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 Introduction

What this book is

The foundation for Youth Culture and the Post-War British Novel was laid way back in 2003 when the chair of my department came to my office door and informed me that I had been assigned to teach a course on British fiction from the Second World War to the present. I demurred: I was then (and, really, remain) a specialist of pre-Second World War literature and culture. She insisted: I would teach the course. ‘What on earth’, I thought in something of a panic, ‘am I going to put on the course?’ I quickly made a list of the post-Second World War novels I knew well enough even to have a stab at teaching. The list was pretty broad, including The Satanic Verses, Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, The Infernal Desire Machines of Dr. Hoffmann, The Bluest Flower, The Golden Notebook, Trainspotting, Molloy, The Buddha of Suburbia and several more besides. Casting about for a thread linking some subset of these works, something that could hold them together as a course rather than as a random sampling of post-Second World War British and Irish fiction, I hit upon their engagement with youth culture. Having, in my time, played at being a punk, a skater and a new romantic myself, I was especially smitten with this confluence and set about exploring its parameters and potentials. What I found was both fascinating and alarming.

First, the fascinating. There is indeed a whole suite of post-Second World War British novels that continue to capture the imaginations and allegiances of readers twenty, forty, even sixty years after they appeared. In some cases, as with Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, readers coming to the novel for the first time may well be repeating the discoveries and intense identifications of not just their parents, but also their grandparents. As Jon Savage and Nick Bentley have outlined in great detail, the advent of the category of the teenager in the decade after the end of the war both responded to and perpetuated a set of anxieties around identity formation, masculinity, history and generational progress/tension that resonated in surprisingly durable terms. So much so that multiple generations have, for example, seen themselves in Saturday Night’s Teddy boy protagonist Arthur Seaton, with his anarchistic, at times nihilistic, ethos. What’s more, even people with no apparent interest in post-Second World War British fiction at least know of some of these novels: They have public recognition that is, often, far in excess of their literary merit. The Golden Notebook is superior to A Clockwork Orange as a novel, but the latter has far greater public recognition. No doubt this is in large part due to the controversial film version of Burgess’s novel, while Lessing’s has gone un-adapted. But I think there is more to it than just this. Part of what has made both the film and the novel versions of A Clockwork Orange so enduringly popular is precisely that they captured the public imagination: They provoked outrage, spawned copy-cat crimes, challenged readers with their difficult language and still – over fifty years after the novel was published and over thirty years after the film was released – inspire countless Halloween costumes. ‘Something interesting’, I thought to myself, ‘is going on here. Something linking together these novels and keeping them relevant to new and seasoned readers alike, for decades after they first appear.’

So much for the fascinating – which, to be honest, will preoccupy us for the next couple of hundred pages, so we can safely park it for the moment. Before we carry on with that, though, we have to deal with the alarming. Though a wide range of youth cultures are represented in these novels, and issues of race, class, sexuality and nationality are all in play, the perceptive reader will already have noticed that they are all written by men and that they all feature male protagonists. They are uniformly preoccupied with masculinity, obsessed with it even. This is alarming for obvious reasons: Women were full participants in youth culture, women write plenty of novels and women are traditionally under-represented in scholarly work as it is. Keenly aware of this as a significant potential problem from the outset, I spent several years in vain attempts to discover and integrate women writers – or at least female protagonists – into the fold.

To this end, I experimented with a range of novels by women. Muriel Spark provided perhaps the most promising possibilities. Her astonishing output, including The Ballad of Peckham Rye (1960), The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie (1961) and Girls of Slender Means (1963), outshines the work of most male post-war writers in terms of literary merit, and deals extensively with the challenges of young women coming of age in the post-war. Antonia White’s Frost in May trilogy of the 1950s similarly looks promising, providing a sustained examination of female post-war Bildung. But this book is not about youth progressing to maturity, nor about the trials of simply being young, adolescent or pre-adult. It is about popular youth-cultural formations that were clearly identified as such, given widely accepted names and understood in terms of explicit stylistic and attitude identities. Spark’s and White’s novels certainly address the cultures of young women, but they do not do so in terms of contemporary mass youth cultures. The girls of slender means do not find the meaning of their lives in youth-cultural affiliations, roaming the streets to establish and reinforce their identities or pack allegiances. As they navigate the shoals of young adulthood, they do not become Teddy girls and do not actively set themselves in rebellious attitudes towards the parental generation. Instead, they get on with it and just grow up. Perhaps sadly, this places them in a whole separate league from virtually all the young men in novels such as A Clockwork Orange. Though they were not actively writing about youth culture, writers such as Spark, Emma Tennant, Iris Murdoch and Angela Carter were clearly participating in some of its impulses, moving away from fictions of authenticity and settled traditional or received historical wisdom and towards performance, speculation and play. Likewise, they continued the post-war project of recovering women’s experience, both historical and contemporary, and bringing it into the open.

