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ABSTRACT 
This study of the contribution of working-class fiction to the debate on class conflict in 
Britain is based on four novels written by two ex- miners between 1929 and 1939: The 
Gate of a Strange Field (1929) and Last Cage Down (1935), by Harold Heslop, and 
Cwmardy (1937) and We Live (1939), by Lewis Jones. These novels represent, in work-
ing-class fiction, a unique combination of an archetypal working-class occupation, min
ing, with central features of the 1930s cultural discourse, the role of political ideolog y 
in literature. 

This study takes as its starting point the perceptio n of these novels as having a spe
cifically communicative function in the social and cultural context of the 1930s. It 
recognises their role in articulating the radical voice of the miner in the conflict of inter
ests between capital and labour as exemplified by the coal industry. I also argue that the 
novels are influenced by the polarised discourse of British social and cultural life in this 
period. Cultural context is not seen simply as a reflection of 1930s attitudes and ideas, 
but also in relation to a tradition of work ing-class and miners' fiction that appropriates 
accepted literary forms for specific needs, in this case, the articulation of miners' griev
ances in the 1930s, seen in terms of class conflict. This conjuncture of historical and 
contemporary cultural discourses acts as the organising principle of the first part of this 
study. 

The four novels are analysed in terms of a sub-genre classification of the realist 
novel: the roman à thèse. This approach facilitates an analysis focusin g on the deter
mining influence of ideology as a totalising concept affecting the structure, content and 
message of these novels. I argue that the prime purp ose of these nov els is to constrain 
interpretation to a desired outcome, as represen ted by the doctrine inherent in the text. 
Two types of roman à thèse are distinguished: the apprenticeship, which builds on the 
precepts of the Bildungsroman, and the confrontational, which is non-transformational, 
depicting scenes of class conflict. The apprenticeship model consists of two types of 
exemplary narrative: positive and negative. This stud y demonstrates that, by applying 
the analytical model of a positive apprenticeship to Cwmardy, the narrative structures of 
the novel limit the potential for interpreta tion to the doctrinal assumptio ns underlying 
the text. The reader is expected to identify with the cl ass-conscious insights gained by 
the hero. The Gate of a Strange Field , in contrast, acts as a cautionary tale, illustrating 
the consequences of embracing a false doctrine. Both We Live and Last Cage Down are 
considered as novels of confrontation in which the primary conflict between capital and 
labour is modified by a secondary conflict within labour on the questi on of ways and 
means of achieving a socialist society. 

The conclusion reached is that these novels can only be understood in relation to the 
polarised social and cultural attitudes of the 1930s, and in relation to their place in a 
history of miners' literature that appropriates literary forms to engage in a debate on the 
class nature of British society. 

Keywords: working-class; miners; roman à thèse\ ideology; genre; context; communi
cation. 
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Cwmardy (1937) and We Live (1939), by Lewis Jones. These novels represent, in work
ing-class fiction, a unique combination of an archetypal working-class occupation, min
ing, with central features of the 1930s cultural discourse, the role of politica l ideology 
in literature. 

This study takes as its starting point the perce ption of these nov els as having a spe
cifically communicative function in the social and cultural context of the 1930s. It 
recognises their role in articulating the radical voice of the miner in the conflict of inter
ests between capital and labour as exemplified by the coal industry. I also argue that the 
novels are influenced by the polarised discourse of British social and cultural life in this 
period. Cultural context is not seen simply as a refle ction of 1930s attitudes and ideas , 
but also in relation to a tradition o f working-class and miners' fiction that appropriate s 
accepted literary forms for specific needs, in this case, the articulation of miners' griev
ances in the 1930s, seen in terms of class conflict. This conjuncture of historical and 
contemporary cultural discourses acts as the organising principle of the first part of this 
study. 

The four novels are analysed in terms of a sub-genre classification of the realist 
novel: the roman à thèse . This approach facilitates an analysis focusing on the deter
mining influence of ideology as a totalising concept affecting the structure, content and 
message of these novels. I argue that the prime pur pose of these nove ls is to constrain 
interpretation to a desired outcom e, as represented by the doctrine inhe rent in the text. 
Two types of roman à thèse are distinguished: the apprenticeship, which builds on the 
precepts of the Bildungsroman, and the confrontational, which is non-transformational, 
depicting scenes of class conflict. The apprenticeship model consists of two types of 
exemplary narrative: positive and negative. This stu dy demonstrates that, by applying 
the analytical model of a positive apprenticeship to Cwmardy, the narrative structures of 
the novel limit the potential for interpretation to the doctrinal assump tions underlying 
the text. The reader is expected to identify with the c lass-conscious insights gained by 
the hero. The Gate of a Strange Field , in contrast, acts as a cautionary tale, illustrating 
the consequences of embracing a false doctrine. Both We Live and Last Cage Down are 
considered as novels of confrontation in which the primary conflict between capital and 
labour is modified by a secondary conflict within labou r on the question of ways and 
means of achieving a socialist society. 

The conclusion reached is tha t these novels can only be understood in relation to the 
polarised social and cultural attitudes of the 1930s, and in relation to their place in a 
history of miners' literatu re that appropriates literary forms to engage in a debate on the 
class nature of British society. 
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Introduction 

In concluding its review of We Live, a Communist novel of life in a Welsh min
ing village by a Welsh coalminer, the TLS wrote: "... such ardent propaganda 
seriously detracts from the readability and art of his book."1 The irony of the 
pejorative term "propaganda" would not have been lost on a 1930s readership 
that had seen the TLS, together with its parent paper The Times, spend the best 
part of a decade propagating a policy of appeasement towards Mussolini and 
Hitler. The TLS was not the only paper to react negatively to expressions of left-
wing political ideas in working-class fiction. Similar responses were to be found 
in a range of British newspapers. The Northern Echo called Harold Heslop's 
Last Cage Down (1935), also a novel about a mining community, "a vehicle for 
Communist views" which gave the false impression that the Durham coalfield 
"was a potential hot-bed of revolutionary intent."2 Phyllis Bentley, in the 
Yorkshire Post, was equally of the opinion that the novel was one-sided when 
she stated that "Mr. Heslop's book is definitely propagandist."3 These sponta
neous reactions against the overt expression of left-wing political ideas in fic
tion are in complete contrast to the reactions of many left-wing publications. 
Randall Swingler in the Daily Worker referred to Lewis Jones' two novels 
Cwmardy (1937) and We Live (1939) as an epic of a Welsh coalmining valley. 
More importantly from an aesthetic point of view, Swingler argued that, though 
We Live was a political novel, it was above all a novel in which there was "no 
arbitrary division between the political theme, the ideas and the characteristic 
life of the people;" a synthesis that recognised political ideology as an accept
able part of aesthetic experience.4 

These reviews illustrate the polarised nature of British cultural life in the 
1930s. The selection is partial, emphasising the extremities of the cultural/ politi
cal spectrum. The reviews do, however, raise a major question of the 1930s liter
ary debate, that of the function and relevance of political ideas in literature. In 
particular, they represent conflicting attitudes to ideology as a factor in deter
mining aesthetic value. As such, they conform to the Left/Right confrontational 
binary discourse of political and cultural vocabularies developed in Britain in 

1 Rev. of We Live, by Lewis Jones, TLS 20 May 1939: 295. 
2 Rev. of Last Cage Down, by Harold Heslop, Northern Echo 7 Nov. 1935. 
3 Phyllis Bentley, rev. of Last Cage Down, by Harold Heslop, Yorkshire Post 14 Nov. 1935. 
4 Randall Swingler, "An Epic of the Rhondda," rev. of We Live, by Lewis Jones, Daily 
Worker 19 Apr. 1939. 
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the 1920s and 1930s.5 This polarisation of attitudes was a necessary corollary of 
the increasing articulation of political ideas in literature, in itself a reflection of 
the awareness of the integral link between art and society as expressed in R. D. 
Charques1 1933 study of contemporary literature: 

Neither for the artist nor for any other man who does not live by bread 
alone is there such a thing in the existing organization of society as "politi
cal indifferentism.". .. the imaginative writer must inevitably throw in his 
lot for or against the existing order of society.6 

From this position Charques argues that those writers who claim to be politically 
indifferent or pretend detachment are, for the most part, "the tacit supporters of 
the prevailing system, the intellectual or 'ideological' props of the structure of 
society" (51). Charques clearly approves of a literature committed to social 
change, and implicit in his perspective is the recognition that fiction should ad
vocate socialist ideas and describe the lives and experiences of the working 
class. 

Significantly, the development of a political literature that recognised the 
class nature of society was also accompanied by the development of cultural in
stitutions to support and encourage such writing.7 Much of this vital and vi
brant development came in the period after the formation of the Popular Front in 
1934 and reflected a concerted effort by all groups on the Left to counter the 
threat of fascism. The Left Review (1934), New Writing (1937), and Facts 
(1937) were devoted to printing socialist literature or fictional works by work-
ing-class writers; the Left Book Club (1936), to publishing a wide range of 
works, not necessarily literary, on contemporary issues seen from a left-wing 
perspective. The importance of these institutions and the growing interest in 
left-wing issues are illustrated by the dramatic rise in membership of the Left 
Book Club from 7,000 in 1936 to 44,500 a year later and to 58,000 in 1939.8 

5 George Watson points out that the "continental" concepts of Left and Right come to the 
fore in Britain in the 1920s with the growth of the Labour Party and the advent of the 
Communist Party. He argues that th ese concepts reach a high point of opposition in 1936/7. 
George Watson, Politics and Literature in Modern Britain (London: Macmillan, 1977) 86-
89. 
6 R. D. Charques, Contemporary Literature and Social Revolution (London: Martin Seeker, 
1933) 50. 
7 For a discussion of the role of the Left in British culture in the 1930s see Jon Clark, 
Margot Heinemann, David Margolies, and Carole Snee, eds., Culture and Crisis in Britain in 
the Thirties (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1979). 
8 Betty Reid, "The Left Book Club in the Thirties," Culture and Crisis in Britain in the 
Thirties, eds. Jon Clark et al. 194-95. 
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This interest in politically committed literature and working-class writing, 
with a concomitant polarisation of critical attitudes, is the starting point for my 
selection of novels studied in this dissertation.9 Cwmardy (1937) and We Live 
(1939) by Lewis Jones,10 and The Gate of a Strange Field (1929) and Last 
Cage Down (1935) by Harold Heslop,11 form a small but significant group of 
novels amongst the large number of working-class and socialist writings pub
lished in the 1930s.12 They were written by two ex-miners and deal with life and 
conditions in mining communities from a socialist perspective. In consequence, 
they raise the issue of the relationship of art to ideology, and of how this latter 
was incorporated into working-class fiction. 

Equally important in delimiting my selection is the recognition of the social 
and cultural status of the miner as a working-class archetype. More than with 
any other occupational group in the 1930s, the coalminers represented the fail
ure of industrial Britain. From a prewar position of being the source of Britain's 
wealth and power and of being at the forefront of the industrial struggle, active 
in the creation of the labour movement, coalminers now faced high unemploy
ment and widespread poverty. By 1937 they no longer formed the largest union 
affiliated to the TUC. Despite this, the perception of the miner as the "archetypal 
proletarian" remained throughout the decade.13 John Field points to Orwell's 
description of the coalminer as "the type of the manual worker" in The Road to 
Wigan Pier (1937)14 and to Grierson and Cavalcanti's musical documentary 
Coalface (1934) as typifying the persistence of the image of the coalminer as 
the working man. Occupationally the miners' novels can be considered as repre
sentative of the experience of the manual industrial worker in Britain in the 

9 In my dissertation I re strict my discussion to working-class, politically-motivated writing, 
though clearly an interest in politically committed writing was not restricted to the 1930s or 
to the working class. See Stephen Ingle, Socialist Thought in Imaginative Literature 
(London: Macmillan, 1979) and Valentine Cunningham, British Writers of the Thirties 
(Oxford: Oxford UP, 1989). 
10 Lewis Jones, Cwmardy (1937; London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1978), We Live (1939; 
London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1978). 
11 Harold Heslop, The Gate of a Strange Field (London: Brentano, 1929), Last Cage Down 
(1935; London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1984). Other novels by Harold Heslop are The 
Crime of Peter Ropner (1934), The Earth Beneath (1946), Goaf (1934), and The Journey 
Beyond (1930). 
12 For an introductory bibliography of socialist novels of the 1930s see H. Gustav Klaus, 
"Socialist Fiction in the 1930s: Some Preliminary Observations," The 1930s: A Challenge to 
Orthodoxy, ed. John Lucas (Hassocks: Harvester, 1978) 38-41. 
13 John Field, "The Archetypal Proletarian as Author: The Literature of the Coalfields 
1919-39," unpublished conference paper 2. 
14 George Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier (1937; Harmonds worth: Penguin, 1989) 30. 
Quoted by Field 3. 
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1930s. In addition, the coalminer also displayed "quite a distinctive degree of 
labourist class-consciousness" (3). A large proportion of Labour M.P.s were 
elected by mining constituencies in the 1930s and "a disproportionate number 
of working-class communists" were miners (3). Political involvement and class-
consciousness make the miners' novels particularly significant in terms of work
ing-class fiction in the highly politicised cultural context of the period. 

My selection of miners' novels derives, therefore, from a recognition of the 
miner and the mining community as representing the industrial working-class 
experience of the 1930s and, more importantly, as being perceived as such by 
contemporary commentators such as George Orwell. Restricting my study to 
one occupational group also has the advantage of not only dealing with an 
archetype but also of exploring the "fiction based on and growing out of a par
ticular industrial formation and the specific community associated with that for
mation."15 Following on from the discussion above, the choice of a literature 
based on the coal industry axiomatically results in a discussion of the nature of 
the politically oriented working-class novel. Like my 1930s predecessors, I ap
proach these novels in the belief that literature, and in particular the miners' 
novel, is inexorably linked to the social and cultural context of its time. 

The four novels studied in this dissertation are only a few of those written by 
miners in this period, though they are the most overtly political. Together with 
the other novels by coalminers, they represent a significant proportion of the 
working-class novels published during the decade.16 These miners' novels deal 
with the conditions of miners' lives, the effect of unemployment on the mining 
community and the dangers of working underground. Walter Brierley wrote a 
number of novels on mining life in the Derbyshire coalfield.17 His first, Means 
Test Man (1935), dealing with long-term unemployment in a mining village and 
partly based on his own experience, was his most successful. Using a naturalist 
style with close attention to detail, Brierley conveys the debilitating effects of 
unemployment, the degradation of the individual and the psychological strains 
imposed on the family. In his later novels, attempts at imitating D. H. Lawrence 
and Brierley's own naturalist style produced novels of considerably less impact. 
F. C. Boden began writing poetry in the 1920s and wrote three novels in the 

15 Graham Holderness, "Miners and the Novel," The British Working-Class Novel in the 
Twentieth Century, ed. Jeremy Hawthorn (London: Edward Arnold, 1984) 20. 
16 Depending on how working-class novels are defined, I have noted more than 20 novels 
or autobiographical works by miners in the 1930s. 
17 W. Brierley, Dalby Green (1938), Danny (1940), Means Test Man (1935), and 
Sandwichman (1937). 
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1930s.18 Miner (1932) is a Bildungsroman exploring the initial excitement of 
beginning work down the pit, maturity, love and marriage, and culminating in 
the despair induced by the failure of the 1926 General Strike and the lock-out 
that followed. Boden's last novel, A Derbyshire Tragedy (1935), was critical of 
trade unions. Joe Corrie, a prominent working-class writer from Scotland, wrote 
a number of poems, short stories and plays. His one novel published in the 
1930s deals with the effects of a long-term serious injury on a miner's family and 
the problems that poverty causes for family relationships.19 Autobiographical 
works were produced by B. L. Coombes, Roger Dataller and G. A. W. 
Tomlinson.20 Coombes' These Poor Hands (1939) is about life in the Welsh 
coalfields, and he is the only writer mentioned here who combined a writing ca
reer with employment as a miner. Dataller wrote about his experiences as an 
adult student at Oxford contrasting them with the life of a miner, and Tomlinson, 
who was an unemployed miner from the Nottingham coalfield, wrote an autobi
ography published by a right-wing book club.21 South Wales mining communi
ties, seen from a historical perspective, were the subject matter of the novels of 
Jack Jones.22 Other novelists also used the the mining communities in their fic
tion, including J. C. Grant, A. J. Cronin, Richard Llewellyn and Gwyn Jones.23 

The presence of such a number of works that are largely documentary in form 
suggests a consensus of purpose, if unspecified, of wishing to inform the people 
of Britain about the conditions of life in the mining communities. In addition, 
they explore the individual and collective results of these conditions, seeking a 
cause for their prevalence. Their function was, therefore, to educate and alter, to 
seek to describe the conditions of mining people, and to persuade people to ini
tiate a change in these conditions. In restricting my selection from the many 
miners' novels published in this period to works by Heslop and Lewis Jones, I 
have been guided by two criteria: that the novels should deal with life in the 
mining communities, and that they should be characterised by an overt political 

18 F. C. Boden, A Derbyshire Tragedy (1935), Flo (1933), and Miner (1932). 
19 Joe Corrie, Black Earth (1939). 
20 B. L. Coombes, These Poor Hands (1939); Roger Dataller, Oxford into the Coalfield 
(1934), and A Pitman Looks at Oxford (1933); G. A. W. Tomlinson, Coal-Miner (1937). 
21 Tomlinson's Coal-Miner (1937) was published by The National Book Association and 
had an introduction by the Conservative historian, Arthur Bryant. In contrast, Coombes's 
These Poor Hands (1939) was published by the Left Book Club. 
22 Jack Jones, Bidden to the Feast (1938), Black Parade (1935), Rhondda Roundabout 
(1934), and Unfinished Journey (1937). 
23 A. J. Cro nin, The Stars Look Down (1935); J. C. Grant, The Back-to-Backs (1930); Gwyn 
Jones, Times Like These (1936); R. Llewellyn, How Green Was My Valley (1939). 
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ideology, in this case Communism, which attempts to explain the cause and na
ture of conditions in those communities. 

Both Cwmardy and We Live are set in a fictionalized Welsh mining village, 
and together they give a picture of the development of that village from the turn 
of the century to approximately 1937. The novels were written by a member of 
the Communist Party and are centred on the experiences of a group of charac
ters, Len Roberts and his parents, Jim and Shane, and Mary Jones and her father, 
Ezra. Cwmardy tells the story of Len's upbringing and his commencement as a 
miner, his involvement in trade union activities and experiences of a turbulent 
period in industrial relations in the pit village. Len is impressed by Ezra Jones, 
the leader of the local miners' lodge, and becomes his disciple. He also falls in 
love with Ezra's daughter Mary. The novel ends soon after the close of the 
Great War, by which time Len's industrial experience has made him aware of the 
injustices in society and made him a militant in both industrial relations and 
political ideas. We Live continues the narrative, beginning with Len and Mary 
as a married couple and Len's joining the Communist Party. The novel examines 
the various struggles both within the miners' union and between the miners and 
their employers in the period from 1921 to 1937, with the emphasis on the role 
of the Communist Party. The sequence of events covers the 1926 General Strike 
and its aftermath, the 1930s stay-down strikes, and the Civil War in Spain. The 
novel ends on a note of tragedy with the death of Len in Spain, but also on a 
note of defiant optimism as the people march to demonstrate their solidarity with 
the cause. 

The Gate of a Strange Field is set in the Darlestone [Durham] coalfield and 
describes the rise and fall of a young miner involved in union politics in the 
years from the end of the Great War to the 1926 General Strike. The novel 
shows how Joe Tarrant becomes a miner, joins the union and through a process 
of working-class education rises through the ranks, eventually being elected on 
to the executive of the regional miners' association. The novel has the 1926 
General Strike as its central event and discusses the politics of the strike's failure. 
The culmination of the novel is a mining accident that traps the hero under
ground. Throughout The Gate of a Strange Field, Heslop is extremely critical of 
the official institutions of the trade unions, the Labour Party, and the working-
class educational movement. Last Cage Down, also set in Durham, is a much 
more overtly political novel in which a confrontation between management and 
miners over the opening of a new seam leads to a conflict within the miners' 
ranks between the charismatic leadership of the trade unionist Jim Cameron and 
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the disciplined approach of the Communist Party represented by Joe Frost. 
Though they all lose in the end when the mine is destroyed by fire, it is clear to 
Jim Cameron, and is made clear to the reader, that the Communist tactics and 
perspectives of Joe Frost are the right ones to follow. 

Most of the miners' novels of the 1930s were not republished after the 
Second World War. The changed conditions in Britain after the war, with many 
of the welfare demands of the prewar period-health, education, social security-
being satisfied and the mines in the process of being nationalised, removed the 
grievances which had engendered the writing of these novels. Changes in liter
ary taste and lifestyle had also resulted in the emergence of new types of work
ing-class fiction. In the 1970s and 1980s, however, with the renewed militancy 
of the National Union of Miners and the growth of the New Left, interest was 
re-awakened in miners' fiction. Thanks to the pressure of a number of enthusi
asts some of these novels were reprinted,24 immediately becoming the subject of 
critical, albeit limited, scrutiny. As much of the detail of this critical work is re
ferred to in the body of my dissertation, I will provide here only a survey of the 
principal issues involved. 

Studies of working-class fiction, including miners' novels, concentrate on the 
question of the specific nature of the proletarian novel and the problems of 
uniting a collective, socialist ideology with a realist genre that has developed 
within the context of bourgeois individualism. Part of this debate involves a dis
cussion of the defining characteristics of the proletarian novel, which repeats 
one of the problematic issues of the 1930s. Other studies have developed be
yond this initial question of genre by documenting and retrieving primary works 
which have then been related to biographies of authors and to the connection 
between the novels and their social and cultural environment. More recently, 
these novels have been examined in relation to a pattern of response in terms of 
1930s left-wing politics. 

The debate on the generic attribute of the miners' novels was opened by Roy 
Johnson's article in Literature and History (1975) on "The Proletarian Novel."25 

Having defined the proletarian novel as a "deliberate and class-conscious at
tempt to describe proletarian experiences," Johnson goes on to discuss the 
problematic of this type of novel in terms of content and form (84). He argues 

24 Works reprinted included Walter Brierley's Means Test Man (1983) and Sandwichman 
(1990); Harold Heslop's Last Cage Down (1984); and Lewis Jones' Cwmardy (1978) and 
We Live (1978). 
25 Roy Johnson, "The Proletarian Novel," Literature and History 1-2 (1975): 84-95. 
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that the proletarian novel should offer something distinct from its bourgeois 
counterpart in the way it "generates an expression of working-class values" 
(84). Johnson states that, in practice, working-class writers restate middle-class 
values-family, work, education-and the most successful proletarian writers have 
absorbed middle-class literary techniques and skills. The sum of Johnson's argu
ment is that class-consciousness is no guarantee of an aesthetically independent 
proletarian literature since this cannot exist in a society dominated by bourgeois 
values. He criticises the examples he quotes of generally accepted proletarian 
works, Coombes's These Poor Hands (1939) and Brierley's Means Test Man 
(1935), on the grounds that they appear to have been written on the assumption 
that their over-naturalistic descriptions of working-class life and the novelty of 
their subject matter are of themselves sufficient justification for appearing in 
print. Furthermore, Johnson argues that by conforming to the language and 
form of the bourgeois realist novel, these writers undermine any vitality and in
terest that working-class life has to offer. In conclusion, he states that the 
working-class writer is caught in a conflict of content and form and that the mili
tancy necessary to overcome the dominance of the bourgeois form will result in 
a work that is either a documentary or a piece of propaganda rather than a bal
anced work of art (94). 

Johnson's rejection of a separate proletarian literary form was countered by 
Carole Snee.26 Snee's argument begins by making a distinction between work-
ing-class and proletarian writing, the former being by working-class writers and 
possibly about working-class life while the latter involves articulating class-con
sciousness. This distinction between the articulation of class-consciousness and 
mere description of working-class life can equally well be applied to novels that 
have entered the "Great Tradition." I am thinking, in particular, of D. H. 
Lawrence. Lawrence's importance in a discussion of the miners' novels stems 
from his influence on some of the miner writers as a role model, and also from his 
acceptance, by a largely middle-class readership, as the standard by which nov
els on mining life should be judged. I do not deal with Lawrence in this disser
tation as I am primarily concerned with working-class, politically-motivated 
writing-a category to which Lawrence cannot be reasonably allocated.27 In 

26 Carole Snee, " Walter Brierley: A Test Case," Red Letters 3 (1976): 11-13 and "Working-
Class Literature or Proletarian Writing," Culture and Crisis in Britain in the Thirties, eds. J. 
Clark, et al. 165-91. 
27 For a discussion of Lawrence's "working-class" status see Watson 110-19. Lawrence's in
fluence on Walter Brierley has been covered in MacDonald M. Daly, "D. H. Lawrence: 
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taking this position I agree with Snee, who argues that working-class writing 
cannot be judged in terms of the "Great Tradition," itself a class-bound concept, 
because of the many obstacles a working-class writer has to overcome in terms 
of language, form and publication processes in order to appear in print. While 
these points might well stake a claim for the separateness of working-class and 
proletarian writing, it is through her discussion of the novels of Brierley and 
Lewis Jones that Snee demonstrates the force of her case. In particular, the dis
tinction made by Johnson between form and content as antithetical elements in 
the proletarian novel are shown instead to be parts of an interactive whole. As 
Snee argues, 

the realist novel does not simply at best reveal and interrogate the domi
nant, unstated ideology, or exist uncritically within it, but can also incorpo
rate a conscious ideological or class perspective, which in itself undercuts 
the ideological parameters of the genre, without necessarily transforming 
its structural boundaries. ("Working-Class Literature" 169) 

To support her argument, Snee refers to Brierley's Means Test Man and Lewis 
Jones' two novels Cwmardy and We Live. Snee considers the naturalistic style 
of the Means Test Man to be "apposite to the world Brierley creates and the 
structure of the work to reinforce the sense of fruitlessness and futility he is at
tempting to convey" ("Brierley" 11). The social and psychological effects of 
long-term unemployment are carefully portrayed in terms of family, social and 
community relationships. The sense of individuality, that is, of identity, is not de
termined by the individual's uniqueness in society, as in the bourgeois novel, but 
in the sense, gained through work, of belonging and contributing to a commu
nity. By portraying the degrading effects of unemployment on a family, Snee 
argues, Brierley undermines conventional wisdom about, and Government atti
tudes towards, the unemployed. In particular the historical context of the novel, 
written at a time when the Government was restricting benefits, gives added im
portance to the manner in which Brierley deals with the subject, and highlights 
the use of the naturalistic novel to challenge the dominant ideology (13). 

Snee distinguishes between Brierley's work, which she calls working-class 
writing, and that of Lewis Jones, which she considers to be proletarian writing 
because of its class-consciousness and overt political message. Snee considers 
the strength of Jones' writing to lie in his descriptions of collective action 
("Working-Class Literature" 185). These novels show "the strength and poten

Politics, Socialist Critical Reception and Literary Influence on Proletarian Novelists," diss., U 
of Oxford, 1990, 144-61. 
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tial power of a united working class" (184). Snee takes the position that Lewis 
Jones' work, as with Brierley's Means Test Man, appropriates the realist novel 
for non-bourgeois ends. Cwmardy is described as a novel which "balances the 
individual consciousness of events and the collective will" (187). Though it 
recognises forms of individual expression, these do not operate "within the lib
eral bourgeois concept of individualism" (187). This, Snee argues, is "the begin
ning of an introduction of a new form of consciousness into the realist novel" 
(187). The function and role of the collective as a perturbation of the traditional 
realist novel is demonstrated more fully in We Live. According to Snee, 
"[although it is a realist novel and works through the formal structures of con
catenated plot, central characters, dramatic incident, and points climax, We Live 
breaks with the liberalism of the form by not reproducing an individualistic phi
losophy" (187). 

In the debate on the generic features of the working-class and proletarian 
novels, Snee has shown that the dichotomy of content and form that was cen
tral to Johnson's position is not necessarily a conflict of interests but a process 
by which content stretches the boundaries of form, thereby appropriating and 
adapting traditional modes of expression to new needs. 

The predominance of Welsh writers among the miner novelists has led to a 
number of studies of their works by Welsh scholars, among them Raymond 
Williams28 and David Smith.29 Both are, to some extent, concerned with the 
Welshness of these novels, though David Smith has attempted to place Lewis 
Jones in a European context, and both examine generic features of the relation
ship of the adopted mode of expression to the ideas actually expressed. 

A distinctive feature of the Welsh miners' novels, Williams argues, is their 
sense of defeat following the 1926 General Strike, a defeat which is not simply 
individual but communal. The sense of community and communal loss expressed 
in these novels, he suggests, is instrumental in determining the nature of the 
Welsh miners' novels making them self-enclosing worlds. In these novels the 
region is considered autonomous, and the Welsh industrial experience and sense 

28 Raymond Williams, The Welsh Industrial Novel (Cardiff: U College Cardiff P, 1979), and 
"Working-Class, Proletarian, Socialist: Problems in Some Welsh Novels," The Socialist Novel 
in Britain: Towards the Recovery of a Tradition, ed. H. Gustav Klaus (Brighton: Harvester 
Press, 1982) 111-21. 
29 David Smith, Lewis Jones (Cardiff: U of Wales P, 1982); "Myth and Meaning in the 
Literature of the South Wales Coalfield-the 1930s," The Anglo-Welsh Review 25.56: 21-42; 
and "A Novel History," Wales: The Imagined Nation. Studies in Cultural and National 
Identity, ed. Tony Curtis (Bridgend (Wales): Poetry Wales Press, 1986). 
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of class alliance considered universal. Williams suggests that one of the struc
tural problems, in fictional terms, of these novels is the lack of a "sense or a pres
ence of a differently defining system" against which experience can be collated 
("Working-Class, Proletarian and Socialist" 116). Within this regional autonomy 
and class perspective, Williams considers the family to be a central motif, the or
ganising principle, of novels like Lewis Jones' Cwmardy and We Live and Jack 
Jones' Black Parade and Bidden to the Feast. In the works of Lewis Jones, 
Williams argues, the family acts as the epitome of political struggle and "move
ment is carried beyond the family to cause and party" (Welsh Industrial Novel 
15). Jack Jones in contrast uses the family in a historical setting to describe and 
portray the formation of a class. In both cases Williams clearly sees the Welsh 
industrial-and miners'-novel as a mode of expression formed and determined by 
the social and cultural experiences of its writers, and by the sense of a working-
class community generated in a Welsh mining valley. 

In terms of the generic debate, Williams points out that a distinctive feature of 
the Welsh industrial novel is that its writers come from Within the industrial 
(working-class) community. He suggests that working-class prose writers were 
faced with a limited choice of models, the autobiography or the realist novel 
being the most prevalent, and that this influenced their choice of mode of ex
pression. However, this process is not one of simple imitation, and Williams ob
serves, with regard to the industrial novel, that "industrial work, and its charac
teristic places and communities, are not just a new background: a new 'setting' 
for a story. In the true industrial novel they are seen as formative" (11). As is to 
be expected from this statement, Williams sees the conventional form of the 
novel as less important than the experiences contained within it, and that, like 
Snee, he sees the novel form as being appropriated by working-class writers and 
adapted to suit new purposes. 

David Smith, in his literary biography of Lewis Jones, tries to bring into focus 
the European context in Jones' novels and in his critical status. The particularly 
European nature of Jones' work, Smith argues, has to be seen in his inclusion of 
the struggle against fascism as a key element in his novels which is exemplified 
by the Spanish Civil War, and in the link between political ideas and literary ex
pression which is part of a European tradition rather than a British one {Lewis 
Jones 4). In his study Smith emphasises the clear connection between the au
thor's political conviction and activity and the literary product. Jones' member
ship of the Communist Party and the publication of the novels in the late 1930s 
both contribute to an understanding of Cwmardy and We Live as fictional rep
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resentations of the processes of Welsh industrial history, seen from the vantage 
point of the Popular Front. 

Jones' attempt to link political ideology and fiction raises the 1930s issue of 
tendentiousness versus art that was widely debated in the Soviet Union, 
Germany and the USA. In this wider context it becomes clear why Smith con
cludes his study of Lewis Jones with a reference to Georg Lukâcs that draws at
tention to this dichotomy of political class-conscious writing. Lewis Jones, he 
argues, occasionally falls into the trap of simply propagating the revolutionary 
line but equally well succeeds in depicting "obstacles, difficulties and setbacks 
in a display of dialectical thought [that] dissolves the rigid appearance of things 
. . . into the processes that they really are" (82). Smith argues that Jones' '"faults' 
of construction and presentation [can] be seen as the product of genuine intel
lectual and aesthetic difficulty" (4) as he seeks to adapt the realist novel, with its 
emphasis on bourgeois individualism, to a mode depicting and explaining the 
processes of class conflict. 

Unlike many of the studies previously mentioned which incorporate the min
ers' novel into a general discussion of proletarian or working-class fiction, 
Graham Holderness isolates the miner as an occupational group to create a cate
gory for the study of the working-class in fiction. Holderness considers the 
possibilities offered by this approach to be as follows: 

to historicize our conceptions of literary production and consumption; to 
theorize more precisely the distinction between the bourgeois and the 
working-class novel; and to delineate the specific aesthetic problems en
countered by a discourse originating in and committed to such an industry, 
such a class and community, such forms of economic production, social or
ganization and political struggle. (20) 

Holderness's approach accepts the integral relationship between art and the so
ciety from which it emanates, and also recognises a historical dimension that 
helps in an understanding of this relationship. It is from these two points of de
parture, community and history, that he clarifies the distinction between the 
working-class and the bourgeois novel. Adopting a historical perspective, 
Holderness points to the transition of the miner from alien object to collective 
subject as the novel form progresses from bourgeois domination to working-
class appropriation. Alienation is a characteristic that marks the description of 
the miner and mining communities in the bourgeois novel, and this, he argues, 
characterises not only the bourgeois novels of the mid-nineteenth century but 
also Zola's Germinal (1885), and it is also apparent in D. H. Lawrence's Lady 



13 

Chatterley's Lover (1928). Removing the "gap of experience" between the 
bourgeois novelist and the life of the miners imaginatively recreated, he argues, 
is one of the essential aims of the miner novelist (22-23). 

Holderness's analyses of Brierley's Means Test Man and Lewis Jones' two 
novels, though acknowledging many of the points I have mentioned previously, 
make additional observations in terms of the relationship between aesthetic fea
tures and the message of the novel. The main characters in Brierley's novel are 
presented as being peripheralised by unemployment and as differentiated from 
the "real" world. In the world of anxiety and terror brought on by this condition, 
they pay close attention to the small details of daily life as the only means of 
creating a reality to which they can adhere. However, as Holderness points out, 
this reality is constantly disturbed by forces apparently beyond their control. In 
this instance it is the subject that is alienated, not the object. Lewis Jones' two 
novels, he suggests, seek to conjoin individual emotions with expressions of 
mass political action, two experiences which at times are not containable within 
the novel form. The "fault," he argues, is not philosophical but aesthetic. What 
Jones attempts would be perfectly possible in a cinematographic context, where 
rapid scene changes permit movement from individual to mass, but not in the 
novel. Nevertheless, Lewis Jones' major contribution, Holderness argues, is to 
show mass movement as a dynamic process that deforms the contours of the 
physical world, thereby creating space for the creation of a new (29). 

The critical studies dealt with so far have concentrated on the aesthetics of 
the proletarian and working-class novel. This approach has recognised the 
bourgeois origins of the novel form. Developing out of a distinction between 
content and form, the traditional boundaries of the novel, circumscribed by the 
notion of individuality, have been perceived as having been altered to accom
modate the perspectives of community, solidarity and class-consciousness of the 
miners' novels. Other critics have moved beyond the generic debate to discuss 
these novels in terms of their social and cultural contexts. 

