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I speak now in relation between the Oppressor and
the oppressed; the inward bondages I meddle not
with in this place, though I am assured that if it be
rightly searched into, the inward bondages of
minde, as covetousness, pride, hypocrisie, envy,
sorrow, fears, desperation and madness, are all
occasioned by the outward bondage, that one sort
of people lay upon another.

(Gerrard Winstanley, “The Law of Freedom in a
Platform; or, True Magistracy Restored’, 1652)
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Death of a Good Woman

She died like this. I didn’t witness it. My niece told me this.
She’d moved everything down into the kitchen: a single bed,
the television, the calor-gas heater. She said it was to save
fuel. The rest of the house was dark and shrouded. Through
the window was only the fence and the kitchen wall of the
house next door. Her quilt was sewn into a piece of pink
flannelette. Afterwards, there were bags and bags of
washing to do. She had cancer, had gone back to Food
Reform, talked to me about curing it when I paid my first
visit in nine years, two weeks before her death: my last visit.
She asked me if  remembered the woman in the health-food
shop, when I was about eight or nine, pointing out a man
who’d cured cancer by eating watercress. She complained of
pains, but wouldn’t take the morphine tablets. It was pains
everywhere, not in the lungs where the cancer was. It wasn’t
the cancer thatkilled: a blood clot travelled from her leg and
stopped her heart. Afterwards, the doctor said she’d been
out of touch with reality.

We’d known all our childhood that she was a good
mother: she’d told us so: we’d never gone hungry; she went
out to work for us; we had warm beds to lie in at night. She
had conducted a small and ineffective war against the
body’s fate by eating brown bread, by not drinking, by
giving up smoking years ago. To have cancer was the final
unfairness in a life measured out by it. She’d been good; it
hadn’t worked.

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 Streatham Hill in 1951, my baby sister in her
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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; it’s unfair; I'll manage): ‘Hard lines, eh, Kay?’ (Kay was
the name I was called at home, my middle name, one of my
father’s names).

And I? I will do everything and anything until the end of
my days to stop anyone ever talking to me like that woman
talked to my mother. It is in this place, this bare, curtainless
bedroom that lies my secret and shameful defiance. I read a
woman’s book, meet such a woman at a party (a woman
now, like me) and think quite deliberately as we talk: we are
divided: a hundred years ago Id have been cleaning your
shoes. I know this and you don’t.

Simone de Beauvoir wrote of her mother’s death, said that
in spite of the pain it was an easy one: an upper-class death.
Outside, for the poor, dying is a different matter:

And then in the public wards when the last hour is
coming near, they put a screen round a dying man’s
bed: he has seen this screen round other beds that were
empty the next day: he knows. I pictured Maman,
blinded for hours by the black sun that no one can look
at directly: the horror of her staring eyes with their
dilated pupils.

Like this: she flung up her left arm over her head, pulled
her knees up, looked out with an extraordinary surprise. She
lived alone, she died alone: a working-class life, a working-
class death.

Part one

Stories

The present tense of the verb o be refers only to the
present: but nevertheless with the first person
singular in front of it, it absorbs the past which is
inseparable from it. ‘Tam’ includes all that has made
me so. It is more than a statement of immediate fact:
it is already biographical.

(John Berger, About Looking)*




Stories

This book is about lives lived out on the borderlands, lives_
for which the central interpretative devices of the culture
don’t quite work. It has a childhood at its centre — my
childhood, a personal past —and it is about the disruption of
that fifties childhood by the one my mother had lived out
before me, and the stories she told about it. Now, the
narrative of both these childhoods can be elaborated by the
marginal and secret stories that other working-class girls
and women from a recent historical past have to tell.

This book, then, is about interpretations, about the places
where we rework what has already happened to give current
events meaning. It is about the stories we make for
ourselves, and the social specificity of our understanding of
those stories. The childhood dreams recounted in this book,
the fantasies, the particular and remembered events of a
South London fifties childhood do not, by themselves,
constitute its point. We all return to memories and dreams
like this, again and again; the story we tell of our own life is
reshaped around them. But the point doesn’t lie there, back
in the past, back in the lost time at which they happened; the
only point lies in interpretation. The past is re-used through
the agency of social information, and that interpretation of
it can only be made with what people know of a social world
and their place within it. It matters then, whether one
reshapes past time, re-uses the ordinary exigencies and
crises of all childhoods whilst looking down from the
curtainless windows of a terraced house like my mother did,
or sees at that moment the long view stretching away from
the big house in some richer and more detailed landscape.

