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Abstract

This thesis is a contribution to the patient-centred history of medicine. It takes the
historical agenda established by Dorothy and Roy Porter in their work on the Georgian
middling sort and applies it to working-class men in nineteenth-century Britain. Thus it

uses working men’s autobiographies to explore conceptions of health, plebeian actiology,
the subjective experience of sickness, lay medicine and the doctor-patient relationship.
The relationship between the poor and the medical establishment forms an underlying
theme of an examination of working-class attitudes to public health, and the clinical
encounter. As such this study contributes to debates about the power relationships central
to the wider history of professionalisation. Rather than assuming a dominant role for the
medical establishment this study explores the degree to which resources such as mutual
aid within the family, community and workplace and alternative belief systems offered
challenges to professional dominance of health matters. Just as the Porters’ work was
rooted in the burgeoning social history of the consumer world of Georgian Britain, so this
study is a contribution to the social history of the British working-class. In this respect it
has two main aims: the first is to add something to our understanding of plebeian
masculinity and the gendered nature of class formation. Secondly, it links the history of
medicine and the history of masculinity through the history of the body, in particular by
problematising what can be termed the metanarrative of the disciplinary project of
modernity which charts a revolution in embodied subjectivity, in which an undisciplined
premodern body is gradually rendered docile by a variety of disciplinary processes and

etfects.
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Introduction

Do we need another history of working-class bodies? We do not lack detailed
information about their biological history. We know their birth rates and their death
rates, incidences of particular diseases by age, gender and occupation; we even know
their heights. We know about their diet and the environments in which they lived and

worked; their courtship rituals and bunial ceremonies. We know about their drinking
habits and their sporting pleasures. We know about the health care they organised for
themselves in friendly societies, about their involvement in fringe medical
movements and about the hospitals and dispensaries they went to. We know about
the role of the plebeian body as clinical material in the birth of modern medicine. We
know about the struggles over the plebeian corpse as anatomical specimen and over
the living body as target of compulsory vaccination. We know about the various

disciplines to which the body was subjected - the decline of Saint Monday at work,
the confinement in prison, the regime of the hospital. We know about the bourgeois
anxieties aroused by working-class bodies - the imagined slums and the degeneration
panics.' Yet for all that, much remains opaque; there is more work to be done. These

are bodies which have been much discussed, but rarely allowed to speak.

' On demography, height and morbidity see Smith, F The People's Health 1830 - 1910 (London,
1979), Wrigley, E and Schofield, R The Population History of England 1541 - 1871: A
Reconstruction (Cambridge, 1981) & Floud, R 'The heights of Europeans since 1750: a new source
for European economic history' in Komlos, J (ed) Stature, Living Standards and Economic
Development: Essays in Anthropometric History (Chicago, 1994). Riley, J Sick Not Dead: the Health
of British Workingmen During the Mortality Decline (London, 1997). On sex and death see Laqueur, T
‘Sex and desire in the Industrial Revolution’ in O’Brien, P and Quinault, R (eds) The Industrial
Revolution and British Society (Cambridge, 1993) pp. 100-122, and Strange, JM Death, Grief and
Poverty in Britain, 1870-1914 (Cambridge, 2005). On drinking habits and sporting pleasures see
Harrison, B Drink and the Victorians: the Temperance Question in Victorian England, 1815-1872
(London, 1971). On friendly societies, fringe medicine and hospitals see Riley Sick Not Dead, Cooter,
R (ed) Studies in the History of Alternative Medicine (London, 1988), Borsay, A and Shapeley, P
(eds) Medicine, Charity and Mutual Aid (Aldershot, 2007). On the body as clinical material see
Foucault, M Birth of the Clinic: an Archaeology of Medical Perception (London, 1973). On the
plebeian corpse and vaccination, see Richardson, R Death, Dissection and the Destitute (London,
1989), Durbach, N Bodily Matters: the Anti-Vaccination Movement in England, 1853-1907. (Durham
(NC), 2005). On discipline see Thompson, EP ‘Time, work-discipline and industrial capitalism’ Past
and Present, 38 (1967): 56-97, Foucault, M Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (London,
1979) On slums and degeneration see Mayne, A., The Imagined Slum: Newspaper Representation in
Three Cities, 1870~1914,(Leicester, 1993) Pick, D Faces of Degeneration: a European Disorder
(Cambridge, 1989)



In seeking to give voice to these bodies, this thesis explores how experiences of

health and sickness were represented in working men’s autobiographies. It takes its
cue from the patient-centred approach to the history of medicine pioneered by
Dorothy and Roy Porter. It is now well over two decades since they issued a clarion
call for a 'history from below' approach to the history of medicine. It was time, they
argued, to move away from the traditional focus on the great men of the medical
profession and to turn instead to the people who provided them with a living: the
sick.? Since then much work has been done, not least by the Porters. We now know
a great deal more about the lay experience of illness, about the cosmologies of health
and sickness, the role of family and neighbours in the primary care of patients and
the wide range of strategies adopted by the sick, from self-medication to patronage of
elite physicians. Much of the best work in this field has focussed on the early modem
period. The Porters’ work, for instance, has spanned the two centuries between 1650
and 1850, arguing for a longue duree in the experiences of patients.” But the focus
on the early modern period seems to have been at the expense of the nineteenth
century, in large part because of a belief that the patient was powerful in the early
modemn period and lost much of this power in the nineteenth century. The clinical
encounter between doctor and patient was no longer dominated by the patient's
account of their 1llness, as doctors gazed directly into patient's bodies using
stethoscopes and the other paraphernalia of modern diagnosis; the patient's voice was

silenced.

Alongside this temporal gap in our knowledge lies another major lacuna. Much of
the work that has been done on patients has focussed on the middle and upper classes.
A detailed study of the working classes has yet to be attempted. The result is that

much current historiography lacks any sense of working-class agency. When the

poor have been the focus they have all too often been viewed as victims of the

2 Porter, R 'The patient's view: doing medical history from below.' in Theory and Society 14 (1985):
175-198

* Porter, D and Porter, R In Sickness and in Health, the British Experience 1650-1850 (London, 1988)
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medical profession's creeping hegemony.* We know a great deal about what was
done to and for the working classes, but very little understanding of their own

experiences and actions. Clearly the two problems are linked; as medical theory and

practice become forms of social control, disciplinary apparatuses for the control of
docile bodies, there is an assumption that medical authority increased the most over

working-class patients and communities.

This trajectory of change draws much of its power from a broader metanarrative.
There is a powerful historiographical tradition that sees the pre-modem body as
riotous and Rabelaisian - its transgressive power celebrated in the carnival of popular
culture or the boozy hedonism of Saint Monday. But, the story continues, in the
nineteenth century the body, particularly the working-class body, was subject to
ever-greater discipline. Even before the work of Foucault we had the Marxist
account - the imposition of clock-regulated, closely-supervised work regimes in the
factory which would culminate in Fordism and the precise calculation of labour

power of Taylorism.” This scientific management of labour was central to Weber’s

account of the emergence of a rational society characterised by the rise of discipline
as a mode of power and the use of bureaucratic planning and administration to
manage even the most intimate aspects of social life.® Foucault elaborated these
models to produce a general account of the techniques of power which constituted
the disciplinary society and which were utilised in the workplace and beyond, in state
institutions such as the military, the prison, the asylum and the hospital. The body
(again generally the working-class body) was subject to continuous and minute
observation, rigorous examination, drilled with martial precision.’ Foucault linked

the disciplinary society to the rise of a new form of power — biopower. This new

* Foucault, M Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (London, 1979) Armstrong, D The
Political Anatomy of the Body: Medical Knowledge in Britain in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge,
1983) and Lawrence, C 'Disciplining disease: scurvy, the Navy and imperial expansion 1750-1825' in
Miller, D and Reill, P (eds) Visions of Empire, Voyages, Botany and Representations of Nature
(Cambridge, 1996)
3 Thompson, EP ‘Time, work-discipline and industrial capitalism’ in his Customs in Common
gLondon, 1993)

Weber, M ‘Bureaucracy’ and ‘The meaning of discipline’ in Gerth, H and Wright Mills, C (eds)
From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology (London, 1948); 196-244 and 253-266

’. Foucault Discipline and Punish



bio-politics of life was a means for the state to enter domestic spaces. Public health
reformers set new standards of cleanliness and hygiene. State-sponsored pronatalist

campaigns tried to interfere in the processes of reproduction and childbirth. Infancy

itself was subject to the new clock time - with set hours for feeding, cleaning and

potty training.