John Field's unpublished conference paper, mentioned earlier, deals with the 
miners' novels from the perspective of a social historian. Field states his aims as 
being concerned with 

the way that working miners turned themselves into writers; with the con
sequences this transformation might have for their relationship with their 
occupational community; with the attitudes they expressed to their jobs; 
and ultimately with the implications these three features might have had 
for our analysis of class-consciousness. (1) 
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Using the Markham Memorial Prize for young writers from mining communities, 
Field creates an "identi-kit" picture of the typical miner writer: he would be male, 
around thirty years old, an underground worker, from the Durham, South Wales 
or Yorkshire coalfields, educated through WE A or similar adult educational 
classes, and probably not a trade union activist. Both Heslop and Lewis Jones 
fit well into this picture. They distinguish themselves, however, by being ac
tively involved in union politics. In this respect they agree more fully with 
Field's description of the miner as an archetypal worker referred to earlier. 

In tracing the means by which miners became writers, Field emphasises the 
role of educational classes in bringing the miners into contact with the national 
literary tradition and a system of oblique patronage that encouraged them to 
write and which removed obstacles to publication. In the second half of the 
1930s, with the advent of the Left Review and New Writing, a left-wing, work-
ing-class oriented channel for literary exposure developed. The situation of the 
autodidact within the mining community, Field concludes, was a difficult one, 
and many writers found themselves isolated from their communities. In fact 
many of the miner writers were no longer active miners when they wrote, most 
were or had been unemployed and several had left their mining communities to 
obtain work elsewhere. It would not come as a surprise, therefore, to see that 
Field discovers that in their attitude to their jobs most miners disliked the work 
in the pits and thought it had deteriorated during their lives as Fordism replaced 
individual skills. Most writers wished to get away, though a few like Lewis 
Jones thought their occupation worth fighting for. Despite this, the miners' 
novels confirm the occupational solidarity of the miners and in all cases the 
writers felt themselves to "speak as representatives for a people" (20). Field's 
approach provides a useful and necessary complement to traditional literary 
studies by placing the works of the miner writers in a context that explains the 
cultural conditions, the educational institutions and the processes of publication 
which create the miners' novels. 

Also falling within the category of historical and social context are the works 
of Hans Gustav Klaus30 and Martha Vicinus,31 which have explored the forms 

30 Klaus documents the development of miners' writing in the nineteenth century and pro
vides a short biography of Harold Heslop in two chapters in his study of working-class 
writing. See "Forms of Miners' Literature in the Nineteenth Century," and "Harold Heslop: 
Miner Novelist," in H. Gustav Klaus, The Literature of Labour. 200 Years of Working-Class 
Writing ( Brighton: Harvester Press, 1985) 62-88, 89-105. Other works by Klaus referred to 
in this dissertation include, H. Gustav Klaus, ed., The Rise of Socialist Fiction, 1880-1914 
(Brighton: Harvester, 1987); and H. Gustav Klaus, ed., The Socialist Novel in Britain, 1982. 
31 Martha Vicinus, The Industrial Muse (London: Croom Helm, 1974). 
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of miners' writing and shown how mining communities have developed a tradi
tion of writing specifically related to conditions in the mining communities. Their 
historical studies reveal the gradual growth of class-consciousness among min
ers, the development of more sophisticated literary forms, and the functional use 
of literature to engage in a debate on industrial and political issues affecting the 
mining communities. 

The most recent work on the miner novelists has explored the relationship 
between their works and the response of contemporary critics, in particular 
those on the Left, thereby extending the field of discussion into the contempo
rary cultural context. Andy Croft has studied the way the Left in Britain re
sponded to these novels, through reviews in newspapers, journals and maga
zines, and his investigation forms part of his challenge to the "myth of failure" 
that pervades perceptions of the 1930s.32 He identifies two distinct phases in 
the Communist attitude to literature in the 1930s: a restrictive, anti-cultural atti
tude prior to 1934, and a tolerant, pro-cultural one thereafter. Croft argues that 
much of the negative criticism on the Left stemmed from a failure to appreciate 
the nature of literature and was the result of an over-emphasis on crude political 
judgments. He makes the point that prescriptive criticism smothered the devel
opment of working-class writing. This criticism he considers to have rested on a 
failure to understand the literary influences on the miner writer and the nature of 
the audience to which these works were directed. In the first instance, many 
writers were influenced not so much by working-class writing traditions as by 
the work of D. H. Lawrence, who had not only shown that mining communities 
were a proper subject of literature but had also demonstrated that such novels 
were commercially viable. Secondly, Croft argues, the audience to which the 
miners' novels were directed was essentially a middle-class one, and in those cir
cumstances the less politically determined a novel was the greater its chances of 
success and its potential to influence. Croft's work on the miners' novels widens 
the context of study from generic discussion of the relationship of content to 
form and the role of political ideas in the novel, to a study of the function of the 
novel in society in terms of its perception and response. His study illustrates 
how these factors can influence concepts of value and the effective mediation 
of reality. 

32 Andy Croft, "Major Miner Writers and the British Left Between the Wars," Working-Class 
Literature in Britain and Ireland in the 19th and 20th Centuries. Part 1. Proc. of the 2nd 
Conference at Wendisch-Rietz. 1-3 April 1985 (Berlin: Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, 
1985) 28-39; and Red Letter Days: British Fiction in the 1930s (London: Lawrence and 
Wishart, 1990). 



16 

Critical commentary on the miners' novels has consisted of a lively discussion 
of their merits and demerits through a range of perspectives and approaches 
covering content and form, genre attribution, historical documentation and cul
tural context. My study of these novels builds on, and grows out of, the work of 
my predecessors in terms of historical and contemporary cultural contexts as 
means of approaching a discussion of generic features. As explained earlier, my 
choice of novels is made on the understanding that they are occupationally 
specific and that they contain a number of features representative of the cultural 
discourse of the 1930s: they are by working-class writers, they express political 
ideas, and they conform to contemporary concepts of the archetypal class-con-
scious working man. 

My purpose is to study these novels as ideological novels, ideological being 
defined initially as a recognised body of doctrine or system of ideas. In using 
this neutral definition as a point of departure I am rejecting the conservative and 
Marxist pejorative implications often associated with "ideology." In relation to 
the novels of Heslop and Lewis Jones a further modification of the term is desir
able, and a definition based on class is the most appropriate. Raymond Williams 
discusses two Marxist definitions that pertain to this discussion. The first sees 
ideology "as a set of ideas which arise from a given set of material interests or, 
more broadly, from a definite class or group."33 The second defines the wider 
concept of ideology as the "process of the production of meaning through 
signs" where "ideology is taken as the dimension of social experience in which 
means and values are produced."34 Williams strongly suggests that "significa
tion as a central social process" within the concept of ideology is "necessary" 
(70). Consequently, my aim in examining these novels on the basis of ideology 
recognises not only that the novels embody a set of ideas but that these ideas 
are a totalising, determining system that gives the novels their raison d'etre and 
their meaning. 

Equally important for an understanding of these novels in terms of ideology 
is an appreciation of the function and role of l iterature emanating from the min
ing community. The political ideas expressed and the world of the mining com
munity portrayed indicate the specific intervention of these miners' novels in the 
contemporary debate on the state of the nation. They have the function of cre
ating a referential illusion that brings the reader into the "real world" of the 
miner. The "propagandist^" nature of these novels accords well with the tradi-

33 Raymond Williams, Keywords (1976; London: Flamingo, 1990) 156. 
34 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (1977; Oxford: Oxford UP, 1990) 70. 
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tion in the mining communities of the use of a variety of literary forms to articu
late their grievances. In my analysis I shall establish a theoretical and method
ological basis on which to examine the novels. This is followed by a historical 
and contemporary contextualisation. The main body of my analysis then studies 
the four novels, Cwmardy, The Gate of a Strange Field, We Live and Last Cage 
Down as ideological novels. 

In Chapter 1, Contextual, Communicative and Generic Considerations, I 
deal with the theoretical and methodological bases on which the novels are ex
amined. My initial discussion of the concepts of contextualisation and commu
nication provides a point of departure for a later study of the historical and con
temporary contexts of this functional literature. The main part of this chapter is 
devoted to the presentation of an analytical model that uses the sub-genre clas
sification of the roman à thèse. This model provides the means by which the 
ideological determinacy of the novels will be explored. 

Historicization of the novels, discussed in terms of perceptions of the work
ing class in fiction and the development of a political working-class fiction, 
forms the core of my second chapter, Traditions. These aspects are examined in 
terms of the general development of working-class fiction in the nineteenth cen
tury and more specifically the use of literary forms in the mining communities. In 
relation to the latter I show the appropriation of various types of literature by 
miners in order to engage in a debate on conditions in the mining communities 
and the status of these communities in British society. In Social and Cultural 
Antagonism, Chapter 3,1 discuss both the social and the cultural preconditions 
for an understanding of 1930s Britain as a divided society. I trace briefly devel
opments within the coal industry between 1918 and 1939, and highlight factors 
that made the mining communities separate entities with a separate identity. I 
explore the antagonisms within the cultural and social debate by making exten
sive use of contemporary newspapers, magazines, periodicals and journals. 

In Chapter 4, "The Manner is of the Platform," I analyse Lewis Jones' 
Cwmardy as a positive political apprenticeship; an ideological Bildungsroman. 
In contrast to the individuality that characterises the bourgeois Bildungsroman, 
Cwmardy shows progress to political maturity to be the result of collective 
working-class experience. I show how the ideological structure of the novel re
stricts interpretation and seeks to incorporate the reader into the progress to
wards political insight experienced by the hero. My analysis of The Gate of a 
Strange Field in Chapter 5, A "Mental Squint," considers this novel as a nega
tive political apprenticeship. This approach interprets The Gate of a Strange 
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Field as a cautionary tale designed to invalidate the experiences of the main 
character and to force the reader to question the processes that led to the 1926 
General Strike and its failure. One of the narratological problems of this type of 
novel is the conflict between the determining ideology and the narrative voice. 

In Chapter 6, "First Class Propaganda," I discuss We Live, by Lewis Jones, 
and Last Cage Down, by Harold Heslop, as confrontational novels. These nov
els are non-transformational and consist of one or a series of confrontations 
which are either won or lost. Victory, moral or real, is always gained by the ideo
logically correct side, which in the case of both these novels is represented by 
the Communist Party. I discuss these confrontations in relation to the conflict of 
labour and capital and to the conflict within the Left in the late 1920s and early 
1930s which these novels describe. Unlike Cwmardy and The Gate of a 
Strange Field, these novels do not demonstrate a process of developing class-
consciousness but the legitimacy of a given political perspective and the valid
ity of its interpretation of the "real" world. 

This dissertation examines the ideological miners' novel as a means of com
municating awareness about the conditions of life and an ideology arising from 
those conditions in a polarised society. My aim is to survey the conjuncture of 
historical and contemporary forces that gave rise to the miners' novels of the 
1930s on the basis that they provide a context for the functional nature and po
litical standpoint of the novels. In addition my aim is to examine the determining 
role of ideology in their structure and meaning. To this end, I survey the histori
cal context of the novels in order to relate them to previous perceptions of the 
working class in literature and to the social and cultural context of the period. 
The main body of my dissertation is an examination of these novels using the 
genre allocation and narrative strategies of the ideological novel. 



1. Contextual, Communicative and Generic Considerations 

The underlying assumption of this dissertation is that the novels of Harold 
Heslop and Lewis Jones need to be examined in the context of the social pa
rameters that determined their production and reception. I also claim that their 
novels have a communicative function that is related to the social conditions 
and political ideologies of the time. This chapter is concerned with discussing 
the theoretical and methodological approaches to my study of The Gate of a 
Strange Field, Last Cage Down, Cwmardy, and We Live. These approaches de
rive from a perspective that considers these works to have their origins in a par
ticular historical context. In this context they functioned as a means of inform
ing and educating the British public about both the living conditions in mining 
communities and the political ideologies arising from those conditions. In this 
chapter I will deal firstly with a consideration of the theoretical implications of 
social and political aspects of working-class writing and context. I will then ex
amine the concept of literature as communication, as derived from the contem
porary comments on the 1930s miners' novels, and I will follow this by consider
ing some aspects of the communicative approach. Finally I will present an ana
lytical model that highlights narrative strategies that can be used to elucidate a 
single, ideological reading of the novels. 

I 

Raman Seiden argues in Criticism and Objectivity that any literature can only 
be fully understood through a cognizance of its historical conjuncture defined 
in terms of social conditions, climate of ideology and literary context.1 He elabo
rates his argument by pointing out that the determination of meaning in a text, 
even though it is primarily determined by the reader, is delimited by the condi
tions of production which "provide the materials from which it is produced and 
which it transforms" (87). In completing his study of the relationship of the 
reader to the text Seiden recognises the plurality of a text, as construed from the 
play of signifiers, but argues that this occurs within a decentred "totalising his
torical matrix" formed by the signified (123). A text's conjuncture, he argues, 
"cannot cancel the play of signifiers but only mark out certain discursive defiles 
as the points of departure for subsequent readings" (123). Thus, in Selden's 
words, these readings "will bear a specific relation to the text's historically in

1 Raman Seiden, Criticism and Objectivity (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1984) 111. 
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scribed signifiers even though the readings cannot be restrained in any way by 
these historical marks" (123). 

A concept of reading and the creation of meaning based on contextualisation 
is particularly apposite when examining the phenomenon of working-class fic
tion, which has been marginalised historically in relation to the canon of bour
geois and "high-brow" literature. The history of working-class fiction as an ac
cepted mode of literature is, according to Peter Hitchcock, marked by a discon
tinuity that brings working-class fiction to prominence at times of social or cul
tural crisis.2 The status afforded working-class fiction within the cultural sphere 
derives from its links to the crisis then unfolding. Working-class literature in the 
1930s, Hitchcock argues, was an oppositional threat to a dominant central cul
ture. Since cultural production can "mediate between social being and con
sciousness," and the 1930s writings were designed not simply to reflect con
sciousness but also to produce consciousness, then literature can act as a chal
lenge to established cultural and social values (18). The publication of class-
conscious writing in the 1930s thereby gave space to, and recognition of, a 
marginal culture. However, unlike working-class literature published after 1945, 
the class-conscious fiction of the 1930s was not, according to Hitchcock, ab
sorbed into established cultural norms but remained marginal and oppositional.3 

From this perspective, working-class fiction in the 1930s must be seen in relation 
to the conflicting social and cultural discourses of the time. In approaching liter
ature from the point of view of its social and historical context certain points 
need to be considered. Thomas Postlewait, in his article on the criteria for 
studying a theatrical event, raises a number of historiographical issues.4 Among 
other points, he argues that to achieve a full picture of the historical event it is 
necessary to consider the "encompassing conditions that directly and indirectly 
contributed to the event's manifest identity and intelligibility" (165). Among the 
items he specifies are the commercial aspects and cultural milieu. As Postlewait 
points out, "theatre [and by extension fiction] is not a self-contained aesthetic 
enterprise" since it is shaped and influenced by political, economic, social and 

2 Hitchcock points out that discontinuity and social crisis are part of a thesis of working-
class writing developed by P. J. Keating, Martha Vicinus and others. Hitchcock rightly 
points out that it is not always at times of social crisis that working-class writing is in evi
dence. See Peter Hitchcock, Working-Class Fiction in Theory and Practice: A Reading of 
Alan Sillitoe (London: U.M.I. Research Press, 1989) 18. 
3 This argument builds on Hitchcock's analysis of the post-1945 period as being one in 
which working-class fiction became accepted into the mainstream of culture in part bec ause 
of the appearance of a large working-class book-buying public. Hitchcock 35, 99. 
4 Thomas Postlewait, "Historiography and the Theatrical Event: A Primer with Twelve 
Cruxes," Theatre Journal 43 (1991): 157-78. 
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ethical systems and ideas (165). 
The novels of Harold Heslop and Lewis Jones, fall into a category of literature 

that is marked by its location within a particular social and cultural environment. 
On this basis, a full understanding of the working-class novels that appeared in 
the 1930s, and in particular those of Harold Heslop and Lewis Jones, is only 
possible if they are studied in relation to the social and cultural context to which 
they are germane. This context should not, however, be seen as a synchronic 
slice of British society and culture in the 1930s. Historical studies of British 
working-class fiction indicate that there is a long tradition of writing by and 
about the working classes that influences both the choice of content and form 
in 1930s working-class fiction. The appropriation of literary forms for specifi
cally functional needs is one aspect of the tradition within the mining communi
ties. Miners' writings, not only in the 1930s, have always sought to influence 
and activate. 

n 

There is a substantial body of evidence from contemporary newspaper, journal, 
periodical and magazine articles and reviews that indicates an agreed perception 
of the novels produced by miners in the 1930s. These are generally of a kind 
that documented, in fictional form, the unacceptable conditions of work and life 
in the coal-mining communities for a general, even middle-class readership, in 
particular those in power. Before discussing the theoretical implications raised 
by this assumption of the nature of the readership and of literature as an ideo
logical and communicative mode, I shall review the contemporary evidence on 
which this assumption is based. In his study of British fiction in the 1930s, Red 
Letter Days, Andy Croft suggests that, as a consequence of the nature of the 
cultural institutions and the social and economic climate of the day, the novels 
were written for a largely middle-class readership. Newspapers and journals at 
the extremes of the political spectrum tended to be severely critical of those 
writers not conforming to their political values and literary style, and prescrip
tive theories resulted in proscriptive reviews. While the extreme left was gener
ally hostile to works not conforming to their political views, middle class publi
cations gave the miner novelists quite sympathetic reviews with encouraging 
remarks made about descriptions of social conditions. Both sides, however, 
considered the main audience to be middle-class.5 

5 Croft, Red Letter Days 71-75. 



22 

Late in the decade the Left Book Club was absolutely clear in its intention in 
publishing B. L. Coombes' These Poor Hands (1939) as being an attempt to 
cross the class divide: 

The Left Book Club is indeed proud to be a channel by which Mr. 
Coombes can reach hundreds of thousands of his fellow workers, and also, 
and at least as beneficially, hundreds of thousands of the middle class of 
his country.6 

The same work was also seen by another left-wing journal to be written in such 
a non-technical manner "that an average reader who has never seen a coalmine 
can understand it all,"7 which presupposed an audience for Coombes' book that 
did not primarily consist of miners. 

Some reviewers, though somewhat ambivalent in their response to the miners' 
novels, recognised the value in parts of them for a wide-ranging audience, whilst 
others felt the same novels to be of such merit that they envisaged only a nar
row, but qualified, readership. For the readers of Everyman magazine, Goaf 
(1934), by Harold Heslop could "be read with pleasure by all, though for differ
ing reasons."8 In contrast, the left-wing newspaper, the Sunday Referee, said of 
Goaf: 

Goaf. . .  p l a c e s  . . .  M r .  H a r o l d  H e s l o p  a m o n g  t h e  v e r y  f e w  w r i t e r s  o f  s i g 
nificant fiction today. This book can hardly be popular. I very much doubt 
whether the average reader, used to the pretty confections of commercial 
authorship, would consider its ruthlessly objective treatment of the class 
struggle the right sort of entertainment.9 

Such reviews, though coloured by the political attitudes of the newspapers in 
which they appeared, illustrate the point that the 1930s miners' novels were not 
considered as part of a mass publication phenomenon but formed part of a fic
tion aimed at a serious readership. 

One reason for reviewers, publishers and writers to postulate a middle-class 

6 Rev. of These Poor Hands by B.L. Coombes, Left News June 1939. Left News was the 
members' magazine of the Left Book Club. 
7 Idris Cox "A Miner's Autobiography," rev. of These Poor Hands by B.L. Coombes, The 
Labour Monthly, 21. 9 (Sept. 1939). 
8 Rev. of Goaf by Harold Heslop, Everyman 26 Oct. 1934. Everyman was a literary weekly 
of 'Books, Drama, Music, Travel,' which ran from 1929 to 1935, becoming more political 
than literary in its later years. The first series (1929-32) was edited by C. B. Purdom. 
Contributors included D. H. Lawrence, G. B. Shaw, Wyndham Lewis, G. D. H. Cole and 
Graham Greene. 
9 Rev. of Goaf by Harold Heslop, Sunday Referee Oct. 1934. The Sunday Referee was a 
Scottish left-wing newspaper. 
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audience was a desire on their part for the middle classes to have access to what 
was considered to be a true picture of Britain. This desire was particularly 
prevalent in left-wing newspapers but was echoed by regional newspapers that 
had large mining communities within their catchment areas. These reviews con
centrated on the effects the novels would have on the social conscience of the 
readers and also reflected a certain distrust of the prosperous South. The North 
Mail was upset that Harold Heslop's novel The Gate of a Strange Field had not 
been published to coincide with a visit of the Prince of Wales to the distressed 
mining areas, as it "would help to give Southerners an idea of the .. . the way 
the miners live.'40 The appeal to a social conscience was regarded as the primary 
purpose of a novel like Last Cage Down, which formed "an important part of 
the literature of an age in which the social conscience of the community is alive 
as it has never been alive before,"11 and in his review of These Poor Hands Idris 
Cox felt that its effect would be to cause the reader to "boil with indignation 
against those responsible" for the state of affairs in the mining communities 12 

The system of literary production and consumption also reinforced the pro
cess of cross-cultural contact. As Croft points out, publishing houses were pri
marily middle-class institutions and, given the price of books, readerships also 
tended to be middle-class. The miners' novels were edited and censored through 
the publication process. Harold Heslop's The Gate of a Strange Field was cut 
severely by the publishers. Heslop was highly critical of this as most of the polit
ical passages had been removed to improve it as a novel.13 Working-class nov
els that were published had, therefore, to be acceptable to middle-class read
ers.14 In a review of Heslop's The Gate of a Strange Field (1929) in the New 
Leader, the reviewer stated that "Few miners will be able to purchase a copy. So 

10 Rev. of The Gate of a Strange Field, by Harold Heslop, The North Mail Apr. 1929. The 
North Mail was a Newcastle-based newspaper established in 1764. In the 1920s it advocated 
free trade. 
11 Rev. of Last Cage Down, by Harold Heslop, South Shields Gazette 7 Nov. 1935. 
12 Cox, Labour Monthly. 
13 Croft mentions that Heslop's papers have several references to works being rejected on 
purely commercial grounds. Croft, Red Letter Days 74. Klaus states that the cutting of about 
100 pages from The Gate of a Strange Field is referred to in Heslop's speech at the Second 
International Conference of Proletarian and Revolutionary Writers in Kharkov, 1930. See 
Klaus, Literature of Labour 98. 
14 Croft, Red Letter Days 72-73. Most of the writers discussed by Croft were published by 
mainstream publishers. Socialist publishers such as Lawrence and Wishart did not publish 
novels in any number until the mid-1930s; and the Left Book Club, which came into exis
tence in 1934, dealt mostly in non-fiction. Heslop was published by a number of small 
publishers and by Lawrence and Wishart. Lewis Jones was published by Lawrence and 
Wishart. 
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we can agree that the book is not written for miners to read."15 If not written for 
miners, then the assumed readership has to be the public at large and primarily 
those with the earning capacity to buy books, or for those with access to a well-
stocked library. 

The novelists themselves also indicated that their writing had a propaganda 
purpose and was designed to bring the life of the mining communities to the at
tention of a wider audience. In the foreword to his first novel, Cwmardy, Lewis 
Jones wrote: 

He [Arthur Horner, President of the South Wales Miners' Federation] sug
gested that the full meaning of life in the Welsh mining areas could be ex
pressed for the general reader more truthfully and vividly if treated 
imaginatively, than by any amount of statistical and historical research. 
What I have set out to do, therefore, is to "novelise" (if I may use the term) 
a phase of working-class history.16 

What stands out from these statements and reviews is that the miners' novel in 
general was considered of interest to all classes of people, not simply on the 
grounds of reading pleasure but for the central feature of them all: an authentic 
and moving description of life in the mining communities. James Hanley, writing 
in the London Mercury, made the point succinctly: 

They serve their purpose, which is a very high one, that of making people 
more understanding and sympathetic towards those with whom in most 
cases they could not gain any degree of touch, trying to bridge the jagged 
gaps that exist between human beings.17 

The miners' novels were not just about mining but about mediating a message 
between cultural groups. These novels written in the 1930s had a clear purpose, 
that of bringing the plight of the mining communities to the attention of a wider 
audience. Their object was not primarily to entertain but to influence and acti
vate their audience. 

15 Edward Hunter, "The Underworld," rev. of The Gate of a Strange Field, by Harold 
Heslop, New Leader 26 Apr. 1929. A clothbacked book cost seven shillings and sixpence in 
the 1930s. 
16 Lewis Jones, foreword, Cwmardy (1937; London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1986). 
Emphasis added. 
17 James Hanley, "Passion and Pain," rev. of Cwmardy, by Lewis Jones, London Mercury, 
36.214 (Aug.1937): 402-03. 
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m 

In accepting influence and activation as the function of these novels, I presup
pose a communicative approach to a literary text. This implies a study of the re
lationship of the component parts of communication: the writer, the text and the 
reader. A number of scholars have approached the study of literary texts in this 
way, in particular when dealing with works of a propaganda or ideological na
ture.18 Susan Rubin Suleiman's Authoritarian Fictions is of immediate rele
vance to this dissertation, since it is concerned with the narrative strategies that 
are assumed to delimit interpretation of the text.19 Suleiman deals with "ideolog
ical" texts, placing analytical emphasis on the constraining structures of the text. 
In developing her idea of the exemplum in relation to the study of ideological 
novels, Suleiman develops a basic communicative model which perceives the 
text as a product of a sender/receiver relationship. This model consists of a 
sender, a story and a receiver, in which the story requires interpretation and de
mands injunction (33). Suleiman uses the biblical parable as an ideal text from 
which to extrapolate the basic structures and precepts involved in analysing an 
ideological text. A parable, Suleiman argues, implies both illocutionary and per-
locutionary speech acts in the sense that it demonstrates a clear intention on the 
part of the speaker/author to create a specific effect on the listener/reader. 
Central to any parable, and hence any ideological novel, are the needs of inter
pretation and injunction, linked by a chain of implication. Thus, the basic model 
she develops becomes one in which the writer relates a message, through a story 
involving interpretation and injunction, to a reader whose response is essentially 
a passive adjustment to the demands of the text. Suleiman recognises, however, 
that this author-centred process requires modification. She points out that in 
many cases the reader's response cannot be predicted, that the interpretation 
and injunction assumed to be inherent in the text are dependent on the reader's 
ability to understand the ideological context of the story and to be guided by 
the narrative structures employed (37, 44). In Suleiman's approach the emphasis 
is on the discernible narrative structures which constrain the reader's interpreta
tion. 

Of the four novels by Harold Heslop and Lewis Jones studied in this disserta-

18 Robert Holub mentions Jauss and Iser as being concerned with communication, and also 
refers to Gumbrecht, Stierle, Grimminger and Waldman. See Robert C. Holub, Reception 
Theory. A Critical Introduction (London: Routledge, 1989) 107-21. 
19 Susan Rubin Suleiman, Authoritarian Fictions: The Ideological Novel as a Literary 
Genre (New York: Columbia UP, 1983). 
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tion, Last Cage Down, Cwmardy and We Live were all written as, and accepted 
as, expositions of Communist doctrine. The Gate of a Strange Field is less 
clearly a Communist novel but was definitely perceived as a novel of the class 
struggle.20 The analytical approach used in establishing the structures of these 
four novels will be essentially that developed by Suleiman in dealing with nov
els with a clear ideological message, ideological being defined as a recognised 
body of doctrine or system of ideas. This type of novel she prefers to call the 
roman à thèse.21 

Suleiman classifies the roman à thèse as a sub-genre of the realist novel, a la
belling that immediately raises the question of tensions within the novel of, on 
the one hand, aesthetics and realism and, on the other, of aesthetics and ideol
ogy. A third aspect particular to the roman à thèse is the tension between real
ism and ideology, expressed more fully as the depiction of the "real" in conflict 
with the demands of the didactic purpose of the text. In referring to the roman à 
thèse, Suleiman talks of 

a novelistic genre that proclaims its own status as both overtly ideological 
and as fictional, and whose problematic mode of existence is due precisely 
to the combination of-or more exactly, to the friction between-those two 
modes of discourse. (2) 

Her preliminary definition of a roman à thèse, to be regarded as descriptive 
rather than evaluative, is that of 

a novel written in the realistic mode (that is, based on an aesthetic of 
verisimilitude and representation), which signals itself to the reader as pri
marily didactic in intent, seeking to demonstrate the validity of a political, 
philosophical, or religious doctrine. (7) 

Suleiman's interest in the roman à thèse lies in the tension between realism, 
which seeks to expand experience through a full range of life, and the didactic, 
which seeks to simplify and schematise the representation of life (22-23). She 
sees the novel, and literature in general, as having both a communicative func-

20 Alick West, Crisis and Criticism (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1937) 183. 
21 Suleiman refers to the often pejorative use of the term roman à thèse, but states it has 
been named as a genre at the turn of the century and finds support for its legitimate use in 
Northrop Frye's Anatomy of Criticism 312. (Suleiman 12 n. 28). Suleiman's study of the 
roman à thèse is based on an analysis of French novels of the early twentieth century, in
cluding Maurice Barrés' Les Déracinés (1897), L'Appel au Soldat (1900) and Leurs Figures 
(1902); Paul Bourget's L'Etape (1902); André Malraux's L'Espoir (1937); and Paul Nizan's 
Le Cheval de Troie (1935). 
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tion and an aesthetic aspect which give rise to a conflict of precedence.22 

As stated previously, Suleiman develops a basic model which perceives the 
text as a product of a sender/receiver relationship in which the story functions 
as a mediating medium requiring interpretation and demanding action. It is clear 
from the preceding discussion that Suleiman's model, being author based, is also 
subject to the limitations imposed by reception theory, which argues that 
meaning in the text is posited in the space between text and reader. In this 
space meaning is generated through a process of continuous re-creation and is 
not provided by the writer.23 Though from this point of view the validity of her 
assumptions about authorial intent are brought into question, the narrative 
structures she elucidates are particularly useful when applied to the works 
studied in this dissertation. Her model allows an interpretation that highlights 
the relationships of political ideology, aesthetics and realism that are to be found 
in the roman à thèse. 

Suleiman argues that a text has three hierarchically related levels, narrative, 
interpretive and pragmatic, and three concomitant discourses of story, com
ment/generalisation and pragmatic action. The more authoritarian a text is, the 
more fully these levels are interlinked to restrict the reader's freedom of interpre
tation and injunction to that determined by the doctrinal message inherent in 
the text. In stories lacking an explicit interpretation or injunction supplied by a 
narrator, the text speaks for itself through a number of internal indices, through 
characters interpreting their own story, or through redundancy, defined as the 
excessive naming of meaning, at and between different levels of the hierarchy. 
A variety of discourses in the text can be used to repeat and confirm one inter
pretation which would develop a monological text. In so constraining the range 
of interpretation the roman à thèse privileges certain narrative techniques in-

22 Suleiman refers to Roman Jakobson,"Closing Statement: Linguistics and Poetics," Sign in 
Language, ed. Thomas A. Sebeok (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1960), and J. Mukarovsky, 
Aesthetic Function, Norm and Value as Social Facts, trans. Mark Suino (Ann Arbor: U of 
Michigan P, 1970). See Suleiman 20-21. 
23 The role of the reader in determining meaning is explored by the critical schools of re
ception theory and reader-response criticism. These ideas are only touched on marginally 
in my dissertation and central ideas are discussed in Wolfgang Iser, "Interaction Between 
Text and Reader," The Reader in the Text, eds. Susan R. Suleiman and Inge Crosman (New 
Jersey: Princeton UP, 1980); Hans Robert Jauss, Aesthetic Experience and Literary 
Hermeneutics, trans. Michael Shaw (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1982), Question and 
Answer. Forms of Dialogic Understanding ed. and trans. Michael Hays (Minneapolis: U of 
Minnesota P, 1989), and Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, trans. T imothy Bahti (Brighton: 
Harvester Press, 1982). Aspects of reception and propaganda are explored in A. P. Foulkes, 
Literature and Propaganda (London: Methuen, 1983). 
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eluding the omniscient narrator and the use of redundancy .24 

In using this model to analyse the roman à thèse, Suleiman's underlying as
sumptions are that the story is essentially didactic, seeking to achieve certain 
preconceived aims by addressing itself to the reader's will to action. There is a 
clear preference for a single reading of the text which is achieved through a 
high degree of redundancy, for the greater the degree of redundancy the more 
interpretation is delimited.25 Three criteria that Suleiman claims distinguish the 
roman à thèse from other realist novels are: an "unambiguous dualistic system of 
values," a "rule of action addressed to the reader" and a "doctrinal intertext" 
(56). Thus the novel places in conflict two value systems, only one of which can 
be correct and to which the reader should adhere. It is this correct doctrine that 
permeates the text. 

The doctrinal intertext is central to both the content and ideological message 
of the roman à thèse. In Suleiman's words: 

The determination of values, and of the rules of action to which they give 
rise, is made in reference to a doctrine that exists outside the novel and 
functions as its intertextual context. (56) 

Whatever the doctrine, Suleiman argues, whether explicitly stated or simply pre
supposed, it is always "there" and its presence is what finally determines the 
thesis of the novel. As Suleiman points out with regard to the biblical parables, 
for the initiated reader of the text with an awareness of the external doctrinal 
indices a recognition of the doctrine is non-problematic, but for the non-initiated 
reader much of the ideological strength of a text is lost unless the internal in
dices are sufficiently overt (34). 