/ ) F
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All children experience a first loss, a first exclusion; lives the articulated politics of class-consciousness, she became a
shape themselves around this sense of being cut off and working-class Conservative, the only political form that
denied. The health visitor repeated the exclusion in the allowed her to reveal the politics of envy. —
dlsdamful language of class, told my mother exactly what it Many of these ambiguities raise central questions about
{ was she stood outside. It is a proposition of this book that gender as well as class, and the development of gender in
I that specificity of place and politics has to be reckoned with particular social and class circumstances. So the usefulness
- inmaking an account of anybody’s life, and their use of their of the biographical and autobiographical core of the book
[V; own past. lies in the challenge it may offer to much of our conventional
My mother’s longing shaped my own childhood. From a understanding of childhood, working-class childhood, and
Lancashire mill town and a working-class twenties child- little-girlhood. In particular, it challenges the tradition of
hood she came away wanting: fine clothes, glamour, cultural criticism in this country, which has celebrated a
money; to be what she wasn’t. However that longing was kind of psychological simplicity in the lives lived out in
produced in her distant childhood, what she actually Hoggart’s endless streets of little houses. It can help reverse
wanted were real things, real entities, things she materially a central question within feminism and psychoanalysis,
lacked, things that a culture and a social system withheld about the reproduction of the desire to mother in little girls,
from her. The story she told was about this wanting, and it and replace it with a consideration of women who, by
remained a resolutely social story. When the world didn’t refusing to mother, have refused to reproduce themselves or
deliver the goods, she held the world to blame. In this way, the circumstances of their exile. The personal past that this
the story she told was a form of political analysis, that book deals with can also serve to raise the question of what
allows a political interpretation to be made of her life. happens to theories of patriarchy in households where a
~ Personal interpretations of past time — the stories that father’s position is not confirmed by the social world outside
people tell themselves in order to explain how they got to the the front door. And the story of two lives that follows points
place they currently inhabit — are often in deep and am- finally to a consideration of what people — particularly
biguous conflict with the official interpretative devices of a working-class children of the recent past — come to under-
culture. This book is orgamzed around a conflict like this, stand of themselves when all they possess is their labour,
taking as a starting point the structures of class analysis and and what becomes of the notion of class-consciousness
schools of cultural criticism that cannot deal with every- when it is seen as a structure of feeling that can be learned in
thing there is to say about my mother’s life. My mother was ' childhood, with one of its components a proper envy, the
asingle parent for most of her adulthood, who had children, desire of people for the things of the earth. Class and gender, | /
but who also, in a quite particular way, didn’t want them. and their articulations, are the bits and pieces from which | f
She was a woman who finds no place in the iconography of psychological selfhood is made.

working-class motherhood that Jeremy Seabrook presents
in Working Class Childhood, and who is not to be found in

%

Richard Hoggart’s landscape. She ran a working-class Igrew up in the 1950s, the place and time now located as the
household far away from the traditional communities of first scene of Labour’s failure to grasp the political con-
class, in exile and isolation, and in which a man was not a sciousness of its constituency and its eschewal of socialism

master, nor even there very much. Surrounded as a child by in favour of welfare philanthropism.? But the left had failed
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with my mother long before the 1950s. A working-class
Conservative from a traditional Labour background, she
_shaped my childhood by the stories she carried from her
own, and from an earlier family history. They were stories
| designed to show me the terrible unfairness of things, the
subterranean culture of longing for that which one can
“mother’s dogged search, using what politics came to hand,
for a public form to embody such longing.

“Her envy, her sense of the unfairness of things, could not
be directly translated into political understanding, and cer-
tainly could not be used by the left to shape an articulated
politics of class. What follows offers no account of that
particular political failure. It is rather an attempt to use that
failure, which has been delineated by historians writing
from quite different perspectives and for quite different
purposes, as a device that may help to explain a particular
childhood, and out of that childhood explain an individual
life lived in historical time. This is not to say that this book
involves a search for a past, or for what really happened 3 It

chddhood, and the way in which my mother re-asserted,
reversed and restructured her own within mine.

