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ABSTRACT

The thesis is concerned to pravide an analysis of a
selected group of British films - the social problem
film and the working-class films of the 'new wave' -

in relation to the social and economic context of

their production and reception during the years 1956-
63. It examines, first, the economic, political and
ideological relations characteristic of British society
during this period, second, the specific economic and
industrial relations in which the films were made,
third, the dominant aesthetic conventions upon which
the films drew and, finally, the individual details of
the films themselves. By focussing, in particular, on
the films' representations of class and sexuality the
thesis attempts to assess not only how the films were
'influenced' by their context of production but how
they were themselves 'influential' in shaping the ways
in which the social world was to be perceived and
understood and so contributed to more general relations
of economic, political and cultural power.
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INTRODUCTION



It is not so long ago that the British cinema could be described, with

some justice, as the 'unknown cj‘.ne]:nz-a,':.l While critical interest in Hollywoca

could be seen to bg accelerating it had not been accompanied by any compar-
able degree of en‘bhusia-,sm for the British film. Indeed, if anything, it was
precisely the effort to critically rehabilitate the American cinema, through
an adoption of the critical practices of auteurism, which had, in fact, pre-
cipitated the corresponding denigration of the British. For, while the
American cinema could be happily mined for evidence of personal artistry and
stylistic complexity, the study of the British cinema, by comparison, seemed
incapable of delivering any degree of eciuivalent reward., "Why are good
British films so bad?", exclaimed Peter Graham as a prelude to his work of

demolition on the films of the British ‘'new wa.ve'? Victor Pexrkins was no

less scathing: "There is as much genuine personality in Room at the Top,
method in A Kind of Loving, style in A Taste of Honey as there is wit in An
Alligator Named Daisy, intelligence in Above Us the Seas, and ambition in
Rams‘tmtt__om__ﬂidesﬁ__ﬂ"? In both cases, it was the absence of any genuine
artistic (i.e. directorial) personality in British films which lay at the
heart of their objectic;ns. But, even with the shift towards "qualified
auteurism", in the form of genre studies, in the early seventies, Ithe British
cinema was to continue to fare badly by comparison with its American counter-
Party In contrast, to the dynaﬁism and richnesbs of vo‘cabulai'y characteristic
of such American genres as the western or gangster film, the genres most
typical of the British cinema (the historical drama or war film, for example)

appeared languid and threadbare.

critical
More recently, however, this abandonment of the British cinema has begun

to be corrected. In some cases, this has involved a qualification of earlier
assumptions. Auteurism has been retrieved by a focus on directors like
Michael Powell and Alexander Mackendrick while the value of genre study has

been vindicated through studies of Hammer horror and Gainsborough melocdrama.



In other cases, it has involved a reorientation of critical approcach towards
a more general concern with the relations between British films and their
social and historical context? Although this may be regarded as a con-

sequence of the relative lack of reward in a more specifically taesthetic

7

perspective!, subsequent writing has shown that it need not. Charles Barr's
study of Ealing, for example, is able to tease out connections between films
and their social context without any sacrifice in attention to' aesthetic
detail. But, while a concern to relate films to society may have proved
itself popular, the manner in which such relations are to be specified does
still remain an unsettled question. As it is a concern which also charac-
terises this study, it may be just as well to begin with some clearing of

the conceptual ground.

Film and Society

Perhaps, the most popular way of conceptualising the relationship
between 'film and society! has been through fhe idea of treflection': that
films in some way mirror the society of which they are a part? It is,
indeed, this analogy of the "mirror" which gives the title to one of the
best-known books on the British cinema: Raymond Durgnat's A Mirror for
Englandjo The problem with this notion of t!'reflection!, however, is that
the detail of just what and whom may be seen as being ‘'reflected! tends to
be left rather vagué and imprecise. Charles Bafr, for exaﬁple, draws atten-
tion to Durgnat's claim that "a new contentedness ﬁith the status quo is
registered by Ronald Neame's The Card". As he correctly points out, "whose
contentedness is not made clear: Neame!s, Rank's, the regular Guinness-
comedy audience, the n:-a,t:i'.on's.":,l‘l The actual social groups and social rela-
tions which characterise 'society! are left unspecific, 'society! becomes
little more than the 'mood! or 'spirit of the times' which the films them-

selves register., Thus, when Durgnat "argues that it is "logical and usual to

consider even impersonal and anonymous art-works as expressions of a general




consensus", this is adopted as a taken-for-granted assumption rather than
put to the 1:es’c:.|2 It may be the case that the films he examines do, in fact,
reveal a 'consensus! in the messages and meanings which they provide, it does
not imply that there i8 then a consensus in society or, if there is, that

this is then spontaneous, unaffected by the unequal exchange and distribution

of ideas and values in a society divided by class, gender and race. In other
words, far from expressing a 'general consensus' films may just as probably
be in the business of creating images of consensus where none exists, attempt-

ing, indeed, to secure the conditions under which t'consensus' in a divided

society may be 'won'!.

Film and Jdeology

It is these more specific relations between 'film and society' which a
theory of ideology has traditionally attempted to account for. Its emphasis
is less on the way that films passively 'reflect' the attitudes and values of
a homogeneously conceived society than the manner in which films themselves
may assume & pafticipatory role in an unequal and divided society through
their active construction of the ways in which the world is to be perceived
and understood. As Stuart Hall suggests, an ideology may be defined in
terms of "the mental frameworks - the languages, the -concepts, categories,
imagery of thought, and the systems of representation - which different
classes and social groups deploy in order to make gsense of, define, figure
out and render intelligible the way society works."13 But while social
groups may employ different, and even 0pposing,‘-versions of social reality
this does not mean that ideologies can then be seen to compete in some free
and equal market-place for ideas. BSr virtue of their command over economic
and political resources, some groups, rather than others, will be better
placed to apply and communicate their particular definitions and accounts of
social reality. As a result, it is the ideoiogies of the most powerful

groups within society which are most likely to achieve a dominance and thus

the capacity to impose themselves upon other social groups as the most
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'obvious'!, 'natural' or 'commonsense! way of looking at the worldjh It is,
indeed, the success of dominant social groups in both justifying and legiti-
mating their domination and thus winning the tactive consent! of subordinate
groups for their c'onti'nuing rule which Gramsci sought to account for by his

use of the term "heg,;el:ncvny':15 But, as Raymond Williams suggests, this should

be seen not as some simple process of 'indoctrination' or 'manipulation! but,

rather, as "a saturation of the whole substance of lived identities and

relationshibs"]6 That is to say, the dominant ideology, or ideologies,

' in
assume the forms of a 'practical consciousness!, becom, g lived reality for

the members of a society, not only framing and delimiting but also, indeed,
constituting the very parameters of their understanding and perception of
the social world. It is for this reason that Hall et.al. reject the con-

ventional notion of a social 'consensusg!':

"What the consensus really means is that a particular ruling-
class alliance has managed to secure ... such a total social
authority, such decisive and ideological leadership, over the
subordinate classes that it shapes the whole direction of
social life in its image ... it encloses the material, mental
and social universe of the subordinated classes for a time
within its horizon. It naturalises itself, so that every-

thing appears 'naturally' to favour its continuing domination.
But, because this domination has been secured by consent ...

that domination not only seems to bé universal (what everybody
wants) and legitimate (not won by coercive force), but its
basis in exploitation actually disappears from view. Consensus

is not the o%osite - 1t is the complementary face of
domination," -

Of central importance, in this respect, is the role which is performed by the

mass media. As Stuart Hall also suggests:

"Many institutions contribute to the development and maintenance of
hegemonic domination: but, of these, the mass media systems are
probably (along with the schools) the critical ones ... They

'connect' the centres of power with the dispersed publics: they
mediate the public discourse between elites and the governed.