Suleiman distinguishes two types of roman à thèse: that of apprenticeship 
and that of confrontation. The apprenticeship novel is conceived of as an 
equivalent of the Bildungsroman which has as its primary objective the indi

24 In a recently published work on proletarian fiction in the USA, Barbara Foley refers to 
Suleiman in part of her analytical framework. She simplifies the Suleiman model by con
centrating on the elements of Story and Discourse and redundancies occurring within these. 
See Barbara Foley, Radical Representations. Politics and Form in U. S. Proletarian Fiction, 
1929-1941 (Durham: Duke UP, 1993) 264-73. 
25 Suleiman states a number of hypotheses as a means of distinguishing this sub-genre from 
other realist novels. As her hypotheses she states that the story is teleological, determined by 
a specific end, "before" and "above" the story, that there is an unambiguous interpretation 
and that there is a rule of action applicable to the real life of the reader. T hese latter two as
pects can be expressed by an omniscient narrator, th e voice of "truth," o r supplied by the 
reader through textual and contextual indices. Suleiman 54-56. 
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vidual's search for himself.26 Suleiman, adapting Lukàcs, classifies two types of 
apprenticeship, the positive and authentic, and the negative and inauthentic.27 

Suleiman defines these apprenticeships as follows: 

a "positive exemplary" apprenticeship leads the hero [sic] to the values 
propounded by the doctrine that founds the novel; a "negative exemplary" 
apprenticeship leads him to opposite values, or simply to a space where the 
positive values are not recognised as such. (67) 

In distinguishing the two types of apprenticeship Suleiman sees the positive ap
prenticeship as a progression from a position of ignorance, through trials sur
mounted, to a knowledge of the truth which will lead to a "new life" in accor
dance with the truth. This development of consciousness is paralleled by a 
change from passivity to action based on the new knowledge (77). The linear 
unfolding of the story is referred to by Suleiman as the syntagmatic structure 
and deals with the main sequence of events (74). In a positive apprenticeship 
the paradigmatic system of characters, referred to by Suleiman as the actantial 
system, consists of a syncretized subject, object and receiver in the form of a 
hero, a donor and a helper who give the hero the object and help him to achieve 
it, and an opponent, the hero's adversary.28 The syncretization of subject, object 
and receiver is a necessary part of a positive apprenticeship. The hero's reward 
for overcoming the trials faced in the roman à thèse is not just a knowledge of 
"self" but also the acquisition of a correct objective knowledge of the doctrine. 
Thus in a positive apprenticeship the subject attains itself as object and is also 
the receiver of the benefits this entails. As Suleiman expresses it: "the adhesion 
to a doctrine guarantees the authenticity of the self, and the self is defined es

26 Suleiman defends her use of the male term, arguing that the Bildungsromane she refers 
to are about men. Female Bildungsromane involve other categories (Suleiman 65, n. 5). 
27 Suleiman builds on Georg Lukàcs, The Theory of the Novel, Anna Bostock tr. 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1971). See Suleiman 64-67. Foley has a slightly different 
approach in which she distinguishes between the proletarian fictional autobiography and the 
proletarian Bildungsroman. The first category she argues covers an entire life span and is 
essentially autobiographical, though sometimes narrated i n the third p erson, and has its ori
gins in traditional working-class writing and modes of expression, primarily oral. The sec
ond category conforms more fully to the conventional novelistic form of the traditional 
Bildungsroman and thereby raises questions of a conflict between the politics of the genre 
and the didactic aim of the novel. See Foley 284-361. 
28 Suleiman refers to Greimas' theory of actants, which are general syntactic categories that 
can be used to analyse large scale structures of a story. Greimas defines six actants: subject, 
object, receiver, donor, helper and opponent. These categories do not coincide with individ
ual characters. While the number of actants in a story are limited, the number of actors can 
be large. See A. J. G reimas, Sémantique structurale, (Paris: Larousse, 1966) 172-91, and 
Suleiman 79-80, 65, n. 6. 
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sentially in terms of adhesion to a doctrine" (76). This "truth" is an overt feature 
of the text since the narrator privileges a particular ideological field or states the 
doctrine, and the "lived experience" of the hero confirms the doctrinal assump
tions. The recognition of the doctrine as such and its correctness are designated 
as the ultimate aims of the trials of apprenticeship. 

The negative apprenticeship is a variant of the positive apprenticeship in 
which all the elements are reversed (84-99). Doctrinally the negative appren
ticeship is designed to illustrate the falseness of a doctrine or the failure to per
ceive the correct doctrine. The syntagmatic structure demonstrates a transfor
mation in which there is no acquisition of new knowledge, either of self or the 
correct doctrine, where trials of initiation are not surmounted and any action is 
inauthentic. Actantially, the subject is a cautionary figure not to be emulated, 
the object achieved is inauthentic, donors are absent or ineffective and the op
ponent is overdetermined being not only another character or ideology but also 
being found in the limitations of the subject him/herself. In a systematization of 
the variables inherent in a negative apprenticeship Suleiman describes three 
pairs of variables: i) negative valorization of the object attained (the protago
nist's self) which can be seen contextually or contextually and culturally; ii) 
conscious espousal of the wrong doctrine by the protagonist is opposed to in
difference and lack of doctrinal awareness; and iii) recognition of own negativ
ity (conversion) as opposed to non-recognition (99). 

The most important actantial function in an apprenticeship novel, apart from 
the subject and object, is the donor. The donor has the privileged position of 
giving the subject the object to be attained and helps in reaching this goal. In 
this respect the donor is also a bearer of the correct doctrine and helps to estab
lish the doctrinal superstructure (65, 80-81).29 Suleiman defines the donor as 
follows: 

The archetypal donor is a paternal figure. Possessing a knowledge similar, 
if not identical, to the one sought by the hero, the paternal figure functions 
as donor and/or as helper: he communicates what he knows, helps the hero 
surmount his trials. His beneficial presence guarantees, in a sense, the hero's 
success.... He is ... a spiritual, elective father, whom the hero chooses as 
his own. (80, 81) 

She goes on to qualify the single reference in this definition by suggesting that 
several characters within a story can fill this role and that in some circumstances 
the hero's [sic] own intelligence and abilities allow him to provide his own 

29 See also Foley 332-34. 
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donor function. The use of several characters in this function, she argues, also 
increases the degree of redundancy in the text, thereby reducing the range of 
interpretation and increasing the clarity of the message (81). 

Suleiman argues that her second category of a confrontational structure dis
plays the essential elements of the roman à thèse, to the extent that it can be 
considered the originating structure of all romans à thèse. As she states: 

The structure of confrontation, with its stark dichotomies that admit no 
middle term and its organisation of events into antagonistic patterns, can 
be considered as the generic deep structure of the roman à thèse. (133) 

The confrontation novel is, therefore, characterised by a Manichean view of the 
world in which the conflict between good and evil has to be fought and won. 
As such it is described as a non-transformational model because all values are 
fixed from the beginning. Essential to this model is its dualist nature of good 
versus evil and in consequence the assumed moral victory of the correct ideol
ogy. Thus, the confrontation is that between forces in society and goes beyond 
the personal. It is this moral aspect, Suleiman argues, that distinguishes the ro
man à thèse from other confrontational models. The opponents in the roman à 
thèse do not meet as equals on the moral plane or have equal rights: one side is 
privileged above the other (102, 103). In this type of novel, the "antagonistic 
hero" is rather than becomes ideologically committed (108). The hero, in this in
stance, has, from the start, all the values designated as good and is the represen
tative of a group fighting for the triumph of these values. The destiny of the in
dividual is, thereby, merged with that of the collective, and it is as a conscious 
representative of the group that Suleiman finds the hero interesting. In the con
frontational model the omniscient narrator is already assigned to the side of 
good (106, 107). 

Syntagmatically the novel moves from conflict through action to victory or 
defeat. The question raised is not cognitive as in the apprenticeship novel but 
performative (111). Suleiman sees this confrontational structure as consisting of 
a conflict, or series of conflicts in which victorious heroes demonstrate the valid
ity of the values they represent and defeated heroes continue the struggle; the 
triumph of virtue is delayed, not eliminated (112). As Suleiman points out, in this 
sequential development two issues are vital: that the novel describes a perfor
mative action rather than an evolutionary development, and that the hero must 
not be definitely defeated. 

Actantially, the confrontational novel is more complex than the apprentice
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ship novel (113).30 Unlike the apprenticeship novel with its syncretised subject, 
object and receiver-the hero progresses to an understanding of him/herself 
through the acceptance of the correct doctrine-the confrontation novel has a 
subject, a collective; an object, the triumph of the right values; and a receiver, 
the community at large. Helpers are all those who provide support in both moral 
and material terms. The opponent includes all those who affirm the contrary 
view. Suleiman specifies this role more fully in terms of the anti-subject, the one 
who leads the fight or against whom the fight is defined, and the anti-helper, 
being all those who aid the anti-subject. The donor is, in this case, transcenden
tal by being the correct ideology, thus making the values unproblematically 
good. In the pure version of the confrontation structure, all complexity is po
larised to simple dichotomies (117). 

In her own study of examples of the confrontation structure, Suleiman points 
out that the interest in any particular novel lies not in its compliance with the 
model but the nature and causes of its noncompliance. Two problem areas 
Suleiman discerns in the confrontational novel are the constraints of the real and 
the relativisation of the model. In the first instance the realistic nature of the 
novel and the use of real historical characters or events impose constraints on 
the narrative, such that the questionable veracity of a character or event, as de
picted against the historically ascertainable, can call into doubt the plausibility 
of the doctrine. Suleiman argues that in resolving the conflict of historical fact 
with fictive construction, which historical fact must always win (118-19), it is 
necessary to create preconditions that allow for the failure of a character, whilst 
retaining the requisite degree of verisimilitude within the novel, through a form 
of realistic motivation. Alternatively the story can be transposed beyond the 
realm of "reality" to provide mythical solutions (127, 128). The second problem 
area, relativisation, allows the perturbation of the primary confrontation by a 
multiple secondary discourse in which conflicting voices can appear to question 
or contradict the central tenets of the argument presented in the novel (139). In 
most cases, Suleiman argues, the main conflict is clearly defined and its ideologi
cal component explicated, the primary confrontation retaining the pattern of 
good versus evil. The secondary confrontation represents a discussion within 

30 Foley refers to this category as the collective novel and mentions that i t was heralded as 
an innovative form in the 1930s. For Foley the distinguishing feature of this type of novel is 
the emphasis on the group. This is greater than the sum of its individual characters and in
dividuals are seen in their relationship to the group. One distinctive feature is that the men
tor/donor becomes less prominent by coalescing with the group, dying or merging into the 
masses. See Foley 398-440. 
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the morally superior group on ways and means and not on the validity of the 
object itself (133-34). 

One of the distinguishing characteristics of the roman à thèse, Suleiman ar
gues, is the quantity and quality of redundancy encountered in the text: 

As concerns redundancy in the roman à thèse, my starting hypotheses are 
as follows: first, the roman à thèse manifests a very high degree of redun
dancy; second, it privileges certain types of redundancy; third, it thema-
tizes formal redundancies in a particular way. (171) 

In dealing with the degree of redundancy Suleiman argues that the coherence 
of a text is dependent on the relative absence of internal contradictions: the 
fewer the contradictions the more coherent the text, and vice versa. The roman 
à thèse by its very nature demands a high degree of coherence. According to 
Suleiman this is achieved by redundancy at various levels in the narrative text 
which can be linked either along levels or between levels. Extensive cross-
linking leads to a high degree of redundancy which affects the whole narrative 
text. Other texts can exhibit a high degree of redundancy in the exposition of 
the main thesis of the novel whilst allowing greater contradiction in other areas. 
This, Suleiman argues, increases the degree of acceptability to the reader. 

Suleiman distinguishes five types of redundancy privileged by the roman à 
thèse (183-88).31 The first two deal with the interpretive commentaries made by 
the omniscient narrator or a character assigned as a correct interpreter about 
events or characters' functions. "If the commentary precedes ... the event, then 
the latter confirms the commentary and constitutes a 'proof of its validity; if the 
commentary follows the event or unfolds simultaneously with its telling, then 
the commentary 'fixes' the event's meaning by eliminating other interpretations" 
(184). The second two types of privileged redundancy form an interpretive line 
throughout the narrative. This is achieved by the omniscient narrator or correct 
interpreter consistently commenting on events or characters in a manner that 
eliminates contradiction between the interpretive commentaries and reduces any 
ambiguities in the story to a single meaning. As Suleiman points out, this inter
pretive line is closely linked to the ideological superstructure or doctrinal inter-
text that is a characteristic of the roman à thèse (186). The final type of redun
dancy considered by Suleiman to be privileged by the roman à thèse is that in 
which the actantial role of a character is redundant with the qualities with 
which it invested. Suleiman argues that this constitutes "the semantic invest-

31 See also Foley 267-70, 272. 
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ment of a formal category" by which a positively ascribed character is valorized 
by a number of qualities relating both to moral and physical categories and 
other desirable qualities within a particular society, such as profession and class 
(188, 190). 

In dealing with these redundancies, Suleiman develops the "semantic invest
ment of formal categories" into the concept of the amalgam (188, 190). In the 
technique of the amalgam a character is constructed in such a way that cultural 
qualities are redundant with qualities that are specifically ideological, thus rein
forcing the thesis of the novel. The hero of a novel always displays positive fea
tures in his/her character: handsome or beautiful, intelligent, and thoughtful. In 
contrast, an accumulation of negative qualities are attributed to the hero's op
ponents. By repeating amalgams an implicit value system is accorded to one or 
other ideological position, whether positive or negative. 

Suleiman points out that in the roman à thèse the demands of the thesis and 
the demands of the realist novel create a tension which allows for a "play of 
writing" (199), so that, while "the thesis requires the impoverishment and restric
tion of details to the 'necessary minimum,' the novel requires expansion and 
prodigality" (205). The degree to which a narrative text adheres to the demands 
of the thesis or the realist novel determines the degree to which the ideological 
standpoint of the roman à thèse can be subverted. Too much realism allows for 
too many internal contradictions and undermines the writer's intention of per
suading the reader to accept one "correct" interpretation. 

In keeping with its status as a sub-genre of the realist novel, the roman à 
thèse uses realism to make meaning explicit. Though Suleiman sees the realist 
aspect as contributing to an opening of the roman à thèse to a wider interpreta
tion, Philippe Hamon argues that one of the criteria of the realist novel is its 
monosemesic reading "in the terms and unities manipulated by the narrative."32 

Hamon's approach is one that is applicable to the novels studied in this disserta
tion. By limiting themselves to one community, which can be denoted as a one-
class community, these authors avoid that conflict of "society" and "individual" 
that is a feature of the nineteenth-century bourgeois novel. The heroes are es
sentially in harmony with their environment, the mining community, and correct 
behaviour ensures their successful development.33 The conflicts faced are not 

32 Philippe Hamon, "On the Major Features of Realist Discourse," Realism, ed. Lilian R. 
Furst (London: Longman, 1992) 177. 
33 This type of single-class social structure is also a distinctive feature of some bourgeois 
literature as exemplified by the works of Jane Austen, whose novels are also of one class and 
relationships therein. Elizabeth Langland, Society in the Novel (Chapel Hill: U of North 
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essentially between the hero and his community but between his class and the 
capitalist-industrialists. Due exception from these comments should be made 
here for Heslop's first novel, The Gate of a Strange Field, which fits less neatly 
into this mould and which will be discussed more fully in a later chapter. For 
these writers generally, that element of realism commensurate with the detailing 
of daily life is seen as supportive of the main character, placing him at home, at 
work and at play in an environment consistent with lived experience. As Hamon 
expresses it: 

The character presupposes: (a) the description of his physical sphere of ac
tivity (socio-professional environment); (b) the description of the place of 
his activity . . . (c) the description of his professional activity itself.. . . 
Typical scenes will come to concretise this, like those frequent scenes of 
moving in or out of dwelling places, together with a predilection for all the 
ritualised activities of daily life.... (173) 

Hamon's position can be seen as a reinforcement of the didactic function of the 
realist novel as considered by Suleiman. However, whereas Suleiman sees "real
ism" as a potentially non-restrictive element, Hamon considers it exclusively as a 
restricting element, which is also the position I adopt in this dissertation. 

Suleiman's study makes a number of points with regard to the role of the 
reader. The primary feature of a roman à thèse is that the role of the reader is 
strongly programmed. In a positive apprenticeship novel the reader is assumed 
to be supportive of the protagonist, to identify with him and his aims. This is 
most effective when the reader can relate to the lived experiences of the hero. In 
the negative apprenticeship the reader is not expected to identify with the an
tagonist but is expected to learn from the errors made. Ultimately the novel will 
seek to persuade the reader to embrace its ideology and become active. The de
gree to which the narrator imposes one interpretation on the reader can alienate 
the reader, breaking that contract of truth and authority on which the authentic
ity of the narrative is built. In the confrontational novel, Suleiman argues that 
the reader is coopted from the beginning and assumed to be on the "right" side 
so that the reader is in effect a pseudo-helper. The ultimate aim of the novel is to 
join the fictive world to the experienced world of the reader. As such, "it blurs 
the distinction between fictive referents and real referents of which fictive refer
ents are merely analogues."34 The successful result is to create in the reader a 

Carolina P, 1984) 11-13. 
34 In making this point Suleiman refers to Linda Hutcheon, Narcissistic Narrative: The 
Metafictional Paradox (Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier UP, 1980) 93-94. See Suleiman 
146. 
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"referential illusion." 
Suleiman's model of the roman à thèse will be used to study the four novels 

comprising this dissertation. Two will be regarded as novels of apprenticeship 
and two as novels of confrontation. In view of the context within which these 
novels appeared, the object will be to highlight their ideological features and 
demonstrate the manner in which a single reading of a novel is facilitated. To 
this end my analyses will cover the doctrinal intertexts, syntagmatic structures, 
actantial configurations and the use of redundancy at the levels of story and 
discourse. 

IV 

The purpose of this chapter has been to outline the theoretical framework on 
which the study of four miners' novels is constructed. There are two points of 
departure: contextualisation and communication. I have argued that in order to 
understand fully the 1930s miners' novels discussed in this dissertation it is es
sential to place them in the context that relates to the historical conditions per
taining to their production and reception. The context involved is not simply a 
social or cultural description of the situation in the 1930s. It is firstly an attempt 
to see diachronically the consistencies in working-class writing, and in particular 
the writings of the mining community, that have a bearing on the nature of, and 
the form and content of, the 1930s novels. Both the appropriation of accepted 
genres and the traditions of working-class writing influence the form of the 
genre chosen. The functional tradition within the mining community also influ
ences the nature of the content. Tradition is not, however, enough to deal with 
the "historical conjuncture" of the miners' novels. Contemporary social and cul
tural conditions are influential in forming the type of literature attempted. The 
miners' novels dealt with in this dissertation are primarily didactic in intent, 
seeking to convey both the social conditions in which mining communities ex
isted and the political ideologies of militant elements of those communities in the 
inter-war period. To examine how this is achieved a narratological approach is 
used. The chapters that follow examine the component parts of my approach by 
presenting the historical background to working-class writing, by discussing the 
social and cultural milieu of the 1930s, and finally by s tudying the four miners' 
novels. 



2. Traditions 

In the previous chapter I argued that a full understanding of the 1930s miners' 
novels is only possible if they are seen in their cultural and social context. 
Hitchcock's study of post-1945 working-class fiction makes the assumption that 
discontinuity is a characteristic of the relative prominence of working-class fic
tion in the cultural pattern of any particular period (9, 91). However, discontinu
ity of prominence, Hitchcock argues, ignores the continuous presence of the 
working class in fiction (13, 14). Also, Seiden includes in his concept of "histori
cal conjuncture" the influence of tradition as a determining factor in literary pro
duction and reception. In this chapter I argue that tradition is an essential element 
in contributing to the nature of the production and reception of the miners' novels 
in the 1930s. My purpose in this chapter is to examine briefly the relationship be
tween a literature committed to exploring social conditions and the ideology, 
overt or covert, that is contained within it. The first part of this chapter is a sur
vey of bourgeois attitudes to the working class and also a consideration of some 
aspects of radical and working-class fiction. In both cases I highlight the repre
sentation in literature of antagonistic class perspectives that relate to the later 
study of the 1930s. In the second part of the chapter my discussion deals with 
works from or about the mining community. My emphasis here is on the ways in 
which literary genres are appropriated for functional, primarily non-aesthetic, 
ends. 

I 

In this survey of the literature of and by the working class my focus is on the an
tagonistic class perspectives that, in a historical sense, are pertinent to the 1930s 
novels. In the case of middle-class attitudes I am mostly concerned with the ide
ology of individual change and the perception of the working-class as a threaten
ing mass.1 For radical and working-class writing the problem of incorporating 
political ideology into literature and the role of working-class autobiography as a 
traditional form are reviewed. In general the nineteenth century produced a bour
geois literature which marginalised the existence of the working class both as a 
group and as a distinct or separate concept. Changes in social relationships in so

1 For a discussion of the attitude of the intelligentsia to the working-class as a mass see John 
Carey, The Intellectuals and the Masses: Pride and Prejudice Among the Literary Intelligentsia, 
1880-1939 (London: Faber, 1992), and Raymond Williams, Culture and Society (1958; 
London: Hogarth, 1987) 297-300. 
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ciety were conceived of on the basis of individual change and not in terms of 
changes in class relationships. Patterns of behaviour were applied that involved 
strategies of acceptance or rejection on the part of individuals in relation to their 
social status. Novels of social exploration, working-class romances and didactic 
writings offered solutions to the contemporary social problems through personal 
relationships or personal advancement, whereby the working class as an identifi
able group was distanced and alienated.2 Vertical integration was the underlying 
ideological message of the 1840s and 1850s "industrial novels."3 All these novels 
sought, through a realistic documentary form, to examine the conflicts that had 
arisen in association with the growth of capitalism and the extension of industri
alisation. Though unafraid of treating radical issues and often critical of capitalist 
ideology, their analyses gravitated towards individuals and personal relationships 
both as the cause and the resolution of conflict. Conflict was often seen to be the 
fault of a few irresponsible or unthinking people, industrialists or agitators. 
Consequently, action on the part of working people as a mass, however just their 
cause, was "presented as wildly anarchic rather than controlled, basely rather 
than justly motivated, led by the devious and self-seeking rather than the angry 
and principled."4 The resolution of conflicts in terms of personal relations was in
tended to transcend class boundaries, thereby absorbing the potential for revolu
tion into the bosom of established but enlightened order.5 This ideological posi
tion raises the issue of the neutrality of the author/narrator in a realist mode that 
purported to represent "truth" and the "role of the mediator, like the role of the 
observer, [became] ultimately class-bound, not neutral" (Eagleton and Pierce 38). 
These novelists intended reform but wrote from the perspective of the established 
social order. 

While the industrial novel sought to resolve conflict, the working-class ro
mance, Keating argues, was primarily characterised by avoidance. In these nov

2 P. J. K eating classifies the various types of novel involving the working classes and gives a 
more detailed discussion of them. He describes three lines of tradition relating to the working 
class in the novel: the literature of social exploration, didactic literature and the working-class 
romance. See P. J. Keating, The Working Classes in Victorian Fiction (1971; London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1979) 32. 
3 These include Charles Dickens's Hard Times (1854), Benjamin Disraeli's Sybil (1845), 
Elizabeth Gaskell's Mary Barton (1848) and North and South (1855), Charles Kingsley's Alton 
Locke (1850), and also, of a later date, George Eliot's [Mary Ann Evans] Felix Holt (1866). 
4 Mary Eagleton and David Pierce, Attitudes to Class in the English Novel (London: Thames 
and Hudson, 1979) 53. 
5 Elizabeth Gaskell, felt obliged to express openly her desire to reconcile the classes and not to 
cause conflict when she was criticised by businessmen for her portrayal o f industrial conflict in 
Mary Barton. See Eagleton and Pierce 38. 
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els the working-class environment was described as something to escape from, 
often through philanthropic intervention. This usually occurs early on in the story 
to enable it to proceed in a setting more suitable to the readership (Keating 46). 
A third area in which social change through individual progress was attained was 
in didactic fiction. In its middle-class form it was an attempt to uplift the moral 
values and behaviour of the working class, and was related to temperance and 
religious fiction, occurring mostly in the form of tracts and crude novels. Its ad
vocacy of self-help, respectability and domesticity offered a better life through 
self-improvement, with the possible reward of a rise in social status. This middle-
class fiction effectively alienated from mainstream literature the positive rep
resentation of the working class as a class. By restricting itself to distancing de
scriptions of crowd action, this fiction abrogated the potential for any process of 
group consensus and individual attainment within the group. The cause of this 
unwillingness to legitimise working-class experience in middle-class fiction was 
linked to the image of the industrial working class as a mass of frightening 
power. 

It is the representation of this mass that characterised the group of essentially 
bourgeois "naturalist" novels that appeared towards the end of the nineteenth 
century. From the 1880s to the end of the century, when slum conditions and the 
rise of socialism were causes for concern, novels dealing with the working-
classes distinguished themselves from the "industrial novels" by concentrating on 
slum problems.6 They also offered a qualitative change by concentrating on the 
working class in a working-class environment, generating novels in which unin
hibited realism was intended to shock and to force the attention of their readers 
on the plight of the poor. In these novels the exploitation and the exploited were 
described, the oppressors and the oppressed identified. There was an awareness 
of class and a representation of the people in their own right, but no potential for 
change was offered. George Gissing, for example, moved from propaganda nov
els with radical intent to the realistic description of a working class incapable of 
any meaningful kind of material or intellectual development. In Demos (1886), 
the hero, Richard Multimer, is portrayed as lacking upper-class sensibilities de
spite being a superior member of his own working class, in other words an in
complete person. In The Nether World (1889) Gissing produced a novel "instilled 
with a fatalistic philosophy of stoical acceptance, [that] gives class suffering 
tragic power" (Keating 83). Social determinism was the ideology that provided 

6 These novels included Walter Besant's Children of Gibeon, George Gissing's Demos (1886), 
and The Nether World (1889), and Arthur Morrison's A Ch ild of the Jago (1896). 
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for the fictional resolution of social conflict and accounted for the problems of 
individual distress. Whilst identifying the issues in terms of social conflict, these 
novels did not see any potential for change within the prevailing conditions. 
Social change, in the sense of a social revolution or the relocation of the individ
ual in a new class, was excluded. There was no escape from the slum, only the 
survival of the fittest. Vertical integration had been replaced by horizontal adap
tation. 

During periods of social unrest, the literary journey into the unknown world of 
the working class has formed a part of the conventional fiction of the intelli
gentsia. In this form of social documentation the writer has acted as an observer 
or mediator of the unknown describing the often unpalatable living conditions of 
the "other nation." Disraeli reminded the readers of Sybil (1846) of the strange 
but true events he was to describe. In the "Advertisement" he wrote as a preface 
to the novel, he stated that though the reader "might suspect that the Writer had 
been tempted to some exaggeration" there was "not a trait in his work for which 
he [did not have] the authority of his own observation, or . . . authentic evi
dence."7 Disraeli added that he felt obliged to suppress some of the truth as so 
little was known about the country that if the truth were printed it would be con
sidered improbable. Elizabeth Gaskell apologised for printing the thoughts of 
working class people, but explained that she was only transcribing their percep
tion of the world. In 1862 Mayhew's London Labour and London Poor was re
viewed as a "literature not of common life only, but the commonest, oddest and 
most out of the way."8 Mayhew himself commented that the public knew less 
about the London poor "than of the most distant tribes of the earth."9 In the twen
tieth century this kind of documentary exploration has been continued, albeit 
with more radical purposes in mind. Jack London's People of the Abyss (1903) 
explored the slums of London, and in the 1930s Orwell was an ardent explorer of 
the other nation with Down and Out m Paris and London (1933) and The Road 
to Wigan Pier (1937). 

It is within the literature of the working-class and revolutionary movements 
that the ideology of social change, through a redefining of society from a class 
perspective, occurred. This raised the issue of the relationship of revolutionary 
ideology to art, particularly as many of the literary forms used were appropria

7 Benjamin Disraeli, Sybil (ÌS46; Harmonds worth: Penguin, 1985) 24. 
8 Meliora IV 1862: 298-99. Quoted in Keating 36. 
9 Henry Mayhew, preface, London Labour and the London Poor, by Mayhew (London: Griffin, 
Bohn 1861-62). Reprinted in Peter Quennell ed., Mayhew's Characters (London: Spring Books, 
n.d.) xvii. 
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tions of bourgeois genres. The revolutionary novels of the Chartist movement in 
the 1840s and the socialist novels of the 1880s and 1890s contemplated change 
as a social process in which changed class relationships would bring about an 
improvement in the conditions of working people's lives. Chartist novels and po
ems were partly a reaction to the image of the working class portrayed in bour
geois novels. As Roland Paul states, the primary objective of Chartist literature 
was to project a "positively affirmative image of the movement's collective ef
forts and programme which counterbalance[d] the conspiratorial emphasis of 
middle class novels."10 The primary question was how politics and art could in
terrelate and the message of Chartism be promulgated within the aesthetic pre
cepts of a mainstream literature against whose underlying tenets it was in con
flict. Martha Vicinus refers to this dilemma in regard to Thomas Wheeler's 
Sunshine and Shadow (1849-50).11 This novel "raises the question of whether it 
is possible to write revolutionary fiction using a traditional form."12 In addition 
to the problem of the conflicting aims of generic and revolutionary ideologies 
Chartists also faced the problem of "whether literature should describe conditions 
in need of change, or the future brotherhood of man, resulting from changed 
conditions" (95). Both these problems have been central to a discussion of revo
lutionary fiction ever since. In the 1840s the moral and educational values im
plicit in the reform movement inclined better-educated Chartists to reject popular 
fiction, with its conservative social message, preferring instead the moral fable 
which, with its religious and oral folk tradition, offered an immediate reaction to 
the message conveyed. Authorial intervention assured the reader of a correct in
terpretation of the story. Later, movement towards a more popular form of litera
ture took place. Wheeler's Sunshine and Shadow, which "on the basis of a class 
divided society . . . places the behaviour of individuals in a political and social 
context" (126), makes use of the melodrama and romance of popular fiction but 
allies it with a political didactism that is critical of the bourgeois capitalist soci
ety.13 As a solution to the ills caused by this society, Wheeler advocates revolu
tion. This novel deals with a working-class man coming to political conscious

10 Roland Paul, Fire in Our Hearts, diss., U of Gothenburg, 1982, Gothenburg Studies in 
English 51 (Gothenburg: U of Gothenburg, 1982) 12. 
11 Sunshine and Shadow (1849-50) was published in serial form in the Northern Star. The paper 
had a circulation of 48,000 at its height and of 12,000 by 1848. As it w as a subscription paper 
many more people were expected to read it than the bare circulation figures indicate, and over 
half of the working-class population was considered literate. See Paul 14. 
12 Martha Vicinus, The Industrial Muse 133. 
13 Martha Vicinus, "Chartist F iction and the Development of a Class-based Literature," The 
Socialist Novel in Britain, ed. H. Gustav Klaus 21. 
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ness through the realities of unemployment, material want and exile. As with 
much political fiction, the plot is constructed to allow authorial intervention that 
polemicizes against middle-class values. Wheeler also uses the plot to condemn 
the idea of class collaboration, which had been a dominant theme in middle-class 
novels. This aspect of the novel underlines its contribution to the internal politics 
of the Chartist movement. In the 1880s and 1890s socialist fiction faced similar 
problems. William Morris, for example, often portrayed an idealised society, 
and, though in News From Nowhere (1890) he recognises the potential revolu
tionary power of the 1889 Great Dock Strike, he describes in detail a society that 
was essentially an idealised future.14 Margaret Harkness relies on a naturalistic 
style to make apparent the need for the implementation of socialism, and was 
criticised by Engels for portraying a passive working class in her A City Girl 
(1887).15 

The nineteenth-century tradition of working-class writing has two areas of in
terest for this dissertation. One is working-class fiction and the other is the 
working-class autobiography. In the case of working-class fiction the political 
aspect is most relevant.16 Vicinus characterises political literature as realistic, 
dealing with the lives and conditions of ordinary people contained within moral 
fables and popular forms. She also considers working-class literature to be an es
sentially persuasive mode: "[s]ince working class writers believed that literature 
could influence people's behaviour, they wrote to persuade readers to adopt par
ticular beliefs" (Industrial Muse 2). Though limited in quantity, working-class 
fiction in the nineteenth century is relevant to my discussion as it contains ex
amples varying from purely Utopian w orks in the early part of the century to 
more radical socialist works by the end.17 An important feature of all these writ
ings is a concentration on working-class settings and characters. 

14 Jack Mitchell, " Tendencies in Narrative Fiction in the London-Based Socialist Press of the 
1880s and 1890s," The Rise of Socialist Fiction, ed. H. Gustav Klaus 58. 
15 Ingrid von Rosenberg, "French Naturalism and the English Socialist Novel: Margaret Hark
ness and William Edwards Tirebuck," The Rise of Socialist Fiction, ed. H. Gustav Klaus 160. 
See also John Goode, "Margaret Harkness and the Socialist Novel," , The Socialist Novel in 
Britain, ed. H. Gustav Klaus 45-66. 
16 Vicinus determines three functions of working class literature: i) the literature of the politi
cally aware, designed to arouse and focus social tension in order to channel it towards specific 
political actions; ii) literature as a means of escape from everyday life, thus defusing social 
frustrations and asserting the necessity and validity of the status quo; iii) literature as a rein
forcement of working class strengths, defining and expressing working class lives in their own 
right, but offering no alternative. Industrial Muse 2. 
17 For a more complete study of the period and the works on which this discussion is based see 
P. M. Ashraf, Introduction to Working Class Literature in Great Britain. Part II Pro se (Berlin: 
Ministerium für Volksbildung, 1979); H. Gustav Klaus ed., The Socialist Novel in Britain 



43 

Following the revolutionary agitation of the Chartist period, working-class 
novels tend to deal with the problems of individuals in society. J. W. Overton's 
Harry Hartley: or, Social Science for the Workers (1859) and Thomas Wright's 
The Bane of a Life (1870), for example, both deal with the failure of individual 
working-class men who tried to rise in society.18 Their criticism of society is ex
pressed only in terms of social documentation and in the failure of self-help, 
though Overton's novel had a successful parallel character portrayed as unsympa
thetic and selfish. Wright's second novel, Grainger's Thorn (1872), deals more 
fully with the conflict of capital and labour which is personified in a battle be
tween the working-class hero and the capitalist-industrialist villain. 

The growth of trade unionism and socialism towards the end of the century 
gave rise to works of a more radical nature. H. J. Bramsbury's "A Working Class 
Tragedy," serialised in the Social Democratic Foundation paper Justice between 
1888 and 1889, recognised the poverty of working class life but did not subscribe 
to the naturalist or Social Darwinist explanations that featured in middle-class 
novels of the period. A number of late nineteenth-century writers wrote about 
strikes in their novels. Of these Allen Clarke's The Knobstick: A Story of Love 
and Labour (1893) deals with an engineering strike in northern England. The 
story describes a conflict between labour and capital that results in a strike which 
turns violent when blackleg labour and pickets fight. This brings in the police 
and the violence culminates in a police baton charge during which a child is 
killed. Clarke was one of a school of Lancashire writers at the turn of the century 
who wrote realist novels depicting life in industrial Lancashire. They tried to 
show socialism as a way forward, but as only one ideology among many.19 The 
prewar culmination of this growth of a socialist working-class fiction is the pub
lication of Robert Tressell's now classic The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists 

(1982); H. Gustav Klaus ed., The Rise of Socialist Fiction (1987), and Klaus, The Literature of 
Labour (1985). 
18 J. M . Rignall, "Between Chartism and the 1880s: J. W. Overton and E. Lynn Linton," The 
Socialist Novel in Britain: Towards the Recovery of a Tradition, ed. H. Gustav Klaus 26-44. For 
Wright see also Ashraf 84-112. 
19 Allen Clarke (1863-1935) was one of the Lancashire School of writers as were Arthur 
Laycock (1869-1957), John Tamlyn (1859-1921) and Fred Plant (1866-1925). Most of their 
work was serialised in Allen Clarke's newspaper, Northern Weekly. See Paul Salveson, "Allen 
Clarke and the Lancashire School of Working-class Novelists," The Rise of Socialist Fiction, 
ed. H. Gustav Klaus 172-202. 
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(1914).20 The nature of the novel and its place in this survey can best be illus
trated by quoting from Tressell's own preface: 

In writing this book my intention was to present, in the form of an interest
ing story, a faithful picture of working-class life ... in a small town in the 
south of England. ... I wished to describe the relations existing between the 
workmen and their employers, the attitude and feelings of these two classes 
towards each other. ... I designed to show the conditions resulting from 
poverty and unemployment: to expose the futility of the measures taken to 
deal with them and to indicate what I believe to be the only real remedy, 
mmeiy-Socialism.21 

The important point that Tressell makes is that his is a literary effort, an attempt 
to deal imaginatively with working-class lives and to treat the subject of social
ism, as a means to eradicating poverty, incidentally (14). The treatment of social
ism raises one of the narratological features of The Ragged Trousered 
Philanthropists. While he is able to show the existing relations in a capitalist so-
ciety-the working hierarchy, poverty, exploitation of children and the denial of 
working skills-at the level of "story," Tressell uses features of "discourse"- lec
tures or comments by Owen, the main character, or by the narrator-to express the 
ideology of socialism. This novel represented the climax of a development in 
nineteenth-century working-class fiction which had progressed from an enumera
tion of the trials and tribulations of working-class life in an industrial environ
ment, through the depiction of a conflict of capital and labour, including its most 
extreme manifestation in strikes and lock-outs, to the propagation of socialism. 
This fiction forms part of the growing perception of the working class as a class, 
and anticipates the themes and forms of working-class fiction appearing in the 
1930s. 

