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Abstract

My research, drawing on interviews with seventeen white working class women in
Liverpool, explores the meanings that the women made around Hollywood film
musicals in Liverpool in the 1950’s, and the significance of those memories in their
lives today. The central aim of the thesis is to challenge and expand existing
theoretical frameworks for understanding the relationship between class, gender and

the consumption of popular culture.

The thesis stages a series of questions around the function of qualitative empirical
research on audiences for film, specifically the function of empirical research on
working class female audiences for popular film, in terms of understanding the
breadth of meaning made around cinema in working class women’s lives. What the
iInterviews present are a complex array of readings of the musical texts, readings that

are located within specific personal, social, cultural and geographical histories.

The research contributes to current debates in film and cultural studies. The thesis
Intervenes in current debates within cultural studies, placing centre stage
fundamental concerns around the relative absence of class within contemporary
research on popular culture. It contributes to methodological debates within cultural
studies through an analysis of the possible methods for researching the lived
experience of media audiences. [t enters film studies at the site of recent
methodoiogical debates around the possibilities and limitations of textual and
empiricai analysis as a means of accounting for the ways in which audiences make
meanings around film texts. It also enters in the midst of the fascinating and
important emergence of empirical research that produces ethno- histories of popular
cultural practice by investigating the ways in which cinema and film going figure in
the daily lives of people. In demonstrating the breadth of meaning of the cinema in
working class lives, the thesis also shows the limits of an exclusive focus on film
texts. The presentation of situated readings of the musicals within a grounded
theorisation of memories of the time and place of their consumption is generative of
some new ways of reading specific film texts, the genre in general, and indeed the

institution of Hollywood cinema as a whole.



Introduction - The Search for Theory

'l think it was make believe really. | don’t mean people really
believed. They knew what was reality and what wasn't. They would
come back to their own lives again. But for that time they were in
there watching that musical it was just incredible, it was just
Incredible. It just totally took people out of themselves. You know
youngsters now are probably taking acid and all that to give them the

same lift. | know this sounds silly but people were just totally uplifted
by them.” (Ellen)

“The musicals were just absolutely magical. You should have seen
the house where we lived in Cunningham Street. The worst slum |
have ever seen in my life. This is a palace compared to it. To live
like that, and then to go to that magical world. How can they despise
it? Only them that’s got a lot more can despise it.” (Barbara)

"l feel that Liverpool was . . . not exactly deprived, but grim, and if
your father was a docker and unemployed, with a big family, you
could go the pictures and forget everything. And that's my, that’'s my
theory.” (Marie)

The three extracts that open this thesis are taken from empirical research, conducted
as part of this project. The empirical research explores, using interviews with 17
white working class women (see Appendix 1 for brief biographies) in Liverpool, the
meanings that they made around Hollywood film musicals in Liverpool in the 1950’s’.
and the significance of those memories in their lives today. | am positioning the
empirical project as a case study2 within and out of which certain questions around
class, the cinema, the musical, the passage of working class femininity and history
might be posed. What the interviews present are a complex array of readings of the
musical texts, readings that are located within specific personal, social, cultural and
geographical histories. The thesis will not use the interview data to produce or
endorse working class readings of Hollywood musicals, but will rather use the data.
and the compiex articulations of class identity and the need for the popular in the
women’s lives In it, to question the adequacy of some of the existing theoretical
frameworks for understanding the relationship between class, gender and the

consumption of popular culture.

The research contributes to current debates in both film and cultural studies. It enters
film studies at the site of recent methodological debates around the possibilities and
limitations of textual and empirical analysis as a means of accounting for the ways in
which audiences make meanings around film texts.” It also enters in the midst of the
fascinating and important emergence of empirical research that produces

ethnohistories of popular cultural practice by investigating the ways in which cinema
and filmgoing figure in the daily lives of people.’



Thinking Critically About the Musical

This thesis, whilst primarily addressing the question of the theorisation of the
relationship between class and the popular, also makes a significant contribution,
through its empirical work, to the expansion of available research on the film

musical, with its entrenched mode of textual analysis.

There has existed something of a dirth of work on the Hollywood musical since the
burst of structuralist critical activity from the late 70’s to the mid 80’s. The critical
study of the musical seems to have waned with the passing of the structuralist
moment. Jane Feur wrote the second edition to the now seminal Hollywood Musical
In 1993, adding a final chapter, “A postscript for the nineties” which seemed to
direct a post-structuralist interpretation of the musical towards audience research,
arguing that now that the mass audience for the musical has shifted to more
specialised ‘cult’ audiences, the study of the musical must take account of the
“subcuitural structures of feeling around, for example, gay male, urban audiences. |
agree with Feur that this kind of work needs to be done, and 1s being done on gay
and lesbian audiences, (Dyer 1987, Wilton 1995, Burston & Richardson,1995),
although with the exception of Dyer this work is not empirically based. However, |
still retain two problems with Feur’s directive. Firstly, Feur typically provides no kind
of methodology for how this work might proceed. It's a kind of impressionistic take
on audience research that works with both feet in the camp of the spectator, whilst
leaning tentatively out towards some other method. What | also find problematic in
Feur's postscript is the shift in critical emphasis f’» m the mass to the specialised,
when in fact no specialised empirical research yet exists on the mass audience for

the Hollywood film musical.

Thus, | would argue that work that urgently needs to be done is historical post-

structuralist research on the mass audience for the musical, work that deconstructs
the masses from within the mass by looking at the meaning making practices of
specific social groups. From this space my research steps out, looking at the effects
of the investment of a group of working class women in Liverpool, in 1950’s
Hollywood film musicals. | am placing the filmic texts within a specific historical,
soclal, empirical and theoretical context in order to ask questions not only about the
meanings made around the film texts, but also to use the consumption of popular
film by a particular audience to question the discursive perameters of the theoretical
discourses around ciass and the consumption of popular culture. In demonstrating
the breadth of meaning of the cinema in working class lives, this thesis also shows
the limits of an exclusive focus on film texts. It thus makes an important contribution
to debates in film studies by expanding the limits of what films can be used to talk

about. The presentation of situated readings of the musicals within a very grounded




theorisation of memories of the time and place of their consumption is generative of
some new ways of reading specific film texts, the genre in general and indeed, the

Institution of Hollywood cinema as a whole.

It intervenes in current debates within cultural studies, placing centre stage
fundamental concerns around the relative absence of class within contemporary
research on popular culture. In an interview with Kuan- Hsing Chen, Stuart Hall
(1996) was asked, “Maybe you have something to say in terms of the relative
absence of class analysis in recent cultural studies.” (400). In a lengthy response,
Hall moves to talk about how cultural studies has been transformed by the whole
question of the subjective, symbolic domain, by sexual politics, feminism,
deconstruction, psychoanalysis. He also links the erasure of class to post-
structuralism, linking this in turn to the difficulty of dealing with monolithic centred
social structures like the working class. “It is as if the question of class can only be
addressed seriously if it is occupying a privileged theoretical position As if there IS
no way of thinking about it in a more decentred way. | do think it's work that urgently
needs to be done.” (400).

Richard Johnson (1979), identifying the inadequacies in the three main approaches
to the study of working class culture (Marxism, culturalism and structuralism) asked,
“do we need new ways of thinking about working class culture, and what should these
be?” (201). What makes Johnson’s question significant is its historically contingent
location, posed at a moment of crisis for the study of the working class, a moment
complexly related theoretically to the height of the uptake of structuralism in cultural
studies, and historically to the legacy of post war anxieties around the restructuring
and recomposition of the working class, anxieties circulating within the discourses of
affluence and consumption. What is so pertinent about Johnson’s question In
relation to contemporary debates in cultural studies, is how little British cultural
studies® has gone any way towards answering it. Johnson’s question, as the
figuration of a moment of crisis, met and continues to meet with a relative silence. A
silence that links complexly to theoretical developments within post-structuralism ,
and a silence that now spans over 40 years of cultural studies’ expansion and
explosion as a discipline. It is a silence that is so incongruous to a field of inquiry

founded (in part) on the study of working class culture. It is a silence according to

Valerie Walkerdine (1996) which also speaks volumes:

What | want to argue is that while in one way the left appeared to
have abandoned the white working class, class having seemed to
disappear from the agenda, the proletariat, the mass has been an
obsession, a central, if sometimes silent figure during all the debates
from modernity to postmodernity. Indeed we might say, following
Foucault that stories about the masses circulate endlessly.The issue
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is not the, so much that they have disappeared, but a question of
where and how they are talked about, what kind of object they
become.(102).

Why and how through cultural studies’ shifts and retreats through Marxism/Post
Marxism, culturalism, structuralism/post-structuralism and postmodernism did class
slide from the agenda? The answers to this question are multifold and expansive,
covering years of political, economic, historical and theoretical changes. Indeed
what makes an analysis and critique of the issue of class in cultural studies so
difficult is the size and weight of the theoretical, political and historical material that
must necessarily be encountered and examined. In a project this size it would be
impossible to tackle all of this. Still there remains the pressing and under theorised
question relating to the relative absence of class from the contemporary study of
popular cuiture. In the light of this, what the thesis offers is a contribution the self
reflexive nature of cultural studies as a field of inquiry. | am asking , how can we ‘do’
class in cultural studies now? Through which theoretical and critical frameworks can
the working class be known, not as a monolithic social category, but here as women
who identify themselves with working class, not so much as an identity, but as a form
of identification (in which their sense of self is developed in relation to the
experiencing of hardship, poverty, loss and happiness which the women position in
the interviews as classed) which shifts and changes over time? Through this
analysis, | am also asking how the working class is already known, how it has already
been made? In relation to the constitution of the working class as an object of study

this thesis will be exploring the following questions:

1. What theoretical developments have helped to shape the working class as an

object of study in British cultural studies? Here | will be looking specifically at:

e The centrality and significance of culturalism in the formation of working class

culture as an object of analysis.

e How developments in structuralist and post- structuralist theory have affected the
working class as an object of study.

2. What historical and theoretical conditions have been involved in my being able to
speak (and not to speak) the articulated experiences of working class women In
Liverpool (including my own) through cultural studies? How might this analysis
re-generate the terms of the theoretical debates on the classed consumption of

popular culture?

“A Method for Doing Things Differently.”
Ellen Seiter (1995) writes, “everyone complains about class definition, but a method
for doing things differently has remained elusive.”(141)..Critically this thesis, In

attempting to develop a framework for bringing class back into question, is also



attempting in Seiter’s terms to stop complaining and “to build a method for doing
things differently.” | would be wary of the existence of any one method for ‘doing’
class, and make no claim that this thesis provides such a thing. What the thesis will
do is question the limitations of the available means for studying the working class,
and work towards the construction of a different methodological framework for
understanding working class lives and the place of popular culture in them. This
framework will be built out of a critical overview and assessment of some of the
available empirical methods for understanding how audiences consume popular

culture/film, together with a critical reflection on the construction of ideology and

consciousness in the theoretical and historical constitution of the working class, and

their use of popular culture.

Following Beverly Skeggs (1995) | would position my research as corrective, a
correctiveness that | want to stress is not trying to claim any kind of moral or
epistemological high ground. Skeggs’ construction of corrective is contingent on the
analysis of the potential and limitation of any method, and a rigorous critique of the
function of empirical data. Skeggs describes her ethnographic research " as

“corrective” in that:

| did not consider many of the available representations of the

working class to be plausible. There were classic studies of heroic

male labourers and skilled workers who struggled with dignity, of

sensitive working class boys who became academics, and of

oppressed working class women. | could not find any contemporary

sociological accounts of working class women who were not ground

down, and who did not take ideology on intact. (195)
Skeggs wanted to do research which “both filled the gap in existing knowledge about
working class women, and which challenged many of the dominant ideas at the
time.” (ibid.) In order to do this Skeggs felt that she “had to speak to real working
class women rather than relying on the representations available.”(ibid.)
She has since gone on ( Skeggs,1994, 1995,1997,1997a) to problematise her
epistemological certainty in the concept of experience - that working class women
had a greater knowledge of the workings of oppression because they had
experienced it. What Skeggs has examined are issues around the theoretical
decisions which inform how the empirical data is used - its function. It can be used
as grounded theory by developing theories from experience. It can be used with the
specific intention to improve pre-existent theories, or for theoretical modification, so
that existing theories can account for the specificities and the context of the social
group being studied. It can also be used to challenge the concept of reality , showing
that all knowledge is textually produced and cannot exist outside of social

constructions. (Clifford, 1986)



Contingent to the functioning of data in these areas is its status. Considering status
means in Skeggs terms, negotiating the status of experience. This has important
implications for the framing of an empirical method in my own work. If | define the
function of the interviews as the articulation of personal experiences being
theoretically a means to disrupt the grounding of certain theories about the working
class, and to extend the terms through which they can be known theoretically, then it
IS both the function and status of these personal experiences that must be rigorously
thought through. Any difficulties around the positioning and defence of method in
this thesis does not detract from my conviction that qualitative empirical audience
research can provide the most effective means for coming to terms with the
compiexities of a classed investment in popular cultural forms. Indeed such
difficulties become a crucial aspect of the epistemological project of this research,
and its politicisation of the production of theory. In the end | support and am
supported by Ann Gray’s (1995) argument that, “quite simply there are things to be
known about an audience that we cannot know by sitting at our desks or in our
libraries.” (195), and by David Morley’s (1992)8 argument that:

The interview (not to mention other techniques such as participant
observation) remains a fundamentally more appropriate way to
attempt to understand what audiences do when they watch television
than for the analyst simply to stay at home and imagine the possible
implications of how other people might watch television.” (180)