Thus they become, pivotally, the site and terrain on which the

making and shaping of consent is exercised, and, to some degree,.la
contested. They are the key institutions in cultural hegemony."

Although Hall's point of reference is primarily television, his observations

can be seen to include the cinema.



There are, however, qualifications. The dominant ideology, or
ideologies, for example, do not simply reduce, or correspond, to the
interests of dominant social groups. As Williams reminds us, the securing
of hegemony is neither automatic nor effort_less: "it has to be renewed,

recreated, defended, and modified" just as "it is also continually resisted,
limited, altered (and) challenged by pressures not at all its cnwn":.|9 Hegemony,
then, does not depend on the straightforward imposition of a uniform ideology
"from above' but also oﬁ the capacity to absorb, and make its own, ideological
discourses "from below“?o By the same token, neither does the dominant
ideology simply represent some already fixed and pre-given class or group

identity. The economically dominant class does not enter the arena as an
already-constituted and homogeneous force: its apparent reality may, indeed,
be one of internal competition and division (as in the case of the tensions
between industrial and finance capital). Ideology, then, does not simply
reflect a given class identity but may itself become, through its articulation
and orchestration of ideological elements, an active agent in the construction
of an effective class unity in the first place?l Chambers et.al. suggest the
potentially important role which the media may ﬁerform in this respect. Draw-
ing on their studies of television broadcasts, 'they conclude that "far from
expressing or reflecting a given class interest, telévision is one of the
sites where ideological elements and positioné are articulated into a specific
type of political c]:ass discom:'se"'?2 It is fof this reason that it is insuf--
ficient to simply substitute the idea that films 'reflect! society with one
in which films are now seen as 'reflecting' ideologies. Ncs;c only does this
ignore the more generally active role in ideological production which films
may perform but also the specificity of the manner in which they dojso.

FYilms do not simply serve as the néutral transmitters of ideological meanings
already generated elsewhere but are themselves actively productive of such
meanings. Films represent, in the x;:drds of Stephen Heath, a 'gpecific

signifying practice' whereby meanings are not simply relayed but actively



constructed through specifically textual operations and dynamic:s?3 Films
may, indeed, rely upon or take for granted particular ideological assump-
tions but they also 'work' these assumptions according to their deployment
of specifically aesthetic codes and conventions. As a result, ideological
meanings are not so much ‘reflected' or reproduced in film texts as

refreshed, 'reworked and even, on occasion, subverted.

Society, Ideology and the British Cinema 1956-63

What these formulations provide, then, is not some easy-mix recipe for
the identification of the ideological role of film but, rather, an orientat-
ing framework, a way of asking questions, which must ultimately rely on an
empirically-based (if not then empiricist)enquiry for its final substantia-
2l

tion," It is, indeed, such an enquiry which the ensuing analysis hopes

to provide. In the process, so is it alsp intended to contribute to the
growing enthusiasm for a critical re-examination of the British cinema. In
order to do so, it opts for a specific rather than general focus, for depth
rather than breadth., It deals with a comparatively short period - loosely&
the years between 1956 .and 1963 - and with only a selection of the films
characteristic of this era, primarily the British social problem film and the
working-class films of the British 'new wave'!. In line with the observations
above, its concern is not simply with the films alone but also the social and
economic context in ‘which they were produced and received. By focusing, in
particular, on representations of class and sexuality, it at‘tempts to map out
how these films not only contributed to the wayé in which the social world
was to be perceived and understood but how, in doing so, they also connected

to, and to some extent, reinforced more general relations of economic,

political and cultural power.

To be able to establish these connections satisfactorily requires an
initial consideration of the social and ideological relations more generally

characteristic of British society during this period. Such an account is



provided by Chapter One?5 Although the method of analysis adopted by this
study could clearly apply to other periods, the period selected does provide
nonetheless a peculiarly pertinent test case. For it was during this period,
loosely the years of ME:Millan, in which Britain's post-war blend of a mixed
economy, Keynesianism and the welfare state appeared, finally, to have
"delivered the goods". Economic growth combined with rising living standards

had created a new era of material well-being and t'affluence! and, in so doing,

laid the foundation-stone of a new social 'consensus! in which the traditional
divisions of class, political party and, even, ideology itself were believed

to be at an end. But while this central image of the 'affluent society! did,

indeed, connect with real social and economic changes it was, at the same
time, over-eager in its assumptions, too ready to anticipate permanent and
even developments from trends which were often only temporary as well as con-
tradictory. Despite rises in living standards, what the 'affluent society'
had not achieved was either a reversal of the British economy's long-term
structural decline or a dimunition in relative class inequalities. TFar from

presiding over the withering away of class and the 'end of ideology! it was the

rhetoric of the 'affluent society! itself which was to assume the proportions
of a fully-blown ideology. Rather than the 'affluent society! securing the
conditions necessary for a spontaneous movement towards !consensus' it was the

ideology of affluence itself, with its promise of bounty to come, which was

actively combative in the manufacture and mobilisation of 'consent!?,

Not, then, that this society of 'affluence! could claim to have resolved
all of its problems. Panics over teenagers, working wives and racial tension
all testified to the social anxieties which remained. But while these
unsettled the new 'consensus! in one‘ way so, by the way they became represented,
could they also be deployed to reconfirm its basic contours. Just as the

ideology of 'affluence! sought to deny the continuing existence of classes, so

too did the predominant definitions of social problems attempt to make

invisible the deep-seated connections between these problems and a continuing
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structure of social and economic inequality by converting them into
issues of morality and public order alone. Their real index of determina-
tion so removed from view, it then became possible to anticipate their
tresolution'’ in waﬁrs which were entirely compatible with the capacities of

the present social order (and, thus, the accompanying 'consensus').