Yet in describing the normative project of modernity Foucauldians have concentrated
far more on intention than outcome. What actually happened to people's lives, how
their embodied sense of self changed in the nitty gritty of daily life has been given
insufficient attention. This is as true in the history of medicine as it is in the history
of the body. Yet, as Andrew Wear has argued, the assumption of docile, disciplined
patients has been more often made than proven; detailed research into the patient's

experience is sadly lacking:

for historians of the nineteenth and twentieth century the need to reflect the
realities of the medicine of their period has meant that rather than the patient
being the focus of interest, the objects of historical enquiry have been the
growth of institutions such as hospitals, of professional power amongst

medical men, and of new scientific, objective knowledge, all of which

maybe tended to diminish the patient's sense of individuality, and status.®

Revisions of this orthodoxy are now appearing. Work on hospitals and workhouses
are increasingly focusing on the way they were used by inmates and their families as
part of what Tim Hitchcock has called pauper strategies for survival.” Detailed
studies of admissions to lunatic asylums have thrown into question the belief that the

Insane were institutionalised - periods of stay tended to be short and care in the

family continued to be the dominant practice.'” Historians of public health are

® Wear, A’The meaning of illness in early modern England’ in Kawakita et al (eds) History of the
Doctor-Patient Relationship (Tokyo, 1995) p.1

7 Hitchcock, T Down and Out in Eighteenth-Century London (London, 2004), p.xvi, chs.6&7. Tanner,
A in Borsay and Shapely Medicine, Charity and Mutual Aid pp.135-162

' Wright, D ‘Getting out of the asylum: understanding the confinement of the insane in the

nineteenth century’. Social History of Medicine, 10 (1997): 137-55
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producing accounts of how the medical profession's attempts to reform

working-class life were met with resistance grounded in alternative ideas of what 1t
meant to be healthy and what constituted sickness.!' Historians such as Roger

Cooter and John Pickstone have described working-class involvement in a range of

fringe medical movements including phrenology, medical botany and mesmerism, '

This thesis will argue that such accounts, by providing a view ‘from below’ of

multiple facets of working-class agency in the sphere of medical care, provide an
alternative to totalising visions of the rise of disciplinary modernity and the

possibility of new models and chronologies of change.

It is within this context that this work should be located. Its primary goal is to
contribute to the patient-centred history of medicine by taking the historical agenda
established by the Porters in their work on long eighteenth century and applying it to
a different social class and a different period. Thus in the first chapter this thesis shall
explore conceptions of health and in particular the notion of health as fitness to work.
The concept of body hardening, a health fad amongst the Georgian middling sort, is
here reframed as a working-class valorisation of toughness, stoicism and the dignity
of work and a way of dealing with the physical challenges of manual labour. Then in
chapter two it will explore plebeian aetiology, describing how a moral economy of
health which drew on both orthodox medical concepts such as predisposition and the
poor’s experience of the material realities of immiseration provided an alternative to
the Chadwickian public health agenda centred on sanitary reform. Chapter three
examines the subjective experience of sickness, exploring how working men made
sense of episodes of ill health within the narrative structures of their autobiographies.
This chapter explores whether the middle-class cult of invalidism had a plebeian

equivalent, and how the intermingling of medical and religious discourses provided

11 Barnes, J The Making of a Social Disease: Tuberculosis in Nineteenth-Century France (Berkeley,
112995); Durbach, N Bodily Matters

Cooter, R The Cultural Meaning of Popular Science: Phrenology and the Organisation of
Consent in Nineteenth-century Britain (Cambridge, 1984) Pickstone, J Medical botany around 1850:
American Medicine in Industrial Britain’ in Cooter, R Studies in the History of Alternative Medicine
(Basingstoke, 1988) Winter, A Mesmerized: Powers of Mind in Victorian Britain (Chicago, 1998)



many writers with a language within which to conceptualise feelings of frailty and
vulnerability. Chapter four looks at lay medicine in working-class households and

communities, reframing what has been traditionally understood as women’s work to

1lluminate the contribution men made and how they framed their responsibility for
tending to the sick at home, in the neighbourhood and at work. Chapter five explores
relations with doctors, to examine ‘creeping medical hegemony’ from the patient’s

perspective. The bulk of chapter five 1s given over to a detailed account of a textile

worker’s lengthy stay in the Manchester Infirmary in 1827, offering an account of

institutionalisation ‘from below’.

However, this study has other ambitions. Just as the Porters’ patient-centred history
of medicine was rooted in the burgeoning social history of the commercial, consumer
world of Georgian Britain and its ever-rising middling sorts, so this study is as much
a contribution to the social history of the British working classes, as it is a work of

medical history. In this respect it has two main aims: the first is to add something to
our understanding of plebeian masculinity; the second is to challenge some of the

theoretical and methodological orthodoxies which currently pervade the history of
the body.

Class and gender

In its treatment of these twinned categories, this study pursues what is now a
well-established historiographical agenda which explores the gendered nature of
class formation."> For our period the germinal works are those of Anna Clark and
Sonya Rose who both argue that patriarchal structures undermined the potential of
class struggle by pitting men against women.'* Trade unionists’ struggle for a

‘family wage’ exploited bourgeois notions of domesticity predicated on the doctrine

of separate spheres and a sentimental valorisation of both childhood and femininity.

' Davidoff, L and Hall, C F. amily Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle Class,
1780-1850 (London, 1987) -

14 Rose, S Limited Livelihoods: Gender and Class in Nineteenth-Century England (London, 1992)
and Clark, A The Struggle for the Breeches: Gender and the Making of the British Working Class
(London, 1995)



By trying to push women out of the workplace and into the home, working men
created a divided, and therefore weakened, class. The models of working-class

masculinity that emerge from these persuasive narratives is far from flattering. Clark
suggests that in the early part of the century artisanal culture bred a homosocial
world of alcohol-fuelled misogyny in which wife-beating was common. This was
then to some extent tamed by the pursuit of respectability and discipline as part of
the struggle for the family wage, but the adoption of middle-class models encouraged
men to retreat further from the home, evading domestic responsibilities and
increasing the burden shouldered by women. By the end of the century the triumph
of separate spheres was expressed 1in the proliferation of new homosocial leisure
spaces for working men, part of what Stedman Jones has termed the ‘culture of
consolation’, an acknowledgement of the failure of the radical aspirations of the class

struggle. '

Theodore Koditschek has suggested in a commentary on Rose and Clark’s work,

“this new version of capitalist patriarchy was grounded in a more routinized,
v 16

psychologically internalized, ‘respectable’ image of what it meant to be a man”.
This comment suggests a clear link between the new gendered history of the British
working class and the older metanarrative of disciplinary modernity outlined above.
This should be no surprise given how important that metanarrative was to Edward
Thompson’s work and just how much Clark is writing in the Thomsponian tradition.
Despite the profound seriousness of his intent in uncovering the culture and lives of
working people, there is in Thompson’s analysis a comic register which celebrates,
rather than simply records, the Rabelaisian aspects of riotous protest and boozy St
Mondays, and in so doing fails to address issues of patriarchal power. In his account

of time and work-discipline he acknowledges that pre-modern work patterns were

“not without domestic tension” but this is a humorous aside: Thompson’s sympathy

' Stedman Jones, G ‘Working-class culture and working-class politics in London, 1870-1900: notes
on the remaking of a working class’ in his Languages of Class: Studies n English Working-Class
History 1832-1982 (Cambridge, 1983) p.220

6 Koditschek, T ‘The gendering of the British working class’ in Gender and History 9 (1997) p.355
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is with the worker.!” By putting women centre stage Clark and Rose have

challenged many of his assumptions; highlighting the tragic aspects of a culture

prone to violence and alcoholic excess. Nevertheless their work 1s underpinned by

the same metanarrative and periodisation.