Carter’s Infernal Desire Machines merits a further note in this regard, since it is among the handful of candidate novels I experimented with and ultimately had to leave out of this study. That novel explicitly invokes Dr. Albert Hofmann, the man who first synthesized LSD and thus provided psychedelic hippiedom with its signature drug. It also features a wide-open field of desire, sex and sexuality, and a speculative approach to history that conforms well to the patterns that we see in The Rachel Papers and The Buddha of Suburbia. It follows a mixed picaresque/Bildungsroman narrative arc, like so many of the novels discussed here, and revives the surrealist faith in the utopian potential of dreams. Above all, its main characters are young people trying to find their way in a world apparently gone mad. But, as I’ve found out, there is a big difference between the culture of young people – adolescence, youth, even delinquency – and youth cultures proper. Infernal Desire Machines absolutely belongs in a study of the cultures of youth, but it presents too little for inclusion in a study of youth cultures: Though the link between Dr. Hofmann and hippies is certainly there, it’s not enough to hang an entire youth culture on. It’s a tough loss to take.

Though such novels concern themselves with young people, as many thousands of novels do, they do not think with and about youth cultures per se. They are not engaged directly with the contemporaneous subcultures of the young that were having such an outsized impact on the world around them. I will want to come back to this, and offer something by way of a speculative account of why this might be so shortly, when we talk about why both youth cultures and novelistic representations of them appeared when they did. For now, though, perhaps it will suffice to say that my sense of the reason for this gap between male and female representational strategies is quite simply that women had better things to do. To be sure, they participated as fully in the same youth cultures as did young men (and they still do), but women writers seem to have had other fish to fry, and men writers seem to have been characteristically preoccupied with what was emerging in the post-Second World War decades as a near-existential crisis of masculinity. Like the titular Rachel of Martin Amis’s The Rachel Papers, women appear to have been busy getting on in the world, discovering their potential and charting new territory in the worlds of work, pleasure and culture, while some men – like the narrator-protagonist of Amis’s novel, Charles Highway – were doing a lot of navel-gazing, trying out various forms of masculinity and maturity and writing it all down for posterity. More on both of these anon.

As I taught this material again and again, it gradually assumed the shape of a coherent study. So, one day, against my better judgement and all warnings to the contrary, I decided to try writing it. Taking this decision meant reading a lot of sociology and cultural history, along with literary criticism and literary history, and talking to anyone who would listen (see the acknowledgements page for a list of those I badgered most persistently). I tested out ideas, asked for recommendations and spent a lot of time thinking about why there weren’t more novels written by women about women, or by men about women. In the end, I simply had to overcome my scruples about writing a book that was just about men writing about men (a man writing about men writing about men – just what we need!) and face the music. ‘Damn the torpedoes’, I thought, ‘full speed ahead! Something undeniably interesting is going on in these novels, and I want to know what it is.’

What this book is about

This book is about how a suite of iconic post-Second World War British novels think both with and about youth cultures. It has three main objectives:


1.It aims to animate those novels for readers coming to them for the first time or seeking a way into the much larger field of post-Second World War British fiction.

2.It hopes to reanimate those works for non-specialist readers who may think they already know them.

3.It advances new interpretations of works by both well-known and emerging writers alike.



To these ends, it


1.briefly outlines in broad strokes the incredibly complex social, political and historical contexts in which both the youth cultures emerged and the novels were written. It summarizes rather than detailing these contexts, attempting to create high-level overviews that allow me to characterize the sorts of tensions and anxieties driving youth cultures and how they are represented. It thus takes us from the devastation and plight of displaced persons in the immediate aftermath of the war through the Suez Crisis, the Profumo Affair and England’s massively symbolic World Cup win in 1966, to the resurgent Troubles in Northern Ireland, the Energy Crisis and labour troubles of the 1970s, Thatcherism and the rise of neoliberalism, and wraps up with the heroin crisis of the 1990s and the political/cultural rebranding of the UK in terms of ‘Cool Britannia’.

2.introduces key aspects of the succession of youth cultures that punctuated the last half of the twentieth century, beginning with the Teddy boys of the 1950s; and moving on to the mods, rockers and hippies of the 1960s; the glam rockers and punks of the 1970s; the new romantics, soulsters, rude bwais and Rastafarians of the 1980s; and wrapping up with the ravers and heroin chic devotees of the 1990s.

3.pairs each of these contexts and youth cultures with one or more novels: Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, Absolute Beginners, A Clockwork Orange, The Rachel Papers, The Buddha of Suburbia, Brixton Rock, East of Acre Lane and Trainspotting.