Such was the pervasiveness of the assumptions underpinning the ideology
of taffluence! that even those groups who were most vocal in their dis-
approval of the new order (the Angry Young Men, CND, the New Left) could not
entirely escape its stranglehold. By virtue of their stress on the cultural
and the ethical, they too readily conceded, or divorced from their criti-
cisms, the economic assumptions on which the ideoclogy of affluence was pre-
dicated. Thus, for all of their undoubted impact, there was, in the final
analysis, a tendency merely to invert the terms of the dominant ideology,
highlighting the negative aspects of affluence, rather than breaking with
its terms entirely and thus giving birth to a fully-fledged oPpc'asitional
26

viewpoint,

The pertinence of these observations to a.n‘understanding of the films
of this period should already be becoming appafent. It was through the
social problem film, for example, that many of the efa's anxieties became
addressed: juvenile delinquency, racial tension, sexual deviance. Through

the 'new wave'! of working-class realism the very issues of class and

affluence themselves became a topic. 4And, so, in a very general sense, did
they also confirm many of the attitudes already outlined. In common with the
ideology of -affluence, the social problem film tended to ignore the socially
structured . \ \
inequalities and conflicts which continued to characterise British
society and emphasized, instead, the ﬁéssibilities of resolving problems to
the benefit of the prevailing 'consensus'; while, for all of its apparent
novelty and 'radicalness!, the focus on working class themes and subject-

matter provided by the films of the 'new wave! did not so much undermine the

assumptions of 'affluence' and 'classlessness'! as modify them from within by
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a stress on its negative, rather than positive, impulses (the corruption of
the traditional working class by materialism, for example). Not that this
should be unexpected. For while the analysis of British society precedes
that of the films fheméelves this should not be seen as projecting any hard

and fast distinction between 'society', on the one hand, and 'films', on

the other. As my opening remarks suggest, films of the period were not out-
side of society passively reproducing its themes and ideologies but were, in
their own way, active in the production of these very themes in the first
place. In this respect, the socialﬁ problem film was as much a contributor
to the definition and institutionalisation of what constituted a social
problem as any other agency (in some cases, one of the most important). At
the same time, this should not imply that there is then a neat and simple
homology between these films and their social context. For the themes and
ideologies with which such films dealt, and the ways in which they did so,

must also be accounted for in more specific ways than just their connection

with social and ideological relations in general.,

Film and Economics

As Ed Buscombe has pointed out, most 'sociological' accounts of film
tend to be characterised by an absence., Films are séen as just "mysteriously
appearing", independently of the economic and technological relations in
whiéh they were prod:uced?7 By contrast, it is 'I:'he argument of writers such
as Murdock and Golding that it is, in fact, these economic relations which
are the most decisive in deteminiﬁg the ideoloéies of media output. It is,
they argue, precisely the tendency towards monopoly in ownership and control
of the mass media, rather than Jjust the distribution of economic power in
general, which directly accounts for the exclusion of "those voices lacking
power and resources" and, by corollary, the emphasis on those "propositions
and 1assumptions" which constitute the ruling'ideologyga It is the signifi-

cance of these economic relations which Chapter Two at'tﬁempts to assess., Its



emphasis, however, is less on the strict determination which Murdock and
Golding's approach seems to imply than on the manner in which, in Williams®

terms, such relations both exert pressures and set limits, both create pos-

sibilities for film production and impose ::'estr:‘i.c’c:i.ons?9 Thus, it was the

re-gtructuring of the British film industry, and its allocation of an
increasingly prominent role to the independent producer, that allowed certain
novel types of film production to emerge at the end of the fifties but also
succeeded in holding such novelty in check, by virtue of a continuing combine
control of distribution and exhibition. Thus, it was not, strictly speaking,
true that monopoly control of the industry meant simply 'more of the same?
for it also opened up a space from which different and alternative ideas and

approaches were ablé to emerge. It was, indeed, this very tension between

possibility and constraint which the films of the ‘new wave'! were 1;,0

exemplify,

But while such an emphasis on the economic does help account for why
certain types of films emerged in the way that they did, it does not, in
itself, provide a satisfactory explanation of their ideological operations.
This is partly because, as Buscombe suggests, such an approach is unable to
account for "that which exists within the limits or that on which pressure
is exerted"; it cannot, in other words, tell us "where‘ ideology comes from"?o
That this should not, in fact, be expected is suggested by Buscombe's
subsequent demand for a more "overgietemined" account of any film's
"ldeological complexity". Thus, while Qur Daily Bread (Buscombe's example)
"certainly demonstrates that the ownersof the industry exerted pressure",
its ideological effects could not be accounted for in terms of these pres—
sures alone; it would also require a more general "reference to p0pulism"§ 1
By the same token, the ideological operations of British films of the fifties
cannot be satisfactorily explained by reference to sole.ly economic pressures

and constraints; these too require a more general reference to the ideologies

and attitudes characteristic of British society as a whole. Economic

- 10 -




analysis, in this respect, does not so much substitute for as complement a

more wide-ranging sociological analysis.

But there is another reason why an economic analysis on its own would

remain insufficient. For it is not Jjust economic relations which exert
pressures and constraints but also the aesthetic codes and conventions
employed by the films themselves. As already noted, film conventions are

not simply the neutral bearers of already constructed meanings but are them-
selves actively determinative in their production? 2 It is these specifically
aesthetic pressures and constraints which Chapter Three attends to, focusing,
in particular, on the films' deployment of narrativity and ‘'realism'. It
argues that irrespective of any specific choice of subject matter or content
the use of these conventions necessarily gravitates towards the production of
particular ideological effects. The emphasis on individuals, the removal of
more general social and economic questions, the stress on resolutions to
problems and difficulties,it is argued, derive primarily from the interior
logic of the conventions employed rather than any intrinsic characteristics
of the subject-matter dealt with. While these relations hold in a general

gsense they are, of course, complicated and worked through differently in

individual films and it is an analysis of these more specific filmic opera-
tions in individwal films with which the rest of the study is concerned. 3By
focusing on, first, (in Chapters L and 5) the social problem film and,
second, (in Chapters 6 and 7) the working class films of the 'new wave',
these discussions attempt to bring out both the general patterns shared by

groups of films as well as the individual variations within these. In doing

so, they also intend to suggest both how these films not only drew upon and
confirmed many of the dominant ideological attitudes of the period but also

how they refurbished and reworked many of these very same themes. Because
of the internal complexity of an individual's films operations it is not
always the case that a film t'ideological effect' straightforwardly corres-

ponds to some simple signified or message; they also result in complications,
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tensions and, even, contradictions.3 Despite their narrative ambitions
towards resolution and closure, some of the films are, in fact, better at

raising certain questions rather than actually answering them. It is

these discontinuities, as well as just continuities, which the analysis

hopes to reveal.

