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Abstract

The aim of this thesis is to explore the relationship between the New Left and
modernisation, and to suggest that modernisation provides a powerful means of
understanding the underlying dynamics of Britain’s history in the 1960s. This relationship
is understood in terms of a politics of space. The New Left is defined broadly for this
purpose as a movement emerging from the dislocating experiences of social, cultural and
physical mobility in the postwar period. What is termed the ‘modernisation project’ 1s
more expansive than the technological and scientific modernisation espoused by Harold
Wilson in the early 1960s and is understood to address these new, politicized forms of
mobility. Whilst one element of this politics of dislocation and mobility was a concern
about affluence and new forms of cultural consumption, another was concerned with the
cultural and geographical dislocation of the upwardly-mobile (sometimes thought of in the
language of the ‘scholarship boy,” but with the growth of the student population also
assoclated with the notion of a counterculture). The significance of an enlarged and
dislocated intelligentsia is explored through the example of British Pop theory, the
approach of which was to engage positively with popular culture, emphasising the value of
mass-produced cultural forms which had the qualities of rawness and vitality on the one
hand, and expendability on the other. British Pop theory employed pop to explore an
alternative historical approach to working class culture but also suggested a different
approach to upward-mobility. Contested geographies are explored through the example of
New Left attitudes towards suburbia, megalopolis and the cultural geography of the North-
South divide. 1968 1s explored as the moment when the New Left engaged in a particular
form of spatial politics: certain types of space were valued for their psychological
characteristics, their sociological inaccessibility to the manipulative power of capitalism,
and their capacity to liberate the subject from new forms of alienation. The spaces of New
Left protest in 1968 are then compared to other examples of radical space based on radical

architecture theory. The politics of the barricade are compared to the politics of
indeterminacy.
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Introduction

The New Left in Britain had its origins in the late 1950s and emerged in the
context of post-war social dislocation and restructuring. Whereas conventional
accounts of the New Left tend to emphasise its origins in certain, key political
events (Suez, the 20™ Congress in the Soviet Union, the invasion of Hungary)
the focus here will be on its novel political forms (primarily the dislocating
experience of social, cultural and physical mobility, given a political dimension)
which were a consequence of the post-war social ferment. WWhereas
modernisation is frequently understood in its early sixties Wilsonian form
(advances In technology, the ‘white heat’ of the scientific revolution) the sense
here will be of a broadly defined modernisation project, addressing precisely
those new, politicised forms of mobility which were the context for the New

Left's emergence.

The approach taken here will not be comprehensive in its discussion of the New
Left and the key texts with which it is associated. The thesis is primarily
concerned with those theorists of the New Left who were interested in the
strategic possibilities of modernisation, not those whose political orientation was
towards older forms of left politics. Thus, the work of Stuart Hall and Raymond
Wilhams are discussed within the thesis but not that of E.P. Thompson. The
criteria of selection is not intended to suggest that a figure such as Thompson is
unimportant but its aim, rather, is to explore the relationship between some
sections of the New Left and the politics of modernisation. However, because
the New Left will be defined far more broadly than is often the case, some
iIndividuals will fall within the scope of this thesis whose presence might seem
unusual, for example Reyner Banham, an architectural and design historian,
and other pop theorists, none of whom had formal connection to left politics.
Banham and other pop theorists are important because their discussions
provide access to a suppressed narrative of the sixties New Left which gives
weight to the popular and the visual, themes which are vital in debates about
modernisation. |t is hoped that in the course of the thesis the value of a broad

definition of the New Left, which at the same time focuses upon particular



themes and issues around modernisation, space and popular culture, wil

become apparent.

The relationship of the New Left to oppositional culture (or the counterculture)
was complex, but unless a very narrow definition of each is adopted (the
counterculture understood as activities around the underground press; the New
Left defined in terms of particular journals and intellectuals, for example) then
the connections are self-evident; in fact it is helpful not to regard these as
separate entities at all, an approach which is facilitated by making the New
Left’s relationship to space and mobility the focus. One of the themes
throughout is that the culture of New Left politics in the 1960s was largely
concerned with problems of dislocation, definable in terms of competing spaces

and landscapes of proximity and mobility.

A key theme throughout is the contentious relationship of the New Left to
popular culture. Whereas approaches which take Richard Hoggart as a
representative New Left figure would suggest a narrow ana conservative
attitude towards contemporary popular culture, the argument here will be that a
broadly defined New Left was deeply engaged with the popular. This does not
mean an attitude of uncritical acceptance but it does indicate that contemporary
popular cultural forms, and the experience of social, cultural and physical

mobility which were their context, were fully engaged with.

The historical literature concerned with Britain in the 1960s is not extensive, nor
IS it especially well developed in the particular focus of this study. A number of
previous accounts of the sixties will be surveyed in this introduction. What has
characterised some accounts of the sixties has been an emphasis on the
decade as cultural object and the product of (changing) cultural memory. Arthur
Marwick's The Sixties’ rejects such approaches but, whilst a serious attempt to
chart the history of the decade, it is somewhat simplistic in its approach to the
New Left and shows no interest in exploring the latter’s relationship to new

forms of mobility. Sociology and the multi-disciplinary approaches of cultural

" Marwick 1998



studies have provided a better foundation for this study and relevant work by
Stuart Hall. Bernice Martin and Alan Sinfield will be briefly surveyed below. No
study of the politics of space in the sixties could ignore Henri Lefebvre and
whilst there will be no detailed survey of Lefebvre’'s work at this stage there will

be numerous references to his work throughout.

Whilst the relationship of the New Left to the counterculture, in the context of
sixties cultural ferment, is contentious, the problem of interpretation is
compounded by historiographical questions, bound-up with ideas of popular
memory and the status of the sixties as a cultural object as well as a segment of
historical time. To argue that the sixties is a cultural object is to suggest that it
has meaning in terms of the specific concerns of the present (as well as the
residual meanings associated with earlier presents). The meaning of such an
object is contested, not necessarily because the accuracy of an account might
be questioned on the basis of better historical research. The point has been
made by Baxendale and Pawling in their study, Narrating the Thirties. They
argue that “the mere mention of a decade (‘the Sixties’; ‘the Twenties’) evokes
powerful shared (or sometimes contested) meanings.” Historical moments
become cultural objects not through the activities of professional historians
(alone) but are constructed and reconstructed in the work of film-makers,
novelists, journalists, and politicians, the representations of which then interact
with the memories and beliefs of individuals. It is a complex process of
Interaction because private memories and beliefs are frequently constructed
through a cultural object (a particular style of clothing, a piece of music, a film or

TV programme.)

This is especially significant with respect to the sixties because its meaning has
been contested since before the decade ended. Furthermore, If the sixties
might be considered a myth, it was a myth which had its source in the sixties.
There are powerful interpretative narratives at work in promoting this view of the

sixties and they had their origins in the decade itself. Christopher Booker's The

‘ Baxendale and Pawling 1996 p1



Neophilliacs ° interprets the sixties as the explosion of a collective fantasy, of
which the counterculture was the most obvious manifestation. A former editor
of Private Eye who subsequently experienced a Christian conversion, Booker
interpreted the emergence of the alternative culture as an outbreak of
Romanticism, the infantilism of which he contrasted to a sober and enduring
respect for authority (which he now approved of) remaining embedded in British
culture. Reality returned abruptly for Booker in 1965 with the death, and

subsequent funeral, of Winston Churchill.

In their introduction to Cultural Revolution? The Challenge of the Arts in the
1960s, Bart Moore-Gilbert and John Seed provide a survey of the various,
politically charged readings of the 1960s which were to culminate in the moment
of Thatcherism.” The authors refer to the earliest, optimistic vision of the
sixties, a media constructed composite “evoking material prosperity, cultural
innovation and youthful rebellion,” an image which was represented in the
Time ‘Swinging London’ issue of April 1966. The intention of the essays
collected in the book was to move away from such conventional views of the
decade and consider instead a more complex history, in particular to see the
counterculture not just as a "hippie cult with its vocabulary of love and peace, its
ambience of marijjuana and sitar music,” but in a more nuanced way which
might take into account its political dimension, stressing the diversity of cultural
opposition and the myriad of locations, spaces and issues within which and

around which it cohered.

This is the objective of the book but Moore-Gilbert and Seed also recognise the
continued significance of myths created in the decade itself which have
subsequently acquired a very powerful, politically-charged resonance. Mary
Whitehouse was a significant figure in the promotion of a view of the 1960s
which would eventually be incorporated into Thatcherite rhetoric. Whitehouse
had condemned the decade for silencing the voice of the respectable majority

and for the way in which the avant-garde “flooded our culture and our society

> Booker 1970
4 Moore-Gilbert and Seed 1992a

5> Moore-Gilbert and Seed 1992b p*1



with its dirty water, churning up its foundations, overturning standards,
confusing thought and leaving in its wake an all too obvious trail of insecurity

and misery.”

It is significant that Whitehouse identified the silent (or silenced) majority as the
victims of sixties permissiveness, and the avant-garde as the predator. Moore-
Gilbert and Seed cite Malcolm Bradbury’'s The History Man, a novel which has
been read as an authoritative account of the state of Britain's higher education
In the late 1960s, which represented its anti-hero as “cynical and meretricious In
every aspect of his life:”” the archetypal ‘trendy leftie.” Although Bradbury was of
a different political hue to Whitehouse he nevertheless arrives at a similar

iInterpretation of sixties radicalism.

Thatcher had skilfully represented the 1960s as a period of great significance,
the moment when discipline collapsed and moral values were threatened, when
trade union power and the ‘nanny’ state had undermined freedom. Thatcherite
rnetoric was also skilful in associating this ruinous situation with the left
Imagined in a way not dissimilar to Bradbury's Howard Kirk. Norman Tebbit had
attacked "the insufferable, smug, sanctimonious, naive, guilt-ridden, wet, pink

orthodoxy of that sunset home of the third-rate minds of that third-rate decade,

the sixties.”

These negative representations of the 1960s have a significant element in
common: the apparent connection between left politics (of the new type),
challenges to cultural and moral authority, and class. One might recoil from the
sentiment expressed by Mary Whitehouse, and Norman Tebbit's statement may
be belligerent and offensive, but the connection was grounded in real processes
of social dislocation and cultural radicalism. Underlying this connection was also
the association of sixties radical cultural politics with a changing class structure.
Britain during the 1950s and 1960s withessed the expansion of the lower middle

class through the growth of various service professions, accompanied by an

° Moore-Gilbert and Seed 1992b p2 Whitehouse quoted in Tracy and Morrison 1979 p152
” Moore-Gilbert and Seed 1992b p3
° Norman Tebbit from the 1985 Disraeli Lecture, cited in Moore-Gilbert and Seed 1992b p2
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increasing division between members of this new (or progressive) middle class

fraction and those in traditional occupations.