This thesis seeks to contribute to our understanding of plebeian masculinity by

exploring the tensions in the theses presented by Clark and Rose, who both stressed
that a strict separation of roles was always at best a fragile achievement for
working-class households. Their nuanced account echoes the work of historians like
Amanda Vickery who have offered a critical revision of the separate spheres
1deology, questioning whether there was a fundamental, linear shift in behaviour and
expressing doubts about the degree to which middle-class women were ever
successfully confined to the private sphere.'® In attempting to move beyond a
dependence on the metanarrative that underpinned the work of Clark and Rose, this
thesis draws on the space which this revisionism creates for historians to imagine
more complex and multifaceted models of masculinity and gender relations. Thus
this thesis offers an account of plebeian masculinity in nineteenth-century Britain
which emphasises continuity, rather than change. Such arguments also chime with
work by historians exploring the relationship between politics and masculinity such
as McCormack and Roberts who argue that the gendered dimensions of British elite
public culture “were remarkably enduring and resistant to reform™."” Further support
comes from recent work on the social history of leisure which suggests that
respectability, the great shibboleth of Victorian manliness, was maintained only
shakily, and that disreputable pleasures, from gambling to drunkenness and fighting

continued to be a central part of the lives of many Victorian men.” Finally, John

:’3’ Thompson ‘Time and work-discipline’ p.374

Vickery, A ‘Golden age to separate spheres?: a review of the categories and chronology of
women’s history, Historical Journal 36 (1993) pp.383-414 and Shoemaker, RB Gender in English
.lS;ociety. 1650-1850: the Emergence of Separate Spheres? (Harlow, 1998)

McCormack, M and Roberts, M ‘Conclusion: chronologies in the history of British political
masculinities, c. 1700-2000° McCormack, M and Roberts, M (eds) Public Men: Political
Masculinities in Modern Britain (Basingstoke, 2007) p.193
® Huggins, M and Mangan, J (eds) Disreputable Pleasures: Less Virtuous Victorians at Play
(London, 2004)



Tosh, who has perhaps been boldest in his attempt to produce a clear chronology of
shifting models of masculinity in our period, has on the one hand argued for clear

markers of change over time, such as the sustained decline in interpersonal violence,

but has also emphasised powerful continuities, for instance in the Victorian’s

conception of manliness as an external code of conduct “rooted in everyday social

relations”.*!

Tosh has argued that the revisionist focus on continuity in gender structures requires
explicit theorisation of the relationship between class and gender. His discussion of
this point informs the theoretical position adopted in this thesis and is therefore
worth outlining in a little detail, not least because his position changed in interesting
ways. In a 1999 article he suggested that the work of Davidoff and Hall and Clark
and Rose had mapped gender onto existing metanarratives of industrialisation, the
emergence of a three-class society and the triumph of the bourgeoisie. In the light of
the revisionist challenges to their work, Tosh asked: “But is gender in the last
analysis superstructural and epiphenomenal?”** Rather than simply shifting with the
winds of historical change, many structures of gender changed little if at all, and
recognition of their enduring power “opens the way to understanding the ways in

which gender transcends class”.?

In a later article Tosh in effect qualified his position, at least with regards to

middle-class masculinity in nineteenth-century Britain. He argued that the period
saw the emergence of a hegemonic bourgeois masculinity which was
“entrepreneurial, individualistic ... organised around a punishing work ethic, a
compensating validation of the home, and a restraint on physical aggression”.24
Some of the enduring features of masculinity that he had previously argued negated

the primacy of class are now reduced to epiphenomenon. Thus manliness as an

2t Tosh, J ‘Masculinities in an industrializing society: Britain, 1800-1914° in Journal of British
Studies 44 (2005): 330-342 p.335

22 Tosh, J ‘The old Adam and the New Man’ in Hitchcock, T and Cohen, M (eds) English
Masculinities 1660-1800 (Harlow, 1999) p.223

> Tosh ‘The old Adam’ p.237
# Tosh ‘Masculinites in Industrialising Society’ p.331

-0.



external code of conduct, is now just the means of expression for bourgeois
masculinity, there 1s no sense that it acted as a brake on, attenuated or complicated,

the economic imperatives of the hegemonic masculinity. Furthermore he argued that

as the period’s hegemonic masculinity it was adopted by the labour aristocracy and
‘moral force’ Chartists. Tosh continued to assert that class did not trump gender, but
now his argument rested on two planks: trans-class markers of distinction which

emphasise sexual difference such as dress and speech (which were strengthened by
the emergence of medical model of binary sexual difference) , and the persistence of
alternatives to bourgeois masculinity amongst the aristocracy, youth and the
unskilled working-class. However, since in relation to the latter group he argued that
a polarized vision of sexual character did not sit easily with dual-income households,

then even here class trumped gender.

Despite his own revisionism, Tosh has provided a lucid case for resisting the impulse
to simply map gender onto our existing class-based metanarratives, and in doing so
offers the possibility of new, more complex and more interesting ways of thinking
about the dynamics of social and economic change in Victorian Britain. This thesis
adopts an approach to class and gender that strives to privilege neither category,

treating them instead as in a dynamic process of dialectical engagement, each
shaping the other. This process took place at a number of sites: the workplace, the
home, the community, the political arena, and of course it was embedded in cultural
traditions, ideas and institutions. Although it opens with a chapter on the working
body this is not intended to privilege the workplace as a site of class formation and
the following chapters focus on the male body in the home, the neighbourhood and
the hospital. Similarly, although chapters one and two draw on the autobiographies
of labour leaders and Chartists radicals to situate accounts of embodiment within
political discourse, this thesis does not treat plebeian masculinity as simply arising
from the creation of a political class consciousness which defined working men in

opposition to their bourgeois masters.

The contribution this thesis hopes to make to the history of Victorian masculinity

-10 -



focuses primarily on the experience and representation of embodied selthood. It tries
to present a sympathetic account of the plight of working men, striving, but so often

failing, to achieve and maintain a respectable independence. Thus the first chapter
allows us to explore what we might term a hegemonic masculinity based on a
valorisation of physical toughness, whilst chapters two and three allow us to explore
how the potentially feminising experience of physical vulnerability and frailty were
also an integral part of working-class masculinity and introduces alternatives to the
hegemonic masculinity outlined in chapter one. Chapter four builds on this by
examining how working men’s engagement with the primarily female duties of the
care for the sick, could both be presented as compatible with our robust hegemonic
masculinity but also offers insight into how tenderness and compassion were
important aspects of men’s relationships. The story of Joseph Townend’s visit to the
Manchester Infirmary provides further evidence of the kinder, gentler side of
plebeian manliness but also reinforces the importance of values such as

independence, and of homosocial spaces in the formation of adult male identities.