Film and Interpretation

This does, of course, raise the question of interpretation. Although,
as one writer puts it, all criticism is "almost by definition an elitist
activity" there is nonetheless a particular obligation on an analysis which

is concerned with ideology that its readings of films should not be entirely
divorced from what an actual cinema audience Iﬁight be reasonably expected to
have taken away from a film (even if this was not necessarily consciously
articula.ted)gb’ As Ed Buscombe observes of one such type of criticism: "it
is a strange sort of propaganda which requires an ingenious interpretatioﬁ
of thirty or forty years later to make its pﬁint"?S In absence of any evi-
dence of how audiences actually read British films of the late fifties and
early sixties, or, indeed, of the possibility of now being able to find out,
it is, of course, impossible to be entirely confident about the 'ideological
effects' which individual films, or a group of films, may or may not have
had. What we have is only the films themselves. But while it would clearly
be a mistake simply to assume the ideological ei;fects of any film on the
basis on an inspection of téxtual chéracteristics alone, it would be equally
mistaken to conclude that these same pr0perties‘,‘did not then matter. Tor if
the féms and conventions employed by any particular film do not finally
determine an audience's interpretatipn of it they do at least guide and
structure the ways in which the fii:rf' Sto be read. Indeed, if they did not do
so it would be virtually impossible for a film to 'mean' anything at all to

an audience insofar as it is the usé of these conventions which form the very

basis of a film's intelligibility in the first placeé 6 This does not imply
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that there is then some simple and singular reading of a film - there will
always be degrees of ambivalence and !free play' according to the way these
conventions are combined and *put into use' - but it does suggest that some
interpretations of films are more likely to_ be plausible than others, that

some interpretations do, in the final analysis, correspond more adequately

to the 'evidence of the text' (and its deployment of conventions).

The intention of the analyses which follow, then, is neither to high-

light my own critical ingenuity nor radically 're-write' these films accord-
ing to deconstructionist protocols; its more modest ambition is to 'bring

out' some of the ways in which these films appear to encourage particular
ways of interpreting the world, particular ideoiogical attitudes and
assumptions, by virtue of their choice of film conventions (of narrative,
character, performance, style and technique), which, precisely because they
are 'conventional! can be interpreted in a relatively systematic and
coherent fashion. Not that these analyses are then without novélty.

Indeed, there is ample evidence to suggest that my accounts of these film

go against the grain not only of contemporary critical writing but also, in
some cases, the enthusiastic responses of friends and colleagues who still
remember the impact of these films from their initial release. My point is
not that my explanations of the films were generally a}railabl_e to and
acknowledged by contemporary audiences, as they clearly were not, but that
the attitudes and assumptions which my analysis reveals were nonetheless
"implicit in the films' organisation of their material and, indeed, all the
more ideologically powerful because of the way they were able to pass with-
out notice. Thus, while my analysis of the representations of women in the
films of the 'new wave'! is clearly indebted to recent feminist writing this
does not make its conclusions simply a product of a modern perspective.
These representations were, in a sense, always 'there!; that they should have
passed without comment for so long is no more than a testimony to the degree

to which they were accepted as both 'normal'! and unproblematic and, thus, %o
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the extent to which ideologies of gender had become effectively

'naturalized'§7

To this extent, the project of the study which follows can be seen as

primarily analytical rather than evaluative. The space devoted to indi-~
vidual films is not so much warranted by considerations of their cinematic
'merits': or 'qualities' as their interest for an ideological analysis. But,
by virtue of making this a central focus, there are inevitably implications
for how judgements of ciﬁematic value are to be reached in the first place.
Assessment of cinematic quality is, of course, neither automatic nor settled
but will of necessity vary according to the criteria of evaluation employed,
whe;cher these are made explicit or not. Clearly, an assessment of a film's
ideological attitudes may not in itself provide the decisive criterion for
the passing of a final judgement: there are, for example, quite legitimate
reasons for the defence of the films of Sam Fﬁlllér and John Ford irrespective
of their often unsympathetic politics. But such an assessment éhould, at
least for those of us concerned "with progressive politics and with finding
modes of cinematic representation congenial to them", form an important and

central element. If this is so, then it must of necessity inform the
critical attitude we finally take towards a film and, indeed, our initial

responses. To take an example from this study. A film like Petticoat

Pirates (disoussed in Chapter Seven) has been conventionally dismissed as

trivial and of little cinematic interest, and yet, by virtue of its treatment
of gender roles, it does seem to poss'ess a numbéer of qualities entirely absent
from such an aggressively misogynistic, but critically celebrated, film like

Look Back In Anger. This does not automatically make Petticoat Pirates a

'better' film than Look Back In Angei', nor even a particularly 'good! film in

itself, but it does, at least for me, make it a more generally 'congenial'

film to watch.



The implications of this approach are worth stressing given my general

selection of films for discussion. A recent editorial in Screen, for example,

has complained that, despite the novelty of approach adopted by recent writing

on the British cinéma,"'the films it tends to focus on (and the films it tends
to exclude or to marginalise from its analysis) remains substantially the

same. There is discussion of Millions Like Us or Sapphire and Saturday Night

and Sunday Morning; there is no discussion of Black Narcissus or Dracula"§ 7

This may be so but what such a criticism would appear to underestimate is the
importance of a reassessment of these films precisely because of the critical
privilege they have enjoyed in the past. So while this study may indeed be

found guilty of dwelling disproportionately on an accepted canon of films,

the terms on which it seeks to account for these are clearly quite different.
Of all the films made in Britain during the years 1956-63 it was,quite
evidently, the social problem film and the working-class films of the 'new
wave' which commanded most of the critical attention. The social problem film
was generally welcomed for its commitment to 'important! and 'socially
relevant' subjects and corresponding contribution to the 'good of society!,
while the critics, almost automatically, warmed to the 'realism' and 'honesty!

of the British 'new wave!. What underpinned such responses, quite clearly,

was the traditional prejudice of British critics in favou.r of those films
which can be seen as in some way trealistic! anci/or tsocially responsible!,
rather than those wliich have adopted a more styiis ed or !'fantastic! approach
to their film—makinglfo However, it is precisely 'l:l"lese two assumptions -~ of
*realism' and 'social worth! - whic;h the present study attempts to question.
Far from applauding the 'realism' of such films and the 'accuracy' with

which they were able to 'capture reality'! it suggests that this reiationship
between film and reality is fundaméntally misconceived. To paraphrase Godard,
what it suggests is important is not the 'imgge of reality' (the adequacy of
the image in relation to an externai ;\:'efere_nt) but the 'reality of the image!

(the cinematic means whereby a sense of the 'real! is constructed). And,
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insofar as these images or representations may be seen to have ideological
consequences so too is their contribution to society conceived in a dif-
ferent manner. Rather than reproducing the conventional liberal assump-
tions about, say, the social problem film's‘ social and educative worth it
explicitly makes these assumptions pI:oblematic. Most of these films did
not contribute to the 'good of society! at all; they did, however, make a
contribution to the 'good! of certain groups within society (a.nd usually to

those which were also the most dominant and powerful).