Thatcherism might have given this particular myth of the 1960s its most
powerful voice but it resonates in a wider variety of responses to the decade.
The complexity of the process whereby historical memory becomes cultural

object can be illustrated by reference to a review, from 1998, of two recently
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circumstances this

photograph purports to describe are, significantly, not referred to in either book.

Two aspects of Horwell's review are particularly interesting. Firstly, there is a
strong measure of cynicism and irony In this view of sixties hippiedom. It is
Implied that the conventional view of hippies as committed to peace and love
(and, ipso facto, opposed to the death penalty) needs to be undercut. Whilst
this conventional view does persist in popular memory, there was an opposing
view, however, which has its origins in the sixties decade. Horwell's viewpoint,
furthermore, can only be demonstrated by means of a textual anchor, the image
(which is of individuals who might be described using a different term than

‘hippie’) seeming to be an illustration of the description in the caption. The key

> Green 1998
' Marwick 1998
" Horwell 1998



word is “hippies”, a term which for those who have a cynical attitude towards the
1960s is loaded with meaning, arguably in this instance signifying the superficial

and hypocritical nature of sixties rebellion.

In fact the photograph was first published in the Evening Standard on 3ra
October 1967 and the original caption read: “Two hippies in London's King's
Road signing a petition advocating the reinstatement of the death penalty, two

n]2

years after the abolition of capital punishment.” © Whereas the counterculture

had existed in a visible form since the late 1950s, the word hippie had only
appeared In the mid 1960s and was associated with the merger of some
specific signifiers of a bohemian lifestyle with those of a radical political stance,
a convergence which was partially the creation of the media and the activities of
the state. In Britain, drugs (as well as obscenity) became a focus of anxiety,
arrests for possession of cannabis sharply increasing in 1966, culminating in the
arrest and imprisonment of John ‘Hoppy' Hopkins at the end of December 1966
and the infamous arrest of Mick Jagger and others in February 1967. These
activities by the police were also accompanied by an hysterical media
campaign which had the effect of giving the counterculture an identity it may not
have originally possessed. Hence the Evening Standard article/photo which
both referred to a myth which the media had played its part in constructing and

disseminating, whilst simultaneously exposing it as a myth.

It should be noted that a degree of scepticism with respect to the sincerity of
many participants has been frequently expressed by participants themselves, a

view shared by Green as well as John Lennon:

‘“The people who are in control and In power and the class system and the
whole bullshit bourgeois scene is exactly the same except that there is a lot of
middle class kids with long hair walking around London in trendy clothes and
Kenneth Tynan’'s making a fortune out of the word ‘fuck.” But apart from that,

nothing happened except that we all dressed up.”"

2 gettyimages.com: Image #3398269



Lennon’s statement provided the source for the title of Green’s book: All

Dressed Up.

Arthur Marwick's The Sixties is a substantial historical account of the decade
which in part is motivated by methodological concerns. Marwick acknowledges
that periodisation is a tool employed by historians in order to make sense of a
past otherwise too extensive and complex for effective analysis. A period, such
as the sixties, does not have “any immanent or natural existence.”"*
Nevertheless, the period one constructs for such analytical purposes is not
entirely arbitrary and Marwick considers there to be strong evidence that “‘the
sixties’ [is] of outstanding historical significance in that what happened during
this period transformed social and cultural developments for the rest of the
century.”’” Not considered, however, are the forces at work which lead to the
representation of the sixties as a (contested) cultural object, the idea that this
particular decade has meaning not just in terms of ‘'what really happened’ but
also as a view of the past shaped by specific, and competing, concerns in the

present.

No doubt Marwick would argue that the latter concerns are precisely the kind of
thing he objects to and indeed motivated him to write the book. Marwick is
emphatic that the activities of the professional historian are scientific in
character and are grounded in objective procedures, a consideration of “the
evidence provided by a range of primary sources, analysed with the
professional techniques of the historian, and then reflected on at length, and
discussed and argued over with colleagues.”’® Such a defence of the historian’s
objectivity reminds one of E.H. Carr’'s statement that "accuracy is a duty, not a
virtue.”!” Yes, the historian must not make fast and loose with the facts and
there are procedures which should ensure that the object produced meets
exacting professional standards, but a process of selection also occurs which is

not entirely determined by the content of the archive.

'3 Cited in Wenner 1962 pp11-12
4 Marwick 1998 p5
'> Marwick 1998 p5

'® Marwick 1998 p21
"7 Carr 1982 p8. Citation from Housman



Marwick’s other principal objective is to recover the historical experience of the
1960s from its distortion within Marxism and cultural studies. Marwick Is far
from negative with respect to the cultural challenges of the 1960s but is
unwilling at the same time to take the revolutionary rhetoric of cultural radicals

seriously. Marwick promotes the idea that the sixties counterculture was:

“imbued with the entrepreneurial, profit-making ethic. | am thinking here of
boutiques, experimental theatres, art galleries, discotheques, night-clubs, ‘light

shows’, ‘head shops’, photographic and model agencies, underground films,

pornographic magazines.”'®

Marwick accepts that this is not an original suggestion and acknowledges a
similar argument promoted by lan MacDonald in his Revolution in the Head."”
But Marwick Is extremely resistant to any suggestion that the counterculture’s

commercial activities were a sign of bad faith or hypocrisy, that "nothing very
much happened, [or that] It was all just froth and spectacle,” the latter being a
view he associates with “the disillusioned revolutionaries, the extreme left.”*’
Marwick then engages in an intemperate discourse against proponents of “The

Great Marxisant Fallacy” and Herbert Marcuse in particular.”*4

The problem with the Marxists was that they interpreted new forms of
consumerism as social control. Marcuse himself had devised the concept of
‘repressive tolerance,” suggesting that establishment liberalism in response to
demands for more freedom “was no more than a cunning way of keeping
revolutionary sentiment and radical protest under control, while appearing to be
tolerant.”*> Marxists, in their pursuit of a fundamental revolutionary upheaval,

missed the fact that another sort of revolution was occurring, a “transformation

'® Marwick 1998 p13

' MacDonald 1994 pp28-30
20 Marwick 1998 p4

21 Marwick 1998 p4

22 Marwick 1998 p10; p14

23 Marwick 1998 p14



in material conditions, lifestyles, family relationships, and personal freedoms for

the vast majority of ordinary people.”*

Marwick does argue that many in the counterculture were at the forefront of
initiating these transformations, but they did not confront society, as many
believed they were, but “permeated and transformed it,” and they were aided In
this by those within the establishment, in authority, who “responded flexibly to
countercultural demands,” who in fact exercised “measured judgement,” as

Marwick termed it.%>

Marwick identifies a whole range of characteristics of the era which the book
subsequently explores, and since this is a comparative study of Britain, France,
Italy and the USA the empirical material he has to process is vast and difficult
to generalise upon; his wholesale repudiation of the conceptual apparatus that
might have made more sense of it all is a little baffling, however, and this has a
debilitating effect on his ability to provide a sophisticated analysis of the objects
he Is studying. Theory Is dismissed elther by appeals to common sense In the
face of the staggering weight of Marxist 'tosh' (one of his asides ridicules the
apparent emphasis placed by Marxist revolutionaries on: “the theory of the
dialectic... there is no more evidence for the existence of ‘the dialectic’ than

120

there s for the existence of ‘the holy ghost.”"), or through humorous caricature.

Consider the following:

“What | am definitely not prepared to do Is adopt the stance of the
metaphysicians, Marxists and cultural theorists and tell you that the songs of the
Beatles form part of a discourse which prevents blacks and workers from
demanding their rights, that Antonioni's film Blow Up Is constructed to persuade
everyone that they live in the happiest of all possible worlds, and that the

miniskirts of Mary Quant are ‘texts’ designed to make women resign themselves

to bourgeois patriarchy.”’

24 Marwick 1998 p15
25 Marwick 1998 p13
26 Marwick 1998 p12
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The Sixties is a lengthy comparative study of sixties cultural transformation in
Britain, France, Italy and the United States and, Marwick’s professional
techniques not withstanding, it is highly selective in its approach, inevitably
because of the vast range of source material that had to be considered.
Marxism, cultural studies and theory in general are given great prominence in
the Introduction, cited as illustrations of the outlandish nature of sixties
Intellectual activity, but also, we presume, of the ways in which the decade was,
and continues to be, misinterpreted. The chapter that subsequently deals with

2
I 8

these matters in greatest detail”” has some difficulty establishing a focus. There

are short biographies of the leading French theorists: Sartre, Levis-Strauss,
Althusser, Foucault, Lacan, Derrida and Eco appear, as well as other
luminaries. That Existentialism was superseded by Structuralism in the 60s is
alluded to but not seriously discussed, except to imply that it was a matter of
fashion, or that “perhaps there wasn’t such a difference.””® Despite the
attention given to France and the critical events of 1968, there is no
consideration of either Debord or Lefebvre: the former is briefly referred to in the
Introductory chapter, the latter possibly confused with the historian George

Lefebvre by Marwick in a citation from Cohn-Bendit.>°

Despite the accumulation of detail, there is a frustrating insufficiency of detail
where one might want it. Marwick interestingly notes that in Britain
structuralism was limited in its impact until the end of the decade and that
Existentialism continued to have an influence,”’ but without further explanation.
Britain is only one of Marwick’s case studies, admittedly, but it surely warrants a
more considered discussion of the relationship of theory to the development of

the New Left, which need not be a defence of Marcuse, nor of theories

connecting new popular cultural forms to social control.