Envy as a political motive has always been condemned: a
fierce morality pervades what little writing there is on the
subject. Fiercely moral as well, the tradition of cultural
criticism in this country has, by ignoring feelings like these,
given us the map of an upright and decent country. Out of
this tradition has come Jeremy Seabrook’s Working Class
Childhood and its nostalgia for a time when people who
were ‘united against cruel material privations ... dis-
covered the possibilities of the human consolations they
could offer each other’, and its celebration of the upbringing
that produced the psychlc structure of ‘the old working
class’.* I take a defiant pleasure in the way that my mother’s
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story can be used to subvert this account. Born into ‘the old
working class’, she wanted: a New Look skirt, a timbered
country cottage, to marry a prince.

The very devices that are intended to give expression to
childhoods like mine and my mother’s actually deny their
expression. The problem with most childhoods lived outin_
households maintained by social class III (manual), IV and
V parents is that they simply are not bad enough to be
worthy of attention. The literary form that allows presen-
tation of working-class childhood, the working-class auto-
biography, reveals its mainspring in the title of books like
Born to Struggle; Poverty, Hardship, But Happiness;
Growing Up Poor in East London; Coronation Cups and
Jam Jars — and 1 am deeply aware of the ambiguities that
attach to the childhood I am about to recount. Not only was
it not very bad, or only bad in a way that working-class
autobiography doesn’t deal in, but also a particular set of
emotional and psychological circumstances ensured that at
the time, and for many years after it was over and I had
escaped, I thought of it as ordinary, a period of relative
material ease, just like everybody else’s childhood.

I read female working-class autobiography obsessively
when [ was in my twenties and early thirties (a reading that
involved much repetition: it’s a small corpus), and whilst I
wept over Catherine Cookson’s Our Kate 1 felt a simul-
taneous distance from the Edwardian child who fetched
beer bare-footed for an alcoholic mother, the Kate of the
title (I have to make it very clear that my childhood was
really not like that). But it bore a relationship to a personal
reality that I did not yet know about: what I now see in the
book is its fine delineation of the feeling of being on the
outside, outside the law; for Catherine Cookson was
illegitimate.’

In 1928, when Kathleen Woodward, who had grown up
in not-too-bad Peckham, South London, wrote Jipping
Street, she set her childhood in Bermondsey, in a place of
abject and abandoned poverty, ‘practically off the map,
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derelict.’, and in this manner found a way, within an estab-
lished literary form, of expressing a complexity of feeling
aﬁoutﬁher personal past that the form itself did not
allow. :

The tradition of cultural criticism that has employed
working-class lives, and their rare expression in literature,
had made solid and concrete the absence of psychological
individuality — of subjectivity — that Kathleen Woodward
struggled against in Jipping Street. ‘In poor societies,’ writes
Jeremy Seabrook in Working Class Childhood

where survival is more important than elaboration of
relationships, the kind of ferocious personal struggles
that lock people together in our own more leisured
society are less known.”

But by making this distinction, the very testimony to the
continuing reverberation of pain and loss, absence and
desire in childhood, which is made manifest in the words
of ‘the old working-class’ people that make up much of
Working Class Childhood, is actually denied.

It would not be possible, in fact, to write a book called
‘Middle Class Childhood’ (this in spite of the fact that the
shelves groan with psychoanalytic, developmental and liter-
ary accounts of such childhoods) and get the same kind of
response from readers. It’s a faintly titillating title, carrying
Fhe promise that some kind of pathology is about to be
investigated. What is more, in Working Class Childhood the
discussion of childhood and what our society has done to
the idea of childhood becomes the vehicle for an anguished
rejection of post-War materialism, the metaphor for all that
has gone wrong with the old politics of class and the stance
of the labour movement towards the desires that capitalism
has inculcated in those who are seen as the passive poor. An
analysis like this denies its subjects a particular story, a
personal history, except when that story illustrates a general
thesis; and it denies the child, and the child who continues to
live in the adult it becomes, both an unconscious life, and a
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particular and developing consciousness of the meanings
presented by the social world.