In stating that this thesis seeks to describe both the experience and representation of
embodied selfhood it should be clear that the theoretical approach to class and
gender adopted here is one which asserts the continuing relevance of matenal life
and social experience in shaping individual and collective identities. There was
nothing subtle about the inscription of class on the plebeian body; as Joanna Bourke
has pointed out, at the beginning of the twentieth century: “14-year-old
working-class children were six inches shorter than middle-class children”.*® In the
last twenty years historians like Gareth Stedman Jones and Patrick Joyce have been
at the vanguard of a revisionist critique of the social history of the British working
classes which has focused on texts and language, rather than material conditions, and
which has brought into question the relevance of class as a category. Thus, in the
Introduction to Democratic Subjects, a book which explores two examples of
Victorian autobiographical writing, Joyce renounces his previous work as mired in “a

nostalgia for social subjects and bedrock ‘experiences’, upon which values and

25 Bourke, ] Working-Class Cultures in Britain, 1890-1960 (London, 1994) p.3
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culture could be based”.*® Historians such as Andrew Miles and Mike Savage have
contended that revisionist approaches to working-class history have gone too far.
Critiquing the work of Joyce and Stedman Jones they argue that “the stress on
language all too easily slides into a form of linguistic determinism, in which the
historical impact of any non-linguistic realm is obscured, denied or declared
unknowable”.*’ The approach adopted in this thesis draws inspiration from the work
of Ellen Ross, who suggests that for all the intellectual ferment which has
undermined Marxist-inspired approaches to working-class history in the last twenty
years, there is still a place for history based on “a belief in the significance of the
material world to shape individual lives”.*® Class and gender existed both within and

beyond text, in a real world of experience that can be recovered, however

imperfectly.

The body

In adopting such a theoretical approach, this thesis also aspires to make a

contribution to the history of the body. As has already been suggested, accounts of
both the creation of a new working-class masculinity and a revolution in the theory,
practice and social relations of medicine, are linked by the metanarrative of the
disciplinary project of modemnity which charts a transformation in embodied
subjectivity, in which an undisciplined premodern body is whipped into shape by a
variety of processes and effects. Before Foucault we had the Weberian account of
discipline, bureaucracy and the Puritan work ethic, Peter Burke's story of the triumph
of Lent over Carnival, Elias's history of the civilised body. The timespans of these
narratives range broadly: Elias began in the late Middle Ages; Burke focused on the

early modern era, and Foucault on the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

Elias’s account of what he termed the “civilising process’ described how the body

%7 oyce Democratic Subjects p.11
a7 Savage, M and Miles, A The Remaking of the British Working Class, 1840-1940 (London, 1994)

A7
?3 Ross Love and Toil p.10
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was subject to ever greater demands: behaviour such as nose-picking, spitting and
table manners were reformed. Elias linked these new trends in behaviour to the

process of state formation - civility was the price for access to political power. As the

central state grew more powerful so court society imposed greater restrictions on
what was acceptable conduct. Thus the outlawing of the duel as a part of the creation
of a state monopoly on violence was only one part of a general trend - the
competition for power which the nobility had played out fighting each other or their
monarch was now channelled into competition to prove who could be the most
courteous courtier. This occurred through a process of restraint, a training of the
body and mind to resist the immediate gratification of innate impulses: “What
matters, what determines conduct, are the balances and conflicts between man's

5 29

malleable drives and the built-in drive controls”.“” Elias saw this process as creating

a profound change in “the structure of individual human beings” — people, he argued,

became more egocentric, they thought of themselves as closed-in egos:

..human beings are becoming more complex, and internally split in a quite

specific way. Each man, as it were, confronts himself. He “conceals his

passions”, “disavows his heart”, “acts against his fee:lings'*""ﬂ..30

Although Elias concerned himself with an aristocratic elite, the importance he
attached to this process of change was its gradual diffusion and transformation of the
wider society. The high standards trickled down the social orders through a process
of emulation. But for Marxist historians like Christopher Hill and EP Thompson, the
metanarrative of disciplinary modernity was primarily an account of class
exploitation. Hill located its ideological origins in “the protestant ethic” of the
industrious middle classes but it made its way into plebeian life not through a process

of emulation but “by the brutal economic pressure of the eighteenth century

industrial revolution”.”! However, processes of emulation are not completely absent

zz Elias, N The Civilising Process (Oxford, 1994) p.487

Elias, N Civilising Process p.477
' Hill, C The World Turned Upside Down, Radical Ideas During the English Revolution (London,
1972) p.264
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from the Marxist account. As already noted, Thompson saw the primary source of
this as religion, in particular Methodism, which sought to reform public morality and
instil obedience and industry in the lower orders.” In suggesting that the working
classes sought power by an appeal to bourgeois notions of domesticity and a pursuit
of respectability, Clark, in her extension of the Thompsonian tradition, provides a
further echo of Elias, not only in her emphasis on emulation but in the idea that the

acquisition of political power required the demonstration of self-restraint™. In both
traditions, both in relation to Elias’ civilising process, and in the making of the
working class, the same emphasis on discipline, inbuilt or imposed, and much the

same chronology, can be observed.

In at least apparent contrast, in Discipline and Punish Michel Foucault distanced
himself from Elias’s work and was in any case, never interested in class. He declared
that he was not concerned with matters of decorum, the codes which govern “tﬁe
signifying elements of behaviour or the language of the body” which he described as
a ubiquitous form of bodily constraint common to all societies.’* Rather he
suggested that with the creation of a disciplinary society we can see the emergence of
a novel form of power over the body. What was new, for Foucault, was the scale,
object and mode of control. The scale of control encompassed "movements, gestures,
attitudes, rapidity: an infinitesimal power over the body". The object of control was
now “the economy, the efficiency of movements, their internal organization;
constraint bears on the force rather than on the signs; the only truly important
ceremony is that of exercise". The mode of control had become "an uninterrupted,
constant coercion, supervising the processes of the activity rather than its result ...

exercised according to a codification that partitions as closely as possible time, space,

movement".>>

Although often seen as an alternative to a Marxist approach to history, Foucault was

32 Thompson Making pp.385-6

> Clark Struggle pp.220-232

3 Foucault, Discipline and Punish

** Foucault, Discipline and Punish p.181
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concerned with the relationship between power and economics: discipline was about
a rational ordering of society in order to extract maximum utility: “The growth of a

capitalist economy gave rise to the specific modality of disciplinary power”. Bodies

are rendered simultaneously both docile and powerful, “discipline 1s the unitary

technique by which the body is reduced as a ‘political’ force at the least cost and
maximized as a useful force”.’® Furthermore, although Foucault attempted to

distance himself from Elias, Foucauldians such as Nikolas Rose have emphasised his
shared interest in how the techniques of bodily comportment “would both manifest
and maintain a certain disciplined mastery exercised by the person over himself or
herself”.”’ In Foucault’s later work on governmentality, the relationship between
governing the self and governing others, had obvious parallels with that of Elias, not
least in its discussion of what Rose has described as “the subjectification of those
who would govern conduct”, that is to say the ways in which those who aspired to
power over others, first subjected themselves to that same power.”® This formulation
would fit the model outlined by Clark in which working-class men adopted new
modes of self-restraint in pursuit of both economic power in the workplace, political
power at the parliamentary level and patriarchal power (which would allow them to
subject the same self-restraint over women and children). This latest formulation of
the disciplinary metanarrative of modernity has, in its turn, found its way into the

social history of the working classes via the writing of Patrick Joyce and James

Vernon.>’

At the heart of the metanarrative whose historiographical lineage I am describing is a
dichotomized contrast between the modern self/body and its premodern other. This
has been explicitly described and critiqued in the work of Barbara Duden who

outlined a series of structural oppositions which defined the difference between the

*® Foucault, Discipline and Punish p.181
;; Rose, N Inventing Our Selves: Psychology, Power and Personhood (Cambridge, 1996) p.31

Rose Inventing Our Selves p.34
¥ Joyce, P Democratic Subjects: The Self and the Social in Nineteenth-Century England (Cambridge,
1994); Vernon, J Politics and the People: a Study in English Political Culture, ¢.1815-1867.
(Cambndge, 1993)
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premodern and the modern body.*

PREMODERN BODY MODERN BODY
powerful docile/disciplined
unbounded private/individualised
messy hygienic

not medically defined medicalised
mysterious and hidden/intenior open and visible