As I hope is abundantly clear by now, my primary focus is on these novels. This is first, last and throughout a study of literary works in their contexts, rather than a study of those contexts per se (more about what this book is not about later in this chapter). I have chosen these novels for inclusion because they actively represent the youth cultures of, or very close to, the decades in which they were written. They are explicitly about those youth cultures at the same time as they use them as handy metaphors for engaging with larger sets of concerns. That is, as the vast body of sociological and cultural-historical work on these youth cultures has shown in enormous detail, the youth cultures themselves arise out of felt tensions and anxieties in the shifting realities of the post-Second World War world. As such, they furnish writers with ready-made figures for further exploring those very same tensions and anxieties. For the youth cultures themselves, these dynamics are often unconscious, blind and fumbling, and not infrequently productive of violent outbursts. The writers who represent these figures and the complex situations they both express and inhabit, by contrast, can expose those unconscious investments and anxieties. Uncovering the unconscious ways youth cultures engage with problems of race, class, gender and sexuality and expanding upon them through representations of youth culture both accord the successive youth cultures of the post-war period their proper due as legitimate forms of cultural expression and negotiation, and provide new perspectives on problematics that have been around much longer than the teenager. Teddy boy, mod, rocker, skinhead, glam rocker, punk, raver, heroin addict, rude boy or perpetual outsider barred even from access to these designated ‘outsider’ groups, the characters in these novels present semiotic knots to untangle. Doing so will, I hope, help us understand both how the British post-war period was marked by a new kind of generational conflict and how that conflict helped shape some of the most influential literature of the second half of the twentieth century. Chief among the concerns Youth Culture and the Post-War British Novel traces in this suite of novels are crises of masculinity, race and ethnicity, generational relationships and history itself in the wake of the Holocaust. It aims to shed new light on how they are embedded in, and responded to, their cultural moments. Likewise, it illustrates how these novels embed such concerns in plot, characterization, narrative detail and style.

Naturally, as mass media expand and youth cultures both innovate and persist, the representations shift dramatically as well. Authors increasingly come to understand youth cultures as representational regimes in themselves, as much products of media-savvy self-fashioning as expressions of (a longing for) authentic identity. As Youth Culture and the Post-War British Novel progresses, then, my treatment of the novels also gets more complex. Self-awareness is both the blessing and the curse of adolescence, as it is equally for novels about youth cultures. The increasing self-referentiality of both the youth cultures and the novels about them, particularly from about 1970 onwards, means that representations proliferate and authenticity becomes at once more precious and more elusive. Much of the discussion in the second half of this book, therefore, concentrates on an additional crisis on top of those already enumerated: That of identity itself, not in terms of discovering who one is (What is my core identity?) but in terms of whether identity itself is even possible (Is it a coherent category at all, or is everything just a matter of performance?). This crisis culminates, as does this book and, I contend, the post-Second World War current of youth-cultural experimentation, with the triumph of chemical dependency in the heroin chic aesthetic of Trainspotting. There, the problem of authentic identity is not so much resolved as finally deferred and evaded. The physical dependency produced by addiction displaces questions of what’s authentic and real versus what’s inauthentic or fake. Necessity displaces truth, and the deeper engagements of previous youth cultures are effaced by the ‘honest’ need produced by heroin. The result in terms of youth culture is pastiche, as Trainspotting freely deploys aspects of virtually all the previous youth-cultural stylistic ensembles and pillages the music, art, language and ethos of the preceding fifty years of experimentation. Even the novel’s conclusion, as we will see, presents nothing like progress so much as the promise of backsliding and further futile entrapment. It’s not exactly a chipper ending to the story – either the story of Mark Renton or the story of post-Second World War novels about youth cultures – but it’s where we end up: Like Begbie’s father, making jokes to a son he doesn’t even recognize about trainspotting in the disused Leith Central train station.

What this book is not – I: sociology

Youth Culture and the Post-War British Novel is emphatically not a study of post-war youth cultures in any sociological or cultural-historical sense. There is an entire field of scholarship that approaches youth cultures, subcultures, underground cultures, club cultures, deviance, criminality and so on from a sociological perspective. At least since G. Stanley Hall’s initial identification of adolescence as a developmental category back in 1904, people have been studying the young we have come to think of loosely as teenagers. This book contributes to our understanding of particular subgroups of that much larger category by analysing how they are represented in the novels of their day. It draws upon sociological and cultural-historical studies to sketch in broad strokes the styles and attitudes of punks, skinheads, mods and so on. But it does not undertake the sort of archival or field work required to add materially to our understanding of how such groups formed, operated and understood themselves either in the immediate moment of their flourishing or in the latter-day reconstructions and re-animations to which they seem perpetually given.

