Frank is immediately 

defensive, brusquely asking ‘What’s up?’ (1960). Ken averts his gaze, and eager to avoid 

confrontation replies ‘“Nothing”’, Frank immediately responds, ‘“What’s that snooty 

expression for then?”’ (1960). As Laing notes: 

 

[t]he first episode was rather more clear-cut in the 
presentation of certain issues in class terms ([…] the 
scholarship boy ashamed of his family) than much of 
what was to follow. However the implicit claims to 
realism were maintained. (1986: 187) 
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The fact that the figure of the scholarship boy was featured so prominently in a nationally 

broadcast serial drama with the aim of portraying the everyday lives of ordinary working-

class people goes some way to demonstrating the impact of the 1944 Education Act upon 

the cultural imagination of Britain. The fact that this representation focused on the 

intergenerational tensions that resulted from the scholarship boy’s dislocation and 

alienation from family, peers and the working-class community more broadly is 

significant as it demonstrates that this cultural dislocation (and its attendant effects) were 

being recognised as early as 1960. 

An archetypal working-class masculinity had emerged during the 1950s and 1960s 

which was founded upon physical strength, aggressive consumption (both physical and 

material), and the sexual prowess of the protagonist. Billy Casper is significant in the fact 

that he does not fit this mould, whilst his half-brother Jud does: as Nigel Gray notes, ‘Jud 

is typical hero material. A character very much like Arthur Seaton in Saturday Night and 

Sunday Morning. He is big, tough, hard drinking and good looking’ (1973: 25). As such, 

Billy’s inability to conform to the archetypal masculinity makes the pattern that emerges 

during that period all the more evident. However, as the 1970s developed the position of 

women within society was changing and an ‘increasing emphasis on women’s rights as 

individuals’ becomes evident (Hopkins, 1991: 191). (This stemmed from events such as 

the 1970 Ruskin Conference of the Women’s Liberation Movement, is evidenced by the 

inclusion of a Charter for Women in the Labour Party Manifesto of October 1974 and 

by the introduction of The Sex Discrimination Act of 1975.) This emphasis on women’s 

rights meant that the attitudes, opinions, and actions of characters such as Alfie Darling’s 

Alfie Elkins and A Start in Life’s Michael Cullen were becoming increasingly problematic. 

As Hopkins cautions, however, ‘many men still adopted traditional attitudes, and many 

women, too, so that the amount of change that actually occurred must not be exaggerated’ 

(1991: 191). 
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A new and distinct structure of feeling does emerge during the 1970s, a pattern 

that is structured around the sociocultural tensions that emerge when the protagonists of 

the texts are dislocated from the class and gender position of their origin. The pattern is 

chiefly focused on the experience of the ‘successful’ working-class scholarship boy, or, to 

paraphrase Worpole, those that have recanted and embraced a new faith (1985: 66). The 

tension that emerges as a result of this dislocation is a recurring theme amongst 

representations of the working-class grammar school boy, but one writer in particular 

returns to it time and time again. Tony Harrison engages explicitly and repeatedly with 

issues of education, place, class, and language across a set of texts that continue to expand. 

As Worpole proclaims, 

 

if Hoggart was the benign chronicler of the ‘scholarship 
boy’, Brian Jackson and Dennis Marsden the sociologists, 
Raymond Williams the novelist, then Tony Harrison is 
pre-eminently the poet of that major cultural (and 
disintegrative) experience. (1985: 68) 
 

 

‘Them & [uz]’ (1978) is a poem which deals directly with the experience of the scholarship 

boy in the grammar school environment, a poem which looks at the effect of this 

dislocation upon the formation of masculine identities. ‘Book Ends’ (1978) is a poem 

which deals explicitly with the alienation experienced between father and son as a result 

of the dislocation that occurred as a result of Harrison’s education. Looked at together 

these poems demonstrate the representation of the formation of a specific type of 

masculinity that becomes apparent in the contrast between Harrison’s vocation, and his 

father’s occupation, and how this relates to Harrison’s apparent need to represent poetry-

writing as work. Both poems are drawn from Harrison’s continuously expanding 

sequence of sonnets From the School of Eloquence (1978). As Worpole observes, 
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[t]he whole of the School of Eloquence sequence is about 
[Harrison’s] own class and cultural predicament, 
obsessively worked over again and again. The same 
traumatic moments – his parents’ deaths and funerals, the 
first years at grammar school, the decline and disintegration 
of the geographical and class community in which his 
parents’ generation brought him up – run consistently 
through the still-unfinished sonnet sequence. (1985: 72-3) 
 

 

Harrison won a scholarship to Leeds Grammar School through ‘part of the education act 

that came in after the war’ and recalls, ‘I didn’t really like being at grammar school to be 

honest […] My teacher would never let me read poetry because of my accent’ (Harrison 

interviewed by Armitage 2015). The exclusion and alienation experienced by Harrison 

during his formative years at grammar school provide the catalyst for a large proportion 

of his poetic output. Expanding upon his experiences Harrison states, 

 

[a]fter experiences like that I wanted to make [poetry] in my 
own voice and I taught myself all the forms that were 
possible […] I spent months and years doing all that, and I 
thought, but I’m going to fill it with my material. That was 
my occupation so I would deliberately choose classical 
forms like the sonnet. (Harrison interviewed by Armitage 
2015) 

 

 

The word ‘occupation’ is significant as it refers to Harrison’s vocation, but also suggests 

the forceful appropriation of the forms described. The strategy of utilizing classical forms 

is also significant, as it demonstrates the scholarship boy’s accrued cultural capital and his 

ability to ‘occupy’ the poetic form. However, drawing on comments made by John 

Osborne, Neil Covey identifies a problematic element of this proposition, suggesting that, 

whilst the claim to appropriation of the poetic form ‘for the benefit of the dispossessed’ 

may be earnest, the proposition might easily be inverted (Osborne quoted in Covey, 1995: 
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139). In reference to a ‘distinguished generation of poets’ that includes Harrison, Osborne 

states, 

 

they are not wrenching literary expression away from the 
privileged classes, but are assimilating their otherness to an 
existing bourgeois tradition; they are not appropriating the 
mainstream poetic inheritance, it is appropriating them’. 
(Osborne quoted in Covey, 1995: 139)  
 

 

However, Harrison’s awareness of the position from which he writes, exemplified in lines 

such as, ‘[y]ou’re lost in this sonnet for the bourgeoisie’ from the poem ‘Working’, 

suggests Osborne’s analysis of Harrison’s position does not take full account of the 

nuances of Harrison’s approach (1978: 22). It is closer to the truth to suggest that 

Harrison is both occupying and occupied by the traditional poetic form, and, to 

paraphrase Jackson and Marsden, that much of Harrison’s poetic output is concerned 

with the process, and resultant effects, of working-class boys becoming middle-class men 

(1966: 15). 

‘Them & [uz]’ is a poem that derives from the exclusion and alienation Harrison 

experienced as a working-class scholarship boy. It is a poem about finding a voice, about 

owning a voice, about the politics of language, and, to a lesser degree, about the language 

of politics. The poem is comprised of twinned, sixteen-line ‘Meredithian’ sonnets, and 

dedicated to ‘Professors Richard Hoggart & Leon Cortez’ (1978: 20). The title of the poem is 

a direct reference to a chapter from Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy, ‘‘Them and ‘Us’’, which 

engages with conceptions of social divisions (1977: 72). Leon Cortez was an actor, 

comedian, bandleader, and variety performer, who would achieve some level of fame later 

in his career through his television appearances. However, it is Cortez’s early variety 

shows, where he would perform Shakespearian monologues in Cockney dialect, that earn 

him Harrison’s dedication. 
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In many ways ‘Them & [uz]’ is a poem about competing masculinities, a poem in 

which accrued cultural capital allows for the tensions between divergent masculinities to 

be exposed and examined through the poet’s use of language. This is structured around 

the three voices present within the composition: the poet, Tony Harrison, the working-

class scholarship boy ‘T. W.’, and the schoolmaster. The couplet with which the poem 

begins gives significant insight into the themes that the poem goes on to explore: ‘xixì, 

ayay! … stutterer Demosthenes | gob full of pebbles outshouting seas – ’ (1978: 20). The 

juxtaposition between the classical Greek ‘xixì’ and the colloquial Yorkshire ‘ayay!’ 

immediately presents the reader with cultural tensions embedded within language, whilst 

establishing that Harrison is a classics scholar, an intellectual and academic, who has 

achieved his sociocultural status through success in the education that is critiqued within 

the poem itself. 

The figure of Demosthenes is also significant. The inclusion of the Athenian 

orator aligns the poet with classical study, but there are reasons beyond this which help 

to make Harrison’s position apparent. Firstly, Demosthenes was an orphan, a fact which, 

in the context of the poem, represents Harrison’s alienation from his parents as he is 

extracted from his parent culture and inducted into middle-class culture through his 

grammar school education. Further, Demosthenes reputedly suffered from a speech 

impediment during childhood, which he overcame through a program of training (which 

included speaking with pebbles in his mouth and talking over the sea). Despite his 

impediment, Demosthenes would become the greatest of Athenian orators. The 

connotations of Harrison’s own education and the import of voice are clearly apparent 

here, yet there is a complexity within this connection that must be further unpacked. If 

the scholarship boy, ‘T. W.’, and Harrison are aligned with Demosthenes, then the dialect 

voice and Yorkshire colloquialism that the poet works to reinstate are aligned with his 

speech impediment, a problem to be overcome in order that he might be elevated within 
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society. The speech impediment provides a direct connection to another poem within the 

School of Eloquence sequence, ‘Heredity’ (1978). As with Harrison’s wider project, ‘Heredity’ 

was inspired in part by the desire to give an articulate voice to the inarticulate, after living 

with an uncle who had a debilitating stammer (Harrison interviewed by Armitage, 2015). 

It is significant, then, that Demosthenes employed his ability as an orator in order to 

reclaim his inheritance (which had been misappropriated by his guardians), as the poem 

itself becomes a means of Harrison employing the cultural capital he has gained to reclaim 

a literary inheritance that has been ‘dubbed […] into RP’ (1978: 20). 

Far from being a simple process of ‘working-class children turning into middle-

class citizens’, what becomes apparent throughout ‘Them & [uz]’ are the sociocultural 

tensions that inform the emergent forms of masculinities that arise from the inclusion of 

working-class boys in the upper echelons of the streamed tertiary educational system, and 

the complex of conflicting ideas and ideals that underpin the structure of feeling which 

forms around them (Jackson and Marsden, 1966: 15). Given Harrison’s vocation it comes 

as no surprise that the poem’s chief concern in engaging with these issues is the use of 

language, in particular the use of ‘Received Pronunciation’ and the political implications 

of enforcing its use (through a regime of bullying and belittlement) upon the working-

class scholarship boy ‘T. W.’. 

The first verse explores the politics of language and its role in the formation of 

masculinity through its engagement with Shakespeare. ‘T. W.’ plays ‘the Drunken Porter 

in Macbeth’ and is informed by the schoolmaster that, ‘You’re one of those | Shakespeare 

gives the comic bits to : prose’ (1978: 20). The word ‘prose’ resonates here with ‘proles’ 

and is thus associated with the proletariat, whilst poetry is requisitioned, by education, for 

the upper classes. The irony of using Shakespeare, or more correctly, Shakespearian 

English, as a means of promoting the value of Received Pronunciation is surely something 

which is not lost upon the poet, particularly as Harrison’s own Yorkshire dialect, which 
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the schoolmaster works to devalue throughout the verse, is in fact much closer to the 

Elizabethan English of Shakespeare than the more recent contrivances of Received 

Pronunciation and standardized English. The inherent contradiction in the distinctions 

being made by the voice of the schoolmaster demonstrate that, far from being arbitrary 

in nature, they have a distinct political motivation. The work of Williams on the 

development of ‘standard English’ is useful here: 

 

It is obvious that since the development […] of a new 
definition of ‘standard English’, particular uses of the 
common language have been taken up and abused for the 
purposes of class distinction. Yet the dialect which is 
normally equated with standard English has no necessary 
superiority over other dialects […] certain selected sounds 
have been given a cardinal authority which derives from the 
fact that they are habitually made by persons who, for other 
reasons, possess social and economic influence. (1983a: 
322) 
 

 

This process, the political control and use of language, is clearly evident in representations 

of the systems that underpinned the 1944 Education Act which, through their 

institutionalization, reified the class divisions of a triadic perception of the sociocultural 

structure of Britain. As Worpole observes, 

 

[t]he hegemony of state education and state culture 
conspired to silence working-class self-definition and self-
activity, and yet this very hegemony was one which the 
British Labour Party deemed to be ‘progressive’. (1985: 69) 
 

 

This hegemony is realised, at least in part, by removing the voice of the working-class 

subject. This was achieved by the method of inculcating middle-class values through 

modes of communication, and through the systematic devaluing of the language that is 
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‘spoke at home’ by the working-class subject (1978: 21). The effects of this approach are 

clearly represented in the final quatrain of the first verse, 

 

‘We say [ʌs] not [uz] T. W.’ That shut my trap. 
I doffed my flat a’s (as in flat cap) 
my mouth all stuffed with glottals, great 
lumps to hawk up and spit out … E-nun-ciate! (1978: 20) 
 

 

The deference with which ‘T. W.’ ends the verse and the revulsion he feels towards his 

own voice (which is now something that, like the phlegm of an infection, must be hawked 

up and spat out) demonstrate the effect of his education upon his sense of self, and thus 

on the formation of masculinities within this process. 

The second verse represents the reclamation of voice that has become a mainstay 

of Harrison’s wider project. To claim that the verse offers a reaffirmation of working-

class identity is perhaps a step too far, although it certainly recognises, and thus reaffirms, 

Harrison’s working-class origin. This is most apparent in the use of Yorkshire vernacular, 

and the shift in tone from the deference of the scholarship boy ‘T. W.’ to the mature 

defiance of Tony Harrison. As in Verse one, the opening two line stanza of Verse two 

gives a clear indication of what will follow. ‘So right, yer buggers, then. We’ll occupy | 

your lousy, leasehold poetry’ (1978: 21). There are certainly problematic elements here, as 

the words selected allow an ambiguity that can be read as a destabilising force upon the 

position adopted by the poet. The word ‘occupy’, for example, clearly carries 

connotations of invasion, but, as outlined above, occupation also points to the fact that 

Harrison has made poetry his vocation and, as Osborne suggests, this occupation might 

easily be inverted. The term ‘leasehold’ is also ambiguous as it makes possession 

contingent, on the one hand this serves to emphasise the precariousness of the position 
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occupied by Harrison, whilst on the other suggesting that having never had the freehold 

the ‘buggers’ themselves have only had the lease. Poetry itself becomes a contested space.  

All of this is carried out by Harrison with a great awareness of the precariousness 

of the position that is occupied by the poet and an understanding of the inherent 

ambiguity of the position of the working-class scholarship boy. The verse develops into 

a passionate reaffirmation of identity in the lines, ‘R.I.P. T.W. | I’m Tony Harrison no 

longer you’ (1978: 21). Harrison distances himself from the figure of the deferent 

scholarship boy through his control of language: he will speak ‘the language that [he] 

spoke at home’ and will do so within the poetic form (1978: 21). Whilst the verse serves 

to reconstitute Harrison’s identity, or at least move it beyond the limits imposed through 

a grammar school education, there is an element of paradox here also. Lacking middle-

class provenance, but alienated from the working-class of his origin, the scholarship boy 

represents new and emergent forms of Pygmalionesque masculinities. Thus the ‘language 

spoke […] at home’ within the poem, becomes a representation of the language spoken 

at home. The poetic form and structure, and the semantic saturation of the verse serve to 

determine that this is not and cannot be the language that is spoken at home. 

As Worpole observes, ‘at home it wasn’t language that separated out the 

scholarship boy from his family, but the form of language and the form of knowledge 

and experience: all in books’ (1985: 71). Thus, whilst ‘the familiar rhythms and patterns 

of rhyme’ upon which Harrison’s poems are structured ‘make them immediately 

accessible to ear and eye’, ultimately they are constructed within a form which has its own 

ideological position within British culture (Worpole, 1985: 69). Poetry is a cultural form 

which demands the poet move into its ‘desired social position’ rather than it moving into 

his (or hers) (Covey, 1995: 139). Harrison operates from a paradoxical position. Much 

like the ‘Angry Young Men’ of the 1950s, the position of poet delimits that which can be 

said and how it can be expressed, whilst simultaneously providing a platform from which 
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to speak. As Covey elucidates: ‘[t]he problem is both historical and ideological (so far as 

those terms can be separated); poetry has become the genre of a part of the dissident 

middle-class’ (1995: 139). The context of ‘Them & [uz]’, which is almost entirely 

structured around concepts of ‘resistant reading and writing’ make this abundantly clear 

(Hateley, 2012: 175). However, as Hateley notes, ‘the cultural politics of resistant reading 

and writing espoused by Harrison itself rests on the somewhat conservative politics of 

literacy’ (2012: 175). Thus, the grammar school education that provided the impetus for 

Harrison to find and employ a working-class voice within the poetic form is also the cause 

of the estrangement that perpetually puts that voice out of reach. It is Harrison’s 

alienation from his working-class origins through education, and the inculcation of 

middle-class values and culture, that causes him to seek a common language through the 

poetic representation of how others live, but, as Covey states, ‘such imagination is self-

defeating and serves only to exacerbate [his] alienation’ (1995: 149). 

Harrison, it seems, is acutely aware of this alienation, returning to it thematically 

time and time again. The formation of, and differentiation between, masculine identities 

are a prominent feature of Harrison’s engagement with the theme of alienation, and are 

nowhere more apparent than in the representations of Harrison’s relationship with his 

father. Of the numerous representations of this kind I focus on ‘Book Ends’ (1978) as, 

in the sequence of poems that constitute From the School of Eloquence, it is the first explicit 

representation of Harrison’s relationship with his father to come after ‘Them & [uz]’ 

(1978). Significantly, the poems are separated by ‘Working’ (1978), and ‘Cremation’ 

(1978). 

‘Working’ is a poem that draws from the testimony of Patience Kershaw (a 

seventeen-year-old hurrier who gave evidence to the Children’s Employment 

Commission in 1842), whilst contemplating the position of the poet and the work of 

poetry (another theme to which Harrison frequently returns). The poem concludes with 
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the couplet, ‘Wherever hardship held it’s tongue the job | ’s breaking the silence of the 

worked-out gob’ and returns directly to the concept of giving voice to the inarticulate and 

oppressed, by expressing the objective of the poem (1978: 22). More broadly this situates 

Harrison’s poetic project within the field of work, and places it in conversation with 

manual labour and corresponding cultures that were increasingly under threat.  

‘Cremation’ is ostensibly a poem which deals with the connection between man 

and wife and how illness and mortality can impact upon those relationships. However, 

the symbolic connections drawn between coal, death, and masculinity suggest the poem 

is also about the passing, or weakening, of a specific type of working-class masculinity. 

Ultimately, ‘Cremation’ offers a representation of a residual form of masculinity (‘His, his 

dad’s and his dad’s lifetime down below’), a masculinity tied to place (both geographic and 

social) and occupation, that is threatened by contemporary sociocultural conditions 

(1978: 23). 

‘Book Ends’ draws on the themes explored in ‘Them & [uz]’, ‘Working’, and 

‘Cremation’ and concentrates them upon the relationship between Harrison and his 

father. The poem is set in the immediate aftermath of Harrison’s mother’s death and, as 

such, builds directly upon the fear of loss and separation experienced by man and wife in 

the preceding ‘Cremation’. Whilst the air of silence that pervades the poem 

contraindicates the intimations of ‘Working’, implying that, in the family home, Harrison 

does not have the words necessary to communicate (‘We never could talk much, and now 

don’t try’ (1978: 24)). The fact that the poem is set in the family home of Harrison’s 

parents is significant, as it builds upon the differentiation between the public sphere, 

which is traditionally configured as masculine space, and the domestic sphere, which is 

traditionally configured as a feminine space. Harrison’s lack of words highlights a public 

articulacy, in the masculine arena of work, and a private inarticulacy, in the feminine arena 

of the family home. ‘Book Ends’ is a poem of absences, a poem structured around the 
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lack of words, an inherent irony which develops in relation to the intergenerational 

tensions that develop between the residual working-class masculinity of father and 

emergent masculinity of grammar school educated son. These tensions are magnified by 

the absence of the mother figure as intermediary, a fact which is further amplified by the 

proximity in time of his mother’s death. The poem pivots on a pair of couplets. The first, 

the voice of Harrison’s departed mother, describes a memory of her filling the silence 

around which the poem is structured: ‘You’re like book ends, the pair of you, she’d say, | Hog 

that grate, say nothing, sit, sleep, stare…’ (1978: 24). The second offers a direct engagement 

with the role of education and occupation in the formation of distance between father 

and son: ‘The ‘scholar’ me, you, worn out on poor pay, | only our silence made us seem 

a pair’ (1978: 24). Harrison and his father are presented as opposites without opposition; 

the silence they share is their only equivalence. This equivalence relates directly to their 

masculinity and the inability to articulate their emotions within the feminine domesticity 

of the family home. Of course, as the title of the poem plays upon, what is really between 

the two is ‘books, books, books’ (1978: 24). The differentiation between father and son 

is constructed in relation to education and work, two of the foundational aspects within 

the formation and maintenance of traditional working-class masculine identities. Central 

to this is the fact that Harrison’s vocation is poetry, a fact which provides the means to 

express the division experienced and emphasizes Harrison’s articulacy within the public 

sphere. Harrison’s job is to be articulate. To draw on Covey again, what manifests is a 

‘distance’ between poet and subject that is ‘too much to overcome’ (1995: 140). Covey 

continues that ‘poets do seek to communicate for nonpoets, but there is always a sense 

in which they feel they are (and therefore they are) truly apart from the general audience 

so many of them wish to reach’ (1995: 143). 

This distance and tension described here is central to understanding Harrison’s 

poetic project and, again, is brought into sharp relief when examined in relation to 
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Harrison’s relationship with his father. For example, ‘The Rhubarbarians’ (1978), an 

earlier poem within the sequence, explicitly states ‘I’d like to be the poet my father reads’, 

yet in doing so tacitly acknowledges the fact that he is not (1978: 13). Thus Harrison’s 

project becomes a performative loop in which the search for a voice is constantly driven 

forward by the fact that the voice cannot be found, as the form the search takes obscures 

the voice it seeks to find. However, Harrison’s awareness of the precariousness of his 

privileged position makes the subject the object of his work, and vice versa. 

As Hateley notes, ‘[i]n […] Harrison’s […] texts access to or mastery of 

socioeconomically privileged literacies is linked to the possibility of self-determination’ 

(2012: 176). Of course, that literacy, and any potential self-determination that it may 

facilitate, is limited by the subject’s habitus. As the work of Harrison demonstrates, the 

increased cultural capital that results from said literacies does not occasion the formation 

of masculinities that are completely divorced from the habitus and class position of their 

origin. Rather, what emerges are masculinities that are ostensibly middle-class, but which 

are structured upon, and operate in relation to, the working-class masculinities of their 

parent cultures. In this sense, Harrison’s work serves to demonstrate the role of the 

English education system in the making of classed-masculinities. Whether we agree that 

the implication of the tripartite system was a managed piece of social engineering or not, 

in retrospect it is clear to see the effect that the 1944 Education Act had upon Britain’s 

social and cultural landscape and how this effect manifested in the dislocation and 

alienation of a section of a generation of working-class boys, which is often represented 

through their estrangement from their immediate family and, in particular, their fathers. 