Twenty years before Working Class Childhood was writ-
ten, Richard Hoggart explored a similar passivity of
emotional life in working-class communities, what in The
Uses of Literacy he revealingly called ‘Landscape with
Figures: A Setting’ — a place where in his own memories of
the 1920s and 1930s and in his description of similar
communities of the 1950s, most people lacked ‘any feeling
that some change can, or indeed ought to be made in the
general pattern of life’.% All of Seabrook’s corpus deals in the
same way with what he sees as ‘the falling into decay of a life
once believed by those who shared it to be the only admiss-
ible form that life could take’.® I want to open the door of
one of the terraced houses, in a mill town in the 1920s, show
Seabrook my mother and her longing, make him see the
child of my imagination sitting by an empty grate, reading a
tale that tells her a goose-girl can marry a king.

Heaviness of time lies on the pages of The Uses of
Literacy. The streets are all the same; nothing changes.
Writing about the structure of a child’s life, Seabrook notes
that as recently as thirty years ago (that is, in the 1950s, the
time of my own childhood) the week was measured out by
each day’s function — wash-day, market-day, the day for
ironing — and the day itself timed by ‘cradling and comfort-
ing’ ritual.® This extraordinary attribution of sameness
and the acceptance of sameness to generations of lives arises .
from several sources. First of all, delineation of emotional
and psychological selthood has been made by and through
the testimony of people in a central relationship to the
dominant culture, that is to say by and through people who
are not working class. This is an obvious point, but it
measures out an immensely complicated and contradictory
area of historical development that has scarcely yet been
investigated. Superficially, it might be said that historians,
failing to find evidence of most people’s emotional or
psycho-sexual existence, have simply assumed that there
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can’t have been much there to find. Such an assumption
ignores the structuring of late nineteenth- and early twen-
tieth-century psychology and psychoanalysis and the way
in which the lived experience of the majority of people in a

“class society has been pathologized and marginalized. 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 de-
lineating 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

material distress is a central theme of this book, and will
be considered again in its third section.

The attribution of psychological simplicity to working-
class people also derives from the positioning of mental life
within Marxism:

Mental life flows from material conditions. Social
being is determined above all by class position —
location within the realm of production. Conscious-
ness and politics, all mental conceptions spring from
material forces and the relations of production and so
reflect these class origins.

This description is Sally Alexander’s summary of Marx’s
‘Preface to a Contribution to the Critique of Political Econ-
omy’, and of his thesis, expressed here and elsewhere, that
‘the mode of productxon of material life conditions the
general process of social, political and mental life’.}! The
attribution of simplicity to the mental life of working people
is not, of course, made either in the original, nor in this
particular critique of it. But like any theory developed in a
social world, the notion of consciousness as located within
the realm of production draws on the reality of that world. It
is in the ‘Preface’ itself that Marx mentions his move to
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London in the 1850s as offering among other advantages ‘a
convenient vantage point for the observation of bourgeois
society’, and which indeed he did observe, and live within, in
the novels he and his family read, in family theatricals, in

dinner-table talk: a mental life apparently much richer than

that of the subjects of his theories. Lacking such possessions
of culture, 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.

Technically, class-consciousness has not been conceived
of as psychological consciousness. It has been separated
from ‘the empirically given, and from the psychologically
describable and explicable ideas that men form about their
situation in life’, and 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 pro-
duction.'? Theoretical propositions apart though, in the
everyday world, the term is used in its 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’.’® Working-class
autobiography and people’s history have been developed as
forms that allow the individual and collective expression of
these thoughts, feelings and desires about class societies and
the effect of class structures on individuals and communi-
ties. But as forms of analysis and writing, 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.

Children present a particular problem here, for whilst
some women may learn the official dimensions of class-
consciousness by virtue of their entry into the labour market
and by adopting forms of struggle and understanding
evolved by men,'* children, who are not located directly

/
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within the realm of production, still reach understandings of
social position, exclusion and difference. At all levels, class-
consciousness must be learned in some way, and we need a
model of such a process to explain the social and psycho-
logical development of working-class children (indeed, of
all children).

When the mental life of working-class women is entered
into the realm of production, and their narrative is allowed
to disrupt the monolithic story of wage-labour and capital
and when childhood and childhood learning are reckoned
with, then what makes the old story unsatisfactory is not so
much its granite-like plot, built around exploiter and ex-
. ploited, capital and proletariat, but rather its timing: the
{ precise how and why of the development of class-
" consciousness. But if we do allow an unconscious life to
working-class children, then we can perhaps see the first
loss, the earliest exclusion (known most familiarly to us as
the oedipal crisis) brought forward later, and articulated
through an adult experience of class and class relations.