There is, however, another potential problem with this 'bias' in the
selection of films for study. For while it may not conform to the conven-
tional critical approach to these films, it may, nonetheless, be seen as
implying that it is only these films, these 'realist! films, which can be
sensibly and usefully studied in relation to a wider social context. As the

editors of Screen rightly point out, it is not just *realist' films but 'all

cinema' which can be seen as working over "the fears, anxieties and desires
which constitute the ideological matter of the con;’au:nc’cu:\:'e"'l..I..rl In concentrat-
ing primarily on the social problem £film and the working class films of the
'new wave!, it has not been my intention to suggest that it is only these
films which can be subject to the type of analysis which I propose. Other,
less directly 'socially conscious', films (e.g. the horror £film) could also be
studied in this way.and this is partly indicated by my inclusion of some comedy
films for discussion in Chapters Six and Seven. Admittedly, these films

do remain 'marginal' to the discussion as a whole but this should not be taken
as implying that they are then, in some way, less appropriate or amenable to
an ideological analysis. However, the emphasis of the analysis is,
unapologetically, on the social pro’blem film and the British 'new wave'.
Although they did not represent the whole of the British cinema in this period
they did represent a significant and _influential partlf‘é Why they did so and

with what consequences it is the aim of this book to investigate.



Conclusion

Writing in an earlier article I suggested, albeit a little portentously,

the need for an analysis of the British cinema which would take into account

L3

the particular complex of circumstances in which film texts are materialised.
This would involve, I suggested, a consideration of both the general social
and particular economic context of a film's production as well as its
specifically cinematic, or significatory, operations (which it could not be

agssumed could be simply ‘read off!' from these former relations). Despite

changes of emphasis here and there, it is by and large these proposals which
I continue to stand by and have attempted to make operative in this analysis.
A declaration of principles is, of course, one thing;" actually delivering the
goods, another. The success and the value of the approach adopted will, in

the final analysis, depend on the material which follows.
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CHAPTER ONE

BRITISH SOCIETY 1956-63




From Austerity_ to Affluence?

"Almost at once, affluence came hurrying on the heels of penury.
Suddenly, the shops were piled high with all soxrts of goods.
Boom was in the air.!]

"Ten years ago it was possible, and indeed usual, to look back
on the 1950s as an age of prosperity and achievement ...
Today we are more likely to remember the whole period as an age

of illusion."?

There can be little doubt that the key to understanding Britain in the 1950s
resides in the idea of "affluence', 'of a nation moving inexorably forward
from post-war austerity and rationing to "Macmillan's soap-flake

Arcadian’ and purchase on the never-never, It was certainly in this confi-
dent, if now rather infamous, spirit that Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan,
was able to proclaim in 1957 that "most of our people have never had it so
good. Go round the country, go to the industrial towns, and you will see a
state of prosperity such as we have never had in my lifetime - nor indeed
ever in the history of this co1.1:r11:r:y'",.;L And, to some extent, he was right.

As Pinto-Duschinsky has argued, "From 1951 to 196l there was uninterrupted
full employment, while productivity increased faster than in any other period

of comparable length in the twentieth century"? | During these years, total

production (measured at constant prices) increased by L0}, average earnings
(allowing for inflation) by 30% while personal consumption, measured in terms

*

of ownership of cars and televisions rose from 2+ million to 8 million and

1 million to 13 million respectively.

Conservative pride, in this respect, derived from the fact that they
were the government in power throughout this period, winning three elections
in a row for the first time in the -tﬁen’cieth century. Having lost office in
1951, Labour had anticipated a retrenchment of traditional Toryism, as the .
new governmentqreneged on the Attlee administration's commitment to welfare

and full employment. In fact, the reverse was true. Following the principles

of Rab Butler's Industrial Charter of 1947, the "New Conservatism" stood by
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the welfare state and, with the exception of some de-nationalization, upheld
the necessity of state intervention in managing the economy. "With a few
modifications the Conservatives continued Labour's policy", writes Andrew
Gamble. "So alike did ‘the policies seem, especially in their economic poli-
cies, that it appeared indeed as though Mr. Butskell had taken over the

affairs of the nation."

"Butskellism", of course, was the term coined by The Economist to
register the similarity in economic policy pursued by 'thei Tory and Labour
Chancellors and correctly identified the convergence which was beginning to
emerge in the political arena. How this occurred can again be related to the
question of affluence. For the Tories, the éenera.ls of the 'new affluence!',
their successful adaption to and management of a mixed economy seemed to
prove, without recourse to traditional moral claims of the superiority of the
market and private ownership, their superior fitness to run a welfare

capitalist system. Pragmatics supplanted ethics: "Conservative freedom works".

In the process, it was also believed that the forward march of Labour had been

successfully halted:

"The fantastic growth of the economy, the spectacular rise in the
standard of living, the substantial redistribution of wealth, the
generous development of social welfare and the admitted humaniza-

tion of private industry, have rendered obsolete the whole intel-

lectual framework within which Socialist discussion used to be
conducted. "/

Or, as put more succinctly by Macmillan himself, "the class war is over and we

have won"? It was a verdict that Labour itself seemed compelled to accept.

Their response, as David Coates suggests, was to move increasingly away

"from class perspectives and socialist :Ehetoric" towards a Revisionism which
shared much of the Tory diagnosis? The context is clear: Labour were defeated
in three successive elections with their share of the vote falling absolutely
and proportionately on each occasion..' Against this background, it was not

surprising that by 1960 Abrams and Rose, in their influential analysis, could
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ask the question, "Must Labour Lose‘..?"10 By a process of inversion, the
reasons for Tory success became the causes of Labour decline. "The changing

character of labour, full employment, new housing, the new way of life based

on the telly, the fridge, the car and the glossy magazines - all have had

their effect on our political strength", observed Labour leader, Hugh Gaitskell:'
In particular, the successes of Toﬁ rule appeared to have negated the need for
Labour's continuing commitment to public ownership of the economy, and it was

at the 1959 party conference that Gaitskell led the attack to remove Clause Ly
from the party constitution. As Crc;sland had argued, in his important

Revisionist work The Puture of Socialism, Britain no longer corresponded to a
"classically capitalist society" and Labour's goals of full employment, welfare

and abolition of poverty no longer depended on nationalization but were per-

fectly compatible with a mixed ecc:nntalﬂ;sr:..12

Such economic and social changes were also assumed to be undermining the
traditional base of Labour support. '"The Revisionists", writes Coates "relied
on the studies of voting behaviour to show that the old manual working-class
was a dwindling section of the labour fo:ﬁce, that affluence was in any case
mellowing the class dimensions and that the electoral fortunes of the Labour.
Party turned on its ability to woo the new and rapidly growing white-collar,
scientific and technical classes who were the key workers in this post -
capitalist, scientifically based industrial systém."13 This was a view, once
agaln, shared with the opposition. 'Thus, the Right Progressi%res of the Tory
Party, gathered round Crossbow, also érgued that "economic growth dissolved the
old class structure and created new social groups, in particular affluent
workers and the technical intelligentsia, whom a dynamic Toryism could
:::».’c'l::::-ac‘c":”4 Iz such a context of politipal agreement, "it became plausible to

Ssuppose that the consensus between the parties ... reflected a consensus in

the nation. In the spectrum of political opinion from right to left, the
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majority of the electors had moved towards the middle, the breeding ground of
the floaters, leaving only minorities at the extremes ... ©Success in the

political market now seemed to depend on capturing the centre and winning the

support of the ﬂoa'bers"'j5 As such, we can see how the 'key terms' of afflu-
ence, consensus and embourgeoisement became gathered together "into an all-
embracing myth or explanation of post-war social cha.nge"]6 The new post-war
mix of Keynes, welfare and capitalism had 'delivered the goods', the pros-
perity and affluence of the 1950's 'boom period!, and in the process secured

a 'consensus! amongst political paﬁies on the framework within which govern-

ments should now work. At the same time, affluence was dismantling old class
barriers, "embourgeoisifying'" the old working class with rises in living
standards and an accompanying conversion to 'consensual! middle class

17

values.