David Storey’s novel Pasmore (1972) utilises many of the same tropes as Harrison’s 

work in dealing with these issues. However, the longer narrative form of Pasmore allows 

for the locus of the action to be developed in more detail and, therefore, for the 

juxtaposition of place to be further emphasised and explored. The novel centres on the 
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disaffection of Colin Pasmore, a history lecturer at a university college in London. Despite 

his seemingly comfortable middle-class existence, Pasmore is plagued by bad dreams, 

particularly one in which 

 

[h]e was running in a race, not unlike those races he had 
run, stoically though with no great enterprise, at school, 
when he had begun to be overtaken not merely by the 
runners but by all those idlers and dullards who jogged, or 
even walked along at the rear. Quite soon, despite all his 
efforts, he’d been left behind; each time he woke up with a 
sense of terror. (1972: 18) 
 

 

The mention of school, though tangential, is significant, as is the reference to ‘idlers’ and 

‘dullards’. The race of the dream becomes a metaphor for the streamed system of 

education, its resultant ‘terror’ a manifestation of the pressure experienced during 

Pasmore’s childhood and his latent and constant fear of failure. The disturbing effect of 

this dream is allowed to develop slowly. First there is a relatively violent outburst at work, 

in which Pasmore gathers the belongings of a colleague and throws them into the 

corridor, with the colleague, Abercrombie, responding by telling Pasmore that he has 

been ‘shut up in this place [the college] for far too long’ (1972: 7). This suggestion of 

institutionalisation begins to establish the sense of entrapment which informs Pasmore’s 

condition and behaviour and is subsequently connected back to the terror Pasmore 

experiences in relation to his recurring dream: 

 

Of only one thing in his life had he ever been ashamed […] 
and that was his job. He had continued at college, as a 
teacher, principally to prolong a situation he was used to 
[…]. From the age of five his life had been spent in one 
educational institution after another, dourly and stubbornly 
at first – his parents […] were relatively poor and his work 
had been his only credential – then more pleasantly and 
triumphantly later when his efforts, in one sinecure or 
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another, had begun to pay off. Now, however, he was 
coming to a point where he’d begun to sense that all his 
efforts had been in vain. (1972: 19) 
 

 

The novel is divided into three parts, with the first focusing very much on the feeling of 

entrapment Pasmore experiences in relation to his occupation and home life. Central to 

this is Pasmore’s class origin and his sense of his own masculine identity. A significant 

scene in establishing these narrative threads occurs when Pasmore’s colleague and friend, 

Arthur Coles, visits Pasmore’s home after work. Pasmore offers the invitation as part of 

an apology for an exchange that occurs after the incident with Abercrombie, in which 

Pasmore talks of ‘the general futility’ ‘of everything’ with ‘ferocity’ (1972: 8). 

Upon arriving at Pasmore’s home, which is situated in an area which had 

‘previously been occupied by working-class families’, Coles comments that the house 

‘must be a good investment’ as ‘they’re renovating them all now’ (1972: 17, 10). Though 

subtle, this comment speaks to Pasmore’s upward social mobility and to the tensions that 

emerge as a result of that mobility. The ownership of the property places him in the 

bracket of the middle-class, whilst simultaneously reducing the property from a home, 

the dwelling in which family life is centred, to a monetary investment. After entering the 

house Pasmore sees his wife Kay, and later Coles, as silhouettes, reduced in turn to two 

dimensions in Pasmore’s perception. In silhouette, the previously timid, often trembling 

Coles ‘looked superficially […] like a bird of prey’ as he glances over the papers that 

constitute Pasmore’s current work (1972: 14). The critical glances, although friendly, are 

perceived by Pasmore as a threat. It is here, as Pasmore describes how his work 

‘establishe[s] the nature of other men’s immortality’, that he first gives voice to the 

concerns that underpin his eventual breakdown (1972: 14). Initially this takes the form of 

musing over his own anonymity within the confines of his life and work, but this quickly 

develops to include his class origin, his sexuality, and, by implication, his masculine 
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identity, and how these aspects of his identity are in constant tension with the social 

situation in which he now resides. In an attempt to explain these concerns to Coles, 

Pasmore states, ‘[w]hat it amounts to […] is that for you morality is a function of the 

sensibility, whereas for me, brought up in a world of working-class aphorisms, it’s a thing 

of fetishes and customs’ (1972: 14). When Coles fails to immediately understand, Pasmore 

continues, 

 

‘I come from a class of people […] of which, only a 
hundred years ago, only one in ten survived to the age of 
thirty. Instincts bred from that don’t die out as quickly as 
you imagine. […] The only reason I don’t lay every woman 
I fancy, any woman I fancy, Arthur, is a morbid, shattering 
fear of what would happen if I did. A fear, Arthur, whose 
proportions I don’t think you can even remotely imagine’. 
(1972: 14-5) 
 

 

The predatory sexual nature of Pasmore’s assertions highlight a paradoxical relationship 

between an aggressive sexuality, which Pasmore aligns with working-class masculinity, 

and the inertia which pervades his existence. The manner in which Pasmore relates the 

opinions expressed in his assertions to his class origin, and how that origin places limits 

upon the life of the individual, adds further meaning to the dream which haunts him. The 

dream not only symbolises his entrapment within systems of education and their 

correlative competitive aspects, but also a more animalistic competition that results from 

the more general habitus of his childhood, a race for survival and sex. It is the race of life, 

in which, ‘despite being last’ he does not ‘want the race itself to finish’ (1972: 18). Pasmore 

reveals that the fear which maintains the status quo within his life is partly generated by 

‘tribes of people back home who see me as some God-given appeaser of all their private 

hysterias and doubts. It’s not me you see here, Arthur. I’m merely an appendage to a long 

line of stifled obsessions’ (1972: 15). This provides the final element of experience that 
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precipitates his eventual breakdown: the pressure exerted upon him through the vicarious 

attentions of the community he has left behind. His resentment demonstrates the 

tensions that arise from the alienation he experiences. At once, Pasmore holds on to the 

ties of his class origin, attributing his dissatisfaction to the distance that has developed 

between himself and his past, whilst simultaneously straining against the pull of the 

community to which he once belonged. 

Like Arthur Machin before him, Pasmore, who is described as ‘a big man’ with 

‘broad shoulders and heavy legs’ which seem bowed ‘from the weight of bone and 

muscle’, represents a protagonist who has climbed the social ladder, but finds only more 

dissatisfaction at the top (1972: 17). Unlike Machin, and despite his physicality, Pasmore 

is left feeling he has surrendered his working-class masculinity along the way. As the 

narrative develops Pasmore attempts to compensate for this perceived loss by initiating 

an affair with a woman who attends an evening class he teaches. The affair is a device 

which demonstrates a continuation of a trope common in the work of Northern realists 

such as Barstow, Braine, Osborne, and Sillitoe in the late 1950s, but which is also present 

in both Three Men in New Suits (1945), and Rosie Hogarth (1951): the dichotomous choice 

between two women. However, whereas in previous texts this often appears as the choice 

between a wholesome young woman (who represents the opportunity to settle down and 

establish a heteronormative family unit) and her sexually active opposite (who often 

represents a flawed freedom or the continuation of an unsustainable lifestyle), like Jimmy 

Porter before him, Pasmore is already married to a respectable middle-class woman. 

Significantly, both Porter and Pasmore have completed a university education and thus 

have increased their cultural capital and changed their habitus, allowing them to meet 

their respective partners and develop their relationships. Despite the fact that he is 

married and has three children, Pasmore engineers a situation in which he begins an affair 

with Helen, ‘a woman in her late thirties, a vague, rather anonymous figure’, who he is 
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drawn to because of the look of ‘ridicule if not abuse’ with which she regards him as he 

teaches (1972: 29). Far from a passionate affair, what develops is a relationship in which 

the emotional distance that Pasmore and Helen are able to maintain is the very thing that 

draws them together. The ‘almost violent’ ‘insolence’ with which Helen looks at Pasmore, 

the clothes she wears ‘like a uniform’ with ‘no desire to please’, as ‘a kind of negation’, all 

suggest that, although the relationship offers some sort of reaffirmation of a masculinity 

that Pasmore felt was lost, the relationship is also a means of self-sabotage (1972: 46, 40). 

When the couple eventually take a room in which they can meet, and are about to go to 

bed together for the first time, Pasmore realizes that ‘[i]n some real way this wasn’t what 

he had intended’, his arms begin to shake and his legs can scarcely hold him (1972: 46). 

At the moment of the supposed reaffirmation of masculinity, his physicality is represented 

as unsteady, destabilised by the thought of the very act that is to reinvigorate it and 

provide the affirmation of the masculine identity he desires. The destructive intentions 

that underpin the relationship are further emphasised when Pasmore decides he must tell 

his wife Kay about the affair. Upon informing Helen that he intends to tell his wife she 

replies, “[a]s long as you understand it puts me under no similar obligation”, a clear 

indication that there is no dichotomous choice to be faced, but rather parallel 

relationships in which the apparent stability of one is steadily and secretly undermined by 

the other, which offers no real potential for the fulfilment that Pasmore seeks (1972: 56). 

Part one of the novel ends with Pasmore returning to the North of England to 

see his parents. He has left his wife Kay and his relationship with Helen has ended after 

her husband discovered their affair. The journey back to his childhood home comes at a 

point in the narrative where Pasmore has reached abject despair: displaced, ‘he no longer 

knew where he was’, divested, ‘[h]e had nothing’ and despondent, ‘[a]s far as he was 

concerned he might as well be dead’ (1972: 88). The emotions experienced by Pasmore, 

have an emasculating effect in as far as they serve to undermine the foundational aspects 
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of a ‘traditional’ working-class masculinity, as such they prefigure many of the 

unemployment narratives of the 1980s. Although the identity crises of the 1980s have 

their basis in the sociocultural and economic conditions of the period, Pasmore’s crisis 

stems from his general feeling of alienation from the knowable community of his 

childhood and perceived emasculation as a result of his upward social mobility.  

Pasmore’s return to his childhood home at this point in the narrative allows for 

the juxtaposition of place, which is developed as a theme earlier in the novel, to be 

geographically reified. It also ensures that the first encounter with Pasmore’s father occurs 

in the confines of the childhood family home, thus producing a situation in which 

Pasmore is aligned with his childhood self. However, whilst Pasmore is reduced to the 

status of a child, being represented ‘rather like a boy’, his father is represented as aged, 

gesturing toward the mine where he still works and stating, “I’m getting too old for yon, 

you know […]. Two more years and they’ll have to tip me out” (1972: 97). This focus on 

age serves to emphasise the intergenerational divide, whilst also introducing themes that 

serve to identify similarities between the two characters. On the one hand, in discussing 

his work at the pit, Pasmore’s father states, ‘It won’t be long […] before it’s done away 

with. […] It’ll all be gone forgotten. And it won’t matter anymore’, a passage in which the 

sentiments echo Pasmore’s evaluation of the futility of his own life (1972: 98). On the 

other hand, when Pasmore suggests his father ‘could come out of the pit’, his father 

answers, “Why, I’ve got my pride […] I can’t go giving in”, a response which foregrounds 

the acute disappointment and tension with which the imminent news of Pasmore’s split 

from Kay is greeted (1972: 98, 99). This is further compounded by his father’s 

reminiscences about how he worked to provide for his son: 

 

‘When you were at school, […] and I was working, at every 
bit of coal I dug I used to say to myself that’s one bit he 
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won’t have to dig. I could have dug that entire pit out by 
myself. Making sure, you know, of that.’ 
[…] 

‘Do you know how high it is where I’m working? 
Thirteen inches.’ 

He measured out the distance between his hands. ‘If 
it shifts as much as an inch I’m done for. I can feel it, riding 
on my back. Why you’ve got to make it add up to 
something’. (1972: 99) 
 

 

The phrase “When you were at school”, is set against the manual work of the miner. Of 

course, in a sense, Pasmore is still ‘at school’, having moved through the educational 

system and straight into teaching. The physical nature of mining is emphasised alongside 

the suggestion of the miner’s superhuman capabilities in providing for his son. The 

inherent danger of working in the mine is also emphasised, again showing the lengths to 

which Pasmore’s father has gone to provide for his son, whilst the image of the entire 

mine riding on his back symbolizes the enormous pressure this dutiful provision has 

placed him under. There is also the suggestion that Pasmore’s opportunities in life are the 

result of his being carried by the physical exertions of his father in the mine. In the 

complex relationship between father and son, the final line of the passage, ‘you’ve got to 

make it add up to something’, reads as both a plea and an order. 

When Pasmore tells his father he is no longer living with Kay, his father walks 

out, leaving the room and delaying the seemingly inevitable confrontation: 

 

After a while the door opened and his father came back in. 
His eyes were black, startled. 
 ‘Well. It was all for nothing, then,’ he said. His body 
was stiff. He stared down at his mother, then turned rigidly 
to the fire. ‘What a waste.’ 

‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t think so.’ 
 ‘No?’ His father shook his head. He no longer knew 
what to do with his feelings. ‘A man that leaves his wife and 
kiddies. Why, an animal wouldn’t do that.’ Then, after a 
moment, he said, ‘What do you think we are? Everybody 
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has a responsibility to their children. A king or a road 
sweeper. Do you think you’re any different?’ (1972: 101) 
 

 

The response Pasmore eventually receives from his father makes his father’s position 

clear. His work has been for nothing, as from his perspective his son has failed to make 

it ‘add up to something’ (1972: 99). The implication is that Pasmore, in walking away from 

his parental responsibility, has failed as a man and has irrevocably undermined his own 

masculine identity within a traditional configuration of the male breadwinner role. 

However, the use of ‘he’ and ‘his’ to denote both father and son throughout the 

passage results in a slippage that further aligns the two characters: each voice could be 

that of father or son. This device helps to further unpack the complexities of the 

relationship between father and son, whilst emphasising the tension that becomes 

apparent between the two divergent masculinities. The irony is that the perceived failings 

of the son, are interpreted as the failings of the father. It is this fact that Pasmore’s father 

cannot bear and that leads him to walk from the room, thus confirming and consolidating 

that failure; at the very moment he condemns his son for walking away from his family, 

he does precisely the same thing. When his perception of what constitutes a successful 

masculinity is challenged, he retreats. At the moment when his son is in genuine need of 

emotional support and guidance, he attacks him for not conforming to the traditional 

cultural construct of the working-class male breadwinner. For Pasmore’s father the codes, 

standards, and normative behaviours, or to use Pasmore’s terms, ‘aphorisms’, ‘fetishes’, 

and ‘customs’, of his generation of working-class males are transposed directly on to 

Pasmore himself, despite his change in habitus and occupation (1972: 14). This occurs as 

Pasmore’s father vicariously escapes his own alienation, which stems from the 

brutalisation that underpins industrial labour, through the educational achievements of 

his son. This understanding does not lessen the emotional impact of the exchange that 
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concludes part one of the novel, but it does give an indication of the wider historical and 

sociocultural conditions that inform the relationship. When Pasmore returns to his 

parents’ house to say goodbye to his mother, he finds his father instead, ‘face […] 

collapsed’, ‘cheeks […] sucked in between his jaws’, already, it seems, a shell after hearing 

the news (1972: 119). His father must still work, but the reasoning with which he had 

justified his labour and the feeling of success that this reasoning had provided has been 

undermined by the intergenerational differences in masculine identity and the social 

mobility of the son he worked to produce. His response is severe: 

 

His father looked back at the fire. 
 ‘I wish to God,’ he said, ‘you’d never been born. I wish 
to God you hadn’t.’ 
 ‘Well,’ he said and moved back to the door. 

His father sat crouched forward, small, staring at the 
fire. 
 ‘Well,’ he said. ‘I’ll go.’ 
 ‘Don’t come again,’ his father said. ‘Not ever.’ 
 ‘No,’ he said. ‘All right.’ 

He went out and closed the door. (1972: 120) 
 

 
Again, the shared nominative pronouns allow all but a couple of lines to be read as 

transferable. Rather than being structured on the transmission of emotions, the exchange 

is configured as a complex circuit of interchange through which divergent masculinities, 

which are themselves informed by class-position, are played out. It is their respective class 

positions, and the performative structures of masculinities that correspond to them, that 

simultaneously make apparent, consolidate, and undermine the patriarchal structures upon 

which their relationship is founded. 

The rest of the novel sees the consolidation of Pasmore’s breakdown under this 

paradoxical tension. The term ‘breakdown’ refers here to both his psychological state and 

to the effect this has on his perception of his own masculine identity, which fragments 
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around him. The foundational aspects of work, family and physicality are all stripped away 

as Pasmore descends into what can only be described as a deep depression. Significantly, 

this depression is represented as a ‘pit’: 

 
His presence was ignited, by flames, by a heatless inferno; 
he appeared to pass on into some other dimension. It was 
a pit, yet the sides were indiscernible: it was bottomless, yet 
there was no movement either up or down. It was merely 
an absence and somewhere, at its centre, he hung there, in 
torment. (1972: 169) 
 

 

The pit has connotations of hell, which are easily applicable here, but more significantly 

the pit that haunts Pasmore provides further connection between father and son, and 

centres his psychological crisis upon the tensions that emerge from the intersection of 

class and masculinity in the formation of his identity. In many ways Pasmore is a novel 

which deals with the intergenerational transference of the performative norms of 

working-class masculinity, or, more specifically, the effect on the formation of masculine 

identities when that transference is disrupted. Pasmore is also a novel of escape. Ostensibly 

Pasmore has transcended his class origin through education, yet, having climbed the social 

ladder, he is alienated and still haunted by the pit in which his father labours. Despite the 

fact that Pasmore eventually returns to his wife, children, and family home, and despite 

the slight note of optimism with which he attempts to rebuild his identity and his life, the 

final two lines of the novel read: ‘He still dreamed of the pit and the blackness. It existed 

all around him, an intensity, like a presentiment of love, or violence: he found it hard to 

tell’ (1972: 201). The introduction of the idea of ‘a presentiment’ here echoes the theory 

of habitus suggesting that, despite the change in Pasmore’s environment and his increased 

cultural capital, the complex of working-class masculinities from which he originated are 

still deeply inscribed at a physical and psychological level. Pasmore, like the protagonists 

examined above, cannot escape himself; the tensions that inform his character, and the 
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trajectory of the narrative, develop from the incompatibility of a residual working-class 

masculinity (the presentiment of habitus) and the constructs of the bourgeois masculinity 

which he now inhabits.  

The same cannot be said for the protagonist of David Lodge’s Changing Places 

(1975), Philip Swallow. Changing Places, is the first book in a trilogy of ‘campus novels’ 

which, again, focus on the experiences of a working-class scholarship boy who has gone 

on to work in academia. However, while Pasmore offers a representation that is structured 

upon a bleak realism, Changing Places develops as light-hearted satire. The premise of the 

narrative is simple: as the title of the novel suggests, Philip Swallow, lecturer at the 

‘University of Rummidge’, changes places with Morris Zapp, Professor at the ‘State 

University of Euphoria (colloquially known as Euphoric State)’, as part of an academic 

exchange program (1993a: 10). Swallow is represented as mild mannered, indecisive, 

uncoordinated, and socially awkward. Zapp, representing Swallow’s transatlantic 

opposite, is brash, confident, charming, and successful. The narrative takes place in 1969, 

providing a backdrop of ‘free love’, sexual experimentation, the early stirrings of the 

women’s liberation movement, student protest, and riot. It is under these conditions that 

the married Swallow is eventually able to justify (to himself at least) the infidelities that 

occur within the narrative. Swallow unknowingly sleeps with the daughter of his 

American counterpart before eventually beginning an affair with his wife. Significantly, 

where the extramarital affair of Pasmore is framed as a destructive act of self-sabotage, the 

affairs of Changing Places are framed as something like personal growth in the context of 

West Coast America in 1969 and demonstrate the development of the character beyond 

the constraints of his very British, classed, masculinity. 

In many ways the class origin of Swallow is treated tangentially. The reader is 

informed that Swallow is ‘the traditional scholarship boy’, it is worth noting here, that by 

1975 Lodge was confident that ‘the traditional scholarship boy’ was recognisable as an 
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established cultural figure (1993a: 29). As the narrative develops, the reader learns 

implicitly that, although academically gifted, Swallow’s increased cultural capital is strictly 

limited to that which he has learned from books. The deference with which he engages 

with new social situations ensures that his experiences are always mediated by a social 

distance. This deference informs the wider development of the character of Swallow, 

allowing for a quiet acceptance of the situations in which he finds himself. The manner 

in which Swallow knows and maintains his place in relation to the social and cultural 

values of the institutions to which he belongs is, of course, destabilised and challenged by 

the sociocultural shift that accompanies his geographic change of place. It is the tension 

caused by this that provides the narrative drive of the novel. Ultimately, however, 

Swallow’s amicable acceptance informs the maintenance of his class position, ensuring 

that the existential crisis faced by Pasmore is not an issue that emerges within Swallow’s 

narrative.  

The trajectory of Swallow’s narrative is traced back to a period in the 1950s when, 

as a graduate student, he had spent some time on the West Coast of America. It was 

during this period that he was married (after his wife, Hilary, had given up her own studies 

and flown from the UK to join him) and experienced a new sense of cultural and sexual 

liberation with his new young wife. The connection to the 1950s points toward the 

emergent sexual freedom that is represented in many of the texts associated with the 

Angry Young Men and the subsequent Northern realists. By 1975 however, this structure 

of feeling is no longer so rare, or so raw, so, far from being an Angry Young Man, 

Swallow’s narrative development simply suggests the maintenance of a relatively stable, 

deferential, bourgeois identity, within which he attempts to adapt, socially, culturally, and 

intellectually, to the challenges which emerge within the structure. Thus, although acting 

outside the norms of the compliant masculine identity from which his character is 

generated, Swallow maintains a critical, analytical distance, objectively conforming to the 
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prevailing mood in any given situation in an attempt to maintain stability within the social 

position he has achieved (and then settled at) as a result of his education. 