" Marwick 1998 p21
S With the unwieldy title:” ‘Pushing Paradigms to Their Utmost Limits’ or ‘Creative Extremism':

Structuralism, Conceptualism and Indeterminacy” Marwick 1998 pp288-358

¥ Marwick 1998 p303
**1t is a quotation from Daniel Cohn-Bendit: “... Some read Marx of course, perhaps Bakunin

and of all the moderates, Althusser, Mao, Guevara, Lefebvre [Marxist historian]...” The square
brackets would suggest that this is Marwick’'s own comment. But surely Cohn-Bendit was
referring to the philosopher Henri Lefebvre, not the historian George Lefebvre? Marwick 1998

9293
' Marwick 1998 p293
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Every account of the sixties is the product of its own particular circumstances,
even those determined to suggest otherwise, and one might speculate that the
emphatic stance which Marwick takes against cultural theory has some
relationship to its influence in Britain subsequent to the decade in question. Itis
easy to ridicule the ‘everything is a text’ stance but does this caricature really
represent the summative impact of cultural studies since the 1960s? For
example, John Hill's Sex, Class and Realism’* is an exemplary study of the
British New Wave in film in the 1960s and it is significant that Marwick's own
discussion of this movement makes no reference to it. Hill's discussion of the
New Wave places it in the context of prevailing attitudes towards popular culture
and suggests, amongst other things, that its negative representation of new
modes of consumption might be bound up with the attitude of the audience the
film was aimed at (the progressive intelligentsia). It is a sensitive and
historically informed study which, nevertheless, uses textual analytical tools

derived from Barthes. This is an approach which Marwick has no interest in.

More recent books about the decade seem to promote the banal view that most
people In Britain in the sixties were largely unaffected by radical cultural
transformation. The most recent account, too recent to have been thoroughly
considered here, (| draw all of the following from the book’s preface) maintains
that the sixties in Britain was a period of “fundamental continuity” with earlier
periods, that it was "more complicated, diverse and contradictory” than is

usually acknowledged.®® The author suggests that:

‘the phenomena that we often take as shorthand for the sixties were not
universally popular. People rarely remember that the soundtracks of The

Sound of Music and South Pacific comfortably outsold any of the Beatles

albums of the decade...”*

2 Hill 1986
33 Sandbrook 2005 ppxi - Xix

4 Sandbrook 2005 pxix
12



This is not a very original observation and Sandbrook does not appear to have

consulted Dave Harker's discussion of pop in the sixties, where it had earlier

been made.?® Sandbrook makes these types of comparison because, he says:

“to borrow the famous phrase of the historian E.P. Thompson, this book sets
out to rescue ‘from the enormous condescension of posterity’ - as well as the
enormous condescension of innumerable historians — the lives of the kind of
people who spent the 1960s in Aberdeen or Welshpool or Wolverhampton, the
kind of people for whom mention of the sixties might conjure up memories not of

L ady Chatterley, the Pill and the Rolling Stones, but bingo, Blackpool and Berni

Inns.”°

From Veronica Horwell's review of the books written by Marwick and Green to
Dominic Sandbrook’s account published early this year (2005), one finds the
desire to consider the sixties in terms of ordinary people, and the inference that
the historical object we currently possess does no such thing, it being the

narrative of a small, privileged and deluded minority. Clearly, though, it is a little

more complicated than that.

What the above seems to suggest is that when the sixties are narrated and
derided in periodic attempts to recover it as an historical experience, there is In
such accounts an underlying assumption concerning popular experience. The
complex question of defining that which Is popular is rarely addressed Iin any
depth, however, but there is a persistent scepticism about the motives and
activities of the counterculture and the New Left. they may have looked as if
they were challenging authority on behalf of the people, goes the narrative, but

they were insincere, hypocritical and, in any case, the people did not want to be

iberated In that particular way.

There is, therefore, an inbuilt scepticism about the sixties, the implication being
that even to consider the decade as having any historical coherence is to make

a dangerous concession to a media myth. As Horwell states:

% Harker 1992 p241
13



“l don’t believe in the sixties... I'm sceptical of theories of the period, most of
which seem to be later rationales for a collective delusion — shared by those

who were young then and doing nicely thank you.”’

A more complex response can be found in Kobena Mercer's essay which Is
concerned with the problem of periodising the sixties. The essay was written In
response to a number of accounts published in 1988 to commemorate the 20"
anniversary of the 1968 events, particularly Ronald Fraser's 1968: A Student
Generation in Revolt>° David Caute’s The Year of the Barricades™ and Tariq
Ali’'s Street Fighting Years.*° Mercer’s objection to these accounts is that they
attempt to give a particular moment and the activities of a specific social group
a more general and universal meaning. Mercer complains about the
predominant tone of "nostalgia for the good old days when the good old boys
could act out their heroic identities as student revolutionaries,” which he
characterises as “narcissistic pathos [for] the loss of authority and identity on
the part of a tiny minority of privileged intellectuals.”' The ways of remembering
the 1960s associated with the aforementioned accounts is to give too much
significance to the experiences of a relatively privileged minority, argues
Mercer, but this is not to suggest that the decade wasn't important. Mercer is
actually attempting to recover the sixties on behalf of those social groups whose
challenges to authority were excluded from the dominant narrative: gays, ethnic
minorities, women. Mercer dislikes the narrative of the sixties which he
associlates with white, male, middle class revolutionaries. Unlike the naive
attempt to search for ordinary experience, evident in Sandbrook and Marwick,
however, itis doubtful that Mercer would embrace the term ‘ordinary’ to

describe those groups he regards as oppressed and marginalised from the

dominant narrative.

*® Sandbrook 2005 pxix
" Horwell 1998

> Fraser 1988

% Caute 1988

0 Ali 1987
* Mercer 1992 p426,; p424
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A number of sources have provided the foundation for the approach taken here,
primarily the work of Stuart Hall, Bernice Martin and Alan Sinfield. Whilst they
write from different perspectives there are a number of common themes within
their work which provide an historical and conceptual framework for the study of
Britain in the 1960s. These include: the growth of an expanded lower middle
class and the emergence of a division between traditional and progressive
fractions; the link between the New Left and the progressive middle class
fraction; new terrains and spaces of engagement for the New Left intelligentsia;
the connection between the latter and the politics of modernisation; the
relationship of the working class to the new modes of political engagement

associated with the New Letft.

In ‘Reformism and the Legislation of Consent™* Stuart Hall considers the
origins of Britain's liberalising legislation in the sixties and the reasons why that
particular cycle of reform ended with the decade. The reforms in question
began with the Homicide Act in 1957, subsequent to which legislation was

enacted broadly relating to the enforcement of morality. There was a shift

nd 3

towards “a less rigid, looser, more ‘permissive’ moral code,” most typically in

those areas pertaining to sexuality and personal conduct. In large part the tone

was set by the Wolfenden Report (1956-8) which established the fundamental

principles that were to shape the sixties reforms.

Support for moral reform coalesced around particular social and cultural groups.
Attitudes towards moral regulation (and ‘permissiveness’ in general) became
the increasingly visible cultural reference point of a middle class divided into
traditional and progressive fractions. These distinct and increasingly
antagonistic social groups also revealed a disposition towards space,
suggested Hall; an approach he adapted from Bernstein's study of progressive
education. The progressive middle class came close in the 1960s to

establishing a social hegemony, Hall argues, but the rejection of the Wooton

*2 Hall 1980
* Hall 1980 p2

15



Report* marked the end of moral reform and was the harbinger of a different
political dispensation in the seventies. It is a subtle essay which does not arrive
at hurried conclusions. One significant element in the essay is Hall's
discussion of the thoroughgoing and expansive character of the modernisation
project as it was envisaged in the late 1950s, in comparison to the less
ambitious programme implemented after 1964. The other significant element is
Hall's consideration of the character of the structural changes to capitalism In
the post-war period, the impact these had on the political terrain, and their

iImportance In introducing a cultural dimension to sixties politics.

Hall argues that support for the legislation was not determined by association
with one or other of the major parties and in fact the reforms had been initiated
during the periods In office of two Home Secretaries: R.A. Butler from the
Conservatives and Roy Jenkins from Labour. But if support for the legisiation
did not cohere around party lines there was evidence of polarisation into two
distinctive moral climates elsewhere. In religion, for example, the more
established churches tended towards reformism whilst more fundamentalist
religious opinion was opposed to it. Most significant was the class basis of
these religious tendencies, the established churches seemingly more

identifiable with “middle class or ‘gentry’ society,”®

whilst fundamentalist religion
tended to be associated with the respectable working class and the traditional
petit-bourgeoisie. In fact, as the sixties progressed, tensions over the pace and
nature of reform found their “most powerful articulation through a split between
the ‘new’ and the ‘old’ middle classes... a division into two, distinct and

opposing moral — ideological formations.”

Hall argues that the principles established in the Wolfenden Report and in the
subsequent legislation could not be characterised as liberalising in any simple
sense. The reforms tended towards the strengthening of controls and the
iIncreasing of penalties whilst at the same time allowing greater freedom and

leniency where activities were considered to be a matter of private contracts

** This report was based on a Royal Commission which had recommended a relaxation of the

laws on drugs.
> Hall 1980 p6
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between consenting, equal partners.‘47 This “double taxonomy”, as Hall
describes it, tended towards modes of regulation that were “more privatised and
‘person’ focused..., tacit rather than explicit, invisible rather than visible,”*® in

some instances, a claim he supports through reference to Bernstein's study of

progressive education.

Underlying Hall's discussion is a broader consideration of Britain in the sixties,
connected to the early 1960s modernisation project. Reform of the apparatus of
cultural and moral regulation had attracted support from sections of all parties,
for a number of reasons. For the Conservatives their natural constituency, the
old middie class, was a declining force in the 1950s as it was eroded under the
impact of inflation, by “the rising managerial and new middle classes,” and by
those occupied in “the growing bureaucracies of the state,” as well as by the
rising spectre of the “affluent proletarian.”®® Whilst this declining group was
‘affronted... by the materialism, the hedonism, the moral agnosticism and
cultural fluidity of mass-consumption capitalist society,” the task of progressives

in the Tory party was to make an appeal to the "new, emergent social forces of

a socially mobile society.””

Labour revisionism was far more theoretical in its approach to modernisation.

First it regarded the dynamism inherent in the new post-war capitalism as

91

‘capable of wiping away the old structures of poverty and want™ " and thus

creating a more prosperous and equal society, without recourse to further
nationalisation. Second, it considered that if Labour were to win a general
election (a question made more urgent after the 1959 defeat), it would have to
create a “new historic bloc from amongst the new managerial elites, the

technical strata.”? Third, whilst differing from the Labour left by rejecting an

** Hall 1980 p39
*Hall 1980 pp12-21
** Hall 1980 p21

** Hall 1980 p29

*® Hall 1980 pp29-30
*" Hall 1980 p31

*2 Hall 1980 p31
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extension of public ownership, it differed from the right by refusing to sanction

‘the dismal Puritanism of an obsolescent Fabianism.””

