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Introduction

'Every sustained period of success of the British film has seemed to be based in a realist approach to contemporary life,' observes David Robinson. He then concludes his short survey of the British cinema with a welcome for the 'renaissance' of the British film and 'its new urge towards realism' as exemplified by such late 1950s films as Look Back in Anger and Room at the Top.1 This is not, of course, an unusual conclusion and many of the films of this period are now quite commonly accepted as 'classics' of British film-making. Indeed, having been too young myself to view them on their first release, it was precisely this reputation (and that of Saturday Night and Sunday Morning in particular) which first led me to actively seek them out as a teenager. What attracted me to them then - and, to some extent, still does - was, as Robinson suggests, their commitment to addressing contemporary social realities and, perhaps more importantly, their corresponding commitment to a politically serious representation of working-class experiences. While this still strikes me as an important achievement, my response to these films has also altered. My intention in returning to them now, therefore, is not to simply reiterate the by now familiar acts of critical homage. What I would like to do, instead, is offer a form of critical reassessment and, in the process, open up to scrutiny precisely those critical judgments which led me to the films in the first place.

Not that the presentation of a different view of these films is, in itself, entirely unprecedented. Even at the time of the films' appearance there was already an influential group of critics ready to do battle with the commonly accepted view of a cinematic renaissance. The very first issue of Movie in 1962, for example, pronounced the British cinema 'as dead as it was before' and poured scorn on the idea of a film-making 'breakthrough'.2 Peter Graham's polemical pamphlet, 'The Abortive Renaissance' (1963) was no less scathing, vigorously denouncing the 'badness' of 'good British films'. In both cases, the British cinema was found to fall short of the standards of both European art cinema and Hollywood, with neither the artistic presence of the one nor the directorial intelligence of the other. However, given their commitment to the virtues of authorial expression and mise en scène, it was inevitable that these critics should prove primarily occupied with issues of aesthetic, rather than social and political, value. While this was entirely consistent with their telling diagnosis of the artistically crippling effects of an over-emphasis on the 'social problem' in the British 'quality' picture, it did, nonetheless, leave largely uninvestigated just how such films then handled contemporary social realities and what interpretations of social reality they could then be seen to be encouraging. It was, after all, the importance of this which advocates of a 'breakthrough' had stressed. It was precisely because of the success of these films in depicting hitherto under-represented social groups and social problems that it was claimed the British cinema had been rescued from its middle 1950s stupor and stagnation. But, how far was this, in fact, the case and just how 'successful' were the films in tackling the issues and problems they presented? Was their adoption of 'realism' quite so straightforward a virtue and what were the representations of class and sexuality which resulted? These are the sorts of question which the discussion which follows attempts to answer:

In order to do so, it also adopts a particular form of critical approach or perspective. What this consists of is not simply an analysis of the films themselves and the representations (of class and sexuality, for example) which they provided, but also an assessment of the significance of these representations in relation to the society of which they were a part. From this point of view, it is not only what films tell us about society which is important but also what an understanding of the society can then tell us about the films and the nature of their representations. This is, in fact, an important distinction. For example, the difficulty of such a well known book as Raymond Durgnat's A Mirror for England is that it simply assumes that conclusions about British society can be arrived at on the evidence of the films alone. Films, he suggests, can be understood as the 'reflections' of the society which makes them.3 But, of course, films do more than just 'reflect'; they also actively explain and interpret the way in which the world is to be perceived and understood. Moreover, the views which a film, or films, may be suggesting do not necessarily correspond to those of society as a whole. In a society divided by class, sex and race, access to the means of communication is not equal. Some groups are better placed than others to apply and communicate their definitions of social reality and more advantaged in their ability to represent their views of society as the most 'natural' and 'normal'. So, what a film, or films, tells us about society cannot just be accepted as 'evidence', but must itself be explained and interpreted in terms of the groups and the viewpoints with which they are connected.