A clear understanding of the importance of this dichotomy for the literature of class,
gender and the body, informs this exploration of the identities revealed in working
men’s autobiographies. And this thesis questions the extent to which these accord
with the model of a modern self/body. In the end, it will suggest that rather than
seeking to discover clear and distinct transitions from one mode to the other, we need
to place greater emphasis on continuities. Much work on the history of the body and

the self, despite being rooted in a postmodern approach which claims to emphasise
contingency, fluidity and instability have in fact been wedded to over-determined
metanarratives and structuralist dichotomies. As Mark Jenner and Bertrand Taithe
have suggested: “writing the history of the body does not seem to have obliged most

historians to reconsider periodization”.*’

Some scholars have already begun to produce work which, either implicitly or
explicitly, questions whether we can directly map the history of the body onto our
existing models of social and economic change. Historians working at the
intersection of body and gender history have argued against oversimplified models of
change. Laura Gowing, for instance, has suggested that “Against the backdrop of the
seventeenth century’s transformations, the social life of the gendered body remained
largely unch::mged""'.42 And in the same vein, Karen Harvey, in her work on

eighteenth-century erotica, has argued against those who seek to encapsulate

" Duden Woman Beneath

" Jenner, M and Taithe, B 'The historiographical body' in Cooter, R and Pickstone, J (eds)
Companion to Medicine in the Twentieth Century (London, 2003) p.193

** Gowing, L Common Bodies: Women, Touch and Power in Seventeenth-Century England (Yale,
2003) p.204
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representations of sexual difference in “period-specific models”, arguing instead that

‘ . e er : . 43
there was “an enduring synchronic diversity in representations of bodies”.

Similarly, Barbara Duden, has suggested that “the motifs and images of the body
unfold in two kinds of time, a historical and a transhistorical time, and ... the body

especially at work — when labouring or suffering — is a bridge between these two

realms”.**

Drohr Wahman has recently reviewed this strand of revisionism in gender history,
and has provocatively suggested that 1t 1s teetering on the brink of biological
essentialism. Wahrman’s assumption that an interest in the material body will require
an engagement with biological essentialism is perhaps indicative of a broader
problem. The form of cultural history which has blossomed in the wake of the
linguistic turn has both privileged the body as a subject of study whilst all too often
denying it any significance in the constitution of social reality. But, neither historians
in this tradition, nor Wahrman, have sufficiently engaged with social scientists who
have developed theoretical approaches to the body which acknowledge the discursive
and material aspects of the social construction of embodiment. In an attempt to
advance the theoretical foundations of this revisionism, this thesis seeks to
investigate people's lived experience of their bodies, using a theoretical approach to
the body akin to that of Chris Shilling and Raewyn Connell.*> It will eschew the
approach of sociobiologists who treat the body simply as a biological given which
provides the basis for sexual, racial or class identities, but neither will it adopt the
stance of radical social constructionists who treat the body simply as a tabula rasa; a
discursive space for the play of meaning. Instead this study will approach the body as
both a fleshy reality and a social construct. Shilling, drawing on the work of Connell

and Frank, suggests that we think of the body as

* Harvey, K ‘The substance of sexual difference: change and persistence in representations of the

?ody in eighteenth-century England’ in Gender and History, 14 (2002) p.219
4 Duden, B The Woman Beneath the Skin: a Doctor’s Patient in Eighteenth-Century Germany
(Harvard, 1991) p.37

*> Shilling, C The Body and Social Theory (London: Sage, 1993) Connell, R Which Way Is Up?
(Sydney, 1983)
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an unfinished phenomenon. The shapes, sizes and meanings are not given at
birth and neither is the body's future experience of well-being; the body 1s an
entity which can be 'completed’ only through human labour ... social
relations, inequalities and oppressions are manifest not simply in the form of

differential access to economic, educational or cultural resources but are

embodied.*®

Social construction in this approach 1s not simply a matter of linguistic play which
floats free of the fleshy signifier but of bodily techniques - of training the body to
behave in certain ways — “institutions, discourse, and physical reality” combine to
embody identities.*’ Of necessity such an approach accepts that precisely because
the social practices which are involved say in constructing masculine identities are
not biologically determined they can be, in Connell's words “hostile to the bodies’
physical well-being”.*® Whilst the physical body is changed as a result of social
pressures, attempts to mould the body may only get so far before they come up
against biological limitations, our bodies may rebel or break down and thus force us

to seck new meanings. This thesis therefore approaches the material body as both a

source of meaning and a source of agency. The approach to the Aistory of the body
will in turn be built on the work of historians like Dorinda Outram, in which: “bodies
are active creators of new power relations, and sustain individuals in their

+49

confrontations with and against systems of power.” Thus this thesis will question,

as Jenner and Taithe have, the degree to which the subjective experience of
embodiment ever became dominated by the normalising, calculative tendencies of
modem disciplinary apparatus. Does the all encompassing modernizing

~ metanarrative still look convincing when viewed from an embodied perspective?

40 Shilling Body and Social p.124
:; Turner, B Regulating Bodies: Essays in Medical Sociology (London, 1992) p.60
Connell, R Masculinities (Cambridge, 1995) p.65
e Outram, D The Body and the French Revolution. Sex, Class and Political Culture (Yale, 1989)
p.23
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Power

This theoretical approach to embodied agency underlies the model of social power
which informs the study. Power is understood here in a number of ways. Firstly,
power is the ability to control the fundamental resources which shape society. In the
words of the Marxist geographer David Harvey: “those who define the material
practices, forms, and meanings of money, time ... [and] space fix certain basic rules
of the social game.”””” This definition is highly relevant to the metanarrative of
disciplinary modernity. Harvey describes work discipline as a process of fixing the
time and space of labour and giving it a monetary value, a process through which
time, space and money became more closely intertwined. Power is not, however,
understood as only taking material form; the “rules of the game” are also discursive,
1t 15 also about the meanings given to these resources. Agency, both collective and
individual, is exercised in the contest for material and discursive control of these
resources; this 1s the terrain on which class and gender struggles are fought. This is

not simply a workplace struggle, or one that is overtly political; it is, Harvey suggests,

a pervasive feature of daily life and popular culture:

Much of the colour and ferment of social movements, of street life and
culture, as well as of artistic and other cultural practices, derives precisely
from the infinitely varied texture of oppositions to the materialisations of

money, space and time under conditions of capitalist hegemony.’*

The pervasive quality of this model of power (and agency) can illuminate our
understanding of the embodied nature of plebeian masculinity beyond David
Harvey’s central concern with work place discipline. It can be seen operating in
public health movements which sought to reform urban spaces and working-class
homes; in the ideology of separate spheres and the fight for the living wage; in the

medical profession’s struggle for control of the medical marketplace; in the

Institutional control of plebeian bodies in schools, workhouses and hospitals; and in

** Harvey, D The Condition of Postmodernity: an Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change
(Oxford , 1989) p.226
> Harvey Condition of Postmodernity p.238
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the carving out of independent places and times by working people — the drinking
treats which sanctioned a break from work, the neighborhood communities which

provided support networks including lay medical care, and the retreat to the

sickroom by the plebeian invalid.

