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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

In this book I explore the ideas behind a variety of projects designed to
locate, validate and generate working-class cultural expression. One
contention is that these, and many other approaches to the issue of class
and culture, have been directed by generic conventions. Some of this is
detectable in the writing of academics who identify themselves as working
class, or from a working-class background. When they write about this
issue, their work often includes an autobiographical element. Richard
Hoggart, Raymond Williams, Jeremy Seabrook, Carolyn Steedman,
Valerie Walkerdine and Beverly Skeggs are all names that spring to mind
here. Sometimes, autobiography is enlisted in order to establish an
author’s credentials, authenticity or even possession of his or her subject.
An issue that arises in discussions of class is exactly what the working
class is, has been, or could be, and who is authorised to determine the
integrity of its character. When autobiographical detail is presented it is
often insightful and highly affecting. Sometimes heart breaking, it can also
be gut-wrenchingly embarrassing too. This is not so much to do with any
particular detail, but the careful and earnest phrasing that surrounds it,
whatever the motives and rationale behind the exposure of the past.

My own desire for ‘possession’ of my subject probably directs my
feelings here about approaches to class; that, or a sense of commitment,
sentimentality, guilt, shame, objectification, romanticism, celebration,
treachery - all terms that register in the corpus of writing about working-
class life and its reception. During the long period of research for this
book I have been taken to task for my use of the term working classes
rather than class, and encountered a group of tough-looking, young,
northern academics pronounce upon the validity of Marxist dialectics and
the continuing pertinence of the class struggle. I have also been scorned by
a panel of cultural studies academics, apparently for being stuck in the
past: this is as profound a misunderstanding of my project as I hope to
encounter.

It is conventional then, for authors to announce why they came to write
about class, or how it came to be an issue for them. My rationale has been
formed out of the notable absence of class as a topic at all. I entered higher
education on a Ruskin bursary at an adult education college that had
taught working men for over one hundred years. Once upon a time this





































