Believing that the structural economic problems of capitalism had been solved
through Keynesian intervention, Crosland, the revisionist’'s most articulate
spokesperson, looked forward to a thoroughly modern and modernised welfare
capitalism (Americanisation, but combined with the tolerant and civilised
Scandinavian model) in which significant cultural and ethical questions had also
been resolved. Crosland had mounted a critique of the structures of class
iInequalities In Britain and supported the introduction of comprehensive
education, but also saw the necessity for the deregulation of moral conduct and
the encouragement of a society with wider opportunities for enjoyment and
leisure: “we need not only higher exports and old-age pensions, but more open-
air cafes, brighter and gayer streets at night, later closing-hours for public

houses...” was how Crosland expressed it.>*

Hall considers the revisionist agenda to be one within which the programme of
moral and cultural reform was not a side issue but absolutely central to the task
of creating a better society now believed to be possible as a consequence of
the transformation of classical capitalism. In contrast, the programme of
modernisation initiated by Wilson in 1964 “pivoted more on a state-sponsored
'scientific and technical revolution,”™ the cultural and ethical impulse isolated
within the Home Office reforms.>> Harold Wilson attempted to build an electoral

alliance on the same forces identified by Crosland:

‘but in a different ‘'mix’, and articulated through a different ideological repertoire.
The period of ‘moral reformism’ was the last flicker of a disintegrating social and
economic strategy. Instead of building and expanding this ‘'modernist’
moral/social hegemony, the decade produced, instead, its steady polarisation

into its ‘progressive’ and ‘traditionalist’ camps.”®

>3 Hall 1980 p31
>4 Crosland 1964 p355

> Hall 1980 p35
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Although only tentatively explored by Hall, he suggests that the relationship of
this modernisation project to the new middle class was of some importance.
The sixties was a period when the “progressive middle classes came closest to
establishing a social hegemony... The programme of moral reform may have
benefited many other social sectors, but it was designed in [their] image.”’ But,
the division between the traditional middle class and the respectable working
class on the one hand, the progressive middle class on the other, was to
generate a series of ideological conflicts (around law and order, education,

immigration, welfare, social values, sexual mores) at the end of the 1960s.

Hall concludes his study by referring to Basil Bernstein's essay on ‘visible and
invisible pedagogies’, suggesting that Bernstein’s insights into the character of
progressive education provided a model through which to understand the
relationship of the progressive middle class to the field of moral reform.
Bernstein had noted that cultural capital within the educational system can be
transmitted and regulated through different modalities, related to different ways
of framing and classifying educational knowledge. Classification related to the
degree to which different curricula were separated, strong classification
suggesting rigid and impervious boundaries, weak classification implying weak
boundaries. Framing referred to the relationship of control between teacher and
pupil, weakly framed pedagogies implying a more permissive relationship.”® But
permissiveness did not mean the absence of control, Bernstein had argued,

rather a different modality of regulation:

“The form of transmission of an invisible pedagogy encourages more of the
child to be made public and so more of the child is available for direct and

indirect surveillance and control.”®

In Class, Codes and Control, Bernstein had discussed the rules that determine
different modalities of knowledge acquisition with reference to real space,

specifically the type of toilet one might find in homes occupied by the

*® Hall 1980 p36
" Hall 1980 p38
%8 Hall 1980 pp41-42
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progressive middle class in contrast to traditional working or middle class
homes. Respectable homes (occupied by the traditional middle and
respectable working classes) contained toilets with doors that could be locked.
These toilets exhibited strong classification and framing, being separated from
other spaces by clear and distinct boundaries: in the working class home there
was a lock on the toilet door, and it was used. Such arrangements were
founded upon clear, understandable rules and visible authority which allowed
the individual to achieve a degree of separation between public and private
behaviour, and to allow moments of withdrawal from the gaze (and control) of

others.®’

The toilet found in the homes of the progressive middle classes would be
chaotic In comparison and to a degree multi-purpose: they might contain
reading maternial and have posters on the wall. The door would not be locked (if
It had a lock) and might even be left open to facilitate communication with
others on the outside, an example of weak classification. There were no rules
or visible authority, the user having to discover what was accepted practice for

herself/himself, an example of weak framing.

In the progressive middle class household, use of the toilet involved
embarkation on a journey of self discovery,®' a minor example of what Bernice

%2 3 blurring of

Martin defined as “the sweet thrill of cosmic ambiguity,
boundaries between public and private with the consequence that it was more
difficult for the subject to evade the (now implicit but no less significant) control

of others.

In A Sociology of Contemporary Cultural Change, Bernice Martin considers how
the transformation of the social structure in the post-war period had affected
iterature, the arts, popular culture and everyday patterns of behaviour. Martin,
too, detected a conspicuous class division emerging around new cultural

patterns in the 1960s, but particularly emphasises the adverse consequences of

> Hall 1980 p42; Bernstein 1975 p135

°° Bernstein 1975 p143
51 Bernstein 1975 p143
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the progressive middle class’s prominence, on those social groups occupying a
radically different cultural space, the respectable working class and the

traditional middle class in particular.

Martin observes that post-war levels of material prosperity combined with a
“minutely differentiated division of labour” and the restructuring of social

institutions and roles, had released

“people and resources from the immediate disciplines of survival so that whole
populations are enabled to discover layers of ‘expressive’ needs — self-
discovery and self-fulfilment, richness of personality, variety and depth of

relationships — as legitimate and at least half-feasible aims.”*

But this much increased desire for self-expression was unevenly distributed ana
the traditional working class remained largely untouched by it. The main
recipients of these new expressive needs were the progressive middle classes
and the most distinct manifestation of these needs was to be found in the
counterculture. A substantial element within Martin's thesis is her argument that
members of the new middle class appropriated what had been, primarily, a

working class popular culture, but misunderstood it:

“traditional working class life is highly structured by group and grid. Itis a
culture of boundary and control regularly punctuated by socially programmed
occasions in which excess, immediacy and the breaking of normal taboos Is not

merely tolerated but expected.”*

Working class youth culture had similar characteristics to the parent culture in
this respect and was first and foremost preoccupied with boundary and the
maintenance of group symbolism. It was a culture of control which,

nevertheless, was “interspersed with pockets of framed and /icensed liminal

°2 From 'Of Infinity and Ambiguity’ in Martin 1983 p4

53 Martin 1983 p16
54 Martin 1981 p140
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excess.”® There were obvious reasons why middle class radicals who were

themselves seeking new modes of self expression should be attracted to youth

culture because the period of adolescence was:

“an interlude of socially sanctioned immediacy and of relative freedom... The
culture of youth is marked by spontaneity, hedonism... and a kind of self-

centred emotional intensity which, from some angles, can resemble

individualism, nonconformity, even rebellion.”®

Rock music in particular seemed to demonstrate these rebellious qualities, but it
had not had an immediate appeal for the middle class in the 1950s. Martin
noted that “jJazz, in fact, insulated middle class radicals from pop for over a
decade.”’ When middle class radicals did adopt rock music they made a
fundamental mistake, however, and failed to understand its role in the lives of
working class youth for which it functioned to provide group identity as part of a
larger culture of collective symbolism, not the expressive individualism which

was Its appeal for middle class youth. Martin argues that whilst

“all social classes in the youth/pop culture are juggling with symbols of de-
structuring against peer-group rituals, at the margin the pro‘gressive middle

classes want the symbols of de-structuring and the working classes want the

peer group rituals.”®

Ray Gosling was an early advocate of the counterculture and had adopted a
Romantic attitude towards working class youth culture, seeking out “seediness
and violence as a guarantee of gut emotion and real freedom”®® and had tried to
encourage the young people he worked with to “let their iminality spill over into

‘real life’... But they remained obstinately deferential to authority and uneasy

with his refusal to be clear-cut authority for them.””

%> Martin 1983 p138
° Martin 1983 p139
57 Martin 1983 p167
58 Martin 1983 p167
59 Martin 1983 p122
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Martin argues that the progressive middle class’s celebration of the liminoid
aspects of youth culture was particularly damaging for those on the margin

between the respectable and lumpen working class:

“The working class culture of control evolved precisely to make possible some
degree of personal autonomy in conditions of scarcity and insecurity. One
insidious effect of the popularisation of the counterculture’s expressive values
has been to invert the categories so as morally to stigmatise the culture of
control and respectability while representing the culture of unstructured short-

run hedonism as ideologically preferable.””

A considerable strength in Martin's account is that she does not distinguish
between traditional working class culture and more recent cultural forms on the
basis that the latter are banal or degraded. The progressive middle class
appropriation of the purportedly authentic and vital within popular culture
iInvolved also a dismissal of those elements within it (most of it, in fact)
considered pacifying and manipulative. Martin’s repudiation of the former (the
appropriation of that considered authentic) involved a rejection of the other side
of the equation (that most wasn’'t authentic). This is done, however, by
regarding all the ways in which the working class use popular culture, traditional
or otherwise, as functioning, on balance, to maintain group solidarity rather

than to express individuality.

Unfortunately, group solidarity is also given a conservative inflexion in the form
of a cultural authority she sees as the foundation of a functioning society and
as providing an indispensable sense of security and continuity for most people.

Martin's approach is similar to Christopher Booker's in this respect.

Martin regards the attack on a whole range of restrictions: “the laws of bastardy,
the rules which determine entitlement to unemployment pay and social security

benefits” as concerned with allowing “deviant groups to choose and justify their

70 Martin 1983 pp122-123
" Martin 1983 p215
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own lifestyle.”’* This judgement appears harsh. Martin defends these structures
of authority on the grounds that they benefit those who have managed to
achieve a level of respect and autonomy but also because they provide at least

on opportunity for the underclass to achieve some degree of security ana

prosperity.

On the front cover of Alan Sinfield’s Literature, Politics and Culture in Post-war
Britain are represented severed halves of different photographs, juxtaposed as
If they are components of the same image. At the top is a fragment of a

photograph of some children sheltering in a trench during the Battle of Britain

- | over the hop fields of Kent in 1940; below is an
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Alan Sinfield

the faultline in Britain’s post-war history: on one
side the War, the sense of a common struggle, the
representation of everyday life and the promise of
1945; on the other side the struggle against
oppression, still, but now in circumstances when the
post-war consensus had collapsed. But what lay In
between these two moments? The failure of the
post-war settlement to be inclusive was partly a
consequence of the long tradition of middle class dissidence which was one of
its foundations. The dissenting middle class with its origins in the 19" century
could be left-wing, right-wing or of no political complexion but a common
characteristic was its Romantic hostility to the dominant business oriented

fraction within the bourgeoisie.