The representation of the character of Boon offers a fascinating counterpoint to 

Swallow. Boon is an ex-student of Swallow’s who he chances to meet on his flight to 

Euphoria. Boon belonged to 

 

a category of students whom Philip referred to privately 
(showing his age) as ‘the Department’s Teddy-Boys’. These 
were clever young men of plebeian origin who, unlike the 
traditional scholarship boy (such as Philip himself) showed 
no deference to the social and cultural values of the 
institution to which they had been admitted, but maintained 
until the day they graduated a style of ostentatious 
uncouthness in dress, behaviour and speech. They came 
late to classes, unwashed, unshaven and wearing clothes 
that they had evidently slept in; slouched in their seats, 
rolling their own cigarettes and stubbing them out on the 
furniture; sneered at the girlish, suburban enthusiasms of 
their fellow-students, answered questions addressed to 
them directly in dialect monosyllables, and handed in 
disconcertingly subtle, largely destructive essays written in 
the style of F. R. Leavis. (1993a: 29-30) 
 

 

Boon represents an emergent form of working-class scholarship boy, one who maintains, 

at least in part, a masculinity which is overtly formed upon residual elements of working-

class masculinities. The deference which characterises Swallow is replaced by a mildly 

belligerent enthusiasm for issue based politics and a passionate desire to work towards 

future equality. The irony of these students applying elitist Leavisite techniques within 

their work no longer applies to Boon as he does not ‘have too much time for […] 

academic work’ because he does not ‘really need any more degrees’, having ‘decided that 

[his] future’s in the media’ (1993a: 42). Boon’s disregard for the continuation of formal 

education in favour of pursuing a future engaged with emergent cultural forms 

demonstrates two things. First, given the year in which the novel is set, there is the effect 
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of the working-class moment described above upon the confidence of the educated 

working-class male subject: that is, the confidence to pursue options from outwith the 

norms of the social and cultural structures previously available, whilst maintaining a sense 

of a residual working-class masculinity. Second, it demonstrates how this individual 

confidence begins to undermine the structures that have made it possible. In other words, 

Boon’s position is only feasible because of his status as graduate, which was only possible 

because he was a scholarship boy. (I use the term ‘status’ rather than ‘ability’ or ‘aptitude’ 

here, as it is made quite clear that Boon has succeeded through determination and 

cunning, rather than academic ability.) Thus, Boon’s decision that any further formal 

education (and to a degree the formal education he has already received) is no longer 

relevant to the path he wishes to follow serves to undermine and destabilise the classed 

hierarchies entrenched within the tripartite system. It should be noted that it is Boon’s 

transatlantic move that enables him to follow this particular path and that the individual 

freedom which affords him the opportunity is represented as an American phenomenon. 

The transatlantic element of the novel is itself significant as it points towards the 

further influence of American culture upon the formation of emergent masculinities in 

Britain. In a sense both Boon and Zapp prefigure elements of the character John Self 

from Martin Amis’s Money (1984), whilst the self-awareness and self-referential nature, 

the literariness of the form of the text, though arguably less accomplished stylistically, 

prefigure the overtly postmodern representation contained within Amis’s novel. 

What emerges in the structure of feeling evident in these working-class 

scholarship boy texts, is a sense of individuality that develops from the alienation 

experienced during their education. In the case of Boon this individuality allows him to 

traverse the sociocultural barriers that the hierarchies of class have placed in his way and 

progress through life by pursuing goals he has defined for himself. However, despite his 

occasional ignorance, and inconsiderateness, nowhere is Boon represented as being 
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selfish. Rather, he is a retrospective representation of a utopianist collective individualism 

born of the countercultures of the 1960s. This distinct cultural position is also the starting 

point for the character of Dr. Howard Kirk, the protagonist of Malcolm Bradbury’s The 

History Man (1975) and another significant figure within this particular structure. 

It should be noted that Bradbury and Lodge were friends after meeting as young 

lecturers in the English department of the University of Birmingham in 1961 (Lodge, 

2000). Their experiences of campus life, and their shared background as working-class 

scholarship boys, undoubtedly influenced the production of ‘campus novels’ and serves 

to demonstrate both the position that the working-class scholarship boy held within 

contemporary culture and the role that working-class scholarship boys had in creating 

that cultural output. 

Like Changing Places, The History Man satirises campus life and features as its chief 

protagonist a working-class scholarship boy who has continued in academia to become a 

university lecturer. To understand the significance of the character of Howard Kirk it is 

essential to understand his relationship with his wife Barbara, as well as the background 

they share both with each other, and their author. ‘The Kirks’, the reader is informed, are 

‘full citizens of life’ who ‘claim full historical rights’, although ‘they have not always been 

in a position to claim them. For they were not born into the bourgeoisie, with its sense 

of access and command’ (1977: 18). Rather, both Howard and Barbara are the products 

of a scholarship education: 

 

Howard was that conventional product of circumstances 
and his time, the fifties: the scholarship boy, serious and 
severe, well-read in the grammar school library, bad at 
games and humanity, who had got in to Leeds University, 
in 1957, by pure academic effort – a draining effort that 
had, in fact, left him for a time pallid in features and in 
mind. (1977: 18-9) 
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The suggestion that Howard is physically weak, and socially inept is unsurprising: these 

are common features within stereotypical representations of the academically gifted 

working-class. The suggestion that Howard’s efforts at school left him lacking vigour or 

intensity of the mind, however, is more unusual, and is significant in establishing the basis 

of his relationship with Barbara, who, the reader is informed,  

 

was inherently brighter, as she had to be, since girls from 
that background were not pushed academically; and she 
made it to university from her girls’ grammar school, not, 
like Howard, through strong motive, but through the 
encouragement and advice of a sympathetic, socialistic 
teacher of English, who had mocked her sentimental 
domestic ambitions. (1977: 19) 
 

 

The background referred to here is ‘a grimmer, tighter north’ from which both Kirks 

originate (1977: 18). It is telling that it is a combination of socialist ideas (and 

encouragement) and Barbara’s intelligence that push her beyond her ‘sentimental 

domestic ambitions’. This feminist act serves to demonstrate some of the anxiety 

regarding feminism that was apparent within the contemporary culture, and provides 

further evidence of the basis of the Kirks’ relationship to each other. The fact that Barbara 

was more academically gifted, the one capable of ‘taking the initiative’, suggests that she 

would be the dominant figure within the relationship (1977: 19). However, it becomes 

apparent that this is not the case and, further, that the narrative itself, the act of narrating, 

plays an active role in the shaping and reshaping of the power relations within the 

marriage. 

The basic chronology of the relationship sees Howard and Barbara marry 

immediately after graduation as they do not want to separate. Howard describes marriage 

retrospectively as ‘society’s technique for permanentizing the inherent contingency of 

relationships, in the interests of political stability’ (1977: 20). Howard’s post-
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rationalisation of the event in relation to contemporary opinion demonstrates both the 

power of narrative and, more specifically, the act of narration in constructing identity. It 

also demonstrates the manner in which Howard is able to manipulate history in order to 

make it fit with whatever his current narrative might be, a trait which is a key element of 

his character and an underlying theme of the novel’s overarching narrative development. 

After the marriage Howard, having got a ‘good first’ for his undergraduate work, begins 

studying for his PhD. Barbara, having ‘spent more time over Howard’s revision than her 

own’ received ‘a lower second’ and becomes ‘of course, a housewife, or rather, as she put 

it, a flatwife’ (1977: 20, 19-20). Barbara’s becoming a housewife is represented as being 

inevitable. Read alongside her contribution to Howard’s success this indicates the 

gendered hierarchy within the relationship and how Howard benefits from Barbara’s 

marginalisation. This is emphasised by the fact that, despite his claims of ‘maturity’ and 

the equality that that ‘maturity’ implies, Howard ‘didn’t cook, or do household chores, 

was too timid to like shopping, and he didn’t notice any of Barbara’s unease’ (1977: 20, 

21). The stability that this latent inequality brings to the relationship is challenged when, 

in the mid-1960s, after completing his thesis, Howard begins to teach, and both he and 

Barbara become involved in radical politics. It is also at this time that they both begin to 

have ‘small affairs’, Howard trying ‘the wives of friends’ and Barbara ‘taking her pleasures 

at the parties they went to, slipping upstairs to the bedroom with someone around 

midnight’ (1977: 28). After a brief separation, Barbara returns to Howard and becomes 

pregnant. Despite their ostensible equality, both parties see the pregnancy as a significant 

event within the power structures of their relationship. Initially Barbara feels empowered 

by the pregnancy, as this is something that she will experience at a corporeal level that 

Howard will not; however, Barbara also begins to realise that within the culture of the 

period the pregnancy means that she is unlikely to ever have the career that seemed 

possible and that her education might have allowed. After this Howard publishes his first 
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book, which is largely based on observations made about the development of his 

relationship with Barbara and which achieves huge success in the burgeoning field of 

sociology. Howard then takes a teaching post at Watermouth and the Kirks move to the 

south coast. 

What becomes apparent as the chronology of this backstory is given narrative 

form is how this narrative is repeatedly manipulated to fit the mode of the times and how 

the history of the Kirk’s relationship is constantly being rewritten in order to shape the 

Kirks anew. Three key factors of the relationship emerge from this period: the centrality 

of radical left wing and feminist politics in the activities of the Kirks; the role of sexual 

liberation and exploration as a formative element of their (open) relationship; and the 

manner in which the working-class moment of the mid to late 1960s was capitalized upon. 

This third factor is particularly true of Howard, for whom the commodification of 

working-class masculinities meant the class origin that had previously been viewed as a 

disadvantage, became a commodity in which he could trade. 

Despite Howard Kirk’s radical rhetoric, and his claims to gender equality within 

his marriage, he occupies a traditional patriarchal role within the relationship. Although 

clearly operating outside the traditional practices of a nuclear family, Howard is still the 

one who works, whilst Barbara adopts the role of housewife and mother (though she also 

acts outwith the societal norms associated with that role). As the narrative develops it 

becomes clear through Barbara’s bitterness toward Howard, and her dissatisfaction with 

the relationship, that the ‘open’ nature of their marriage is far more advantageous to 

Howard, who uses the status of their relationship to conduct a series of casual affairs. 

This is compounded by the growing realisation that Howard employs his status as a 

political radical, not for the good of the causes he claims to support, but to forward his 

own selfish agenda. 



234 
 

What is evident in the representation of Howard Kirk is a reaffirmation of 

masculinity. The ‘pallid’ working-class scholarship boy consciously forms a 

hypersexualised, hypermasculine, version of himself, which is neatly framed upon, and 

excused by, the structures of radical thought that inform his work (1977: 18). Kirk is a 

selfish individualist and opportunist who, though a champion of collective action, uses 

such tactics to manipulate those around him for personal gain. In this sense Kirk can be 

seen as a direct descendent of protagonists such as Joe Lampton, using any tool at his 

disposal, but particularly sex, to get ahead and climb the social ladder.  

For the most part, the tone of The History Man differs from that of Changing Places, 

and whilst Howard Kirk is never a figure of direct ridicule, his hypocrisy is viciously 

critiqued and the text is most certainly satire. The use of satire is employed elsewhere as 

a means of representing males of working-class origin who are involved in radical politics 

during this period (Citizen Smith (1977), starring Robert Lindsay being a prime example) 

and is used to diminish their potential power. When an audience laughs at a protagonist, 

said protagonist is no longer dangerous. Rather, the protagonists, and by implication the 

ideologies in which they believe, become figures of fun and no longer pose a serious 

threat to the established social order. 

However, the tone of The History Man alters considerably as the text concludes. 

In the final passage of the novel Barbara smashes a window by putting her ‘right arm 

through and down, savagely slicing it on the glass’ (1977: 230). This self-destructive act 

by a woman driven to despair by her male counterpart again aligns The History Man with 

a pattern that is present within the texts of the 1950s. This is a poignant fact when we 

consider that, underpinning and informing Barbara’s self-destructive urge, is the 

knowledge that, despite a decade of action within the women’s liberation movement, she 

finds herself in much the same situation as the characters that have preceded her. Whether 

Barbara’s final action within the novel is a genuine suicide attempt or a cry for help is 
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somewhat ambiguous. I should note that the character of Henry Beamish, Howard’s best 

and oldest friend, has smashed the same window earlier in the text, putting his ‘left arm 

through and down, and slash[ing] it savagely on the glass’ (1977: 93). Henry’s ‘accident’ is 

also ambiguous, although its position within the narrative ensures that the reader knows 

that Henry survives. The fact that those closest to Dr. Howard Kirk feel the need to cause 

serious physical harm to themselves is perhaps the best measure and most damning 

indictment of the character, and the masculine identity that he constructs and performs.  

There is no ambiguity surrounding Barbara’s final action in Christopher 

Hamilton’s 1981 television adaptation of the novel. The final scene shows Barbara write 

a suicide note on a mirror in lipstick proclaiming, ‘[t]his is silly’, before putting her arm 

through the window and cutting deep into her wrist (1981). Just before the credits role, 

as Barbara stands alone bleeding and Howard has sex with his mistress in the basement, 

a caption appears on screen which informs the viewer that, ‘Howard Kirk is now 

Professor of Sociology at the University of Dewsbury. In the 1979 General Election he 

voted Conservative’ (1981). The juxtaposition of sociology, a fashionable left wing subject 

within academic culture, and Howard’s electoral choice brings the irony that informs his 

character into sharp relief. Despite his radical affectations, Howard Kirk comes to 

epitomize a selfish individualism, that may have had its roots within the representations 

of working-class masculinities of the 1950s, but which had developed in relation to the 

shifting sociocultural and economic conditions of the 1970s, into a character type that 

prefigured the selfish and aggressive individualism that would emerge within the 

Thatcherite ideologies of the 1980s. 
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Chapter 5: And Then What’s Left? 
The New Right – 1979-1989 
 

 

‘LABOUR ISN’T WORKING’ proclaimed Saatchi & Saatchi’s Conservative campaign 

poster for the 1979 general election. The poster showed a queue emerging from the 

‘UNEMPLOYMENT OFFICE’ stretching off into the distance and stated ‘BRITAIN’S 

BETTER OFF WITH THE CONSERVATIVES’. That same year the Conservative’s 

election manifesto claimed: ‘Our country’s relative decline is not inevitable’ (Thatcher, 

1979). Eric Evans notes that the poster was ‘spectacularly effective’, playing as it did upon 

the fact that Labour’s ‘deflationary policies had driven unemployment comfortably over 

the million mark’, but also observes that what ‘the Tories concealed [was] the fact that 

they planned to see it rise much higher still’ (2013: 19). Evans posits that many people 

voted ‘against Labour’ rather than ‘positively for the Conservatives’ (2013: 19). However, 

Evans also identifies that 

 

Labour’s long-term position had been weakened by a 
decline in the number of manual workers in the 
electorate. Twice as many manual workers normally voted 
Labour than Conservative, but they now constituted 56 
per cent of the electorate. When Wilson won narrowly in 
1964, they had formed 63 per cent. Worse, they were 
beginning to turn against the trades unions – alienated, no 
doubt, by the Winter of Discontent. (2013: 19)  

 

 

The implication is that Labour’s decline had begun as a result of demographic shifts that 

could be traced back at least as far as the 1960s, but also that this decline was exacerbated 

by the global economic and political events of the 1970s which provided the conditions 
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for the continued emergence of the New Right. Bob Rowthorn posits July 1966, when 

the incumbent Labour government abandoned its National Plan, as the moment when 

the ‘prolonged economic and political crisis’ which led to the rise of the New Right began 

(1983: 68). Thus, the year that arguably represented the pinnacle of the cultural working-

class moment, is also identified as the year in which events were set in motion that would 

have a profound and long lasting effect on working-class identities across Britain. 

Through the 1970s figures such as Keith Joseph, Rhodes Boyson, Ian Gow, Ralph 

Harris, James Hanson, and of course, Margaret Thatcher had emerged as increasingly 

important and influential figures within the New Right. The classic liberal foundations of 

the economic ideals of this formation had gained traction through the 1970s when the 

interventions of successive governments had failed to halt Britain’s economic decline. 

Two groups were increasingly significant in this shift, The Institute of Economic Affairs 

and the Selsdon Group. The Institute of Economic Affairs was central in the formation 

of much of the economic policy of the New Right. The fact that the I.E.A. presents itself 

as ‘entirely independent of any political party or group’ gives some indication of the way 

in which the New Right began to develop a hegemony (iea.org). Economic ideas that 

were complex, ideological, and deeply political were presented as apolitical or as common 

sense, and through this process the New Right were able to ostensibly depoliticise 

profoundly political issues. The Selsdon Group was initiated from a meeting held at The 

Selsdon Park Hotel in 1970 which set forth a radical free market agenda for the 

Conservative’s election manifesto, ‘and relegated Labour Party policy and the one-time 

consensus on the welfare state to the past’ (Philips and Whannel, 2015: 46).  

The Conservatives won the 1970 general election only for Edward Heath to 

abandon many of the more radical policies contained within the manifesto under pressure 

from the Trade Union movement. The Selsdon Group was formalised by a small number 
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of young libertarian Conservatives in 1973 with the founding tenet that social and political 

freedom were only achievable through the condition of economic freedom. Nicholas 

Ridley was the group’s president and the group’s chief aim was to defend and reinstate 

the free-market economic policy that they believed had won the 1970 election for the 

Conservatives. Inevitably, ensuring the success of these policies where they had 

previously failed depended upon the defeat of the Labour movement. As Evans notes, 

Thatcher’s view was ‘that overly strong trade unions threatened the free play of market 

forces’ and accordingly her government ‘demonstrated how effectively the state could 

legislate to deprive workers of legal rights rarely challenged before the 1970s’ (2013: 38). 

Gamble further supports this view when he states that 

 

[r]educing union power and privileges was given a very 
high priority in th[e] second phase of the Thatcher 
Government. Two […] pieces of legislation were 
introduced in 1982 and 1984, aimed at restricting union 
rights and opening their funds to claims for damages. 
This legislation contributed to the climate, already created 
by mass unemployment, of trade union demoralisation 
and retreat. (1988: 116) 
 

 

What amounted to a sustained and coordinated attack on the trade union movement 

reached its apogee with the miners’ strike of 1984-5, which ended in ‘complete defeat for 

the miners’ (Gamble, 1988: 116). The victory over the miners demonstrated the lengths 

to which the Thatcher Government would go in pursuit of the complete dominance of 

the ideologies of the New Right and free-market economics. The attacks against the trade 

union movement were also significant as, in real terms, they amounted to an attack on an 

institution that was still largely the preserve of working-class men (although the role that 

miners’ wives played in the strike was notable). Victory over the miners not only signalled 
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a significant decline in the power and influence of the trade union movement, but also 

the decline of a specific type of working-class masculinity.  

Whilst it is true that changes in demography contributed to the Labour Party’s 

decline, the fact that the decline was  exacerbated and accelerated by the events of the 

1970s, the emergence of the New Right, and a significant shift in the ideological landscape 

of British politics should not be overlooked. As Gamble notes, 

 

[t]he new politics [of the radical right] developed in 
response to the events and crises of the 1970s. It did not 
have a single focus or a single driving force. The various 
crises of state authority on which it fastened had 
developed separately and although there were some 
interrelationships there was at no time a single problem 
to which all others could be reduced. As structures of 
authority weakened so the task of governing became 
more intractible. But at the same time it created new space 
for more active and creative political leadership, the 
forging of new coalitions of voters and interests, the 
framing of new policies, the articulation of new ideologies 
and doctrines, in short the construction of new 
hegemonic projects. (1988: 2) 

 

 

This is the political, social, and economic milieu from which the radical New Right 

emerged, although, as Gamble observes, ‘[m]uch of the replacement of a Keynesian by a 

monetarist policy regime was the work of the Labour Government, responding to the 

crisis in the world economy between 1974 and 1976’ (1988: 90). It was Labour’s move 

towards an economic approach premised upon multi-national capitalism that signalled 

the beginning of a new economic approach in British politics, and the ending of one of 

the founding tenets of the post-war settlement. The origins of the monetarist approach 

within British politics may well have been a bipartisan affair, but, as Gamble observes, 

‘Labour’s conversion to monetarism was produced by circumstances, not by conviction’, 
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leading the Conservatives to argue that it ‘would be reversed at the earliest opportunity’ 

(1988: 90). Despite a bipartisan origin, monetarism and the discourse, processes and 

policies upon which it was founded remain synonymous with the New Right and the 

work of economists such as Milton Friedman. The global market and new international 

division of labour that emerged as a result of this economic and political shift would have 

a profound effect on British industry and on working-class masculinities. 

The ideological rhetoric of the New Right was Janus-faced, presenting both a 

deeply conservative traditionalism and, a radical program of change. This approach owed 

much to the politics of Enoch Powell, who, Gamble argues, ‘[b]efore Thatcher rose to 

prominence […] was the most important figure on the Right which the Conservative 

party had produced since 1945’ (1988: 69). As Tom Nairn observes, in the 1960s, Powell 

had attempted to redefine Britain’s national identity in terms appropriate to the time, 

particularly in terms ‘appropriate to the end of Empire’ (1977: 258). Ultimately Powell’s 

attempts had failed, and by the mid-1970s he had joined the Ulster Unionist Party in the 

hope that his rhetoric of British national identity might find traction in the midst of 

Northern Ireland’s ‘troubles’. Powell’s populist appeal should not be underestimated 

however, and many of the underlying themes that informed his rhetoric, such as the 

traditional family unit, patriotism, the nation, hard work, entrepreneurship, and the 

freedom of the market, were adopted and adapted by the emerging New Right. As Nairn 

observes, ‘Powell worked his way up from the lower middle-class […] via a Birmingham 

grammar school to Cambridge’ and thus ‘acquired the traditional culture of the English 

ruling elite’ (1977: 260). Although a controversial figure, Powell was respected (indeed, to 

this day, articles published on the IEA website present Powell as a voice of reason). Nairn 

also warns that any critique of Powell and the inherent ‘incoherence’ of Powellism should 

not ‘ignore the need upon which it works’ and that ‘in relationship to reality, it may 

possess a driving-force which it lacks when considered simply as a set of ideas’ (1977: 
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260). Nairn continues to point out that ‘very few past Conservative heroes have been 

noticeably ‘coherent’’ and suggests that ‘compared to Churchill, Joseph Chamberlain, or 

Disraeli, Powell’s career […] is an epitome of logical sobriety’ (1977: 260). Even the more 

controversial aspects of Powell’s politics could also be found in the rhetoric of the New 

Right. Although less directly confrontational than Powell’s proclamation that ‘the black 

man will have the whip hand over the white man’ in his infamous ‘Rivers of Blood’ 

speech, Thatcher’s suggestion, almost exactly ten years later, that ‘people are really rather 

afraid that this country might be rather swamped by people with a different culture’, 

builds upon Powell’s nationalist rhetoric and echoes his sentiments (Powell, 1968, 

Thatcher, 1978). 

Gamble argues that the New Right ‘embraced the growing misgivings of 

economic liberals about the direction of government economic policy, as well as concerns 

of moral campaigners’ (1988: 69). This combined approach allowed the Conservative 

party to mobilise ‘important sections of the electorate that had never voted Tory in such 

large numbers before’, particularly ‘[t]he skilled working classes’ (2013: 28). As Jacques 

observes, 

 

this broad trend – at once economic, social, cultural and 
ideological – […] became linked, through figures such as 
Keith Joseph and Rhodes Boyson, to political 
developments in the Tory Party as expressed in 
‘Thatcherism’. This link was a moment of great 
significance in the evolution of the rightest response to 
the crisis of hegemony. (1983: 51) 
 

 

The backward looking elements of the New Right’s response are perhaps best summed 

up by Thatcher’s own alliterative phrase ‘Victorian values’, a phrase which gathered 

meaning as it recurred throughout the period after its first employment in an interview 
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with ‘Weekend World’ on the 16th January 1983 (Samuel, 1998: 333). However, as Raphael 

Samuel notes, 

 

[t]he rhetoric of Victorian values could be seen as an 
example of what the post-modernists call ‘double-coding’ 
and sociologists ‘cognitive dissonance’ – i.e. of words 
which say one thing, while meaning another and 
camouflaging, or concealing, a third. (1998: 342) 

 

 

Samuel identifies that ‘Victorian values’ is a means of reconciling the traditional with the 

modern which allows for the inculcation of profoundly ideological concepts and 

processes, and an understanding of these concepts and processes as something which was 

natural and universal, or ‘what-goes-without-saying’ (Barthes, 2009: xix). This in turn allows 

for the ideological obfuscation of the developing hegemonic project of the New Right. 