To return to the beginning of this introduction, it is in its approach to power that this

thesis most clearly seeks to problematise the metanarrative of disciplinary modernity,
in particular the totalising effects of the Foucauldian version and its account of the
dynamics of social change. A major weakness of Foucault’s account of the
disciplinary society and the rise of biopower was his model of the relationship
between old and new forms of power. In describing the new disciplinary regime,
Foucault's most radical claim was that this new form of social power established a

pre-eminence:

On the whole, therefore, one can speak of the formation of a disciplinary
society .... Not because the disciplinary modality of power has replaced all
the others, but because it has infiltrated the others, sometimes undermining
them, but serving as intermediary between them, linking them together,
extending them, and, above all, making it possible to bring the effects of

power to the most minute and distant elements.>

Foucault was too subtle to talk of one form of power replacing another; nevertheless
he asserted the hegemonic primacy of the disciplinary modality. The parallel that
must be drawn here is with traditional accounts of the Industrial Revolution which
asserted the primacy of steam power and mechanized factory production. The link 1s
made because in describing the origins of discipline Foucault talks of a “political
take-off” which accompanied “economic take-off”, an accumulation of bodies to
match the accumulation of capital.>> The concept of economic take-off was drawn

from the 1960°s work of economic historian WW Rostow, and was his vision of the

*2 Foucault Discipline and Punish p.216
** Foucault Discipline and Punish p.220-1
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Industrial Revolution as big bang; rapid growth concentrated in a few key economic
sectors all highly dependent on new technology.”® Such was the model on which
Foucault based his argument for the hegemonic rise of biopower and the disciplinary
society. However, Rostow’s account has been subject to major revision. It is now
widely accepted that factory production was less important for the transformation of
the British economy in this period than was long thought; and that even where
factories were important, they were often smaller than the traditional model.” Even
large factories were often collections of small workshops in which production relied
on traditional craft skills rather than monolithic institutions based on deskilled
mechanised labour. This reliance on skill meant that control of production was rarely
wrested entirely from the hands of workers. Indeed factory owners often delegated
the process by subcontracting production to working-class foremen who would hire,
fire and supervise workers. It was these traditional forms of social relations which
predominated in the bulk of factories for much of the industrial revolution - the
scientific management of labour developed in the /ate nineteenth century; it was an

afterthought to Britain's Industrial Revolution rather than something on which it was

based. As Craig Littler argues in his critique of Sydney Pollard’s work:

Pollard exaggerates and misinterprets the modernity of work relationships in the
early nineteenth century, and correspondingly neglects the continuities of

traditional relationships.>

Again, as it did with issues of gender and the body, the argument returns to the
question of persistence of enduring social structures and formations. The point is not
to suggest that nothing changed, but that the ways in which society changed were
more complex than is often imagined. Revisionist histories of the Industrial

Revolution suggest that at the heart of that complex series of processes were two

things: a dialectical relationship between the old and the new, and the plebeian body.

>* Rostow, WW The Stages of Economic Growth: a Non-Communist Manifesto (Cambridge, 1960)
> Crafts, N “The new economic history and the Industrial Revolution’ in Mathias, P and Davis, J

(eds) The First Industrial Revolutions (Oxford, 1989) 25-43 p.39
>6 Littler, C The Development of the Labour Process in Capitalist Societies (London, 1982) pp.70-1
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This thesis is a small attempt to illuminate part of that complexity.

Methodology

A thesis which spans a full century, an entire social class and a whole nation is by
definition and inevitably, overambitious. The constraints which have marked the

boundaries of this study are: firstly, an understanding that it can only hope to make a
very modest contribution to the existing historical literature; and, secondly, the limits
created by my primary source material - working men’s autobiographies and journals.
There are many other sources which one could use to write a history of working
men’s bodies: institutional records of hospitals, workhouses and prisons, popular
literature, the archives of the labour movement and the records of local government,
from overseers of the poor to public health officials. Ellen Ross’s study of
working-class mothers in late Victorian and Edwardian London is an exemplar for
what can be achieved with such an approach, as is Nadja Durbach’s work on the
anti-vaccination movement.”’ These approaches have been eschewed in order to
make this study manageable and distinct, but restricting the study to a single source
has entailed approaching the subject in a specific way, which carries with it both

pitfalls and opportunities.

Relying on solely autobiographical material makes it all the more important to
outline the nature, strengths and limitations of this material and the methodological
and theoretical approaches underpinning the use made of them. There are over 2,000
British working-class autobiographies listed in the authoritative bibliography by
Burnett, Vincent and Mayall.>® My initial selection was based on their extensive and
highly detailed subject index, searching for references to birth, death, health, illness,

medical practitioners, public health issues such as sanitation and vaccination, and

medical institutions such as hospitals. Access to the material was straightforward as

:; Ross, E Love and Toil: Motherhood in Outcast London, 1870-1918 (Oxford, 1993)

Burnett, J Vincent, D and Mayall, D (eds) The Autobiography of the Working-Class: an Annotated
Critical Bibliography (Brighton, 1984-9) See also Vincent, D Bread, Knowledge and Freedom, a Study
of Working-Class Autobiography (London, 1981)
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the bibliography records where they are held, and copies of most of the volumes are
held in the British Library. Some additional material was recommended by
colleagues or identified in my survey of the secondary literature. Using my
subject-based selection criteria I have surveyed about 150 publications, a small
number of these are by women but most are by men. This bias is typical of the genre
— only about ten percent of those compiled by Burnett et al were by women, although

the proportion increased for the latter part of their survey. Given this generic bias
there was insufficient material for anything approaching a representative sample of

women, hence this study is defined not simply by class but also gender, specifically

plebeian masculinity. These categories of analysis were born, in part, of necessity.

Working with autobiographies requires a clear engagement with a number of
methodological problems. For instance, typicality: when we read an account of a
patient's illness how many other sufferers can we assume their words might speak
for? It has long been recognised that since the very act of keeping a diary or writing
an autobiography is rarely typical so the writer's commonplaceness must be
questioned.” This issue of distinction is even more significant in the case of
plebeian autobiographers. As James Amelang has suggested: “The act of writing was
an 1ntense and ambiguous experience for popular autobiographers and others for

whom writing was not a 'normal’ cultural practice or expectation.”®

Amelang was
writing about early modern artisans, but Jonathan Rose notes a similar tension in
Victorian working men, describing the dilemma of Sid Chapman, a colliery

blacksmith who wrote poetry and essays for his local newspaper under a pseudonym:

... In a [Durham] mining village, a man found his way through muscular
strength and ability, or agility ... These were masculine things, and writing

was very effeminate, so I said nothing about it.*’

Zz Delany, P British Autobiography in the Seventeenth Century (London, 1969) p.18
Amelang, J The Flight of Icarus: Artisan Autobiography in Early Modern Europe (Stanford, 1999)
p.48

° Rose, J The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes (Yale, 2002) p.180
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Yet Rose’s detailed history of the intellectual culture of the British working classes
belies any ready assumption that learning and literary ambitions were entirely
foreign to the culture of working men and reminds us that for every autobiographer
who left a record of involvement in libraries, reading circles, popular science classes
or other forms of self-improvement, there were many others, a now silent majority,
who simply took part. These issues connect to another problem which arises
regarding how we use our material to explore facets of plebeian life: the protfound
heterogeneity of working-class culture. The Victorian working classes were split into
many groups, from slum poor to labour aristocracy. A vigorous debate now exists
amongst social historians of the working classes about whether inter-class divisions
along the lines of gender, age, occupation or geography, may have been more
important to people’s individual and collective identities, than the inter-class
differences that separated working people from those higher up the social scale.
The autobiographies used here represent a fairly broad spectrum of experience and
background, from Scottish agricultural workers to pit workers in the north-east of
England and even London servants. This thesis identifies common themes, concemns,
and modes of representation that point both to shared experience and to a rhetorical

role for autobiography in the imagining of a common class identity.