Morley’'s argument emerges from his engagement with a series of theoretical
positions around the status of knowledge produced from a reading (the researchers)
of interviewees readings of a visual text. It is an argument pitched in the
epistemological debates that rage on between the various merits and limitations of
textual analysis and empirical research, particularly in film and media studies. In this
thesis | will be following Jackie Stacey (1994), who argues that the most effective
method for thinking about a particular audience’s investment in cinema should take
account of both methods - the empirical and the textual. In positioning qualitative
empirical audience research as the most “appropriate” means for studying the
audience for popular film in this research, | recognise that this is a position that must

be both explained and defended.®

This thesis offers up a possible method “for doing things differently” in terms of an
analysis and understanding of the classification of class through an empirical
analysis of a particular audiences investment in a particular genre of popular cuiture.
In its offering of a possible method the thesis is both epistemological in the sense in

which it is concerned with explaining the assumptions (both explicit and implicit)

upon which we have gone about constructing our theories of the working class and of




the popular, and interventionist, in as much as the epistemological project Is
directed towards what Elspeth Probyn (1993) refers to as “the figuration of something
better.” (3) This figuration of something better does not work to transform the social
position of the working class, but rather works along the lines of Lawrence
Grossberg’s (1997) definition of cultural studies as a project. “l would argue that
cultural studies can only be defined as an intellectual practice, as a way of politicising
theory and theorising politics.” (7). 1 want to re generate the terms of the debates
through which we have come and might come to ‘know’ the working class
theoretically. The thesis is neither an exploration of identity, nor a search for a lost
working class identity , but rather as Pat Mahony and Christine Zmroczek
(1997)insist in relation to their own work, “it is more than that. It is a search for
theory.” (2) It is a search for theory that is rooted in a conviction ( and analysis) of
the appropriateness (to coin Morley’s phrase) of empirical research on real people.
Out of this, it is hoped will emerge a different lexicon for thinking the relationships
between class and the popular. In this way the research moves with and beyond
Seiter’s call for a new way to define class. | would agree with Beverly Skeggs
(1997a) who argues that, “we operate with a constant defining descriptor, and all that
changes are the descriptions which are somehow squeezed to fit. We need to know

how differences are re-produced, and how they are lived.” (126) (my italics)

Skeggs's important directive towards what we need to know emerges directly out of
her difficulties with the deployment of class as a social classification in her own
research. It relates in significant ways to Angela McRobbie’s (1992, 1997a) call for
the study of “real existing identities in the ethnographic sense,” (1992: 730) as a
means of coming to understand the actual process of identity acquisition as a
process of everyday life, one that is projected onto and expressed in an expansive
range of cultural practices, including texts, images and commodities. Referring
specifically to the contemporary terrain of cultural studies in which identity politics
play such an important role, McRobbie cautions us against an over reliance on
textual or discursive identities. In this caution, McRobbie is echoing Hall ( 1992) who
says, “I’'m trying to return the project of cultural studies from the clean air of meaning
and textuality and theory to the something nasty down below.” (278). McRobbie

urges us to consider the site of identity formation in and through the cultural practices

of everyday life:

| want to end with a plea for identity ethnography in cultural studies,
with a plea for carrying out interactive research on groups and
individuals who are more than just audiences for texts . . .\What is
now required is a methodology, a new paradigm for conceptualising
identity-in-culture, an ethnographic approach which takes as its
starting point the relational interactive quality of everyday life and
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which brings a renewed rigour to this kind of work by integrating into
it a keen sense of history and contingency. (730)

Although McRobbie does not deal specifically with the question of working class
identity, locating it as an interesting site alongside questions of race or sexuality as
“combative senses of self,” (729) in current debates, her plea can be put to work to
raise fundamentally important questions in cultural studies (both theoretical and
methodological) around the construction of a new paradigm for conceptualising the

living out of working class identity.

Locating History

Contingent to the epistemological project of this thesis is the place of history. It is
history which enables the thesis to work towards a corrective and transtormative
theoretical framework. It is history which enables in Probyn's terms“the figuration of
something better.” History is worked through experience, the personal, memory. ltis
also the site of the location of the working class as an object of study. History works

in the thesis through the following questions:

What is the relationship of history to the practice of audience research?

e \What does it mean to work historically in cultural studies? "

There is a big difference between the history of cultural studies, a history which has
already been the focus of much research and assessment, (see for example,
Punter,1986, Clarke,1991, During,1993,) and the use of historical research as part of
a method in cultural studies. Both Carolyn Steedman (1992) and Christine Geraghty
(1996) have asked what it means to work historically in cultural studies. Steedman
maintains that this has been interpreted as writing the history of the emergence and
development of cultural studies as a discipline, rather than taking on board the
historiographic implications of an historical focus. What Steedman does is to

formulate a series of questions to enable us to think beyond narratives of origination:

Why does cultural studies want history? What does wanting it
mean? What new acts of transference will items from the past help
cultural studies to perform? How will it be done? How will it be
taught? Will there be any room for detailed historical work; or are
students of cultural studies bound to rely on great schematic and
secondary sweeps through time? Will there be any room for the
historical case study in it's pedagogy? What good is it all to you
anyway? Perhaps no good at all. (621).

Steedman’s agenda of questions are extremely difficult ones to answer, yet vitally
important. Indeed what does wanting history mean? What new acts of transterence

will items from the past help, or make cultural studies perform?
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This thesis wants history in a number of different ways

e The use of the interviews as personal history, through a focus on memory and

experience.

e The place of my own working class history.
e The history of the location of the working class in British cultural studies.

e The specific location of the working class at the intersection of post-war

discourses around Americanisation and consensus.

Overwhelmingly, | want history because it is the space in which we have been
defined, and in which we might (have) come to understand who we are. |t isthe
space in which we can define what matters. In terms of those acts that items from
the past might help cultural studies to perform, In this thesis, historical analysis helps
us to explore how the working class have come to be known via classifying practices
that have been complexly articulated. It also provides memories of the time and
place of the context of consuming the film musical. The exploration of nostalgic

remembering as class specific is an important intervention.

Personal history is presented in the thesis as the site out of which some of the
assumptions that ground the classification of the working class might be complicated.
Carolyn Steedman (1992) has said that she is “more interested in looking at what
history doesn’t perform for people.”(622). This issue of history and performance
names, in part, the push and pull of the historical practice of this thesis. It examines
and explores the tensions between the women’s performance of themselves within
the space of history in the interviews, and the non - performance of that subjectivity
within some of the other spaces of history and theory. The deployment of the verb
performance as process in Steedman’s account moves her analysis somewhere
beyond the examination of historical inaccuracy. The non performance of history
speaks of more than the historical inaccuracy of history - and thus the assumption
that history is truth (accuracy) or falsehood (inaccuracy). Rather, Steedman argues
that history is discursively produced, and constitutes identities as effects of
discourse, as processes which are regulated and controlled by a complex array of
determinations - that is identity is performatively produced. This issue of history and
performance names, in part, the push and pull of the historical practice of this thesis.
It examines and explores the tensions between the women’s performance of
themselves within the space of history in the interviews, and the non - performance

of that subjectivity within some of the other spaces of history and theory.

Producing a piece of research which deals with the history of Liverpool in the 1950’s

also offers a corrective to the paucity of historical archival material available on
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Liverpool in the 50’s. The local history collections in Liverpool have an abundance of
material on Liverpool during the war, and in the 60’s, but the 50’s remains something
of a forgotten decade sandwiched between the drama of the war years, and the
heady decade of the 60’s. |t would seem from my difficulty in finding histories of the
50’s in Liverpool that as a decade it was deemed too ordinary and uneventful to talk
about - a period of reconstruction, affluence and consensus. Hopefully this thesis will

complicate that picture.

Structuring the Thesis

Following Richard Johnson (1979), | will be locating both the film audience and the
working class as “problematics.” Johnson argues, “a problematic may itseif be
defined as a ‘definite theoretical structure,” which organises knowledge by making it
possible to ask some kinds of questions, and by suppressing others.” (14) The
analysis of a problematic involves an interrogation (in terms of a symptomatic
reading) of the problematic(s) of particular texts. Thus this chapter will explore the

discursive production of the audience and of the working class (in cultural studies)
across a range of texts. | willi concentrate my exploration of the film audience to the

debates within feminist film theory around the positioning of the spectator and the

real woman who watches film. "

In the execution of this analysis of problematics, |
wish to establish the need for my research, through an analysis of the silences and
absences in some of the available theoretical models in coming to understand the

relationship between class, film and the audience..

The thesis will be broken down into five chapters. Chapter One. Positioning
Problematics, Class and Cultural Studies will reflect on the theoretical frameworks
in place in cultural studies for coming to terms with the British working class. This
chapter will take seriously Chas Critcher’s (1979) assertion that, “the examination of
the lives of the working class depends for its impetus on defining them as a
problem.” (4) What | will argue is that the positioning of the working class as a
problem (problematic consciousness) in British cultural studies is complexly linked to
the historical project of the working class (in Marxist terms) and the relationship of
the function of the Left intellectual to that. Thus, questions around the positioning of
the working class as a problem usher in a great number of crucial issues rejating not
only to cultural studies’ history, but also to the location of the function of the role of
the intellectual in reiation to class within what Laurie Anne Whitt and Jennifer Daryl
Slack have defined as cultural studies’ “interventionist commitment.” (1992:572)
Slack and Whitt build on Lawrence Grossberg's (1988) account of the project of
cultural studies:

Cultural studies is concerned with describing and intervening in the
ways discourses are produced within, inserted into and operate in the

13




relations between people’s everyday lives and the structures of the
social formation so as to reproduce, resist and transform the existing
structures of power. (22)

They go on to argue, “Cultural theorists, consciously and emphatically, aim not
merely to describe or explain contemporary cultural and social practices, but to
change them, and more importantly to transform existing structures of power.” (572)
The interventionist commitment is thus built on the premise of description and

2

intervention. ' what | am interested in exploring is the destination of this

Interventionist commitment when that destination is the site of working class culture
and consciousness. What lies at the end of such an intervention? What motivates
such an intervention? Slack and Whitt remind us that, “While the exact nature of the
description is elusive, it is much easier to be confident about what is being moved
away from. The project of cultural studies is grounded on a moral and political
critique of late capitalism, and more generally of oppressive cultural and social
formations.” (ibid.) Slack and Whitt go on to trace the relationship between
description and intervention and the positioning of “sites of resistance,” in cultural
studies. “Cultural Studies has assured that studies have described cultural sites
where intervention is deemed to be either needed or actively taking place - for

example in the identification of sites of resistance.” (573) They further argue that:

Cultural studies advocates for the disenfranchised and has served as

a voice for those individuals and groups who are variously seen as

subjugated, silenced, repressed, oppressed and discriminated

against. It speaks not just for those ‘here’, but for those ‘there’, that

IS for those anywhere without a voice in the dominant discourse and

without a place in the dominant political and economic

hierarchy.(ibid.)
Despite locating the project of cultural studies firmly within a Marxist discourse, Slack
and Whitt do not position that project in relation to the history of cultural studies
involvement with the working class by proxy, nor, in the setting of the limits of their
project do they take account of the problematic and contradictory relationship

between cultural studies and Marxism.

Colin Sparks (1996) argues “there need be no apology for selecting the relation
between Marxism and cultural studies for special attention: for many years it was
generally believed that Marxism and cultural studies were, if not identical, at least

locked Into an extremely close relationship.” (71) Although as Hall (1992) argues we

must consider that:

There never was a prior moment when cultural studies and Marxism
represented a perfect theoretical fit. From the beginning (to use this
way of speaking for a moment) there was always/already the
question of the great inadequacies theoretically and politically, the
resounding silences, the great evasions of Marxism, the things that
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Marx did not talk about or seem to understand which were our
privileged object of study; culture, ideology, language, the symbolic.
(279).

Hall also maintains that the problem which governed the encounter between cultural
studies and Marxism was “located and cited in a necessary, prolonged, and as yet
unending contestation with the question of false consciousness” (279) (my italics)
What this chapter will examine is the nature of the relationship between description,
intervention, resistance and consciousness in the articulation of the project of cultural
studies, and the delimiting of the role of the intellectual in the transformation of
working class consciousness. What this comes up against historically is the reality of
the non-performance of the working class as revolutionary agents of change. As Hall

passionately and critically reminds us:

Anybody who is into cultural studies seriously as an intellectual
practice, must feel, on their pulse, its ephemerality, its
insubstantiality, how little it registers, how little we've been able to

change anything, or get anybody to do anything. If you don't feel
that as one tension In the work that you are doing then theory has let

you off the hook. (284)"
In order to understand what cultural studies does, and negotiate what it might be
possible for cultural studies to do, its interventionist commitment must be rigorously
thought through. In order for us to understand what cultural studies has done to/for
the working class, and what it might be able to do to/for the working class it is critical
that we negotiate the positions that we have come to occupy as theorists in relation

to the working class - and consider, really consider what it is possible or indeed

proper for us to do ‘for them.’ .

It seems to me that we must also take into account an emotional register of our
position as theorists in relation to the working class ( a register that is much more
difficult to sustain through the analysis of texts, and might only be levelled as
assertion); our various senses of disappointment and loss in the perceived failure of
the working class “to do anything,” or in ourselves for not being able to get them “to
do anything.” Perhaps the most we can assert as Holton and Turner (1994) say is
that, “It may well be true that many critics . . . have given up on class analysis due to
the non appearance of a revolutionary agency of working class action.” (800)
However, in the light of the problems around ascribing personal and emotional
motivation to authors, we have something more concrete to work with. That is, as |
have been arguing a real difficulty around finding the theory to describe the working
class. It strikes me as significant that if we don’t do class in cultural studies now
because of the difficulties in finding theory that can handle the complexities and

contradictions of those identities, then cultural studies should as | am attempting to
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do, be asking itself why the terms no longer fit, and how we might develop other

terms.’® What we need are different theories and methods.

It is as a function of the search for this that | execute an analysis in Chapter Two of
the possibilities for talking about working class women's relationships to film. This
chapter, “Positioning Problematics, the Female Audiences for Film”, will reflect
critically on the positioning of the film audience in feminist film theory, exploring the
tensions between the location of empirical research and feminist film studies

preference for textual analysis. It will pursue the following questions:

e How has the relationship between the female spectator and the real woman who
watches film been theorised?

e How exactly has the empirical been positioned in these debates?

e \What place is there in the theorisation of the female spectator for the experience

of individual and socially differentiated women?