Samuel continues to state that  

 

Mrs Thatcher’s traditionalism allowed her to act as an 
innovator […] while yet sounding as though she were a 
voice from the past. […] Victorian values were […] a 
programme for the future disguised as a narrative of the 
past […] used for subversive ends, to destablize 
established authority; to mobilize resentment against the 
status quo; to give historical precedent to what was 
essentially a new turn. She could thus appear 
simultaneously as a fierce iconoclast and a dedicated 
restorationist, an avatar of the future, pointing the way 
forward, and a voice from the past, calling on the British 
people to return to its traditional ways. (1998: 343) 
 

 

In real terms this meant an aggressive policy of privatisation, which, allowed full play to 

market forces, limited public expenditure, reduced trade union power, and ended all forms 
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of the nationalisation of industry. Where previous administrations had sought 

compromise with the trade union movement (a political force that was still at that point 

largely comprised of working-class males), Thatcher’s governments were more than 

willing to use coercion (or even the cudgel) to introduce and enforce measures. Yet, from 

1979, the Conservatives would win the next three general elections, making Margaret 

Thatcher the first prime minister of the twentieth-century to maintain office for three 

consecutive terms. It was the internal contradictions of ‘Thatcherism’, which Hall terms 

‘authoritarian populism’, that made this possible. Hall defines ‘authoritarian populism’ as 

 

[a]n exceptional form of the capitalist state which, unlike 
classical fascism, has retained most (though not all) of the 
formal representative institutions in place, and which at 
the same time has been able to construct around itself an 
active popular consent. (1983: 22-3) 
 

 

There is no doubt that this ‘authoritarian populism’ resulted in dire consequences for the 

Labour movement, had a profound impact upon the traditional political powerbase of the 

working-class, and arguably resulted in the most radical shift in the configuration of 

working-class masculinities since the Second World War.  

In terms of representation there are certainly continuities within the configuration 

of working-class masculinities from 1945 to the 1980s. For example, consumer based 

identities continue to intersect with the concepts of individualism and social mobility. 

However, mass-unemployment on a scale not seen since the 1930s worked to destabilise 

the connection between employment and masculine identity. This disconnect served to 

emasculate and disenfranchise large portions of working-class men by undermining the 

traditional breadwinner role (particularly in the North where ‘[o]ld manufacturing areas 

were hardest hit’ by the stringent economic measures enforced by the Conservative party 

(Evans, 2013: 23)). It also set new configurations of masculinity, which were formed 
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around the aggressive accumulation of wealth and consumer goods, against the collective 

aspirations of the Labour movement. 

The use of satire and farce as a means of representing working-class masculinities 

has a long history, however under the ideological shifts that occurred during the 1970s 

these representations had become increasingly prominent. The 1980s saw these types of 

representations proliferate and maintain a prominent position within the cultural 

landscape of Britain. David Lodge reprised the character of the working-class scholarship 

boy Dr. Philip Swallow in Small World (1984), although the focus of the text is chiefly his 

engagement with the academic conference circuit. Swallow also has a minor role in 

Lodge’s Nice Work (1988) as the head of the English Department at Rummidge University, 

significantly a redbrick university. The text is a pastiche of Elizabeth Gaskell’s North and 

South (1855), centres on the relationship between Dr. Robyn Penrose a feminist, university 

lecturer at Rummidge, whose area of study is women’s writing and the industrial novel, 

and Vic Wilcox, the managing director of a local engineering firm. The self-reflexivity of 

the text, particularly the fact that the text is a pastiche of precisely the kind of novel that 

is the specific interest one of its protagonists, provides an indication of the emergence and 

consolidation of post-modernism within the fiction of the period. The text does not focus 

on working-class masculinities, although groups of unemployed working-class youths in 

the streets provide the backdrop for a critique of the period in which even the most 

ardently left-wing characters are ultimately represented as converts to the new share-

owning financialised middle-class. 

The fact that pastiche and satire emerged as a response to such conditions in the 

1970s and 1980s is telling in itself. This pattern saw the publication of Sue Townsend’s 

Adrian Mole books, The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole, Aged 13¾ (1982), The Growing Pains of 

Adrian Mole (1984), and The True Confessions of Adrian Albert Mole (1989), which deal with 

the problems encountered by a working-class teenage boy as he struggles to negotiate the 
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socio-cultural and economic terrain of 1980s Britain. Whilst the humour of the Mole 

novels, is largely puerile in nature, and the representations of the working-classes seem 

based upon largely negative stereotypes, it must be remembered that these representations 

are written from the perspective of a pretentious teenager with ambitions of social-

mobility that are modelled upon contemporary configurations of success. As such, the 

novels offer a nuanced critique of the conditions of 1980s Britain, particularly in relation 

to generational shifts in formation and maintenance of working-class masculinities. The 

puerile nature of the humour is itself indicative of a pattern that became increasingly 

apparent throughout the 1980s, particularly in relation to representations of working-class 

masculinities and the contemporary political landscape. On contemporary television The 

Young Ones (1982), Spitting Image (1984), Harry Enfield’s ‘Loadsamoney’ character, and the 

stand-up comedy of Ben Elton all emerge within a pattern of comedy and satire. In terms 

of fiction, the four novels that make up Robert Rankin’s ‘Brentford Trilogy’ [sic], The 

Antipope (1981), The Brentford Triangle (1982), East of Ealing (1984), and The Sprouts of Wrath 

(1988), in which Pooley and Omally, the unemployed and often drunken protagonists, do 

battle with the forces of darkness, is perhaps the apogeic example. Although, the fantastic 

nature of the plots of these novels (which include battling a manifestation of the last 

Borgia pope, fending off alien invasions, and a plot to barcode every living thing by a 

sinister financial institution) also points toward a pattern of fantasy and science fiction 

that became increasingly prevalent during the 1980s. This pattern is characterised by post-

modern collage and a move away from social realism as the primary means of dealing with 

contemporary sociocultural issues. Christopher Priest’s The Affirmation (1981), and Tanith 

Lee’s The Silver Metal Lover (1981) use fantasy and science fiction respectively, to engage 

with the issue of unemployment and its effects upon masculine identities, whilst Alasdair 

Gray’s Lanark (1981), and 1982, Janine (1984), and Iain Banks’s The Bridge (1986), employ 

fantasy as a means of exploring the inner psyche of men from working-class origins.  
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Both 1982, Janine and The Bridge retain elements of social realism within their 

narrative structure and both texts can be included in a pattern of Scottish writing that 

resisted a shift toward farce and satire. Many of the short stories included within James 

Kelman’s Not Not While the Giro (1983), Lean Tales (1985) (a collection which also includes 

work by Alasdair Gray and Agnes Owens) and Greyhound for Breakfast (1987) deal with the 

struggle to construct and maintain working-class masculinities in relation to 

unemployment and the shifting sociocultural conditions of the 1980s. Kelman’s writing is 

certainly rooted in a tradition of social realism, however, his use of interior monologue 

(which is often written as stream of consciousness) demonstrates a discontinuity in style 

and execution that is explored more fully in my analysis of the novel The Busconductor Hines 

(1984) below. William McIlvanney’s The Papers of Tony Veitch (1983) (the second novel in 

the ‘Laidlaw’ crime trilogy) continued to draw from the conventions of American crime 

fiction and maintains a gritty realist approach. McIlvanney’s The Big Man (1985) and Agnes 

Owens’s Gentlemen of the West (1984) and Like Birds in the Wilderness (1987) all employ 

realism to deal with the impact of unemployment upon working-class masculinities. The 

masculinities represented within these texts are all constructed within a set of social 

relations that is distinctly Scottish and their ‘Scottishness’ becomes a central feature of the 

writing itself. Similarly, Christopher Meredith’s Shifts (1988) deals with the closure of a 

steel plant and the attendant decline of traditional working-class masculinities at both a 

social and personal level, but represents a distinct set of Welsh social relations which 

demonstrate a continuation of the pattern Williams describes in chapter 2. However, in 

dealing with the effects of unemployment upon the formation of working-class 

masculinities in the 1980s, all of these texts engage with an issue that had become a central 

concern throughout Britain (particularly in areas where employment was traditionally 

reliant upon heavy industry). 
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Alan Sillitoe continued to produce realist representations of working-class 

masculinities, although Her Victory (1982), The Lost Flying Boat (1983) and Down from the 

Hill (1984) all situate their narratives in earlier periods. Pat Barker’s The Century’s Daughter 

(1986) also takes an historical approach, contextualising contemporary issues such as 

unemployment and social deprivation by framing them within an expansive temporal 

structure. Unsurprisingly, given his ongoing academic project, Raymond Williams emerges 

as the leading proponent of this approach with his novels Loyalties (1985), and People of the 

Black Mountains Vol: 1 (1989). In Loyalties we find a text in which, Bruce Robbins argues,  

 

Williams found a new and liberating way of speaking 
about […] the problematic of his own working life and 
how it fits into the larger politics of society – his moral, 
political, ideological ‘take’ on his role as an intellectual, his 
career as an academic. (1990: 273) 
 

 

Beginning in the summer of 1936, the novel traces the lives of a group of friends (some 

working-class) who are brought together through their left-wing political activities, and, 

ranging through Cambridge University, the Spanish Civil War, and Soviet espionage, 

culminates in 1984 during the miners’ strike. In line with the political nature of Williams’s 

fictional output, the novel attempts to balance the personal, the social and the political by 

demonstrating the tensions, intersections, and overlaps that occur between, and because 

of, the mobilisation of institutional and political power, and action at a personal and 

individual level. Beyond this, as Fred Inglis observes, ‘Williams names and tries to grasp 

the condition of the governance of England for what it is, venal, poisoned, hateful and 

obtuse, while always searching for a counter-condition in which to live’ (2005: 283). 

Barry Hines’s novel Unfinished Business (1983b) and William McIlvanney’s 

collection of interconnected short stories Walking Wounded (1989) both offer realist 

representations of working-class masculinities and the search ‘for a counter-condition’ in 
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which to live. However, it is Alan Bleasdale’s Boys from the Blackstuff (1982) that offers the 

most direct engagement with ‘the condition of the governance of England’ and its 

immediate effect upon the construction and maintenance of working-class masculinities. 

By the 1980s television is fully a mass medium in Britain; statistics show that by 1980 over 

nine out of ten households in Britain owned a television set (Thompson et al., 2012: 119). 

Significantly, as Williams observes, increased television ownership led to ‘more drama 

being watched in a week or a weekend, by the majority of viewers, than would have been 

watched in a year or in some cases a lifetime in any previous historical period’ (2003: 56). 

There is a tradition of socially engaged realist drama on British television that traces back 

to the 1960s. Through programmes such as The Wednesday Play (1964-70), and Play for Today 

(1970-84), and the work of directors such as Ken Loach, television holds a significant 

position in the representation of working-class identities in the latter half of the twentieth 

century. With television consolidating its position as an influential cultural medium in the 

1980s, an engagement with television drama is essential in order to understand the 

structures of feeling that emerged during the period. 

Alan Bleasdale’s Boys from the Blackstuff (1982) belongs to the tradition of socially 

engaged realist drama, and represents an immediate and frank response to the conditions 

in which millions would eventually find themselves in 1980s Britain. The series of five 

plays chronicles the lives of a gang of tarmac workers who originally came to the screen 

in The Black Stuff (1980) Bleasdale’s Play for Today which was written in 1978, but not aired 

until two years later. Boys from the Blackstuff presents a spectrum of masculine responses to 

the problems encountered by the working-classes in the face of the changing economic 

and social landscape and the rising level of unemployment. In a letter to the BBC 

proposing the series Bleasdale wrote, 
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I think it very important right now to write about the 
Dole as seen from the point of view of those who are on 
it, and to side with them against people […] who would 
like us to believe […] that the majority of the unemployed 
are malingerers and rogues. (Bleasdale quoted in 
Millington, 1993: 122) 
 

 

To fully understand the development of the characters and their individual stories in Boys 

from the Blackstuff it is essential to first look at The Black Stuff.  

The Black Stuff joins the gang of tarmac workers as they travel to Middlesbrough 

for work. As the narrative unfolds, it becomes clear that this particular trip represents a 

pivotal moment of transition for the characters foreshadowing the emergence and 

consolidation of a political discourse that would alter the course of British history. The 

catalyst for this transition is what director Jim Goddard describes as ‘the beginnings of 

Capitalism’ (Bleasdale and Goddard, 2003). At face value, this comment describes the 

country’s imminent return to an overtly capitalist government, with Thatcher’s victory in 

the 1979 general election. However, as outlined above, the nature of that government saw 

the establishment of a new discourse within British politics. That discourse is epitomized 

by the actions of the iconoclastic figure of Yosser Hughes in The Black Stuff. 

It is Yosser’s unscrupulous ambition, encouraged by his dual feelings of hatred 

and admiration for his boss McKenna (who began his business with ‘the cash from a lorry-

load of knocked off Mars Bars’), that drives the key narrative thread (Goddard, 1980). 

When approached by ‘gyppos’ with the offer of doing a ‘foreigner’ (that is work 

unsanctioned by McKenna, for which the gang will receive the full profit) Yosser sees the 

opportunity to pursue his proto-Thatcherite ideals and ‘make something’ of himself 

(Goddard, 1980). It is the eventual failure of this scheme that sees the gang lose their jobs 

and positions them in the predicament in which they find themselves in Boys from the 

Blackstuff.  
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One of the most significant exchanges in the text takes place during a scene in 

which Yosser convinces Loggo and Chrissie to meet the gypsies in order to discuss the 

proposed job. Yosser’s impassioned call to action begins, ‘We’re here. We’ll never be here 

again’, and develops into a crude, but lucid, argument for individualism, and individual 

betterment at the expense of others (Goddard, 1980). Though written in 1978, these are 

the precise sentiments parodied by Neil Kinnock in a speech given to the Labour Party 

conference a full decade later: ‘No number other than one. No person other than me. No 

time other than now. No such thing as society, just ‘me’ and ‘now’. This is Margaret 

Thatcher’s society’ (Kinnock quoted in Hopkins, 1991: 206). As Kinnock’s speech 

demonstrates, the ideological basis of Yosser’s argument would develop over the next 

decade to become the dominant hegemonic discourse within British politics, a discourse 

personified in Harry Enfield’s satirical character ‘Loadsamoney’. What Bleasdale’s writing 

demonstrates, then, is how, even before the New Right and ‘Thatcherism’ had 

consolidated their developing hegemony, the rhetoric of this emergent political force had 

penetrated the consciousness of some within the working-class and, further, had led to a 

capitulation in some areas of the old left. In The Black Stuff this capitulation is represented 

by the character of George: 

 

Yosser: Come on, let’s be somebody. Let’s live; let’s do 
before the worms get us. Listen, I want to be 
somebody boys and I’m going to be somebody. […] 
What have you ever made out of your life to tell me 
it’s any better? 

George: I’m not disputing that Yosser. I’m not saying 
you’re wrong, though I used to think you were. But 
you are, you’re right. And you know what? We deserve 
everything that they throw at us. We deserve to be 
stewed in our own piss because we let them do it to 
us. 

Yosser: Eh, I’m not going to take it lying down. I’m going 
to look after meself. 

George: Just yourself? 
Yosser: Who else? 
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[…] 
George: Alright Yosser. You do what you want. You be 

rich and important. Be the big man. But remember 
this. You’ll find out when you get up there, that 
shower, they’re no better or happier than us. 

Yosser: When’s Holy Communion Father? (Goddard, 
1980). 
 

 

Yosser’s parting comment foreshadows his response to the crisis he faces in the ‘Yosser’s 

Story’ episode of Boys from the Blackstuff. During that episode we see a ‘desperate’ Yosser 

turn to the church for solace (Saville, 1982). Although the scene is ostensibly a set piece 

designed for comic relief (Yosser eventually blurts out ‘I’m desperate Dan!’ after the priest, 

Dan, asks Yosser to call him by his Christian name) the presence of Yosser’s children in 

the confessional, and Yosser’s reversion to the systematic banging of his head against the 

confessional screen, make this episode no less harrowing than the rest of ‘Yosser’s Story’ 

(Saville, 1982). 

Yosser has sole custody of his children as his materialistic wife, Maureen (who 

eventually empties the house where Yosser and the children are living of furniture whilst 

they are out), has left him to live with her boyfriend Moey. It is implied within the text 

that Moey is a drummer (in the only scene in which Moey appears he is seen tuning his 

drums and cleaning his bongos). This connection to the arts, and the trappings with which 

Moey’s high-rise flat are filled are significant as they confirm Moey as a symbol of the 

‘New Man’ and the emerging ‘sensitive’, consumer-based masculinities of the 1980s. The 

high-rise flat itself, presumably council owned or purchased in the ‘right to buy’ scheme, 

which was passed into legislation in the Housing Act of 1980 and formed part of a larger 

ideological scheme to undermine the knowable communities of the working-classes by 

creating a society of individualist property owners, positions Moey as working-class. Moey 

is seen to be heavily bruised, presumably the result of a beating from Yosser, and, when 
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Yosser turns up outside the flat, tells Maureen ‘I’m not a brave man’ (Saville, 1982). 

Yosser, on the other hand, embodies an aggressive and confrontational masculinity, which 

the viewer is aware has been shaped by Yosser’s engagement with physically hard manual 

labour and the cultures that surround it. However, the more traditional aspects of Yosser 

Hughes’s identity, which are formed around his role as breadwinner and his work, are 

destabilised by his unemployment and the constant presence of his children. Whilst it is 

clear that Yosser has worked hard for his children, and that his increasingly anguished 

search for work is primarily undertaken so he can provide for them, the tensions created 

by the juxtaposition of his hard masculine identity being undermined by a grotesque 

caricature of domesticity speaks directly to the challenges that needed to be negotiated in 

the formation and maintenance of working-class masculinities within the period. To 

compound Yosser’s situation, when interviewed by Social Services, Maureen casts doubt 

on whether Yosser is actually the father of the children stating, ‘I don’t think they’re his 

neither. I shouldn’t say this, but there’s a good chance they’re not. When we were married 

I had this sort of friend…’ (Saville, 1982). This information, although unbeknownst to 

Yosser, strips away yet another layer of the elements which configured traditional forms 

of working-class masculinities. It also adds pathos to Yosser’s eventual breakdown and 

offers the continuation and development of a pattern of representation in which a 

connection between working-class fathers and their offspring is severed. 

Within the church confessional Yosser’s head-banging offers the dramatic climax 

of one of the key symbolic tropes that runs through the text: that of the barriers, both 

actual and metaphorical, that existed in pronounced form within British society during the 

period. The use of this motif begins with Yosser’s visit to the bank in The Black Stuff, when 

the bank clerk, who has told Yosser through a glass screen that he will not be able to 

withdraw all of his money. The clerk assures Yosser that ‘those are the rules sir, for 

everyone’; Yosser’s reply, ‘[f]or everyone in working clothes you mean’, reinforces the 
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notion of the screen as a metaphoric class divide (Goddard, 1980). The trope recurs in the 

first episode of Boys from the Blackstuff, as the characters from The Black Stuff are individually 

reintroduced through the wire screens of the Department of Employment. The scene 

provides an immediate and effective introduction as it illustrates both the physical and 

metaphorical divide between the bureaucratic workings of the state and the plight of those 

in need of help and also demonstrates how language is used as an intellectual extension of 

the barriers faced by the working class.  

As Joseph Brooker points out, the attempt to overcome the use of language as a 

barrier is exemplified when, whilst being interviewed by the Fraud Prevention department, 

Yosser offers a pastiche of the bureaucratic language used toward him in an attempt to 

maintain control of the situation:  

 

Yosser: And – and on Malloy’s site that particular day, the 
day in question, in fact, no money parted company to 
or from anyone. Who was there. When I was there. 
No money came my way. Not to my knowledge. Not 
when I was there. And I should know. Being there. 
And being me. [He laughs and stops dead] Malloy on no 
occasion never said to me, ‘Here y’are, touch for that.’ 
[Makes a movement with his hand indicating money being 
passed] 

Assistant: That’s a double negative. 
Yosser: Yeah well, there’s two of you isn’t there? And, as 

a matter of fact, I was there on a trial basis, but left 
after one wobbly wall and a short exchange of words, 
or words to that effect. (Bleasdale, 1991: 143) 

 
 

As Brooker observes, Yosser ‘plays on words, with a nervous comedy’ and offers ‘the 

terrific illogic of a double negative to serve two listeners’, but as Brooker correctly 

identifies, ‘we do not read this as the detached wit of a man in control of the discursive 

situation; rather as the involuntary incoherence of a man discovering accidental comedy 

in the ruins of his reason’ (2012a: 72). This being the case, the power of language is 
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perhaps best illustrated when Dixie is summoned to the Department of Employment to 

be questioned with regard to his wife’s employment status, after she has been reported to 

them for undertaking casual work as a cleaner. In the scene Dixie is forced to answer a 

series of routine questions, questions so routine in fact, that Dixie has memorised not only 

the questions, but the order in which they are asked. All of Dixie’s attempts at humour 

and sarcasm are met with a cold and monotonous repetition of the current question. This 

response ensures that the questions have a dehumanising effect, despite their personal 

nature, and emphasises the screen which language provides ‘the Establishment’ by 

revealing how it is utilised to impose control. Throughout the series, the only figure that 

demonstrates a control of language, and any significant authority, who does not operate 

from behind a screen is George. George is representative of the old left, and the fact that 

he is sick and dying takes on a major significance of its own. 

The physical barriers that frequently appear throughout the text may well 

constitute part of the formal language of the medium. However, they also offer a physical 

representation of the obstacles faced by the long-term unemployed that constituted a 

burgeoning underclass in Britain, succinctly summed up by Dixie when he tells the 

Department of Employment official, ‘Nobody on the dole counts, friend’ (Saville, 1982). 

Just as the ladder in Williams’s metaphor for the bourgeois system must be climbed alone 

so these barriers must be faced alone. In all but one example, which is described in further 

detail below, these barriers, or screens, serve not only to obstruct or impede the 

protagonists, but also to isolate them. Despite the fact that there were well over three 

million unemployed by 1982, the ‘extensive rejuvenation’ of ‘anti-collectivism’ that 

formed the central strand of the new philosophy of the radical right meant that traditional 

means of resistance had been reduced and the challenges posed to traditional forms of 

working-class masculinities (identities based on occupation and the position of 

breadwinner) were being faced as individuals (Denman and McDonald, 1996: 11, Hall, 
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1983: 27-8). This, of course, was directly related to the attack on the trade union 

movement. Legislation such as the Employment Act of 1980 effectively abolished 

secondary picketing and eroded cross union collective action; added to this was the fact 

that ‘[b]etween 1976 and 1986 trade union membership fell by 15 per cent [and was] once 

more under half the total employees at work’ (Hopkins, 1991: 228). By 1987 Margaret 

Thatcher would openly state that many people in Britain were ‘casting their problems on 

society’, before adding, ‘and who is society? There is no such thing! There are individual 

men and women and there are families and no government can do anything except 

through people and people look to themselves first’ (Thatcher, 1987). 