This methodology requires an awareness of the perils of the autobiographical source,
which as a series of reminiscences, is prey to the vagaries of memory and the
rose-tinted spectacles of nostalgia. Autobiographers were generally writing towards
the end of their lives, and even those who, like the Coventry weaver Joseph
Gutteridge, had diaries or journals on which to draw, would have been framing their
accounts in terms of their perspective at the time of writing. Some facets of these

works seem striking to the modern reader. Often there is a frustrating vagueness

about dates; years or even decades pass with no date given until the birth of a child

_“_-__

62 Beaven, B Leisure, Citizenship and Working-Class Men in Britain, 1850-1945 ( Manchester, 2005)
To take just London, the classic contrast might be between the casual labourers depicted in Stedman
Jones, G Outcast London: a Study in the Relationship between Classes (London, 1984) and the
gg:spectable artisans of Crossick, G An Artisan Elite in Victorian Society (London, 1978)

See Joyce, P Democratic Subjects: The Self and the Social in Nineteenth-Century England
(Cambridge, 1994) esp. pp.56-63
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or the death of a parent. However, there is a consistent and interesting precision
about money — the London radical John James Bezer remembered in meticulous

detail the family income from earnings and parish handouts when he was a child.**

Wives are often shadowy figures, and children sometimes more so. From the
perspective of this thesis, there is often a disappointing lack of detail on encounters
with the medical profession. As discussed in chapter five, the process of diagnosis is

rarely discussed, leaving little clue as to what sort of history was taken or whether
there was a physical examination, or, for the latter part of the century, whether the

doctor used stethoscopes or thermometers.

The Masters dissertation which acted as the pilot for this study took a fairly simple
approach to a far more limited number of sources. The basic approach was to race
through volumes gleaning snippets which were relevant and then compiling this
collection of quotes to identify common themes and areas of divergence. It soon
became apparent, however, that on its own this was an inadequate and unsatisfying
methodology (albeit one that produced some important insights which have survived
through to this manuscript). In a paper on medical narratives in male autobiographies
Michael Neve has argued that such an approach is based on uncritical acceptance of
the source’s material accuracy and a failure to appreciate the influence of stylistic

conventions on the narratives produced. The result he suggests is a historical subject

who 1s

co-opted and flattened into a de-individualised, ‘typical’ and ‘factual’
historical source by a zealous social historian who has turned the author into
an anonymous documentary source, and not an individual with a particular

tale and a particular take on his or her life.®

** Bezer, ] ‘The Autobiography of One of the Chartist Rebels of 1848’ in Vincent, D (ed)

Testaments of Radicalism: Memoirs of Working Class Politicians 1790-1885 (London, 1977) p.164

% Neve, M “Self, crisis, illness: medical narratives in the autobiographies of British male authors
from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries’ Unpublished paper, presented at workshop on The
History of Illness Narratives, held at the Robert Bosch Foundation in Stuttgart, Germany, in July 1994

pP.d
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I have not entirely forgone this more patchwork approach to the source material. It
remains justified as long as it is done with care, a certain degree of scepticism and
awareness of how narrative conventions and authorial intentions help shape how
people, events and attitudes are presented. More importantly this thesis has attempted
to balance this approach with one more in line with the methodology recommended
by Neve: “a social history of the individual voice and the individual journey through
1llness and recovery, a contextualised account of the solitary author writing in the
first person but in a public language”.*® Thus accounts of episodes of ill health,
encounters with the medical profession or the experience of overwork, hunger and
the death of loved ones are made sense of within the overall narrative presented by

the author; by asking: how does this or that episode or event relate to his broader life

story, what purpose does it serve in the narrative?

What was put in and what was left out was not simply a product of what could be

remembered. As David Vincent has stated, autobiographies are more than “a

collection of remembered facts”, they are “a pattern of remembered experiences”.’”’

The pattern that remembrance took was a product of the interaction between

authorial intention and literary genre. As Vincent notes, even the term autobiography
was not being used by plebeian writers at the beginning of the nineteenth century,
with titles like memoirs and recollections being used instead.®® Although the roots of
plebeian autobiography were primarily in the spiritual conversion narrative,
nineteenth century writers produced works which encompassed the picaresque and
social reportage more often than the confessional. Indeed even a conversion narrative,
with its strong narrative arc of life of sin, spiritual awakening and conversion might
often have elements of the picaresque, particularly in recounting the early years of
the writer. Some writers playfully mixed genres, thus John James Bezer, a devout
Methodist as well as Chartist, writing in a genre we might term the political

picaresque, gave both an account of his father’s religious conversion and described

° Neve, M Self, crisis, illness’ p.6
°7 Vincent, D Bread, Knowledge and Freedom A Study of Working-Class Autobiography (London,
1981)p.5

* Vincent Bread, Knowledge and Freedom p.2
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his conversion to the cause of Chartism as a religious awakening.®’

Bezer’s autobiography provides an example of the ways in which these narratives

interacted with other forms of popular publication. His autobiography was serialised
in 1851 in the Christian Socialist and used the incidents of his life story as a platform

for political polemic. For writers like James Powell and John Leatherland their
autobiographies appeared as opening sections in a collection of poems or essays.
This combination with other cultural forms suggests the need to be aware of the
influence of modes and genres outside life-writing. In particular this thesis highlights
the importance of the melodramatic, the Gothic and the Romantic as literary forms
whose echoes can be heard in plebeian autobiography. Genre produced constraints as
well as offering creative possibilities for the imaginative reconstruction of authors’
lives. The photographs of working class autobiographers which often appeared at the
front of their books demonstrate this visually. The reader is invited to engage directly
with the author; to gaze directly into his eyes. But the image that they see is one that
conceals as much as it reveals, presenting the author in a vision of sombre rectitude

which reproduced the conventions of Victorian photographic portraiture.

Like any literary form working-class autobiography had its own tropes, themes
which recur so frequently they are as much conventions of the genre as they are
authentic accounts of the past. Regina Gagnier has termed these hegemonic
metanarratives.”” The religious conversion narrative had its secular counterpart, the
account of self-improvement through education and industriousness, and the struggle
with sin had its material counterpart in the struggle with poverty. In the
autobiographies of labour leaders the political dimension of such struggles were
often heightened. In such narratives the common tension between the writer
presenting their own unique story and their desire to present themselves as one of

their class bore special significance. For men who had made their way through the

ranks to become union bosses or even MPs there was a necessity to demonstrate their

® See pp.103-4
0 Gagnier Subjectivities
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roots in working-class life and values, and thus an added incentive to describe their
impoverished childhoods and early struggles with authority. Thus a man like the
miner’s leader and Privy Councillor Thomas Burt, a respectable Primitive Methodist
known for his conciliatory approach to labour relations, could recount in great detail
and more pride than regret, his days of fighting and swearing as a youthful

pitworker.’!

However, this thesis does not reject the idea that we can learn something of the
historical truth about plebeian life and lives from autobiographies. The approach
adopted by scholars such as John Eakin, who suggests that memory and imagination
are so entwined in the autobiographical mode that it becomes impossible to
disentangle them, does as much a disservice to plebeian autobiographers as the
uncritical credulity Neve warns against.” That a writer like Joseph Mayett
concludes his description of an illness with a meditation on the providential nature of
his cure does not mean that he was not ill or that he did not get better, but it does
require us to relate his account to the tradition of the spiritual autobiography and
protestant approaches to the sick body.” There is nothing novel in this approach, it
can be seen in the work of some of the pioneers in the use of working-class

autobiography such as David Vincent. 7

Finally, and to return to the theme of disciplinary modemity, we must address the

1ssue of agency, and Foucault’s assertion of the death of the author and his
conception of the self. For a writer like Nikolas Rose, working in the Foucauldian
tradition, the autobiographical form is interesting for its role in the genealogy of
subjectification, that is to say the creation of the modem self - an “individualized,

Interiorized, totalized, and psychological understanding of what it is to be human”.”