Sinfield detects what he believes to be the broken promise of the post-war
settlement, in the early 1940s. The essence of this can be found in Richard
Hillary’s autobiography, The Last Enemy, published in 1942. Hillary was a
public school educated fighter pilot whose experience of the war gave him an

acute sense of the prevailing social injustices within British society but the

72 Martin 1983 p216
24



ultimate conclusion of the book is shaped by a view expressed by one of his
friends, a humane, Tory idealist who, passing through the industrial midlands,
asserts that: “the people who live here love the grime and the stench and the
living conditions. They’ve never known anything else and it's a part of them.

That's why they'll fight this war to the end rather than surrender an inch of it.”"

A subordinate group within the middle class, one of the abiding concerns of the
dissenting middle class during the 1950s was its exclusion from power and
position, illustrated by Kingsley Amis’s Lucky Jim (1954) which Sinfield says
featured both “subversive irreverence and a fantasy of social advance.”’*
Upwardly mobile intellectuals were deeply anxious about their position with
respect to establishment culture, but this was given a particular inflexion in their
hands, writes Sinfield: “The preoccupation with upward mobility through
education was a story that society, or parts of it, wanted to tell itself, not a
record of experience.””® The significance of Sinfield’s assertion is the
suggestion that the experience of upward mobility became a powerful narrative
of social change, but that for most of society it was not a relevant experience.
Education did not guarantee a journey of upward mobility for most social

groups.

Sinfield argues that in the course of the 1950s middle class dissent became
identified with something more obviously left-wing in character, the New Left,
which he defines as a “distinct phase of left-wing activity in the late 1950s and
early 1960s, not just in New Left Review and among prominent intellectuals, but
in a whole constituency, mainly young people.””® The main social basis of the
New Left was a ‘left-liberal class fraction’, a subculture within the miadle class
but subordinate to its dominant fraction. Although this was their class position,
according to Sinfield, these upwardly mobile intellectuals were overwhelmingly
concerned with a working-class culture they had either left behind, or never

inhabited in the first place, and which they persistently misrepresented. Sinfield

"3 Sinfield 1989 p12

"4 Sinfield 1989 p232
> Sinfield 1989 p234
76 Sinfield 1989 p238
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argues that: “a youthful left-liberal intelligentsia cohered around CND, Royal

. : - nw//
Court drama, some literature, folk music and jazz.”’

Sinfield interprets the New Left as hostile to contemporary forms of popular
culture, a hostility found in the writing of Richard Hoggart in the late 1950s, for
example, but also in the more nuanced work of Raymond Williams. Sinfield
cites the latter’s dismissal of “the horror film, the rape novel, the Sunday strip-
paper and the latest Tin-Pan drool,” from Communications.”® Such attacks
couid be related to the tendency, inherent in middle class dissent, to
wholeheartedly support the provisions of the post-war settlement (in education
and arts provision) whilst lamenting the relative failure of such provision to have
an impact on the popular taste as exemplified by consumerism and the new

affluence.’®

Sinfield periodises the New Left as a phenomenon of the late 1950s and early
1960s, which provides the category with coherence whilst setting it against later
sixties developments. The apparently reckless commerciality of the later
sixties “In magazines, clothes, the music business, love-ins, psychedelic light-
shows and drugs” were for “left-culturalists” a disconcerting “combination of
commerce and rebelliousness. They had accepted the notion of art as

opposed, by definition, to commerce.”’

Whilst this may have been true for
some sections of the New Left (and more so within the Labour establishment in
the case of individuals such as Lord Goodman), the New Left might be regarded
as a developing and more contradictory phenomenon, if its life were extended
to the end of the 1960s.°"  Sinfield’s association of the New Left with the
historically more enduring phenomenon of middle class dissent is valuable but
tends to collapse when pushed too far. Ultimately, however, Sinfield’s book
does not deal with the sixties in any detail and the relationship of the New Left
to its increasing constituency of educated young people is barely discussed,

although briefly alluded to. In his final chapter Sinfield reiterates his point that

7 Sinfield 1989 p260
78 Williams 1962 p102
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the concept of ‘good’ culture that had been current after 1945, and which the
New Left accepted, “took much from the residual leisure elite” and was a
concept which had earlier been adopted by “Movement and Angry writers”

searching for more down to earth modes of expression:

“They adopted jazz as a protest but also as an art. The New Left actually
revalidated ‘good’ culture and ‘responsible’ institutions. All this came into
question as the rebellion of middle-class and higher-educated young people
impatient with the reticence of their parents coincided, briefly and almost
uniquely, with the rebellion of lower-class young people, built upon the rock ‘n’

roll and skiffle subcultures.”®?

The approach of this thesis is to consider the New Left in terms of the
dislocating experience of post-war change, with a particular emphasis on the
ways in which a broadly defined cultural politics of the New Left was bound-up
with the question of mobility and space. Each chapter aims to explore a
different aspect of the relationship between the New Left and cultural
modernisation, beginning with Richard Hoggart's The Uses of Literacy and
ending with a discussion of some of the radical architectural schemes that were

proposed towards the end of the 1960s.

Chapter One is a brief introduction to the relationship between the early New
Left (understood in its narrower sense) and cultural modernisation. The
evidence suggests that the early New Left was interested in modernisation as a
strategy and had some similarities, therefore, with the Revisionist wing of the
Labour Party. This was the case with at least one faction within the organised
New Left, that which was associated with the Universities and Left Review.
Whereas some early advocates of New Left politics had their origins In the
conventional left, the Communist Party in particular, ana were concerned to
come to terms with the debilitating legacy of Stalinism, others were far more
rooted in the realities of post-war Britain. Of course this does not mean that

New Left modernisers were uncritical of the culture of affluence and

82 ginfield 1989 p284
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consumerism; in some respects they embraced elements of the new culture but
they were also deeply concerned with some of the negative consequences of

new consumption patterns.

Chapter Two is primarily a comparison between the representation of class in
T'he Uses of Literacy on the one hand and the films of the British New Wave on
the other. These two examples have been chosen because they are part of a
broadly defined New Left culture. Hoggart's book was widely read and is often
considered to represent one aspect of the New Left; The New Wave's principal
audience has frequently been defined in terms of the New Left intelligentsia.
The key point of comparison is with respect to the experience and cultural
politics of marginality. It has been conventional to regard Hoggart's principal
concern as being the impact of mass culture on traditional working class culture.
This I1s not an unreasonable way of reading Hoggart but he is also deeply
anxious about another aspect of post-war social change: the emergence of a
layer of individuals on the upper margins of the working class and on the lower
margins of the lower middle class. The fascinating aspect of Hoggart's
description of this social group is its similarity to what would subsequently
become known as the counterculture; but In the late 1950s other concepts
were employed to describe the (unhappy) experience of upward mobility. One
available term was that of the scholarship boy, and Hoggart employs this, but
the group he describes are the recipients of a less prestigious education than
the term might imply. Hoggart's upwardly mobile individuals have not attended
a university, they are insecure in their cultural tastes and ideas and they tend
towards pretentious opinions, notably with respect to politics. They are liable,
Hoggart suggests, to have opinions on such matters as nuclear weapons and
the position of women, as well as having an interest in art and literature (areas

in which they are clearly out of their depth.)

One reason for comparing Hoggart to the New Wave is because of a tendency
to regard these as sharing a common attitude towards class and culture in the
post-war period, and it is the case that both respond negatively to new forms of
mass-produced culture. Furthermore, both Hoggart and the New Wave have

constructed similar geographies of class: the working class community in both is
28




located in the North of England and is visualised in terms of an enclosed,
closely bound domestic landscape. This chapter suggests that geography and
space are absolutely central to the culture of the sixties New Left. |In the case of
these two examples, the tendency was to emphasise the static and immobile
character of traditional working class culture, but already in the New Wave
forms of cultural mobility were being considered, and not necessarily negatively.
The significant difference between Hoggart and the New Wave was in the way
they treated marginality. For Hoggart, marginality was always seen as
negative, but in the British New Wave film the main protagonist was a
marginalised anti-hero, alienated from consumer culture but also from the
conventional and traditional culture which contains him. The New Wave film
was sympathetic to the forms of escape which this anti-hero contemplated and
practised. Such forms of escape had a close affinity with the emphasis on
rawness, vitality, and spontaneity found within avant-garde art and this aspect
of the New Wave forms a link to the discussion of British Pop Theory in Chapter
Three.

Whilst writers such as Hoggart and Williams are conventionally regarded as
representative of the New Left, one has to expand the definition of the latter In
order to include the audience for the New Wave. It is even more unusual to
include the activities of Pop Art's theorists and practitioners within the New Left
but there are good reasons for doing this. Chapter Three discusses what | term
British Pop Theory which had its origins in the late 1940s and early 1950s and
was a response to the compromises made by the modernist design and
architecture establishment following the formation of the welfare state.
Practitioners such as Alison and Peter Smithson developed an architecture they
called New Brutalism, a style which rejected the cosy sentimentality of post-war
housing in favour of a rawness and vitality which had its inspiration in the
European avant-garde. This approach was not only applied to architecture. In
the 1950s a group of theorists and practitioners known as the Independent
Group met and discussed a whole range of possibilities within art and design
facilitated by the mass-production of consumer goods. Whereas a conventional
left-wing attitude would have tended towards high-culturalism, the Independent

Group discussions were intent on the development of a different aesthetic. In
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particular, notions of expendability were given a positive value, suggestive of
the idea, heretical in orthodox design establishment circles, that the mass-
produced artefact could satisfy the genuine needs and desires of the consumer
iIn ways that the products of high modernism could not. But in what ways coula
such an approach be identified with the New Left? There were, firstly,
similarities between the modernising ideas found within the ULR and the New
Wave and Pop Theory, in the assumption that genuine, ‘authentic’ artefacts
were vital and expressive in ways first theorised by the European avant-garde.
British Pop theory, because it was grounded in theoretical ideas with a strong
visual component, was very effective in developing such ideas in a more
sophisticated way than the literature-based conventional New Left. The new
consumer culture was visual in form and Pop theory was able to discuss it
effectively. Although it was sometimes naive about the capacity of the market
to satisfy the wants of the consumer, Pop theory was not in general uncritical

and only favoured consumer goods that appeared to have certain qualities

which encouraged active forms of consumption.