Autobiographies of working men and women are an important influence on 
the type and content of fiction attempted by working-class writers. The nine
teenth-century vogue for autobiographies and memoirs generally encouraged au
tobiographical writing among working people. A widening interest in the lives 
and conditions of working people led to a demand for the "authentic voice" of the 
working man. John Burnett sees the autobiography of the working man as a dis
tinct literary phenomenon, arguing that "there existed a working-class literary 
form which was quite distinct from 'polite' literature" and which was derived 

20 Robert Tressell, The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists (1914; London: Grafton 
[unabridged], 1986). Klaus refers to this novel as the crest of a wave rather than an isolated 
phenomenon. See Klaus, introduction, Literature of Labour x. 
21 Tressell, preface, 13. Emphasis added. 
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from what was read, from the writers' environment and from biblical and reli
gious images.22 The writing process itself was seen by the autobiographers as a 
part of self-identification, since it gave them the "capacity to grasp imaginatively 
the complexity of the life-long interaction between the self and the outside 
world."23 Most of them wrote of a life of near poverty and deprivation, yet few 
expressed a conscious discontent or were in a state of revolt. "Patient resignation 
to the facts of life" was the dominant tone and the struggle for survival was seen 
as an end in itself (Burnett 14). Though the search for work occupied many writ
ers, work itself was not seen as central to life. Family and childhood were impor
tant areas of discussion and the problems associated with being a family man are 
recounted: financial worries, responsibility, conflict between the demands of 
self-education and the demands of family life, and the effects of marriage and 
death on the individual. The autobiographers also comment on the effect of the 
factory system in exploiting children and in destroying the father's role as the 
source of economic security, and as a socialising factor. This destructive feature 
of the factory system also spills over into the process of self-education, the desire 
for reading. The factory system did not allow time for reading or thinking and 
"the world of books became increasingly divorced from the world of occupa-
tion"(Vincent 125). Many writers of autobiographies found a great need to estab
lish contact with other "readers". For the self-educated workers, self-improve-
ment meant the acquisition of book knowledge for its own sake, as this offered 
them an escape from the rigours of their daily lives and a freedom from the de
terminants of a dominant ideology.24 The overall effect of their search for knowl
edge "taught these men [sic] how to think"(174) and in this manner the autobiog
raphers were able to "free themselves from the world view of the educated" 
(174). With its emphasis on lived experience and details of personal history the 

22 John Burnett, ed., preface, Useful Toil. Autobiographies of Working men from the 1820s to 
the 1920s (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1984) 13. Burnett states that autobiographies form a large 
body of material. He suggests figures of 6,500 published autobiographies and 2,000 published 
diaries during the period 1500 to 1900. He points out that the number of biographies of working 
men and women is not large but covers a cross section of occupations and regions. Burnett 
gives the following motivating factors for the writing of autobiography: personal triumph over 
difficulties encountered in the Victorian age; rising in social status through hard work and self-
education; and the overcoming of an early sin such as drunkenness or profligacy, where re
demption is often connected to divine grace. (Burnett 11-12). 
23 David Vincent, Bread, Knowledge and Freedom (London: Europa, 1981) 6. 
24 Vincent suggests five areas of emancipation: freedom from non-rational belief and the 
knowledge that r eligion does not remove superstition; freedom from non-rational behaviour 
such as drunkenness; a means of exploring nature through the discoveries of science; an insight 
into the functioning of society; tools for the pursuit of freedom, reading and writing and helping 
others to organize and communicate. See Vincent 167-75. 
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autobiography offered a ready link to fictional writing, as is evident in the fictive 
autobiographies and Bildungsromane of the 1930s. 

The principal themes discussed in this section can be summarised in a consid
eration of the novel. Central to the "realist" novel, which was the pre-eminent lit
erary mode of social investigation in this period, was the development of a 
means of examining class relations and the resolution of perceived real conflicts 
in a fictional context. The relationship of political ideology to art had proven 
complex. For revolutionary writers such as the Chartists and Socialists, the con
flicting requirements of portraying society as it was with the need to postulate an 
alternative and its implementation raised the issue of the representation of 
revolution in art. The use of established literary forms also brought into conflict 
the requirements of a revolutionary ideology and the generic ideology implicit in 
the realist novel. A didactic approach, with consistent authorial intervention 
guiding the reader to a correct interpretation, was one characteristic of this type 
of literature, and was to remain so well into the twentieth century. For the 
exponents of a conservative ideology, who also wished to eradicate poverty, the 
depiction of social injustice needed to be reconciled with the maintenance of 
public order. By developing a fictional form that concentrated on individual 
progress and personal relationships, they avoided and distanced the working-
class world. By so doing they also, by implication, condemned its organisational 
manifestations in the forms of trade unions and strikes. Other popular writers, 
less concerned with vertical advancement as an ideology, merely depicted the 
working-class world as it was, offering neither cause nor resolution of any 
perceived conflict. Working-class writers, including both autobiographers and 
novelists, wrote chiefly out of their lived experiences and included details of the 
poverty and problems of daily working life. Late-nineteenth-century novels 
depicted more fully the conflict of capital and labour, and dealt with the 
industrial manifestation of this antagonism by depicting the strike. In seeking to 
come to terms with the unjust conditions of the industrial society in which they 
lived, working class novelists progressed from depictions of a Utopian world to a 
realist novel arguing for the implementation of socialism. This change in 
perspective involved a recognition that personal failure was not necessarily 
caused by failings in the individual but that social and economic forces were at 
work over which workers had little control unless other ideologies were to be 
adopted. Through their advocacy of Socialism, working-class writers sought to 
alter the conditions under which they lived. 
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II 

The second part of this chapter focuses on the literary traditions of the coalmin
ing community. Emphasis is on works produced by miners, but other examples 
of direct relevance are included. The material referred to is in the form of poems 
and songs and a few longer works.25 The novels covered are: W. E. Tirebuck's 
Miss Grace of AU Souls (1895), G. A. Henty's Facing Death (1883), and James 
Welsh's The Underworld (1920) and The Morlocks (1924), the latter two of 
which illustrate early examples of the miners themselves using the novel form.26 

This section will deal with the functions of the songs, poems and novels, the im
ages projected and the subject matter contained within them on the basis that 
within the mining community "literature" has had a functional role. 

Throughout the nineteenth century the song, ballad and poem functioned as 
means of communication both within the mining community, in the service of 
trade union activity, and between that community and the wider world, in ex
plaining living and working conditions and the case for supporting the miner and 
his family. This was particularly applicable in connection with disaster ballads 
which were used to gain much needed financial support for widows and orphans 
from the general public. In his introduction to an anthology of miners' songs A. 
L. Lloyd argues that "a good song in this context is one that positively affects the 
community for whom it is destined, that makes for a clear reflection of circum
stances, that aids understanding of a common plight" (13). The essential elements 
of a communicative mode are thereby included: persuasion or encouragement, 
realistic description, and understanding. The degree to which miners' songs actu
ally originate with miners is open to debate, but it is in the use of song that any 
contribution to portraying an image or propagating an idea is made (Klaus, 
Literature of Labour 79). Thus, as Gerald Porter points out, working life is not 
expressed in song "as it is" but is represented "more figuratively." This, Porter 
argues, extends the frame of reference to points of conflict and change in soci

25 In his chapter on "Forms of Miner's Literature in the Nineteenth Century," Klaus provides an 
outline of various forms of miners' literature including letters, speeches, pamphlets, verse tales, 
documentaries, songs and ballads, autobiographies and novels. Klaus, Literature of Labour 62-
88. See also: A. L. Lloyd, Come All Ye Bold Miners (1952; London: Lawrence and Wishart, 
1978); Robert Colls, The Collier's Rant (London: Croom Helm, 1977); and Vicinus, Industrial 
Muse. 
26 Klaus makes the point that the miners first using the genre of the novel were those born 
around the time of the great lock-out of 1893. Consequently their works appear after the First 
World War. See Klaus, Literature of Labour 88. 
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ety.27 The song is considered to be not simply reflective of society but a refrac
tion of perceived social conditions. 

In the early years of the nineteenth century the trade unions distributed pam
phlets and broadsides to propagate their message.28 To bridge the literacy gap 
traditional oral techniques of song and recitation were used. In this way details of 
agreements, the bond and the unions' proposals and measures were spread. Under 
the influence of methodism and radicalism the miners found biblical imagery to 
be the most suitable vehicle for carrying the voice of the oppressed (Klaus, 
Literature of Labour 68; Colls 76-96). The 1825 "A Voice from the Coal-Mine" 
claimed that the callous owners had ignored God and had been turning their em
ployees into slaves. Vicinus describes the "Pitman's Complaint" (1831), pub
lished by Hepburn's union for the 1831 strike in the north-east, as a "dirge-like 
hymn" with a "mixture of passive appeals to those in power and of startling im
ages of degradation" (Industrial Muse 63). Even the song celebrating the miners' 
victory in 1831, "The Pitman's Union," uses a hymnal structure and refers to 
God, loyalty and family. These early proclamations of the miners' union are not 
revolutionary in tone, emphasising loyalty and godliness, and are designed for 
use at formal occasions or for non-mining audiences. In contrast, in those songs 
directed more specifically at their immediate antagonists, such as blacklegs and 
the coalowners, the miners used a style more personal in narrative and more vio
lent in tone, threatening the lives of actual and potential strike-breakers. "The 
First Dres't Man of Seghili" (1831) is one such song celebrating an attack on 
blacklegs and the colliery manager who had inveigled them into breaking the 
code of solidarity of the mining community. 

The Miners' Association of 1842-44 made full use of songs, poems, speeches 
and lectures to create a propaganda more sophisticated than previously. This 
propaganda was channelled through the organs of the Miners' Magazine and the 
Miner's Advocate. Both of these magazines printed information and poetry, dog
gerel and pieces submitted by miners themselves. Psychologically, the printed 
material was designed to develop " self-respect and self-improvement. . . and . . . 
hatred of the coal owners and of blacklegs" (Industrial Muse 72). In this manner 
loyalty to the union was strengthened. In particular the editor of and contributors 
to the Miner's Advocate "built upon the traditional pit culture of tales, fables, folk 

27 Gerald Porter, The English Occupational Song, diss. University of Umeå, 1992, Umeå 
Studies in the Humanities 105 (Umeå: U of Umeå, 1992) 80. 
28 Klaus includes even earlier examples of using the open letter as an appeal against grievances 
and the anonymous threatening letter in conflict situations in his outline of miners' literature. 
See Klaus, Literature of Labour 65. 
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heroes and biblical allusions to explain the union's position" (79). While a litera
ture of strikes and union activity appealed mainly to the miners themselves, there 
was a continual need to appeal to a wider audience to gain support for the justice 
of their cause. The importance to the Miners' Association of reaching beyond the 
mining community is expressed by Vicinus as follows: 

The Miners' Association put most of its effort into convincing a larger pub
lic-middle class sympathizers as well as working people-of the justice of 
their cause. Writers emphasized the dangers underground and the constant 
presence of death-awe-inspiring facts everyone could feel. (82) 

This could be applied most effectively, though not necessarily desirably, in con
nection with pit disasters. 

The pit disaster ballads written often to raise funds for widows and orphans 
use a formal, serious style of heightened impersonal language. The elevated style 
of these ballads was retained throughout the century, as is evidenced by Joseph 
Skipsey's "Hartley Disaster" (1862), and Tommy Armstrong's "Trimdon Grange" 
(1882). They tend to be static and fatalistic and generally depersonalised, though 
this changes as the century progresses. Lloyd makes this point more explicitly: 

in the course of time the pit-disaster ballads tended to pass from more or 
less personal tragedies to communal dramas and thence to themes of class 
struggle ... the injured and the dead are seen not as toys of fate . .. but as 
victims of greed and neglect. (Lloyd 19, 20) 

This can be clearly seen in the "shift in consciousness" that occurs between "The 
Fatal Coal-Pit Explosion at Nitshill" (1851) and "The Donibristle Mossburn 
Disaster" (1901) where the latter distinguishes between miner and master, to 
whom blame is apportioned. The disaster ballad has a poignant connection to the 
1930s. The 1934 Gresford disaster, which caused the loss of over 260 lives 
through neglect, was the subject of a ballad used to collect funds for the widows 
and orphans. This ballad not only accuses the managers of criminal neglect and 
mismanagement but sees compensation "in terms of class interest" (Porter 119). 

As with Chartist literature, changed social conditions brought about changed 
literary demands. The failure of the radical political movements in mid-century 
and the generally improved economic situation in the latter part of the century 
paved the way for a more ameliorative type of li terature. Changing attitudes and 
changing images were an important aspect of the literary output of the mining 
communities in the nineteenth century. "Bob Cranky," a cartoon character, 
bumptious, drunken and foolish, was an image a new breed of miners wished to 
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eradicate.29 The ingredients considered necessary for a "Bob Cranky" collier to 
enjoy a good day out were a "wild extravaganza in a haze of baccy and beer" 
(Colls 29). Throughout the century a struggle developed between the "Bob 
Cranky" image of the early years and the drive by Methodists and trade unionists 
to create a new, more worthy image of the miner. Colls illustrates this difference 
in a comparison of Edward Chicken's "Collier's Wedding" (1720), which is a 
wild uninhibited romp through a wedding ceremony, with Wilson's "Pitman's 
Pay" (1826) which is more serious, commenting on industrial disputes, working 
life and owners (58-64). Unlike Chicken, Wilson provides a more comprehensive 
if "idealised" picture of the mining community and this verse tale has a didactic 
purpose in propagating sobriety, honesty and the good home (Klaus, Literature 
of Labour 73). The "Pitman's Pay" was regarded by late nineteenth century mid-
dle-class antiquarians as illustrating an important stage in the improvement of the 
collier. 

The culmination of this improved image, Colls argues, comes with the Jack 
Spring character of the early 1900s as projected by two non-miner methodists 
(164-65). In the 1907 Primitive Methodist Magazine, W. M. Patterson wrote a 
fictional serial called "Colliery Village Life" in which the hero, Jack Spring, has 
all the good attributes of Cranky, hard-working and strong, but is now a sober 
and sanctified member of the Chapel, respected by the community and the com
pany. He is the best hewer but flexes his brain as well as his muscles. This shift 
in accepted characterisation is reinforced in Ramsey Guthrie's (Rev. C. Bowran) 
novelettes, such as "Davie Graham Pitman" and "The Canny Folks of Coalvale," 
where miners are portrayed as "quaint, rather than savage" Jack Spring characters 
living in what Colls describes as a smug atmosphere of village life dominated by 
sociability not collectivity (166). This respectable image of the miner Colls con
siders to be part of a distinct hagiography of methodist pitmen, heroes of moral 
battles won, and forms part of the general ideology of the Durham Miners' 
Association (DMA) of this period. From 1860 onwards the DMA became a mod
erate trade union preferring arbitration and conciliation to strikes and industrial 
disputes. It frowned upon revolutionary activity or ideas (169). Whilst the 

29 Colls argues that the "Bob Cranky" image was one created by non-miners but accepted by the 
miners. (Colls 24-56). Porter and Harker subscribe to a different interpretation to the effect that 
the 'Bob Cranky' image was one created by non-mining groups as part of inter-occupational ri
valry and denigration of manual workers. (Porter 138). Porter quotes Dave Harker, O ne for the 
Money (London: Hutchinson, 1980) 197. The point I argue here is that whatever the origin of 
the "Bob Cranky" character, the creation of an acceptable image was part of the aim of miners' 
literature of the late nineteenth century. 
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democratic nature of primitive methodism had encouraged pitmen to be active in 
union affairs and become leaders of strikes, it had also made them respectable. 

Autobiographies by miners are few in the nineteenth century. Burnett's study 
of working men's autobiographies includes two by coalminers, both from the 
twentieth century: B. L. Coombes from South Wales and Thomas Jordan from 
Durham.30 The latter is of value for the light it sheds on a miner's response to his 
environment. Burnett writes: "In his [Jordan's] autobiography he writes lovingly 
and sensitively of the village, the countryside and the people, though he always 
hated work in the pit" (100). Not surprisingly, at the first opportunity, Jordan left 
the pit to join the Army. After the First World War, however, he returned to the 
life of a miner. The sentiments expressed in the quotation above often recur in 
the miners' novels and provide a tension between a pride in work skills and 
comradeship and the dangerous working conditions they were forced to cope 
with. In Thomas Jordan's world the dash for coal was a "quest for the black dia
mond [which] overruled sanity, order and grace" (103). Life was demoniac in the 
pit; churches, chapels and choirs were to be found above ground; the mine was 
hell and the village green heaven. Klaus refers to four autobiographies from the 
turn of the century. Three of these are by men who have risen in social status, ei
ther through the union or through religion, and their autobiographies deal mostly 
with their lives in politics or in missionary work. When they do deal with life in 
the mines it is to describe memorable incidents such as the first day at work or a 
fatal accident. The struggles for rights as a working man and the trade union are 
two central themes. These autobiographers serve as spokesmen for a group. In 
the case of the fourth autobiography, the emphasis is on personal misfortunes and 
struggles faced by a man who was a trade union activist and victimised by the 
coalowners.31 

Two novels published towards the end of the century by writers from outside 
the coalmining community serve to crystallise some of the concepts developed in 
this chapter. They illustrate contrasting attitudes to the coalminers as a group and 
their aspirations regarding industrial organisation and political ideology. The 

30 Burnett's study includes extracts from B. L Coombes's These Poor Hands (1939) and Thomas 
Jordan's unpublished manuscript. Coombes's These Poor Hands is referred to in Chapter 1. For 
Jordan, see "Thomas Jordan, Coal-Miner," Burnett ed., Useful Toil 99-107. 
31 The autobiographies Klaus refers to are: T. Burt, Autobiography (posthumous 1924); E. A. 
Rymer, The Martyrdom of the Mine, or, a 60 Years Struggle for Life (1898); G. Parkinson, True 
Stories of Durham Pit Life (1912); and J. Wilson, Memories of a Labour Leader (1910), rptd 
1980. Klaus, Literature of Labour 82-83. 
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first, G. A. Henty's Facing Death: Or, The Hero of the Vaughan Pit (1883),32 is a 
children's novel by one of the most popular and patriotic writers of his day. The 
novel is fiercely anti-union and conforms to the moral improvement school of 
literature. The hero, a young orphan called Jack Simpson, is adopted by a child
less collier couple and overcomes his disadvantaged background to grow up 
strong, hardworking and sober. This distinguishes him from the normal youth of 
the mining village, and he soon comes under the patronage of the local school
master, who encourages him to study. By hard work and good example, Jack 
succeeds in bringing about a change in the behaviour of some of his fellow 
youngsters, both boys and girls, and also finds time to save the pit from destruc
tion by a mob of angry, striking miners. Eventually he becomes manager, and 
part proprietor of the Vaughan Pit, and marries the daughter of the former 
schoolmaster, who has now become a professor of mathematics. The final para
graph brings all the main actors together on a summer's day, in a scene of idyllic 
harmony in the grounds of Jack Simpson's house: the reward for a virtuous life. 
Facing Death, a romance of the mines in Keating's terms, explicitly propagates 
the ideology of capitalist Victorian England. Self-improvement supported by phi
lanthropic patrons enables a young man to escape his environment. Personal rela
tionships, in the form of marriage, consolidate this progress and resolve any po
tential class conflict. The mining community is left behind and workers as a 
group are treated as alien, except, of course, those one or two individuals whose 
Christian charity has assured them of a place in paradise. 

The second and contrasting novel is W. E. Tirebuck's Miss Grace of All Souls 
(1895) which deals with a lock-out in a northern mining community in 1893.33  

The novel must be considered to be influenced to some extent by Tirebuck's own 
Christian Socialism.34 Miss Grace of All Souls is structured around three fami
lies: the mine-owning Brooksters, the coalmining Ockleshaws and the Rev. 
Waide and his daughter, Grace. The unscrupulousness of the Brooksters is shown 
in their use of the lock-out to gain an advantage over rival coal companies, de
spite the suffering the lock-out causes to the mining community, and in their 
treatment of the miners generally. The Ockleshaws are represented by three 

32 G. A. Henty, Facing Death: Or, The Hero of the Vaughan Pit (London: Blackie and Son, 
1883). 
33 W. E. Tirebuck, Miss Grace of All Souls (Heinemann, 1895; London: Hodder & Stoughton, 
1912). For critical commentaries on this novel see Keating 235-39; von Rosenberg 164-170; 
Klaus "The Strike Novel in the 1890s," The Rise of Socialist Fiction, ed. Hans Gustav Klaus 86-
90. 
34 von Rosenberg 160. She also draws parallels with Zola's Germinal (see von Rosenberg 165). 



53 

generations of coalminers. Old Dan adheres to the conservative view of the 
world naturally, and divinely, ordered into masters and men. Ned represents the 
group of miners who have struggled for their rights and for a trade union. He 
sees the world as a conflict between masters and men in which he personalises 
the fight into an emotional struggle between himself and Brookster senior. Sam 
represents the new generation of miner who, while recognising the master/men 
conflict, has become aware, through his studies of socialism, that the problem is 
not personal but one of the organising system of society. Between these two 
sides of industry are the Rev. Waide and his daughter Grace who represent two 
strands of Christianity. The Rev. Waide represents the established Church, and 
his close relationship to and dependence on the Brooksters symbolises capitalist-
industrialist/ Church affiliations. Grace, the heroine of the novel, with her sympa
thy for and involvement in the miners' struggle, is used to represent the true 
Christian conscience. When troops are used to help quell the strike, the aims of 
Church and State apparatus are shown to be synonymous with the interests of the 
middle classes. In his novel Tirebuck demonstrates the justice of the workers' 
case and exposes the greed and manipulation practised by the upper classes in 
connivance with the Church. Unlike earlier industrial novels Tirebuck resolutely 
supports the radical views expressed by his miners and recognises their ability to 
manage affairs for themselves. In particular he demonstrates the solidarity of the 
mining community during the hardships imposed by the lock-out (Keating 238). 
Though the miners are defeated, the miner's son marries Grace. The resolution of 
the conflict is not through a form of conventional closure which brings the two 
sides together, since Tirebuck eliminates the old antagonists and links the repre
sentatives of the new order through marriage. Harry Brookster, son of the mine-
owner, decides to become a more enlightened employer, and Dora, his sister, 
marries the progressive curate Mr. Rew. Grace marries Sam. Grace's marriage is 
symbolic of the choice she has been forced to make and links Christianity to 
Socialism. Throughout the story Grace has sought to arbitrate in the dispute, to 
unite the opposing sides. In this she has failed and, in recognising her failure, she 
has to choose. Her choice is to marry one of the workers. Tirebuck is, however, 
forced to consider the conventions of this type of romantic closure. Sam is pro
moted by Harry Brookster to a job that makes it possible for Grace to marry him 
without contravening too many social taboos. Unlike the earlier industrial novels, 
or even contemporary mainstream works depicting the working class, Tirebuck 
expresses confidence in the workers as a separate group and in their ability to 
change the environment in which they live through Christian Socialism. 
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The two novels published by James Welsh in the 1920s, The Underworld 
(1920) and The Morlocks (1924), examine the means by which the miners sought 
to change their environment.35 In contrast to previous novels involving coalmin-
ers, these concentrate almost exclusively on depicting the lives of the coalminers, 
their families and the communities in which they live. The intrusion of other 
classes is marginal, being used primarily as a means of emphasising class differ
ences and conflicts. Both novels were published at a time of great upheaval in the 
coal industry, the post-war boom having been replaced by a slump in demand for 
coal and a consequent growth in discord within the industry.36 

In The Underworld Welsh, restricting the story to the mining village of 
Lowwood, deals with three main themes: the relationships of three young people, 
the growth of unionism and the everyday lives of the people in a mining commu
nity. The triangular drama that is played out by Robert Sinclair, the son of a poor 
miner, Mysie [Mary] Maitland, the fair daughter of a miner, and Peter Rundell, 
the son of a coal-owner, is used to foreground the wider issues of class relation
ships in an industrial society. The rivalry between Peter and Robert that is de
scribed in a number of incidents, at school, in a foot race and in the wooing of 
Mysie, functions as a symbol of the mutual antagonism of capital and labour. 
Consequently Robert and Peter become personifications respectively of labour 
and capital who battle for Mysie's heart. Despite their clearly symbolic function 
Welsh does not resolve this conflict through the victory of one side or the other 
but instead proposes reconciliation as the desired outcome. In a highly melodra
matic death-bed scene, Welsh brings the three of them together. Mysie, who is 
dying, seeks to reconcile the two antagonists: 

Then raising her hand she held it out to Peter who advanced towards the 
bedside and placing his hand on Robert's she clasped them together in her 
own. "There noo-dinna be angry-it was a' a mistake." (TU 238) 

35 James C. Welsh, The Underworld. The Story of Robert Sinclair: Miner (London: Herbert 
Jenkins, 1920); and James C. Welsh, The Morlocks (London: Herbert Jenkins, 1924). Further 
references to these novels are given parenthetically, using the abbreviations TU and TM respec
tively. By April 1923 The Underworld had been published in seven editions and sold 81,500 
copies On the flyleaf of The Morlocks the publishers describe the Morlocks as an "unofficial 
secret organization within the Trade Unions whose purpose is to stir up revolution. Their activi
ties in the great miners' strike bring disastrous results." The titles of both these novels are taken 
from The Time Machine (1895), by H. G. Wells. 
36 For a more detailed reference to this period see Chapter 3, "Social and Cultural Antagonism." 
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Seen in terms of the symbolic relationship of the representatives of capital and 
labour, this scene has a clear political message. The conflict of labour and capital 
needs to be avoided and reconciliation is needed.37 

In dealing with the development of trade unionism in Lowwood, Welsh uses 
local conditions as the motivating factor that results in the miners forming a 
union branch. Persecution of individual miners by managers, the operation of the 
"block" by all local managers against potential trouble-makers, and the low stan
dard of living are the reasons given for the miners' decision to organise them
selves. Though the representative of the miners' union, Robert Smillie, talks of 
the system as being "immoral and evil in its foundations," he does not attribute 
blame to the coalowners as individuals because it is the system that "forces the 
employers to do the things they do" (TU 58).38 The building of trade unionism is 
seen in the novel as a slow and long process, demanding a great deal of sacrifice 
from both its members and its leaders. Smillie explains to the initiators of the 
union in Lowwood that it "will mean the slow building up of our own county 
first, bit by bit, organising, now here, now there, and fighting the other class in
terests all the time" (TU 58). In The Underworld four incidents, both factual and 
fictional and involving Robert Sinclair, are used to propagate trade unionism and 
socialism: the visit of Smillie to Lowwood to organise a branch of the miners' 
union, the Scottish Miners' Strike of 1894, a visit by Keir Hardie to talk on so
cialism, and conferences in London and Edinburgh to discuss a national indus
trial dispute. These follow the consistent pattern of a local grievance being fo
cused by the articulation of an organising principle into an industrial conflict. 
The first incident is used to inspire in the young hero the ideas of solidarity of the 
miners with their persecuted fellow miners, of a future in the "earthly paradise," 
and also to warn of the "strenuous battles" of the past and future if the earthly 
paradise is to be won (TU 59). The 1894 strike is used to emphasise the nature of 

37 Klaus places a different interpretation on this aspect of the novel. He sees it as a failed at
tempt by Mysie " to raise herself above her class." This explanation, I think, fails to account for 
the nature of the courting situation which includes the reticence of Robert and the fact that 
Mysie is made pregnant by Peter. The general political stance in the book which advocates an 
organised constitutional labour movement also allows a symbolic interpretation of this relation
ship. See H. Gustav Klaus, "Silhouettes of Revolution: Some Neglected Novels of the Early 
1920s," The Socialist Novel in Britain, ed. H. Gustav Klaus 91-94. 
38 Robert Smillie, who figures prominently in this novel, was President of the Miners' 
Federation of Great Britain at the time of the 1919 conflict when the Triple Alliance of miners, 
railwaymen and transport workers threatened a national strike. The alliance backed down in the 
face of the government's threat to use troops. See David Craig and Michael Egan, Extreme 
Situations (London: Macmillan, 1979) 148. 
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industrial struggle and the inevitability of temporary set-backs which might even 
break the union: 

Though at the time it might have seemed all loss, yet it had its advantages, 
and especially demonstrated the fact that there was a fine discipline and the 
necessary unity among the rank and file. (TU 110-11) 

It was this unity which needed nurturing over the years and the narrator raises the 
issue of a "common ideal for the men" to follow, to direct the abilities they had 
developed through unionisation (TU 111). This connects with the third incident, 
the visit of Keir Hardie to Lowwood. Hardie's visit is met with suspicion at first, 
but once the speaker has held his meeting the audience is firmly convinced of his 
message: 

So the meeting ended with great enthusiasm, and the audience was amazed 
and pleased to find that this man Hardie was not the vulgar minded, loud
mouthed ignorant agitator of which the press had told them; but was just 
one of themselves,... (TU 164) 

Having thus established the link between socialism, the trade union movement 
and the need for a political party for the working people, the next development is 
to demonstrate the operating of a constitutional British miners' organisation. The 
growth of the miners' organisation and the desire for a better life are shown to 
lead ultimately to an industrial conflict in which the miners "were united as they 
had never been before and the whole of the British miners were determined to 
use their organisation to enforce their demands" (TU 201-02). Thanks to the 
strength of the Miners' Union, the Government and the Coal Masters' Association 
agree to meet delegates from the Miners' Union in London. Here Robert Sinclair 
succeeds in preventing the meeting from succumbing to the "superb oratory" of 
the Prime Minister by pouring "out his soul, stating the miners' grievances and 
their rights as men" (TU 206-07). Once the proposals have been agreed on, they 
are presented to the branches and a ballot is held. Though not in support of the 
proposed terms of the agreement, Robert decides to act constitutionally and 
abides by the decision of the ballot to accept the terms. 

It is clear that Welsh is no advocate of violent revolution. Despite the appeal 
in the concluding lines of the novel for solidarity in the face of mining disasters, 
"men . . . stand firm together; and preserve your women folk from these 
tragedies" (TU 256), the immediate causes of unrest and dissatisfaction are found 
in the actions of unscrupulous men and women. There is "Black Jock" Walker, 
the pit manager, who exchanges favours in the pit for favours with the wives of 



57 

some of the miners, and the politicians who are "the sooplest lawyers that ever 
danced roun' the rim o' hell withoot fallin' in"(TU 204). Welsh uses this novel to 
provide a description of the development of the trade union and labour move
ment in the coal industry in Scotland as the backdrop to a sentimental romance. 
In this the miner is projected as an honest working man, and well-disciplined, 
well-organised miners use the strength they have achieved to gain a better stan
dard of living and better working conditions. The Underworld complies with a 
Labourite view of history and must be read against the historical circumstances 
of its date of publication. In the post-war period the younger miners were en
gaged in developing a more militant movement, the Minority Movement. It was 
against this militant movement that Welsh directed his second novel, The 
Morlocks. 

In The Morlocks, Welsh follows very much the same narrative structure as in 
The Underworld. The triangular drama here does not contrast labour and capital 
but the ordinary worker and the educated outsider. Sydney Barron is an out-of-
work young man who comes to the mining village of Craigside looking for a job. 
He falls in love with, and is loved by, Mary Morrison, the daughter of one of the 
miners. His rival for her love is Alan Rennie, a local miner. Welsh takes as his 
point of departure the crisis in society brought about by the First World War: 
"Fresh horizons had opened up, old ideals had given place to new ones .. . [and] 
violence was openly preached by the less responsible" (TM 56). Welsh sees in 
this world a crisis for the Labour movement as its leaders needed a new ap
proach: "it was not now a question of rousing the working classes, it was a ques
tion of guiding them till the change could be worked, so as to cause the least 
possible suffering" (TM 56). However, the situation was such that the rank and 
file distrusted their leadership: 

Such was the mentality of the younger spirits of the Miners' Movement in 
the year 19-. They had lost faith in leaders, neither had they any confidence 
in governments. The workers had been so often betrayed by statesmen and 
politicians that the time had come not to expect betterment from any quarter 
as a gift. They could only get what they wanted by taking it. (TM 57) 

Welsh's aim in this introductory phase of the novel is to describe a situation in 
which it is possible for the reader both to understand the militancy of the miners 
and to recognise the argument for a more peaceable, constitutional approach. 
This double-edged approach is followed throughout the novel. Alan Rennie and 
Sydney Barron become enthusiastic supporters of the Movement and, together 
with Mary Morrison, they organise meetings and classes around the district to 
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propagate its ideas of revolution. An impending strike acts as a catalyst for the 
activities of the Morlocks who engage in the destruction of property. Welsh's 
objective here is clearly to link the militant activities of the Morlocks to personal 
tragedy and catastrophe. This is achieved by the firing of a pit-head, which re
sults in several miners being trapped. One of the two survivors is Sydney Barron, 
and among the dead is Mary Morrison's father. At this point Alan Rennie, "one 
of the finest young lads that ever lived" (TM 304), learns of Mary's love for 
Sydney and leaves for the town of Blantyre. There he eventually becomes in
volved in a group of Morlocks who engage in destruction and devastation on a 
large scale, until captured or killed in a riot. Alan Rennie is killed and Sydney, 
unaware of this, goes to find his friend. In the aftermath of this event the narrator 
condemns the activities of the Morlocks: 

Sydney Barron could not help stopping to look at the ruined walls [of the 
Miners' Union building], as he came through the town of Hamilton, . . . All 
the years of splendid effort ... all the self-sacrifice, aye, and the selfless 
love of the men who had been responsible for putting them there, were gone 
by a moment of madness which had destroyed the fruits of years of toil! 
(TM 301) 

But Welsh is not content to leave his "hero" without some form of personal re
crimination. In the streets of Hamilton, Sydney meets a former Craigside miner, 
one of those who fired the pit-head, and he is accused of causing the trouble, of 
being "a milk-and-water saint preaching revolution" (TM 307) without the guts 
to follow out, logically, the things he taught. Though Welsh clearly condemns 
the activities of the Morlocks, he does not condemn the miners involved as he 
sees their action as being part of an outside conspiracy that has led the miners 
astray. Alan Rennie, despite being portrayed as having been involved in violent 
activity in Blantyre and Hamilton, is given an honourable burial in his home vil
lage of Craigside: 

For they were proud of Alan Rennie, these strange people in Craigside. 
Though few of them would have tried to justify the actions in which it was 
said he had been engaged ... Yet they were collier-folk first. .. . Alan 
Rennie's death was another count in the indictment of the present order of 
society. (TM 311, 312) 

While Welsh excuses the miners for their indiscretion, he paints a sombre picture 
of the world following the attempted revolution of the Morlocks: 
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Gloom and depression settled over the land. Governments could do little or 
were unwilling to do anything to ease matters, and it seemed as if the 
eclipse of a great race of people had indeed come. Faction fought faction 
for power; but always the condition of the people sank lower and lower, and 
it was like looking back at a Golden Age to remember the status of life en
joyed by the people even a few years before. (TM 313) 

Welsh's description of the effects of an attempted revolution, not without rele
vance to the aftermath of the 1926 General Strike, is intended as a partisan con
tribution to the debate then going on within the Miners' Federation of Great 
Britain (MFGB), where the Minority Movement was active, as to the best means 
to deal with the slump in the coal industry and the industrial disputes arising 
from it.39 Welsh's constitutional approach to the solving of problems arising out 
of a class society makes a distinct contrast to the more radical views of both 
Harold Heslop and Lewis Jones, both of whom were involved in radical politics 
in the coalfields. Welsh makes use of the fear of violent revolution and the 
devastation this may cause in his polemic against this movement. Consequently, 
The M or locks, like The Underworld, is a contribution to the debate on the ways 
and means of achieving a socialist society, thereby continuing the tradition 
within the mining community of appropriating literary forms for propaganda 
purposes. 