It is basically such an inquiry which the following discussion is providing. Chapter One provides an analysis of the economic, political and ideological relations characteristic of British society during the period 1956–63. Chapter Two presents a discussion of the film industry during the same period. The remaining chapters deal with the films themselves - not only the 'new wave' of working-class realism already mentioned, but also the social problem film, whose history was by and large concurrent, and which, like the 'new wave', was generally applauded for its determination to tackle such contemporary issues as juvenile delinquency, homosexuality and racial tension. In setting these analyses alongside each other - both of the films themselves and the social and economic context of their production and reception - the discussion sets out to consider not only how adequately such issues and problems were dealt with but also what perspectives and attitudes were adopted and to whose benefit they may be seen to have contributed. This then leads to the conclusion that the films, and the views of the world which they promoted, may well have obscured as much as they enlightened, and obstructed as much as they initiated the potential for social change and reconstruction.

The discussion of the films which then follows is clearly not intended to highlight my own critical ingenuity nor to radically 're-write' these films according to deconstructionist protocols. The rather more modest ambition is to 'bring out' some of the ways in which these films appear to encourage particular ways of interpreting the world or assume and take for granted particular ideological attitudes and assumptions. This does not, of course, imply that my analyses are then without novelty. Indeed, there is ample evidence to suggest that my accounts of these films go against the grain of not only contemporary critical writing but also, in some cases, the enthusiastic responses of friends and colleagues who can still recall the initial impact of these films. My argument is not that my explanations of the films were consciously registered by contemporary audiences, as they clearly were not, but that the attitudes and assumptions which my discussion reveals were nonetheless implicit in the organisation of the films' material and, indeed, all the more ideologically powerful because of the way they were able to pass without notice. To take an example, while my analysis of the representations of women in the films of the 'new wave' is clearly indebted to recent feminist writing, this does not imply that the conclusions arrived at are only possible from a modern standpoint. These representations were, in a sense, always 'there'; that they should have passed without comment for such a long period is no more than a testimony to the degree to which they were accepted as both 'normal' and unproblematic and, thus, to the extent to which ideologies of gender had become effectively 'naturalised'.

This also implies that my discussion of the films, in the first instance, is analytic rather than evaluative, more attentive to questions of ideological attitude than cinematic 'quality' or 'merit'. But, as my opening remarks suggested, this does have a bearing on the way in which such films are valued. I do not, of course, suggest that an assessment of a film's ideological viewpoint should, in itself, provide a decisive criterion of judgment - there are, for example, quite legitimate reasons for the defence of the films of Sam Fuller and Sam Peckinpah irrespective of their often unsympathetic politics - but I would want to argue for its central importance. To take one of my own examples, a film such as Petticoat Pirates (see Chapter Seven) has been conventionally dismissed as trivial and of little cinematic interest. Yet, in its treatment of sex roles, it displays a number of qualities entirely absent from such an aggressively misogynistic, but critically celebrated film like Look Back in Anger. This does not automatically make Petticoat Pirates a 'better' film than Look Back in Anger or even an especially 'good' film in itself, but it does, at least for me, offer a complexity and value that is worth defending. While this may appear somewhat iconoclastic, it is precisely the sort of reevaluation which this book may succeed in provoking.

Notes

1.David Robinson, 'United Kingdom' in Alan Lovell (ed.), Art of the Cinema in Ten European Countries, Strasbourg, Council for Cultural Co-operation of the Council of Europe, 1967, p. 197.

2.V.F. Perkins, 'The British Cinema' in Ian Cameron (ed.), Movie Reader, London, November Books, 1972, p. 7.

3.Raymond Durgnat, A Mirror for England, London, Faber and Faber, 1970.
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British Society 1956-63

Almost at once, affluence came hurrying on the heels of penury. Suddenly, the shops were piled high with all sorts of goods. Boom was in the air.1

Ten years ago it was possible, and indeed usual, to look back on the 1950s as an age of prosperity and achievement . . . Today we are more likely to remember the whole period as an age of illusion.2