The concepts of the individual and individualism are absolutely central to 

understanding the effects of the period upon formations of working-class masculinities. 

On the one hand, it is possible to trace individualism back to the novels of the immediate 

post-war period; the need to provide, to earn and to build an individual home is clearly 

present within many texts of the late 1940s. However, these issues are tempered by the 

overwhelming force of the collective and by the desire for social betterment for all which 

emerged in the immediate aftermath of the war. Individualism also features as a major 

trope of the texts that emerge in the late 1950s and throughout the 1960s. The form of 

individualism represented in these texts is directly connected to the rhetoric that develops 

into the politics of the ‘New Right’ and the new hegemonic project that developed 

throughout the 1980s. The individualism of the 1950s and 1960s is connected to the ‘crisis 

of hegemony’ described by Jacques and is founded upon a questioning of the success of 

social democracy in providing the future that was promised (1983: 43).  

The continuities between the masculinities of the Northern realism of the late 

1950s and the aggressive individualism of the New Right may not be immediately apparent 

as there are two distinct forms of individualism operating within the structure of the 

1980s. The first I will term ‘hegemonic individualism’: that is, an individualism that is 
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inscribed at an ideological level, an individualism that is encouraged by the structures of 

government, but actively and aggressively pursued by solitary agents and often manifests 

as wealth accumulation and its concomitant practices of consumption. This hegemonic 

individualism contributes directly to the breakdown of knowable industrial communities 

through its impact upon patterns of work and housing. It is also directly connected to the 

individualism represented in the texts of the Northern realists and the extravagant and 

aggressive practices of consumption which emerge within that structure, such as the 

actions of Arthur Machin or Joe Lampton. It is significant that the individuals who are 

most associated with these extravagant and aggressive practices are working-class males. 

The second form of individualism I will term ‘imposed individualism’: that is, an 

individualism that is imposed from above, an individualism that is enforced at both a 

conceptual and corporeal level. This form of individualism is not present within the work 

of the Northern realists, but is exemplified in the structures and characters represented in 

Boys from the Blackstuff. 

Boys from the Blackstuff deals with individuals. As the characters are introduced, they 

are introduced as just that, individuals isolated by the events that had previously unfolded 

in The Black Stuff (the catalyst for which, it is worth noting again, was Yosser’s aggressive 

hegemonic individualism). The separation of the characters is evident in the very structure 

of the writing. Where we were presented with a collective narrative that approaches 

character development through a social dynamic in The Black Stuff, Boys from the Blackstuff 

presents us with discrete stories of isolated individuals. This is to say that, whilst there are 

moments in which the narratives of the characters intersect, the community which existed 

between them is fragmented. In this instance, then, the individual is delimited, and defined 

as such, by the external forces of anti-collectivism rather than through any active 

engagement with the individualist ideologies of the New Right. 
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The effect of this isolation and its ramifications for British society as a whole are 

starkly represented in ‘Shop Thy Neighbour’, the third episode of the series, which focuses 

on the hardships faced by Chrissie and his family and in particular the strain they place 

upon his relationship with his wife Angie (Saville, 1982). Bleasdale has stated that if the 

text has a hero, then the hero is Chrissie, as ‘he is the common man and everything that 

he […] personifies is everything that […] is remarkable and honest and generous and 

decent’ (Bleasdale and Goddard, 2003). The juxtaposition between Chrissie’s usually 

amicable, forgiving, and gregarious nature (which is established in The Black Stuff and the 

previous two episodes of Boys from the Blackstuff), and the desperation and callousness 

represented as Chrissie struggles to maintain his masculine identity in the face of long-

term unemployment and increasing isolation make for harrowing viewing. The screen, or 

barrier motif, runs throughout the episode and develops alongside a theme of being ‘cut 

off’. 

The gas supply to Chrissie’s house is cut off after he fails to pay the bill. This 

serves as catalyst to increasingly bitter arguments between Chrissie and his wife Angie. 

The majority of these arguments are carried out through the screen of a closed door, 

which serves as a physical reinforcement of the barrier motif. Unable to provide for his 

family and fulfil the traditional breadwinner role, Chrissie becomes increasingly withdrawn 

and emotionally isolated. This emotional withdrawal is exacerbated by Angie’s attempts 

to goad Chrissie into fighting back against the system, as Chrissie reads Angie’s actions as 

direct attacks against his masculinity. This interpretation imbues the phrase ‘cut off’ with 

connotations of Chrissie’s emasculation, alongside the explicit denotation of his isolation. 

It is notable that the only occasion on which Chrissie does stand up to the authorities is 

when Miss Sutcliffe (the manager of the fraud investigation unit) breaks the rules and 

allows Chrissie and Loggo to be interviewed together. Within the tragic arc of Chrissie’s 
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narrative this is a relatively insignificant event, but nevertheless serves as a small reminder 

of the collective power of the working-class. 

During the production of Boys from the Blackstuff director, Philip Saville, asked 

Bleasdale to rewrite the script to ‘Shop Thy Neighbour’ in order to include a women’s 

point of view, telling him to ‘[g]o away and write Angie!’ (Saville quoted in Bleasdale, 1991: 

275). In doing so Bleasdale highlights issues around intergender relationships and their 

effect on the formation and maintenance of contemporary working-class masculine 

identities. Notably Angie is also unemployed. Of course it was not unusual for women to 

be stay-at-home-mothers in 1982, but Angie’s pleas to Chrissie during their climatic 

argument reveal aspirations beyond domestic labour: ‘I was going to do a lot. Back to 

college. Job of my own. Out in the world’ (Bleasdale, 1991). Sheila Rowbotham notes that 

‘[t]he fact that a woman could become Prime Minister had a symbolic meaning; modern 

women, it seemed, could do anything now’, but goes on to observe, that for the majority 

of women (as well as men) ‘jobs declined and conditions worsened’ during the 1980s 

(1997: 472, 489). A significant shift did occur in female employment during the 1980s, 

however, with many women taking on casualised service jobs such as cleaning (like Dixie’s 

wife Freda in the ‘Moonlighter’ episode). The casualisation of female labour, it was argued, 

allowed flexibility for both employer and working mothers. In reality it led to insecure, 

underpaid, and irregular part-time work, in which employees were isolated and unlikely to 

be unionised (Rowbotham, 1997: 490-1). The idea that the entry of women into the 

workplace had a negative effect on the conditions of all workers has been overstated 

(McRobbie, 2010). However, the gendered divide which occurred in this kind of 

vulnerable employment, and the perceived feminisation of the workplace served to further 

underline the emasculation experienced by many unemployed working-class men. 

The breakdown of communication between Chrissie and Angie can be read as a 

continuation of a common trope within representations of working-class masculinities: 
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the inability to communicate openly (or in some cases at all) with women is a prominent 

feature of representations of working-class masculinities throughout the post-war period. 

There is a distinct shift in the representation of Chrissie, however, who, despite the verbal 

violence of his arguments with Angie, cuts a figure that is more apathetic young man than 

angry young man. As Chrissie himself puts it, ‘[m]e dad used to tell me, don’t get mad, get 

even. I can’t even get mad anymore’ (Saville, 1982). These feelings are not limited to the 

character of Chrissie; the majority of the working-class males portrayed in Boys from the 

Blackstuff demonstrate feelings of apathy at some stage during the series. A particularly 

telling example is that of Kevin in ‘Moonlighter’. Kevin, the son of the gang’s former 

foreman Dixie, is the youngest of the characters portrayed in The Black Stuff. An exchange 

occurs when Dixie challenges Kevin about the fact that he is still in bed after noon: 

 

 [Dixie grabs the duvet and hurls it away from the bed] 
Dixie: Get up! 
Kevin: What d’you do that for? 
Dixie: Because y’ a bloody disgrace, Kevin. You’re not 

even tryin’ any more. 
Kevin: Leave off, will y’, just leave off. 
Dixie: Get y’ clothes on an’ get out an’ look f’ work. 
Kevin: There is none. 
 [They are both shouting] 
Dixie: There is none when y’ lyin’ in bed. 
Kevin: An’ there’s none when I’m walking up an’ down 

the industrial estate neither! You know that – you’ve 
been there with me as well. I’ve been left school two-
and-a-half years. I’ve been out of work for two of 
them, and I’ve never so much as had a bastard 
interview. [Kevin punches his bed] So don’t give me no 
crap about lyin’ in bed. (Bleasdale, 1991: 101) 

 
 

What is significant about this exchange is the difference of experience and expectation in 

relation to the generational divide of father and son. The difficulties faced by school-

leavers in the early 1980s is examined in Barry Hines’s Looks and Smiles (1981) below; 
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suffice to say here that, although an apathy born of despair is seen to affect the majority 

of those working-class males that feature in contemporary representations, the effects of 

this apathy were felt unevenly. 

The confirmation of Chrissie’s apathy comes after his feelings of impotence are 

compounded by the unexpected visit of his uncle George. The fact that Chrissie is directly 

related to George is significant, as it situates Chrissie (who represents all that is ‘remarkable 

and honest and generous and decent’) as a descendent of the old left (Bleasdale and 

Goddard, 2003). The appearance of George (the autodidact) offering help and advice 

throughout the series is itself a trope that is developed to demonstrate the values of the 

traditional Labour movement, trade unionism, and the internal support structures of 

traditional working-class communities. The fact that George is terminally ill, and Chrissie 

is reduced to abject apathy, demonstrates not only the state of the left in British politics 

of the 1980s, but also the breakdown of ‘knowable communities’ that occurred amongst 

the working-classes throughout the period (Williams, 1974: 13). In every instance that 

George appears to offer counsel, he is driven away by those that he proposes to help after 

they deem him too old, sick, and weak to offer help to others. Ironically, perhaps 

sardonically, the physical act of driving George away is, more often than not, done in an 

NHS ambulance. 

The appearance of George in ‘Shop Thy Neighbour’ triggers Chrissie’s realisation 

that the knowable community of which he was once a part is broken, perhaps beyond 

repair. It is this realisation that drives the narrative toward its violent conclusion. All but 

defeated, Chrissie states, ‘[t]his is our life Angie, and I wish I was dead’, before continuing, 

‘[a]nd what do you think it’s like for me? Hey? A second-class citizen. A second-rate man. 

With no money and no job…and no…no place’ (Saville, 1982). Underpinned by the loss 

of a knowable community, and exposed by its absence, the connections between 

occupation, traditional configurations of masculine identity and self-worth become starkly 
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apparent. The dramatic climax of the episode comes when, in a final, violent and desperate 

attempt to reaffirm his masculine identity by providing for his family, Chrissie frenziedly 

slaughters his pet birds for food. This act, which suggests some sort of dissociated 

psychotic episode, is the culmination of an almost complete breakdown of Chrissie’s 

character in the face of an institutionally imposed individualism. The great significance 

here is the connection between this breakdown, the loss of an occupational identity, and 

the inability to fulfil the breadwinner role. These aspects combine to undermine and 

destabilise not only traditional configurations of working-class masculine identities, but 

the very sanity of the individual. 

This pattern is repeated in ‘Yosser’s Story’, where the breakdown of occupational 

identity and knowable community leads to the breakdown of the traditional male-

breadwinner role and, again, to a complete mental breakdown (Saville, 1982). As outlined 

above, Yosser is a key character within The Black Stuff and Boys from the Blackstuff. Yosser is 

perhaps the most recognisable and remembered character from a series that, as David Self 

notes in his introduction to the collected Studio Scripts, ‘quickly passed into public 

awareness in the autumn of 1982’ (Self in Bleasdale, 1991: 7). As Self observes, this 

recognition is remarkable in itself as ‘Yosser was not the star of peak-time comedy show 

but the manic anti-hero of a series of bleakly honest plays about unemployment and its 

attendant crimes and tragedies’ (Self in Bleasdale, 1991: 7). Part of Yosser’s appeal is the 

manner in which the character combines tragic bravery and comic relief as he attempts to 

maintain his traditional working-class masculine identity in the face of constant rejection. 

In many ways Yosser is the underlying joke of the series, but this is a joke without a 

punchline (excepting the frequent head butts that punctuate the text of course). A key 

facet of Yosser’s character is his seemingly unwavering self-belief, despite his wife 

Maureen’s assertions that 
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[h]e wasn’t very good, you know, he wasn’t very good at 
anything. That was part of the trouble. He thought he 
was. And he thought he was going to be somebody. [She 
laughs] And really he was nothing. (Bleasdale, 1991: 203) 
 

 

From his introduction in The Black Stuff, Yosser personifies the rhetoric of the New Right, 

believing as he does, that through hard work alone he can become rich and influential. 

Yosser’s ambitions are centred on individual material betterment, but are also deeply 

connected to the affirmation of masculinity through the attainment of power and 

influence. To begin with, Yosser epitomises a hegemonic individualism through his belief 

that, despite his lack of education, cultural capital, and economic capital, he can achieve 

his goals and climb the social ladder alone. It should be noted that, equally, Yosser believes 

these things because of his lack of educational, cultural and economic capital. Yosser’s 

unwavering belief in himself is reinforced within the text through frequent vocal 

affirmations of identity (‘I’m Yosser Hughes!’) and through the employment of the 

catchphrase (‘I can do that!’) which combine to form a simplified satirical sketch of the 

prevailing hegemonic project which demanded that workers adapt to ever worsening 

conditions whilst maintaining that through hard work and self-belief it was possible for 

anyone to succeed (Goddard, 1980, Saville, 1982). On October 15th 1981, with the official 

number of unemployed at a staggering 2,988,600, Conservative Employment Secretary, 

Norman Tebbit, told the Conservative Party Conference, ‘I grew up in the ’30s with an 

unemployed father. He didn’t riot; he got on his bike and looked for work and he kept 

looking until he found it’ (Denman and McDonald, 1996: 11, Tebbit). By 26th January 

1982 the official number of unemployed had reached 3,072,621, and, according to the 

then leader of the Labour Party, Michael Foot, there were ‘32 people chasing every 

vacancy’ (Foot). With the number of unemployed steadily rising, the British economy 
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contracting, and the number of vacancies falling, it is clear that no amount of self-belief, 

or getting ‘on his bike’, would find employment for men like Yosser. 

As the narrative arc of the series develops, it quickly becomes apparent that 

through his repeated failures (in particular the failure of his scheme in The Black Stuff, but 

also the failure of his marriage, and his failure to find further work), Yosser is marginalised 

and rapidly becomes the subject of an imposed individualism. These failures are also 

vocally reinforced through the increasingly desperate employment of Yosser’s other 

catchphrase ‘[g]izza job’ (Saville, 1982). Yosser’s descent into his imposed individualism 

is accelerated by his continued misguided belief in a hegemonic individualism. As the 

narrative of ‘Yosser’s Story’ reaches its conclusion, Yosser’s identity has been 

systematically, and systemically, stripped from him. He has lost his job, his wife, his 

children, and his home. Unable even to muster the positive vocal affirmation of identity 

(‘I’m Yosser Hughes!’), Yosser sits alone in the rain and manages only, ‘I’m…I’m…I’m 

wet’ (Saville, 1982). Yosser, like Chrissie, states explicitly ‘I wish I was dead’ and, like 

Chrissie, attempts a violent and desperate reaffirmation of his identity (Saville, 1982).  

A vagrant, whose very presence invites considerations of equivalence as he and 

Yosser share a bench, informs Yosser that by breaking a shop window you can sleep in a 

dry police cell for the night. On hearing this Yosser smashes the window of a nearby 

restaurant. This action is significant in a number of ways. First, the workmanlike manner 

in which Yosser carries out the task and the physicality of the action (Yosser throws a 

metal beer keg in order to smash the window) suggest a small, but not insignificant 

reaffirmation of masculine identity. There is no preceding call of ‘I can do that’; in an act 

designed to reclaim some control over his existence Yosser simply acts, no words are 

necessary (Saville, 1982). Second, the breaking of the window serves to reconnect Yosser 

with society. At the moment the window breaks the restaurant’s burglar alarm sounds and 

announces the fact that Yosser exists. Through this act of violence Yosser ensures he can 
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no longer be ignored, and thus reintroduces himself to the social structures from which 

his previous acts of violence have seen him cast out. Underlying this is the fact that, 

superficially, the act itself is carried out in order to allow access to a dry cell, to shelter, to 

a refuge that exists within the very societal institutions that have contributed to Yosser’s 

initial expulsion. Here Bleasdale exposes the cruel paradox that underpins the workings 

of the New Right. In order to move back within the bounds of ‘civilized’ society, Yosser, 

once a proud working-man, a man whose descent to his current abject position was 

triggered by his active participation in the ideological processes of the New Right, must 

criminalise himself. In order to receive the minimum help of a dry bed for the night, he 

must first break the law. This can be related directly to the concept of ‘Victorian values’ 

and the work of Samuel outlined above, in particular Samuel’s assertions over the 

contradictions that existed between rhetoric and policy in the configuration of 

Thatcherism. The concept of ‘Victorian values’ was structured upon ‘cognitive 

dissonance’ (Samuel, 1998: 342). Under Thatcher’s government the only recourse left to 

Yosser that enables him to be recognised by society, to be recognised as a social being, is 

this kind of anti-social behaviour.  

Most significant of all, the breaking of the window serves as a metaphor for the 

breaking of the screen. This is an action that is designed to reclaim identity and a modicum 

of control, which puts Yosser into direct conflict with the authorities (Yosser eventually 

breaks a policeman’s nose before being arrested). The symbolic significance of the action 

lies in the fact that Yosser’s social mobility (his re-entry into society) is not made possible 

through the accumulation of wealth, but through an active challenge to the barriers that 

are used to delineate society. The metaphorical breaking of the screen is reinforced by the 

formal technique of framing the shot, which immediately follows the act of breaking the 

window so that the audience appear to be directly on the other side of the screen. The 

outcome of this shot, taken through the broken glass of the window to create the effect 
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of the television screen itself being shattered, is an image of a beaten, bruised, sodden, and 

manic Yosser, accompanied by the wino who informed him of the consequences of 

smashing the window, staring through the shattered screen directly into the homes of the 

millions that formed the show’s contemporary audience. This is the moment when Boys 

from the Blackstuff offers its most direct challenge to the developing hegemony of the New 

Right. By placing these social outcasts in a position where they appear to be peering 

directly through the television screen and into the homes of the audience, the audience is 

asked to question their own position in relation to those less fortunate. This, accompanied 

by the knowledge of Yosser’s narrative arc, in which his earnest proto-Thatcherite 

ambitions begin the series of events that leads to this point, subverts the rhetoric of the 

New Right, and clearly demonstrates that, whilst some may climb the ladder, many more 

will fall trying. 

The final scenes of ‘Yosser’s Story’ complete his tragic fall. Disbelieving Yosser’s 

claims, the policeman who arrives to apprehend the culprit that broke the window arrests 

the wino stating, ‘he’s always at it’ (Saville, 1982). By overlooking Yosser the policeman 

undermines the action of smashing the window, and the violent reaffirmation of 

masculinity which underpinned the action. To ensure that he is also arrested Yosser 

headbutts the arresting officer, superseding his previous act of violence. Once in the police 

car the dialogue gestures toward the absurdist. When the policeman whose nose was 

broken threatens revenge on Yosser, telling him, ‘[y]ou’re dead you are’ (a threat which 

Yosser himself issues whilst giving chase to the gypsies during the climax of The Black 

Stuff), Yosser appears to take the statement literally: 

 

 
[Yosser turns to the wino] 

Yosser: I’m dead…I said I’m dead. 
Wino: [Not looking] Good. I’m glad. 
Yosser: So am I. I’m dead…but you smell. 
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Wino: I know. 
Yosser: That’s alright then. [He leans forward towards the 

policeman] Why am I dead? 
Policeman: You’ll find out when I get you back to the 

station, now just shut up. (Bleasdale, 1991: 224) 
  

 

The implication is that, feeling stripped of his masculine identity and his status within 

society, Yosser is glad to be ‘dead’. The adoption of the absurdist tone suggests that 

Yosser’s mental breakdown is complete, and is developed in order to demonstrate the 

abject nature of Yosser’s condition. Underlying this is a subtle acknowledgement of the 

cause of his condition. As the car approaches Sefton Park, Yosser, speaking to himself 

rather than to the others present, begins to contextualise his situation: ‘I though [sic] I 

knew where I was going once. I did. But there’s nowhere left to go. ’Cos it’s all…’ 

(Bleasdale, 1991: 225). As Yosser speaks these words a red Ford Transit van, almost 

identical to the one driven by the gypsies in The Black Stuff, is visible through the rear 

window of the police car. This is significant as it ties Yosser’s continuing monologue to 

the events depicted in the initial play. Yosser continues: 

 

Yosser: All right, I know it’s my fault. I know I’m to 
blame. I know that. I know that much. But what I 
want to know is – is this all there is? Down to this. For 
the rest of my life. Hey? Hey? Hey? Hey? (Bleasdale, 
1991: 225) 

 
 

The spectre of the van, which remains in the background, following the police car as 

Yosser accepts responsibility for his present situation, serves to pose questions about the 

choices Yosser has made in search of social betterment and material gain. The presence 

of the van suggests that the ‘fault’ to which Yosser refers was his active engagement with 

a hegemonic individualism. 
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The desire and effort to improve one’s situation is entirely rational behaviour. As 

Williams states, ‘[i]t is wholly reasonable to want the means of life in such abundance as 

is possible. This is the materialism of material provision, to which we are all quite rightly 

attentive’ (1983a: 324). Williams continues, ‘working people, who have felt themselves 

long deprived of such means in any adequacy, intend to get them and to keep them if they 

can’ (1983a: 324). Superficially, then, Yosser’s desire for improved material conditions is 

‘wholly reasonable’. However, his ambitions do not end with the attainment of the means 

of comfortable material provision, but rather, as is evidenced by the terms in which he 

describes these ambitions, extend to the accumulation of wealth and its attendant power. 

These ambitions clearly demonstrate the proto-Thatcherite rhetoric that has informed 

them. Beyond material provision, Yosser strives to ‘be somebody’ (Goddard, 1980). This 

relatively common term ostensibly refers to social, rather than material, betterment, 

though within the rhetoric of New Right politics, these two discrete concepts are 

complicated and often intertwined. As Yosser states: 

 

Yosser: Not me. No chance. There’s nothing down for 
me – and I’m not staying around for that. The trouble 
is most of us either talk to ourselves or through our 
arse. I’ve found that out. I’m thirty-six years old and 
I’ve found that out…Unless you’re somebody. 
Somebody. And I bet it’s crap for them an’ all. 
(Bleasdale, 1991: 225) 

 
 

The act of becoming ‘somebody’ suggests that the subject was previously nobody. This 

simple semantic formula provides the basis of Yosser’s ultimate predicament and is a key 

facet of Bleasdale’s critique of the rhetoric, processes, and policies of the New Right. 

Having failed to be ‘somebody’, Yosser can only begin to conceive of himself as nobody. 

This self-complexity is triggered by self-aspects that relate directly to the context of 

Yosser’s experience. This is to say that the way Yosser comes to see himself is shaped by 
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the systematic fragmentation of the foundations of his identity by external social forces. 