What | will work through is not only, *what the accounts of film viewing by real
women can do to our understanding of how women watch films.” (Stacey,1994:77),
but specifically what the accounts of film viewing by real working class women can
offer to the existing debates that seek to explain how and why women watch films? |
will do this through a closer examination of the available theoretical models for
thinking the relationship between women and film viewing. | shall be interrogating
the limitations of feminist film theories reliance on the textually determined
hypothetical subject position for the female spectator. What | will look at is the
tension that exists between the hypothetical textual subject, and the empirical
socially located viewer. | want to explore what new theoretical paradigms an
analysis of this tension might enable, and how these paradigms might be put to work
to understand how cinema might be placed in peoples day to day lives, "how cinema
figured in the ordinary cinema goers fantasies, aspirations and constructions of self.”
(Kuhn, 1997:1) This chapter is also corrective in as much as it is making class
matter, bringing class into question in a field of study in which the experiences of

working class women have been given little attention. '

Chapter Three, Theorising the Function and Status of the Interviews, will detail

my method, and discuss exactly how it might be put to work to develop new ways of
talking about working class experiences. It will also explore what is at stake in asking
methodological questions in the first place? What is at stake are the relationships
between power, politics and the production of knowledge as the foundations of
epistemology, which in turn is the foundation for both method and methodology. Liz

Stanley (1990) focuses on these founding relationships, defining epistemology as a
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theory of knowledge which addresses central questions such as, who can be a
knower, what can be known, what or who constituted and validates knowledge, and
what the relationship might be between epistemology and ontology? (26) To ask
methodological questions, therefore, is to address the central questions, how do we
know what we know? By which interpretative and theoretical frameworks do we
‘know™? Jackie Stacey (1993) reiterates this, arguing that without methodological
questions “the politics of knowledge production remain hidden and mystified.” (261)
What grounds my method is the offering up of experience, memory and the
personal as epistemological possibilities.'® Thus, the discussion of what my method
enables must be worked through an analysis of these categories. Referring to the
crisis around the political positionality of the intellectual in cultural studies, Elspeth
Probyn (1993) writes, “As theorists we don’t know what to do with ourselves . .
underlying this crisis is a deeper evaluation of what ‘experience’ can be made to
mean, and how it may be put to work.” (4) This chapter will draw heavily on Probyn's
retrieval of the ways in which experience has been made to function, focusing in
particular on the location of experience in Raymond William’s work. | will also
analyse the place of the eclipse of the category of experience in structuralism and
post-structuralism, and the effect of that on the formation of the working class as an
object of study in cultural studies. Raymond Williams (1979) maintains that, “the
lived i1s only another word, if you like, for experience: but we have to find a word for
that level.” (168) Working on from this Probyn argues, “It is precisely this level of the
lived that we need to explore if we are to rethink and elaborate alternative
enunciative positions in cultural theory. Without those words, those riffs along the
register of the experiential, we remain in our awkward positions as clumsy subjects in
front of the text.” (16) My empirical method works at the level of the lived to move
towards alternative enunciative positions for coming to terms with the articulation of
working class experiences around a group of texts. Following Probyns structuring of
experience as working on two fronts at once - the ontological and the epistemological
- the analysis of my empirical experiential method will also deploy the ontological
and the epistemological as conditions of possibility for alternative speaking positions
within cultural theory. In order to do this | must position both the status and function
of the interviews in relation to empirical claims for the ability of data to challenge
existing accounts, and related to that, empiricist positions on the status of data as
evidence. The chapter will thus examine what kinds of truth claims (if at all) | am
using the interview data for. What status to | confer on the interviews as being able
to offer up another way of telling it, where ‘it’ is working class experience? If that
status is not the truth, then what is it? The chapter will also explore how | will be
analysing the interviews as the articulation of lived experience that gets
mediated/produced as memory. Thus an exploration of memory, textuality, narration

and their relationship to the articulation of lived experience in the interviews will be
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an important part of the methodology. Lived experience is understood in this
research as Angela Mc Robbie (1997) has recently framed it: “a form of investigation
where the impact and significance of empirical changes in culture and in society on
living human subjects can be observed and analysed and where these same human
subjects are invited to reflect on how they live through and make sense of such
changes.” (170)

This chapter will position experience, not only as the lived of the interviewees, but
also the lived of my own experiences growing up in Liverpool as working class,
loving musicals, leaving that to enter the realm of academia, and ‘going home’ to
build a Ph.D. on experiences that | maintain a complex residual relationship to, but in
material terms am no tonger part of. Phil Cohen (1992) writes that, “most theories
have a strong, if disavowed, autobiographical element in them.” James Lull (1990)
makes an even stronger case when he claims that “all research is autobiographical.”
(12) Valerie Walkerdine (1996) suggests, “that it is an impossible task to avoid the
place of the subjective in research , and that, instead of making futile attempts to
avold something which cannot be avoided, we should think more carefully about how
to utilise our subjectivity as a feature of the research process itself.” (1) Thus this
chapter also questions what it is that the use of ourselves can add to the
interpretation of data? As a conscious strategy how can the autobiography of the

researcher be theorised, and what can it do?

Chapter Four, Analysing the Interview data will examine the structure and form of
the recording of the interviews, and the techniques used to analyse the data. This
chapter will identify key themes that emerged throughout the interviews: these are
escape, glamour, loss and America. What | will look at are the various ways in which
escapism, ioss, giamour and America are narrated across the interviews, and in what
ways the women's pleasures in the film musical can be located within each of these
categories. The analysis of the interviews will not be limited to this chapter. The
chapter will introduce some of the ways in which loss, escapism, glamour and
America were talked about, and what their significance might be. | am not, as | have
already mentioned, attempting to use the data to provide working class readings of
Hollywood film musicals. Rather, | want to explore the ways in which individual
women have orchestrated the meaning of the musical in their lives around these four
categories, and in turn, how this might be used to develop an understanding of the
musical, the place of the cinema in Liverpool, and aspects of the historical and

economic climate of England in the 50's.
This chapter will also locate the status and function of textual analysis in my thesis in

relation to some of the existing textual work on the film musical. It will provide

readings of three musicals, South Pacific (1958, USA) Dir. Charles Fox, Calamity
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Jane (1953, USA) Dir.David Butler and Annie Get Your Gun (1950, USA) Dir.
Georges Sidney,and examine the implications of the women'’s location of the
analysis of film texts in the interviews for the understanding of the processes
Involved in making meanings around films, and for what films can be used to talk
about. This section of the chapter will discuss methodological difficulties around the
place of textual analysis in empirical research, when the interviewees do not talk in
any detail about actual film texts. This analysis will be used to address the
questions: What counts as talking about a film? What else can the film Musical be

used to talk about apart from (or in addition to) formal textual qualities?

Chapter Five, Seeing Through Happiness: The Americanisation of Liverpool,
will explore the particular construction of the American Dream in Liverpool in the
1950’s. Making detailed use of data from the interviews, | will examine the
construction of a geographically and historically specific fantasy of “America.” My
analysis will work out of detailed readings of the location of loss, glamour and
escapism, as well as their memories around specific film texts. (South Pacific, and
Calamity Jane,) | shall trace the ways in which these key themes, and the analysis of
the film texts can be seen, in turn, to feed into their construction of and need for an

American Dream.

It was directly out of the interviews that the significance, proliferation and importance
of the sustaining fantasy of “America” across the interviews became apparent. In the
classification of the interview texts into emerging themes, by far the most talked
about, and in the most interesting ways was the idea of America. To such an extent,
that the women'’s pleasure in the musical could be read as an investment in the
fantasy of “America.” This fantasy was played out in a specific geographical and
cultural space in which the connection to America was also established through the
status of Liverpool as a port and the movement of working class merchant seamen
(and crucially American goods) to and from America. The physical manifestation of
the American Dream on the Liverpool landscape had also been executed in the form

of the GI's during and after the war.

What | want to examine, using the interviews, are the ways in which the discourses
articulated around America in the interviews can be used to expand the terms of the

available critical debates around:

e Americanisation in Britain in the 50’s
e An understanding of the meanings of the fitm musical

e The theorisation of the relationships between class, gender, memory and film
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| shall be keeping central the argument that post-war debates around
Americanisation were also debates about the proper role of popular culture
(especially) Hollywood Cinema in the lives of the working class, and were, therefore,
also debates in which the questions (and anxieties) of the masses and their

pleasures were a pre-occupation. Within the Americanisation debate , larger political
ISsues attached to the function and status of the post-war working class, issues

relating to newly acquired consumer power, affluence, consensus and
embourgeoisment, are also contingent. Using the interviews, and the women’s
positioning of themselves within post-war mythologies of consensus, affluence and
consumer power, | want to question the partiality of these issues, relating them back
then to the premises/assumptions upon which fears of undue American influence,
and its relationship to the masses were grounded, and thus to a re-evaluation of the

analysis of the need for, and investment in Hollywood cinema and the American

Dream in lives that are hard.

The analysis of the construction of the American Dream within the specific context of
Liverpool and it's conjunctural relationship to Britain in the 1950’s will be placed
within Raymond Williams’ exploration of the operation of a structure of feeling as
“‘the culture of a period.” The structure of feeling in Williams’ terms designates the
relations that articulate at any moment - the material life, the social organisation, and
the dominant ideas- in other words the determination of the structure. It also
critically acts to articulate ‘something else’, how the structure feels. Thus experience
(a critically loaded term and one whose definition and function within my analysis
must be carefully mapped out) becomes central to the tracing of the determination
and operation of a structure of feeling. Experience, around lives and texts (here in
the form of the interviews) at both an ontological and epistemological level impels an
analysis of the conditions of possibility of a particular form (here, both the Musical
and the American Dream), and critically the local need for that form. This chapter
will map out a detailed case for understanding Americanisation as a structure of

feeling. It will make its case through the location of a structure of feeling in a

localised setting - Liverpool.

One of the chapters most important and difficult contributions is to the understanding
of the relationships between ciass, locality Americanisation and cinema. The
positioning of the local in this piece will also be carefully mapped, not as the
reification of the concrete, the lived (the other extreme of a vertical relation of
difference extending all the way to the abstract or the general), but in Lawrence
Grossbergs (1997) terms as an articulation of the local and the specific, in which the
local is always a comparative term, describing the different articulations at different

places within a structuring of space. Thus the local and the global (here specifically
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Americanisation) are mutually constitutive. If the local is understood as an
articulation (in Stuart Halls terms) then the local becomes the site in which and out of
which to explore the historical conditions in which the operation of Americanisation
as a structure of feeling in Liverpool were forged. Within this, the interview texts as
texts of experience articulate the making of the local in historically and culturally

specific conditions.

In making a case for Americanisation as a structure of feeling in Liverpool, | will not
be arguing that the case is unique to Liverpool. However, there are specific historical
determinations that effect Liverpool’s relationship with America: Liverpool’s trading
relationship with America, the passage of large numbers of working class merchant
seamen to and from America, Liverpool’s status as a stop off point for immigration to
America, it's history in the siave trade to America, and the presence of the Gl's
during and after the war. | will explore the particularity that these determinations
give to the structure of feeling in Liverpool. What | shall be exploring are the ways in
which a focus on the empirical analysis of the specific historical conditions of
possibility for Americanisation as a structure of feeling at the level of the local can
develop our positioning of the relationships between class, ideology and the popular,
and thus expand our understanding of what films (film musicals) can be used to talk
about? What kind of American Dream did the film musical manifest for each of the

women. How and why was it used as a point of escape?

To re-state. The thesis will be exploring the following agenda:

e The ways In which seventeen white working class women negotiated a class
identity as a form of identification around the meanings made of the film musical.

¢ How this data might be put to work to regenerate the terms of the debates on
class and the popular, the film musical, Americanisation, and empirical audience
research.

e | shall also be making links between my analysis and some of the reasons why
class has slipped from the cultural studies agenda (located in historical, political
and economic anxieties about the function and status of the working class), and

the interviewees positioning of themselves as working class over time.

' The absence of black women from this study throws out some interesting questions about
the absence of empirical work generally on black audiences for film and television. There
arc very few studies. Indecd Gillespie’s (1989, 1993, 1994) work on visual culture among
south Asian families in west London. and their interpretations of the televised Maharabharta
is one of the only empirical studies that exists on British black or Asian audiences.
Jacqueline Bobo's (1995) empirical work on black American women as cultural readers 1s an
important exception. though in an American context. There are the inherent difficulties
with white researchers rescarching black or Asian peoples lives. and perhaps the difficulties
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involved in black people responding to calls by academics, when they 1magine that academic
to be white. Means must be developed to find ‘communities’ for this kind of research that
can overcome these attendant difficulties.

In the case of my research. the reasons why black women didn’t respond are possibly more
historically determined that the above. Large scale immigration of black people into
Liverpool did not happen until the late 50°s. I do not know, although it would be interesting
to know. what the relationship was between the cinema and black audiences 1n Liverpool at
that time, although I imagine that they would not be welcome or frequent attendees.
Therefore. there would not be an established black audience for the Hollywood film Musical
in Liverpool at that time. Certainly an interesting project would be to look at the relationship
of new immigrants and the British cinema experience.

The motivations for looking at working class women, Hollywood film musicals and
Liverpool in this thesis are complexly determined. and will be explored throughout the
course of the work. For the moment let me mark (without at this stage entering into the
complex debates around the use of personal experience and memory) that I grew up working
class in Liverpool. I hold enduring and special memories around watching Hollywood film
musicals with my mother, my aunties and my grandparents. What has always interested me
are the ways in which the films were consciously chosen as a vehicle by the older family
members to teach the younger generation about their experiences in Liverpool in the 50°s. It
was through watching these films with my family that I learnt how women lived at the time,
what they desired, what America meant to them, how they endured poverty. I heard
narratives and fantasies around the GI’s stationed just outside Liverpool during and after the
war. [ was a bystander to fierce debates about who was the better dancer Astaire or Kelly.
There was an important narrativity of their histories threaded through the narratives of the
films. I knew that Musicals were special. This research is an attempt to explore the
meanings invested in that “specialness’] came to feel increasingly that there was something
important in trying to figure out why this genre of film, not manifestly working class. became
so in Liverpool for some women, and how all of this might be used to come to a different
understanding of the relationship between gender. ideology and the popular; and of some of
the ways 1n which working class women live.

It has been suggested that a comparative gender study would have been a more eftective
method in this project. Whilst I take seriously the critique that women cannot be taken for
granted as an object of study. by no means have we exhausted everything that 1t 1s possible to
say about women’s (particularly working class women’s lives), and that 1s perhaps enough to
justify women as a focus by saying that these are the lives that I am most interested 1n.