There can be little doubt that the key to understanding Britain in the 1950s resides in the idea of 'affluence', of a nation moving inexorably forward from post-war austerity and rationing to 'Macmillan's soap-flake Arcadia'3 and purchase on the never-never. It was certainly in this confident, if now rather infamous, spirit that Prime Minister Harold Macmillan was able to proclaim in 1957 that 'most of our people have never had it so good. Go round the country, go to the industrial towns, and you will see a state of prosperity such as we have never had in my lifetime - nor indeed ever in the history of this country'.4 To some extent, he was right. As Pinto-Duschinsky has argued, 'From 1951 to 1964 there was uninterrupted full employment, while productivity increased faster than in any other period of comparable length in the twentieth century'.5 During these years, total production (measured at constant prices) increased by 40 per cent, average earnings (allowing for inflation) by 30 per cent, while personal consumption, measured in terms of ownership of cars and televisions, rose from 2\ million to 8 million and 1 million to 13 million respectively.

Conservative pride, in this respect, derived from the fact that they were the government in power throughout this period, winning three elections in a row for the first time in the twentieth century. Having lost office in 1951, Labour had anticipated a retrenchment of traditional Toryism, as the new government reneged on the Attlee administration's commitment to welfare and full employment. In fact, the reverse was true. Following the principles of Rab Butler's Industrial Charter of 1947, the 'New Conservatism' stood by the welfare state and, with the exception of some de-nationalisation, upheld the necessity of state intervention in managing the economy. 'With a few modifications the Conservatives continued Labour's policy,' writes Andrew Gamble. 'So alike did the parties seem, especially in their economic policies, that it appeared indeed as though Mr Butskell had taken over the affairs of the nation.'6

'Butskellism', of course, was the term coined by The Economist to register the similarity in economic policy pursued by the Tory and Labour Chancellors and correctly identified the convergence which was beginning to emerge in the political arena. How this occurred can again be related to the question of affluence. For the Tories, the generals of the 'new affluence', their successful adaptation to and management of a mixed economy seemed to prove, without recourse to traditional moral claims of the superiority of the market and private ownership, their superior fitness to run a welfare capitalist system. Pragmatics supplanted ethics: 'Conservative freedom works'. In the process, it was also believed that the forward march of Labour had been successfully halted:

The fantastic growth of the economy, the spectacular rise in the standard of living, the substantial redistribution of wealth, the generous development of social welfare and the admitted humanisation of private industry, have rendered obsolete the whole intellectual framework within which Socialist discussion used to be conducted.7

Or, as put more succinctly by Macmillan himself, 'the class war is over and we have won'.8 It was a verdict that Labour itself seemed compelled to accept.

Their response, as David Coates suggests, was to move increasingly away from 'class perspectives and socialist rhetoric' towards a revisionism which shared much of the Tory diagnosis.9 The context is clear: Labour were defeated in three successive elections with their share of the vote falling absolutely and proportionately on each occasion. Against this background, it was not surprising that by 1960 Abrams and Rose, in their influential analysis, could ask the question, 'Must Labour Lose?'10 By a process of inversion, the reasons for Tory success became the causes of Labour decline. 'The changing character of labour, full employment, new housing, the new way of life based on the telly, the fridge, the car and the glossy magazines - all have had their effect on our political strength,' observed Labour leader Hugh Gaitskell.11 In particular, the successes of Tory rule appeared to have negated the need for Labour's continuing commitment to public ownership of the economy, and it was at the 1959 party conference that Gaitskell led the attack to remove Clause 4 from the party constitution. As Crosland had argued, in his important revisionist work The Future of Socialism, Britain no longer corresponded to a 'classically capitalist society' and Labour's goals of full employment, welfare and abolition of poverty no longer depended on nationalisation but were perfectly compatible with a mixed economy.12