The aspects through which Yosser had defined his own identity (father, worker, husband, 

hard-man) have been stripped away, leaving confusion and uncertainty in their wake. To 

be nobody seems to represent Yosser’s greatest fear. To not exist whilst existing is a 

paradox which has been made entirely real for Yosser through his systemic 

marginalisation. 

In one final violent act, Yosser, who has been taken from the police car after 

saying he is going to be sick, proclaims, ‘I’m Yosser Hughes. And I can’t stand it anymore’, 

before charging away from the policeman and attempting to drown himself in the boating 

lake of Sefton Park (Bleasdale, 1991: 226). Where there is some doubt over the cause and 

motive of Mr. Hammond’s death in This Sporting Life, Yosser’s actions are, in Artaudian 

terms, clearly a violent attempt to impose his will on a world in which he feels he no longer 

has any control (Artaud, 1965: 56). This is a third and final attempt at a violent 

reaffirmation of his masculine identity, the third in a series of attempts in which the 

sequence itself holds symbolic value. Firstly, Yosser attacks property, a symbol of the 

materialism that underpins the origins of his predicament. Secondly, Yosser attacks a 

policeman, agent of the state and enforcer of the law, a symbol of the means by which 

Yosser has been subjugated. Finally, Yosser attempts to kill himself, a clear demonstration 

of the abject nature of his condition, which is underpinned by the suggestion that Yosser 

knows it has been his own selfish individualism that has seen him fall. This final attempt 

is ultimately a result of the breakdown of knowable communities and the subsequent loss 

of traditional support networks and means of resistance within the working-class. When 

there is ‘no such thing as society’, when everyone is an individual, as the rhetoric of the 

New Right espoused, then success in terms of material betterment and climbing the 

existing social ladder is the only means of social betterment. When Yosser fails to succeed 

in these terms, when he fails to ‘be somebody’, he becomes a nobody amongst nobodies, 
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all sharing the same predicament together, but isolated by the breakdown of communities, 

the rhetoric of profit over people, and an individualism that is imposed from above. 

As Yosser attempts to dive into the abyss, he discovers that the water of the lake 

only comes up to his waist. His repeated attempts to hold himself under the shallow water 

do eventually succeed, only to be foiled by the two police officers who have given chase. 

Even here, in the desperation of this final act, Yosser fails. As the episode reaches its 

conclusion, we see the police officers violently pumping water from Yosser’s lungs and 

dragging him back into consciousness, presumably for the whole cycle to begin again. In 

this sense ‘Yosser’s Story’, and more broadly the narrative arc we see the character take 

across the initial play and subsequent series, serves as an allegory for the fate of millions 

of working-class men under the effects of the Thatcherite project. This is to say, under 

the social and cultural conditions in which an ideology of selfish individualism becomes 

increasingly central in the formation of masculine identities. 

Where Boys from the Blackstuff deals largely with the effects of the loss of 

employment upon working-class adults, Looks and Smiles (1981) deals specifically with the 

prospect of long-term unemployment faced by contemporary school-leavers. Initially 

conceived as a television play, Looks and Smiles was begun in 1978, but rewritten as a novel 

when funding for the production of the play proved difficult. The novel was published in 

1981 and adapted into a feature film later that same year. Ken Loach, whom Hines had 

previously worked with on Kes (1970), the film adaptation of A Kestrel for a Knave, directed 

the film. Looks and Smiles was one of only two feature films completed by Loach during 

the 1980s, a fact which, combined with Hines’s initially difficulty in raising funds to 

produce Looks and Smiles for television, goes some way to demonstrating that the New 

Right had succeeded in altering the discourse of Britain’s media, and that this shift 

extended beyond the ‘colonization of the popular press’ (Hall, 1983: 29). 
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The narrative of Looks and Smiles follows Mick Walsh, a school-leaver from a 

council estate in Sheffield, seeking to pursue his ambition of becoming an apprentice 

mechanic. Although bright and able, Mick has few prospects and the narrative soon 

assumes the repetitive daily patterns of unemployment. Hines again writes without the use 

of chapters, a technique employed in both The Blinder and A Kestrel for a Knave. The 

employment of this formal approach in Looks and Smiles serves to emphasize the struggle 

which underpins Mick’s attempts to fill his days, as one scene runs into the next. Less 

characteristic are the polemical passages that creep into the writing. A prime example of 

this is when, after failing to find employment Mick’s friend Alan joins the army, Mick who 

is increasingly apathetic and disaffected, argues with his father about the possibility of 

joining up himself. With Britain’s economic situation worsening and redundancies 

looming, Mick questions the wisdom of ‘going into a trade’ when people are ‘getting 

thrown off [made redundant] everywhere’ (1983a: 38). His father’s response, ‘[j]oining the 

army’s no answer’, is immediately followed by a passage on the ‘state of the nation’ in 

which Hines develops a polemic against the discourse and practices of Thatcherism by 

giving voice to the spectrum of concerns faced by men working in heavy industry in 1981: 

 

But he did not elaborate. He was too concerned about his 
own problems at work, where uncertainty about the 
future of the steel industry was causing endless 
speculation. Some said that they were closing down and 
the work was being shifted to a newer, more profitable 
plant on the coast. Others said that all the loss-making 
sides of the industry were being closed down and the 
profitable sections sold back to private firms. And a few 
extremists said that all this was inevitable, especially now 
that we were in the common market; and that the industry 
was being deliberately run down. There would soon be no 
heavy industry left in the country, they said, and England 
would be used as a finishing shop and a warehouse for 
goods produced elsewhere. But nobody listened to these 
trouble-makers. Well, not many anyway. (1983a: 38) 
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With hindsight, the accuracy of some of the ‘speculation’ in this passage is quite staggering. 

By the end of 1982, British Steel’s ‘Big five’ (the five main steel centres of the UK) were 

at Llanwern, Scunthorpe, Teeside, Port Talbot, and Ravenscraig. All were relatively 

modern plants (compared to the works in Sheffield) and all except Ravenscraig were on 

or near the coast. Further, as Baden-Fuller notes, ‘[w]ith the help of Lazard, the merchant 

bank, the industry organized a collective rationalization scheme in 1982-3; subsequently 

there were a number of mergers’ (1990: 145). The controversial Lazard scheme was 

overseen by Ian MacGregor, who had been appointed as chairman of the British Steel 

Corporation in 1980. MacGregor ruthlessly implemented a series of plant closures which 

resulted in thousands of redundancies. By 1984 employment in the steel industry in the 

UK stood at 136,400, compared to 295,600 a decade earlier and 322,800 in 1971 

(www.ons.gov.uk, 2016). In 1988 British Steel was re-privatised. Most significant of all, 

however, is the language that Hines employs in describing those that made these 

predictions. The terms ‘extremists’ and ‘trouble-makers’ might be taken directly from 

contemporary government rhetoric. For example, the handwritten notes for a speech 

given by Thatcher to the 1922 Committee in 1984 which refer to the need to ‘stand firm’ 

against ‘militancy’, state that ‘Trade Unionism can always hit out at others’ but ‘cannot 

protect its own from that attack’, suggest the actions of the unions are an ‘[a]ttack on 

democracy and the rule of law’, and describes ‘[m]iners’ leaders’ and ‘Liverpool and some 

local authorities’ as the ‘[e]nemy within’ (Thatcher, 1984). Even without the gift of 

hindsight, Hines employs the terms ironically in order to highlight the fact that the 

predictions made (which we now know to be correct) were being ignored as conspiracy 

theories and fearmongering by the majority of the nation. 

It is also significant that the passage highlights a generational divide that served to 

further undermine the traditional powerbase of the working-class. Father and son are 

disconnected, the void of work coming between them. Throughout the majority of the 



273 
 

exchange Mr. Walsh does not even look at his son, but continues the conversation head 

down, eating his supper. Here the food itself becomes symbolically important. The 

traditional breadwinner eats, whilst the unemployed youth looks on, arguing over his 

future (or lack thereof). Mick does not go to work with his father as Arthur Seaton did, as 

there is no work to be had. Mr. Walsh is unable to offer the constructive support and 

counsel his son requires, as he is too worried about his own situation to formulate an 

adequate response. To continue the metaphor, he is too busy focusing on his own supper. 

Contemporary warnings about the trajectory of the country are clearly evident in the 

writing, but, as the passage suggests, under the emergent hegemony of the New Right they 

went largely unheeded, a fact which ensured the consolidation of the Thatcherite project. 

The prophetic nature of the writing continues as the argument about enlisting 

reaches its climax. The generational distance between father and son is significant once 

more, as Mick attempts to argue that his father’s National Service amounts to the same as 

enlisting: ‘[i]t was all right for you, then, but it’s not all right for me?’ (1983a: 39). Here, 

Mr. Walsh stops eating and looks at Mick for the first time since the argument began, a 

fact that adds dramatic weight to his response. The exchange continues: 

 

‘No, it’s not. Not of your own free will. You never know 
what you might finish up doing.’ 

‘What do you mean? Like what?’ 
‘Like strike breaking. Demonstrations. Helping the 

police. I’m not having a son of mine involved in any of 
that’. (1983a: 39) 
 

 

Here we see an early awareness of the authoritarianism that underpinned what Hall refers 

to as ‘authoritarian populism’ and a projection that foreshadows the events of the 1984-5 

miners’ strike, which saw the miners’ defeated after three-hundred and sixty-two days of 

industrial action (1983: 22). The defeat was orchestrated in part by MacGregor, who after 
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seeing through the Lazard ‘rationalization’ scheme with British Steel had become head of 

the National Coal Board in 1983. Arguably, it was also the most significant defeat of the 

trade union movement during the twentieth century as it demonstrated the lengths the 

New Right were prepared to go to in the development of their hegemonic project and 

stands as a something of a watershed moment in British history. As Katy Shaw notes, 

‘Thatcher herself argued that the “strike was always about far more than uneconomic pits. 

It was a political strike”’ (Thatcher quoted in Shaw, 2012: 37). Supporting this view, Shaw 

identifies two reports produced during the strike by Andrew Glyn, an Oxford University 

economics fellow. The reports showed that ‘the cost of not employing miners was 

significantly higher than the costs of employing them, even in “uneconomic” pits’ (2012: 

34). Shaw continues to argue that the 1984-5 strike ‘made a stand against a Coal Board 

and government determined to put private profit before social need’, that this stand was 

undertaken in a climate where ‘the term “management” [had] mutated in the eyes of 

miners into a label defining the desire of the powerful to run a business for solely financial, 

rather than social, profitability’, and that these ‘[c]onflicting notions of “management” and 

the responsibility of a business to its employees and their communities arrived at a 

stalemate, a battleground from which only one vision of the future could emerge 

victorious’ (2012: 34). The miners’ defeat altered the discourse of British politics. It stands 

as a historical fracture, a cultural moment manifest as a discontinuity in which the bounds 

of what was, and could, be said about working-class masculinities were altered. 

The exchange between Mick and his father finally ends with Mick ‘glaring across’ 

at his dad, ‘he ha[s] no idea what he was talking about. And he didn’t care either’ (1983a: 

40). Here we have another example of a generational divide between father and son, and, 

of the imposed individualism which is represented in Boys from the Blackstuff. Having never 

worked, and becoming increasingly desperate to find a job, Mick begins to retreat from 

the reason offered by his father, but in doing so he further undermines the knowable 
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community which is already being eroded by the economic and ideological pressures being 

placed upon it by the Thatcher government. Again, the generational divide is significant 

as it is Mick, and those like him, that represent future working-class masculinities. What 

is most significant about these representations is the absence of a future. Mick’s struggle 

for understanding is undermined by an inculcated apathy. This apathy is enacted within 

seemingly endless empty days which, hardly differentiated, pass one into another. Within 

this even the most rudimentary ambitions (such as becoming an apprentice mechanic) 

retreat beyond the limits of an ever contracting horizon of expectation. It is the subtleties 

and nuances of these small, but significant, daily defeats that Hines, and subsequently 

Loach, articulate with clarity and sensitivity. 

The scene in which Mick’s mother has to force him from his bed in the afternoon 

demonstrates the abject nature of his situation and the level of his apathy. This is summed 

up succinctly when, in response to his mother’s pleas that he go out and look for work, 

Mick responds, ‘[w]hat’s the point? It’s useless’ (1983a: 59). The similarities between this 

scene and the one from the ‘Moonlighter’ episode of Boys from the Blackstuff, in which an 

irate Dixie rouses Kevin from his bed, are clear. What becomes apparent is a structure of 

feeling in which a disaffected, disillusioned, and disenfranchised youth are gradually made 

inactive by economic and ideological forces that are beyond their control and, to some 

degree, beyond their understanding. In turn, this has a significant effect on the formation 

of youthful working-class masculinities. With no work to speak of, these young males are 

increasingly forced into repetitive actions which revolve around traditionally feminine 

domestic spheres. This, coupled with the attendant lack of an occupational identity, which, 

as demonstrated above, is a significant formative feature of working-class masculinities, 

exacerbates feelings of worthlessness, encourages internal class divisions (particularly 

intergenerational divisions), and ultimately accelerates the breakdown of more traditional 

forms of working-class masculinity. 
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The theme of disaffected youth is also a central feature of Tony Harrison’s book 

length poem V. (1985). In the poem Harrison engages in an imaginary verbal 

confrontation with a young ‘skinhead’ (2008: 11). Ostensibly, the ‘skinhead’ vandal is little 

more than a crude grotesque of masculine working-class youth, which suggests that 

Worpole’s evaluation that Harrison’s representation of the working-classes outside of his 

own immediate family is undermined by his ‘estrangement from his peers’, may be correct 

(or, as Covey suggests, the representations are undermined by a ‘distance’ between poet 

and subject that is ‘too much to overcome’) (Worpole, 1985: 73, Covey, 1995: 140). 

However, despite the stereotypical nature of the representation of an aggressive, 

disenfranchised working-class youth, there is something else at work in V.. Rather than 

being a poetic attack on, or moral judgement of, contemporary youth V. seeks to unpack 

the complex social, cultural, and economic specificity that underlies their actions.  

The poem itself is modelled on Thomas Gray’s ‘Elegy Written in a Country 

Church Yard’ (1751) and, as Brooker points out, ‘elegy was a significant mode for 

representing the North in the 1980s [and] v. uses it with particular self-consciousness’ 

(2012a: 81). The lament that underpins the elegiac nature of V. is for the loss of heavy 

industry in Britain and, more specifically, for the demise of Britain’s coal mining industry 

after the defeat of the miners’ in the 1984-5 strike. The main narrative of the poem takes 

place in the cemetery on Beeston Hill in Leeds where Harrison’s parents are buried. The 

cemetery has been vandalised, with headstones, including that of Harrison’s parents, being 

graffitied. As Brooker notes, ‘v. seeks to place this activity [the vandalization of the grave 

stones] in historical perspective’ (2012a: 81). This is achieved by examining the struggle to 

form and maintain a cohesive working-class masculine identity when the institutions upon 

which these identities were traditionally formed, and the actions through which they were 

configured, are no longer readily available to the subject. Harrison constructs his historical 

context by interweaving different generational experiences of working-class life, drawing 
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upon continuities whilst insistently reminding the reader of the immediate discontinuities 

and their dire effects on working-class cultures. An example of this is the stanza in which 

Harrison describes ‘5 kids’ playing football in the graveyard and humming ‘Here Comes the 

Bride’ each time the ball hits a tree and petals fall (2008: 13). Here the ‘kids’, presumably 

younger than the ‘skinhead’, represent an innocence, or more accurately innocence under 

threat. It is significant that the ‘kids’ play football together taking a collective pleasure 

from the community of their game. The ‘skinhead’, on the other hand, is already subject 

to an imposed individualism. Isolated the ‘skinhead’ vandalises alone after a dissatisfying 

engagement with the professionalised game of football in his role as a spectator. The 

innocence of the ‘kids’ is connected to an earlier historical period, or golden age, by the 

later mention of Harrison’s own games of street cricket in the lines ‘with white roses cut 

from flour sacks on our caps, | with stumps chalked on the coal-grate for our wicket’ 

(2008: 26). It is worth noting that the ‘coal-grate’ takes a central position within Harrison’s 

game and as the wicket, is the very thing that must be protected. 

The humming of Here Comes the Bride situates the cultural institution of marriage 

in relation to the innocence of the ‘kids’ and suggests an awareness of the central position 

of marriage in the formation of traditional working-class masculine identities. It is telling 

that the stanza describing the ‘kids’’ game is followed by a series of stanzas in which 

Harrison considers the graffito sprayed on the grave his parents share. It is here that 

Harrison begins to construct alternate meanings for the word ‘UNITED’ in an attempt to 

reconcile the numerous conflicts that permeate the text and society: 

 

Though I don’t believe in afterlife at all 
and know it’s cheating it’s hard not to make 
a sort of furtive prayer from this skin’s scrawl, 
his UNITED mean ‘in Heaven’ for their sake (2008: 15) 
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Here, the themes of marriage, football, and the skinhead’s graffito are drawn together and 

presented in alternative terms, as the hope, the aspiration, that the nation might be one 

day united. However, the manner in which this unitedness is proposed within the poem 

relies heavily on pre-existing conceptions of what it means to be united, which are almost 

entirely premised upon the tenets of a traditional working-class masculinity. In the 

examples above, unitedness is explicitly connected to the idea of marriage, and elsewhere 

it is implied that the unitedness stems from occupational identity. It is through a conscious 

engagement with issues of the interconnectedness of occupation and identity that the 

poem begins to unpack the generational fissures that stem from the complex social, 

cultural, and economic structures which generate the poem. As part of this Harrison 

repeatedly questions his own position as poet and how this position relates to his own 

working-class background. This consideration is clearly evident in the first stanza of the 

poem, in which Harrison positions himself amongst his working-class ancestors (the 

butcher, the publican, and the baker) although the word he selects to describe his own 

vocation, ‘bard’ (barred), immediately excludes him from that group on both a semantic 

and a cultural level (2008: 7). Here Harrison demonstrates an awareness of the 

precariousness of his position as poet in relation to more traditional working-class 

occupations. As outlined in the previous chapter, while Harrison wishes to speak for the 

working-class of his origin, he does so from a position which situates him outside of that 

class. Thus, the more Harrison digs in search of the voice that will represent his position, 

the more he undermines the position he is in. Harrison himself is acutely aware of this. 

His self-reflexivity allows the construction of a complex set of relations within the poem 

through which, paradoxically, it is the inability to communicate that allows the poem to 

communicate the position of marginalised working-class masculinities within 

contemporary society. 
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Despite the fact that, both literally and metaphorically, Harrison is the ‘skinhead’, 

he cannot find a way to communicate successfully. This is due to the generational fissures 

mentioned above, which within the poem are attributed to the lack of occupational 

identity and the attendant lack of aspiration that this causes the younger generation of 

working-class men. In the instance of Harrison’s father’s gravestone, baker or bread-

maker, equates to breadwinner, and it is this seemingly unattainable category of 

masculinity that the ‘skinhead’ attacks. The aspirations that Harrison seeks within the 

skinhead’s words are categorically rejected when the ‘skinhead’ is given voice: 

 

Aspirations, cunt! Folk on t’fucking dole 
’ave got about as much scope to aspire 
above the shit they’re dumped in, cunt, as coal 
aspires to be chucked on t’fucking fire. (2008: 17)  
 

 

The use of coal as a metaphor for the abject position of the unemployed in 1980s Britain 

is of course significant. This metaphor is further emphasised by the fact that the cemetery 

in which the vandalism and the confrontation with the ‘skinhead’ takes place is above a 

worked out pit. Harrison is reluctant to condemn the ‘skinhead’, instead returning to the 

contemporary socio-cultural and economic situation in search of explanation for this 

divide and the behaviour of contemporary youths. Unemployment, and a despondency 

born of the belief that there seems no end to the current socio-economic crisis, again 

emerge as a central theme. When questioned about his anger and oppositional attitude the 

‘skinhead’ responds, 

 

Ah’ll tell yer then what really riles a bloke. 
It’s reading on their graves the jobs they did – 
butcher, publican and baker. Me, I’ll croak 
doing t’same nowt ah do now as a kid. (2008: 18) 
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Once again direct connections are made between the disaffection, disillusionment, and 

disenfranchisement of working-class male youths, and the seemingly abject nature of the 

state of unemployment in which they find themselves. This theme continues with 

subsequent quatrains ending with the lines: ‘ah’ve been on t’dole all mi life in fucking Leeds!’ and 

‘what’ll t’mason carve up for their jobs? |The cunts who lieth ’ere wor unemployed?’ (2008: 18). There 

is an echo of ‘[t]he Forthcoming Attractions board [that] advertise[s] nothing’ in the final 

passages of A Kestrel for a Knave here; and in a sense, as an embodiment of the 

disenfranchisement of working-class youth, the ‘skinhead’ of V. is a descendent of Billy 

Casper (2000: 192). There is a key difference of course; Billy’s future down the pit, which 

at the end of the novel seemed a certainty, is one he sought to avoid. For the ‘skinhead’ 

that future is no longer an option and with the pits and other heavy industry closed, or 

closing, he is condemned to abject long-term unemployment. The aggression with which 

the ‘skinhead’ meets this fate, which sets him apart from both Mick in Looks and Smiles 

and Kevin in Boys from the Blackstuff, suggest that equally he is a descendant of Billy’s half-

brother Jud. The ‘skinhead’, then, is a representation that develops from the brutalizing 

effects of industrial society upon the formation of working-class masculine identities. 

However, it is also a representation that is formed within a structure of feeling that is 

forced to question what happens to working-class masculinities when there is no work to 

be had, when, as above, that central pillar of working-class masculine identities is removed. 

The answer that V. offers is a violent, but ultimately incohesive, reaffirmation of 

masculinity, which targets past generations of tradesmen, a spectrum of immigrants, who 

are presumably perceived as a threat to ‘British’ jobs, and those who are upwardly socially 

mobile and have transcended their working-class origins (specifically in this case Harrison 

the ‘poet’, which is ‘a crude four-letter word’ (2008: 19)). 

It has been argued that there are contradictions in the construction of the 

‘skinhead’ character; Luke Spencer suggests that despite the racist nature of much of the 
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graffiti described in the poem, ‘the skinhead is shown not as a lumpen-proletarian racist 

but as a tough-minded class warrior whose venom is reserved solely for the educated 

middle-class’ (1994: 95). It is worth taking a moment to consider what is meant by lumpen-

proletarian, and what implications this might have for further readings of the ‘skinhead’ 

character.  