British Pop Theory also employed its definition of the popular in order to criticise
Hoggart's narrative of the decline of traditional working class culture, and, in a

way comparable to writers of the New Left such as Raymond Williams,
suggested that class and community were, and always had been, more
complex and diverse than The Uses of Literacy seemed to suggest. Reyner
Banham In particular argued that the popular culture so derided by Hoggart and
unfavourably compared to the traditional culture of his childhood, actually had
its roots in the 1930s.

A very interesting achievement of British Pop Theory was its reworking of the
concept of the scholarship boy, in the light of more recent forms of social,
cultural and physical mobility. Reyner Banham used the image of the Moulton
bicycle to suggest a different form of social mobility to that found in The Uses of
Literacy. In particular it suggested that new forms of physical mobility might be
a means by which the recipients of upward-mobility could acquire a more

satisfactory self-identity, one that was not nostalgic for a mythical working class

30




past and which, at the same time, could come to terms with the working class

culture of the present.

In Chapter Four the geographical component of New Left interest in culture Is
explored further. The chapter begins with a discussion of suburbia, a residential
form made possible by new modes of mechanised transport and which, by the
1960s, was pervasive. The extension of motor car ownership and the
development of the road transport network promoted more decentralisation In
the 1960s, breaking down the isolation of regions and communities. The suburb
was aimost universally despised by the liberal intelligentsia and the New Left
and this further diffusion of its characteristically decentralised form (its mutation
iInto megalopolis) was associated with further cultural anxiety and with a
tendency towards nostalgia for the enclosed and static spaces of traditional
working class culture. If, however, the New Left is understood in broad terms
(not In terms of Hoggart's nostalgia for the traditional community but as a
modernising force, bound-up with a more mobile and less proximate culture) it
'S evident that decentralised space and new forms of physical mobility had a

broad popular appeal which exponents of modernisation addressed.

Contested landscapes were also figured within larger units of nation space as
the cultural divide between North and South was challenged. The
representation of the authentic, working class community through images of the
urban North contrasted with the experience of spatial dislocation as found In
Hoggart, was frequently challenged. Whilst some New Left thinking did idealise
the experience of an immobile society others questioned its value. Raymond
Williams questioned the value of proximate landscapes which kept their
populations isolated and materially impoverished and theorised a mobile
landscape which was both democratic and popular. Much earlier, J.B. Priestley
had held an unorthodox attitude towards new forms of urban modernity.
Priestley is read, in part, through the work of cultural geographer, J.B. Jackson,
whose defence of the mobile landscape forms a bridge between Priestley’s

1930s viewpoint and developments in Britain in the 1960s.
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A series of publications which have been defined as the What's Wrong With
Britain? literature® are discussed as one response to Britain’s poor economic
performance, which they attributed to the nation’s institutional archaism.

The overall context for these publications was the modernisation project. The
overarching theme that can be detected in this literature is a frustration at what
was perceived to be archaism and stagnation within the culture and economy of
Britain, the solution to which would be a thoroughgoing modernisation. The
spatial and geographical aspects of such a modernisation project were
extensively discussed in one book in the sequence entitled, The Other England,
by Geoffrey Moorhouse. This book provides the final case study for this chapter
and can be read as a critical response to the prevailing cultural geography in

the sixties.

The argument of this chapter is that cultural responses to modernisation in
Britain had a significant spatial dimension, both in terms of the immediate
landscape which might be invested with the characteristics of mobility or
proximity, and in terms of the broader character of national geography ana

space. Tendencies within the New Left did favour the idealised landscape of an
enclosed community, but there is considerable evidence of enthusiasm for

modernisation of space amongst some critics within the broadly defined New
Left.

In Chapter Five it is argued that the moment of 1968 can be understood as a
politics of space. The discussion begins by considering the role which the New
Left ascribed to the expanded intelligentsia borne of post-war social change.
The lower reaches of this group had been positioned by Hoggart on the margins
of the closely-boundaried working class community. By the middle of the 1960s
eight years of university expansion had produced a larger and more educated
group than Hoggart could have imagined. Perry Anderson, however, whilst
considering the intelligentsia as a vital component in revolutionary struggle,
characterised the deficiencies of this group in terms similar to those of Hoggart.

Anderson’s mid sixties view of the intelligentsia are compared with the slightly

%3 Hewison 1986
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later views of Marcuse. In contrast to Anderson, Marcuse’s view was
underpinned by his understanding of consumer capitalism and the particular
role of a dissenting intelligentsia within its spaces, the latter invested by

Marcuse with psychological characteristics.

The rapidity of events during 1968 led the New Left to reassess the position of
student militants who were now given the role of the dissenting intelligentsia
which Anderson had considered to be so vital. Drawing from a wide range of
theoretical sources (Mao, Althusser, Marcuse, Lefebvre and Debord) New Left
activists, writing in early 1969 ° argued that universities could become liberated
zones, comparable to Mao's establishment of red bases. It was an argument
about those particular physical and institutional spaces which constituted the
weakest link In the imperialist chain but also the psychological characteristics of
such spaces. One manifestation of the red base in the late sixties was the ‘anti-
Institution,” a form of alternative spatialisation which can be found in
spontaneous appropriations of space such as student occupations of their
universities, the activities of community squatting movements but also the

Imagining, planning and sometimes construction of architectural space.

Chapter Six explores the similarities between forms of space politics derived
from the European avant-garde and schemes produced by British radical
architects. Both, it is suggested, might be defined as a politics of
indeterminacy. The space politics of the barricade (the avant-garde European
model) conceived of certain space as having an emotional and poetic quality
which would allow the subject to be freed from alienation and new forms of
oppression. This was a form of space politics with its origins In Surrealism and
in later avant-garde theory associated with Guy Debord and Henri Lefebvre.
The latter, particularly, had theorised the oppressive structures of everyday life

as embodied in modern architectural form.

The theory of indeterminacy had part of its origins In ideas about avant-garde

art. but was particularly developed in British radical architecture theory (and

8 cockburn and Blackburn 1969; New Left Review 53 1969
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some, limited, practice). Indeterminate architecture was in part associated with
attempts to reclaim or produce spaces within which spontaneity and vitality
might flourish but it was also concerned with challenging the lack of utility of
architecture that could not adapt to changes over time, and favoured forms that

could incorporate flexibility and expandable elements, therefore.

The Fun Palace project® (an unrealised scheme for an arts centre in the East
end of London which prefigured the Pompidou Centre in Paris) had its origins in
both radical architecture and political theatre. The Fun Palace project can be
considered as an example of indeterminate architecture but it will also be
compared to the Anti-hospital (an example of one of the anti-institutions
discussed in the previous chapter.) It is suggested that their similarities were in
a common attitude towards the user who was considered to be an alienated
subject who might be liberated from the oppressive conventions of everyday

life.

There was, however, in British pop architecture theory a growing element which
emphasised the utilitarian aspect of flexible and expendable structures, and
this related to Britain's modernisation project. A significant emerging element
In British theory i1s one which turned towards the suburb as a model of
democratic participation to be contrasted with the inflexibilities of older urban
forms. Reyner Banham discussed this in an article largely concerned with

American developments but this approach is at its most developed in the Non-

Plan essay, published in 1969.%°

Non-Plan proposed the abandonment of physical planning and envisaged
spontaneous development and growth. Its participatory model was based on
pop culture which the Non-Plan authors considered to be immediate and
responsive to its user’s desires. Pop culture represented a massive visual
explosion but its impact on the British landscape had been insignificant, as a
consequence of planning restrictions. Non-Plan continued to express itself on

occasions using the language of vitality, but it was a scheme for architectural

85 | ewis 1965 Author Unknown 1967; Lobsinger 2000
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indeterminacy which had very little connection with the more critical politics of
alienation as generally espoused by the New Left. Cybernetics and systems
theory were the models favoured by Non-Plan to suggest the possibility of
popular, participatory and democratic space. Their differences not
withstanding, both European and British models were forms of cultural politics
which assumed continued, rising affluence, Despite their differences they were

both, overwhelmingly, a politics of consumption.

86 Banham et al 1969
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Chapter One

Modernisation, the New Left and Britain in the Sixties

“There is no place for socialist ‘squares’ in the age of Humphrey Lyttelton,

Aldermaston, and Manchester United”’

Introduction

The aim of this brief, first chapter is to introduce a way of discussing the new
Left In terms of the politics of cultural modernisation, in contrast to more
conventional approaches to the movement. Whilst one interpretation of the
New Left's origins is to place it in the context of international political events, it
can also be understood as engaged in new forms of politics which emerged as
a consequence of post-war social and cultural transformation. Social change,
affluence and social and cultural mobility were the concerns of the New Left, but
its approach will be contrasted to that of Richard Hoggart, a figure sometimes
iIdentified with the New Left, who was also concerned with the consequences of
affluence. In sharp contrast to the approach of Richard Hoggart in The Uses of
Literacy,” the New Left was to embrace youth culture, to a certain extent,
although there was no wholesale or uncritical acceptance of the benefits of new
modes of consumption. Whilst Hoggart argued that the qualities and values of
cultural life were being eroded by affluence, the New Left considered that many
of these changes in working class life were of benefit. Crucial elements within
New Left thinking and practice was its attitude towardas alternative forms of
community (exemplified by the CND Aldermaston marches) and its perception
of a radical potential for youth culture. The New Left's politics of modernisation
provides an interesting contrast to the more familiar Wilsonian variant of the mid
— sixties with its emphasis on a scientific and technological revolution, but also

to Labour revisionism’s interest in the reformation of everyday culture.