Such economic and social changes were also assumed to be undermining the traditional base of Labour support. 'The revisionists,' writes Coates, 'relied on the studies of voting behaviour to show that the old manual working class was a dwindling section of the labour force, that affluence was in any case mellowing the class dimensions and that the electoral fortunes of the Labour Party turned on its ability to woo the new and rapidly growing white collar, scientific and technical classes who were the key workers in this post-capitalist, scientifically based industrial system.'13 This was a view, once again, shared with the opposition. Thus, the Right Progressives of the Tory Party, gathered round Crossbow, also argued that 'economic growth dissolved the old class structure and created new social groups, in particular affluent workers and the technical intelligentsia, whom a dynamic Toryism could attract'.14 In such a context of political agreement, 'it became plausible to suppose that the consensus between the parties . . . reflected a consensus in the nation. In the spectrum of political opinion from right to left, the majority of the electors had moved towards the middle, the breeding ground of the floaters, leaving only minorities at the extremes . . . Success in the political market now seemed to depend on capturing the centre and winning the support of the floaters'.15 As such, we can see how the 'key terms' of affluence, consensus and 'embourgeoisement' became gathered together 'into an all-embracing myth or explanation of post-war social change'.16 The new post-war mix of Keynes, welfare and capitalism had 'delivered the goods', the prosperity and affluence of the 1950s 'boom period', and in the process secured a 'consensus' amongst political parties on the framework within which governments should now work. At the same time, affluence was dismantling old class barriers, 'embourgeoisifying' the old working class with rises in living standards and an accompanying conversion to 'consensual' middle-class values.17

Barely had the ink dried on such confident prognoses than the reality of Britain's economic difficulties became apparent with the balance of payments crisis in 1961 and subsequent imposition of a pay-pause, credit squeeze and higher taxation by Chancellor Selwyn Lloyd. The roots of this crisis, however, were not local but deep-seated. As Glyn and Sutcliffe put it: 'British capitalism faced increasing competition in world markets: it was continuously losing part of its share of world output and exports. Its level of investment and economic growth was low by international standards. This lack of competitiveness, combined with unwillingness to devalue the exchange rate, led to repeated crises in the balance of payments which were always answered by restrictions on home demand, further checking the rate of growth.'18 Organically related to these problems was the Conservative Party's reluctance to acknowledge its changed role in a world economic and political system characterised by the decline of Empire and increasing American hegemony. Its attempt to maintain sterling as a world currency led to an artificially high exchange rate, inhibiting to domestic growth and vulnerable to runs on the pound, while its commitment to an international political and military role produced an expenditure on defence (7-10 per cent of GNP) higher than nearly any other nation except the USA and the USSR. As Shonfield has argued, such a heavy defence programme inhibited (non-military) industrial investment, restrained overseas demand and imposed an additional strain on the balance of payments (whose deficits often amounted to no more than a fraction of overall military expenditure).19 In sum, although British economic growth had looked impressive in isolation, when compared with other industrial nations it looked decidedly poor (lagging well behind such European competitors as West Germany, France and Italy). As such, Britain's economic 'miracle' rested upon purely 'temporary and fortuitous circumstances'20 (such as the fall in world commodity prices) and lacked foundation in any policy of economic re-structuring or long-term investment (which once again lagged well behind its West European competitors). Moreover, such failures were exacerbated by the Tory administration's devotion to stop-go tactics of economic management and its policies of 'Bread and Circuses': what Pinto-Duschinsky describes as 'the sacrifice of policies for long-term well-being in favour of over-lenient measures and temporary palliatives bringing in immediate returns'.21 Butler's purely expedient pre-election budget of 1955 provides the most notorious example.
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What the rise in incomes and apparent abundance of consumer goods disguised then was the fragile and temporary base upon which such 'affluence' had been secured. Moreover, what it also disguised was the persistence of inequality in the enjoyment of 'affluence' and its continuing complicity with a structure of class division. As I have suggested, the assumption increasingly gaining credence in political rhetoric, with support from the academic community, was that capitalism was undergoing fundamental changes (indeed, no longer remaining capitalist at all), that inequalities in the distribution of income and wealth had been reduced and, as a consequence, that the old class divisions which such inequalities had maintained were in the process of being dissolved. However, as Westergaard and Resler point out, there was no particular novelty attached to the affluence of the 1950s: increasing incomes had also characterised the pre-war era with gross wages rising by an average of about 1[image: ]per cent from the early 1920s to 1938.22 Moreover, such absolute increases did not in themselves imply any automatic decrease in relative inequalities. Indeed, once this question of distribution is examined a whole new light is shed upon the ideology of 'affluence'. Thus, despite some redistribution of income following the Second World War, the overall pattern detected by Westergaard and Resler is that of 'continuing inequality'. In 1961,1 per cent of the adult population derived 10 per cent of total post-tax incomes (i.e. much the same as the poorest 30 per cent) while the richest 5 per cent enjoyed much the same income as that of the poorest 50 per cent.23 Figures for the distribution of private wealth reveal a similar picture. According to estimates made by The Economist for 1959-60, 88 per cent of tax payers owned only 3·7 per cent of private wealth while the richest 7 per cent owned 84 per cent.24 Moreover, these figures retain a remarkable consistency with the early 1950s.25