This survey of the "literature" of the mining communities in the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries shows it to have been essentially functional in pur
pose. Accepted genres were appropriated and adapted to meet the needs of the 
mining community in communicating with either its own people or the general 
public. This functionality brings into focus the conflict of didactic purpose and 
aesthetics within a text. This period saw a development in the kinds of "litera
ture" produced, from simple pamphlets and songs to more complex forms of the 
poem and the novel. This process clearly displays a growing level of literacy in 
the mining community and a willingness to use that literacy for both individual 
and communal ends. Ideologically there are two processes at work. One is in the 
perception of the miners as a class and their function within the capitalist system. 
This sees a shift from dealing with individual misfortunes or specific grievances 
to portraying the struggles for trade unions and workers rights, culminating in 
novels that advocate socialism. These novels deal with the forces arrayed against 
each other in a strike- the miners against the coalowners, soldiers and police-and 
the solidarity of the mining community. This perspective acknowledges the class 

39 See Chapter 3, "Social and Cultural Antagonism." 
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nature of society and the conflicting aims of capital and labour. The second pro
cess is largely linked to an internal debate on the character of the miner, the na
ture of the mining community and the manner of the class struggle. This debate 
on ways and means leads back to the first perspective and becomes incorporated 
into the wider issue of the class conflict in society. 

Ill 

As stated in the introduction to this chapter, my purpose in this survey has been 
to highlight those aspects of ideology and form relevant to the later discussion of 
the four 1930s miners novels studied in this dissertation. By the end of the nine
teenth century conflicting class relationships were inherent in any literature that 
attempted to deal with working-class lives or sought to explore the social condi
tions of British life. Two opposing lines of development are discernible. One is 
the largely middle-class perspective that distances and marginalises the working 
class. The other is a largely working-class perspective that seeks to articulate its 
own life and, thereby, legitimatise its own presence and aspirations. 

In what I would argue is a largely middle-class approach to the working class I 
include the "industrial novel" of the 1840s and the slum novels of the 1880s and 
1890s. These developed as a mode of discourse for examining the state of society 
and the great moral problems of the day, and contained a view of the working 
class that transformed it from a mob into the mass. These novels offered two ap
proaches to resolving the conflicts in society and both consider the working class 
to be separate and marginalised. The industrial novel used individual progress 
within society as a resolution that transcended structural divisions within that so
ciety without changing its fundamental structure. Class conflict was seen as an 
aberration in an otherwise harmonious world, but, to resolve any conflicts that 
arose, most novelists resorted to happy endings or fortuitous events. The appar
ent objectivity that realism gave to the novel consequently dissolved into a sub
jective study reflecting middle-class values and virtues, where conformity to a 
social order rather than revolution was the closure applied to the tensions and 
conflicts examined. The slum novels recognised the class nature of society and 
depicted in great detail its poverty and despair, but offered no resolution to its 
problems. By the end of the nineteenth century the working class had become an 
acceptable subject of fiction but only as the observed. 

Working-class writing and radical writing were concerned not only with de
scribing the living conditions of working people, but also with seeking redress 
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for grievances and with arguing for an alternative form of society. Two problems 
confronting both the radical writers of the Chartist period and the socialist writers 
of the late-nineteenth century were the subject matter of their writings and the 
articulation of revolutionary ideas within conventional literary forms. These 
problems forced writers to choose between describing a utopia or current reality, 
and also to face the potential conflict of revolutionary ideology and generic ide
ology. Neither of these problems were solved as such, but the perception of an 
antagonistic class-based society was recognised in an imaginative form. The 
working-class fiction of this period progressed from initial works describing per
sonal problems and misfortunes to the understanding of class identity within a 
capitalist system. Many autobiographies described lived experience as an exam
ple for the education of future generations but saw no causal link between the na
ture of their society and their own failings. As the century progressed the de
scriptions of daily life in working-class environments were used firstly to ques
tion the validity of the system and its ideological supports, and later to include 
the ideology of socialism to reinforce class identity and to undermine the implied 
ideological parameters of accepted literary forms. 

As far as the mining community was concerned, their own tradition of literacy 
was linked to the very practical needs and desires of their lives. Poems and songs 
were used in essential communicative processes to inform fellow workers of 
strikes and lock-outs and to appeal to the wider public at times of hardship and 
distress. By emphasising the responsible nature of the miner and the dangers of 
his occupation, the literature of the coalfields also succeeded in changing the 
conventional image of the coalminer from that of a comic-cuts character to that 
of a respectable, working man. After the First World War the novel was appro
priated as a form for engaging in the debate on the miners' status in society. 
These novels used realistic description with elements of romance to expose a 
class-based, exploitative society in which trade unionism and socialism were es
sential for the future welfare of the mining community. 

This review of nineteenth- and early twentieth century-writing on and about 
the working class has emphasised the relationship between art and ideology. 
Inherent in all literature is a perception of the world and assumptions about value 
systems. The society that is articulated in fiction at the end of this period is one 
in which class conflict is a central issue. The literary perception of class recreates 
the antagonistic relationships at the political, socioeconomic and cultural levels. 
The nature of these antagonisms with regard to the mining community in Britain 
in the 1930s is dealt with in the following chapter. 





3. Social and Cultural Antagonism 

In the previous chapter I argued that by the end of the nineteenth century the 
working class as a separate identifiable group had become articulated in litera
ture. This implied an understanding and acceptance of the class-based nature of a 
capitalist society and the conflict in interests it occasioned. Two perspectives on 
the ideology of the fictional representation of the working class arose from 
recognising this position: marginalisation or identification. The 1930s miners' 
novels appear at a time of social and political polarisation and, in keeping with 
the miners' tradition of functional literature, these novels engage in the debate on 
the nature of that polarisation, identifying the working class as a class. The pur
pose of these novels was to communicate an ideology and a possibly unfamiliar 
environment to their readers. It is apparent from the comments of the writers 
themselves, from their mode of utterance and in part from their reception, that 
the audience to which they tried to appeal was wider than the mining community. 
The novel was intended to function in the gap of understanding between the lived 
experience of these communities and the executors of power, whose conven
tional wisdom had failed to remedy their ills. In this chapter, as a background to 
a study of the novels, I will examine in more detail the concept of an antagonistic 
society. This involves three areas of study: the socioeconomic extratextual world 
that informs the miners' novels, the development of attitudes that constitute an 
antagonistic society, and the critical climate in which the novels were received. 
This will make explicit the ideological positions from which these works derived 
and against which they reacted. 

The socioeconomic base that informs these works is to be found in the condi
tions under which most mining communities lived. These in turn were modified 
by the educational processes, giving the writers both voice and political perspec
tive. The perception by the establishment of the miners' culture as foreign and 
threatening also affects the response in newspapers and magazines to the miners' 
political and cultural activities. This ideological position reveals itself not only in 
the reporting of the miners' conditions and demands but also in the declared op
position to the Marxist literary values which formed part of the aesthetics of the 
proletarian novel. This examination of the critical climate in which the novels 
were received makes use of the Times Literary Supplement (referred to here as 
the TLS) as a representative voice of the dominant ideology. 
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I 

The primary function of the realist novel is to establish a picture of "reality." 
Essentially this is a "represented reality" articulated by the writer and perceived 
by the reader. However, this represented reality is informed by a known or ob
served extratextual world. In the 1930s miners' novels this world was formed by 
the socioeconomic conditions under which mining communities were forced to 
live. References to such conditions constituted a recurrent theme in the various 
1930s reviews. In the TLS, the reviewer of J. C. Grant's The Back-To-Backs 
(1930) wrote that "Mr. Grant's picture of life and conditions in a mining village 
is one of unrelieved frightfulness."1 The review of Jack Jones' Black Parade 
(1935) concluded by saying: "Mr. Jones' book is valuable as a sidelight on a life 
lived only a few hundred miles from London which seems alien and difficult to 
understand,"2 while Walter Brierley's Sandwich Man (1937) was accorded the 
following praise: "Mr. Brierley has given a picture of contemporary life almost 
unbearable in its truth."3 

Such comments as the TLS expressed on the living conditions of the mining 
communities underline the growing belief that Britain was a country of "two na
tions."4 For the mining communities, the experiences of the 1920s and 1930s also 
helped to reinforce a class perception of British society in which the miners were 
discriminated against. A brief review of the history of the coalfields in the inter-
war years offers an understanding of the environment that shaped the attitudes 
contained in the miners' novels,5 for it was in this period that people like 
Brierley, Jones, Heslop and Boden grew to maturity and, more particularly, it 
was the failure of the miners' struggle of the 1920s that opened the way to their 
form of literature in the 1930s. 

As far as the mining industry is concerned, the inter-war years can be divided 
into two periods: the 1920s was a decade of turmoil which was followed by the 
quietude of the 1930s. Some of the most dramatic struggles in British industrial 
and political history were to take place in the mid-1920s, and during the General 

1 Rev. of The Back-To-Backs, by J. C. Grant, TLS 30 Oct. 1930: 893. 
2 Rev. of Black Parade, by Jack Jones, TLS 10 Oct. 1935: 628. 
3 Rev. of Sandwichman, by Walter Brierley, TLS 25 Sept. 1937: 694. 
4 The frontiers of the "Two Nations" were defined by the 1934 Special Areas Development Act, 
which allowed for assistance to South Wales, Tyneside and Durham. All of these areas had 
substantial mining communities. See Field 2. 
5 Barry Supple, The History of the British Coal Industry, Vol. 4 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1987). The details of the coal industry and the life and conditions of the coalminers that follow 
are based on this work, in particular the introduction and chapter 10. 
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Strike of 1926 there were many who feared a revolution. For the coal industry 
and the coalminers the most profitable period had been up to and including the 
First World War, and the miners themselves became conscious of their supreme 
position in British industry. There had been violent industrial conflicts before 
1914;6 after the 1898 conflict there was a change in the relationship between the 
miners and the coalowners from one of mutual dependence to one of antago
nism.7 The War helped to stave off the decline in the industry, and it was not un
til after 1919 that the full effects of economic decline were felt. Loss of foreign 
markets and sharper competition from other coal-producing countries exposed an 
industry poorly equipped to face the rigours of free competition. Unfortunately 
for the coal miner, a fragmented ownership structure, archaic production methods 
and practices, and high manpower costs meant that the coal owners could only 
survive at the cost of the miners.8 The situation was further exacerbated by a 
government that rejected the demand of the MFGB for nationalisation of the 
industry to ensure a more rational development. Instead it scrambled to decontrol 
the mines and followed this by rejecting the 1921 Sankey Commission's recom
mendation of plans for nationalisation. In 1922 the income levels of miners fell 
below those of 1914 and they were not regained until rearmament brought an 
improvement in trade in the late 1930s.9 

To combat this erosion of living standards, the coalminers struck in 1920 for a 
month and suffered a lock-out of three months in 1921. The 1926 General Strike 
was followed by a lock-out which kept the miners idle for seven months. In 1920 
they gained a short-lived victory with the support of other unions, but the rapid 
evaporation of this support in 1921 and 1926 created a bitterness within the min
ing community that was to last throughout the inter-war period. Not only were 
the miners bitter at being abandoned by the government and their fellow workers 
but the active trade unionists were also to suffer victimisation and dismissal. 
From 1927 onwards, miners and their trade union organisations were on the de
fensive against intransigent and small-minded employers, pits were closed in 

6 During the 1910-11 Cambrian Combine dispute in South Wales there was severe violence in 
Tonypandy. On Nov. 7 and 8, 1910 the town was sacked and on Nov. 9 the commander of the 
police sent out for 300 replacement batons. Police from 21 forces were drafted in, including 
1,000 from the metropolitan force. Troops were also sent, and on Nov. 21 there was a four hour 
battle between police and strikers. This incident is vividly described in Lewis Jones' Cwmardy. 
See L. J. Williams, "The Road to Tonypandy," Llafur 1.2 (1973), 3-15. 
7 L. J. W illiams," The Coal Owners," A People and a Proletariat, ed. David Smith (London: 
Pluto, 1980) 94-113. 
8 In 1920, 75% of production costs were attributable to labour. See Supple 36. 
9 Between 1921 and 1922 real wages in the coal industry fell by 32%. See Supple 443. 
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great numbers, and thousands of miners became unemployed or partially unem
ployed.10 

The devastating effect of the recession in the coal industry cannot be fully ap
preciated unless one considers the nature of the occupation and the coalmining 
communities. Coal mining, conducted underground, often in confined and iso
lated spaces, was exceedingly dangerous.11 These special conditions of work 
contributed to a feeling of close identity within the work force. Though individ
ual practices and conflicts arose, all miners were ultimately dependent on each 
other for their survival and, in a wider sense, this was certainly the case for the 
miners after 1926, as high unemployment hit the mining communities. Most of 
these communities were single occupation communities; the pit was the centre 
for all social activity and the miner was the source of social organisation, origina
tor of cultural development, and determiner of social values.12 In a few places 
like Nottinghamshire and Derby, where alternative employment in the form of 
light industries was available in the 1930s, the pit was a less dominant influence. 
However, even in parts of Nottinghamshire where new pits were sunk in the 
1920s, paternalistic employers, working in cooperation with the Spencer Union, 
exercised great influence over the local organisations and social activities of col
liery villages.13 

Despite considerable social homogeneity and solidarity, the MFGB had great 
problems in retaining its membership after 1926. The unified work force estab
lished in the industry between 1914 and 1926 proved to be fragile. Aggressive at
titudes from the employers, the existence, with the owners' encouragement, of 
"non-political" trades unions, internal strife after the 1926 debacle and mine clo-

10 Between 1928 and 1936 at least 24% of miners were partially or fully unemployed. For five 
years this figure reached 30%, and in the worst hit areas of Durham and South Wales figures of 
60-70% were not uncommon. See Supple 448-49. 
11 The Buckmaster Court of Inquiry, for example, was informed by the President of the MFGB 
in 1924 that every day five lives were lost, 850 men and boys were injured and every 215,000 
tons of coal "was stained with the crimson of one man's blood," i.e. the death of a miner. 
Fourteen years later the Royal Commission on Safety in the Mines, which sat from 1935 to 
1938, reported that 850 men had died in the three years of the Commission and that safety stan
dards in the 1930s were no better than in the 1890s. See Supple 426-27. 
12 In 1921 50% of miners in England and Wales lived in communities in which they formed 
50% or more of the work force, and in areas like Durham and South Wales this figure could be 
as high as 75%. See Supple 479-80. For the role of the miners and their trade union in a com
munity see also Mark Benny, Charity Main (1946; Wakefield: E.P. Publishing, 1978). 
13 Robert J. W aller, The Dukeries Transformed: The Social and Political Development of a 
Twentieth Century Coalfield (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983). 
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sures, all helped to keep the MFGB membership low.14 Partly thanks to the abil
ity of the MFGB and its member organisations to negotiate away or strike out the 
"non-pols" during the mid-1930s, the previously high level of membership was 
regained by 1938.15 However, by this time the MFGB was no longer the largest 
or most important union affiliated to the Trades Union Congress or the Labour 
Party (Field 2, n.ll). 

II 

As a consequence of their social and economic conditions, a strong sense of in
justice was to develop within the mining communities, which led to the creation 
of an "overall mythology in which the coalowners were typecast as grasping in
dividuals."16 Victimisation of trade unionists, unilateral alterations to industrial 
practices and attempts at the reduction or avoidance of compensation were 
causes of much grievance, as they hit individuals, families and groups, and chal
lenged the established values of just behaviour. Breaches of safety procedures, 
ending the practice of allowing miners to leave work for a colleague's funeral, 
and delaying tactics in compensation cases were some of the areas in which the 
behaviour of one mining company, Powell and Duffryn, caused it to be nick
named "Poverty and Death." Antagonism was further exacerbated, in South 
Wales at least, by a judicial system in which the Magistrates' Courts appeared 
readier to penalise the miners than the company in cases brought before them. As 
Howells points out, "there were many living in South Wales during the 1930s to 
whom the courts represented little more than the institutionalised extensions of 
the coalowners' economic power" (191). 

The process by which the miners could see themselves as having a separate 
identity and of forming a separate community was also reinforced by the autodi-
dactic and self-help nature of their education. The South Wales Miners' 
Federation, for example, supported the Central Labour College from 1909 to 
1926, when it considered the sum of £3,000 per annum to be too great a strain on 

14 The MFGB had achieved 75% membership in the coalfields by 1926. By 1929 only 56% of 
the coal miners were members and it was not until 1938 that the 75% level was regained. See 
Supple 486. 
15 For details concerning trade union activity in the 1920s and 1930s, see Supple, History of the 
British Coal Industry; Hywel Francis & David Smith, The Fed (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 
1980); W. R. Garside, The Durham Miners (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1971); Alan R. 
Griffin, The Miners of Nottinghamshire (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1962); and J. E. 
Williams, The Derbyshire Miners (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1962). 
16 Kim Howells, "Victimisation, Accidents and Disease," A People and a Proletariat, ed. David 
Smith (London: Pluto, 1980) 181-198. 
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its resources. Plebs League classes were regularly held in the South Wales coal
field and likewise Workers Educational Association courses were available in ar
eas such as Derby and Nottingham. Though these two organisations had consid
erable differences of emphasis they also offered a distinct working-class, self-
help educational system that was critical of the existing social and economic 
structure.17 The Plebs League had clearly defined aims which were stated in the 
preface to its list of recommended books for students. These aims pointed out 
that "an integral part of the work of the Plebs League" was "to advance that kind 
of working class education which is of use to the workers in achieving their own 
freedom."18 

The Miners' Welfare Fund, created in 1921 under the Mining Industry Act, 
was used not only to improve the social amenities at the pit but also to create 
Miners' Welfare Halls and Institutes with their own libraries.19 These libraries 
were well used by the local community, not just as lending libraries but also as 
centres for courses, debates, lectures and meetings. The Aberdare Central Free 
Library increased its circulation by 40% between 1925 and 1926, with prose fic
tion being by far the largest category issued.20 Acquisition policies changed over 
time as the miners and their organisations took over more control of the libraries. 
By the mid-thirties, books of a more socialist nature were being purchased in
cluding works by Bukharin, Bertrand Russell and Jack London. The radicalisa-
tion of some of these Institutes caused some concern for the authors of the 
Carnegie Report mentioned earlier: 

It seemed at one time that the miner in South Wales was going to replace 
the old native culture with another-a culture based on his needs as a worker 

17 For a discussion of the various working class educational organizations and their attitudes to 
literature, see Janet Batsleer, Tony Davies, Rebecca O'Rourke, and Chris Weedon, Rewriting 
English: Cultural Politics of Gender and Class (London: Methuen, 1985) 41-69. 
18 Preface, What to Read: A Guide for Worker Students (London: Plebs League, 1923). The syl
labus includes Economics, History, Philosophy, and English. Some of the works of literature 
mentioned are: Sir. J. G . Frazer The Golden Bough; Gilbert Murray Euripides and his Age; 
William Morris's translation of the Odyssey, Pope's translation of the Iliad; Fielding's Tom 
Jones; and Goldsmith's The Deserted Village. In 1922 the National Council of Labour Colleges, 
part of the Plebs League, had over 11,000 students. 
19 The Rhondda-Clydach Vale Library had 15,000 volumes and in Tredegar they spent £300 
p.a. on books, including £60 p.a. on philosophy. See Hywel Francis, "Survey of the Miners' 
Institute and Welfare Hall Libraries. Oct. 1972-Feb. 1973," Llafur 1.2 (1973). 
20 Report on the Condition of Workmen's Libraries in the Rhondda Urban District (Carnegie 
Report). No date is given on the extract housed in the South Wales Miners' Library, Swansea 
University. The Cwmaman Hall and Institute Library increased its circulation from 28,887 vol
umes issued in 1924 to 41,175 in 1926. 21,946 of these were classified as fiction. 
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and fostered by means of the Classes organised by the National Council of 
Labour Colleges.21 

A general feature of working-class life in Britain was a concern with education 
and the acquisition of useful knowledge which manifested itself in educational 
organisations with the dual aim of both increasing knowledge of the world and 
creating a separate system of education independent of bourgeois values. In this 
manner an attempt was made to create a separate working-class identity.22 

The educational background of the miner novelists is a good example of the 
successful combination of working-class educational institutions and the formal 
educational system. Heslop had been educated at High Grange Council School 
and Bishop Auckland Grammar School until the age of thirteen. In 1924, he won 
the Durham Miners Association Scholarship to the Central Labour College, 
where he spent two years studying.23 Lewis Jones was also at the Central Labour 
College in London from 1923 to 1925.24 Walter Brierley, after several years of 
continuation classes, won a Miners' Welfare Scholarship to University College, 
Nottingham. Here he studied from 1927 to 1931 on a part-time basis. He passed 
the London Matriculation Exam but failed Intermediate Arts, which would have 
given him a full-time place at the university.25 F.C. Boden was also able to make 
use of higher education by studying at University College, Exeter (Croft, Red 
Letter Days 61). 

While socioeconomic conditions determined the miners' perception of their 
role and position in society and informed the realism inherent in their literary 
works, the various official reports of these conditions throughout the period in
creased public awareness of the deprivations suffered by the people in the dis
tressed areas. This led to a concern for the plight of those living there and an in
creased demand for information about their lives, as exemplified by the spate of 
documentary type works examining the "State of the Nations" during the 
1930s.26 This process of the imaginative documentation of workers' lives was 

21 Carnegie Report. Quoted in Hywel Francis, "The Origins of the South Wales Miners' 
Library," History Workshop, No 2 (Autumn 1976) 189. Francis dates the report as 1929-30. He 
also states that the Mardy Institute in South Wales was known as "Little Moscow" and all activ
ity revolved around the Communist Party. 
22 The concept of useful knowledge is further developed by Vincent. 
23 Andy Croft, introduction, Last Cage Down, by Harold Heslop (1984) vii-xiii. 
24 David Smith, introduction, Cwmardy, by Lewis Jones (1978) n. pag. 
25 Andy Croft, introduction, Means Test Man, by Walter Brierley (1983) vii-xvi. 
26 Two examples are J. B. Priestley's English Journey (1934) and George Orwell's The Road to 
Wigan Pier (1937). 
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reminiscent of nineteenth century works but with the essential difference that 
documentation in the 1930s was far more critical of contemporary society. 

In his English Journey (1934), J. B. Priestley begins in the prosperous suburbs 
and small towns of the Thames valley, and at the most northerly point of his 
journey visits the depressed, isolated and dirty coal towns of East Durham. The 
contrasts are strikingly described, and as he concludes his journey Priestley re
flects on the three Englands he has seen: an old England of cathedrals and 
manors, an industrial England of factories and sooty towns, and a new post-war 
England influenced by America, with roads, suburbs, exhibition hall factories 
and Woolworths.27 As he ruminates on the experiences of travelling through 
England in 1933 he is increasingly forced to draw parallels with the First World 
War: 

I had been sent to look after some German prisoners of war. They had a 
certain look, these prisoners of war, most of whom had been captured two 
or three years before. It was a strained, greyish, faintly decomposed look. I 
did not expect to see that kind of face again for a long time; but I was 
wrong. I had seen a lot of those faces on this journey. They belonged to the 
unemployed men. (409) 

Priestley develops this theme by arguing that the City has done nothing for its 
old ally the industrial North. He poses the questions: "Was Jarrow still in 
England or not? Had we exiled Lancashire and the North-east coast? Were we no 
longer on speaking terms with cotton weavers and miners and platers and rivet
ers?" He concludes baldly: "If Germans had been threatening these towns instead 
of Want, Disease, Hopelessness, Misery something would have been done 
quickly enough" (411). Throughout the book Priestley draws the reader's atten
tion to the waste and poverty endemic in the old industrial areas, repeatedly 
questioning the validity of conventional wisdom and castigating those in posi
tions of economic and political power for their unwillingness to instigate change. 

George Orwell's The Road to Wigan Pier (1937) is similarly an attempt to ex
amine the conditions under which the working-class lived, as represented by the 
mining communities of the north of England.28 Divided into two parts, The Road 
to Wigan Pier provides in its first part a factual documentation of the conditions 
of life in coal-mining communities, and in its second part a discussion of the 

27 J. B . Priestley, English Journey (London: William Heinemann and Victor Gollancz, 1934) 
397-402. 
28 George Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier ( London: Gollancz, 1937). Gollancz printed the 
book both as a Left Book Club edition and as a trade edition. By Sept. 1939, 47,079 copies had 
been printed. See Peter Davison, "A Note on the Text," The Road to Wigan Pier (1989) xiii. 



71 

causes and nature of class society in Britain, which is developed into a discussion 
of the problems turning socialism into a popular creed. Orwell is very much the 
outsider setting out on a voyage of discovery to Lancashire and Yorkshire "partly 
... to see what mass-unemployment is like at its worst, partly in order to see the 
most typical section of the working class at close quarters" (113). This need to 
share the lives of the underprivileged in society was a consistent theme in 
Orwell's work and was related to his approach to socialism, which meant decid
ing on whether things were "tolerable or not tolerable" and on what standpoint to 
take in relation to class (113). 

The documentary section of the The Road to Wigan Pier provides a clear and 
unequivocal account of the poverty in which most miners lived. Working condi
tions are described as hell-"most of the things one imagines in hell are there-
heat, noise, confusion, darkness, foul air and, above all, unbearably cramped 
space"-and the housing conditions as squalid (18). His documentation of miners' 
homes leaves the reader with no doubt of their slum quality: 

Two up, two down and coal hole. Walls falling absolutely to pieces. Water 
comes into upstairs rooms in quantities. Floor lopsided. Downstairs win
dows will not open. Landlord bad. (48-49) 

While Orwell is aware that people can, to some extent, determine their own liv
ing conditions, he points out that slums and housing shortages go together and 
that poverty is not likely to encourage cleanliness. Nowhere is the reader allowed 
to escape the brutalising effects of poverty or the degradation caused by unem
ployment. To illustrate the latter he describes the daily competition called 
"scrambling for the coal " which the unemployed of Wigan engaged in. The de
scription reflects, once again, the observer's/documentary-maker's point of view: 

In Wigan the competition among unemployed people for the waste coal has 
become so fierce that it has led to an extraordinary custom called "scram
bling for the coal," which is well worth seeing. Indeed I rather wonder that 
it has never been filmed. (94) 

The scene described is that of two hundred or so ragged, unemployed men jump
ing onto moving wagons of coal-mine waste in the hope that odd pieces of coal 
may be found there. When the wagons reach the slag-heap the men shovel out 
the contents whilst their wives and children scrabble on hands and knees to pick 
up pieces of coal (94, 95). 

The primary purpose of Orwell's book was to bring home to the British public 
the poverty of a part of the population on whom everyone had been dependent, 
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pointing out that at that time "civilisation ... [was] founded on coal" (18). In part 
two of The Road to Wigan Pier Orwell discusses the causes and nature of class 
prejudice in Britain. This prejudice he considers to be part of a cultural process 
through which the middle class were taught to believe that "the lower classes 
smell" (119). These prejudices he argues were also exhibited by such magazines 
as the weekly comic periodical Punch: 

Look at any number of Punch during the past thirty years. You will find it 
everywhere taken for granted that a working-class person ... is a figure of 
fun, except at odd moments when he shows signs of being too prosperous, 
whereupon he ceases to be a figure of fun and becomes a demon. (116) 

Consequently, the working-class were classified as a source of humour, and 
therefore harmless, or a potential threat to the status of the middle-class, and 
therefore dangerous. This latter attitude, Orwell argued, was prevalent not least 
because of the strikes and conflicts involving the miners in the 1920s, "when a 
miner was thought of as a fiend incarnate and old ladies looked under their beds 
every night lest Robert Smillie should be concealed there" (131). The question of 
class differences and antagonisms was made clear by Orwell when he stated that 
the meeting of proletarian and bourgeois was "the clash of alien cultures which 
[could] only meet in war" (154). In the context of the 1930s, Orwell's The Road 
to Wigan Pier was a partisan contribution to the documentary evidence on the 
"state of the nation." Though happy with the clear and depressing picture of life 
in the coal-mining communities documented in Part I, Victor Gollancz felt it 
necessary to add a foreword disassociating himself and the Left Book Club from 
much of Orwell's commentary in the second part. Indeed, 890 copies of Part I 
only were printed by the Left Book Club as "a supplementary volume for propa
ganda distribution" (Davison xiii). 

Despite such disturbing documentary material as that provided by Priestley 
and Orwell, the general interest in the lives of working people seldom went be
yond providing sympathy and charity to an agitation for change. The establish
ment view was well illustrated by The Times newspaper in its reporting of vari
ous incidents during the 1930s.29 In reporting the 1934 Gresford mining disaster, 

29 The Times was owned by Col. Astor and the Walter family but was considered to be such an 
important institution in British life that a Board of Trustees was appointed which included: the 
Lord Chief Justice, the President of the Royal Society, the Governor of the Bank of England 
and the Warden of All Souls, Oxford. See Viscount Camrose, British Newspapers and their 
Controllers (London: Cassell, 1947) 21-25. 
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it eulogised, with some justification, over the heroic behaviour of the rescue 
teams in fighting the fire: 

How it was fought and with what endurance by relay after relay of volun
teers who went down to battle against it with extinguishers and other means 
make a story of the highest heroism. (The Times 24 Sept. 1934) 

And it was singularly correct in its assessment of the effect which the loss of 
over 260 men would have on the coal community: "A whole coalfield, a whole 
industry is put in mourning .... It is the most painful calamity that can befall an 
industrial society" (The Times 24 Sept. 1934). However, a year later when it 
came to the more prosaic issue of national negotiations for an increase in wages, 
The Times was unable to expunge the memories of 1926. In a number of leading 
articles it was full of foreboding and warned its readers of the dangers of mili
tancy: 

To this day ... the colliery owners have not lost their resentment of the way 
in which in national negotiations the Federation had linked industrial and 
political objectives.... There is a revived consciousness of federated power 
and the campaign . . . may produce an impetuosity which the leaders will 
have difficulty in restraining. They have begun rather ominously by seeking 
in advance a promise of the maximum assistance of all the other unions. In 
the campaign which ended in disaster in 1926 the miners had a similar 
blank cheque. . . . Fortunately there are not wanting among the miners' or 
the coalowners' leaders who are both wise and cautious. {The Times 28 
Sept. 1935) 

As concerted action in support of the wage claim spread throughout the coal
fields, The Times persisted in emphasising the need for reasonableness and good 
sense, reminding its readers that a return to the pre-1926 style of national nego
tiations was unlikely as there were moderate leaders of the miners' union (The 
Times 15 and 17 Oct. 1935. Leading articles). 

In its reporting of the stay-in strikes in the South Wales coalfield in October 
1935, The Times consistently tried to play down the importance of the men's un
official action, which was designed to remove the "non-pol" unions, and warned 
of the dangers of extremism. The start of the action was referred to as "a theatri
cal stoppage" (The Times 15 Oct. 1935). At its conclusion the victorious men re
turned to their homes as a "local band led a rather pathetic procession" (The 
Times 21 Oct. 1935). The Times also printed in full the owner's press statement in 
which the South Wales Miners' Federation was accused of being influenced by 
left extremism and warned that this "might result in Communistic control of a 
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character not tolerated in this country" (The Times 16 Oct. 1935). As the action 
spread, The Times reported: 

The rapid spread of sympathetic strikes in the last 24 hours has undoubtedly 
surprised the leaders themselves, who appear to have been overborne by 
advocates of extremism. How ... extremism has got into the saddle is illus
trated. (The Times 19 Oct. 1935) 

Such reporting reinforced the views of many miners that only in times of disaster 
were the miners worthy of heroic headlines. When it came to fighting for the 
maintenance of, or improvements in, their standard of living or working condi
tions with demands that they felt to be fair and just, the miners were branded in 
the press as extremists and as a threat to the stability of the country. As long as 
the interest in the "other nation" remained only an interest, the persistent condi
tions of social deprivation were to remain the reality which informed the miner 
novels. 

Ill 

In the following cultural study of the context of the 1930s miners' novels the 
Times Literary Supplement is regarded as a standard-bearer of orthodox opin
ion.30 The first editor of the TLS, Sir Bruce Richmond, held the post from 1902 
to 1938 and was described as a patrician cast in a conventional mould.31 

Richmond's objective was to give the paper both scope and authority, using as 
reviewers the best talents available. Later self-assessment has credited the TLS 
with being "an unrivalled record of literary activity and critical opinion."32 

Though encouraging new writers such as T. S. Eliot, and assembling an impres
sive list of reviewers, including Virginia Woolf, E. M. Forster, Sir J. G. Frazer 
and Katherine Mansfield, the policy of the TLS from its inception until 1974 was 
to maintain anonymity. Consequently, the views expressed in the reviews and 

30 Q. D. Leavis states: "the TLS, representing a 'safe' academic attitude, will summarise and 
comment on the plot and merits of any work by a novelist of standing." She also gives sales fig
ures for the TLS of approximately 31,000 per week. See Q. D. Leavis, Fiction and the Reading 
Public (1932; London: Chatto & Windus, 1968) 20. 
31 Adolf Wood, "A Paper and Its Editors," "The TLS at 90," TLS 17 Jan. 1992: 14-15. 
32 In his foreword to the TLS index John Cross remarks that the first editor "was determined to 
give the TLS authority, to recruit the best writers and most dependable scholars he could find." 
With regard to the TLS he states that "Literary criticism in the traditional sense may have been 
its first concern, but it addressed itself with almost equal energy ... to every kind of book. It 
was the only general paper where many books had a chance of being reviewed at al l." John 
Cross, foreword, Times Literary Supplement Index, Vol. 1, 1902 to 1939, (London: Newspaper 
Archive Development, 1978). 
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unsigned articles must be considered as the voice of the TLS, however multivocal 
this may have been. The importance of this anonymity is further underlined when 
one considers that Richmond was quite prepared to demand of his reviewers a 
choice of language and style suitable to the assumed readership or, as Virginia 
Woolf put it, "the mealy mouths of Belgravia."33 Editorial policy was also influ
ential in determining the political bias of the TLS and in particular its stance on 
appeasement, which followed very much the line taken by the parent organ, The 
Times. In a series of proposals made to the editor of The Times in 1945 for the 
improvement of the TLS, Stanley Morrison, its editor, stated that: 

the reviews and other contents of the Supplement be arranged on a generous 
basis that takes into account political consistency. Reviewers should not 
contradict one another on points upon which the policy of The Times is 
known. Where it is known the Supplement should adopt it. Literary matters 
also come under this ruling. (Wood 15) 

It should be pointed out that Morrison was seeking to re-establish the traditional 
values and role of the TLS following a period in the late 1930s and early 1940s 
when the supplement had fallen in status. On the issue of appeasement, there is 
considerable evidence that during the 1930s uThe Times selectively cut, directed 
and distorted" the reports of its Berlin correspondent Norman Ebbut, so that what 
appeared in the paper was acceptable to the German government.34 In his 1992 
reassessment of the TLS, Wood suggests that in the 1930s it had lost touch with 
new developments in the arts, in particular the rise of writers on the Left, and 
was pursuing a policy of literary appeasement that even questioned some of the 
underlying values of liberal democracy. 