But, barely had the ink dried on such confident prognoses than the
reality of Britain's economic difficulties became apparent with the balance

of payments crisis in 1961 and subsequent imposition of a pay-pause, credit

18

squeeze and higher taxation by Chancellor, Selwyn Lloyd. The roots of this

crisis, however, were not local but deep-seated. As Glyn and Sutcliffe put

it: "British capitalism faced increasing competition in world markets: it
was continuously losing part of its share of world output and exports. Its
level of investment and economic growth was low by international standards.
This lack of competitiveness, combined with unwillingness to devalue the
exchange rate, led to repeated crises‘ in the balance of payments which were
always angwered by restrictions on home demand, further checking the rate of
g'li'om:hﬂ.“‘..!9 Organically related to these problems was the Conservative
rarty's reluctance to acknowledge its changed role in a world economic and
political system characterised by the +decline of Empire and increasing
American hegemony. 'I‘cs attempt to maintain sferling as a world currency led
to an artificially high exchange rate, inhibiting to domestic growth and

vulnerable to runs on the pound, while its commitment to an international
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political and military role produced an expenditure on defence (7-10% of GNP)
higher than nearly any other nation, except the USA and the USSR. As

Schonfield has argued, such a heavy defence programme inhibited (non-military)

industrial investment, restrained overseas demand and imposed an additional
strain on the balance of payments (whose deficits often amounted to no more
than a fraction of overall military expenditure).zo In sum, although British
economic growth had looked impressive in isolation when compared with other
industrial nations it looked décidedly poor (lagging well behind such
European competitors as West Germany, France and Italy). As such, Britain's
economic ‘'miracle' rested wpon purely "temporary and fortuitous circum-

sta.nces"T| (such as the fall in world commodity prices) and lacked foundation

in any policy of economic re-structuring or long-term investment (which once
again lagged well behind its West European cmmpe’ci’co::'s)?2 Moreover, such
failures were exacerbated by the Tory administration's devotion to stop-go
tactics of economic management and its policies of 'Bread and Circuses': what Pinto-
Duschinsky describes as "the sacrifice of policies for long-term well-being in favou
of over-lenient measures and temporary palliatives bringing in immediate :t:‘t—:*’t:m:'nss,"?3 |

Butler's purely expedient pre-eleotidﬁ budget of 1955 provides the most notorious

example.

‘ L

What the rise in incomes and apparent abundance of consumer goods dis-
guised then was the fragile and temporary base upon wﬁich such "affluence"
had been secured, Moreover, what it also disguised was the persistence of
inequality in the enjoyment of "affluence'" and its continuing complicity with a
structure of class division. As I have‘ suggested, the assumption increasingly
galning credence in political rhetoric, with support from thé academic com-
munity, was that capitalism was undergoing fundamental changes (indeed, no
10né‘er remaining capitalist at all), that inequalities in the distribution of
income and wealth had been reduced and, as a consequence, that the old class
divisions which such inequalities had maintained were in the process of being
dissolved. However, as Westergaard and Reisler point out, there was no

particular novelty attaching to the affluence of the 1950's: increasing
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incomes had also characterised the pre-war era with gross wages rising by an

average of about 139 from the early 1920's to ‘1938?)'L Moreover,
such absolute increases did not in themselves imply any automatic

decrease in relative inequalities. Indeed, once this question of
distribution is examined a whole new light is shed upon the ideo-

logy of "affluence". Thus, despite some redistribution of income following
the Second World War, the overall pattern detected by Westergaard and Reisler

is that of "continuing inequality". In 1961 1% of the adult population

derived 10% of total post~tax incomes (i.e. much the same as the poorest 30%)
while the richest 5% enjoyed much the same income as that of the poorest
50%?5 Figures for the distribution of private wealth reveal a similar picture.

According to estimates made by The Economist for 1959/60 88% of tax—payers

owned only 3.7% of private wealth while the richest 7% owned 8!.%. Moreover,
these figures retain a remarkable consistency with those from the early 1950's. el
Despite the claims to the contrary, it is clear that economic inequalities had
not been eroded. What is also clear is that their primary derivation also

remained the same: the relations of capitalist production (with its structure
of private ownership and associated control of the productive apparatus).
While revisionist and post-capitalist commentators tinkered with slide-rules,
what they missed was this relational character of social classes. Increases in
income, shifts in occupational structure or changes in values (as emphasized
by theses of 'embouréeoisement') only located md\'rements within classes while
the overall contours of class 'relations, constitutive of a capitalist mode of
production, remained intact. Of coarse, occupat.ional divisions and values are
crucial to an understanding of how classes operate "on the ground". As Stuart
Hall has observed, "class in its singular, already unified forﬁl is really a
political metaphor ... 'fracturing' and diversity is the real empirical
experience of the c:lass“?8 But, nonetheless, it remains the economic rela-
tion, the relation between capital and labour., which prescribes '"the para-

meters or outer boundaries of class structure"?9 In a sense, it was the
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ideological achievement of the period to focus on the local shifts and trans-

formations while concealing the essential continuity of the "outer boundaries'.

"Affluence assumed the proportions of a full blown ideology precisely because

it was required to Eovei:' over the gaps between real inequalities and the
promised Utopia of equality-for-all and ever-rising consumption to come",
write Clarke et.al. "By projecting this ideological scenario, the 'affluence’
myth aimed to give the working-classes a stake in a future which had not yet
arrived, and thus to bind and cement the class to the hegemonic order. Here,
precisely, the ideology of affluence' reconstructed the "real relations of

post-war British society into an !'imaginary rela.tion'."3o

Youth and the Hazards of Affluence>

"And then came the gay-time boom and all the spending money, and

suddenly you oldos found tgat though we minors had no rights,
we'ld got the money power."