' Attributed by Samuel to Paul Rose, secretary of the Manchester Left Club, in Samuel 1989
p44
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The New Left in Context

A conventional view of the New Left is to consider its formation in Britain in the
context of four historical circumstances: the response of British Marxist
intellectuals to the disclosures at the CPSU 20" Congress (as well as to the
British CP’s attempts to suppress discussion of these); the Soviet invasion of
Hungary; the crisis of social democracy in the context of the affluence debate,
and broad, domestic concerns about national identity that emerged in the wake
of the Suez crisis. A part of the New Left was politically informed by the
historical concerns of the old left; another’s politics were far more structured by
contemporary issues, differences which were incorporated into two publications.
The New Reasoner was a journal produced by dissenting members of the
CPGB’s Historian’s Group and its political perspective was shaped by the
experience of the thirties Popular Front and the stultifying influence of Stalinism
upon the political and theoretical development of the left;, the Universities and
Left Review was largely post-war in its interests and was concerned to assess
"the shifting basis of economic and social life in the 1950s.” It is the latter group
which is the principal concern of this thesis, those associated with the New left
whose concerns were most influenced by the recent social and economic
change and with the politics of affluence. Whilst those gathered around the
Universities and Left Review were most interested in this type of politics it is
also important to acknowledge that the New Left can also be understood in a
broader sense, as a social group which had emerged in the context of recent
changes but which was composed of large numbers of individuals with no

necessary connection to particular journals or to formal politics.

One context for this group’s interest in the politics of affluence was a series of
sociological studies published at the end of the 1950s which appeared to

suggest that there had occurred a fundamental change in class relations. The
perception that there had been a wholesale transformation of the class structure

was widespread and was expressed in accounts such as Must Labour Lose?*

2 Hoggart 1957
> Kenny 1995 p56
* Abrams and Rose 1960
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and Zweig's The Worker in an Affluent Society.” In their study of the sociology
of the affluent worker, published in the late sixties, Goldthorpe and Lockwood
Identified changes in the urban ecology and the decline of traditional working
class communities as one of the premises that underlay the theory,® although
their conclusion was not to support the notion that the working class was
becoming middle class. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, however, these
earlier sociological studies had both fed and expressed the belief, existent
within the revisionist wing of the Labour Party, that the class basis of Labour's

support had been fatally eroded and that a fundamental strategic re-appraisal of

socialism’s ambitions and methods was necessary.’

Hoggart and the New Left

Of great concern to the left was the suggestion in the aforementioned studies
that ‘community’ was in decline. Kenny argues that community was a concept
which “lay at the heart of older interpretations of socialism,” and that it was
assoclated with a particular place, the urban working class community, albeit in
a frequently idealised form.® The belief that the working class community was
being eroded was the context for the publication of Richard Hoggart's The Uses
of Literacy’ in 1957, a book credited with altering the terrain upon which class
might be understood. Hoggart is frequently considered to be an important
figure within the early New Left but his approach to the social and cultural
changes signified by the concept of affluence was far less sophisticated than
the cultural politics associated with the ULR. The thrust of Hoggart's book was
to shift the emphasis from the purported economic benefits of this modified
system, to the qualities and values of a cultural life now being eroded.®
Hoggart, however, did not deny that changes associated with the theory of
affluence were occurring, rather, as Critcher has stated, his account was “an
attempt to invert the optimism of the ‘affluence’ position from within; the validity

of the thesis is not questioned, only the assumption that its outcomes could be

° Zweig 1961

° See Critcher 1979 p15; pp27-34
" Crosland 1964

° Kenny 1995 p93

® Hoggart 1957

0 Critcher 1979 p17
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good.”” Having effectively conceded that the sociological generalisations of the
affluence and embourgeoisement theorists were fact, Hoggart went on to
construct a space that was a survival of traditional working class culture, albeit
one under threat and in the process of being destroyed. Hoggart achieved this
In part through autobiography: places where working class culture survived
were defined through reference to memories of his own childhood in Hunslett.
But Hoggart also created this account of working class community through two
underlying (and unacknowledged) theoretical models: a theory of mass culture
which held that commercialisation produced an homogenised and trivial culture
of mind numbing banality; and the English literary criticism of F.R. Leavis, which
had contrasted recent culture with a largely mythical folk culture of the common
people, located within an historically undefined golden age. The originality of

Hoggart's project was in the way he appropriated Leavisite ideas, “by insisting...

n12
N

that the folk culture was in fact urban, working class and contemporary, ot

rural, peasant and located in the past, as Leavis would have it.

The problem of interpreting affluence was the context for another essay by
Stuart Hall, published in 1960. ‘The Supply of Demand’, published in the
collection Out of Apathy, gives some insight into Samuel’s discussion. Hall
noted that some who favoured modernisation considered these new patterns of

consumption to be entirely beneficial. An article in The Economist in 1959 had

suggested that:

“The modern Conservative should be one who looks at the television aerials

sprouting above the working class homes of England, who looks down on the
housewives’ tight slacks on the back of the motor-bicycle and family sidecars on
the summer road to Brighton, and who sees a great poetry in them. For this is

what the deproletarianisation of British society means.”"”

The Economist had favourably contrasted this positive attitude towards

affluence with that of the "old-fashioned Conservative” who might see the

" Critcher 1979 p18

'2 Critcher 1979 p18 .
S “The Unproletarian Society’ from The Economist, May 16™ 1959, cited by Hall 1960 p56
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working class as “getting above their station.”'* Hall’s response had been to
dismiss the popular myths upon which such notions of affluence were based.
The new prosperity was geographically patchy: the new consumer culture
might be booming in Dagenham but in Lancashire there was stagnation. The
car industry was flourishing but the roads were inadequate, the harbours full
and unmodernised and the railway system obsolete. Whilst the new forms of

prosperity were mesmerising, the overall picture was of “unplanned chaos.”"”

Whilst Hall dismissed the notion of a “teenage revolution” as demonstrably a
myth, on the grounds that the country had a woefully inadequate supply of
trained youth leaders,'® he went on to defend the teenage consumer against
embourgeoisement theory. Hall did not suggest that the pop music and the
fashion with which teenagers were engaged was in any sense of value, but
denied that these consumption patterns were indicative of the decline in class
awareness, on the basis that their social consciousness was determined by

work and their status as wage-earners rather than salary-drawers."’

Consumerism was analysed as an ideological condition, the effect of which

was to make the provision of public services appear undemocratic:

“Eventually the consumer does begin to feel ‘free’ to decide about detergents in
a way in which he is not ‘free’ to decide the education of his children.
Education, health, welfare, housing and so on, therefore, assume the status of

‘unnecessary and wasteful spending”™'®

Hall's analysis of the origins of such a condition located the change in the mid
1950s when prosperity began to be redefined in terms of things that could be

bought, possessed and experienced as a private individual, rather than in the
provision of services directed towards the public good. Things experienced in

this way then came to acquire a social importance disproportionate to their use

14 “The Unproletarian Society’ from The Economist, May 16" 1959, cited by Hall 1960 p56

'S Hall 1960 pp65-66
6 Hall 1960 p59

7 Hall 1960 p91-92
'8 Hall 1960 p72
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value: the symbolic value of the second-hand car or the washing machine, for
example, obliterated the needs of individuals (or even the same individuals)
occupying other roles, such as that of the pedestrian or car crash victim." The
New Left by no means embraced consumerism uncritically, therefore, and In
fact was searching for an adequate strategy to deal with this post-war

phenomenon.

In contrast to Hoggart, Hall wished to see the values of working class
community “transposed into the new physical environments.” Hall rejected
outright the embourgeoisement theory and the implication that if the culture of
the new working class took a different physical form that it meant therefore that
this group had now become or was becoming middle class. Hall maintained
that many of the "changes in working class life and attitudes are gains, not

120

losses, In the main, " partly because the warm, friendly and familiar

921

neighbourhood was “often, a cluttered, cramped, inconvenient slum, " partly

because In the case of youth in particular it was “less conformist... less servile

to authority.”*

Modernisation and the New Left

The modernising section of the New Left had a far more complex attitude
towards cultural change than that found in Hoggart, particularly with respect to
youth culture and the changing nature of the traditional working class
community. “Members of the New Left... were modernisers,” argued Samuel,
who, writing about his own experiences with the Universities and Left Review,
maintained that in the late 1950s there was an affinity between protest politics
and the politics of generational revolt. Modernisation in Samuel's account
addressed older questions associated with the pre-war modern movement but
was also bound-up with the post-war politics of youth. The interest of the New
Left in modernisation took a number of forms, ranging from an enthusiasm for
sans-serif typography, illustrated in the ULR'’s use of bold, clear lines, to a

preoccupation with youth culture and dressing sharply; ULR —ers were "hip”,

'® Hall 1960 pp73-75
20 Hall 1960 p95
21 Hall 1960 p93
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Samuel argued.?®> The ULR had an interest in issues associated with new forms
of consumerism, an enthusiasm for science and technology, a commitment to
modernist design and to modern urban architecture, and to early sixties
symbols of modernisation such as the motorway. And in art the New Left
favoured directness and honesty: ULR’s successor, the New Left Review had
praised the ‘frankness in the portrayal of physical love’ in the New Wave fiim,
Room at the Top. Taking their cue from a general attitude towards the political
establishment which took hold in the post-Suez period, Britain was
characterised as archaic, Conservatism being associated with feudalism,

colonialism and ‘Old Corruption.’

What is interesting about Samuel’s memoir is the range of interests and
concerns he considers to be modernising in character. Samuel includes
Bauhaus typography, which one would associate with interwar European

"24 science

modernism; motorways, which he describes as "English Autobahnen,
and technology; youth culture; and an interest in the politics of consumerism. In
particular one should note Samuel's reference to the politics and style of youth
culture and generational revolt, and to new forms of consumerism. In fact this
interest in youth culture and consumerism was one of the distinguishing
features of one section of the New Left, although it would be incorrect to regard
such an interest as indicative of an uncritical acceptance of such developments.
According to Samuel “the new forms of consumerism... were remaking
capitalism and class.” The New Left used the concept of alienation in order " to
address the phenomenon of consumerism, to distinguish between ‘true’ and
false’ needs, spontaneous desires and manipulated ones.” If the New Left

had an enthusiasm for the style of youth culture there was also a concern about

consumption patterns in general.