Despite this decline in quality it still remained one of the principal literary re
views of the decade. As such it provides a useful benchmark of attitudes to litera
ture, representing primarily a conservative and conventional approach. 
Consequently, a study of the principles with which the TLS viewed the novel in 
general provides a basis for evaluating the critical climate reflected in the re
sponse to the miners' novels. Some of the guiding principles are discernible in 
the reviews of individual novels, but throughout this period a wider-ranging de

33 Virginia Woolf, diary entry for Tuesday 3 January, 1922, quoted in Wood 14. 
34 Frank McDonough states that "what appeared in The Times on Germany were reports that 
were restricted first by conditions in Germany and then by an editorial team in London that pro
gressively favoured the policy of appeasement." Frank McDonough, "The Times, Norman Ebbut 
and the Nazis, 1927-37," Journal of Contemporary History 27 (1992): 407-24, 421. For a dis
cussion of The Times newspaper and its attitude to appeasement see Oliver Woods and James 
Bishop, The Story of the Times (1983; London: Michael Joseph, 1985) 290-314. 
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bate on the nature of the novel was also included in the columns of the TLS. It is 
to these wider issues I will now turn. Commentary from the TLS will be supple
mented by other appropriate journals and works to illustrate the perceptions of 
the role of political ideology in literature as this impinges specifically on some of 
the miner's novels. 

With regard to the development of the novel in general the TLS was worried 
by the lack of a normative value that could be ascribed to the modern novel. The 
Silver Jubilee of King George V in 1935 gave the TLS a golden opportunity to 
review the past twenty-five years. In particular it noted the effect of the First 
World War on literature, which it considered had been twofold: 

it revivified thought and expression by removing repressions, but it led to 
intellectual turmoils and diversities which persist and have not yet settled to 
any resolve of faith, any real unity which can truthfully be identified by a 
nomenclature and be called the "modern mind." The time burns and not 
comforts; is uneasy and unfixed.35 

The uncertainty expressed in the TLS reflects not only a state of literature but, 
perhaps more fully, a state of mind that applied to many aspects of British life in 
the mid-1930s: a search for stability in a world in which traditional values and 
individual circumstances had changed radically. The unease expressed in mid-
decade had been modified by a more concrete formulation on the eve of the 
Second World War. In a comment on G. Buchanan's article, "The Novel Proper," 
the TLS carried its own definition of the proper novel: 

an account of ordinary people doing ordinary things, with this stipulation, 
that it should give a comprehensive and convincing picture of society as a 
whole at a given time.36 

Such an all-embracing and essentially conservative definition, owing as much to 
the classic novels of the nineteenth century as to any modern developments, was 
so general as to be of limited critical significance. Despite an attempted defini
tion the TLS clearly had difficulty in formulating a position with regard to the 
modern novel. It concluded the article by stating that the novel "is primarily the 
art of revelation, and for this reason is the particularised and analytical novel 
valuable to-day. It shows us how we are and gives us our understanding" (TLS 15 
Apr. 1939: 217). This somewhat ambivalent stance regarding the modern novel 
can be linked to other comments throughout the decade. These indicate a some

35 "Twenty-Five Years," TLS 2 May 1935:277. 
36 "The Novel in Crisis," TLS 15 Apr. 1939: 217. 
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what diffuse insight into the nature and function of the novel, and reflect the un
ease and uncertainty expressed in 1935. 

As far as the TLS was concerned, ideas were acceptable within literature as 
long as they formed part of the imaginative process: "Broadly speaking, ideas 
matter in the novel only in so far as they are given imaginative substance, emo
tional energy."37 Religion was, however, more easily absorbed, since religion and 
imagination were in a sense identical and provided a "high literature of luminous 
realism not literature of mere factual statement."38 This concept of the "mysteri
ous" in the art of the novel is crystallised more fully in a comment on Storm 
Jameson's lament over the teaching of critical faculties to students at universities. 
The individualist, elitist position afforded to art is neatly summed up in the defi
nition of "critical sensibility" as "a function of gifted individuals not of books or 
of a curriculum; unfortunately gifted individuals are unique, and cannot be mul
tiplied at will."39 

The problem the TLS had in formulating a coherent and comprehensible range 
of criteria for evaluating the novel was partly compounded by its desire to avoid 
approving of the concepts of social value inherent in left-wing criticism. The 
vogue for Marxist aesthetics in both writing and criticism among prominent fig
ures such as Auden and Spender was considered incompatible with a concept of 
the independence of art as conceived by the TLS. 

The TLS recognised the existence, and to some extent the value, of novels of 
social criticism, including the proletarian novel. In particular the American con
tribution to this type of literary product was applauded because "what is gener
ally recognized as proletarian literature clearly carries the day by sheer quantity 
of estimable writing."40 The origin of this literature in the writer's commitment to 
radical social change, influenced by the Soviet Union and Marxism, and the vi
tality and growth of this movement, were recorded by the TLS. British writings 
of a similar sort, with A. J. Cronin and Storm Jameson as named examples, were 
also accorded their value in influencing society: 

Nobody with a social conscience would deny to such authors, or the crowd 
of working-class writers who are today recounting life as they know it in pit 
and factory, in the slum and on the dole, the right to expose the sores of so

37 "Fiction and Philosophy," TLS Jan. 1939: 9. 
38 TLS 3 Sept. 1938. 
39 "Education in Criticism," TLS 4 Mar. 1939: 135. 
40 "American Writing Looks Left: Social Conflict as a Theme," TLS 22 Feb. 1936: 145. 
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ciety. Their mere protest may be the beginning of reform; it is an action in 
the campaign against poverty and bloodshed.41 

However laudable these works may have been in their social or political aims, 
the TLS was unable to credit their philosophical basis with any validity within the 
literary sphere. Literature per se had a value system that was superior to any 
other: 

The aim of an ultimate art, and in its degree of all art whatsoever, is an un
derstanding which comprehends all forms and creeds, and which cannot 
therefore, of its nature bind itself to dwell within the limits of even a far 
more liberal social philosophy than Marxism in practice generally proves to 
be. Art and dogmatism are as the poles opposed. ("American Writing," TLS 
22 Feb. 1936: 146) 

This position was reinforced by denying the artist's own political views anything 
other than a secondary role in the creative process. It was essential to recognise 
that an artist "can serve no one and nothing but the truth of his [sic] own vision," 
which was assumed to contain no paramount political ideology (TLS 22 Feb. 
1936: 146). The artist, in this perception of the world, is deemed independent of 
outside influences except to the extent that only the artist can perceive them. The 
purity of the artist is "that art which is for him[sic] his nearest approach to such 
reality as he [sic] can comprehend" (TLS 22 Feb. 1936: 146). Marxism was an 
acceptable ideology for an artist, but "there is no reason why an artist should not 
be an honest artist and a Marxist one," provided Marxism was kept in a subordi
nate role (TLS 22 Feb. 1936: 146). 

If the TLS was critical of the intrusion of Marxism into the body of litera
ture, it was also sceptical of the value of Marxist literary criticism: 

What is necessary to a satisfactory Marxist criticism is, in addition to de
veloping the historical and social approach, to realize that within this per
spective art has a certain autonomy, its proper standards and its own inner 
logic.42 

A problem for the TLS was, as we have seen, to define the content of this "inner 
logic" and to defend the independent literary aesthetic from the encroachment of 
Marxism and other political ideologies. 

One way of deflecting the impact of the Marxist critique was to place doubt on 
its originality and seek to confine it within a previous, conformist tradition. In 

41 "The Uncomfortable Novel," TLS 30 Apr. 1938: 295. 
42 "Marxism and Literature: New Currents in Criticism," TLS 14 Aug. 1937: 581-82. 
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commenting on the American proletarian novel, the TLS observed that "it is a 
new movement . . . yet it makes out a case for a tradition, ... for roots in the 
abiding American realities" (TLS 22 Feb. 1936: 146). And while noting the 
emergence of a "movement towards applying Marxist conceptions to literature," 
this new movement was "not so new as it thinks itself (TLS 14 Aug. 1937: 581). 
Using as examples the works of W. J. Courthorpe and Leslie Stephen from the 
turn of the century, the TLS demonstrated that "the historical and social approach 
to literature appears in the criticism of a generation ago" (TLS 14 Aug. 1937: 
581). The position of the TLS with regard to the novel in the 1930s was essen
tially conservative. Whilst it appreciated the impact of works of social criticism 
on the consciences of their readers, it rejected the political commitment of many 
of these works. Indeed, political ideology was anathema to true art. A rejection 
of Marxism in literature, both as a creative force and as a critical concept, was 
not matched in the TLS by a clear and profound alternative. Yet stability in the 
literary world was the goal it was seeking. 

An uncertainty over the state of the novel and an antagonism to "proletarian 
art" was not confined to the TLS. Sean O' Faolâin, writing in the London 
Mercury, was equally worried and sceptical about the Marxist developments in 
criticism and literature.43 His preliminary observations on the state of the novel 
reflected on its size and quality: "It cannot be said to be in its healthiest condition 
to-day. The family is large but the fibre is weak" (583). He conceives of litera
ture as constituting a conflict between the individual and circumstances, and out 
of this struggle "all must choose whether what emerges is the individual, in his 
[sic] own importance, i.e., his [sic] residue of personality that he [sic] has saved 
from the fight, or the circumstances in their historical importance that diminish 
the interest of the man [sic]" (588). The argument is developed further by con
sidering the response of the reader to Wuthering Heights and Jude the Obscure. 
O'Faolain's interpretation is that of the "cry of the universal heart of man [sic] 
against the universal evil inherent in created nature" (589). And he goes on to 
suggest that "Such a spiritual exaltation, such an expression of universal truth, 
may yet be the reward of the proletarian novelists" (589). Like the TLS he felt 
that the proletarian novelists would, if they reached this stage, be restating old 
truths in a new guise. In appealing to universal truths as the essence of literary 
substance O'Faolâin was attempting to re-locate the proletarian novel within an 

43 Seân O'Faolâin "The Proletarian Novel," London Mercury 35.210 (Apr. 1937): 583-98. Sean 
O'Faolâin ( 1900-9l)was a novelist, short story writer and biographer. From 1929 to 1933 he 
lectured in English at St. Mary's College, Middlesex. In the 1940s he was editor of The Bell. 
The London Mercury was a monthly literary periodical founded in 1919 by J. C. Squire. 
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accepted tradition of bourgeois liberal individualism, thereby absorbing a poten
tial threat to established values. 

An established literary figure like Lord Hugh Cecil was equally antagonistic 
to the involvement of politics in literature, preferring to rely on the artistic quali
ties of the author. In the symposium on proletarian literature in the London 
Mercury, he denies the value of class perspectives in literature: "Nothing can be 
more irrelevant or inappropriate to the enjoyment of such literature than what he 
[William Nuttall] calls class-consciousness." The underlying concept governing 
the artistic value of a work of art is the artistic purpose of the author and its im
pression on the reader. Consequently the reader should abandon himself to an 
imaginary world to enjoy the "full pleasures of imagination which the author's 
skill and art offer to him [sic]."44 

Perhaps the most antagonistic position was taken by T. S. Eliot. In a short arti
cle in the Criterion, Eliot chose to use Heslop's speech to the Second 
International Conference of Revolutionary Writers, made in Kharkov in 1930, to 
launch a general attack on Communism and art.45 Eliot opens by questioning the 
contemporary general attitudes to social deprivation, developing the theme that 
herd-feeling is a repudiation of civilisation and responsibility. He sees in modern 
society a need for conviction and a religious sacrifice and questions "whether 
Communism would leave the individual in possession of enough of himself [sic] 
to sacrifice" (470). In attacking Communism, he argues that the highest devel
opment of art demands a sense of individuality and tragedy which were lacking 
in Communism: "Art in its highest development, . . . can hardly exist without a 
sense of individuality, a sense of tragedy, for which Communism does not seem 
to leave room" (471). Eliot clearly felt that the genesis of literature would be de
stroyed by a system that encouraged social welfare and social values as opposed 
to individual ones. Having made his position clear with regard to the lack of po
tential implicit in a Communist ideology, Eliot then uses Heslop's remarks to 
consider the status of Communist art in Britain. In his speech Heslop, in attempt
ing to review the current state of literature in Britain as he saw it, had not only 
stated that little of a literary nature was being produced by proletarian writers, 
and that "modern British bourgeois literature has sunk to a depth that is truly as-
tonishing"(471-72), but he also mentioned that some writers had sprung up from 

44 Lord Hugh Cecil, "The Coming of the Proletarian Literature. A Symposium," London 
Mercury 34.199 (May 1936): 17. Lord Hugh Cecil's letter was one of several in response to 
William Nuttall's article "The Proletarian Reader" in the March numb er of the London Mercury. 
45 T. S. Eliot, "A Commentary," Criterion 11.44 (Apr. 1932): 467-73. 
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among the proletariat without achieving a truly proletarian work. Eliot prefaces 
his remarks by stating that "in Britain, certainly, Communist Art is in a bad way. 
This is not merely my own view, but that of Comrade James [sic] Heslop" (471). 
After using selected quotations from Heslop's speech, Eliot concludes: "but for 
himself Comrade Heslop has hope .... It is a relief to turn from Mr. Murry and 
Mr. Heslop to Mr. W. T. Symonds" (472). 

A further appropriation, or perhaps more appropriately, denial, of the "prole
tarian novel" is that developed by William Empson in Some Versions of Pastoral 
(1935).46 The opening chapter of this study is called "Proletarian Literature" 
where Empson states that proletarian art in England is not a genre with "settled 
principles, [and that] such as there is of it.. . is bad" (3). In this particular work 
he attacks proletarian art as a distinct concept, arguing instead that it is either not 
about being proletarian or it is a form of covert Pastoral. Empson defines prole
tarian art in two ways, either that of the factory working-class against the em
ployer class or, in a wider sense, incorporating elements of folk-literature which 
is "by the people, for the people, and about the people" (6). Empson argues that 
much literature has these elements and therefore proletarian literature is not a 
distinctive form. He makes the point that proletarian literature is class based and 
therefore limited in time and place, whereas pastoral is not dependent on a sys
tem of class exploitation and is, therefore, permanent. The distinguishing features 
of traditional pastoral are seen as the "beautiful relation between rich and poor, 
... to make simple people express strong feelings ... in learned and fashionable 
language" (11). In this manner the reader could "mirror in himself [sic] more 
completely the effective elements of the society he [sic] lived in" (12). Empson 
extends this perception of literature to proletarian literature in which the writer is 
seen as the "spokesman [sic] and representative of the proletariat," as would oc
cur in a communist society (19). However, in a world where everyone is a mem
ber of the proletariat, the writer is not the representative of one group but of hu
mankind, and in this way literature no longer deals with political ideas but uni
versal ones (19). Empson is not only concerned, however, with denying proletar
ian art as a separate form, by incorporating it into the body of a traditional canon 
based on universalities, but he is also at pains to reject the creative conditions 
within which proletarian art can arise. Empson presents the elitist argument that 
the artist is above and beyond society: 

46 William Empson, Some Versions of Pastoral (1935; London: Chatto and Windus, 1968) 3. 
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To produce pure proletarian art the artist must be at one with the worker; 
this is impossible, not for political reasons, but because the artist never is at 
one with any public. (15) 

Empson argues that proletarian art cannot exist because it is either by definition 
something else, it is pastoral, or the conditions creating it are not conducive to 
art. In this it echoes the general line taken by the critics discussed above. 

This critique of the Marxist influence on literature and criticism was countered 
by the concepts of British Marxist critics such as Ralph Fox and Alick West. The 
Left was also concerned about the state and nature of art and, in particular, of the 
novel. Central to this discussion were two issues. One issue involved the value or 
relevance of bourgeois art and literature. This discussion revolved around the 
value of these works as suitable reading for the proletariat, and their value as 
models on which to base proletarian literature. The second issue, related to the 
first, was the debate on tendentiousness versus art. In Britain this controversy 
never fully developed as there were always critics willing to discuss all types of 
literature. To the extent that there was a debate, it followed the pattern in the 
USSR, with an emphasis on Proletkult literature in the period from 1917 to 1925, 
a more liberal approach between 1925 and 1928, anew leftist phase of the "Class 
against Class" politics from 1928 to 1934, and finally the rest of the decade saw 
an acceptance of a broad range of literature. Both Fox and West, whom I use in 
this discussion, belonged to the liberal wing of this debate.47 

Fox, in his The Novel and the People (1937), has a clear idea of the current 
state of the novel. He sees his purpose as being "to examine the present position 
of the English novel [and] to try to understand the crisis of ideas which has de
stroyed the foundation on which the novel seemed once to rest so securely."48 He 
considers part of this crisis to be the outlook that informed the philosophical ba
sis of the novel and, therefore, its form. Intellectual bankruptcy was one deter
mining factor in the failure of the novel to be "the prose of man's life" (8). From 
his Marxist perspective Fox examines the relationship of ideology to literature by 
pointing out that the writer, for all his imaginative gifts, indeed relates to the 
world around him, "for all imaginative creation is a reflection of the real world in 
which the creator lives" (18). The argument is extended to demonstrate that 
Marxism does not exclude individuality, "for the one concern of the novelist is, 

47 Croft, Red Letter Days 26-29 and 31-54. For the controversy in the USA see Foley 129-69, 
and James Murphy, The Proletarian Moment: The Controversy over Leftism in Literature 
(Urbana and Chicago: U of Illinois P, 1991). 
48 Ralph Fox, The Novel and the People (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1937) 7. 
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or should be, this question of the individual will in its conflict with other wills on 
the battleground of life" (24). However, in dealing with the representation of this 
conflict the artist needs help in perceiving reality. In this instance, "Marxism 
gives to the creative artist the key to reality when its shows him how to discern 
that pattern [of life] and the place which each individual occupies in it" (25). 

Alick West's chapter on Heslop's The Gate of a Strange Field in Crisis and 
Criticism (1937) provides a good example of a Marxist approach to the novel and 
anticipates my discussion of Heslop's novel in this dissertation.49 His principle 
critical criteria are concerned with literature in relation to the productive process 
and the means by which the integration of ideology and form creates an aesthetic 
whole. West makes a comparison of Harold Heslop's The Gate of a Strange Field 
and James Joyce's Ulysses, taking as his point of departure the idea that the "aes
thetic value of literature depends on the relation of the writer to the productive 
activity of society" (181). He develops this theme by arguing that, as a result of 
the nature of capitalist society, the bourgeoisie is inclined towards consumption 
and the workers towards production, and that such a society "is fundamentally 
hostile to the organisation of social energy in productive activity, and to the so
cial solidarity, which are literature's material" (182). West considers the decline 
of capitalism to be forcing literature into the path followed by Joyce, whilst the 
"rising proletarian literature, even though capitalist influences are still strong, has 
a new spirit" which he considers is discernible in Heslop's The Gate of a Strange 
Field ( 183). 

The contrasting states of man as a social being or an isolated individual form 
the main principles of his comparison, and he argues that Heslop's "general 
mood" is that of "participation in the productive activity of society" whilst Joyce 
represents "isolation" (185). To support his argument, West concentrates on de
scriptive passages that emphasise the nature of the human body, beauty as op
posed to flaccidity; on the way Heslop illustrates the solidarity and communality 
imposed by the process of work; and on the the organic relationship engendered 
between the production of coal and the wider community. In The Gate of a 
Strange Field the town of Shielding is "always felt as the result of man's work on 

49 West's chapter on Heslop was deleted from subsequent editions of the work. I choose this 
chapter as an example of the Marxist approach to literature as it shows these ideas in practice, 
using one of the novels discussed in this dissertation. In the earlier part of his book West estab
lishes his principles of literary criticism. Alick West, Crisis and Criticism 181-99. For informa
tion on Alick West's activities at Marx House, as a literary critic of the Daily Worker, and on 
the themes of his book, see Croft, Red Letter Days 135-38, 87-88. 
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nature" (188). Whilst the world in Ulysses is seen through social isolation, in 
Heslop the world is real (188). 

West clearly appreciates much of the content and descriptive passages of The 
Gate of a Strange Field, but he feels Heslop's limitations to be most evident 
when dealing with the political perspective of his narrative. West comments that 
Heslop fails to integrate the dynamics of the class war in a capitalist society with 
the conventions of writing a realist novel. As a result "the class-war in the novel 
is consequently a word, rather than a reality" (196), and in particular "the events 
are shown as if they were seen by some aloof intelligence, for whom the strivings 
of men are a pathetic futility in a larger process" (196). This is the consequence 
of a literary style in which the narrative voice is that of an omniscient and inter
ventionist narrator: 

Heslop can show social organisation in productive activity as a living real
ity. When it is a question of the change of that organisation through class-
war, he becomes abstract and aloof; what he describes, is an empty, unreal 
show. (197) 

The various attitudes to literature within the ranks of the working-class move
ment are illustrated by some of the voices concerned with the state of fiction. 
Andy Croft has demonstrated how elements of the far Left were in many ways 
extremely critical of British proletarian literature when it did appear. Leslie 
Halward, a working-class short-story writer, exemplifies one thread of this cri
tique. He considered Means Test Man (1934) to be a "lousy book and an insult to 
the men it was supposed to represent," and Miner (1934) was not a true picture of 
a miner but "a picture of a POET who, by force of circumstance, was once 
obliged to go down a mine to get coal for a living."50 Will Lawther, in a study of 
the books read by Labour M.P.s, found that "the questions that attract most 
Labour members seem to be two in number; an interest in economic problems 
and an intense moral fervour," though he adds the rider that in fiction "depth of 
feeling seems to be more important than lucidity of intellect."51 This does not 
mean to say that the Left ignored the value of literature. In both Plebs and The 

50 Leslie Halward, "The Coming of the Proletarian Literature. A Sym posium," London Mercury 
34.199 (May 1936): 11-12. See also Croft, Red Letter Days 33-41. 
51 Will Lawther, "Labour and His Books," Plebs Apr. 1932. 
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Highway articles appeared on the importance of literature in the struggle for so
cialism.52 T. Jackson wrote in Plebs: 

The use of Literature ... is that it enlarges our inner experience, and in so 
doing widens and deepens our ability to cooperate with our fellow men [sic] 
by increasing and magnifying our ability to put ourselves in imagination in 
the other fellow's shoes.53 

In The Highway B. Ifor Evans sought an increased contribution of working peo
ple to the literature of Britain for, as he saw it, "the great, raw material for litera
ture today lies, not in Bloomsbury or Chelsea, but in the stress and circumstance 
of our contemporary industrial life." It is through literature he felt the working 
people of Britain could bring about change, and expressed a "wish to see the 
most deeply moving conditions of our time converted into a literature that will 
touch the imagination. It is through the imagination we must work out our salva
tion."54 

The critical climate for the miner novelists was a complex one. The antago
nism between the voice of the established order expressed through the TLS and 
similar organs, and the voice of protest inherent in the proletarian novel was one 
aspect. Within the Left the debate on the value and nature of working-class art 
and the critical response to its realisation was likely to lead to a reception of their 
works that was often more related to the particular political prejudices of the day 
than to the aesthetics of proletarian literature. 

IV 

This chapter has been concerned with the contemporary context in which the 
novels forming the basis of this dissertation were written. Arising out of contem
porary conditions are a number of antagonistic relationships in society. At the 
socioeconomic level the state of the coal industry strengthened the miners' 
awareness of belonging to a disadvantaged group, in particular in conflicts with 
the coalowners. Their own industrial and educational organisations reinforced 
the miners' sense of a separate identity that was both occupational and class 
based. This separate and marginal identity was further articulated by outside ob

52 For a discussion of the left-wing educational organisations and the the debate on culture in 
their members' magazines see the chapter on "Fiction as Politics" in Janet Batsleer, et al., 
Rewriting English 41 -69. 
53 T. Jackson, "Literature and the Struggle for Socialism," Plebs Nov. 1939: 278. 
54 B. Ifor Evans, "When Will the Industrial Worker Produce His Own Literature," The Highway 
Oct. 1932: 8, 9. 
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servers. As in the nineteenth century, the state of the working class occasioned a 
number of documentary works which, in this case, also advocated radical 
changes in society. In contrast, the various organs of the establishment remained 
antagonist to the aspirations and aims of the miners to bring about changes in the 
coal industry. 

Antagonisms are also visible at the cultural level. While representatives of es
tablished cultural values considered novels depicting social deprivation to be 
valuable in stirring social consciences, Marxist aesthetics and the proletarian 
novel were rejected on a number of grounds. One of these was the assumption 
that the individual and individual creativity would be subordinated to social and 
collective needs. The establishment approach to left-wing literature was either to 
reject it outright or to seek to incorporate it into a perceptual framework that de
nied it originality. By absorbing this literature and criticism into existing tradi
tions, it was possible to avoid a potential threat. On the Left the literary debate 
revolved around the relationship between the presentation of revolutionary ideas 
and the aesthetic effect of the novel. This debate on tendentiousness versus aes
thetics was most pronounced on the far Left, which followed in part the various 
movements in the USSR. In general, British Marxist critics were tolerant of vari
ous types of literature, recognising their separate contributions to an understand
ing of the class nature of society. 

The contemporary climate in which the miners' novels were written and re
ceived was an antagonistic one in which a polarisation of attitudes, on both sides 
of the class divide, affected both the nature of the novels and the reviews they re
ceived. In many respects the conflicting attitudes expressed were not necessarily 
aesthetically based but were related to social and political factors. The context 
within which these novels appear consists not only of contemporary attitudes, but 
is also of a conjuncture of the historical and contemporary factors discussed in 
this and the previous chapter. The traditions of working-class writing need also 
to be taken into account, and in particular miners' "literature" with its emphasis 
on the appropriation of l iterary modes for functional ends. In this respect, a vital 
aspect is the contribution this makes to the debate on issues directly involving the 
mining communities. Equally, attitudes to the working class and the miners have 
a degree of continuity from the nineteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries. It is 
from this historical and contemporary conjuncture that the following chapters 
move on to analyses of the separate novels. 



4. "The Manner is of the Platform"1 

The conflicting social and cultural discourses discussed in the previous chapter 
are equally visible in individual works. The antagonistic or conciliatory attitudes 
to coalminers and proletarian novels discussed previously were also in evidence 
in the contemporary reviews of Cwmardy (1937). Polarisation is most clearly re
vealed in the reviews appearing in the Plebs and The Spectator, where total ac
ceptance or total rejection of the novel was based primarily on ideological 
grounds. The Plebs contains a short review by Winifred Harrabin, who ap-
plaudes Lewis Jones for being "a master" of the art of writing "candid but not 
impartial" proletarian novels. More specifically, she links the allegiance to a 
specific political ideology to the lived experience of its exponents, stating that 
Cwmardy shows "not only life in the Rhondda valleys as it is actually lived, but 
shows us the development of the class struggle in the pits and in the hearts and 
minds of the workers."2 In contrast, Forrest Reid, in The Spectator, concludes 
his review by stating that "the whole thing is laborious and conscientious pro
paganda." Reid's pejorative use of "propaganda" clearly marks his recognition 
of the ideology of the novel as one to be rejected for both its political message 
and its aesthetic value.3 These reviews are not to be seen simply as presenting 
personal reactions to the novels but as representing criteria related to their as
sumed readerships. In this manner they form the outward manifestation of these 
readerships as interpretive communities.4 The assumption by certain groups in 
society that Cwmardy is an "ideological" novel is the starting point for my 
study, which concentrates on examining the relationship of the ideological mes
sage of the novel to the narrative structures of the Bildungsroman. To achieve 
this end I will apply Suleiman's model of the roman à thèse. 

1 The chapter title is taken from Harold Brighouse, rev. of Cwmardy, by Lewis Jones, The 
Manchester Guardian 22 June 1937: 7. 
2 Winifred Harrabin, "A Class-Conscious Novel," rev. of Cwmardy and We Live, by Lewis 
Jones, Plebs Aug. 1939. 
3 Forrest Reid, rev. of Cwmardy, by Lewis Jones, The Spectator 25 June 1937. 
4 In discussing interpretive communities, Stanley Fish argues that t he interpretive strategies 
pertaining to each community exist prior to reading and these strategies colour readers' as
sumptions about the text. Fish further argues that it is interpretive communities that produce 
meanings and that individual interpretations stem from communal values. See Stanley Fish, 
Is There a Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communities (Cambridge: 
Harvard UP, 1980). See also Jacques Leenhardt, "Toward a Sociology of Reading," The 
Reader in the Text, eds. Susan R. Suleiman and Inge Crosman (Princeton: Princeton UP, 
1980) 214 and 218. 
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I 

Suleiman's apprenticeship model is the one most readily applicable to an analysis 
of Cwmardy, which deals with a young coalminer growing to political aware
ness. In Suleiman's terms, the hero of Cwmardy, Len Roberts, undergoes a posi
tive apprenticeship. In order to elucidate the relationship of the narrative struc
ture of Cwmardy to its ideological message I shall examine the following as
pects: the doctrinal intertext, the syntagmatic structure, the actantial configura
tions, and features of historical and descriptive realism (See Suleiman 74-84). In 
the process, reference will be made to elements of redundancy, which constrain 
interpretation, and elements of subversion, which allow varied interpretation. 

In dealing with the doctrinal intertext of a roman à thèse, Suleiman considers 
there to be both external and internal indices that influence the reader's under
standing of the ideological stance of the novel. That the doctrinal intertext of 
Cwmardy was Marxist was apparent to most contemporary readers of the novel, 
as is illustrated by the reviews considered above and by Storm Jameson, also a 
writer of socialist novels, who calls it "the finest socialist novel I have read."5 

More explicitly, the novel articulates the concept of a class-based society, of the 
right and strength of the workers to challenge capitalism in all areas and to fight 
the class war with a unified proletariat. There are a number of external indices 
that reinforce the assumptions of the doctrinal intertext. Any awareness of the 
author's background, the economic status and political colouring of the location 
of the story, the ongoing debate about political ideology and literature, and the 
existence of a growing body of working-class writers would automatically 
supply the reader with an insight into the doctrinal position taken by Cwmardy. 
Some of these factors have already been discussed in chapter 3. 

In the case of Cwmardy, a knowledge of the author and his background was 
relevant to contemporary critics for two principal reasons. Firstly, it helped them 
to understand the political views expressed in the novel, and secondly the fact 
that Lewis Jones was an ex-miner validated the novel as an account of life in a 
mining community.6 This point of view is clearly seen in the W. H. Williams's re
view in the Left Review, where he emphasises the contrast between "insider" 

5 Storm Jameson quoted in a Lawrence and Wishart publishers' advertisement, N e w  
Statesman 26 June 1937. 
6 This is particularly apparent in the reviews in such diverse newspapers as the Western Mail, 
the Daily Worker, and the TLS. See Harold M. Dowling, "New Welsh Author Scores," rev. of 
Cwmardy, by Lewis Jones, Western Mail 10 June 1937; Ralph Wright, "Reality of Living," 
rev. of Cwmardy, by Lewis Jones, Daily Worker 23 June 1937; TLS 14 Aug. 1937: 592. 
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and "outsider" perspectives by comparing scenes from Cwmardy with similar 
ones from The Road to Wigan Pier-both published in the same year. In refer
ring to their descriptions of the first experience of a coal mine, he states that "the 
first [Cwmardy] writes of an intimate experience that is part of the very fibre of 
his being, the second [The Road to Wigan Pier] typifies the outsider, horror-
stricken by the conditions under which the coal-miners have to work."7 

Furthermore, Cwmardy builds on and out of the "lived experience" of its author, 
and, in so doing, follows a working-class tradition that intertwines the conven
tions of the fictional autobiography with those of the Bildungsroman.8 This in
timate relationship between Lewis Jones' political views and activities and his 
work has been commented on by a number of later critics.9 Douglas Garman's 
appraisal of Lewis Jones as a writer in a 1939 obituary article in the Welsh 
Review deals with the concepts of literature and propaganda as symbiotic enti
ties.10 His starting point is that Jones is a political activist and that his writing is 
an extension of this life-style, being, "one of many modes of political activity si
multaneously exercised" (264). In this respect Garman characterises Jones' two 
novels as being "frankly propagandist," because his concern is largely directed 
at "creating in his readers the will to act " and not with self-expression (264). As 
far as Jones is concerned, Garman argues, a problematic relationship of art to 
propaganda does not exist since writing and political activity are means to the 
same end. 

A brief review of his biographical details serves to place Lewis Jones politi
cally. He was born in 1897 in Clydach Vale in the Rhondda Valley, South Wales, 
an area later known as "Little Moscow."11 He joined the Communist Party in 

7 W. H. Williams, "A Working Class Epic," rev. of Cwmardy, by Lewis Jones, Left Review 
Aug 1937 3.7: 429. 
8 The relevance of biography to an understanding of the meaning of the texts dealt with 
here has two bases: i) much working-class writing has its origins in autobiography, see both 
Burnett and Vincent; and ii) Selden's concept of the historical conjuncture in which he in
cludes biography as one determining element. (See Seiden 114). Barbara Foley, in her 
study of proletarian fiction in the USA, distinguishes between the proletarian fictional au
tobiography and the proletarian Bildungsroman. (See Foley 284, 321). Graham Holderness 
comments on Jones' use of the traditional forms of naturalism and the Bildungsroman. (See 
Holderness 27). 
9 Snee argues in relation to Lewis Jones that he brings a conscious political stance to his 
writing which is seen as an activity perfectly compatible with an active political life and an 
extension of it. See Snee, "Working-Class Literature" 181-83. 
10 Douglas Garman, "A Revolutionary Writer," Welsh Review 1.5 (June 1939): 263-67. See 
also Ralph Wright's review in the Daily Worker 23 June 1937. 
11 For biographical details see David Smith, Lewis Jones 11-33; and the introduction to 
Cwmardy, (1937) 1978; John Pikoulis, "Lewis Jones," Anglo-Welsh Review 74 1983: 62-71. 
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1923 and attended the Central Labour College from 1923 to 1925. In 1930 he 
lost his position as checkweighman at the Cambrian Combine for refusing to 
work with former blacklegs, a situation which indicates the change in the politi
cal composition and attitudes of the South Wales miners following the failure of 
the General Strike. For most of the 1930s he was a National Unemployed 
Workers' Movement organiser in South Wales, a movement strongly supported 
by the Communist Party.12 From 1936 he sat as one of two Communist County 
Councillors on Glamorgan County Council. In 1932 and 1933 he contributed 
short pieces about life in the South Wales coal mining districts to the Communist 
paper the Daily Worker, and was also the author of two pamphlets critical of 
government social policies: "The South Wales Slave Act Special" (1935) and 
"From Exchange and Parish to P.A.C. [Public Assistance Committee]: For 
Decency Instead of Destitution" (1934).13 Both a knowledge of the author and 
the setting of the novel (for Cwmardy is a scarcely disguised Rhondda) provide 
external indices of the doctrinal intertext, which is more fully explicated by the 
internal indices.14 

Suleiman argues that the doctrine of the positive apprenticeship is stated by 
the hero or referred to by the narrator and other actors either directly or through 
presupposition (75). By repeated reference to the principles of the doctrine at 
the levels of story and discourse an ideological superstructure is established that 
pervades the novel. In Cwmardy the doctrine is made clear both at the begin
ning and the end of the novel. The early scenes in the novel have Ben the 
Barber opening the debate by stating that "stupid as you workmen are, you 
nevertheless provide the real power in the world today."15 It is the inability of 
the miners to grasp this point at the beginning of the novel that initiates the nar
rative which brings together in its final scene the main characters, Len Roberts, 
Ezra Jones and his daughter Mary, on a mountain walk together. Their discus-

Both these writers also refer to the intimate relationship between Jones' political activism and 
his writing. 
12 The contribution of the Communist Party and the coal miners to the activities of the 
NUWM is studied in Richard Croucher, We Refuse to Starve in Silence (London: Lawrence 
and Wishart, 1987). 
13 Smith, Lewis Jones 14. The short stories in the Daily Worker are: "Boots, Shiny, Big and 
Heavy . . . 28 Apr. 1933; 'The Pit Cage,' 21 June 1933; 'Power of the Pit,' 23 Aug. 1932; 
and 'Young Dai,' 1 July 1932. These are described as "Proletkult" sk etches by Andy Croft. 
See Croft, Red Letter Days 89. 
14 For Jones' use of the Rhondda, see Smith, Lewis Jones 42; and Holderness 29. 
15 Lewis Jones, Cwmardy (1937; London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1978) 12, emphasis 
added. Further references to this novel are given parenthetically using the abbreviation 
CWM. 
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sion in this scene summarises the thesis of the novel by providing the causes of 
their situation and by indicating the means of changing it. Through the voices 
of the two main protagonists, Len and Ezra, the conflict between labour and 
capital is established and the changing attitudes to this conflict articulated. Ezra 
represents the old trade union industrialist philosophy of determination and 
struggle against fate. Len expresses a new ideology of working-class solidarity 
and revolutionary action that will eliminate the causes of conflict. 