“ In the framing of this project as a case study. I mean that it is the analysis of one case in the
sense of looking at the meaning making practices of a specific group of women in a specific
place around a specific group of texts. The significance (and potential limitations)
epistemologically of this specificity will be drawn out as the thesis progresses. I also have in
mind a Freudian construction of the case history as producing a narrative out of a process of
analvsis and translation. This refers both to the activity of the historian - the presentation of
the history - and to the objects of her undertaking, what and who the history 1s about.(ct.
Marcus. 1985) Consideration of the processes (both conscious and unconscious) at work in
the production of a case history pose important methodological questions about the power
relations involved in the production of knowledges from empirical research. Again these will
be developed.

* 1 gathered my interviewees from a variety of sources. Firstly, I decided to write a letter to
the Liverpoo! daily newspaper. The Liverpool Echo. asking for replies from women who

loved 1950°s Hollvwood film musicals. In this letter. I asked if the women would tell me 1f
they were prepared to be interviewed 1 got fifteen replies from this. seven of whom did not
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want to be interviewed. but wrote down some of the reasons why they loved the films so
much. I also visited a community education project, a women's local history group. My
auntic. who went to the group put me in touch with the course leader, who 1nvited me to
come and do a group interview with the class. [ then followed up with individual interviews
with four out of the ten women. My auntic was also active in putting me 1n contact with other
local women who she thought might be of interest. [ ended up interviewing three women
through this route

In the end I interviewed 17 women, excluding a large group interview which I decided not to
use because of the difficulty in transcribing the material. Ten of the interviews were
individual. Annie and Barbara were interviewed together, as were Kay, Emily and Pat, and
Vera and Joan. Mary was interviewed with her husband Albert in the room at her request.
The interviewees were chosen. not on the basis of the formation of any kind of sample but.
rather that they were prepared to be interviewed, or that they seemed like interesting women.
All of the women are white. again. not through selection, but because no black women came
forward to be interviewed. The women range in age from 57 - 78. All except one, Pauline,
who was born in New Brighton. (the other side of the River Mersey from Liverpool), were
born in Liverpool and most have lived there all their lives. The exceptions to that being
Barbara and Annie. who moved from Liverpool to the other side of the River 10 years ago,
and Pauline who remained in New Brighton.

* Jackie Stacey’s (1993. 1994. 1994a) work provides the most insightful account of the
historical nature of these debates, and their implication for the study of film audiences. The
debate presented in the (1989) special 1ssue of Camera Obscura, also provides an important
reference to the nature of the points of tension between the textual and the empirical in
feminist film theory. Jacqueline Bobo’s (1997) rescarch on black women as cultural readers
also gives access to important aspects of the debate in relation to the study of specific social
SToups.

* Annette Kuhn’s current research on cinema audiences in Britain in the 1930’s provides an
excellent example of the potential of this kind of research, both to contribute to debates on
method in film studies, and to expand our understanding of what individual films and
cinema going ¢an mean.

° The reasons for my focus on British cultural studies need to be specified. The
nationalisation of cultural studies in recent years ¢.g.: Latin American cultural studies,
Australian cultural studies, German cultural studies sits in an interesting tension with
debates around the globalisation (Americanisation)of contemporaray cultural studies. Thus
national cultural studies. and the questions of historical and national specificity that they
might address have an important role to play. I focus on aspects of the emergence and
development of British cultural studies, because its historical and theoretical constitutuion of
the working class relates specifically to the interviewees location of themselves 1n the 50°s
and beyvond. The (historical) context out of which British cultural studies was also the
context of their lives.

~ Skeggs is talking about her project begun as a Ph.D. student with eleven young white
working class women she was teaching on a Community Care course at a local Further
Education College. As she was given more access to students. the number rose to eighty
three voung women. Skeggs was exploring how the young women converted their already
acquired feminine cultural capital into an educational resource. whilst their behaviour was
far from the ideals of femininity. I would also like to mark at this stage. (although this will
not be an area that I go into in any detail) that the problems around the particular form ot
ethnographyv deploved in cultural studies are too narrowly circumscribed, and the differences
between traditional anthropological ethnographies and those customarily conducted 1n this

field relatively undertheorised. For productive discussions of this see Radway (19838). Evans
(1990) and Nightingale (1986).
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® Morley is dealing specifically with an ethnography of the television audience, rather than
the audience for film. Nevertheless there are important crossovers (as well as distinctions) 1n
terms of the methodological debates around the positioning of the audiences tor both
mediums.

’ It is important to keep in mind that Morley’s construction of empirical research as more
"appropriate’ is coupled with a rigorous and reflexive critique of the practices of audience
research in cultural studies. and a conviction that ‘good’ audience research should be a
combination of sociological materialism, epistemological realism and methodological
pragmatism. See Morley (1997) for a thorough overview of some recent debates concerning
cthnographic audience research in cultural studies. [ shall be working with a ngorous and
reflexive critique in the construction of the ‘appropriateness’ of my own method.

" This question comes dircctly out of Christine Geraghty’s recent piece for Cultural Studies
(1996) in which Geraghty reflects on a quotation by Alison Light:

[t scems to me that given the formative role of novels as a place where our

subjectivities. our very ideas of ourselves, are fashioned, any critical

practice which does not find fellow fecling with past readers and writers,

however distant they may seem from our own conscious projects and

beliefs. 1s . . . unable to understand the historical meaning of such writing,
(Light, 1991: x)

Geraghty writes. ““Her words set me thinking about what it means to work historically in
cultural studies, and what the implications are of such a practice in teaching the complex
range of courses which might be in any communications/cultural studies/media
programme.” (345)

‘! This analysis will work primarily out of the exchanges and debates in the Camera Obscura
(1989) 20-21 on “The Spectatarix”. In this double 1ssue prominent feminist film and
television theorists were asked to give their responses to a set of questions relating to the
definition and operation of the female spectator as a figure for understanding the meanings
made around film.

'~ This is well documented in cultural studies literature now, see for example. Grossberg
(1987). Johnson (1986-7), Radway (1984), Schudson (1994), Storey (1996), Webster (1994),
Williamson (1986).

"* This is not then to be drawn into a position that Meaghan Morris (1988) describes as the
choice in cultural theorv between “cheerleaders and prophets of doom,’. Morris describes her
uncase about "fatalistic theory’ on the on on¢ hand and ‘cheerily making the best of things’
and calling it cultural studies on the other. Duncan Webster (1994) argues that, = the
problems of recent cultural studies are set out quite brilliantly here, but 1f that concluding
stand off between fatalists and cheerleaders captures elements of the present impasse, the
piece avoids a sense of how this came about.” (538) what Webster argues 1s that the stand oft
needs the introduction of history. I would argue that the working class as an object of study
are interestingly and centrallv positioned (if not spoken about) in this stand off. To this end [
would agree with Webster that what is needed is history. a history of theoretical positions and
how (through what historical. political. economic) turns they might have come about. | agree
with Hall that we should feel the ephemerality of cultural studies as a transformative project.
We should position ourselves in relation to the production of theory, not as a choice between
fatalism and cclcbration. but with a healthy dose of cynicism. When I talk about cynicism, |
am rcferring loosely to Peter Sloterdjik’s (1983) construction of cynical reason as something
that we work with when we know the falsehood of a practice. but still continue with that
practice in a kind of ironic detachment. When we produce theorv. therefore, we must know
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that it won’t change anything in terms of peoples material social realities, but still work 1n
the hope that it just might. or at least change some peoples understandings of what (when we

are talking about social experiences so very different from their own) living in that material
social reality might mean..

" What I am marking as significant and complexly linked to the particular and historical
location of the working class within the interventionist commitment, is that these kinds of
debates have not yet taken place in cultural studies. Sociology has been engaged with
lengthy debates about the practices of social classification, and the point of doing rescarch on
class. Holton and Turner (1994), Goldthorpe & Marshall (1992). There have also been
particular discussions about the stratification of the relationship between women and class,
Goldthorpe (1983). Charles (1990), Wright (1989). I am aware of the crossovers between the
two disciplines. and the ways in which this debate could be usefully imported 1nto cultural
studies. Yet in the marking out of the distinctness of cultural studies as I do in this thesis.
this level of analysis has not taken place.

> The exceptions to this are Press (1991.1989). hooks (1996), although talking about both
black and white American women, and in a British context, Partington (1990, 1991) Gray
(1992. 1995). Walkerdine (1986) and most recently (Kuhn, 1997).

'> Experience is a thorny and difficult issue. As the thesis progresses the relationship
between experience and the production of knowledge will be challenged and analysed.
Chapter Three will be particularly important in locating the function and status of the
interviews as data/experience/evidence. [ am not claimimg that the interviewees have
experience which can then be used as the foundation for the production of epistemically
privileged knowledges on class and gender (sce Harstock, 1987, Stanley, 1990, Nelson, 1990
for an analysis of feminist standpoint theory in relation to this issu¢) but, rather, that they are
constituted through experience as gendered and classed - experience in this research.
therefore. is central to the construction of subjectivity and history.




Chapter One

Positioning Problematics Part One: Class and Cultural Studies

This chapter, together with Chapter Two, Positioning Problematics,Part Two: The Female
Audience for Film, will establish the need for my research, through an analysis of aspects
of the theoretical, methodological and historical context in which both the working class and
the female audience have circulated as objects of study. It will examine the limitations
(absences and silences) and possibilities (pragmatic) of some of the existing theoretical
frameworks for taking account of the significance of the meanings made by the interviewees
around the film musical in their daily lives. This analysis will work to support my construction
of a qualitative, historical empirical method that is locally grounded as the most ‘approprate’

means of coming to terms in turn with the need for popular cuiture in lives that are hard.

This chapter in exploring the potential and limitations of the theorisation of the relationship

between class and popular culture will address itself to the following agenda of questions:

1. What theoretical developments have helped to shape the working class as an object of
study in British cultural studies? Here | will be looking specifically at:

¢ The centrality and significance of culturalism in the formation of working class culture as

an object of analysis.

e How developments in structuralist and post-structuralist theory have affected the ways in
which the working class has been established and questioned as an object of study.

2. What historical and theoretical conditions have been involved in my being able to speak
(and not to speak) the articulated experiences of working class women in Liverpool
(including my own) through cultural studies? How might this analysis re-generate the

terms of the theoretical debates on the classed consumption of popular culture?

In examining the historical and theoretical discourses through which working class culture
has been established as an object in British cultural studies, as a means both of making
sense of my own data, and of bringing class out of retreat, this section is also making a case
for the importance of a focus on class. Despite the very real problems that (ought to) exist to
describe and understand class historically and theoretically, working class women's
negotiation of the material difficulties that shape their lives, the location of popular culture
within this as a means of escape, and more than this as a strategy of survival, can draw out

some crucial questions, relating to :

e The analysis of the structures of power through which working class women are forced to

live out their material difficulties
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e The structures of power and industry through which popular cultural forms are produced
and distributed

e The development of understanding of the meanings made around particular popular texts

e The place of personal history in the analysis of popular culture - what the story of a life
(complexly determined by the experiencing of gender, race, class, age and sexuality) can
do for our understanding of what it might mean to live with and through the conditions of
that life

e The place of these conditions as the material context out of which the popular is

positioned as escapism.

This section presents itself , not as a search for a lost working class identity in British cultural
studies, but as a search for theory, that follows on from the directive that | referenced in the

introduction, “do we need new ways of thinking about working class culture, and what should

these be,” (Johnson:1979) to re-construct that directive as we do need new ways of thinking
about working class culture, what should these be? | shall take seriously the proposition put
forward by Beverly Skeggs (1997a) that the term class is no longer an appropriate one to

use, and that we shoulid find other terms.

Like the interviewees who made up the empirical body of Skeggs’s research, the women In
my study were “born into structures of inequality which have provided differential amounts of
capital which have circumscribed their movements through social space.” (161) Cultural
studies must have a framework for coming to understand these structures of inequality. The
retreat from the question of class according to Skeggs begs serious questions about
responsibility and the production of knowledge, “when a retreat is mounted we need to ask
whose experiences are being silenced, whose lives are being ignored, and whose are worth
serious study.” (7) She goes on to argue, “to ignore or make class invisible is to abdicate
responsibility (through privilege) of the effects it produces.” (ibid.) For Skeggs, therefore,
developing a model for understanding class, and the ways in which classifications are lived

(in all their contradictory and fragmentary [post-structuralist] states) is critical in order " to
show how [class] is a major feature of subjectivity, a historical specificity and part of a
struggle over access to resources and ways of being.” (ibid.) Skeggs’ re-nuancing of the
figuration of class in theory relates to other feminist post-structuralist accounts of working
class women such as Carolyn Steedman (1986) and Valerie Walkerdine (1990, 1996, 1997)

whereby what counts are the ways in which class is lived as difference.

It is this work, together with aspects of the culturalist humanist impulses in British cultural
studies, that provide, in the end, the most effective framework for the deployment of class in
this research, where class is a form of identification with the effects and experiences of
structural inequalities. This is then explored as it is articulated in and through the

consumption of a range of cultural forms, particularly the film musical. To analyse class as a
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form of identification with the experiences of inequality, is not to return to an inevitable class

consciousness arising out of shared oppression, but rather, as McRobbie (1997) advocates,
to look to the lived experiences of class, and the ways in which those experiences have
constituted forms of subjectivity which are complexly determined, but where one of those
determinants is class. | am also working with an awareness of Skeggs's important reminder,

that "class inequality exists beyond its theoretical representation.” (6)

| shall be following Skeggs (who does not in the end use another term), in arguing that we do

need to set the term ‘working class’ in motion, as a signifier for a search for new modes of

classification that are set up to be contradicted and complicated by the practices and
processes through which the classification is lived. Thus, my data, as the articulation of the
complex and contradictory processes through which the classification working class is lived,
IS central in this analysis to the practice of producing a theoretical framework in which

working class culture might be understood.

Reflecting Within a Discipline

Historically and theoretically, my motivations for a revision and reflection on the constitution

of working class culture in British cultural studies at this moment are significant.
Cultural studies as Golding and Ferguson (1997) note, “is not infrequently caught in the act of

reinventing itself.” (xi) They go on to observe:

There is a certain critical groundswell that suggests this process might be
underway again. The spectacle of epistemological tails being swallowed and
methodological skins being shed, while a matter of interest to others,
appears to be neither novel nor noteworthy for an ‘intellectual project’ that
extols the virtues of eclecticism, relativism and the moving target as a
research agenda. (ibid.)