As John Welshman explains, the revolutionary Marxist theoretician and 

economist, Nikolai Bukharin, wrote of ‘categories of people outside the labour market, 

such as the lumpenproletariat […]. For Bukharin, the psychology and ideology of classes was 

determined by the conditions of material existence’ (Welshman, 2006: 7). Bukharin wrote 

that, in the case of the lumpenproletariat, this resulted in ‘shiftlessness, lack of discipline, 

hatred of the old, but impotence to construct or organise anything new, an individualistic 

declassed “personality”, whose actions are based only on foolish caprices’ (Bukharin in 

Welshman, 2006: 7). It is true to say that many of these characteristics might be attributed 

to the ‘skinhead’ and that the call to ‘class war’ does appear somewhat contradictory (2008: 

22). However, if the lumpenproletariat is defined by its alienation from the means of 

production, if it is defined as distinct from the working-class by its divorce from the 

attendant cultures and processes of production, and if the ‘psychology and ideology’ of 

the lumpenproletariat are ‘determined by the conditions of material existence’, then the youth 

unemployment of the 1980s effectively created a whole generation of ‘lumpen-

proletarians’. The problematic, it seems, is not the contradictions within the construction 

of the ‘skinhead’, but the term ‘lumpen-proletarian’ itself. As Imogen Tyler observes, what 

Marx ‘conjured up in the figure of the revolting feminized lumpen’ was a figure ‘against 

which he crafted the gallant muscularity of the proletariat’ (2013: 170). Tyler connects 

these definitions to what she terms ‘forms of classificatory violence’ that ‘revolve around 

the axis of deserving/undeserving poor’ (2013: 170). The emphasis that Tyler places on 

the feminization of those poor who are not in gainful employment speaks directly to my 
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argument that the lack of occupational identity has an emasculating effect on working-

class males during the period and supports the suggestion that the violent actions and 

rhetoric of the ‘skinhead’ are, in fact, a means of reaffirming masculinity. In addition to 

this, the contradictions within the representation go some way towards illustrating the 

effects of the contradictions that were inherent in the contemporaneous Thatcherite 

rhetoric, the ‘double coding’ or ‘cognitive dissonance’ described by Samuel (1998: 342). 

The rise in nationalist sentiment during the 1980s was marked, fuelled to some 

degree by military action in the Falklands, but also by the rhetoric of ‘Victorian Values’ 

(with all its connotations of imperial superiority and economic strength). As Hall observes, 

this rhetoric was condensed into ‘a reactionary common sense, harnessed to the practices 

and solutions of the radical right and the class forces it now aspire[d] to represent’ (1983: 

30). Samuel goes further: 

 

Victorian Values also released the more utopian strains in 
Conservative thought, and in its more exalted moments, 
seizing on privatization as a token of the shape of things 
to come, the party could even appropriate the old Marxist 
dream of the ‘withering away’ of the state. (1998: 342) 
 

 

Rather than being problematic, then, the contradictions present in the representation of 

the ‘skinhead’ serve to demonstrate the continuation, and consolidation, of a structure of 

feeling that, at the very least, traces its roots back to the populist appeal of Powellism in 

the 1960s. By the 1980s, however, the damage that had been done to social democratic 

system during the economic crises of the 1970s allowed for the New Right to establish 

itself as the dominant force in British politics. Underpinning this was a rhetoric of 

contradictions, a rhetoric which called to ‘the people’ for action in the national interest, 

whilst pursuing anti-collectivist policies and championing individualism. The ‘skinhead’, 

then, is the voice of a disenfranchised youthful working-class masculinity. The voice is 
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angry, abject, confused, and contradictory, but from that voice emerges a clear picture of 

the conditions in which masculinities were being formed during the period. The voice of 

the ‘skinhead’ is the voice of an emergent unworking-class. 

If the ‘skinhead’ provides the voice of an emergent (newly and profoundly) 

disenfranchised youth, Harrison maintains his position as estranged working-class 

grammar school boy, consciously probing the limits to which he can speak to, and for, the 

class of his origin: 

 

‘The only reason why I write this poem at all 
on yobs like you who do the dirt on death 
’s to give some higher meaning to your scrawl.’ 
Don’t fucking bother, cunt! Don’t waste your breath! (2008: 19) 
 

 

As quickly as Harrison offers his well-intentioned motivation, and attempts to outline the 

underlying meaning of the poem, the ‘skinhead’ undermines his intentions and violently 

rejects the imposition of the poet’s voice. Thus, the tension that becomes apparent within 

the poem emerges not only from the relationship between Harrison and the ‘skinhead’ in 

his attempt to articulate the ‘skinhead’s’ position, but from the challenge faced by poetry 

as medium of representation: 

 

Don’t talk to me of fucking representing 
the class you were born into anymore. 
Yer going to get ’urt and start resenting 
it’s not poetry we need in this class war. (2008: 22) 
 

 

The inherent contradictions and formal limitations of Harrison’s approach are 

emphasized by Harrison himself; the distance that Covey speaks of becomes a central 

feature of the poem as Harrison purposely occupies the position of outside observer 
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described by Worpole. This technique is confirmed and consolidated when, after 

challenging the ‘skinhead’ to sign his graffiti, the name the ‘skinhead’ sprays is Harrison. 

Thus, the ‘skinhead’ is revealed as Harrison’s alter ego and it is explicitly acknowledged 

that the voice of the ‘skinhead’ is actually that of the poet. 

Both the voice of the ‘skinhead’ and that of Harrison (whether we choose to read 

them as independent of each other or not) occupy a space in which they are estranged 

from the practices of traditional working-class masculinities. Significantly, the poem also 

deals with the tensions experienced by Harrison’s father as deindustrialisation, 

immigration, and his own experience of aging all play a role in the erosion and 

fragmentation of the knowable community of which he was once a part. In real terms the 

end of this knowable community signals the end of a specific way of life, of specific 

cultures, and their corresponding cultures of masculinity. In this sense the poem presents 

us with three versions of working-class masculinities. As seen in previous chapters and 

above, these versional frames of comparison, particularly frames of comparison structured 

around generational difference, are characteristic of writing which centres on 

representations of working-class masculinities. What is particularly significant about the 

representations in V. is that all three of the variant working-class masculinities are in some 

way represented as being estranged, fragmented, and displaced. 

It must be acknowledged that despite the millions unemployed, the social unrest, 

and the demise of British industry, Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government 

remained in power for eleven years and that some of the support which made this possible 

would have come directly from the working-class. As Gamble observes, 

 

[t]he two general election results in 1983 and 1987 were 
remarkably similar. The Conservatives polled almost the 
same percentage of the vote as 1979, Labour came 
second, but 12-15 percentage points behind. (1988: 119) 
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This was in part due to the popularity of Tory policies with the better off amongst the 

working-class and the lower-middle-class of Southern England. These policies, designed 

to create a ‘shareholding democracy’, included the selling off of state assets through the 

privatisation of institutions such as British Telecom and British Gas (the sale of British 

Gas shares was helped in part by the memorable ‘Tell Sid’ television adverts, created by 

the BMP advertising agency, who ironically had a long relationship with the Labour Party). 

Although the benefits of ownership could not be shared by all, Evans states that, 

 

[a]s ever with the Thatcherite experiment, the effects of 
the slump were felt unequally across the country. Old 
manufacturing areas were hardest hit; those that 
specialised in services, particularly financial services, got 
off more lightly. Inequality began to be institutionalised. 
(2013: 23) 
 

 

However, the election results of the 1980s may also be attributed to the development of 

a popular capitalism which, as Gamble notes ‘had been in fashion once before in the 

1950s’ (it is no coincidence that the theme of ownership is prominent within texts of that 

period – see Chapter 2) (1988: 137-8). As referenced in chapter 4, Christopher Hamilton’s 

1981 adaptation of The History Man positions Howard Kirk as an early convert to the 

Thatcherite project. However, as a working-class scholarship boy, Kirk occupies a cultural 

position which has its own specificity.  

A character whose background and attributes correlate with the contributing 

factors outlined above, is the protagonist of Martin Amis’s Money (1984), John Self. If the 

‘skinhead’ of V. represents a disenfranchised model of working-class youth that can be 

traced from Billy Casper and his half-brother Jud, and Harrison’s voice is that of the 

estranged working-class scholarship boy (such as Pasmore), then John Self is a ‘shiny 

barbarian’. To quote directly from Hoggart, John Self is a man who is 
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[s]urrounded by a great quantity of material goods 
designed to serve and amuse […] but with little sense that 
these are end products, […] surrounded, in fact, by more 
available things than any previous generation, […] almost 
inevitably inclined to take up these things just as they 
appear and use them in the manner of the child in the 
fairy-tale, who found toys hanging from the trees and 
lollipops by the roadside. The great weight of persuasion 
is in favour of the cultivation of that habit, and after all, 
‘why not?’ (Hoggart, 1977: 193) 
 

 

The concept of ‘shiny barbarism’ is particularly useful for understanding the character of 

John Self and for identifying continuities within the emergent form of working-class 

masculinity that Self represents. To call John Self a ‘shiny barbarian’ is to identify him as 

a direct descendent of the aggressive, male, working-class consumers represented in the 

late 1950s and 1960s, specifically characters such as Joe Lampton, Arthur Seaton, Arthur 

Machin, and Alfie Elkins. All of these characters are embedded within texts that respond 

to rising affluence, consumerism, and social mobility (or ultimate lack thereof) amongst 

the working-class. 

The term ‘shiny barbarian’ relates directly to two key facets of John Self’s identity. 

In the first instance it describes John Self the ad-man, shrewd if not subtle, courting 

controversy with his trademark ‘big bim in cool pants and bra’ commercials (1985: 70). 

Self has carved out a successful career in advertising through directing sexist, crude, and 

boorish, yet glossy and superficially desirable, television commercials. The descriptions of 

Self’s advertisements suggest that they owe much to the structures of American consumer 

capitalism. This is a system in which advertising plays a key role in ensuring that practices 

of consumption are formed around wants (which by their nature are rarely satisfied and 

thus encourage further cycles of consumption) rather than needs (which once met require 

no further consumption). However, the implied naïvety in his approach, and the obvious 

cultural differences which become apparent on his many transatlantic trips, suggest that 
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the adverts he creates are mediated through and targeted towards British sensibilities. To 

quote from Hoggart again, these television commercials could be said to be structured 

upon ‘a growing minor mythology imported from America, but modified for British tastes’ 

(1977: 193). Beyond this the term ‘shiny barbarian’ helps to expose Self’s overt 

susceptibility to the mythologies he perpetuates, revealing him to be a wanton and 

indiscriminate consumer who, although conversant with the ‘tacit conspiracy’ of 

consumer capitalism, opts for and embraces a life of quick and meaningless gratifications 

(Amis quoted in Tredell, 2000: 62). 

For Self, as for Seaton, Machin, and Elkins, leisure is a major concern. The things 

that the characters spend their money on, and the way the characters spend their money, 

becomes a definitive factor in the formation of their identities. It is significant, and ironic, 

that in becoming one of the ‘white moneymen’ Self also becomes ‘one of the unemployed’ 

(1985: 153, 154). Self ‘has money’ and thus no longer needs to work (1985: 154). Under 

these circumstances, the term ‘leisure’ becomes inadequate as Self’s entire existence 

becomes a tormented and painful engagement with his addiction to consumption, his 

addiction to money. This torment often takes the form of physical pain resulting from 

excessive consumption: 

 

Oh man sometimes I wake up feeling like a cat runover. 
Are you familiar with the stoical aspects of hard drinking, 
of heavy drinking? Oh it’s heavy. Oh it’s hard. It isn’t easy. 
Jesus, I never meant me any harm. All I wanted was a 
good time. (1985: 11) 
 

 

In a re-reading of Money that views Self ‘as a figure afflicted with alexithymia’, Philip Tew 

suggests that the ‘litany of physical suffering’ that constitutes Self’s monologue ‘reduces 

[Self] to an objective presence in a world of suffering that is understood egotistically, with 

diminished empathy’ (2012: 99, 106). Alexithymia aside, the similarities between Self and 
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a character such as Arthur Machin are clearly apparent. However, Machin’s physical 

suffering stems from his own physicality, from his status as a star of professional rugby 

league, the central pillar of his hypermasculine identity. Self, on the other hand, longs for 

a ‘body transplant’ to replace the ‘pot belly’ and ‘bad rug’ which represent his current 

corporeality (1985: 18, 24). Self’s body is significant not only as the site of his suffering, 

and the locus of his consumption, but also as the key to his masculine identity. 

As Connell states, ‘[g]ender is a social practice that constantly refers to bodies and 

what bodies do’ (1995: 71). The fact that the body to which Self’s social practices refer is 

a grotesque of working-class overconsumption speaks to the tension between his financial 

ability to consume, the physical consequences of that ability, and the effect this has on his 

masculine identity. It also serves as a critique of the prevailing ideological landscape of the 

1980s. The breakdown of Self’s body relates directly to his increased economic capital and 

his lack of cultural capital. As Self states, ‘I’m the new kind, the kind who has money but 

can never use it for anything but ugliness’ (1985: 58). Self, through his almost constant 

pursuit of ‘lone gratification’, personifies that ‘ugliness’: the more he consumes, the more 

he pursues his individualist agenda and the more accelerated the breakdown of his body 

becomes (1985: 67). The only point when this physical breakdown is halted (or at least 

slowed) is when his cultural capital increases as a result of his relationship with Martina 

Twain. In this sense Self’s body comes to represent the knowable community. The fact 

that the body is in rapid decline is clear from the outset and, as Catherine Setz notes, this 

places Self in a position where ‘interrelationships with other men establish a system of 

differences from which masculinity emerges as an unsettling, unattainable category’ (2012: 

70). Thus, both Self’s gendered identity and his class position are destabilised throughout 

the text. 

Connell notes that ‘[t]he making of working-class masculinity […] has different 

dynamics from the making of middle-class masculinity’ (1995: 36). This differentiation 
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becomes central to understanding the text’s critique of an emergent working-class 

masculinity or, perhaps more correctly, an emergent masculinity with working-class 

origins. John Self is a ‘self-made’ man; to use the parlance of Yosser Hughes, he has 

become ‘a somebody’. Ironically, it is this process of making that proves to be the 

unmaking of Self. The very concept of making takes on great significance in this process. 

There is of course the almost constant reference to making money, but underlying this are 

Self’s efforts to make his film (Good Money later retitled Bad Money), which are undermined 

by his addictions, his overconsumption, and his chauvinistic attitude, which can be read 

as a residual element of older configurations of masculine identities. The image of a 

working-class masculinity attempting to continue production whilst being destabilised by 

its entanglement with the processes of consumer capital clearly has a profound 

significance in relation to the contemporary structures of the 1980s. The fact that this 

process is recast and presented from the perspective of a socially mobile man within the 

service industries is also significant as, as Nicky Marsh states, ‘John Self can be read as a 

caricature of the shift to finance capital and his decline as a demonstration of the failure 

to find a political language to critique this ascendency’ (2012: 122). 

Self is an active participant in both the production and consumption of the 

symbolic values that are attached to consumer goods within late twentieth century 

Western societies. Self makes and spends his money through an engagement with an 

economic structure which had been consolidated in the early twentieth century and, 

arguably, reached its apex in the consumer boom of the 1950s. The sub-plot of Money is 

the rise of finance capital and the shift toward an increasingly abstract economic system 

in which money itself becomes a central ‘character’. Again here Self seems to be aware of 

his predicament, to have some understanding of the fact that a global shift is occurring. 

He recognises that ‘money went wrong ten years ago’, but for Self the economic crash of 

the 1970s was ‘a good joke, a global one, cracked by money’ (1985: 7). The great irony is 
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that, in its abstractedness, money has become another commodity, and thus another 

component of Self’s addiction to consumption. The role Self plays in his own demise is 

critical and despite the fact that he feels ‘everything is ulterior’, Self remains a willing, and 

often eager, participant in the processes that ultimately defeat him (1985: 285). As Hall 

observes, this shift was premised upon a ‘new kind of taken-for-grantedness; a reactionary 

common sense’, and is representative of the emergent hegemonic project in which 

individualism and ‘lone gratification’ facilitated the breakdown of the knowable 

community (Hall, 1983: 30, Amis, 1985: 67). It is Self’s most base character traits that 

enable him to become rich under the conditions of the contemporary structure of feeling 

and to economically transcend his working-class origin. However, Self’s lack of cultural 

capital ensures that despite his increased wealth, he remains socially static. As Self puts it, 

‘[y]ou never let us in, not really. You might have thought you let us in, but you never did. 

You just gave us some money’ (1985: 58). 

Self’s accumulation of wealth and ascent up the social ladder demonstrate further 

continuities with the Northern realist texts of the late 1950s and early 1960s. For example, 

the disparity between economic and cultural capital and its effects upon the protagonist 

or, the isolation experienced as the protagonist is dislocated from their class of origin. 

There is a key difference, however. Self shows little interest in social ‘betterment’ or social 

climbing, and his move up the social ladder is merely a side effect of his accumulated 

wealth and his desire to consume. 

There are other continuities with the Northern realist texts which are not 

immediately apparent beneath the extravagant prose style and complex self-reflexivity of 

Money. Like the earlier texts, Money is episodic, anecdotal, and conversational; it is delivered 

through the first person and it deals specifically with the sociocultural effects of increased 

affluence upon working-class masculine identity. However, the continuations of plot 

device and form, and the discontinuities of style and delivery, intersect with illuminating 
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effect when Self is faced with the choice between two women. As demonstrated above, a 

choice between two women is a trope that is commonly employed to represent the 

tensions experienced by working-class male protagonists in the face of their prospective 

upward social mobility. To describe this choice as a dichotomous dilemma is to gloss over 

the complexities that inform these relationships within each individual text, but, generally 

speaking, the choice tends to be between the passions of an illicit affair in the inner city 

and the apparent respectability of (often married) life in the suburbs. Ostensibly, Self’s 

choice between Martina Twain and Selina Street represents much the same. However, the 

material conditions of the 1980s and Self’s ‘self-made’ status as a wealthy man make this 

less about economic capital and class position and more explicitly about cultural capital. 

This is a choice between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture. Ordinarily, ‘high’ culture and ‘low’ culture 

are terms I would reject, but in the context of Money they seem unavoidable, as this is how 

they are consistently presented to the reader. Money welcomes us into Self’s ‘private 

culture’, a culture which is constituted of excessive consumption (both material and 

physical), pornography, and ‘self-abuse’, a culture which, Self tells us, ‘really isn’t very nice’ 

(Amis, 1985: 123, Mitchell, 2012: 79). Paradoxically, it is the attendant economic gains of 

creating the culture that Self is embedded within that give him the potential to move 

beyond the parameters of said culture, whilst the same economic capabilities ensnare him 

within its addictive cycles. 

Before the narrative of the text begins ‘M.A.’ informs the reader that they should 

‘always read these things slowly, on the lookout for clues or giveaways’ (Amis, 1985: author's note). 

Whether the ‘M.A.’ who authored the introductory note is Martin Amis the author or 

Martin Amis the character is unclear, although over 350 pages later the reader is informed 

by Martin Amis (the character) that ‘[n]ames are awfully important’ (1985: 359). In relation 

to this it is worth considering Self’s choice between two women again. Martina Twain, or 

Martin – A – Twain, is the counterpart to the character of Martin Amis, both of whom 
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offer Self the opportunity to increase his cultural capital and improve his position. Selina 

Street, or Sell – in – a – Street, is the embodiment of consumerism, pornography, and, as 

the name suggests, prostitution. Tellingly, it is a sexual encounter with Selina that 

ultimately ends Self’s relationship with Martina and perhaps his best opportunity to 

increase his cultural capital, another example of how Self cannot break the cycle of 

consumption in which he finds himself a willing prisoner. 

The name John Self takes on its own significance then, as he himself says, ‘I’m 

called John Self. But who isn’t?’ (1985: 100). In one respect John Self is the working-class 

everyman, although ‘John’ is also a slang term for a prostitute’s client indicating an 

everyman for whom everything is an exchange. Yet beneath this crude monetary 

boorishness there remain glimpses of the sensibilities of a more traditional working-class 

culture. Although trapped in his ‘private culture’ (in the prevailing ideological structures 

of the time, with the aggressive reduction of the public sector, the word ‘private’ has other 

connotations here) Self longs to break free: 

 

I long to burst out of the world of money and into – into 
what? Into a world of thought and fascination. How do I 
get there? Tell me, please. I’ll never make it by myself. I 
just don’t know the way. (1985: 123) 
 

 

The implication is that in order to transcend the ‘world of money’, Self must be educated 

to increase his cultural capital and reach ‘a world of thought and fascination’. In relation 

to the social mobility of the 1950s, Money might be read as a critique of cultural mobility, 

a questioning of the ability of those that have transcended the financial and material 

barriers of class to transcend, or breakdown, a fixed, underlying, cultural divide. The very 

form of the novel, the overt self-reflexivity of the text, places it at the centre of its own 

argument. Money is a novel that knows it is a novel: as Self tells us in the opening passage, 
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‘[r]ecently my life feels like a bloodcurdling joke. Recently my life has taken on form’ 

(1985: 3). In Money Amis creates a highbrow pulp fiction, a postmodern collage of genre 

that is populist, yet awkwardly intellectual, accessible, yet elitist, inherent contradictions 

which themselves speak directly to, and of, the prevalent ideology of the period.  

As Brooker has pointed out, ‘[f]or all its formal fireworks [Money] is also a 

dedicated attempt to describe a newly visible kind of social agent, his environment and his 

attitudes’ (2012b: 144). In these terms Money must be considered successful I would qualify 

this however, by adding that Money also represents an emergent structure of feeling in 

which the terms under which working-class masculinities were represented were radically 

altered by the discourse and processes of Thatcherism. As seen above, the objectification 

of working-class masculinity was by no means a new phenomenon, but there is a 

significant shift in the nature of that objectification within the representations contained 

within Money. The representation of John Self is one which simultaneously sympathises 

with and sneers at its protagonist, revelling in and reviling his actions. John Self is a 

grotesque, a distillation of stereotypes, a burgeoning anachronism; at once a critique of 

the culture of a period in which the boundaries of class and masculinity were being 

challenged and a crass joke structured upon the most base stereotypes of working-class 

men. The manner in which working-class masculinities are represented in Money is 

indicative of a shift in the discourse that constitutes those masculinities. I am not 

suggesting that the satirising and stereotyping of the working-class was novel in the 1980s 

(there is evidence of the satirisation and stereotyping of working-class masculinities 

throughout the entirety of this study) but rather, that the representations within Money 

make a new formation apparent. Money is a text that exemplifies what Williams refers to 

as the ‘interaction between the official consciousness of an epoch – codified in its 

doctrines and legislation – and the whole process of actually living its consequences’ (1979: 

159). Money makes apparent the causal nexus between the hegemonic project of the New 
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Right, emergent working-class masculinities of the 1980s and their attendant 

representations. The means of representation, in satire and stereotyping, may not have 

changed but the socio-political conditions in which they were produced and their resultant 

cultural effect were profoundly different. Arguably, the structure of feeling which 

becomes evident in Money, is still the predominant structure of feeling through which 

representations of working-class masculinity are generated today. This is a paradoxical 

structure in which working-class men are reduced to stereotypes which are both 

stigmatised and celebrated for their baseness. It is a structure in which characters who lack 

the necessary educational and cultural capital to ‘succeed’ in their social climbing are held 

responsible for their own failure, in which the systems that reproduce inequality are either 

obscured or openly applauded, and in which the divide between hegemonic individualism 

and imposed individualism is increasingly obfuscated. 