A hooter from below sent its wailing note up the mountain. Len started, as 
if the sound were strange to him. 
"There it goes," he muttered bitterly. "Hear the whip crack? I wonder if all 

those who respond to its lash to-night will come back up in the morning." 
"That is a matter for fate to decide," said Ezra. 
Len sprang to his feet excitedly. "Fate, fate? What is that? Do you say that 

fate tore that boy's arm out this morning? Was it fate that blew our men to 
bits in the explosion? Did fate smash Bill Bristol to a pulp? No; I can't be
lieve that, Ezra. It wasn 't fate that brought us into the strike or into the 
war. You did the first and the capitalists did the other." (CWM 309, em
phasis added) 

In this paragraph Lewis Jones has, through the voice of Len, reminded the 
reader of the salient events of the novel and brought the hero, and the reader, to 
an incipient analysis of their cause. The conversation continues with an inter
jection by Mary, who refers to the revolution in Russia and the need to mould 
and determine events rather than follow them. Ezra then talks of a war "that 
will never end while there are masters and men in the same world." Finally 
Len looks to the future: "You are right," said Len slowly. "But if our people 
have the power to win strikes even against bullets and batons they have the 
p o w e r  t o  d o  a w a y  w i t h  t h e i r  p o v e r t y ,  t o  p u t  a n  e n d  t o  t h e  s t r u g g l e  . . . "  ( C W M  
310, emphases added). This final exchange illustrates the change that has come 
about both in individuals (Len and Mary) and the community as a result of the 
experiences described in the novel. While Ezra assumes that all they have been 
through is merely another phase in the struggle for life, Len and Mary have 
come to realise that another type of world is possible. As Foley explains, the 
purpose of novels such as Cwmardy is to propose that the "recognition of one's 
place in social relations entails the seizure of what is rightfully one's own: cog
nition produces action" (284). In this case the experiences of the protagonists 
have led to the embracing of a Marxist doctrine. In this final scene, the main 
characters who have experienced the events of the story proclaim the doctrine, 
in contrast to the opening remarks made by an observer. 
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Further internal indices of the doctrinal intertext are to be found in the choice 
of the main sequence of events, all of which involve conflicts between labour 
and capital, as represented by the miners and the coalowners, and the social set
ting of the nove, which privileges the working class. These indices operate at 
both the level of story and the level of discourse, the selection of events and 
characters and their temporal and spatial configurations marking a doctrinal 
preference (See Suleiman 156-58).16 Though the struggle between capital and 
labour is the main theme of Cwmardy, the representatives of capital are by and 
large marginalised in the narrative: they are figureheads not characters, appear
ing only when the logic of conflict dictates. It is the battle against this largely 
absent foe that determines the lives of the inhabitants of Cwmardy, and which 
marks the stages in the development of Len and the mining community to an 
awareness of the correct doctrine. 

The repetition of expressions and symbols also creates a pattern of redun
dancy at the level of story by which the exploitative relationship of capital to 
labour is manifested.17 A phrase pattern consisting of the perception by the 
miners that they "don't count," that "coal be more important" and that they are 
treated like or worse than animals is repeated by Jim Roberts after the pit explo
sion and the inquest following it (CWM 89, 101). This phraseology is echoed by 
the voice of a miner on the same occasion. It is finally taken up and repeated by 
Len, both at the time of his illness and on the death of a colleague in the pit 
(CWM 130, 143). The "Big House" that looks down on the valley is used sym
bolically to emphasise the power relationships between the owners of the pit 
and the miners. It acts as the meeting place of the owners, the managers and 
their allies and thus becomes a house of conspiracy. It is also referred to in three 
repeated scenes, all involving the episode of the Big Strike, where the power it 
symbolises is challenged by the collective strength of the miners assembled on 
the rubbish tip in the valley below. In this pattern of redundancy there is a 
movement from the level of discourse to that of story and back again. On the 
first occasion the decision to take strike action is described by the narrator as a 
"terrific shout that rattled and throbbed" and "ascended in increasing crescen-
dos . . . until it banged itself against the windows of the Big House" (CWM 154-
55). On the second occasion Len points to and names the Big House as the 

16 Pikoulis refers to the telescoping of Len's progress from boy to leader of men which 
creates problems of narrative generalisation but clearly marks a selective process by the au
thor. See Pikoulis 66. 
17 On redundancy, see Suleiman 185-86, and Foley 329. 
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place housing the miners' opponents (CWM 160). On the third occasion the an
nouncement of the miners' victory is accompanied by a roar that the narrator 
says "swept the news down the valley like a raging fire, and the windows of the 
Big House quivered in the victorious tremulo [sic]" (CWM 215). The ideological 
superstructure that is developed in Cwmardy is a product not only of an affir
mation of a specific doctrine but also the result of the negation of the existing 
philosophy that determines the lives of miners and their families. 

Syntagmatically, Cwmardy demonstrates the transformation of Len Roberts 
from innocent childhood to a perception of his life as part of the industrialist, 
capitalist class society.18 This forms the central theme of the novel but is not the 
only one operating at this level. Len's development as an individual in physical 
and emotional terms is also present but subordinate to the prime objective of the 
acquisition of the doctrine. Other actors are also involved in the primary syn-
tagmatic progression. Both Mary, representing a secondary, partially fulfilled 
recipient of the "correct" ideology, and the mining community make the pro
gression from innocence to insight. In this respect "Society," seen in terms of the 
community of miners, is an active component of the narrative and not just a 
backdrop against which events are set.19 The progress of the main protagonists 
is related through a series of trials, individual and communal, which, when suc
cessfully overcome, demonstrate the validity of the Marxist position. For this 
reason, the story revolves around three major conflicts: a pit explosion, a strike, 
and the Great War. There are also a number of l inking episodes dealing with the 
daily life of the protagonists. As each private experience is linked doctrinally 
with each major conflict, a network of redundancy is established. Jane's death, a 
family tragedy, precedes the pit explosion, and in both cases the representatives 
of capital betray the representatives of labour.20 This is made explicit in the fu
nerals accompanying both tragedies. The details of the scene and characters are 
almost identical, the difference being that the one is an expression of private 
grief given support by a collective of colleagues, friends and relatives, and the 

18 On syntagmatic progression, see Suleiman 65, 74-79. 
19The concept of society here is derived from Langland 4-5; 11-14. Snee also emphasises 
collective action and group experiences in a historical process as an important feature of the 
novel. See Snee, "Working-Class Literature" 184-87. Garman considers the intimate relation 
of politics and art t o be the strength of Jones' approach since by using this he was able to 
illustrate the development of individuals in harmony with their society, in contrast to the 
then-prevailing perception of art as depicting individuals in conflict with their society. See 
Garman 264. 
20 "What has been one, passing family tragedy is now turned into the constant, communal 
misery of pit deaths and accidents." Smith, Lewis Jones 47. 
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other a communal expression of collective grief. Indirect discourse is used to 
make this link conspicuous, the words of the funeral sermon for the victims of 
the pit explosion having "brought Jane vividly to his [Len's] mind" (CWM 103). 
Len's conflict with officials in the pit over timber supplies demonstrates the 
strength of working-class solidarity and precedes the strike, which itself antici
pates the Great War. The emphasis on areas of conflict, which in themselves un
derscore the doctrine, gives an episodic structure to the novel, and the sequence 
of events is designed to reinforce the ideological message of the novel. In this 
way redundancy is created at the level of story, thereby constraining the range 
of interpretations open to the reader (See Suleiman 156, 159-65). 

Cwmardy offers an example where a one-to-one relationship of actantial 
function and characterisation is not strictly adhered to. While the fundamental 
configuration of hero, donor, helper, opponent is not influenced, its realisation in 
the story opens the text to a variety of voices which have the potential to sub
vert the "correct" interpretation (See Suleiman 65-66, 79-83). The hero is at 
once Len and Mary, and the community.21 The donor is Ezra Jones, the miners' 
leader. In addition the insights and intelligence of Len and his mining colleagues 
act as ancillary donors, in Suleiman's terms, since they help them to infer from 
their actions the ideological consequences of the conflicts they face. Helpers 
exist in the form of relatives, friends and colleagues, who help to clarify the is
sues involved at each stage of the story. These include Big Jim and Shane, Len's 
parents, and Mary. Finally, the opponent is the capitalist class, the owners of the 
coal mines, against which the struggle is defined. Here characterisation is also 
used to illustrate the hierarchical relationships within a class-bound society. The 
enemy is personified by Lord Cwmardy, his managers, Hicks and Higgins, pit of
ficials, the magistrates, the police and the soldiers. My actantial analysis will 
confine itself to the roles of the hero and the donor in order to clarify the doctri
nal message of the novel, and will make use of Suleiman's categories of redun
dancy to demonstrate the manner in which the novel is programmed to a 
monological reading. 

In dealing with the function of the hero I shall concentrate on the main pro
tagonist, Len Roberts, as a representative of the "new miner," whose progress to 

21 Mary's role and that of women generally in Cwmardy has been discussed in positive 
terms by Tanja Eichler. Since my analysis concentrates on the exposition of the doctrine as 
articulated by Len and Ezra, I have not dealt with Mary in this chapter. See Tanja Eichler, 
"Women Characters in Harold Heslop's Last Cage Down and Lewis Jones' Cwmardy 
Working-Class and Feminist Literature in Britain and Ireland in the 20th Century. Part 1. 
Proc. of the 3rd Conference in Berlin. 20-22 March 1989 (Berlin: Humboldt-Universität zu 
Berlin, 1989) 20. See also Snee, "Working-Class Literature" 189. 
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the "correct" ideological position illustrates both the role of the narrator and the 
use of redundancy in restricting interpretation. Cwmardy includes three main 
types of miner: the traditional hard-working miners, often migrants from other 
parts of the country, with "Bob Cranky" characteristics and represented by Jim 
Roberts; the modern thinking miner whose political ideology has been formed 
by the mining community, represented by Len Roberts; and the hardened trade 
unionist, represented by Ezra Jones.22 All three play a major part in the novel, 
but Len is the symbol of the new and of the future. His function in the novel is 
essentially representative, but he has a duality of personality which places him 
not only in accord with his time and place but also sets him apart from his fellow 
miners. Len has to be both ordinary and extraordinary.23 The successful ac
complishment of Len's apprenticeship is made clear in the final scene, referred to 
previously. Here Len rejects fate as an explanation for any misfortunes in life, 
and attributes the causes of the Great War to capitalism, and the success of the 
strike to good leadership. He also enunciates a belief in the united power of the 
workers to change their world (CWM 310). This final scene directs the reader to 
an understanding that Len has achieved the desired ideological position, has at
tained a respectful but critical position to his mentor's views, and has won the 
admiration and love of Mary. The novel's closure brings together both the con
ventions of romantic closure implicit in the Bildungsroman and the ideological 
closure determined by the doctrinal intertext.24 Having shown that Len has 
successfully reached this prescribed position, the tenor of the novel's argument 
is, therefore, not necessarily to ask why but to describe how this has been 
achieved.25 

Redundancy of personal characteristics, sometimes to the extent of s tereotyp
ing, is considered by Suleiman to be a distinguishing feature of the roman à 
thèse. Consistent with her analysis of semantic investment in character, called 
the amalgam (Suleiman 190-93), Len is characterised as being different from his 
fellows and is assigned the positive values of being more intelligent, more sensi
tive, and less physical. In the opening scene, where Len is on the mountain with 
his father, the narrator draws attention to their contrasting physiques-"Len 
looked at the massive body that made his own feel puny"-and contrasting 

22 See Smith, Lewis Jones 36. 
23 On the dual function of the hero, see Foley 321. On the characterisation of Len, see Snee, 
"Working-Class Literature" 187. 
24 For a discussion of the ideological and romantic closure of the proletarian Bildungs-
romany see Foley 346. 
25 Smith describes the novel as "closed." See Smith, Lewis Jones 34. 
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emotional responses, for "he [Len] felt a vague emotional hunger that made him 
sad" (CWM 1, 2). Similarly, the narrator informs the reader that "physical brutal
ity was repugnant to the lad," and that "at the end of the first year he shared top 
place with Mary" at school (CWM 74, 25). The importance of these early refer
ences is later reinforced in a series of responses to a number of situations that 
form part of his progress to achieving an authentic apprenticeship. These char
acteristics, sensitivity and intelligence, which set Len apart from his fellow min
ers, are allied to a physical weakness, and together they provide a realistic moti
vation for his death in the sequel We Live.26 

Len's progress is recounted in a series of distinct phases in which he faces a 
number of trials that not only allow the development of his personality but also 
confirm the development of his ideological position.27 The pattern that evolves 
is one in which ideas are presented, are then tested in concrete situations, which 
validate them, and finally confirmed by the commentary of a trustworthy charac
ter or by the narrator. The four phases of Len's development show his ideas 
growing from a perception of a class-based society in purely private terms, 
through the class conflicts inherent in the industrial activity of the mine, to an 
awareness of a capitalist class society operating at national and international 
levels. The doctrinal message evolves from one of initial emotional response to a 
Marxist analysis of society and the belief in revolution. My analysis that follows 
seeks to explicate the doctrinal message of the novel and to demonstrate the 
narratological features that sustain it. 

Using a number of dramatic incidents in Len's early life, Lewis Jones demon
strates the incipient perception of the world as a class-based society. To do this, 
the author has recourse to the omniscient narrator as a commentator on Len's 
thoughts and ideas whereby the process of interpretive redundancy defines the 
message of the text. In the incidents covered here the narrator, either by direct 
comment or the protagonist by indirect discourse, "fixes" the meaning of each 
event.28 This process involves the narrator in making clear to the reader Len's 
responses to each situation and in developing a consistent line of interpretation 
that establishes the concept of a class society.29 The authority invested in the 

26 Suleiman refers to the Formalist concept of realistic motivation. See Suleiman 127. 
Pikoulis comments on this means of preparing the ground for developments in We Live. See 
Pikoulis 65. 
27 Foley 328. 
28 Foley points out that the use of free indirect discourse allows the reader access to the 
mind of the protagonist. See Foley 339. 
29 For an explanation of the process of "fixing" and foregrounding events as part of the 
pattern of redundancy, see Suleiman 184, 185. 
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perceptions of the hero adds to the acceptability of the doctrinal message. The 
events selected to illustrate Len's progress are his being beaten by the school
master for playing truant, the death of his sister Jane in childbirth, and the ex
plosion at the pit. In this initial phase it is the intrusion of the "reality" of the 
capitalist world into the security and love of his home life that moulds Len's atti
tudes. Though clever at school, the flailing which Len receives for truancy 
convinces him of the evil intention underlying an authoritarian school system. 
The narrator, using Len as the focus, describes the effect of this experience in 
forming Lens view of the world: 

It had become a monster that was going to rob him of his mountain rambles 
and the free existence he was accustomed to, and the memory of the hid
ing he had received filled him with a hot resentment.... In the weeks that 
followed Len came to hate the school and everything connected with it. 
(CWM 25) 

Having been seen to clarify in his own mind his relationship to the educational 
system, Len vows to leave school and start work in the pit as soon as he is old 
enough. 

The loss of Jane, his sister, is a more complex emotional affair but its political 
relevance is highlighted by the fact that Jane dies bearing the child of Evan the 
Overman's son. From listening to the conversation of the adults Len comes to 
believe that it is only the difference in the occupational status of their parents 
that prevents the overman's son from marrying Jane, and this generates the be
ginnings of his class-consciousness: 

This idea grew on Len. He pondered long over the distinction between the 
officials in the pit and workmen. . . . The hatred he felt for Evan the 
Overman's son slowly diffused itself into a hatred of all those classed as of
ficials. He began to regard them as enemies. (CWM 53) 

By relating the loss of Jane to the relationship between two groups in the pit, 
Lewis Jones seeks to establish the emotional basis for Len's perception of a class 
society. He is careful to qualify the development of Len's thoughts by comment
ing through the narrative voice on Len's immaturity. Nonetheless, the narrator 
refers to the "subtle divisions deliberately developed between the colliery staff 
of officials and the workmen" (CWM 53), which implies a reinforcement of the 
emotional conclusions already attributed to Len. 

The enormous explosion, which takes hundreds of lives, and its aftermath, the 
inquest and burial, function essentially as part of the development of political 
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consciousness in the community and as a clarification of class roles in society. 
As far as Len is concerned it is a traumatic experience. Left to his own devices 
by Big Jim and Shane on the night of the explosion, he cries himself to sleep 
fearful of the terrible fate that may have overtaken his father. The ensuing in
quest and funeral are again used to develop his perception of industrial society: 

The hill became a symbol to him. He saw it as a belt taking live men up to 
the pit, then bringing them down dead to the cemetery. ... He conjured up 
the hill and the pit as common enemies of the people, working in con
nivance to destroy them. (CWM 104) 

At this point the narrative voice, using highly colourful imagery, including per
sonification of the mine,30 and an incipient class perception of society, directs 
the reader's attention to the formative effects Len's environment has on his intel
lectual development. The first phase of Len's progress ostensibly finishes with 
the death of his sister Jane, as stated by the narrator: "The death of Jane had 
marked the end of his boyhood" (CWM 67). But more particularly, it is not until 
later, when Len starts working down the pit, that the reader becomes aware that 
the second phase has been initiated. 

The second phase of Len's political education begins when he starts work. In 
this phase he awakens to his role and status in the industrial hierarchy and seeks 
to find the answers to this state of affairs. At this stage it is the concrete experi
ence of the work place that shapes his thoughts and he finds a partial solution 
in solidarity with his fellow workers. In keeping with Len's emergence as a ma
ture character, the role of interpretive commentator moves partially from the nar
rator, in the form of narrative comment, to Len himself in the form of dialogue or 
declamatory statements. Consequently, the interpretation of experience is 
vested in and legitimised by the main character (Cf. Suleiman 184). This phase is 
marked by an emotional reaction to the injustices of the system, the intellectual 
search for their cause and an attempt to find a solution to them. The initial ex
citement and pride in starting work soon disappears with the continuous toil. 
Thanks to the support and knowledge of his father and colleagues Len learns 
the skills of mining and the monotony of work: 

the pit became the dominating factor in his life... . Slowly he came to re
gard himself as a slave and the pit as his owner, and his old taciturnity 
again grew in him as he brooded over these matters. (CWM 123) 

30 The portrayal of industrial areas as Hell and the people living there as devils is a recur
ring feature of industrial novels. See Williams, Welsh Industrial Novel 4-5. 
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The questions posed by work in the pit receive a partial answer with the arrival 
of a donor figure, Ron Evans, his old school chum. Ron is interested in socialism 
and lends his books to Len who finds that they activate him and offer "a key to 
the problem troubling his mind" (CWM 125). This period of awakening to the 
class nature of society, not only through emotional responses but also as an in
tellectual concept, is interrupted by illness. At this point Lewis Jones connects 
the theoretical and intellectual development resulting from Len's association 
with Ron to the practical problems faced by a mining family. The length and 
severity of Len's illness has helped put the family into debt. Len reacts to this: 

"Cattle are not treated like us. A farmer takes care of his cow when it is 
bad, but we be no use to anybody." 
"It's not right. It's not fair. There's something wrong somewhere." (CWM 

130,131) 

Len's nascent awareness of the injustices of the industrial system supplies the 
motivation for practical action that brings him out of the shadow of his father 
and establishes him as a leader of the miners in his barry.31 In the episodes that 
describe this development a distinct pattern of narratology is established. A 
concrete situation is used to initiate the proclamation of an idea by the main pro
tagonist, Len. This is followed by an event that validates the thesis. The success
ful conclusion to the event is then fixed by narrative commentary (Cf. Suleiman 
184-85; Foley 298-99). 

In a conflict between the men and the mine officials over timber-supplies Len 
provides the miners with the most sensible and correct means of dealing with 
the official concerned. When faced with an ultimatum to work or leave, Len tells 
his friend, Will Evans, to collect all the men from the area to participate in the 
action. Faced with the possibility of a strike the fireman retreats from his posi
tion and accedes to the men's demands. Astutely, Len also suggests a compro
mise that obtains more timber for them and a measure of financial compensation. 
The narrator comments on and fixes this action as follows: 

All them were elated, for this was the first time they had been together in a 
conflict with the officials of the pit, and the victory gave them confidence 
in each other. 
In the minds of all of them Len was automatically promoted to leadership 

of their affairs in the barry. (CWM 138) 

31 A technical term referring to an area in a pit where several miners work at cutting the 
coal. 
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The duration of this elation is short-lived as one of their number is killed by a 
falling stone. The management's response to this is to have the place cleared and 
ready for work the next day. In contrast to his handling of the timber conflict, 
Len's response to this behaviour is emotional: 

"Holy Christ. This isn't a pit, but a slaughter-house," he began. "The offi
cials are more like butchers than men. They measure coal without giving a 
thought to our flesh. They think, they dream, they live for coal while we 
die for it.. .. Firing hell, we don't count." (CWM 142) 

In this episode Len is shown learning to understand the arts of industrial bar
gaining and also the rudiments of capitalist exploitation. His perceptions and 
actions are individually and personally expressed, formed from the reality of the 
workplace and with a feeling for justice that endows them with an aura of au
thenticity. From this point on, Len is allowed to develop his ideas as the repre
sentative of the thinking miner. The action in the barry also foregrounds the 
next stage in the miners' struggle, the Big Strike. 

Having reached a state of awareness of injustice and exploitation, the next 
phase portrayed in Len's development is learning how, when and why to act. 
For this a new mentor/donor is required and a new major challenge appears in 
the form of a strike. The lessons learnt are hard but demonstrate the importance 
of solidarity and endurance. Action is precipitated by the amalgamation of the 
pits and the proposed new rates of pay. The narratological pattern established in 
the previous phase is retained with Len expounding the ideological principles 
which are then validated by the action of the miners and confirmed or fixed by 
the narrator or another character.32 The more complex nature of a long strike 
demands an elaboration of this basic pattern involving the conflicting attitudes 
represented by Ezra. Most importantly, however, truth is conveyed by the hero 
figure, Len.33 At a meeting of the miners Len is portrayed as listening to the ar
guments and as being able to develop ideas. He makes his maiden speech in this 
assembly, proposing a minimum wage for all the miners. Not only does he make 
this radical proposal, which is applauded by the miners, but also suggests a plan 
of action that builds on the idea of solidarity: 

32 For patterns of redundancy and the fixing of events, see Suleiman 184-87. 
33 Foley considers a major function of the hero to be that o f the bearer of truth. S ee Foley 
353. 
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"But how to get this is the problem. We can depend on it that the com
pany will fight, because this is a principle that affects every miner and 
owner in the country. That is why we must look for support right from the 
start, and where better can we look for this than among our neighbours, 
who are suffering under the same company as us and facing the same at
tack?" (CWM 150) 

Following Len's contribution to the meeting the narrator reaffirms the impres
sions already formed by the reader: 

Len . . . was now of an age when his vague ideas where beginning to find 
a coherence. Although very emotional, he yet had a capacity for deep 
thinking, and what he needed was someone who could inspire him. (CWM 
152) 

The comments passed on Len's current ideological status serve to underline his 
contribution to the strike: thoughtful proposals mixed with passionate appeals 
and a veneration for Ezra Jones, the miners' leader. 

During the strike Len becomes actively involved, appearing on the picket 
lines, daubing "blackleg" signs on houses and participating in a battle with the 
police. With the intensification of the struggle and the arrival of soldiers in the 
valley, Len faces the first challenge to his belief in Ezra, and the novel develops 
the theme of the collective power of the miners as opposed to the fears and 
weaknesses of individual leaders. When Ezra feels that accepting half a loaf is 
better than none, Len steps into the breach and persuades the committee, and 
Ezra, to keep fighting by arguing that none of the miners "dare to tell our 
women 'The strike is over,"' (CWM 206) and that they have accepted a com
promise solution. Len's "passionate indictment," as the narrator calls it, also con
tains an analysis of the situation based on the belief that the owners are depen
dent on the miners to mine the coal. Len points out to the miners that "While it is 
true our bodies belong to the pit, so also is it true that this makes us masters of 
the pit. It can't live without us" (CWM 207). Convinced of the strength of their 
case the strikers continue, and Len is faced immediately with a more serious test, 
the shooting of miners by the soldiers sent to maintain law and order. Once 
again Ezra is prepared to end the strike, but Len's dramatic appeal to sacrifice in 
the name of their dead colleagues encourages the strikers to continue. 

The Big Strike is also used to demonstrate that through collective action the 
miners can determine their own fates. Len's ideas are shown to evolve out of a 
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lived experience with his colleagues.34 This is most dramatically illustrated in the 
battles for the village square. This thrice-repeated scene (CWM 172, 182, 211) 
shows the police to be the provokers of violence, and, ultimately, they are rein
forced by soldiers. The conclusion to be drawn is that the forces of law and or
der are arrayed on the side of the coalowners. Short scenes of conspiracy in the 
Big House are used to underline this conclusion (CWM 144, 193). After ten 
months the miners' case is granted and a minimum wage becomes law. The min
ers' actions have demonstrated that power emanates from the rank-and-file and 
the ideas expressed by Len have been vindicated in a physical struggle with the 
opponent. 

Having learnt from the strike the need for solidarity, Len and his fellow miners 
recognise that this principle has now to be applied in the pit. Consequently, 
when they re-commence work Len and Big Jim gather the men of their district 
together and Len addresses them in the following terms: 

"[I]t has been decided by those who led us through the strike that we must 
now hang together in such a way that an injury to one is an injury to all. . . 
. We won the strike because we were united and organised, but we can 
easily lose all we have won if we go back to the old way of every man for 
himself." (CWM 220) 

This speech fixes the events of the strike and the principles involved, and pro
poses a policy for the future. On the completion of Len's speech the men agree 
to join the union, and they elect Len and one other as their representatives on 
the committee. The position thus won is immediately put to the test by the ar
rival of the overman, who orders Len out of the pit. This brings the men into 
conflict with the overman, who is forced to withdraw his demand, and the men 
can celebrate another victory for solidarity. The use of action at a local level to 
reinforce the lessons of the strike adds to the chain of redundancy that pro
duces the didactic effect of this type of novel (Cf. Foley 294). 

Equally important, however, is the problem of persuading certain recalcitrant 
miners to join the Federation. This splitting of the ranks is reduced to a simple 
conflict between one miner and his colleagues working the same barry. By re
fusing to cooperate with him and thus illustrating their mutual dependence on 
each other, the imperative of working together is demonstrated and the point is 
confirmed by Len: 

34 This ability to demonstrate the militancy of communism arising from lived experience is 
regarded by David Smith as a particular merit of Jones's work. See David Smith, Socialist 
Propaganda in the Twentieth Century British Novel (London: Macmillan, 1978) 68. 
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"No man can be strong enough to do what we all don't want him to do... . 
[N]o man can refuse to do what we want him to do. One man in our barry 
thought he could stand by himself against us all and bring disgrace on us 
in the eyes of the other workmen in the pit." (CWM 229) 

The experience gained during the minimum wage battle and its aftermath has 
been absorbed by Len and he has learnt to articulate one of the fundamentals of 
industrial conflict: solidarity gives strength. This has not only been demon
strated in times of crisis but also at each level of working activity, from the coal
face upwards. 

The hero has, however, still not reached the full stage of development, and in 
the final phase of the novel Len's perception of society moves from the affairs of 
the mine to the wider world around him. As in the preceding phase of Len's 
evolution to consciousness, the initial steps to a theoretical understanding are 
soon reinforced by practical experience. He is forced to question his own per
sonality and intellectual consistency but emerges as a valid representative of his 
class and community. The narratological pattern has already been established in 
previous phases, but in this instance it is accompanied by a movement of the 
ideological argument from the plane of industrial conflict to the wider horizon of 
national and international politics, and the acquisition of a political ideology. 

Len acts as the initiator in acquiring a better knowledge of the political and 
social structure of society, as he expresses it to Mary: "to learn what exactly we 
should know" (CWM 231). The circle Len and Mary organise becomes a popu
lar and important factor in the life of the valley. Len is reported to be studying 
works on socialism and by Marx. His horizons are widened by the social con
tact the circle gives him and a growing awareness of his emotional relationship 
to Mary. A trip to Blackpool makes him aware of other workers in other situa
tions. However, it is the experiences of the war that crystallise his thinking. 
Unable to join the army because of his poor health, Len remains in the pit pro
viding coal for the war effort. 

Len comes to adhere to the Marxist position concerning the causes of the 
war. As with the strike, a theoretical perspective is reinforced by the practical 
experience of struggling to make a living in the special context of the war. The 
process to this position follows a pattern of moving from individual to group 
experience: Len fails to reconcile in his mind the apparent contradiction he sees 
of trade union leaders and coalowners both endorsing the war; Len's ideas are 
reinforced by an outside force in the shape of a "revolutionary speaker" arguing 
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against the war; the initial position is confirmed by the action of the representa
tives of capital in opposing a meeting; practical experiences of the community 
emphasise the class nature of the war; and finally collective action results in im
proved conditions for the miners. Following a talk on the war by the revolu
tionary speaker, the narrator describes Len's thoughts: 

Len continued to ponder the problem of the war. He began to mentally 
query how Ezra could . . . stand on the same platform as Mr. Hicks and 
Lord Cwmardy after all they had done against the workmen during the 
strike. (CWM 271) 

These doubts on the rightness of the war are then reinforced by the action of 
the opponent, in the guise of Mr. Hicks and a police superintendent, who seek 
to coerce Len into abandoning a public meeting he intends to hold. Despite 
these threats, Len wishes to go on with the meeting and argues his case against 
the bias of war propaganda with both Ezra and Mary: "Wherever we turn now 
we only hear one side. Everybody is wrong and terrible and cruel except our 
own people" (CWM 277). The meeting is held successfully and peacefully, and 
Len states quite simply that he thinks "the speaker spoke the truth; that every 
word was gospel "(CWM 286), but he is worried about how the war can be 
stopped. By being presented with Len's quandary the reader is forced to reflect 
on the speaker's words, which state that: 

"The war is a war of competing capitalists and conflicting interests. We are 
merely pawns in the horrible game; flesh and blood whose very destruc
tion becomes profitable." (CWM 284) 

Mary provides a degree of support by arguing that "the speaker was quite 
genuine" and she believed all he said, although she is not fully convinced that 
the "war was wrong" (CWM 286). 

Len's remaining doubts are removed when he realises just how poor the min
ers have become. Difficulties in making ends meet at home force Len to realise 
that, while some people, the coal-owners, are making money out of the war, 
many others are fighting off starvation. Len decides to fight for higher wages 
and argues that the coal owners have raised prices to make money: 

" [Patriotism to them is a very paying thing. The longer the war lasts the 
more money they make out of it. I know they will say that we are traitors 
to our country and that we are betraying our boys at the front if we ask for 
more wages. . . . Why should we work and starve and our brothers at the 
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front fight and die while other people are piling up mountains of money 
from our sacrifices?" (CWM 292-93) 

The men support Len's view and a demand for increased wages is voted on at 
the meeting at which Len spoke. The issue of patriotism and strikes during the 
war is raised by reference to a condemnatory newspaper headline, which en
ables Len to refute the accusations of disloyalty made. Finally, the miners' de
mands are granted. 

To complete the apprenticeship novel, Lewis Jones takes his hero to the end 
of the war and the commencement of mechanisation in the pits that occurs soon 
after. Once more he is reminded of the conflicting aims of the owners and the 
men. Speed-up, induced by mechanisation, soon claims its first victim, a young 
boy with his arm torn off. This accident impels Len to seek solace with Ezra and 
Mary, and he concludes the novel on the mountain where he began. But, as il
lustrated earlier, the "vague hunger" of the opening scene has been replaced by 
hard-won insight and experience. 

Len's progress to the attainment of the "correct" ideological position is essen
tially linear and uncomplicated. He moves from ignorance to knowledge, from 
passivity to action, successfully facing the trials of initiation with no deviation 
and surprisingly little doubt. At the level of personal development he has also 
reached maturity. Whether each narrated episode is expressed by Len, Ezra, the 
narrator or any other character, the reader is left in no doubt of each one's signif
icance or of Len's status in relation to the desired goal. This achievement has 
not, however, been gained without a great deal of conflict, not only with the 
opponent but also in arguing his case with his helpers and donor. Len's ideas 
are both shown and reported to be the result of his experiences. 

An examination of the "donor" invites a more complex reading of the novel. 
This is partly because Ezra Jones is not ascribed as a donor until well into the 
novel, and partly because Ezra cannot function as a donor of unblemished 
virtue. His humanity and the objective historical circumstances of the story pre
vent this.35 However, the function of the donor in a positive apprenticeship re
quires the character(s) to be imbued with authority and credibility to ensure the 
veracity of the "hero's" embrace of the correct doctrine (See Suleiman 80, 81; 
Foley 310, 332). In Cwmardy there is one central figure who acts as the princi

35 Commenting on Ezra's position in We Live, Smith states that "Ezra is ... a shrewd, 
formidable leader able to act with dispatch and correctness on a number of issues. The in
escapable conclusion, though, is that he cannot use these gifts beyond the trade union." 
Smith, Lewis Jones 69-70. 
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pal donor: Ezra Jones, the miners' leader. But as his involvement with the hero, 
Len, does not occur until well into the story and as the disclosure of some of his 
ideology is through discussions with other characters, then other donors have 
to be found. I have previously mentioned the qualities attributed to Len, his 
sensitivity, intelligence, and astuteness and how these enable him to learn from 
the environment in which he finds himself. Consequently, both Len and the 
community act as "secondary donors." In almost all other respects Ezra con
forms to the "model donor" as defined by Suleiman. In addition, his placement 
within the narrative exemplifies other aspects of redundancy concerned with es
tablishing the authority of a character. 