There is, as Ferguson and Golding argue a re-invention/reflection of cultural studies taking
place at the moment. My project is positioned in the thick of this reflection/ re-invention,
which is also an opportunity to regenerate the terms of the debates within cultural studies.
This is precisely the time when “the figuration of something better” is opportune - at the
juncture of what has passed, and what it might (must) be possible to do. The particular crisis’
(both internal and external) which are forcing cultural studies revision at this point make the

re-invention of the position of social class within cultural studies particularly pertinent.

Ferguson and Golding identify three lines that are forcing cultural studies’ hand. The first is
cultural studies’ high visibility, the consequence of its international advance, academic
institiutionalization and disciplinary colonization through celebrity scholars, conferences,
journals and texts. The second line is cultural studies’ “penchant for a pedagogy of infinite
plasticity,” (ibid.) with interests spanning its own history, gender and sexuality, nationhood

and national identity, colonialism and postcolonialism, race and ethnicity, popular culture and
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audiences, science and ecology, identity politics, pedagogy, the politics of aesthetics and
disciplinarity, cultural institutions, discourse and textuality, as well as ‘history and global
culture in a postmodern age’ (Grossberg et al., 1992: 18-22) The third force pushing cuitural
studies along the path of revisionism, according to Ferguson and Golding stems directly from
external critique. “The substantive issue was and is, cultural studies’ failure to deal
empirically with the deep structural changes in national and global political, economic and
media systems through its eschewing of economic, social or policy analysis,” (ibid.) in favour
of the continued embrace of textualsim, discursive strategies, representation and the
practices of consumption. All of this has prompted cultural studies to re-examine and
(perhaps) to re-invent ‘what kind of explanation of cultural and social processes cultural
studies is able to offer.” (ibid:xxiii) As Richard Johnson (1986/87) asks, “what is cultural
studies about?” (43).

The answers to this question are many and varied. Johnson goes on to offer his “preferred
definitional strategy.” He writes, “for me cultural studies is about the historical forms of
consciousness or subjectivity, or the subjective forms we live by, or, in rather perilous
compression, perhaps a reduction, the subjective side of social relations.” ( ibid.) “Our
project,” he maintains, “is to abstract, describe and reconstitute in concrete studies the social
forms through which we ‘live’ become conscious, sustain ourselves subjectively.” (44) Stuart
Hall argues that cultural studies lives and has always lived with a tension around providing an
adequate account of culture.(1992:283) Johnson argues that the term culture in cultural
studies exists as “a reminder, rather than a precise category.” (1986/7:42) For Hall, the
tension exists between what can be called textuality, and the historical formations in which

cultural practices are lodged:

Assume that culture will always work through its textualities, and at the same
time that textuality is never enough. But never enough of what? That is an
extremely difficult question to answer because, philosophically, it has always
been impossible in the theoretical field of cultural studies, whether it is
conceived in terms of texts and contexts , of intertextuality, or of the
historical formations in which cultural practices are lodged, to get anything
like an adequate theoretical account of cultures relations and its effects.
Nevertheless, | want to insist that until and unless cultural studies learns to
live with that tension . . it will have renounced its ‘worldly’ vocation. (1992:
284)

Hall goes on to argue that the explanation of culiural and social processes that cultural
studies is able to offer should rest on its ability “to analyse certain things about the
constitutive and political nature of representation itself, about its complexities,” cultural
studies should think “about textuality as a site of life and death.” (ibid.) Lawrence Grossberg
insists that cultural studies must offer theoretical frameworks derived "not from its own
intellectual practice, but from its encounters with the real organisations of power.” (1997: 7)

He goes on to argue, “Context is everything and everything is context for cultural studies;
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cultural studies is perhaps best seen as a contextual theory of contexts as the lived milieu of
power.” (ibid.) What cuitural studies should offer, therefore, is a way of explaining the
relations between people, culture and power. Peter Dahlgren opens his analysis of cultural
studies as a research perspective fro media researchers with excerpts from a recent
polemical exchange (Grossberg: 1995) within cultural studies, cited in the tensions between
cuiltural studies and political economy. (1997: 48) The relationship between cuitural studies
and the analysis of the structures of political and economic power in which cultural practices
(textualities) are cited is an ongoing one (Garnham, 1997, Kellner, 1997). However, as
Ferguson and Golding argue the division of the problems within cultural studies to a battle
line between something called political economy and something called cultural studies is too
crude. Nevertheless, as they argue, what cuitural studies must address with some urgency Is
its seeming retreat away from the concrete study of politics, economics and cultural policy in
the face of the overwhelming analysis of consumption practices. “In retreat from the
crudities of economic reductionism and the base -superstructure model, cultural studies’

construction of culture has become entirely detached from economics and largely from
politics t00.” (1997 xxv)

It is critical to think about the implications of these tensions for the study of class. What
British cultural studies is no longer about are fundamental questions arising from the
structural inequalities of class. In cultural studies’ turn away from the study of the political
and the economic what happened to class? Did cultural studies lose its purchase on the
institutional and structural context of cultural practice because of the loss of the political
dynamic of class as the axial principle of the locus of social difference? To what extent can
the loss of this political dynamic be cited as the major loss for contemporary cultural studies -
or even less dramatically as a source of intense irritation. Ferguson and Golding site
Sivanandan , reflecting on recent work on race, pouring scorn on ‘theoretical practitioners’,
working simply on textuality, who have lowered their sights “from changing the world to
changing the word.” (1990:49)

| agree with Stuart Hall (1996) when he argues that “we did talk too much about class in the
beginning, about class as a monolithic category,” (400) nevertheless (and indeed in the light
of this), it is puzzling how little attention the turn away from class has received in cuitural

studies revisions and reflections. Peter Dahigren (1997) argues that:

Few cultural theorists would deny that the logic of capital and its institutional
manifestations contribute to shaping social power. It is between these
extremes that many positions have been articulated, with differing
conceptions of how much independence can be accorded to cultural
phenomena in explaining the reproduction of, and levels of resistance to
dominant power. (55)
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Within the logic of capitalism, institutional manifestations and social power, Dahlgren asks,
“is social class to be seen as the fundamental variable of domination, shaping social location,
subjectivity and identity, or is it merely one of several factors to be weighed, along with
gender, ethnicity and other categories?” (ibid.). He summarises that, “while class is a central
and Indispensable category, there can be no fixed gauge as to its relative weight in all
situations; context and articulation become paramount.” (ibid.) Dahigren’s is an important
argument, however, it is an argument often made at cultural studies from ‘outside’, (in

Dahlgeren’s case media studies) rather than an issue that is generated from within cultural

studies.

Janet Wolff (from a sociological perspective) argues that cultural studies should return to the
originary project of cultural studies that has since been de-politicized. (Wolff, 1993) There
are dangers, both with the concept of an originary project,asd with the notion that one can
return to this. The myths of origin that surround cultural studies, in the form of the trinity of
founding fathers’- Hoggart, Williams, Thompson, and its location at BCCCS have been
problematised and challenged (Schwarz,1987, Hall, 1996). Such a return is not something
that this thesis is engaged in. However, a critical re-evaluation of the place of class as an
axial focus in cultural studies necessitates a reflection on the constitution of cultural studies
and the working class (albeit in different forms) as objects of study. This can involve, not a
return to an originary position, but rather, as Hall (1992) says going back “to that moment of
‘'staking a wager’ in cultural studies, to those moments in which the positions began to
matter.” (278). In this way we might move forward to develop explanatory frameworks
(theoretical and methodological) for the cultural and social processes that cut through really

existing working class identities in concrete contexts.

Discourses of Affluence and Embourgeoisment
What | want to explore in this section is the relationship between the emergence of cultural

studies to a wider sociological and historical crisis around the social classification of the
working class in post-war Britain - a crisis tied into discourses of affluence, embourgeoisment
and the perceived erosion of the traditional working class culture. What | am searching for is
a historical and theoretical framework through which my interview data can be read, a
framework in which the interviewees contradictory and complex location of themselves within
discourses of affluence/poverty, class identity and the spectre of Americanisation in the 50’s
can be read. | am searching for the spaces of the non performativity (in Steedman’s terms)
of the ‘official’ historical discourses in which these women were positioned in reiation to the
particularities of their lives in concrete local contexts. In searching for the tensions between
the spaces of historical performativity and non performativity, | am also searching for theory

to come to terms with the place of popular culture as escapism within the context of their

lives.
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Carolyn Steedman(1986) argues:

Post War materialism has become the metaphor for all that has gone wrong
with the old politics of class and the stance of the fabour movement towards
the desires that capitalism has inculcated in the passive poor. An analysis
like this denies it's subjects a particular story, a personal history, except
when that story illustrates a general thesis. (10).

Constructions of affluence in Liverpool

The question of increased affluence following the war, was a question that | pursued in my
interviews. Critically, none of the women remembers a climate of affluence or the increased
availability of goods. “Some people might have been better off, in London or in the South
maybe, but not up here.” (May) Liverpool as a port had always had a circulation of consumer
goods, especially American goods, brought back by merchant seaman, so perhaps there
would not have been that obvious change, but the women remember times as being very

hard in the 50’s. “The 50’s was different. There wasn’t any money in the 50’s.” (Emily)
“‘Although the war finished in 1945, to us it still could have been on Joanne, because | was
allowed one loaf a day for five of us.” (Kay) “There were no washing machines then, no
luxuries. | know | didn’t have a washing machine.” (Pat) “we were on very low wages in the

50’s. I was on £3.10 in the old money in the eariy 50°’s, and we stili lived in real squalor.”
(Annie).

Pat. “"The wages weren'’t high were they?

Emily: “The wages were very low. £4.50 we got. [A week].

Pat: "£5.00 a week John was earning. When he was working, that’'s what he

was getting. | was working, before | had the kids like, and | was on £2.50

Kay: “That’'s why we are good managers now. We waste nothing.

May maintains that, “There were no washing machines then, no luxuries. 1 know | didn't have

a washing machine. Everyone had a big fire guard as well. You dried your washing in front
of the fire.” Pat compares the 50°’s domestic labour to now, “they don't know they’re born,
now, walking around with a Hoover. You used to be down on your knees scrubbing at the
floor. They were floorboards most of the time, you couldn't afford lino, but everything was so

nice and clean.” The Liverpool Echo from the mid 50’s was full of adverts for labour saving

domestic appliances, with information on how to buy them on hire purchase agreement. The
interviewees did not | it would seem, get involved in Hire Purchase agreements in the 50’s.
Ellen talks about The Merchant Navy, and the employment and absence of working class

men In Liverpool in it. The Merchant Navy was a large and precarious employer. This

certainly did not change in the 50’s:
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Ellen: They never used to say he’s in The Merchant Navy. They used to say he
went away to sea. When they used to have these problems with their money
and all that, and they caught up in these strikes, their wives would be left without
money. The shipping companies used to maintain that while they were stuck in
these strikes. which weren't their strikes, it could be a dock strike or somewhere,
so the ships couldn’t move. But they used to say, well they weren't working so
they didn't get paid. They didn’t get paid, so their families didn’t get paid... They
had very few rights you know, and they worked long hours. That’s what caused

all the problems with my dad’s lungs you know, with his chest. He used to be a
fireman, a donkeyman they used to call them. That was something else that
used to fascinate me too, when they used to say he was a donkeyman. | used

to think, how can he be a donkey and a man, but it was something to do with the
coal, you know, the boilers. It was all the coal dust you see. He used to fill the

boilers.

This is certainly a far cry from the mythology around the working class in the 30’s as being

made soft from the lures and availability of consumer goods, better working conditions and
more money. Ellen remembers her father as a donkey and a man. It is a brutal image of a

man at work in a job which killed him in the end. He died of emphysema.

Throughout the 1950’s Liverpool did enjoy high rates of employment. Liverpool's lowest
unemployment rate during the 50’s was in 1955, at 2.6%. The highest was in 1959, at
5.9%.(Merseyside County Planning department, 1986) The interviewees pointed to their
memories of the job page in The Liverpool Echo which would have hundreds of jobs. You
could always get work if you wanted it, and you could move from job to job. Barbara, Carol,
Vera and Betty talk about their fluidity as workers at this time, moving from place to place

depending on what suited.

Barbara: | had 22 jobs in 22 years. | just couldn't stick. | don’t know why | just
couldn’t fit in. | went from one to the other. If | found one that wasn't too bad,
I'd stay for a few years. | just couldn’t stick factories . . . but | couldn’t see any
way, any future anywhere else. No one ever took hold of me and said, look, you

can do this, you can do that. Not till after | ieft work.

Betty: | was 14 when | stared working , my first wages was 12/4d a week. |
went with my cousin Bertha to work there cos | didn't want to go and start a job
on my own. | didn't like it. | didn’t stay there long. And from there | went to work
in the shop. | got 12/4d a week and me mam used to give me half a crown.

From the shop | went to work as a waitress then, in the Harlow Cafe. It was a
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httle bit more wages. | think | got 17/6d there a week. But you got tips and my
mam went to work there as a cleaner. | was there for quite a while actually. |
went to work at Bibby's then, where | got 32/- a week. | was there for a few
years, and then | went to work in Tate & Lyles’s on shift work because | wanted
more money. Cos by then 1was 18 or 19. | used to do six to two and two to
ten. | used to have to stay at my Auntie Annie’s on a six to two shift. | was
there for quite a while. | went to work in Broad &Rodgers after that. | didn’t get

much money there really.

Quoting statistics is problematic. Citing employment figures for the 1950’s misses the point
of what is being talked about in the interviews. These women wanted more than just a job,
although having a job was vitally important. What they wanted, what they dreamed of was a
glamorous job, an exciting job. They could go out and get endless factory jobs, but what

about something beyond this?

Maria: Here it was work hard, work hard and small money, give them little
wages and that, continually struggling in this country. The Americans gave
the impression that if they struggled there was something at the end of it.
That's the feeling | got - | got the feeling off Americans that if you did work
hard, there was something at the end of it. But here you could work hard and
struggle and everything, but then they never wanted you to be happy, or to
dance.