An adult experience of class does not in any case, as Sally
Alexander has pointed out, ‘produce a shared and even
consciousness’, even if it is fully registered and articulated.!®
This uneven and problematic consciousness (which my
mother’s life and political conviction represents so clearly) is
one of the subjects of this book. A perception of childhood
experience and understanding used as the lineaments of
adult political analysis, may also help us see under the
language and conflicts of class, historically much older
articulations — the subjective and political expressions of
radicalism — which may still serve to give a voice to people
who know that they do not have what they want, who
know that they have been cut off from the earth in some
way.!6

The attribution of psychological sameness to the figures
in the working-class landscape has been made by men, for
whom the transitions of class are at once more ritualized
than they are for women, and much harder to make.

Stortes I5

Hoggart’s description of the plight of the ‘scholarship boy’
of the thirties and forties, and the particular anxiety
afflicting those in the working class

who have been pulled one stage away from their
original culture and have not the intellectual equip-
ment which would then cause them to move on to join
the ‘declassed’ professionals and experts'”

makes nostalgic reading now in a post-War situation where
a whole generation of escapees occupies professional pos-
itions that allow them to speak of their working-class
origins with authority, to use them, in Seabrook’s words ‘as
a kind of accomplishment’.*® By the 1950s the divisions of
the educational establishment that produced Hoggart’s de-
scription were much altered and I, a grammar-school girl of
the 1960s, was sent to university with a reasonably full
equipment of culture and a relative degree of intellectual
self-awareness. Jeremy Seabrook, some eight years older
than me and at Cambridge in the late fifties, sat with his
fellow travellers from working-class backgrounds ‘telling
each other escape stories, in which we were all picaresque
heroes of our own lives’.!?

But at the University of Sussex in 1965, there were no
other women to talk to like this, at least there were none that
I met (though as proletarianism was fashionable at the time,
there were several men with romantic and slightly untruth-
ful tales to tell). And should I have met a woman like me
(there must have been some: we were all children of the
Robbins generation), we could not have talked of escape
except within a literary framework that we had learned
from the working-class novels of the early sixties (some of
which, like Room at the Top, were set books on certain
courses); and that framework was itself ignorant of the
material stepping-stones of our escape: clothes, shoes,
make-up. We could not be heroines of the conventional
narratives of escape. Women are, in the sense that Hoggart
and Seabrook present in their pictures of transition, without
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class, because the cut and fall of a skirt and good leather
shoes can take you across the river and to the other side: the
fairy-tales tell you that goose-girls may marry kings.

The fixed townscapes of Northampton and Leeds that
Hoggart and Seabrook have described show endless streets
of houses, where mothers who don’t go out to work order
the domestic day, where men are masters, and children,
when they grow older, express gratitude for the harsh
discipline meted out to them. The first task is to particularize
this profoundly a-historical landscape (and so this book
details a mother who was a working woman and a single

~“parent, and a father who wasn’t a patriarch). And once the
landscape is detailed and historicized in this way, the urgent
need becomes to find a way of theorizing the result of such
difference and particularity, not in order to find a descrip-
tion that can be universally applied (the point is net to say
that all working-class childhoods are the same, nor that
experience of them produces unique psychic structures) but
so that the people in exile, the inhabitants of the long streets,
may start to use the autobiographical ‘I’, and tell the stories
Eftheir life.

*

There are other interpretative devices for my mother which,
like working-class autobiographies of childhood, make her
no easier to see. Nearly everything that has been written on
the subject of mothering (except the literature of pathology,
of battering and violence) assumes the desire to mother; and
there are feminisms now that ask me to return Persephone-
like to my own mother, and find new histories of my
strength. When I first came across Kathleen Woodward’s
Jipping Street, 1 read it with the shocked astonishment of
one who had never seen what she knows written down
before. Kathleen Woodward’s mother of the 1890s was the
one | knew: mothers were those who told you how hard it
was to have you, how long they were in labour with you
(‘twenty hours with you’, my mother frequently reminded
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me) and who told you to accept the impossible contra-
diction of being both desired and a burden; and not
to complain.?® This ungiving endurance is admired by
working-class boys who grow up to write about their
mother’s flinty courage. But the daughter’s silence on the
matter is a measure of the price you pay for survival. I don’t
think the baggage will ever lighten, for me or my sister. We
were born, and had no choice in the matter; but we were
burdens, expensive, never grateful enough. There was no-
thing we could do to pay back the debt of our existence.
‘Never have children dear,” she said; ‘they ruin your life.’
Shock moves swiftly across the faces of women to whom I
tell this story. But it is ordinary not to want your children, I
silently assert; normal to find them a nuisance.