If it was classes that were presumed to be disappearing there can be little
doubt that it was !youth!, by coantrasc, wno were making an appearance., As
Hopkins puts it, "Never had "Youth" -~ with the capital "Y" - been so earnestly

discussed, so frequently surveyed, so extensively seen and heard."33 With its

trail of Teddy Boys, Angry Young Men and nouveau richg pop stars it seemed to

many that the 1950's was not only the "age of affluence" but also the "age of
youth". Not that this was purely coincidental, for whaf abové all seemed to

define the novelty of youth in 'bhié period was its access to the benefits of
affluence and, as a consequence, thé ability to map out for itself of a distinctive
cultural status. In this respect, what the 1950's discovered was not so much 'youth
as the "teenagex". As a number of commentators have observed, 'youth!'! itself

1s something of a social invention, a cultural expression of social and

historical circumsta.nce'rather than a biological fact., In particular, the

expansion of compulsory education, dec?line of child labdu:c and development of

child-welfare legislation in the nineteenth-century created 'adolescence!

(a, term formalised in academic discourse by the writings of Stanley Hall) in
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which young people were forced into a period of extended dependencegb' The
idea of the 'teenager!, however, dates from much later and was apparently
coined in the 1940!'s by American market researchers who wished to describe

young people with méney'to spend on consumer durables. And, it is this link-
ing of youth with consumption which came to define the role of the teenager

in the 1950!'s:

"The distinctive fact about teenager's behaviour is economic: they
spend a lot of money on clothes, records, concerts, make-up,
magazines: all things that give immediate pleasure and little
lasting use. "3 '

Indeed, this "distinctive fact" assumed a peculiar prominence with the publ:{.-
cation of The Teenage Consumer by Mark Abrams in 1959 with its revelatlons
that real teenage earnings had increased by 50% since 1938 (a.nd possibly by |
100% in terms of real ‘discretionary' spending) and that teenage spending now
amounted to £900 million a year.3 6 Although the significance of such figures
might be queried (Abrams estimates that in 1959 teenage expenditure accounted

for only 5% of the total national consumer exPenditure)37 they undoubtedly
fuelled the popular imagery of the incredibly affluent teenager devoted to an

enormous expenditure on leisure:

"The Sunday Graphic in 1960 found a boy who could hang £127 worth
of suits in his parents' back yard to be photographed, another
who earned £5 a week and owned: five suits, two pairs of slacks,
one pair of Jjeans, one casual jacket, five white and three
coloured shirts, five pairs of shoes, twenty-five ties and an
overcoat., A sixteen-~year-old typist owned six dresses, seven
straight skirts, two pleated ones, one overcoat and a mac, one
Italian suit, one pair of boots, one of flat shoes and three of
high heels. One eighteen-year-old drove a new car which he had
bought for £800; many who earned something under £7 a week had
motorbikes at £300. A hire purchase firm said they g%d l;, 000
teenagers on their books and not a single bad debt."

Central to the imagery of the "affluent teenager" was the idea of a dissolu-

tion of o0ld class barriers and the 'construction of a new collective identity based

on teenage values. Abrams suggested that the teenagers' collective habits of

consumption constituted a "distincti'v'e teenage spending for distinctive

teenage ends in a distinctive teenage wo'rld"39 while Laurie contrasted this new bree

of teenager with the street-corner gangs of ten years before: "The teenagers have
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come into nationwide contact with each other. They have formed a society of

L0

their own"., Teenagers, indeed, represented the new '"class" whose very badge

of identity was their rejection of traditional class boundaries:

"No one, not a soul, cares what your class is, or what your race is,
or what your income is, or if you'‘re boy, or girl, or bent, or
versatile, or what you are - so long,as you dig the scene ... and
have left all that crap behind you."H4

It was in such terms, as Clarke et.al. suggests, that 'youth' came to
symbolize the most advanced point of social change: "youth was the vanguard
party - of the classless, post-protestant, consumer society to come"!;L2 But,
as these authors also suggest, this metaﬁhor, of youth as the vanguard of
social change, was also tinged with ambivalence: "Social change was seen as
generally beneficial ('you've never had it so good!): but also as eroding the
traditional boundaries and undermining the sacred order and institutions of

traditional society” 93 In particular, youth, came to serve as a metaphor for

the 'underside' of the "affluent society": its slavish devotion to consumerism

allegience to superficialities and absence of "authentic" values. "Today's high

income receivers are w;ri"thout' background 'educatiop and information necessary to the

cultivation of stable tastes" observed one commgntator. "They are exposed in

innumerable ways to commercial exploitation, and induc_:ed to pay high prices

for the merely novel and ephemeral ... Consequently people, and especlally

young people, become confused about their noms,gva.lues', tastes and stz-a.ndzaa.rc':ls.."’w'L
In this respect, unease about affluence reflected a broader anxiety about

the quality of life which new patterns of consuxr;ption and the explosion of

mass communications (television, advertising, pop music, etc.) seemed to

entail. Mass production, it was argued, eschewed the values of individual

design and craftmanship in favour of an imposed standardisation and phoney
egalifarianism of taste; while the mass media (and in particular, television
with its subservience to ratings and é,dvertis'ers) necessarily gravitated
towards the popular and lowest common denomina.‘l:o:t:'{45 Thus, the Pilkington

committee, set up to advise on the future of broadcasting in 1960, reported

- 26 -




the "dissatisfaction ... that prbgramme items were far too often devised with
the object of seeking, at whatever cost in quality or variety, the largest

possible audience: and that, to attain this object, the items nearly always

appealed to a low level- of public taste",f6 Most influential, in this respect,

was The Uses of Literacy by Richard Hoggart (subsequen‘tly a, central contribu-
ter to the Pilkington Report). Although sharing the assumption of a cultural
debasement consequent upon the emergence of a mass culture, Hoggart's point

of contrast was not the 'high art' of more conservative critics but that of a

traditional, but declining, working-class culture:

"My argument is not that there was, 'in England one generation ago,
an urban culture still very much 'of the people! and that now
there is only a mass urban culture. It is rather that the appeals
made by the mass publicists are for a great number of reasons made
more insistently, effectively, and in a more comprehensive and
centralized form today than they were earlier; that we are moving
towards the creation of a mass culture; that the remnants of what
was at least in parts an urban culture 'of the people' are being
destroyed; and that the new mass culture is in some important ways
less healthy than the often crude culture it is replacing ... We

are becoming culturally classless ... No doubt many of the old
barriers of class should be broken down. But at present the older,
the more narrow but also more genuine class culture is being eroded

in favour of the mass opinion, the mass recreational product and
the generalized emotional response," &/