Despite the women’s debunking of a myth of affluence in relation to their own lives, what was
resisted so often in the interviews was what they perceived as a stereotypical representation
of working class lives as emiserated and hopeless. Barbara says in relation to the myth of
affluence, that it was universally applied because, “All that, you’'ve never had it so good, they
don’t know how we live.” Similarly the women’s descriptions of their social situations in the
50’s were executed with a conception of an imagined audience “them” in mind, and for the
purpose of making them understand “the way things really were.” In the
deconstruction/destruction of images of misery this takes on a significant resonance. “A lot
of people when they talk about working class peoples lives, always talk about them as being
miserable don’t they? You know really poverty stricken lives and having miserable hard
lives. | don'tthink | did. |think | had a good life.” (Betty)

Singing fits into this in important ways. In the 50’s singing was a significant aspect of working
class leisure. People who could sing well were admired very much, but from what | can
gather from the interviews ability was no measure for participation. If you felt like 1t, you
sang. Some pubs were known as singing houses. Singing was also accessible, you didn't

need lessons to do it. | wonder how far the women hold different relationships to the singing
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and dancing in the film Musicals on the basis of accessibility. Certainly they talk about
singing the songs from the musicals on the streets going home. Many still sing them now.
They remember their mothers and other women singing. Many of them sing in the
interviews. | think that singing also operates as a signifier of resilience, happiness,
community, solidity. It's a resistance to misery, or to the notion that the working class are

miserable. Ellen recounts a fascinating series of memories around women singing:

People weren’t bothered then. If they had a party and that. | mean | don't know
about you, but there’s no way I'm going to sing. People weren't bothered. They
just used to sing. When | was kid, a group of young women going out used to
walk along the street with their arms around each other singing their heads off,
just singing. They wouldn’t have had to have been drinking, just singing the
popular songs. Nobody thought anything of it. That’s just what they did. That's
why. Someone was talking to my sister the other day about that Terence
Davies film Distant VVoices Still Lives, and they said, “It’s stupid, why are people
singing all the time,” Margaret said, “because people did sing.” My Auntie
Annie used to sing all the way back from the pub on a Saturday night, and when
she’'d go to Mass on Sunday morning Father Farrell used to say to her, “I heard
you coming back last night Mrs Mack,” She wasn’t drunk, she just used to sing
coming back. When they’'d go to a pub, they'd say, it's a singing house, and
people just used to sit a around singing. You know that film Educating Rita,
when she goes to the pub with her family, and they’re all sitting round singing . .
. and then they’d come back and have whatever they were having for their
supper and that, and you'd perhaps have someone who could play the

accordion, and they just used to sing (silence) They weren’t simple, they just
used to sing.

Joanne: What's being simple got to do with singing?

Ellen: Yes, but that was the impression of, | can't remember what his name
was, who said it’s stupid, why do they have people singing all the time. It's
probably just imbued into Terence Davies'’s subconscious as a child. Obviously
people didn't sing all the time. But | think when you get people’s lives portrayed
by other people, they only ever deal with the down side don't they? They don't
deal with the fact that people were tenacious and hung on against, you know, in
terrible poverty and all that. There were times (laughs) when they were really

quite happy. (my italics)

What is so central to my analysis is finding the theory to come to terms with the location of

the film musical as escapism within a local context in which people were not visibly better off
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in the 50’s, and whose class consciousness operated at the level of the local as a
pragmatism - a strategy of survival. Richard Hoggart has identified a cynical consciousness
as a strateqy of survival, “ a saving inhibition, a defence against constant assault.” (1990:
273). It also greatly complicates the at times simplistic ascription of the erosion of class
consciousness in the 50’s in the face of increased consumer power, both by complicating the
myth of increased consumer power in itself, and the understanding of working class
consciousness. Richard Hoggart argues that the questions of class consciousness should not
be addressed to its erosion, but rather to what forms the working classes consciousness of

themselves as a class came to inhabit:

Are the working class becoming middle class? Not in any useful sense of
the word. The essence of belonging to the middle class was to hold a certain
range of attitudes, attitudes chiefly decided by that classes sense of it s own
position within society and its relation to the other classes within it. From
this, Its characteristics, its snobbiness as much as its sense of responsibilities
flowed. These attitudes are not brought into play merely by possessing

certain objects or adopting some practical notions from the middle class
(1970:58).

Hoggart complicates consciousness, in as much as working class consciousness does not
disappear with social changes, but itself changes. “This consciousness changes with the

iIncrease in prosperity in the sense that it removes old fears and increases confidence.” (45).

It is the job of theory to come to terms with the changes.

Angela Partington (1991) in exploring the relationship between class and consumption as a
perceived consent to subordination argues that, “the association of consumption and
consensus has meant that the 1950's has often been dismissed as a hiatus in the history of

class and gender struggle.” (15). Partington’'s research sets out to contest this myth:

The periodization of the years 1947-55 rests on a perceived lack of
contradiction, a national consensus culture, a homogenised social reality
brought about by affluence, which was only interrupted by the
emergence/identification of marginal groups in the sixties despite the fact
that the sixties were considerably more affluent/consumerist than the 50’s).
It is this evocation of the 50’s against which | want to reconsider post-war
femininity as a source of contradiction. (27).

Partington’s construction of a contradictory (feminine) class consciousness is important, in as
much as it expands the theoretical frameworks through which class consciousness in relation
to increased prosperity might be understood.

Carolyn Steedman (1986) writes of the notion of ‘getting by”, and its place within working

class consciousness. She constructs this powerful pragmatism out of her own working class

life history, and a particular memory of her mothers encounter with a health visitor:
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Upstairs a long time ago she had cried, standing on the bare floorboards in
the front bedroom just after we moved to this house in Sreatham Hill in 1951,
my baby sister in her carry-cot. We both watched the dumpy retreating
figure of the health visitor through the curtainless windows. The woman had
said: ‘this house isn't fit for a baby.” And then she stopped crying, my
mother, got by, the phrase that picks up after all difficulty (it says: it's like
this: it shouldn’t be like this, its unfair, I'll manage) (2)

Steedman goes on, “What was given to her, passed on to all of us, was a powerful and

terrible endurance. the self destructive defiance of those doing the best they can with what

life hands out to them.” (31) ..the emotional politics of “getting by” are so strong in the case of
Steedman’s mother - * a powerful and terrible endurance”, “ a self destructive defiance.” For
my research | can only work with the women'’s lives as they are presented to me in the
interviews. In these forms, the emotional politics of getting by do not translate into
something dangerous and self destructive. Rather , “getting by” as a survivalist model of
class consciousness can be seen to articulate the complex negotiation of a range of cultural

and social processes as they cut through and across the context of the communities in which

these women live(d) and/or remember.

In Landscape For A Good Woman, Steedman uses the stories of her mothers life, and her
own childhood in the 50's as personal interpretations of past time. “The stories that people
tell themselves in order to explain how they got to the place that they currently inhabit, are
often in deep and ambiguous conflict with the official interpretative devices of a culture.” (6)
The official interpretative devices that Steedman is most interested in here are the
discourses of Marxism, Psychoanalysis and other histories in which working class women
and children have been positioned. Steedman says of the book, “above all, it is about people

wanting things, and the structures of political thought that have labelled this wanting as

wrong.” (31).

Steedman speaks of the psychological simplicity attributed to working class people, and

positions Hoggart and Jeremy Seabrook in relation to this:

When the sons of the working class, who have made their earlier escape
from this landscape of psychological simplicity, put so much effort into
accepting and celebrating it, into delineating a background of uniformity and
passivity, in which pain, loss, love, anxiety and desire are washed over with
a patina of stolid emotional sameness, then something important, and odd,
and possibly promising of startling revelation, is actually going on. (12).

Steedman goes on to talk about the location of the working class consciousness within the
realm of the mode of production that draws on the reality of that world. She also argues
that , “working class people have come to be seen within the field of cultural criticism as
bearing the elemental simplicity of class-consciousness and little more.” (13) Technically,

Steedman argues, class consciousness has not been conceived of as psychological
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consciousness. it has been seen rather as a possible set of reactions people might have to
discovering the implications of the position they occupy within the realm of production. She
draws a distinction between theoretical propositions and the use of consciousness in the
everyday world. “theoretical propositions apart though, in the everyday world, the term is
used in it’s psychological sense, is generally and casually used to describe what people have

thought, felt and wanted at any moment in history and from any point in the class structure.”
“(ibid.).

Steedman arrives at a definition of class consciousness that radically departs from the
locations of class consciousness as an expression of the mode of production. She argues for
an understanding of cilass consciousness not only as a structure of feeling that arises from

the relationship of peopie to other people within particular modes of production, but as:

a proper envy of those who posses what one has been denied. And by
allowing this envy entry into political understanding, the proper struggles of
people in a state of dispossession to gain their inheritance might be seen not
as sordid and mindless greed for the things of the market place, but attempts
to alter a world that has produced in them states of unfulfilled desire.(123).

Carolyn Steedman’s re-assessment of the historical, emotional and structural politics of class
consciousness is indispensable to this research. Steedman positions her research in relation
to working class autobiography and peoples history, forms which have been developed to
allow the individual and collective expression of thoughts, feelings and desires about class

societies and the effect of class structures on individuals and communities:

But as forms of writing and analysis , people’s history and working class

autobiography are relatively innocent of psychological theory, and there has

been little space within them to discuss the development of class-

consciousness (as opposed to its expression), nor for understanding of it as a

learned position, learned in childhood, and often through the exigencies of

difficult and lonely lives. (13)
Whilst my project does not examine class consciousness as learned, it is searching for a
means to theorise the women’s development of a class consciousness over time since the
50’s in relation to wanting, specifically to wanting constructed around images and fantasies of
America. The American Dream was the most significant determining factor in the
interviewees pleasure in the musicals. As Pat Kirkham (1995) has argued, the American
dream in post-war Britain was “a dream of having in a world of lack.” (198). Thus, through the
interviews the debates around affluence and class are complicated by the determination of
gender, and of the development of class consciousness through the inter - relationships
between the women's present social situations and their memories of the 50’s. Thus the
development of class consciousness must be worked through (in part) an analysis of classed

nostalgia and of loss in a "a world which had produced in them states of unfulfilled desire.”
(Steedman 1986:14).
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Myths of Affluence and Consensus

‘Each year which takes us further, not only from the hungry Thirties but from the austere

Forties weakens class consciousness.” Richard Crossman (Laing 1986:32)

In this section | want to examine the ways in which aspects of the post-war mythologies
around affluence and consensus worked their way through the construction of the working
class (and their consciousness) as a problematic. A series of social and economic changes
have now become part of the mythology of the 1950’s. Economic propositions emphasised
the convergence of incomes and the spread of ownership of consumer durables.
Technological and managerial changes are alleged to have inverted the traditional working
class situation of heavy manual work and low wages. Changes in the structure of the urban
ecology lead to the decline of the urban village with it’s restricted geographical mobility and
limited cultural horizons. These can be summarised in Mr Gaitskill's infamous list - “the
changing character of labour, full employment, new housing, the way of life based on the
telly, the fridge and the motor car, and the glossy magazines have all affected our political
strength strength.” (in Dutton 1991:54) Rita Hinden, then editor of the journal Socialist
Commentary, in arguing for a change in the Labour Party’s image to accommodate the
Increasing number of working class “who feel rightly or wrongly that they have outgrown that
label,” (Laing: 22) 2c:onjured up in a classic form, the image of an affluent working class, in
the throes of embourgeoisment, shedding the social and political characteristics of pre-1939

Britian:

One has only to cast the imagination back to those days to appreciate the
extent to which things have changed . . .large groups of manual workers
have higher earnings than white collar workers or than sections of the middle
class. They are cushioned by the provisions of the Welfare State; their
children have educational opportunities beyond the dreams of their parents.
They now have opportunities for leisure, for the enjoyment of most of the
good things of life. But this is not all. The manual workers have not only
vastly improved their position as manual workers, they have also changed
their position; some are no longer manual workers at all. As a result of
technological changes some blue-collar workers have become white-collar
workers . . . more cross over the line each day. There is an increasing
fluidity in our society . . The day is gone when workers must regard their
station in life as fixed - for themselves as well as their children.(26)

What cultural critics in the 50’s were being forced to respond to, were perceived, and actual
changes in the nature of working class life, as well as, and this is centrally important, the
importation of mass American culture onto British shores. Hollywood cinema was centrally
involved in the dissemination of American culture amongst the working class. What cultural
studies had to wrestle with was the location of the relationship between the popular and the

peopie in all of this, existing between manipulation and an expression of identity. What had
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to be negotiated was the operation of popular culture as either produced for ordinary people
as a means of keeping them happy and passive, or as actively produced as popular by the
people as an expression of an oppositional identity.

According to Laing (1986), Labour’s persistent and accelerating electoral decline throughout
the 1950’s was then attributable to the emergence of a new social group, secure, prosperous
and satisfied: a group who, increasingly, saw themselves neither as working class, nor indeed
part of traditional Labour politics. Thus, there existed a crisis of consciousness and
classification around the working class in Britain in the late 50’s. It is a crisis that is echoed,
although in a different historical and political context in Skeggs’ work. Skeggs talks about her
assumption that she could deploy the term working class to her interviewees
unproblematically. What she discovered in the course of the research was many of the

women actively resisted the label working class, perceiving it as demeaning:

This made me re-assess the problems of using the term class if it is resisted
by those to whom it is meant to apply, and it made me ask what is the
purpose of classification if it fails to offer any value to those whose lives are
meant to improve as a result of acknowledgement of classification (that, of
course, is the traditional position taken by Marxists who believe that class
consciousness leads to class action and hence change). (1997:123)

What was operating in the 50’s was a crisis of classification, one that worked in and through

the myth of affluence - in the newly affluent Britain class was ‘out of date’.

It was in the 50’s that social theorists began to assert that the working class had lost its way.
Some even went as far as asserting that the working class was disappearing altogether. The
working class was moving further and further away from its historical mission, lured by the
glamour of consumer goods, and the good life beyond. Chas Critcher (Clarke et al, 1979),
throws up an interesting set of questions relating to the location of the upsurge in the study of
the working class within a crisis of intellectual consciousness. Critcher, dealing specifically
with a group of sociological research, The Affluent Worker (1960), Coal is our Life (1956) and
Towards Socialism (1965) - into this he also brings Hoggart’'s The Uses of Literacy (1957) -
argues that, “the crisis to which these texts belong is essentially that of a group of social-
democratic intellectuals faced with the contention that capitalism works.” (15). This
statement is interesting in relation to Laclau’s (1985) later assertion that the disappearance of

the study of the working class in the eighties can be located in the political imaginary of the
Left.