For Rose the autobiographical form, and the metanarratives and other conventions

which constitute it, are examples of ways in which the self is the effect of “Devices

"I See below pp.64-6

"> Eakin Fictions in Autobiography: Studies in the Art of Self-Invention (Princeton, 1985)
3 See below pp.172-5 -

" Vincent Bread and Freedom
5 Rose Inventing Our Selves p.23
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of ‘meaning production’ [which] produce experience; they are not themselves
produced by experience™.’”® To be sure these things are inextricably linked, but to

understand the intimacy of their interdependence need not require us to privilege one
over the other. The self encountered in the pages of an autobiography has been in
part produced from a literary process, which in turn relies on literary devices which
can also be thought as devices of the self or of meaning production, but there is a self
which writes the work, just as the work is writing the self. And it is through such
writing, through the process of human agency, that Rose’s devices of meaning
production are themselves created and recreated. In the words of Gagnier: “What 1s
important to understanding the physical subject embedded in material circumstances
1S ... a complex and specific dialectic between experience and its communication to
self and others”.”’ The following passage from James Amelang’s work on early
modern European artisan autobiographies is perhaps ultimately too respectful to the
hegemonic power of Foucauldian discipline, but it in every other respect captures the

intent of this thesis both in its approach to its source material and its wider

ambitions:

It is here, in the act of existential affirmation from below, that recent

attempts to depersonalise or even deny the condition of authorship miss the
mark. My quarrel is not so much with Foucault. His understanding of power
and his broader interest in “the constitution of the individual as a describable,
analysable object” are highly suggestive and accord well with at least one
dimension of the Icarian logic informing the autobiographical writing

studied above. Artisan autobiographers unquestionably inserted themselves

as often naive adapters and imitators in the discursive world Foucault
explored. Yet thanks to their own assertiveness, and to their frank
recognition of the ambiguous position from which they wrote, some of them
also called in to question many long-standing certainties, including the status

of expertise and the modes of discipline whose irrevocable triumph Foucault

® Rose Inventing Our Selves p.25
" Gagnier Subjectivities p.57
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evokes so memorably. Popular autobiographical writing thus doubled as a
form of resistance, a defence of identity on a personal plane analogous, and

at times directly linked, to broader patterns of disconformity.”

7 Amelang The Flight of Icarus pp.248/9
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Chapter one
Hard and wiry - the labouring body

Introduction

The process of adaptation is both more slow and painful in a man who 1s up 1n
years, than it is to one who has youth on his side. During many years the only
muscles in my system brought into action were the flexor and extensor muscles of
my lower limbs, but my new work required the long and sustained action of those
of my arms, shoulder, and back. For a period of more than three months I suffered
continually from a severe pain in my back, which was not alleviated even by a
cessation from labour. In consequence of my bodily suffering, and a continual
feeling of anxiety pressing upon my mind, my rest at night was disturbed by a
species of nightmare; and when I was in this condition, which lasted at least for a
period of six weeks, I was subject to nervous starts and twitchings. One feature in
my dreaming was that of having a workshop in my brain, and the sizing going on
there; and my difficulty was that I never could get the hats I was making into a
proper shape. This very uncomfortable state of my health was caused by the
physical powers having been overtaxed, and the mind thereby being reduced to an
abnormal condition. Seeing the state of my health my wife endeavoured to
persuade me to leave the business and try something else which would be less
laborious. That, however, was out of the question; my mind was made up to go
through with what I had begun, knowing that when my system should be

sufficiently trained my labour would be lighter.”

This passage comes from the autobiography of the Scottish hatter James Burn. Burn and
his family had emigrated to America in 1862 and he quickly found work as a hatterin a
factory in Newark. Burn was in his early sixties and had not performed physical labour

for some years. Not only was he out of practice, having earned his living in other

” Bumn, J The Beggar Boy. An Autobiography (London, 1882) p.269
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occupations for nearly twenty-five years, but the American methods of working were new
to him. He was not simply learning new skills; he had to unlearn his old ones. He
described the process of having to “train his system to the various conditions of a
laborious profession” as “one of the most severe and trying ordeals of my life”.*> Burn’s
wife wanted him to find easier work but his response was to struggle on, hoping that his
body would adjust to the demands of his new labour regime. His efforts to bend mind and

body to the tasks of his job epitomise the process of body hardening, a concept which is
the organising theme for this chapter’s exploration of health, work and the plebeian male
body.

By and large the history of medicine has concerned itself more with the sick than the
healthy; the pursuit of cures rather than the maintenance or enhancement of well-being.
This thesis follows in that tradition, focusing primarily on the sick and their carers.
However, in this chapter we shall explore conceptions of health, examining the
relationship between work and health to explore how plebeian masculinity was linked to
the capacity for physical labour. Body hardening was but one expression of a broader
plebeian stoicism which also played a part in plebeian women’s identities. Furthermore
body hardening was a form of health maintenance promoted by many medical
practitioners. Nevertheless, it had specific meanings for plebeian men and formed an

integral component of a distinct nineteenth-century plebeian masculinity.

Body hardening was concerned with the idea of health as functional capacity, as fitness to
work."' Medical sociologists have identified a variety of overlapping definitions of health.
One is health as the absence of disease; the idea that for most people health is generally
something that is ignored until it has gone, achieving a presence only by its absence. Then
there is the concept of a ‘reserve of health’, linked to notions of constitution. Health in
this account is something that can help to fend off illness, but one’s stock of health is a

precious reserve in constant need of topping up, a fund of physical capital which can be

expended or even exhausted. Thus it is linked to the concept of health as equilibrium, for

* Bum Beggar Boy p.267

*! The following discussion is drawn from Bury, M Health and Illness in a Changing Society (London,
1997) pp.30-3
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millennia expressed primarily in the doctrine of the four humours and associated with a
holistic vision of health as a more general state of wellbeing. These conceptions of health
are distinct but overlapping and attempts to classify individual or group lay health beliefs
as fitting a single model have now been superseded by approaches which emphasise the
“loosely organised and fluid character” of what may be thought of as “cultural

repertoires”,®?

One way in which these health repertoires are linked is the concept of health as functional
capacity. The significance of this concept may vary at different points in the life-cycle: in
children it may be defined by the ability to take part in sport and games, in the elderly it
may focus on the ability to remain independent. For working-class men functional
capacity was measured primarily by the ability to work. Health as fitness to work
therefore encompassed both health as equilibrium and health as a reserve; it was a
perpetual cycle of expending physical capital to generate financial capital in order to
replenish one’s stock of physical capital. Like any economy this required careful
management and was subject to periodic crises. The booms and busts of this physical

cconomy meant that body hardening was a dynamic process rather than a steady state.

The evidence of working-class autobiographies would suggest that health was
predominantly understood as fitness to work. Furthermore, the view of health as
something that is generally ignored until we have lost it seems less relevant to the
experiences of those who laboured with their bodies on a daily basis. Many working
men’s autobiographies contain detailed accounts of their working lives, in which labour
as a physical process figures as a central and deeply embodied aspect of plebeian identity.
This chapter will illustrate how body hardening was linked to the life-cycle - entering the
world of work as a child or youth did not simply involve the learning of a set of tasks or
skills but the training of the body to meet the physical demands of manual labour. To use

a term which recurs frequently, the body had to be hardened.

Body hardening was a form of habituation and this chapter will utilise Pierre Bourdieu's

82 Bury Health and Illness pp.32-3
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notion of habitus, a concept rarely utilised by historians of the body but one with some
value for understanding the issues explored in this chapter.>> As Chris Shilling has
pointed out, Bourdieu did not explicitly develop a theory of the body but his work
nevertheless offers a highly useful model which has been adopted by sociologists such as
Steven Wainwright and Bryan Tumner in their work on the balletic body.** According to
Bourdieu habitus is central to the formation and reproduction of class and other forms of
social distinction. The material constraints of one's social location or class inculcate
unconscious physical behaviours such as posture, and thus habitus is “the internalized
form of class condition and of the conditionings it entails”.>® The largely unconscious
orientation of habitus in turn affects taste - more conscious physical behaviours, such as

choice of food and leisure preferences.

Looking at contemporary France, Bourdieu saw working-class habitus as being formed

around physical necessity and central to that was the necessity of work. The centrality of
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