As such, it was youth, ;nd, in particular, 'the juke-box boys' who signified
this cultural fall most clearly, spending “their evening listening in
harshly lighted milk-bars to the 'nickelodecons!" and capitulating to the
'hollow-cosmos effect' of rock 'n' roll. "The hedonisi';ic but passive
barbarian who rides in a fifty horse power bus for threepence to see a fifty

million dollar film for one and eight", he concludes "is not simply a socilal

oddity: he is a po:t:"l:ent".!."8

This 'barbarianism' of youth, however, did not apparently stop at cultural

- philistinism: for what also came to dominate the imagery of youth in this

period was the association of the teenager with sexual immorality and violence,

such that the terms teenager and delinquént wére to be applied almost

synonymously., Figures for crime amongst the 14-21 age group had been
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increasing from 1955 onwards while details of Teddy Boy violence (including

the notorious Rock Around the Clock cinema riots of 1956 ) had fuelled an

avid press interest. In 1958 teenage violence also interlinked with social

anxiety about race -a.nd :'capid_'l.y increasing immigration rates when a riot in
Nottingham sparked off three nights of fighting between black and white youths
in Notting Hill. Thus, by 1959, as one commentator observes, it was as if
"the collective adult mind had become neurotically imprinted with the idea of
the menacing ’cc—:-euna,ger"%.Jr9 As if to confirm his point, Butler's White Paper in
January 1959 introduced a programme ‘of prison-building for young offenders
together with plans for the administration of 'a short, sharp shock' at new
detention centres and Borstals. Flick-knives were outlawed by an Act of
Parliament the same year while Tory Party conferences bayed for blood., In

1958 thirty motions on crime and punishment were submitted while in 1960 ten
of the resolutions on law and order explicitly advocated the return of corporal
punishment. "Corporal punishment must be brought back", argued one Mrs. Tilney
in 1958, "otherwise we shall find ourselves in a society dominated by young
toughs who violate our girls and frighten or savagely attack older people.” >0

In more subdued tones, the Albemarle Committee recommended increased funding

for the Youth Service in 1960.

As with so many cases in the sc:;ciology of youth much of this "moral panic"
can be associated with media amplification. As Montgomery suggests, "the wide
coverage given to violence and thuggery by the press, film and television,
gave the public an overdrawn, too lurid picture of the state of affairs“? 1
Although teenage convictions doubled during the fifties its peak waé still
only twenty-one per thousand in 1958, Moreover, offences for violence still
represented only a small proportion of these. As Montgomery once again points out,
in London they accounted for only two convictions a day for under 21 year olds:
"figures which hardly justify the popular belief that there was a teenage crime-
e".:s 2 In a similar spirit, Laurie has sug"gésted that "the popular image of

the giddy sex-craved teenager", as feared by Mrs. Tlney "is rather out of

”
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touch with the fac‘l:s“‘..}5 3 Drawing on the Central Council for Health Education

survey on the sexual behaviour of young people, he points out that only a
third of the boys between seventeen and pineteen and a sixth of the girls in

the same age group had ‘ever had sexual intercourse. Moreover, those that had,

had usually only done so with a regular pa,n:'vl:ne:x:....SLL Even such a concerned

observer as T.R. Fyvel was forced to admit in his study of Teddy Boys that sexual

relationships were more usually characterised by 'insecurity' than any over-

55

arching rapaciousness:

As Stanley Cohen suggests, the designation of youth as a whole in terms

of sex and violence - the eascription of a number of stereotypical traits to

the whole adolescent age group - represents a common ideological ma.noeu;v:::'can..5 6

At the same time, it also constitutes a mirror-image of the affluent teenager
mythology: for in both cases, the teenage group is rendered homogenous,

bound together in the communality of either habits of consumption or a per-
plexing proclivity for anti-social behaviour. On inspection, however, the
reality proves more complex. As Abrams, rather ambivalently, acknowledged his
apparently "distinctive teenage spending" was almost "entirely working-class',
with "{ypical teenage" commodities, such as magazines, being 'largely without
appeal :for middle class boys and girls'.s [ In a sense, this was only to be
exPectéd insofar as the extended education characteristic of middle class

- children tended to deprive them of the spending power e'n,joyed'by many of their
working class peers. Moreover, many of the most visible forms of youth

culture, such as the Teddy Boys, were quite clearly working-class in origin

and practice, The 'teenage phenomenon'! was not at all some manifestation of a

new 'classless' youth but almost exclusively working-class.

As Murdock and McCron suggest, it is this stress on 'clagslessnegs' which
has consistently underpinned the study of youth but only. at the expense of

denying an accumulating body of evidence:
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"Theories of youth have been tied to the withering away of class
primarily by the argument that the division between the genera-

tions has increasingly replaced class inequalities as the central
axis of the social structure, and that this shift has been

accentuated and confirmed by the emergence of a classless culture
of youth, separated from, and opposed to, the dominant adult
culture, Variations of this argument have underpinned a great

deal of both the popular and sociological commentary on youth,
with the result that in much of the writing, class 1s seen as
largely irrelevant and either evacuated altogether or treated as
a residual category. At the same time, however, research on
youth, including much of the work generated from within the

'youth culture' paradigm itself, has persistently produced evi-
dence which points to the continuing centrality of class

inequalities in structuring both the life styles and life chances
of adolescents."58

In other words, far from transcending old class barriers the experience of the

teenager was, and still is, in fact, both shaped and mediated by the structural

constraints of a class-divided society.

In this respect, ideas about youth's mindless conformity to the values of
mass culture and commitment to 'meaningless! violence assume a new signifi-
cance. Clarke et.al., for example, argue how the youth sub-culture may be seen
as the means whereby sections of working-class youth negotiate their shared
conditions of existence, "resolving" at a symbolic level the problematic of a
subordinate class experience (with its accompanirﬁents of unemployment, educa-
tional disadvantage, dead-end jobs, low pay, and lack of s]:::I.lls)g9 Seen in
this 1light, the working-class youth sub-culture repreéents less a group of
passive consumers than creative stylists, appropriating and making use of
commodities accordiné‘ to their own sub-cultural ends. As Hebdige observes,
"Far from being a casual response to 'easy money' the extravagant sartorial
display of the ted required financial planning and was remarkably self-conscious -
a going against the grain, as it were, of a 1life which in all other respects
was, in all likelihood, relatively cheerless and poorly rewarded"§0 By the
same token, the attraction towards 'violence - apparently so inexplicable in an
era of material well-being - may well assume a rationality (if not necessarily
a justification) once it is inter-reié.ted with a continuing structure of

relative class disadvantage. As Stuart Hall suggests, the degree of violence
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which has characteristically been associated with traditional working-class

communities "has a perfectly rational source in the conditions of life and work
in which working-class men, women and young people are obliged to live, and

which is indeed implicit in their very position as a class with a more-or-less
permanent subordinate position in szociety"?‘l Not that this should lead us to
assume that all working-class teenagers were then violent, for, as the evidence

suggests, the degree of teenage violence was still more apparent than real.

As such, the dominant representations of youth in the 1950's tend to tell us
more about the social groups producing them than they do about teenagers themselves.,
Friendenberg has suggested that the attribution to teenagers of "a capacity for vio-
lence and lust" serves the adult community "as the occasion both for wish-fulfilment
and for self-fulfilling proPhecy"§2 While, both the double-edged condemnation of the

culture!s 'repressed' non-productive values and the implicit incitement to further

acts of deviance through media exposure, as in the case of the cinema riots, provide
evidence to support this, it is, perhaps, Stanley Cohen's notion o'f "jdeological

exploitation" which is the most appropriate. For Cohen<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>