I read the collection Fathers: Reflections by Daughters, or
Ann Oakley’s Taking It Like a Woman®' and feel the
painful and familiar sense of exclusion from these autobio-
graphies of middle-class little-girlhood and womanhood,
envy of those who belong, who can, like Ann Oakley, use
the outlines of conventional romantic fiction to tell a life
story. And women like this, friends, say: but it was like that
for me too, my childhood was like yours; my father was like
that, my mother didn’t want me. What they cannot bear, I
think, is that there exists a poverty and marginality of
experience to which they have no access, structures of
feeling that they have not lived within (and would not want
to live within: for these are the structures of deprivation).
They are caught then in a terrible exclusion, an exclusion

from the experience of others that measures out their own
central rel: ship to the culture. The myths tell their story,
the fairy-tales show the topography of the houses they once
inhabited. The psychoanalytic drama, which uses the spatial
and temporal structures of all these old tales, permits the
entry of such women to the drama itself. Indeed, the
psychoanalytic drama was constructed to describe that
of middle-class women (and as drama it does of course
describe all such a woman’s exclusions, as well as her
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relationship to those exclusions, with her absence and
all she lacks lying at the very heart of the theory). The
woman whose drama psychoanalytic case-study describes
in this way never does stand to one side, and watch, and
know she doesn’t belong.

What follows is largely concerned with how two girl
children, growing up in different historical periods, got to be
the women they became. The sense of exclusion, of being
cut off from what others enjoy, was a dominant sense of
both childhoods, but expressed and used differently in two
different historical settings. This detailing of social
context to psychological development reveals not only
difference, but also certain continuities of experience
in working-class childhood. For instance, many recent
accounts of psychological development and the develop-
ment of gender, treat our current social situation as
astonishingly new and strange:

On the social/historical level ... we are living in a
period in which mothers are increasingly living alone
with - their children, offering opportunities for new
psychic patterns to emerge. Single mothers are forced
to make themselves subject to their children; they are
forced to invent new symbolic roles ... The child
cannot position the mother as object to the father’s
law, since in single parent households her desire sets
things in motion.

But the evidence of some nineteenth- and twentieth-century
children used in this book shows that in their own reckoning
their households were often those of a single female parent,
sometimes because of the passivity of a father’s presence,
sometimes because of his physical absence. Recent femin-
isms have often, as Jane Gallop points out in The Daughter’s
Seduction, endowed men with ‘the sort of unified phallic
sovereignty that characterises an absolute monarch, and
which little resembles actual power in our social, economic
structure’.?® We need a reading of history that reveals
fathers mattering in a different way from the way they
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matter in the corpus of traditional psychoanalysis, the
novels that depict the same familial settings and in the
bourgeois households of the fairy-tales.

A father like mine dictated each day’s existence; our lives
would have been quite different had he not been there. But
he didn’t matter, and his singular unimportance needs
explaining. His not mattering has an effect like this: I don’t
quite believe in male power; somehow the iron of patriarchy
didn’t enter into my soul. I accept the idea of male power
intellectually, of course (and I will eat my words the day I am
raped, or the knife is slipped between my ribs; though I
know that will not be the case: in the dreams it is a woman
who holds the knife, and only a woman can kill).