Despite the claims to the contrary, it is clear that economic inequalities had not been eroded. What is also clear is that their primary derivation also remained the same: the relations of capitalist production (with its structure of private ownership and associated control of the productive apparatus). While revisionist and post-capitalist commentators tinkered with slide-rules, what they missed was this relational character of social classes. Increases in income, shifts in occupational structure or changes in values (as emphasised by theses of 'embourgeoisement') only located movements within classes while the overall contours of class relations, constitutive of a capitalist mode of production, remained intact. Of course, occupational divisions and values are crucial to an understanding of how classes operate 'on the ground'. As Stuart Hall has observed, 'class in its singular, already unified form is really a political metaphor . . . "fracturing" and diversity is the real empirical experience of the class'.26 Nonetheless, it remains the economic relation, the relation between capital and labour, which prescribes 'the parameters or outer boundaries of class structure.'27

In a sense, it was the ideological achievement of the period to focus on the local shifts and transformations while concealing the essential continuity of the 'outer boundaries'. 'Affluence assumed the proportions of a full-blown ideology precisely because it was required to cover over the gaps between real inequalities and the promised Utopia of equality-for-all and ever-rising consumption to come', write Clarke et al. 'By projecting this ideological scenario, the "affluence" myth aimed to give the working classes a stake in a future which had not yet arrived, and thus to bind and cement the class to the hegemonic order. Here the ideology of affluence reconstructed the "real relations" of post-war society into an "imaginary relation".'28

'Youth and the hazards of affluence'

And then came the gay-time boom and all the spending money, and suddenly you oldos found that though we minors had no rights, we'd got the money power.29

If it was classes that were presumed to be disappearing there can be little doubt that it was 'youth', by contrast, who were making an appearance. As Hopkins puts it, 'Never had "Youth" - with the capital "Y" - been so earnestly discussed, so frequently surveyed, so extensively seen and heard.'30 With its trail of Teddy Boys, Angry Young Men and nouveau riche pop stars it seemed to many that the 1950s was not only the 'age of affluence' but also the 'age of youth'. Not that this was purely coincidental, for what above all seemed to define the novelty of youth in this period was its access to the benefits of affluence and, as a consequence, the ability to map out for itself a distinctive cultural status. In this respect, what the 1950s discovered was not so much 'youth' as the 'teenager'. As a number of commentators have observed, 'youth' itself is something of a social invention, a cultural expression of social and historical circumstance rather than a biological fact. In particular, the expansion of compulsory education, decline of child labour and development of child welfare legislation in the nineteenth century created 'adolescence' (a term formalised in academic discourse by the writings of Stanley Hall) in which young people were forced into a period of extended dependence.31 The idea of the 'teenager', however, dates from much later and was apparently coined in the 1940s by American market researchers who wished to describe young people with money to spend on consumer goods. It is this linking of youth with consumption which came to define the role of the teenager in the 1950s: 'The distinctive fact about teenagers' behaviour is economic: they spend a lot of money on clothes, records, concerts, make-up, magazines: all things that give immediate pleasure and little lasting use.'32

Indeed, this 'distinctive fact' assumed a peculiar prominence with the publication of The Teenage Consumer by Mark Abrams in 1959 with its revelations that real teenage earnings had increased by 50 per cent since 1938 (and possibly by 100 per cent in terms of real 'discretionary' spending) and that teenage
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