Modernisation had been a key concept in the programme of the 1964 Labour

government. The Labour Party had been in opposition since losing the election

of 1951 and for most of the subsequent period had failed to articulate a strategy

#——__ - =, N

22 Hall 1960 p92
23 ggmuel 1989 p44
24 ggmuel 1989 p42
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that could challenge the Conservatives. Labour had initially believed that the
Conservatives would inevitably dismantle the welfare state and that there woula
be a return to mass unemployment, a view that transpired to be groundless, and
it was unable to persuade voters of the evils of the new prosperity. Despite the
debacle of Suez, Labour lost the 1959 election. The policy turning point was a
document prepared by the Labour Party’'s NEC, entitled Labour and the
Scientific Revolution and published in 1963. The essence of the policy was to
attack the Conservatives for presiding over a slow pace of scientific and
technological change and to link this to the amateurism and institutional
archaism of British society. Conservatives were attacked for their social

background, notably characterised as a ‘grouse-moor’ leadership under Sir Alec

Douglas-Home.*°

But modernisation was a more expansive concept than was expressed In
Harold Wilson's rhetorical gestures against the establishment. The need to
modernise the transport network, the management of British industry, or
housing was one use of the term, but it could equally have been applied to the
laws governing censorship, the power of the House of Lords, or the content ana
style of BBC radio. Modernisation referred to public developments such as the
construction of the GPO tower, but it also applied to personal matters such as
hairstyle, accent and matters of cultural taste. In a lot of respects modernisation
cut across political party divisions. There was a modernising wing within the
Conservative party, enamoured with the idea of an efficient, managerial solution
to problems associated with transformed post-war capitalism. Revisionism
within the Labour Party wanted to accomplish a policy shift from the politics of

class conflict to the politics of managing growth and consumption.

Discussing the late fifties New Left, Michael Rustin referred to the “love-hate
relationship” between the Universities and Left Review and modernisers from
Labour’s revisionist wing. Both shared the conviction that a transformation of
society was not possible on the basis of “traditional formulae,” and some Labour

revisionists believed an alliance to be possible with certain modernisers from

2> Samuel 1989 p51
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ULR, if the latter could be separated from their “Marxist attachments.” But this
was not to be, argued Rustin, and in the course of the early sixties the interest

of revisionists such as Crosland in the ideas of the New Left faded.?’

New Left and Alternative Culture

Whilst Crosland is frequently read as intent on removing Labour's nominal
commitment to socialism, his ideas about modernisation corresponded to
broader issues and, in Alf Louvre’s estimation, prefigured some of the concerns
of the late sixties counterculture. In his conclusion to The Future of Socialism,
Crosland discussed those questions which would inevitable arise in a society
which had resolved “the old collective grievances and injustices”. What society
would now need, argued Crosland, were “not only higher exports and old-age
pensions, but more open-air cafes, brighter and gayer streets at night, [and]
later closing-hours for public houses.”*® Despite the obvious deficiencies in

Crosland’s prognosis, Louvre argued that his book introduced ideas about the

politics of culture and of the subject which were subsequently taken up in the

later sixties.?®

Elements of contemporary, popular style were being invested with a political
significance which the old left would not have recognised. In his discussion of
the ‘new radicalism’ that became a feature of cultural politics in Britain, France

and America after 1956, Alf Louvre suggests that:

‘new kinds of radical synthesis were offered, emphasising, amongst other
things, the political significance of matters previously thought peripheral to the
cause. The nuances of everyday style, lifestyle, language and taste were no
longer to be seen merely as private or individual quirks, but as symptomatic, as

telling indices of more general values and allegiances.”’

26 Bogdanor 1970 p105. See also Siedentop 1970
27 Rustin 1989 119-120

28 Crosland 1964 p355

2% Louvre 1992 p48

30 | ouvre 1992 p45
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This assertion is supported by a recent discussion of New Left responses to

youth culture, by Nick Bentley.®’ In an article written for the ULR on Colin
Maclnnes’s Absolute Beginners (1959), Stuart Hall had attempted to find an
explanation for the consumption patterns of young people. Hall identified
aspects of working class education which resulted in “young people
compensat[ing] for their frustrations by an escape into the womb-world of mass
entertainments.”* Hall regarded the relationship between teenagers and the

products they consumed as one of exploitation:

In response to the cultural exploitation... many teenagers erect cultural barriers
themselves, so that their leisure world absorbs and consumes all the emotional
vitality and the fantasy and imaginative projections of adolescence, and

becomes a wholly self-enclosed universe.”>

However, whilst the first part of Hall's article emphasises the ways in which new
forms of commercialised culture had debilitating consequences, he then moved
on to explore the more radical aspects of youth culture, which were represented

In Maclnnes's novel. The new youth subculture was

‘a fast-talking, smooth-running, hustling generation with an ad-lib gift of the gab,
quick sensitivities and responses ... They are city birds ... remarkably self-

possessed ... they despise the masses ... they seem culturally exploited rather

than socially deprived.”*

Bentley argues that Hall's idea of youth culture discussed in this article does not

fit easily with “hoggart’'s homogenised construction of working class youth.””

The subculture Hall described was more prevalent amongst middle class youth,

“the very smart young men and women of the metropolitan jazz clubs,”® a

different social group to Hoggart's Teds who frequented other spaces.

°' Bentley 2005
32 Hall 1959 p21, cited in Bentley 2005 p71

33 Hall 1959 p20, cited in Bentley 2005 pp71-72
>4 Hall 1959 p25, cited in Bentley 2005 p72

3® Bentley 2005 p72
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It is suggested by Bentley that this shift in the object of study, from working
class to more middle class youth, was in part the foundation for the final section
of Hall's discussion, which was to argue that youth subcultures had a radical
potential “as a cultural rather than a political or class-based phenomenon,
associating youth with a cultural avant-garde rather than a socialist politics

based on economics in the last instance.”’

In the mid-sixties Stuart Hall (with Paddy Whannel) would continue to address
some of these themes in The Popular Arts,” a book which incorporated a (left)
Leavisite emphasis on ‘discrimination,” whilst adopting a sympathetic attitude
towards youth styles and forms. According to Bentley, Hall's 1959 article had
been keen to emphasise the ‘authenticity’ of Maclnnes’s novel, suggesting that
it had a 'social documentary’ form, despite being fiction, and the former concept

s also employed by Hall and Whannel in The Popular Arts. Youth is seen as

n39

engaged In an "authentic response ... [to] a soclety in transition, ™ as well as

exhibiting a creative and pioneering radicalism:

‘Sometimes this response can be seen in direct terms — kinds of radical political
energy with certain clear-cut symbolic targets (the threat of nuclear weapons,
political apathy ... ‘the Establishment’). Sometimes, the response takes the
form of a radical shift in social habits — for example, the slow but certain

revolution in sexual morality among young people.”*

The response of Stuart Hall to youth culture, in the late 1950s and early 1960s,
was one which was open to its radical potential. Later interpretations have
suggested that the New Left was closely associated with radical alternative
culture. The British New Left might itself be understood as a “subculture,” to
use Sinfield’s term, or even a “mood.”"' Nigel Young argues that between 1956
and 1965 a distinctively ‘new’ left evolved, distinguishable from old left wing

political movements, in both their revolutionary and reformist manifestations.

% Hall 1959 p23, cited in Bentley 2005 p72

" Bentley 2005 p72
°® Hall and Whannel 1964
% Hall 1964 p273, cited in Bentley 2005 p73

‘0 Hall 1964 p273, cited in Bentley 2005 p73
46



With respect to Britain, Young uses the example of CND.* Most significant,
argues Young, was the emphasis on action as an existential necessity. Action
was regarded by R.D. Laing — radical psychiatrist and peace activist — as a
means to cut through people’s “entanglement in the thickets of false-
consciousness and pseudo events,” and thus could expose larger structures of
domination.”> From the very earliest Aldermaston marches there was also the
notion that the movement was an “alternative in embryo.”** Young argues that
events such as the Aldermaston marches provided participants with a sense of

an emerging new community:

"For the young people who joined these movements, this participation was
everything; the feeling of solidarity did not end when each particular project
came to an end; it moved into other fields and other places. It represented a
new synthesis, the beginnings of a visible social alternative — an immanent

counterculture that merged personal expressiveness with political activism.”**

Conclusion

This brief survey has suggested that a fruitful approach to the New Left is to
place it in the context of the politics of modernisation rather than the political
concerns of the old left. In comparison to Hoggart, the New Left tended to
embrace aspects of recent social and cultural change, while remaining critical of
theories of affluence and embourgeoisement. The view of youth culture
favoured by Hall was one which emphasised its radical potential, but this would
suggest a rather different social group to that described and despaired of by
Hoggart. The suggestion is that the New Left was interested in popular culture
of a certain type, that it was selective and by no means uncritical. That the New
Left had a qualified and critical approach to popular culture (by no means
dismissive but certainly not populist) is a significant point and it will be an

important theme throughout the thesis. The following chapter will consider the

! Young 1977defines CND as “more a mood than a movement’

‘2 Also see Taylor 1970 pp221-253
43 R D. Laing, cited by Young 1977 p25

“ Young 1977 p24
*> Young 1977 p28
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differences between Hoggart and the New Wave in greater detail, particularly

| re.
with respect to their distinctive attitudes towards popular cultu
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Chapter Two

Representations of Class and Cultural Mobility

In Hoggart and the British New Wave

“A working class hero is something to be”’

“a film with a working class hero, and also a working class heroine, and one

which continues the process of making the working class visible™

‘it was suddenly vital, especially on the left, to write about the working class™

Introduction

During the early 1960s in Britain, the New Left in particular was preoccupied
with working class culture. A key purpose of this chapter is to examine some of
the reasons for this interest, but also to examine the way in which it was
expressed in terms of space. Significant changes to the social structure during
the post-war period had led to a high degree of social mobility, one of the
consequences of which was that the character of the middle class changed with
the expansion of a range of salaried jobs and professions. There also occurred
an extensive adjustment to the culture of class and the barriers which had
previously given different social classes their distinctiveness began to be
eroded. This latter process was In particular perceived to be a problem by
Richard Hoggart. Both Hoggart in the late 1950s and the British New Wave In
film in the late 1950s and early 1960s were concerned with class mobility and
its cultural consequences, but represented the process differently; whilst
Hoggart expressed a disquiet with the emergence of a disaffected cultural
minority on the upper margins of the working class, the New Wave tended to

express the viewpoint and dilemmas of this group. By focusing on attitudes

' Lennon 1970
< Marwick 1998 p140, discussing This Sporting Life

3 Sinfield 1989 p253
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toward upwardly mobile marginality in these two examples the intention is,
firstly, to read Hoggart ‘against the grain,’ not to deny that he was particularly
concerned with the problem, as he saw it, of mass culture, but to suggest that
his disquiet at the emergence of a disaffected group on the upper margins of
the working class implied an anxiety with other aspects of social change;
secondly, in the case of the New Wave, marginality was represented in a way
which alluded to the culture of the New Left and suggested ways<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>