I conclude this final chapter by turning briefly to a novel which does offer an 

alternate means of representation and, as such, is indicative of a parallel structure of feeling 

which employs formal techniques to offer resistance to the prevalent ideologies of the 

New Right and neoliberal culture. The Busconductor Hines (1984), is the first published novel 

by James Kelman. Like Money, or ‘Yosser’s Story’, The Busconductor Hines is a narrative of 

the breakdown of a working-class man. What sets The Busconductor Hines apart as a novel 

is the formal approach that Kelman employs. Whereas Money can be seen as an exemplar 

of postmodernism in literature, which was arguably the predominant form or movement 

within British literature of the 1980s, The Busconductor Hines might better be described as 

being an example of neo-or late-modernism. The idiosyncrasies of Kelman’s work, 

however, do not allow for easy categorisation, and to use such terms might suggest an 

element of pastiche within the work (which itself is a recognisable trait of postmodernism). 

Indeed, Kelman himself refuses modernism as a means through which to undertake his 

project, stating, 
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[t]here is an argument on the side of ‘modernism’ that can 
minimise particular social influences on behalf of some 
greater ‘universal’ but this strikes me as only valid to a 
point, beyond which it degenerates into yet another elitist 
attack on the local, […] and ultimately leads back to the 
marginalisation of indigenous cultures. (1992c: 22) 
 

 

The Busconductor Hines tells the story of Rab Hines, a Glaswegian bus-conductor, who lives 

in a ‘no-bedroomed flat’ with his wife and young son (1992b: 96). The majority of the 

novel is formed, in Glaswegian dialect, through the internal monologues of Hines as he 

struggles to negotiate his impoverished existence, and the excruciating boredom and 

repetition of shift work on the buses. Like many of the characters above, Hines is 

objectified, or more correctly Hines objectifies himself in a manner which inextricably ties 

his existence to his employment. In describing himself he states, ‘[h]ere you have a 

Busconductor Hines’ (1992b: 97). The novel centres on a mental breakdown suffered by 

Hines, which occurs as a result of the tensions that emerge from the objectification 

outlined above, an erosion of ambition in the face of a contracting horizon of expectation, 

as well as from Hines’s vivid imagination and anarchic sensibility. Hines has a ‘plethora of 

books’ and is intelligent in his speech, yet he resists the conformity of formal education 

(1992b: 95). Hines harbours the ambition to emigrate to Australia, but has come to the 

realisation that this will never happen. The ambition of emigrating is thus replaced with 

that of becoming ‘a the Busdriver Hines’ (1992b: 95). This in turn becomes an unrealistic 

dream due to his increasingly erratic and disaffected behaviour at work. Finally, Hines 

fixes his ambition on finding the time, and the money to take his young son swimming. 

This slow erosion of hope, of the possibility of a better life, is accompanied by a slow but 

relentless retreat into increasingly intricate internal monologues in which Hines 

endeavours to make some sense of the world in which he is forced to exist. However, as 

Brooker notes, this ‘inner complexity yields not a capacity for serene contemplation, but 
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an endless mental struggle. To be revealed as richly human is not such an advance, if the 

conditions in which one lives make it painful to occupy that humanity’ (2012a: 99). 

What is most significant about Kelman’s work is the search for a ‘greater 

“universal”’, a search that is squarely and securely situated within the working-class 

cultures of his origin. To borrow from Brooker, Kelman’s is a project that seeks to reveal 

the working-class people of whom he counts himself as one as ‘richly human’, and to do 

so by wresting the narrative drive from the standardised, received voices of ‘the 

Establishment’. With regard to the origins of his project Kelman asserts, 

 

[i]n prose fiction I saw the distinction between dialogue 
and narrative as a summation of the political system; it 
was simply another method of exclusion, of marginalising 
and disenfranchising different peoples, cultures and 
communities. (2003a: 40) 
 

 

Kelman’s response to the distinction he had identified was to occupy the narrative with 

his own voice and with that of the community to which he belongs. As he states: ‘I wanted 

to write as one of my own people, I wanted to write and remain a member of my own 

community’ (2003b: 63). Kelman goes on to point out, ‘[w]henever I did find somebody 

from my own type of background in English literature, there they were confined to the 

margins, kept in their place, stuck in the dialogue’ (2003b: 63).  This desire is similar to 

that which was present in the work of Alexander Baron and that prompted Baron to write 

From the City, From the Plough: not the desire to represent or give voice to working-people 

as though they were extraneous puppets in a more expansive narrative, but the desire to 

share the experience of working-class existence. In Kelman it is apparent that the hopes 

of a more egalitarian future with which the men of 1945 returned continued into the 1980s 

and beyond and that, although those that would give voice to these hopes had diminished 

in number, their desire was no less strong. 
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Conclusion. 
 
 

One of the aims of this project has been to reinstate class as a central precept in British 

literary studies, where the work of scholars such as Steven Connor (1996, 2004), Dominic 

Head (2002, 2006, 2008, 2016) and Steven Padley (2006) have tended to engage with class 

tangentially, or to suggest that the period since 1945 has seen a decline in the significance 

of social class as a cultural issue. Moreover, the study aims to realign the study of class in 

written fiction with the study of British history in the tradition of British cultural studies. 

Class has been an issue that has been relegated over the last thirty years, an issue that was 

obscured by statements such as ‘[t]here is no such thing as society’, that Britain was 

becoming a ‘genuinely classless society’ and that ‘[t]he class war is over’ (Thatcher, 1987, 

Major, 1990, Blair, 1999). As Cannadine notes, class has been ‘disregarded by many 

historians and abandoned by almost all politicians’ (2000: 1). At various times during 

those thirty years I have been told that we, the people of Britain, are ‘classless’, that class 

somehow ‘no longer matters’, that we, the people of Britain, are all ‘equally’ part of a 

‘shared society’ and ‘the global community’ (May, 2017). I have been told that I simply 

have a ‘chip on my shoulder’, and that the events of my childhood, the industrial disputes, 

the ideological attacks on people and communities, are things that I need to ‘get over’ so 

we can all move on. I highlight the pronouns as, at these times, I am reminded of the 

Ministry of Information’s wartime poster and cannot help but think, ‘your cheerfulness 

[…] will bring us victory’ (quoted in Sinfield, 2004: 9). Paul Long notes that ‘[i]t is 

conventional […] for authors to announce why they came to write about class, or how it 

came to be an issue for them’ (2008: viii). There is an element of the autobiographical 

material included here that seeks to validate, or authenticate, my own subject position in 

regard to issues of class and masculinity covered in this thesis and to make absolutely 

clear that class has remained a central issue in British society. There have been material 
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improvements for many, but these improvements have come in tandem with a sustained 

and relentless attack on the working-class cultures of Britain. Culture, of course, is fluid, 

a complex of processes and practices that is constantly moving and changing and 

developing. Accordingly, I would not expect, or want, the working-class children of 

today’s Britain to live through, and experience, culture as I did in my own childhood. 

Regarding contemporary society, I think it too crude to point toward the 

‘Americanisation’ outlined by Priestley (1945), Hoggart (1957), Worpole (1983) and 

Williams (1984) as the cause of the obscuration of class. Equally, it is too simplistic to 

point toward the globalisation and financialisation that is present in the work of Amis 

(1984), and theorised in the work of Giddens (2002), Hardt and Negri (2001) Harvey 

(2000) and Ohmae (1990, 1995) as a more recent cause of the obscuration of class. Class 

is an issue that has never gone away, and while ever there is inequality within society it 

will not go away. At the centre of my concern is how the obscuring of class as an issue 

within the hegemonic project of neo-liberalism has served, and continues to serve, as a 

means of increasing inequality and furthering neo-liberal goals as part of a wider process 

of social reproduction. 

The obfuscation of class as a central and explicit concern within British culture 

corresponds with the end of ‘organized capitalism’ and the development of ‘disorganized 

capitalism’ (Lash and Urry, 1993: 229). ‘Disorganized capitalism’ is connected to the 

conditions of advanced capitalism, late modernity or postmodernity, all terms that can be 

employed to describe the fragmentation of socio-economic groups and the demise of 

‘grand narratives’ within sociocultural configurations (Lyotard, 1984: 54). This in turn 

leads to the emergence of fragmented groups concerned with specific interests, or what 

is often referred to as ‘identity politics’. The rise of identity politics, single issue politics 

or a politics of limited specific interests has undoubtedly helped in providing the 

conditions in which the issue of class has been increasingly marginalised, and many 
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proponents of such politics have been correct in identifying the inability, and in some 

cases unwillingness, of orthodox or traditional ‘class politics’ to engage with issues such 

as sexuality, race and gender. This ‘blind spot’ is, of course, problematic (Etsy, 2004: 194). 

The academic project of Raymond Williams, whose work provides the basis for much of 

this study, has been criticised for its failure to engage with race, empire and gender (Seidl 

et al., 2010, Shiach, 1995, Taylor, 1990, Watts, 1989). My work makes clear that, in a sense, 

both class and gender are retrospective phenomenon; that is, they are formed through, 

and against, an understanding of what those specific categories mean, which is constituted 

in relation to pre-existing beliefs, processes, and practices. Class, gender, and sexuality are 

performative, they are discourses that actively produce the object and subjectivity that 

they describe, thus their formation occurs in direct relation to the habitus of the individual 

subject and, as such, they cannot be separated. What it means to be a working-class man 

is as distinct from what it means to be a working-class woman as it is from what it means 

to be a middle-class man or woman. None of these categories are fixed, or universal. 

While the boundaries and limits of class and gender and their correlative practices and 

behaviours were undoubtedly tested through the second half of the twentieth century, 

these categories persist; they exist as discourses that are formed, reformed, and are 

formative within our culture. 

This study offers an anlysis of representations of working-class masculinities in 

British culture between 1945 and 1989. As the period which saw the construction of the 

Welfare State, and the creation and fragmentation of the ‘post-war consensus’ in British 

politics, this is a period of great significance for the representation of working-class 

masculinities and the masculine identities that these representations correspond to. The 

texts studied here allow for an insight into the conflicts, contradictions, and constitutive 

processes that underpin what it meant to be a working-class man in Britain between 1945 

and 1989. This is not without its difficulties: as demonstrated, the category of ‘working-
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class masculinity’ is neither fixed nor universal. However, these are representations that 

are able to offer an assessment of the way in which the category of ‘working-class man’ 

was configured and a reassessment of the ways in which constitutive conflicts and 

contradictions (both internal and external) have been negotiated in the configuration of 

that category. This study is a re-examination of a history which, all too often, has been 

presented as though there were ‘no alternative’ (Thatcher, 1985). In identifying shifts in 

the discourse of working-class masculinities at specific cultural moments, the fact that the 

category of ‘working-class man’ is not fixed or unitary, but is culturally, historically, and 

geographically specific becomes clearly distinguishable. Thus, the study demonstrates that 

the category itself is ideological and is maintained through complex systems of social 

reproduction in which the representation of working-class masculinities is an active 

component. 

The texts studied clearly demonstrate the extent to which each historical shift, 

which become apparent as structures of feeling and which I have loosely aligned with 

decades, created a different, often divergent, set of demands within the category of 

‘working-class man’. These demands were both novel, in that the desires, expectations, 

and aspirations of working-class men altered over time, and also familiar, as for much of 

the late twentieth century these desires, expectations, and aspirations remain deeply 

rooted in the performative practices of a ‘traditional’ working-class masculinity. In a very 

real sense, this study charts the demise, or loss, of those ‘traditional’ working-class 

masculinities, as postmodern culture and ‘disorganized capitalism’ eroded, or irrevocably 

altered, the precepts upon which they were founded. This was not inevitable. The end of 

the Second World War offered the opportunity to recast Britain, and the democratising 

tendency which resulted from the successful conclusion of the conflict undoubtedly had 

a profound and wide-ranging effect upon British culture and society. However, as the 

representations studied here demonstrate, even as the Welfare State was constructed, the 
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forces within Britain that were resistant to change achieved compromises as part of the 

political consensus, which limited the scope of the democratic urge of the immediate 

post-war period. In terms of working-class masculinities, this is undoubtedly a period of 

great confusion, as the renegotiation of masculinities in post-war civilian life combined 

with the altered position of women within society and a push for greater equality meant 

that the boundaries of class and gender were shifting. 

As the 1940s drew to a close, what becomes apparent, perhaps unsurprisingly after 

the deprivations of the war, was the increasing significance of consumption as a cultural 

practice. These practices were consolidated throughout the 1950s as Britain entered a 

period of regrowth and apparent economic stability; this produced a relative affluence 

amongst the working-classes and had the attendant effect of allowing a cultural space 

from which new ‘youth cultures’ emerged. These shifts are made apparent in a structure 

of feeling present in the work of the Northern realist writers of the period, a structure of 

feeling in which a new ‘archetype’ of working-class masculinity emerges. The protagonists 

of these texts are confrontational and ostensibly non-conformist, their masculinities are 

formed in opposition to ‘traditional’ forms of working-class masculinities yet they remain 

deeply rooted within those ‘traditional’ forms. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the 

arena of consumption. For this new generation of working-class men to consume is to 

conform, and thus to surrender. Without exception, however, these characters form their 

resistant identities through practices of consumption. This contradiction is compounded 

by the fact that the incorporation and commercial success of the texts that contained 

these protagonists led to a commodification of working-class masculinities within culture 

more broadly. 

The 1960s saw the apogee of what I have termed the ‘working-class moment’ in 

British culture, but what my study highlights is the fact that the apparent successes of the 
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working-class during this particular period in fact obscure a wider, burgeoning inequality, 

and thus served to reify the social structures from which those inequalities stemmed. The 

representation of dislocations experienced by working-class men throughout the 1950s 

and 1960s tends to revolve around the concept of upward social mobility. What becomes 

apparent in the texts of the period is that, although ostensibly social mobility is possible, 

in the majority of cases the subject is ultimately shown to be socially static, making clear 

the difference between material improvements and social equality. Within this period 

education emerges as a key area in which the continuation of social inequality manifests, 

itself directly related to the Education Act of 1944 which implemented a triadic streamed 

system of education within Britain and thus reified the persistent perception of a triadic 

British class system. It is striking that the legislation which established this system 

originated as the war reached its conclusion and, historically, is often included as one of 

the measures which constituted the Welfare State. 

There were those, of course, for whom education did provide a means of social 

‘betterment’, and by the 1970s, the working-class scholarship boy was a recognisable 

figure within cultural representations of Britain. What this figure demonstrates, however, 

is further evidence of the alienation and isolation experienced by those who were 

estranged, or chose to distance themselves, from their class and cultural origins. The 

structure of feeling which produced the ‘campus novels’ of the 1970s, within which I 

include Harrison’s continuous sonnet sequence, does deal tangentially with significant 

contemporary issues in the formation of working-class masculinities. However, it is telling 

(and quite astounding) that there is a distinct lack of serious engagement in these texts 

with issues such as the global economic crisis, the new international division of labour, 

the deindustrialisation of Britain, increasing political polarisation and militant trade union 

action from a contemporary working-class perspective. There are texts which deal directly 

with some of these issues, such as Sillitoe’s short story Pit Strike (1973), which was adapted 
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for television and broadcast in 1977, and Hine’s The Price of Coal (1977) which was 

produced for the BBC’s Play for Today and saw Hines reunited with Ken Loach and Tony 

Garnett. There were also texts that dealt with contemporary issues by situating them 

within a historical narrative such as John Berger’s G (1972), Mervyn Jones’s Holding On 

(1973) and William McIlvanney’s Docherty (1975). However, the 1970s also saw a 

proliferation of texts that satirised the labour movement and its attendant working-class 

masculinities. This pattern emerged in film with texts such as Carry on at Your Convenience 

(1971), but was particular prevalent in popular television sitcoms such as Up the Workers 

(1973-1976) and The Rag Trade (1977-1978). The satire of organised labour served to 

undermine radical working-class masculinities that were increasingly resistant to the move 

toward a global monetarist system. This demonstrates the continued development of a 

means of representation that corresponds with the emergence of the New Right in British 

politics, as the nationalistic populism championed by Powell through the 1960s and the 

economic agenda of the IEA and the Selsdon Group became increasingly influential in 

steering Conservative Party policy. 

The 1980s were chosen as the place to end this survey, as, in a sense, this was the 

period in which the ‘traditional’ working-class masculinities I define here themselves 

ended. The issues of class and masculinity never went away, of course, but the discourses 

that configured them within British culture altered. This process was twofold: firstly, 

working-class masculinities themselves had changed, with the aggressive individualist 

consumer assuming a dominant position within the contemporary configuration of a 

hegemonic masculinity; secondly, in relation to this shift the way that traditional working-

class masculinities were represented changed, both in content (what was said) and tone 

(the way it was said). Underpinning these shifts was a systematic attack on working-class 

communities and their attendant cultures, and a series of economic, legislative, and 

sociocultural measures that saw Britain’s productive capacity reduced and a culture of 
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consumption consolidated. The constitutive practices which informed this shift were by 

no means new: the measuring of a man by the ‘trappings’ he could accrue rather than his 

character was present within the culture of 1950s Britain (Wilmott and Young, 1970: 162). 

What sets the 1980s apart is the end of the post-war consensus in British politics and the 

fact that the selfish individualism, the consumerism it fuelled, and the financialization of 

British culture corresponded with a relentless and systematic attack upon the Welfare 

State and the hard won victories of the working-class in the post-war settlement. 

Correlatively, realist representations of contemporary working-class masculinities 

generated in the period are representations of breakdown, of emasculation, and of defeat. 

The pattern of dealing with contemporary social issues by situating them within historical 

narratives continues throughout the 1980s. For example, Sillitoe’s work retains a realist 

approach but Her Victory (1982) is set in the 1950s, The Lost Flying Boat (1983) is set in the 

immediate aftermath of the Second World War and Down From the Hill (1984) alternates 

between 1945 and 1983. This period is also notable for an emergent pattern of 

postmodernist representation that moved away from traditional realist representations of 

working-class life, instead relying on fantasy and science fiction, or, as with Martin Amis’s 

Money, a highly stylised highbrow pulp fiction. Often the working-class masculinities 

represented within these texts are grotesque caricatures structured upon stereotypes that, 

through the consolidation of the neo-liberal hegemonic project, became increasingly 

accepted within British culture. 

I ended this study with a brief engagement with the writing of James Kelman, which 

offers his work as an oppositional form with the power to challenge the dominant 

discourse of working-class masculinities. Kelman has continued to provide a voice which 

challenges both his readers and the power structures in which they exist. This is a voice 

which provides a connection to the democratising tendencies which gained momentum 

throughout the Second World War, and saw the implementation of change at its 
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cessation. At the time of writing Britain is enduring another prolonged period of austerity, 

which, according to Yanis Varoufakis ‘is being used as a narrative in order to conduct a 

class war’ against Britain’s poor (2015). Where the austerity and continued rationing of 

the immediate post-war period provided a framework for a greater equality, this 

contemporary austerity is a means of increasing and reifying inequality. However, the 

continuation of austerity policies, the election of Jeremy Corbyn as Labour leader (and 

the distinct move to the left for the party that this represented), and the vote to leave to 

European Union which took place on 23rd June 2016 seem to have also awakened a new 

political awareness in Britain. Although the vocabulary employed in the political discourse 

has altered greatly since 1945, the concept of class and inequality have returned to the 

mainstream political agenda. This offers an opportunity to reassess the policies, processes, 

and practices that underpinned the obfuscation of class in the late twentieth century.  

My thesis reasserts the importance of class in the study of British cultural history 

and offers a reassessment of the obfuscation of class through its engagement with the 

representation of a social category which was profoundly affected by those policies, 

processes and practices. In doing so, the thesis clearly demonstrates the role of cultural 

representations in the formation and maintenance of a hegemonic project that still clings 

to power today. The methodology employed in the analysis of these cultural texts is 

constructed from diverse and, on occasion, opposed theoretical positions. My theoretical 

framework draws from the empirical sociology of Pierre Bourdieu, the work of Walter 

Benjamin and Raymond Williams, who belong within a genealogy of classic Marxism, and 

the work of Michel Foucault, who is perhaps most often associated with post-structuralist 

theory. The positions of these authors diverge, but the diversity of concepts such as 

Bourdieu’s ‘habitus’, Benjamin’s dialectical materialism, Williams’s ‘structures of feeling’, 

and Foucault’s conception of ‘discourse’ are combined here in a manner which allows for 

the complex historical threads to be unpicked (2008: 170, 1977: 132, 1974: 107). These 
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are all concepts which together comprise a set of tools for the analysis of cultural history. 

To quote Bourdieu, ‘[t]heir construction and use emerged in the practicalities of the 

research enterprise’ (1992: 161). At the outset of the research I sought means by which 

to understand and unpick the complex historical threads that simultaneously formed and 

obscured the discourse of working-class masculinities in the late twentieth century. To 

borrow from Bourdieu again, what I sought was ‘a program of perception and of action’ 

which was ‘disclosed’ in the ‘work that actualize[d] it’ (1992: 161). Consequently, the work 

does not engage in ‘theoretical polemics’, nor does it treat concepts as ‘intellectual totems’, 

but rather, employs a range of concepts as the basis of a research practice which offers a 

practical history of working-class masculinities (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992: 161). In the 

context of this thesis, a practical history is a history that demonstrates the ideological 

underpinnings of cultural texts, which are often familiar and popular, and offers its reader 

a methodology that provides the means to continue to interrogate the role of 

representation in social reproduction. 

Over the course of the research, Williams’s theory of structures of feeling emerged 

as a key theoretical tool within this methodology. The concept of structures of feeling 

was crucial, as it allows the reader to engage with historical texts as lived experience, and 

thus, to draw that experience of then into the now; not to impose contemporary 

consciousness onto historical representations, but to gather an historical consciousness 

that might be analysed in the contemporary. Here the theory is developed beyond its 

origin as a contentious theoretical position (as outlined in my introduction), and employed 

as a practice of textual analysis which, in its application, offers a means of conceiving 

history as both a continuous flow of events and, simultaneously, a series of discontinuities 

or ruptures. The practical application of structures of feeling draws on similarities with 

the archaeological methodology of Foucault, and the dialectical materialism of Benjamin, 

which both offer useful means of conceiving of history and further historical ballast to a 
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concept which can be elusive. Whilst divergences remain in the specificities of these 

approaches, each treats history as a series of interlocking and interrelated flows, in 

Foucauldian terms, as discourses, that emerge, evolve and disappear over time. Each calls 

for an active and ongoing engagement with the past, for the sake of the future. It is from 

this position that I have developed my own methodological approach, an approach which 

places the cultural text at the centre of my historical analysis, which identifies structures 

of feeling within a text and builds upon the structural regularities apparent within a period 

more broadly to demonstrate emergent, dominant, and residual cultural discourses, and 

the tensions that exist between them. This methodology is not without its limitations. For 

example, the close reading required to establish the patterns that constitute a structure of 

feeling limits the scope of the survey. However, in establishing the structural regularities 

that occur between texts which generate from  distinct historical moments and drawing 

connections and continuities between those texts and texts which preceded and 

succeeded them, the study demonstrates the production and reproduction of a discourse 

of working-class masculine identities in British culture. This approach could be further 

employed in the study of the practices of working-class writing, or the role of the working-

class author. It might also be employed as a means to continue the work started here, to 

chart the continued development of the representation of working-class masculinities in 

a prevailing neo-liberal culture. What this study provides is a framework through which 

to read the continued development of working-class masculinities, a means to ‘brush 

history against the grain’ in the continued pursuit of contemporary resources of hope 

(Benjamin, 1999: 248). 
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