What is now In crisis is a whole conception of socialism which rests on the
ontologicai centrality of the working class, upon the role of Revoliution with a
capital ‘R’, as the founding moment in the transition from one type of society
to another, and upon the illusory prospect of a perfectly unitary and
homogeneous collective that will render pointless the moment of politics.(2).
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What Laclau and Critcher are arguing is that a crisis of classification that is rooted in real
material changes in working class life, and the identification and activity of the working class,
necessarily also becomes a crisis for the intellectual Left. [t presents a crisis for their activity
as intellectuals, versus the perceived inactivity of the working class, not only in terms of
political activity, but also in terms of theoretical work, when the existing theoretical
frameworks for classifying social groups do not seem to fit with the nature of contemporary
social experience. This ties into Critcher’s identification of the major problems circulating in
the discourses around the post-war working class; its vulnerability to cultural penetration, the
failure of the welfare state to alter its position of economic and educational disadvantage; its
apparent political and cultural identification with the status quo. “Most of the sociological
studies have in common a concern with the effects of social change on the working class.

The passivity of the class is a key feature; the sociology’s present people to whom things
happen.” (14).

Class and Consensus

Here, | want to take up the question of perceived passivity and consensus, and its
relationship to the working class and to the myth of affluence, in order to understand more
fully the political and historical spaces in which the British working class were constructed. |
also want to understand more fuily the political climate in which cultural studies emerged.
The question of a post-war consensus has a mythological status. Did it really exist or not?
Consensus is not meant to imply total agreement, nor an unspoken coalition of policy and
intention . In Britain, it was the left wing of the Conservatives, and the right wing of Labour
which dominated their respective parties. The practical effect of which was a general
convergence towards the centre ground of British politics, in the supposed spirit of running
the country in the best interests of everyone. The Conservatives wanted “fair shares for

everyone.’

In reality, any consensus that did exist came as a pragmatic response to changes that had
been initiated by the coalition government during the war that Labour (1945-51) had to
continue, and that the Conservatives (1951-64) felt duty bound to maintain. Thus there
emerged in 1945 a strange consensus, one that Tony Benn has called “a welfare capitalist
consensus.” (Dutton: 23)

The perceived destruction of the working class is central to the arguments around consensus.
The Conservatives argued that the working class were enjoying a standard of living such as
they had never known, and thus enjoying the trappings of a middle class lifestyle. Marxists
argued that consensus was wiping out the working class, that Labour were selling out the
working class to the ideals of capitalism. Marxist commentators maintained that consensus

existed, but as littie more than a particular form of ideas of the ruling class, which
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represented the interests of capital. The dominant value system and its version of national
interest reconciled the masses to the inequalities, and to established political and economic
order. The system was able to do this because of the corrupting effects of parliamentary

politics on the political leadership of the working class. A Labour government, by accepting
the political consensus which is advantageous to Capitalism, denied it's own values and the

interests of the working class.

On both sides of the coin there was an image of a working class being co- opted and coerced
by the lures of Capitalism. In Marxist terms, so coerced were the masses by the trappings of
a good life that they voted the Conservatives back into power in 1951, and every General
Election until 1964 > It was this desperation on the Left, and the lack of a revolutionary
alternative in British politics that helped to create the climate of crisis to which cultural
studies was in part a response. Despite my great problems with the location of the working
class as somehow duped in the Marxist lexicon, | would have to agree with their critique of
the myth of a modern, affluent Britain in which poverty and employment had been drastically

reduced, and class divisions were disappearing.

More Money than Sense

What is interesting about the discourses around consensus for me is the way in which the
myth of working class affluence can be located within them. If consensus has come to name
a myth of fair government for all by whatever means necessary, plastering over a range of
disparate political positions, beliefs and expectations, then the myth of affluence is
particularly well placed as the success story of consensus. Living standards rose, rationing
ended, controls were lifted, and open encouragement was given to private enterprise. The

Welfare State was established,- nationally there was full employment. This was running the

country in the best interests of everyone, and it was believed to be working in some quarters

at least. Yet, as David Dutton argues, the changes which were introduced fell far short of
social or economic revolution. The class structure of the country was hardly affected, and

there was no significant redistribution of the nation’s wealth (28).

Whilst ‘evidence’ of the construction of a more affluent Britain in the 50’s is expansive as
Critcher (1979) indicates, there is also a case to be made that although this sense ot change
did have a material basis, elements of improvement were partial and uneven, and always
affected sections of the class (split by age and sex as well as region) somewhat differently. It
has always struck me as significant how often Harold Macmillan’s speech in Bedford in 1957
should be misquoted. What he said was “.most of our people have never had it so good. Go
round the country, go to the industrial towns, go to the farms and you will see a state of
prosperity such as we have never had in my lifetime.” This speech has entered the common-

sense rhetoric around the 50’s as :you've never had it so good.” There is a lack written in-
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between the most and the you. How many, who, where and why were not incorporated into
the most?

David Laing quotes Stuart Hall as a voice of the New Left, (at the same time positioning the

New Left as “virtually the only political grouping attempting to challenge the basic tenets of
the myth of affluence,” having to admit that something had changed:

even if working class prosperity is a mixed affair, often vastly magnified by
the advertising copy writers., it is there: the fact has bitten deep into the
experience of working people. The experience of the post-war years is no
longer that of short time and chronic unemployment . . there has been an
absolute rise in living standards for the maijority of workers, fuller wage
packets, more overtime, a gradual filling out of the home with some of the
domestic consumer goods which transform it from a place of absolute
drudgery. For some, the important move out of the constricting environment
of the working class slum into the more open and convenient housing estate
or even the new industrial town . . .above all, the sense of security - a little
space at last to turn around in.[29]

Laing goes on to argque:

Some things had changed but for there to be a judgement as to whether
these changes were transformations at the level of class two further kinds of
investigation were necessary. There had, firstly, to be a clear sense of what
kind of category social class was taken to be; generally it is possible to say
this clarification did not happen. It implied a style of systematic theoretical
reflection inimical to virtually every political complexion of British social and
political analysis in the 1950’s. The second requirement was for empirically
specific accounts of the life-conditions and experience of working - class
people in Britain, not simply the assumed state of working-class, ‘New
Estate’ or affluent-worker life read off from either statistics (whether
electoral, questionnaire or market research) or journalistic observations
based on whatever was the most manifestly visible. (Laing: 30)

Laing goes on to argue that whilst weak on theory, British social analysts retained a strong
commitment to the empirical, and a body of research into the condition of the post-war
working class was established. The sociological texts that Laing is referencing is that “genre’
of working class studies that Critcher analyses in his review of a post-war sociology of the
working class. .(The Affluent Worker, 1960, Coal is our Life, 1956 and Towards Socialism
1965 - into this he also brings Hoggart's The Uses of Literacy, 1957) - As Critcher argues,

and Laing supports, the general thesis® of these texts could be seen to be the passivity of the
working class.

| support in theory the use of detailed empirical research as a means of coming to

understand the variations in the social experience of the post-war working class. This is not
to say that | would agree with their ‘findings’. However, one of the biggest problems with the
construction of the myths of affluence and consensus was the universality of their claims. It

would seem logical, therefore, that the way to deconstruct the assumptions upon which these
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myths were built would be through concrete local studies of peoples social experiences. As
Joanne Bourke (1994) argues, “People’s experiences locally were essentially their
experiences of national politics, institutions and structures. People did not experience the
“‘Education System”, they experienced neighbourhood primary schools: they did not
experience the ‘Health Service’, but local clinics.” (166) Thus, as Bourke further argues,
“The individual’s concentration on the home and local territories provided a conceptual basis
with what was national.” (ibid.: 211) Thus, the study of working class culture involves the

concrete local studies of working class cultures - specific communities.

Reading the Interview data - ** the most difficult bit of theory.”

Richard Johnson (1986/87) argues that , “any analysis of ‘working class culture’ must be able
to grasp the relation between economic classes and the forms in which they do (or do not)
become active in conscious politics.” (223) Indeed it could be argued that this is the tension
which cultural studies has wrestled with since its inception, in terms of its constructions of
theoretical frameworks for understanding working class culture. It is a tension with complex
links to the (even more) complex relationship of cultural studies to Marxism. Andre Gortz
(1982) has addressed the crisis of consciousness for the working class that has not been
revolutionary. He calls this class ”a non class,” which, according to Gorz, “is not a social
subject, it has no transcendent unity or mission, and hence no overall conception of history
and society.” (10). Gorz situates this “non class” against the historical role of the proletariat
in Marxism. “ltis of little importance to know what proletarians themselves think they are,
and it matters little what they believe they are doing or expecting, all that matters is what
they are.” (16). What they are is revolutionary by destination - the working class must
become what it 1Is. What the Left has had to come to terms with is a proletariat that 1S not
revolutionary. It has faced a crisis of consciousness. “This crisis, however, IS much more a
crisis of myth and an ideology than a really existing working class.” (67). .Gorz makes some
important arguments here around the conceptualisation of the post-Marxist subject. The
difficulty with his argument is that it maintains that, “class membership has come to be lived
as a contingent and meaningless fact.” (ibid.). Once again, this harks back to the difficulties
around the categorisation of class. Just because the working class are not revolutionary or
politically militant does this necessarily mean being working class means nothing to them?
My interviewees lived out their class membership at the level of family, community,
neighbourhood. It meant, and means a great deal to them. Stuart Hall (1981) has talked
about the categorisation of class in post-class politics. “There are a range of political
questions relating to class which touch us as social consumers rather than as producers,
more pertinent to domestic life, the neighbourhood or locality than the point of production.”
(28).

Colin Sparks (1996) argues “there need be no apology for selecting the relation between

Marxism and cultural studies for special attention: for many years it was generally believed
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that Marxism and cultural studies were, if not identical, at least locked into an extremely

close relationship.” (71) Although as Hall (1992) argues we must consider that:

There never was a prior moment when cultural studies and Marxism
represented a perfect theoretical fit. From the beginning (to use this way of
speaking for a moment) there was always/already the question of the great
inadequacies theoretically and politically, the resounding silences, the great
evasions of Marxism, the things that Marx did not talk about or seem to
understand which were our privileged object of study; culture, ideology,

language, the symbolic. (279).
The foundation of cultural studies lay in a move away from, and critique of, the established
Marxist tradition of cultural theory embodied in the writing of authors who were members of
the British Communist Party and it’s international affiliates. “All of the multitude of
introductions to cultural studies seem to be in agreement that the founding fathers of cultural
studies were Williams, Hoggart and Thompson, ably assisted by the young Stuart Hall. Each
of these writers had critical positions towards Marxism.” (72)° It must also be acknowledged
that each of these writers was also trying to negotiate a critical position through Marxism in
relation to the real and perceived social changes affecting the working class in Britain in the
50’s. The central thrust of my argument is that cultural studies must itself be seen as a

search for theory for coming to understand the changes in the constitution of the working

class, and the role of the Left intellectual in relation to that.

One of the most significant legacies of Raymond Williams to cultural studies, and to my
research, is his identification of the unresolved tension between actual working class
communities and what Williams (Hoggart and Williams, 1960) calls, the high working class

tradition. He goes as far as to call it, “the most difficult bit of theory:”

The most difficult bit of theory that | think both of us have been trying 1o get
at, is what relation there is between kinds of community, that we cali working
class and the high working class tradition, leading to democracy, solidarity in
the unions and Socialism. To what extent can we establish a relation
between given kinds of working class community, and what we call working
class consciousness in the sense of the labour movement. (Williams to
Hoggart: 28).

What Williams effectively identifies as “the most difficult bit of theory” is the site of class
consciousness, and the difficulty of fitting real life into established and assumed categories
and processes. In this conversation with Richard Hoggart (the first they had ever had In
person) it is interesting that Willaims (and Hoggart) should turn to personal experience as the
site out of which the difficulty is manifested and might be re worked This conversation was
reprinted in the first edition of New Left Review, a document which Hall (1992) cites as being
extremely influential to the founding philosophies and politics of cultural studies. Hoggart

and Williams open by talking about their respective books, The Uses of Literacy (1957) and
Culture and Society (1958). Williams says:

45




It's interesting, the way the books were built. | can remember my own first
impulse, back at the end of the forties. | felt very isolated, except for my
family and my immediate work. The Labour Government had gone deeply
wrong, and the other tradition that mattered, the cultural cniticism of our kind
of society, had moved, with Eliot, nght away from anything | could feel. |t
seemed to me that | had to try to go back over the tradition, to look at it
again, and get it into relation with my own experience, to see the way the
intellectual tradition stood in the pattern of my growing up. (26).

Hoggart responds:

| felt from your book that you were surer than | was of your relationship with

your working class background. With me, | remember, it was a long and

troublesome effort. It was difficult to escape a kind of patronage, even when

one felt one was understanding the virtues of working class life one had been

brought up in - one seemed to be insisting on these strengths in spite of all

sorts of doubts in one’s attitudes. One tried consciously in the light of day, to

make genuine connections, to see deeply and not just feel sentimentality...

but it was a running argument. (26).
The above statements are extremely significant if they are read, as Hall (1992) would have it,
as founding positions for cultural studies. What is significant is, firstly, the extent to which
working class culture is located in personal narratives and experiences. Secondly, the extent
to which the relationship between the theorist of working class cuiture and the culture they
are studying is problematised even, and especially when, the theorist comes from that
culture, and thirdly the way in which, both men, retreat back into their personal experiences
when they encounter problems with Left theory and politics, in order, as Williams states, “to
get it into relation with my own experience.” From the outset, therefore, both Williams and
Hoggart advocate the use of the personal as a necessary strategy for the negotiation and

survival of their own status as scholarship boys and as a means to interrogate the hmitations
and parameters of Left theoretical discourse, and the social positionality of the working class
in theory. Lawrence Grossberg (1988a) has argued that “the specific shape of cultural
studies can be seen In the extremely personal form.” (14) Hoggart talks about “the need to
make genuine connections, to see deeply, and not just to feel sentimentally...but it was a

running argument.” it was and continues to be a running argument

David Morley (1992) has addressed (although not in these terms) “ the most difficult bit of
theory,” in his discussion of the politics of the production of theories of ethnographic

practice:

At a more technical (or operational) level, of course, that doubt - concerning
our ability even to know the ‘other’ - is often expressed in the critique of any
research procedures in which members of category A observe/research
members of category B. If that makes the research ipso facto invaiid, that
can only be on the premise of an uitimately solipsistic theory of knowledge,
which logically entails an infinite regress - so that one would have to argue
that, finally, only a person of exactly the same category ( of which there is
logically only one) could do research on themselves. (189)
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This is a difficult statement. | would suggest that Morley, in his sophisticated construction of
the circularity of solipsism, manages to simplify the issue. For the issue in cultural studies is
surely not one of attributing validity/invalidity to bodies of research, but rather of drawing
different methods of empirical research into debate with the questions we might want ask.
Morley goes to the extent of calling it “moral hypochondria® , an excessive nervousness
about what can be known and by whom. He goes on to make a curious distinction between
the political objections of members of one social category researching members of another
as a problem (which is constructive ) to the argument that it is an epistemological problem
(which in his terms is not constructive). | do not understand this distinction. | would suggest
that the problem is both a political and an epistemological one. What fascinates me is that
Morley concludes his argument with a political (not in his terms an epistemological point)
that if the criteria of moral hypochondria were to stand, then, “Marx’s research into the
position of the working class would be invalidated on both epistemological and political
grounds, on the simple basis that Marx himself was not a member of the working class.”
(ibid.) Why should it be so horrific to entertain the possibility that Marx got it wrong? | fail to
see how (or indeed where) Marx’s work being invalidated would serve any theoretical
purpose. | am certainly not arguing that Marx’'s work is invalid. That wouid be absurd.
Rather, | am interested in the relationships between Marxist assumptions about the radical
consciousness of the working class, social and economic changes to the structure of the

working class in the 50’s, and the production of theories of class in cultural studies.