Fixing my father, and my mother’s mothering, in time and
politics can help show the creation of gender in particular
households and in particular familial situations at the same
time as it demonstrates the position of men and the social
reality represented by them in particular households. We
need historical accounts of such relationships, not just a
longing that they might be different.?* Above all, perhaps,

we need a sense of people’s complexity of relationship to the.

uations they inherit..In Family and Kinship in
East London, the authors found that over half the married
women they 1nterv1evved had seen their mothers within the
preceding twenty-four hours, and that 8o per cent had seen
them within the previous week. Young and Willmott
assumed that the daughters wanted to do this, and inter-
preted four visits a week on average as an expression of
attachment and devotion.?® There exists a letter that I wrote
to a friend one vacation from Sussex, either in 1966 or in
1967, in which I described my sitting in the evenings with
my mother, refusing to go out, holding tight to my guilt and
duty, knowing that I was her, and that I must keep her
company; and we were certainly not Demeter and
Persephone to each other, nor ever could be, but two women
caught by a web of sexual and psychological relationships in
the front room of a council house, the South London streets
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Raymond Williams has Wmtten about the difficulty of
linking past and present in writing about working-class life,
and the result of this difficulty in novels that either show the
past to be a regional zone of experience in which the
narrator cancels her present from the situation she is de-
scribing, or which are solely about the experience of flight.
Writing like this, comments Williams, has lacked ‘any sense
of the continuity of working class life, which does not cease
just because the individual [the writer] moves out of it, but
which also itself changes internally’.26

This kind of cancellation of a writer’s present from the

past may take place because novels — stories — work bya.

Process ¢ of temporal revelanon they move forward in time
_in order to demonstrate a state of affairs. The novel that
works in this way employs contingency, ,that is, it works

towards the revelation ‘of something not quite certam,mb,w

there nevertheless Wamng to be shown by the story,2” and
writer’s current 51tuatxqp.

The highlighting not just of the subject matter of this
book, but also of the possibilities of written form it involves,
is important, because the construction of the account that
follows has something to say about the question that
Raymond Williams has raised, and which is largely to do
with the writing of stories that aren’t central to a dominant
culture. My mother cut herself off from the old working
class by the process of migration, by retreat from the North
to a southern country with my father, hiding secrets in
South London’s long streets. But she carried with her her
childhood, as I have carried mine along the lines of
embourgeoisement and state education. In order to outline
these childhoods and the uses we put them to, the structure
of psychoanalytic case-study — the narrative form that Freud
is described as inventing —is used in this book.?8 The written
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case-study allows_the writer to enter the present into. the

past, allows the dream, the wish or the fantasy of the past to
shape current time, and treats them as evidence in their own
right. In this way, phe narrative form of ca e,,study shows
what ‘went into its w ing, shows the blts and pieces from
which it is-made up.
and that fiction can’t. 29 Case-study presents the
flow of memory, the structure of dreams, the stories
people tell to explain themselves to_others. The auto-
biographical section of this book, the second part, is
constructed on such a model.

But something else has to be done with these bits and
pieces, with all the tales that are told in order to take them

b and

construct history, the writer has to do two thmgs . make two
movements through time. First of all, we need to search
backwards from the vantage point of the presentin order to
appraise things in the past and attribute meaning to them.
When events and entities in the past have been given their
meaning in this way, then we can trace forward what we
havealready traced backwards and make a history. 30 When
a hxstory is finally written, events are explained by putting
them in causal order and establishing causal connections
between them. But what follows in this book does not make
a history (even though a great deal of historical material is
presented). For a start, [ simply do not know enough about
many of the incidents described to explain the connections
between them [am unable to perform an act of historical

planation, is no mere rhetorical device. There is a real
problem, a real tension here that I cannot resolve (my
inability to resolve it is part of the story). All the stories that
follow, told as this book tells them, aren’t stories in their

own right: they exist in tension w1th other more central
/"\ i

the way that hlstory refuses to do, ~
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ones. In the same way, the processes of working-class
autobiography, of people’s history and of the working-class
novel cannot show a proper and valid culture existing in its

amblgulty, out on the borderlands. The story — my mother’s
story, a hundred thousand others — cannot be absorbed into
the central one: it is both its dlSl‘upthI‘l and its essentnalw,
counterpomt this is a drama of class.- T

~Butvisions change, once any story is told, ways of seeing
are altered. The point of a story is to present itself momen-
tarily as complete, so that it can be said: it does for now, it
will do; it is an account that will last a while. Its point is
briefly to make an audience connive in the telling, so that
they might say: yes, that’s how it was; or, that’s how it could
have been. So now, the words written down, the world is
suddenly full of women waiting, as in Ann Oakley’s extra-
ordinary delineation of

the curiously impressive image of women as always
waiting for someone or something, in shopping
queues, in antenatal clinics, in bed, for men to come
home, at the school gates, by the playground swing,
for birth or the growing up of children, in hope of love
or freedom or re-employment, waiting for the future
to liberate or burden them and the past to catch up
with them.3!