Readers who are interested in pursuing the line of sociological and cultural-historical research should likely begin with Hall’s establishment of adolescence as a distinct developmental stage, just to get a sense of the root configuration of the category that would eventually become that of the teenager. Howard S. Becker’s Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of Deviance (1963) is among the first and most important works to approach the problem of youth subcultures in the context of deviance and criminality, two features that were popularly aligned with groups such as the Teddy boys, mods and rockers. On the tension between popular conceptions of these movements and their actual dimensions, Stanley Cohen’s landmark Folk Devils and Moral Panics (1972) is perhaps the locus classicus and an important precursor to the later studies to follow. The advent of the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (BCCCS) in 1964 coalesced growing interest in cultural history under the rubric of Cultural Studies and spawned many of the most influential and insightful studies of youth cultures to emerge in the second half of the twentieth century. It includes path-breaking – and enduringly useful – studies such as Stuart Hall and Tony Jefferson’s Resistance Through Rituals (1975) and Dick Hebdige’s Subculture: The Meaning of Style (1979), both of which collect papers previously circulated in mimeograph within the BCCCS. Angela McRobbie’s work is of paramount importance in the literature on post-Second World War youth cultures, especially because it focuses on young women, feminism, and gender and sexuality. Her ‘Shut Up and Dance: Youth Culture and Changing Modes of Femininity’ (1993) and ‘Top Girls? Young Women and the Post-Feminist Sexual Contract’ (2007) represent just the tip of the iceberg. A large portion of her most significant work appears in ‘Jackie’: An Ideology of Adolescent Femininity (1978), Zoot-Suits and Second-Hand Dresses (1988) and Feminism and Youth Culture (2000). The turn of the millennium produced a flurry of excellent studies such as Mike Storry and Peter Childs’s British Cultural Identities (1997); Hans-Jürgen Diller, Erwin Otto and Gerd Stratmann’s Youth Identities: Teens and Tweens in British Culture (1999); Chris Jenks’s Subculture: The Fragmentation of the Social (2005); Jon Savage’s Teenage: The Creation of Youth Culture (2007) and England’s Dreaming (2002); Steve Redhead’s The Clubcultures Reader (1998); and Simon Reynolds’s Generation Ecstasy: Into the World of Techno and Rave Culture (1999). The tradition of such study is strong and deep, and continues today with new publications every year dedicated to illuminating and analysing the particularities of youth cultures as they continue to evolve. As we introduce specific youth cultures in each chapter, we’ll indicate some more specific resources for those interested in learning about their particulars from a sociological perspective.

What this book is not – II: a scholarly intervention in the field of post-Second World War British fiction

Youth Culture and the Post-War British Novel makes no pretence to being a significant scholarly intervention in the field of post-Second World War British fiction. That field is vast, and Youth Culture and the Post-War British Novel covers only a very narrow slice of it. It makes no attempt to upend the scholarly consensus with its insights, though I do hope that it will bring something new to those working on the specific novels treated here. In this respect, my intention in writing this book has been different than that of a traditional literary-critical monograph. Rather than attempting to move the field itself in a new direction, Youth Culture and the Post-War British Novel aims to bring new readers into it via an engaging treatment of some key works, as well as to reinvigorate the interest of readers who may already be familiar with some or all of the works it analyses. It advances new readings and suggests that these novels are properly understood through their engagements with contemporary youth cultures, but it tries to avoid becoming technical or arcane in its handling of those readings. It depends upon the wider body of scholarship in the field, to be sure, but engages with it using a light touch, deferring more in-depth scholarly engagement for another time, another opportunity. So, while Youth Culture and the Post-War British Novel is indeed literary criticism, and I fondly hope that even experts in the field will find something of value in my readings, it should be clear from the outset that it is not the sort of book that is aimed at causing a stir among scholars much more firmly grounded – and with much greater stakes – in the field than I.

My hope is, rather, that Youth Culture and the Post-War British Novel will serve as a work of popular literary criticism, after the models of popular history, popular science and even popular religious studies. Such works are written for general readers with some grounding in the subject matter and an interest in learning more about it. They presume readers both interested and educated enough to make sense of the narratives they spin, and inherently interested in – or at least potentially interested in – the material. Though there is precious little precedent for such work in the field of literary studies, my sincere wish is that this book will find such an audience. Just as there are readers interested enough to read a popular history of Rome, or a popular account of evolutionary theory, even to tackle so unassumingly difficult a book as Stephen Hawking’s Brief History of Time (1988), so, I hope, there will be readers sufficiently interested in these iconic novels and/or the youth cultures they represent to make their way through the remainder of this book.

Readers seeking broader overviews of the field of post-Second World War British fiction and/or who are more interested in its larger contours could do significantly worse than to follow the work of David James. James’s critical monograph Legacies of Modernism (2011) is among the best treatments of the post-Second World War literary scene as anchored in the pre-Second World War tradition and yet striking out in new directions. It ranks with
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