What is so interesting about the work of Williams and Hoggart is the use of experience as a
means through which to come to terms (theoretically) with the understanding of the changes
in working class life. What | want to think about here in more detail is what their humanistic
culturalist approach can offer to the analysis of the interviews. What then is the potential and
limitation of culturalism for my research? What is the relationship of structuralist
developments to the construction of a theoretical framework for analysing the interviews?
(This analysis is especially important given its place in the ethnographic studies of working
class culture in cultural studies in the 70’s and early 80°s) What happened to the study of the
working class in post-structuralism? The key term that | shall be pursuing for its usefulness is
experience. According to Elspeth Probyn, “the enormous influence of structuralism and post-
structuralism in cultural studies can be measured by the eclipse of experience.” (1992:14) In

this she quotes Hall:

Whereas in culturalism experience was the ground, the terrain of the lived,
where consciousness and conditions intersected, structuralism insisted that
‘experience’ could not, by definition be the ground of anything, since one
could only ‘live’ and experience one’s conditions in and through the
categories, classifications and frameworks of the culture. These categories,

however, did not arise from or in experience, rather experience was their
effect (1981: 28)
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Marxism, Culturalism and the Category of Experience

In the 1950°’s what has been termed culturalism emerged as a commitment to the study of
culture as a whole way of life, and popular culture in the work of Raymond Williams and
Richard Hoggart was working class culture, “ordinary culture,” in Williams case expressed
through a range of forms and practices of competing definitions of social reality. The
versions of Humanist Marxism (differently) deployed by Williams, Hoggart and E.P
Thompson, was committed to the analysis of social historical recreations of cultures or
cultural movements, or for ethnographic description. This has been set against, in the
histories of cultural studies, the practical structuralist impulse as a theoretical form which
privileges the discursive construction of situations and subjects. The preferred method being
to treat cultural forms abstractly, uncovering the mechanisms by which meaning is produced

in language, narrative or other kinds of sign systems.

For Raymond Williams, Marxism was a formative influence on his intellectual development.
He had he briefly been an active member of the Communist Party. That encounter with this
version of Marxism continued to mark his thought (Williams, 1958, 1979, O’Connor, 1989)
This influence survived the Cold War. In 1956, he explicitly acknowledged it's continuing
influence even during the period when he was critical of Marxism. Williams (1958) writes.
“When | got to Cambridge | encountered two serious influences which have left very deep
impressions on my mind. The first was Marxism, the second the teaching of Leavis.

Through all subsequent disagreements | retain my respect for both.” (7).

Indeed the intellectual framework within which Culture and Society (1958) was conceived and
written was one in which Marxism was a central point of reference. Here, Willlams made two
major criticisms of Marx and of his British adherents. In the case of Marx's own writings,
Williams detected a confusion on the question of ‘structure and superstructure.” He argued
that Marx and his followers had not been able to provide a substantial theory of the
importance of the economic structure in understanding culture. Marxists had not been able
to resolve the problems involved in the relationship between economic, social relations and

cultural relations. What had developed was a restrictive interpretation of materialism, and of

culture:

There would seem to be a general inadequacy among Marxists, in the use of
‘culture’ as a term. It normally indicates, in their writings, the intellectual and
imaginative products of a society: this corresponds with the weak use of
'superstructure’. But it would seem that from their emphasis on the
interdependence of all elements of social reality, and from their analytic
emphasis on movement and change, Marxists should logically use ‘culture’
in the sense of a whole way of life, a general social process (273)

The latter of these formulations is the one for which the book became famous. Taken

together, these two criticisms seem to relate to some of the fundamental concerns which
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were later to become ‘cultural studies.’” For Williams, culture was not simply a superstructure,

entertainment or art; it was the material of everyday living - Williams named it ‘cultural

materialism,’ which rejected a fixed and determining notion of the economic base.

For Williams the threads holding together the material of everyday living were experience.
For the purposes of my research it is the retrieval of the ways in which experience has been
made to function in relation to the theorising of the working class in cultural studies that can
pave the way for the interpretation of the experiences of the interviewees as the means to
elaborate a politics of experience, as simultaneously a politics of theory and a search for
theory. In placing experience within the arena of the politics of the production of theory, { am
drawing on Elspeth Probyn’s insistence that experience be made to operate on two levels. At
an ontological level, the concept of experience posits a separate realm of existence - “it
testifies to the gendered, sexual and racial facticity of being on the social; it can be called an
immediate experiential self.” (16) At an epistemological level, the self is revealed in its
conditions of possibility; “here experience is recognised as more obviously discursive and
can be used to overtly politicize the ontological.” (ibid.) Probyn goes on to argue that, "both
of these levels - the experiential self and the politicization of experience are necessary as the
conditions of possibility for alternative speaking positions in cultural studies.” (ibid.) Probyn’s
project is close to my own', in as much as she is searching for new classifying practices
(alternative enunciative positions - the epistemological level) in cultural studies out of an
understanding of how differences are lived (the ontological level). Central to this project is a
critical working of experience. Central to this, in Probyn’s work is an expioration of Williams’

geployment of experience.

Martin Allor (1984) discusses Williams’ epistemological and ontological use of the word
culture, arguing that it works epistemologically because it designates the relations between
individuals and social formations, and ontologically because ‘cuiture’ also refers to the lived
experience of the social formation over and above the structural elements of the social. Allor
critiques Willilams for this ambiguity and argues that Williams’ ‘cultural materialism .

covers and collapses much of the theoretical and critical space that it opens.” (19) Allor
argues that in using ‘culture’ epistemologically and ontologically, Williams collapses the
distinctions in analysis suggested by these critiques.

It is in contrast to these critiques that Probyn decides to focus on experience as a key word,
mapping “the productive tension that Williams constructs between the ontological and the
epistemological.” (18) She argues, “While experience describes the everyday or ‘way of life’,
it IS also the key to analysing the relations that construct that reality.” (ibid.) Probyn
acknowledges that Williams admitted his use of experience was problematic, but takes her
motivation from his continued maintenance that there was a connection between the

organisation of the social formation and the lived experience of it. “Used epistemologically,
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experience provides evidence of the interrelation of structural determination and individual
relationships which compose the social formation.” (20) The most important aspect of
Williams’ deployment of experience is its place in the production of theory - its role in the
negotiation of “the most difficult bit of theory” in terms of making connections between lived

experience , the structural determinations of that experience and peoples responses to that.

Probyn interprets this as : “at an ontological level, experience speaks of a disjuncture
between the articulated and the lived aspects of the social and, at an epistemological level,
experience impels an analysis of the relations formulated between the articulated and the
lived.” (21) She goes on to say, “these two levels are then necessary for a project analysing
people’s contradictory involvement in practices that go against their own (class, gender,
racial) interests.” (ibid.) Probyn makes an interesting observation that cultural studies later
used Gramsci's understanding of ‘hegemony’ to describe the process through which such
consent is won,” but maintains that in Williams’s work “it is experience which first articulated
the ontological and epistemological conditions of the actual involvement in contradiction.”
(ibid.)

Joan Scott (1992) executes an important epistemological critique of experience, cautioning

us as researchers against using experience as a foundational concept - as evidence in

documenting the experience of others:

The status of evidence, is, of course ambiguous for historians. On the one
hand they acknowledge that ‘evidence only counts as evidence and IS only
recognised as such in relation to a potential narrative, so that the narrative
can be said to determine the evidence as much as the evidence determines
the narrative. On the other hand, their rhetorical treatment of evidence, and
their use of it to falsify prevailing interpretations, depends on a referential
notion of evidence which denies that it is anything but a reflection of the
real. (24)

Scott goes on to argue that when the evidence offered is the evidence of experience, the
claim for referentiality is further buttressed. What could be truer, after ail, than a subjects
own account of what he or she has lived through? “lIt is precisely this kind of appeal to
experience as incontestable evidence and as an originary point of explanation, as a
foundation upon which analysis is based, that weakens the critical thrust of histories of
difference.” (ibid.) She maintains that the evidence of experience becomes evidence for the
fact of difference, “rather than a way of exploring how difference is established, how it
operates, how and in what ways it constitutes subjects who see and act in the world.” (25) In
the end, “the evidence of experience reproduces, rather than contests given ideological
systems, those that assume that the facts of history speak for themselves.” (ibid.).

Probyn’s negotiation of Williams's category of experience does not equate experience
unproblematically with evidentiary truth. Williams (1976) describes experience as a

particuiar kind of consciousness. He argues that it is “the fullest, most open, most active




kind of consciousness, it includes feeling as well as thought.” (126). According to Scott, the
limitation of Williams’s experience = consciousness equation is that the experience of being
working class (the felt facticity of material being in Probyn’s terms) leads automatically to the
embodiment of working class consciousness. What Willilams does not explore in any detail
are how conceptions of selves, of subjects and their identities are constituted. What is
lacking in Williams’ conception of culture and experience is a conception of subjectivity, one
that connects as Richard Johnson (1986/7) argues “with the most important structuralist
insight: that subjectivities are produced, not given, and are,therefore, the objects of inquiry,

not the premises or starting points.” (44)

Structuralism and the Eclipse of Experience

Richard Johnson (1979) argues that, “ in any very direct sense, structuralism has little to

contribute to an account of working class culture.” (224):

This is not an object recognisable within this problematic. Structuralist

theories pushed into the background the association between culture (or

particular ideologies) and class and focus instead on the relation between

ideology, as a general feature of historical societies, and mode of production

as their determining base. In general this tendency opposes what is termed

a ‘class reductionist’ view of culture/ideology. (ibid.)
structuralism stress was on the determinate conditions that effect people, and as such it
could be seen to be upholding the dialectic that “men make their own history, but not in
conditions of their choosing.” Structuralism represented a return to Marx, with the insistence

on thinking the relations of a structure on the basis of something other than the relations

between people.

Studies of ‘youth’ are central to the development of British cultural studies. The studies most
often cited in the history of the discipline are Paul Willis’ (1977) Learning to Labour, Dick
Hebdige Subculture, The Meaning of Style (1979), Angela McRobbie's (1991), Feminism and
Youth Culture, and the edited collection by Stuart Hall and Tony Jefferson (1976), Resistance
Through Rituals: Youth Sub-Cultures in Post War Britain. The studies of post-war male youth
sub-cultures sit at an interesting juncture between methodological and theoretical changes in
cultural studies (ethnography and structuralism) as well as with conceptions of working class
culture, consciousness and political activity. Angela Mc Robbie (1991) has criticised post-
war sub-cultural theorists for their exclusive focus on working class boys, and the equation of
youth with male. Mc Robbie wanted to pose questions relating to “the contradictions that
patterns of resistance pose in relation to girls . . . in and through various institutions and
cultural forms.” (16). | do not want to deal with McRobbie’s important re-assessment of what
she terms “the sub cultural classics” here, and the profound influence that it has had on the
development of research on femininity and youth culture in cultural studies, but will look in

more detail at Willis’ Learning to Labour (LTL) as a seminal text within the canon of cultural
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studies for the analysis of working class (aibeit) male culture. | will not go into a detailed
analysis of the text, but rather, will focus in particular, as part of an exploration of the impact
of structuralism on the constitution of the working class as an object of study in cultural
studies, on the text’s negotiation of structuralist tendencies in its presentation of the strength,
defiance, belligerence and humour of the twelve boys - ‘the lads’ who make up its empirical
focus. According to Beverly Skeggs (1992) LTL.:

Showed how young working class men wield power. It also showed how they
contributed to their own subordination. It pointed out that there were few
dignified alternatives to their action. it didn’'t blame them, or the working
class in general. It demonstrated that young white working class men made
history, but not in the conditions of their own choosing, and in so doing their
oppression and the oppression of others was ensured. (181)

Willis’ study develops from the anthropoiogical ethnographic tradition in youth cultural studies
IN which observers enter into the culture of a specific group to understand and expose its
workings. Willis adds a Marxist theoretical analysis to such methods, one in which labour
power (here the transition of ‘the lads’ from school to the workplace) is positioned as integral

to the reproduction of class identity:

The point at which people live, not borrow their class identity Is when what is
given IS re-formed, strengthened and applied to new purposes. Labour
power IS an important pivot in all of this, because it is the main mode of
active connection with the world: the way par excellence of articulating the
iInnermost self with external reality. (Willis: 2)

In this sense then, it is culture, the culture of ‘the lads’ at the intersection of school, home and
work that is the determining factor - the site in which and out of which youth groups handle
the raw matenal of their social and material existence. Unlike Hebdige (1979), Willis was
less concerned with the flamboyant styles of sub cultures, and more in the class base from
which subcultures emerged, and the potential of individual action to change structural
relations. If we (practitioners in Willis’ terms who are unspecified but presumably teachers,
educationalists) might come to understand the processes, both structural and subjective
through which, “working class kids get working class jobs,” (9) over and over again, then it

may become possible to work to undo the processes.
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