The other side of waiting is wanting. The faces of the women
in the queues are the faces of unfulfilled desire; if we look,
there are many women driven mad in this way, as my
mother was. This is a sad and secret story, but it isn’t just
hers alone.

*

What historically conscious readers may do with this book
is read it as a Lancashire story, see here evidence of a
political culture of 1890—1930 carried from the North-
west, to shape another childhood in another place and time.
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They will perhaps read it as part of an existing history,
seeing here a culture shaped by working women, and their
consciousness of themselves as workers. They may see the
indefatigable capacity for work that has been described in
many other places, the terrifying ability to get by, to cope,
against all odds. Some historically conscious readers may
even find here the irony that this specific social and cultural
experience imparted to its women: ‘No one gives you
anything,” said my mother, as if reading the part of ‘our
mam’ handed to her by the tradition of working-class
autobiography. ‘If you want things, you have to go out and
work for them.” But out of that tradition I can make the
dislocation that the irony actually permits, and say: ‘If no
one will write my story, then I shall have to go out and write
it myself.’

The point of being a Lancashire weaver’s daughter, as my
mother was, is that it is classy: what my mother knew was
that if you were going to be working class, then you might as
well be the best that’s going, and for women, Lancashire and
weaving provided that elegance, that edge of difference and
distinction. I'm sure that she told the titled women whose
hands she did when she became a manicurist in the 1960s
where it was she came from, proud, defiant: look at me.
(Beatrix Campbell has made what I think is a similar point
about the classiness of being a miner, for working-class
men. )32

This is a book about stories; and it is a book about things
(objects ‘entities, relationships, people),. and
which we talk and write about them: about the difficulties of
metaphor. Above al

, it is about people wanting-these
things, and the structures of pohtxcal thought that haye
labelled this wanting as wrong. Later in the book, sugges-
tions are made about a relatively old structure of political
thought in this country, that of radicalism, and its possible
entry into the political dialogue of the North-west; and how
perhaps it allowed people to feel desire, anger and envy —for
the things they did not have.
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The things though, will remain a problem. The con-
nection between women and clothes surfaces often in
these pages, particularly in the unacknowledged testimony
of many nineteenth- and twentieth-century women and
girls; and it was with the image of a New Look coat that, in
1950, I made my first attempt to understand and symbolize
the content of my mother’s desire. I think now of all the
stories, all the reading, all the dreams that help us to see
ourselves in the landscape, and see ourselves watching as

well. ‘A woman must continually watch herself,’ remarked
John Berger some years ago.

She is almost continually accompanied by her own
image of herself. Whilst she is walking across a room
or whilst she is weeping at the death of her father, she
can scarcely avoid envisioning herself walking and
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This book is intended to specify, in historical terms, some
of the processes by which we come to step into the land-
scape, and see ourselves. But the clothes we wear there
remain a question. Donald Winnicott wrote about the
transitional object (those battered teddies and bits of
blanket that babies use in the early stages of distinguishing
themselves from the world around them) and its usefulness
to the young children who adopt it. The transitional
object, he wrote, ‘must seem to the infant to give warmth, or

),

we may see ourself better as we stand there and watch; and
o V 1€

our protection.

Part two

Exiles

Kay and Gerda sat looking at the picture-book of
animals and,birds, when just at that moment the
clock in the great church-tower struck five. Kay
exclaimed: ‘Oh dear! I feel as if something had
stabbed my heart! And now I've got somet.hing into
myeye!. .. ‘Ithinkit’s gone!” he said; butit was not
gone. It was one of the glass pieces from the mirror,
the troll mirror, which you no doubt remember, in
which everything great and good that was reflected
in it became small and ugly, while everything bad
and wicked became more distinct and prominent
and every fault was at once noticed. Poor Kay had
got one of the fragments right into his heart. It
would soon become like a lump of ice. It did not
cause him any pain, but it was there.

(Hans Christian Andersen, “The Snow Queen’)