Before Ezra is established as Len's donor, he is observed by others, including 
the omniscient narrator, and assigned qualities which will establish the authority 
of his position. He first appears on the night of the explosion when the rescue 
team is to descend the pit shaft, and the description by the omniscient narrator 
explains that "Ezra's short, thick-set body and stern face looked as hard as the 
coal from which he forced a livelihood." This is followed by Ezra's own voice 
which is described as "cold" (CWM 78). Later the same night, as the crowd 
push forward to see the dead hauled to the surface Ezra's authority over the 
people is indicated: 

Sensing the developing panic, Ezra called out in his cold, harsh voice, 
"Steady, boys. Cool heads now." The calm, sensible words eased the ten
sion and soothed hysterical emotions. (CWM 84) 

Within the space of a few pages and at the first appearance of the man, Ezra has 
been described as cold, hard, sensible, detached and in control. At the mass 
burial of the victims of the explosion the narrator describes Len's first view of 
Ezra: "The man's eyes were hard and dry and a cynical smile played around the 
corner of his lips" (CWM 103). This is in contrast to the tears and the emotions 
of Big Jim, Shane and Len. The narrator continues: "After the service Ezra qui
etly took charge" (CWM 103). The qualities of the donor figure have been well 
foregrounded and Ezra does not reappear in the story until the start of the Big 
Strike. Here the reader is reminded once more of those qualities through the 
eyes of the hero, who sees Ezra address a miners' meeting: 

He [Ezra] looked exactly as Len had first seen him at the funeral of the 
explosion victims. His solid, square body fitted his stern face and made a 
complete picture of rugged determination. There was something powerful 
and dominating in the man's presence, and when he raised his hand in the 
authoritative gesture that Len still remembered, the tumult of voices in the 
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hall faded away. Ezra waited until everyone was perfectly quiet and then, 
his voice as hard and stern as his face, began to speak. (CWM 146) 

Repetition reinforces Len's, and the reader's, image of Ezra and by the end of the 
meeting the hero/donor relationship is in operation, and Len has accepted Ezra 
as his "spiritual father." Through the narrative voice the reader is told that "More 
or less subconsciously, Len began to accept Ezra as a leader to be followed and 
trusted" (CWM 152). The wisdom of this choice is confirmed immediately by a 
sequence in which the opponent, in the shape of Mr. Hicks and Mr. Higgins, the 
managers of the mine, discuss Ezra's character and the prospects of a long strike: 

"This man Ezra Jones strikes me as a pretty stubborn type, and he seems to 
wield a great deal of influence with the men... . What are the possibilities 
of placing him on the staff? ... 
"Absolutely impossible. The man is incorruptible." (CWM 153) 

Ezra clearly exhibits all the characteristics of a leader of men: hard, stern, cool, 
authoritative and incorruptible, an image accumulated from a number of obser
vations by characters already established as reliable, even if they are opponents, 
and by the narrator, who is the ultimate source of truth. Ezra is also shown to be 
human and to exhibit kindness, as is shown by his reception of Len when he 
visits to discuss the progress of the strike. 

In terms of the donor function and the ideological message of the novel, two 
aspects of Ezra are of interest: his ideology and his weaknesses. As an imperfect 
donor Ezra appears as a more rounded character, a fact that opens the door to 
alternative interpretations, thus creating a discourse that subverts or perturbs 
the main ideological thrust of the novel.36 In this case it must be realised that the 
subversion that occurs is not that of the main conflict between labour and capi
tal, but between ways and means of achieving victory, a type of perturbation 
Suleiman connects with the confrontation model, but which is equally applica
ble to an apprenticeship distinguished by strife (Cf. Suleiman 134, 135). 

Ezra's ideological position is developed in a series of conversations with Len 
and with Mary, and in speeches to the miners. Whilst the conversations with 
Len and the speeches to the miners are of direct relevance to the ideological 

36 Snee argues that Ezra's failure, which becomes apparent in We Live, is not located in his 
own character or a question of moral weakness, but is the failure of the labour movement 
and his own class which could not sustain him. See Snee, "Working-Class Literature" 188. 
Garman argues that Jones's commitment to ideology enabled him "to express fully the con
tradictions involved in personal development without glossing the weaknesses of his charac
ters," as is amply displayed in the treatment of Ezra Jones. See Garman 265. 
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progress of the "hero," the discussions with Mary allow the reader to experience 
a different, more personal side to his character. This conflict of private and pub
lic domains of thought in Ezra's character help to formulate the ideological mes
sage of the novel as a whole. Ezra's ideology is essentially an industrial one in 
which there is a continual struggle between labour and capital; the strength of 
the one lying in collective organisation and the strength of the other lying in its 
control of political and social institutions. Soon after the beginning of the strike, 
Len goes to see Ezra to suggest a number of measures. Ezra listens with interest 
and then expounds on a basic theory that is endorsed by the practical experi
ences of the miners during the strike: 

"We must always try to anticipate what the enemy is thinking and what he 
intends doing. . . . Just as you have been thinking of methods to 
strengthen the strike, so have they been thinking of ways and means to 
break it and drive our men back to the pits." (CWM 157-58) 

The rest of the period of the strike hinges on the ability of the miners to do this, 
whether it be dealing with strikebreakers, police reinforcements or the army. 

Following the success of the strike Ezra and the committee use the enthu
siasm of victory to organise the men and to encourage them to join the union. 
Again Ezra explains his philosophy of industrial conflict to Len: 

"The committee can only hold power and control when it is directly repre
sentative of the men. The seat of strength is not on the surface or in our 
meetings, it is in the pit itself " (CWM 217-18, emphasis added) 

Between these two pieces of advice Ezra develops ideas and thoughts in con
versation with Mary. Ezra's decision to ask Len to speak spontaneously to a 
mass meeting is questioned by his daughter. His reply begins with a review of 
his position in regard to the people he leads, and this foregrounds events that 
develop in We Live:37 

"The people who to-day carried me on their shoulders would ... in differ
ent circumstances trample my body in the mud. One day . .. you will learn 
there is only one way to lead, and that is the way the people want you to 
go. Once try to take them away from this, they destroy you." (CWM 162) 

37 The ideas expressed in this conversation function as realistic motivation for later devel
opments in the relationship of donor and hero. Cf. Suleiman 127. In the case of Cwmardy, 
this realistic motivation is not just a fictional device but also has a basis in the complex poli
tics of the South Wales Miners' Federation. See Smith, Lewis Jones 68-69. 
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Ezra then goes on to explain his reasons for his action: 

"You ask why I called on young Len to speak. It was because I wanted to 
do two things: I wanted to know how deep he is in the events of the strike 
and I also wanted to know the extent of my influence over him." (CWM 
162) 

Ezra's bitter and ruthless philosophy, as the narrator explains, has been forged in 
the industrial struggle which has cost him a great deal personally (CWM 152). 
Following the riot, resulting from police aggressiveness, Ezra opens up to Mary 
in explaining the power relations of capital and labour: 

"Yes, my dear. Exactly as I had expected, so it has happened. Right always 
has been, and always will be, determined by might. There can never be one 
law that is at once good for the tiger and the lamb. Neither can there be 
one law that binds together the interests of workmen and owners." (CWM 
177) 

And after the successful conclusion to the strike and the establishment of the 
Federation, Ezra tells Len: 

"Very good, Len; you have now seen where power lies and what it is. . . . 
Yes, my children, power is both great and terrible. It is great when it is held 
by yourself but it is terrible when it is held by your enemies." (CWM 224) 

Ezra's concluding contribution to the ideological debate is in the final scene. In 
response to the radical optimism of his young colleagues Ezra remarks that the 
war between masters and men will never end and that it is the "men" who ought 
to gain the rewards of mining: 

"Who sunk those pits and mined them? Who made those lines into rivers of 
coal? No one but our people. And what have they in return? Nothing but 
poverty, struggle and death." (CWM 310) 

Despite Len's plea for building a better world Ezra continues by arguing from 
greater experience that "there are some things in life the people can never abol
ish" and that the "struggle for living is one of them" (CWM 310). The limitation 
of Ezra's ideology is shown to consist of a perception of life as a persistent 
struggle for survival that is strong within the industrial context but lacks a wider 
perspective. 

Though surrounded by an aura of strength and determination, there are oc
casions when the weaknesses of Ezra's personality show through. Two of these 
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occur most importantly during the Big Strike and momentarily shake Len's faith 
in his mentor. The first occasion is when Ezra suggests that "half a loaf is better 
than none," and the second is after miners have been shot by the soldiers. The 
reasons for Ezra's weaknesses are soon explained away as deriving from the 
pressures of leadership and from an overpowering horror at the suffering caused 
to his fellow men, a sentiment he expresses to Mary as follows: 

"My dear," he murmured, "I wonder where it is all going to end. How long 
can hungry men stand up to physical violence? ... Do you know, my dear 
. . . that when we fail to anticipate things it means that men's bodies, their 
flesh, have to suffer? Bravery isn't enough in a strike." (CWM 188) 

The various qualities of Ezra, the donor, increase the dialogic nature of the nar
rative and would subvert the ideological message of the text were it not that the 
bearer of the "correct doctrine" intervenes and demonstrates that the strength 
inherent in one individual is also derived from the support and succour of the 
people he represents. 

In Cwmardy Ezra Jones has to fulfil two functions: firstly, that of donor to 
Len, and secondly, that of a character in his own right, a plausible trade unionist 
in the historical period covered by the novel. The ideological message of the 
novel has, therefore, to include the various debates and actual divisions within 
the South Wales mining community at that period, of which both Len and Ezra 
represent different strands. 

The final aspect of Cwmardy to be examined is that of historical and descrip
tive realism. Lewis Jones' declared ambition to "novelise a phase of working-
class history" immediately poses the problem of real versus fictive. Whilst the 
historical authenticity of his account adds authority, it also limits the story and 
the actions of the protagonists to the plausible and possible within the confines 
of the verifiable. Lewis Jones is not just concerned with the historical as a back
drop to his narrative but also uses the fictional freedom the novel offers to re-in-
terpret history in the light of his ideological stance.38 In certain instances histor
ical reality both constrains and vitalises the story, as is the case with the mini
mum wage strike, which is connected to the accounts of the Tonypandy riots, 
and the demand for a wage increase during the Great War, where again the 
event is verifiable but where his account seeks to redress the balance of official 
interpretation. In other cases the apparent veracity of an event, as in the shoot
ing of miners by soldiers, has no foundation in fact and is simply a dramatic dis

38 Cf. Smith, Lewis Jones 51. 
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tortion designed to emphasise the nature of class society. Even the formation of 
the union is shown to follow the action of the men in the pit and to be a demon
stration of the "potential of the rank-and-file" who need organisation after ac
tion. Lewis Jones simplifies and adapts "history" for the ideological aims of his 
novel.39 

Lewis Jones also resorts to the didactic technique of using "outside informa
tion," in the form of newspaper reports, to clarify not only journalistic bias but 
also the class nature of the event. This contrast is expressed in two types of dis
course. On the one hand there is the "true" version of the novel, and on the 
other the story "concocted" by the press. The violence occurring at the time of 
the strike is given in a newspaper headline as "Hooligans Smash Up Town. 
Police Draw Batons In Self Defence" (CWM 176). The construction of this 
scene is such that the headline is seen to be false but for the non-initiated audi
ence outside the mining community the headlines will be assumed to be true. 
The hero, Len, and the reader have learnt another lesson in the class war. This 
technique is repeated when the miners strike for more pay during the war, and 
the headline "Miners Betray Soldiers at the Front" provides an excuse for Len 
to contradict the general bias of the press and public opinion against the miners 
(CWM 296). 

In common with all the miners' novels, Cwmardy contains detailed descrip
tions of pit life, home life and leisure activities. Descriptions of face work in the 
mine reflect the skills of the miner: 

In time he learned to hew coal and stand timber without the help of his fa
ther. He came to understand the struggle between himself and the coal
face; and he pitted his brains against the strata, using the lie of the coal and 
the pressure of the roof to help him win the coal from the face with the 
minimum expenditure of energy. (CWM 122) 

The changes brought about by mechanisation after the First World War, 
changes that are described as turning a job requiring individual skills and allow
ing some independence to one of simple labouring tied to the rhythm of a con
veyor belt, are also described in detail: 

39 Troops were sent to South Wales in the autumn of 1910 and this prolonged the strike. It 
was in Llanelli, not in the coalfield, that people were shot by troops in 1911 in association 
with a national rail strike. The minimum wage act was passed in 1912 following a national 
strike. The South Wales Miners' Federation had been in existence since 1898, i.e., before the 
strike and organisation described by Jones. See Smith, Lewis Jones 60-62. 
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The men got to work with their picks and shovels. Resting on their knees 
to give greater power to their arms, they tore great lumps of coal from the 
solid face, and breaking them into smaller pieces, heaved them with a turn 
of their shoulders and a twist of their arms into the conveyor. But however 
much coal they put in, the conveyor was always empty when they turned 
to it again. (CWM 305) 

The function of such passages is to reinforce the message of the novel and to 
give it an authenticity based on a perceivable link with reality. In Hamon's terms 
"Realist discourse is simply a discourse ostentatious with knowledge (the de
scriptive note) which it wants to show (to the reader) by circulating it (in and 
through a narrative)" (Hamon 172). Thus realist discourse makes use of a re
peated presentation of information, a process of persistent redundancy, which is 
designed to create a belief in greater reality. Its ultimate aim is to generate au
thenticity and acceptability through the illusion of truth. This brief account of 
the aspects of historical and descriptive realism in Cwmardy links up with the 
comments of contemporary reviewers on the novel as social documentation. The 
essential difference is, however, that in the approach used in this chapter these 
aspects of realism form an integral part of the pattern of redundancy used to es
tablish the ideology of the novel. 

m 

The purpose of this chapter has been to show that Cwmardy conforms to the 
narrative pattern of a roman à thèse and that this enables a more complete read
ing of the novel than the approaches shown in some of the contemporary re
views. The application of Suleiman's positive apprenticeship model to Cwmardy 
emphasises the relationship between narratology and the nature, and impor
tance, of the ideological components of the novel. The primary configuration of 
this novel is the development of class-consciousness in the mining community 
as a result of lived experiences in the recent past. The use of a traditional 
Bildungsroman structure as the basis for the novel results in a number of ten
sions in which the politics of ideology, essentially collective, are in conflict with 
the generic politics of individualism.40 In Cwmardy the hero, the donor and the 
narrator function as the articulators of the doctrine, but the network of redun

40 Foley raises the question of the relationship of the political implications of the genre to 
the attempts at expressing proletarian ideas in the text. Foley argues that some elements of 
individualism and closure that appear in proletarian Bildungsrornane are not necessarily a 
result of generic politics but of conservative doctrinal attitudes. See Foley 277, 354-61. 
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dancies at and between the levels of story and discourse acts as part of a pro
cess of confirmation and validation. Cwmardy is overdetermined doctrinally, 
and both the syntagmatic progression and the actantial structure of the novel 
are designed to demonstrate that developments in the South Wales coalfield be
tween 1900 and 1920 conformed to a 1930s Communist view of that society.41 

In achieving this ideological monosemy, Lewis Jones constructs a verisimilitude 
based on the redundancy of realism, expressed through everyday features, and 
the distortion of the "reality" of observed historical events. The analysis of 
Cwmardy as a roman à thèse demonstrates the ideological nature of the novel. 
This validates an interpretation of the novel that recognises ideology as a spe
cific aesthetic factor which contributes to an awareness of the novel as belong
ing to a sub-genre of the realist novel. It is a reading that agrees with those con
temporary reviewers, of both Left and Right, who considered the novel on the 
basis of its political content and judged it according to their own political pref
erences. In this respect Cwmardy is essentially an uncomplicated novel, being 
supported by the Left as an example of the proletarian novel, or rejected by the 
Right as plain propaganda. Harold Heslop's first novel published in Britain, The 
Gate of a Strange Field, provides a more complex set of responses and an alter
native reading that will be approached through Suleiman's model of a negative 
apprenticeship. 

41 Cf. Smith, Lewis Jones 57 and 61. 





5. A "Mental Squint"1 

Harold Heslop's The Gate of a Strange Field (1929),2 like Lewis Jones' 
Cwmardy, is a novel about coming to terms with developments in the British 
coalfields in the early twentieth century. The Gate of a Strange Field deals with 
the failure of the labourite trade union movement in the post 1918 period, in par
ticular the failure of the 1926 General Strike. The overriding purpose of the 
novel is to demonstrate the limitations of the ideology, or the lack of one, which 
brought about this failure. By producing a novel in which the personal life of a 
young miner and his progress within the union are interwoven with the major 
crises of 1921 and 1926, Heslop is able to examine the determining role of soci
ety in forming people's lives. The ultimate objective of the narrative is to explain 
the failure of the labour movement, in particular the miners' union, in post-1918 
Britain. 

When Heslop's The Gate of a Strange Field was published in 1929 it received 
a generally positive response from the press. Something of the novel's success is 
illustrated by the various headlines of the review articles: "Life and Poetry in the 
Pit" and "A Miner's Novel: Powerful Study of Northern Coalfields."3 However, 
not all of its reviewers were pleased with this first novel by a miner. Despite its 
anti-capitalist stance, The Gate of a Strange Field was dubbed a "Novel of 
Mining Life that Fails," by the Communist Review:4 The response in terms of 
reviews was both more widespread and more differentiated than in the case of 
Cwmardy. In contrast much of the negative criticism came from the Left. 
Heslop's use of an anti-hero in a Bildungsroman and a line of argument that was 
severely critical of the values and organisations of the labour movement caused a 
number of problems for left-wing reviewers in terms of aesthetic judgment and 

1 The title of this chapter is taken from N. E., rev. of The Gate of a Strange Field, by Harold 
Heslop, Plehs Sept. 1929. 
2 Heslop describes the origin of the title as follows: "it was while I was writing the novel that I 
read H. G. Well's novel Meanwhile, and came across the sentence in which he catechised the 
General Council of the Trades Union congress as being 'like sheep at the gate of a strange 
field.'" Harold Heslop, Out of the Old Earth, eds. Andy Croft and Graeme Rigby (Newcastle-
upon-Tyne: Bloodaxe Books, 1994) 192. The reference in Wells comes after the sudden deci
sion by the Government to discontinue negotiations with the TUC. See H. G. Wells, Meanwhile 
(London: Ernest Benn, 1927) 189. 
3 "Life and Poetry in the Pits," rev. of The Gate of a Strange Field, by Harold Heslop, Daily 
Herald 9 Apr. 1929. Desmond Ryan, "A Miner's Story: Powerful study of Northern Coalfields," 
rev. of The Gate of Strange Field, by Harold Heslop, TP. 's Weekly 11 May 1929. TP. 's Weekly, 
established in 1902 and discontinued in 1929, was edited by T. P. O'Connor, M.P., a former 
Irish journalist and nationalist. 
4 Communist Review June 1929. 
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content value. Gore Graham, in the Communist Review, is most damning in his 
judgment, stating that Heslop's failure is that he writes about the ordinary experi
ences of a northern proletarian without raising his hero above the level of ordi
nariness. In addition, he condemns the novel as being a "superficial mosaic of 
bourgeois culture."5 The reviewer in Plebs, N. E., says of The Gate of a Strange 
Field that its "general flavour irritates more than pleases," and that the book is 
"not too truthful."6 T. A. Jackson, in the Sunday Worker, objects to Heslop's 
"cynical disparagement" of certain phases in the working class movement.7 This 
ideological inversion forms the major contradiction in the pattern of response and 
is a distinct contrast to the reception of Cwmardy .8 

The review appearing in The Worker considers an important feature of work-
ing-class fiction to be the "struggles of the working class as a class and the 
clashes arising from that struggle in the life and consciousness of individual 
workers." It also recognises the "psychological effect of class action on the indi
vidual and the reaction of the individual's development on his class" to be an in
ter-relation "of endless importance." Equally importantly the review recognises 
the relevance of the doctrinal viewpoint of the novel by referring to the "class 
import of the bitterness which pervades the author's chronicling of the datum line 
period for the miners, the 1921 struggle, Black Friday, Red Friday, the general 
strike and the 1926 lock-out." This is one of the few reviews that recognises neg
ative experience as the point of departure for The Gate of a Strange Field, and by 
implication, in the opening remarks on individual and class interrelation, allows 
for the function of the individual hero in the the structure of the novel.9 These 
points made by The Worker form a starting point for my analysis of The Gate of 
a Strange Field. The principal point of departure is an understanding of the novel 
as a critique of the labour movement and its lack of revolutionary fervour exam
ined through the experiences of a young, ambitious and potentially militant 
coalminer. I follow a pattern of analysis similar to that used in my discussion of 

5 Gore Graham, "A Novel of Mining Life that Fails," rev. of The Gate of a Strange Field, by 
Harold Heslop, the Communist Review June 1929. 
6 N. E., Plebs Sept. 1929. 
7 T. A. Jackson, "Promise Shown by Miner Novelist," rev. of The Gate of a Strange Field, by 
Harold Heslop, Sunday Worker 21 Apr. 1929. 
8 In addition to the reviews quoted in this chapter, The Gate of a Strange Field was also re
viewed in the Sunday Referee, a Scottish left-wing newspaper; The Miner, the penny weekly of 
the MFGB; the News Chronicle and the Northern Echo, owned by the Cadbury family and 
Rowntree family respectively; and the Western Mail and the Durham Advertiser, both with 
large mining communities within their catchment areas. 
9 "KERN," "Work, Politics and Life," rev. of The Gate of a Strange Field, by Harold Heslop, 
The Worker 12 Apr. 1929. 
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Cwmardy, but, in this case, I apply Suleiman's model of the negative apprentice
ship. 

I 

The Gate of a Strange Field will be analysed in terms of a negative apprentice
ship, following Suleiman's model (Suleiman 84-100). The distinctive features of 
this model are a negative valorisation of the object attained, the conscious es
pousal of the wrong doctrine and a partial awareness of the subject's own nega
tivity. The aims of the analysis are an elucidation of the doctrinal intertext, being 
in this case a devalorized doctrine; the syntagmatic progression; and the actantial 
configuration. The actantial configuration of a negative apprenticeship is charac
terised by a failed hero, underdetermined and inadequate donors/helpers, and an 
overdetermined opponent in the form of a false ideology which is embraced by 
the hero as a result of his own limitations of character (See Suleiman 86). The 
hero in The Gate of a Strange Field does not experience the fully realised nega
tive apprenticeship, which entails embracing a doctrine in total contradiction to 
that deemed correct, but a partial variant in which the hero persists in the false 
doctrine, although it is clearly incorrect, and attains a position of potential re
demption (Suleiman 88, 89 and 94).10 One of the features Foley points to in the 
negative apprenticeship is the gap that arises between the correct ideology of the 
narrator and the behaviour and ideas of the main character (328). 

As his autobiography shows, Heslop draws heavily on his own experiences in 
writing The Gate of a Strange Field.11 Because of this the novel operates with 
two derivational factors: autobiographical details, and a fictive element that fa
cilitates a critique of the ideology of the labour movement and the trade unions in 
the period between 1918 and 1926. The following brief biography is an attempt 

10 In a negative apprenticeship Suleiman describes 3 pairs of variables: i) negative valorization 
of the object attained (the protagonist's self) which can be seen contextually or contextually and 
culturally; ii) conscious espousal of the wrong doctrine by the protagonist is opposed to indif
ference and lack of doctrinal awareness; and iii) recognition of own negativity (conversion) as 
opposed to non-recognition. See Suleiman 99. See also Chapter 1 "Contextual, Communicative 
and Generic Considerations," and Foley 328. 
11 The traditions of working-class writing were essentially autobiographical. Because of this 
tradition few working-class Bildungsromane were entirely fictional. Croft argues that the "most 
accessible-and 'natural-fictional form was a naturalistic Bildungsroman" (Croft, Red Letter 
Days 67). Most working-class novels were based on personal experiences and consequently 
Heslop's The Gate of a Strange Field conflates the two categories Foley distinguishes in the 
USA of the proletarian fictional autobiography and the proletarian Bildungsroman. See Foley 
284-320 and 321-61. 



118 

to "place" Heslop politically and culturally.12 Since Heslop draws so closely on 
his own "lived experience," the ideological stance taken in the novel would not 
have gone unnoticed by readers acquainted with the internal politics of the labour 
movement and the miners' trade unions at that time. As is clear from the reviews, 
Heslop's status as a miner involved in left-wing politics was of considerable im
portance to the nature of the responses given to his novel.13 

Heslop was born in 1898 into a family of miners in Durham County. At the 
age of 16 he started at Harton Colliery in South Shields and worked there until 
1927, with the exception of two short periods, one towards the end of the First 
World War and the other a two-year period at the Central Labour College, 
London from 1924 to 1926. At Harton, Heslop involved himself in the work of 
the local branch of the Durham Miners' Association and the Independent Labour 
Party (ILP). After his period of study at the Central Labour College, he returned 
to Harton and continued working underground, was active in the Union and the 
Minority Movement and even stood as a Labour candidate, the miners' candidate, 
for the town council. In 1927 he was made redundant and moved to London with 
his wife, where he eventually gained a job working for the Soviet travel agency, 
Arco Ltd. Heslop completed his first novel while at the Central Labour College. 
This was rejected in England but was published in the USSR under the title 
Under the Sway of Coal (1926), eventually selling half a million copies.14 After 
returning to Harton in 1926, Heslop was involved in writing a pamphlet for the 
Minority Movement called "Who Are Your Masters Now?" which analysed the 
ownership structure of the Harton Coal Company. The pamphlet warned of the 
exploitation of the miners by capital, and demanded a single union. During the 
late twenties Heslop wrote for a number of left-wing and trade union papers, in
cluding The Miner, the Miner's Federation weekly penny paper; Plebs, the organ 
of the independent educational organisation, The Plebs League; the Communist 
Labour Monthly, and The Worker, the paper of the Minority Movement. In 1928 

12 Harold Heslop's biographical details are drawn from Andy Croft, introduction, Harold 
Heslop, Out of the Old Earth, ed. Andy Croft and Graeme Rigby (Newcastle-upon-Tyne: 
Bloodaxe Books, 1994) 7-38; Heslop, Out of the Old Earth 132-94; and Klaus, Literature of 
Labour 89-105. 
13 The relationship of autobiographical authenticity to content and style was the approach most 
in evidence in reviews from the right and centre of the political spectrum, and in those in local 
newspapers, in particular in the following reviews: "the story springs from real experience," 
TLS, 4 Apr. 1929; "clearly autobiographical," H. PA. F, "The Ordeal of a Miner," rev. of The 
Gate of a Strange Field, by Harold Heslop, Manchester Guardian 12 Apr. 1929 and weekly 
edition 14 Apr. 1929; and the North Mail, Apr. 1929. 
14 This novel was later published in England as Goaf (1934). The Russian version was referred 
to in the Sunday Worker 8 May 1927, by its Moscow correspondent. See Klaus, Literature of 
Labour 95. 
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he wrote a critical article in The Communist on Raymond Postgate, one of the 
leading anti-Soviet figures in the National Council of Labour Colleges. 

In dealing with The Gate of a Strange Field, the apparent conflict between the 
experiences described in the novel and its ideological thrust can best be ac
counted for by a shift in Heslop's own political position up to 1929. This would 
involve a major reassessment of his own past and a need to come to terms with 
the failure of the General Strike. Though difficult to place ideologically, Heslop's 
position would seem to have been that of a radical left Communist supporter in 
the late 1920s and early 1930s.15 Thus, Heslop's political stance would be that of 
a critic of the established labour movement and the trade unions, and it is from 
this vantage point that The Gate of a Strange Field will be examined. 

The internal indices within the text support the above position, and the novel 
presents a devalorization of the objective of the hero, Joe Tarrant, by engaging in 
a severe criticism of the policies and practices of the labour movement, in partic
ular the miners' union. This critical commentary is expressed largely by the nar
rator's fixing events or his predicting them, through occasional contributions by 
donor characters, and by the hero.16 It is one of the structural dichotomies of a 
negative apprenticeship that the hero cannot be a reliable bearer of the correct 
doctrine, and his/her actions and beliefs are continually re-interpreted by the nar
rator.17 The basis for the critique of the labour movement contained in the novel 
is the perception that the miners had been betrayed by their leaders and other 
unions in 1926, at the time of the General Strike. As Heslop expresses it, the 
"miners were deserted, left upon the plains of industrial conflict, watching a band 
of leaders fleeing before the wind of their own rhetoric."18 This view of the fail
ure of 1926 has to be considered in the light of the more hopeful start of the 
struggle, the 1921 conflict where the miners are described as entering the strike 
with optimism: 

15 Klaus points out that in the introduction to the 1926 Russian edition of Goaf Maisky places 
Heslop, politically, between the ILP and the CP. Heslop had been a member of the ILP in 1924. 
See Klaus, Literature of Labour 105. 
16 A pattern of narrative comment and commentary by characters creates the doctrinal super
structure of a roman à thèse. In this novel problems arise in the nature of this chain of redun
dancies between the levels of discourse and of story leading to potentially excessive narrative 
intervention. On redundancy, see Suleiman 184-85. On excessive redundancy, see Suleiman 
194-97. 
17 Foley 328. For the effects of too great a reliance on the main character, see also Foley 279. 
18 Harold Heslop, The Gate of a Strange Field (London: Brentano, 1929) 239. Further refer
ences to this novel are given parenthetically using the abbreviation GSF. 
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they trusted their grim, correctly-dressed leader. He would see them 
through! The Labour Movement had taught them all to revere this man. . . . 
How was Joe to know that the great post-war struggle of the miners was 
just begun? How were all the miners to know? They merely had to grit their 
teeth and follow their strange leaders. It seemed so hopeful, so full of vic
tory. (GSF 122) 

With the advantage of hindsight, Heslop is able to construct a novel that seeks 
the answer to the question of failure and seeks to apportion blame. But as his 
left-wing critics pointed out, and as this quotation shows, Heslop's hindsight 
makes him an observer and commentator on the main protagonists in the novel 
and distances his narrative from them. In particular, A. Elistratova attacked 
Heslop in International Literature for failing to expurgate his own emphasis on 
individualism and for having a narrative style in which his outlook on the world 
was not "active" but "meditative."19 

To deal with failure and blame, Heslop consistently presents a negative picture 
of the institutions of the trade unions and the labour movement. This criticism 
extends to workers' education, the miners' union, the union leadership, the 
Labour Party and the General Strike. All of these are involved in the progress of 
Joe Tarrant from innocence to "insight." 

The novel mentions the schisms in the working class educational movement, 
the WEA the NCLC and the CLC, and comments on its products as "the halls of 
knowledge [being] full of fools who wear strange motley" (GSF 115). The 
Darlstone Miners' Association and its local lodges fare little better.20 The Hunton 
Lodge is described as a place for "ambitious, unscrupulous, ignorant men" (GSF 
73), where advancement is by popularity, not ability (GSF 115), and where its 
meetings are a "world where men talked to little purpose and haggled over the 
straws of stupidity" (GSF 135). The leadership of the miners' unions and the trade 
unions in general offer no compensation for this distressing state. "Beer, criticism 
and women" are claimed to be "the three cardinal virtues" of the miners' leaders 
(GSF 217-18 and 188) and in a more serious tone they are accused of cliquish-

19 Anna Elistratova, who was the Secretary of the Anglo-US Commission of the International 
Union of Revolutionary Writers, wrote an article dealing with Heslop's three earliest works 
Under the Sway of Coal, The Gate of a Strange Field and Journey Beyond. See A. Elistratova, 
'The Works of Harold Heslop," International Literature 1 (1 932): 99-102. See also Croft, Red 
Letter Days 64. Elistratova also wrote an article in the same number criticizing the American 
magazine New Masses. She was about 20 years old when she wrote her articles. See Foley 75 n. 
32. 
20 Heslop's setting for his novel is a thinly disguised County Durham. The various names used 
can be easily equated with actual places. The Darlstone Miners' Association can be read as the 
Durham Miners' Association, the Hunton Pit and Union Lodge as the Harton Pit and Union 
Lodge, and Shielding as South Shields. 
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ness (GSF 128) and fear. This fear is expressed by the narrator who comments 
ironically that "the leaders were aloof, far-seeing men, afraid of the day that was 
to bring fresh exertions against the stream of circumstance" (GSF 192). This fear 
of action, just prior to the declaration of the General Strike, also implies a lack of 
preparation for the coming struggle. The Heslop thesis is that, following the suc
cess of Red Friday in April 1925, the conflict in 1926 is inevitable (GSF 201-02) 
but that the unions, unlike the government, were not prepared. After Red Friday 
"the government began to prepare while the rest lazed upon their oars, drifting, 
drifting" (GSF 200). Perhaps the most negative description in the book is the 
parody by one of the Darlstone miners, Jack Truman, of a speech by one of the 
union leaders in the Triple Alliance (J.H. Thomas of the NUR):21 

"My friends, oh, my friends! I say to you, my friends, in all my life I never 
begged and pleaded like I've done all this blessed day. I pleaded not be
cause I believed in my case, but because I don't want to fight. So help me 
God! Oh but I've failed. It is written, my friends, that I have failed. They 
refused to accede to my request. Oh, what will the Empire do? My poor, 
poor Empire! Please observe, my friends, I've damned well failed." (GSF 
216) 

The crowd of miners' delegates are said to have "roared" at this "perfect 
mimicry" (GSF 216). This parody, by one of the few local miners' leaders por
trayed with any degree of sympathy, devalorizes the union and its leadership and 
thereby negates the institutions of which the hero is a part. The cynical attitude 
towards workers' education and the unions is continued into the labour move
ment and Labour Party. The brief Labour Government of 1924 is described as 
"giving a hope to a thoughtless crowd, a little relief to the miners, and [as] col
lapsing like a dropsical woman upon the hard bed of constitutional outrage" 
(GSF 183). 

Part of the cause of failure of organised labour at the industrial and political 
level is seen not simply in corrupt and inefficient organisations but also in a gen
eral philosophy that denies the struggle. Though a non-exemplary figure, Joe 
Tarrant is perceptive enough to see the problem of the non-revolutionary nature 
of the labour movement in times of crisis because it "has been taught to believe 
that everything in this country can be got gradually, without struggling for it" 

21 Thomas was also a member of the short-lived Labour Government of 1924. Mellor, Pawling 
and Sparks refer to The Gate of a Strange Field as a kind of journalistic political satire. See 
Adrian Mellor, Chris Pawling and Colin Sparks, "Writers and the General Strike," The General 
Strike, ed. Margaret Morris (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976) 349. 
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(GSF 229).22 With this condemnatory retrospective view of the unions and the 
labour movement at a time of intense turmoil and strife, it is not surprising that 
the remarks of the narrative voice on the declaration of the General Strike in 
1926 are lacking in enthusiasm: 

The General Strike had begun. 
The Revolution in Britain had shown a timorous head. (GSF 227) 

Equally condemnatory, but with a more significant political edge, is the narrator's 
interpretation of the reaction to the strike by London's young, rich and well-edu-
cated, who thought "the General Strike was a thing apart from their world, a 
foolish masquerade of impotent people" (GSF 228). Thus Heslop's general posi
tion with regard to the question of blame must be placed at the level of leader
ship, and the conclusion to be drawn is that the General Strike was lost in 
London.23 

Though the main thrust of the novel is a critique of the institutions and ideol
ogy of the labour movement, Heslop does not offer an alternative. However, the 
concentration on a working-class society and its struggles precludes an exposi
tion of middle-class or bourgeois values.24 The focus on the effects of the 1921 
lock-out and 1926 strike, as experienced by the miners, in itself indicates a non-
capitalist viewpoint, or, as Joe Tarrant expresses it, "Capitalism's Capitalism! .. . 
You 'aven't to be surprised at anything they do nowadays" (GSF 119). The influ
ence of capitalism is made apparent in a number of areas, the workings of indus
try, the conditions in a colliery and life in the home. 

Industrial strife is a persistent theme in the novel and one that is made to relate 
to money, which is not only "the sinew" (GSF 123) of industrial warfare but is 
part of the pattern of life itself. The narrator describes Joe's situation within in
dustrial society as one in which there was "continual and fierce haggling over . . . 
a little more or a little less cash. Life had a strict cash basis" (GSF 153). 
Financial considerations are made to determine a number of issues. At a national 
level the 1925 Commission of Inquiry into the industry is seen as having only 

22 This critique of the gradual change in society that suggests there is no struggle is in contrast 
to the gradual struggle thesis developed by James Welsh in The Underworld (1920). See 
Chapter 2, "Traditions," and The Underworld 58. 
23 In developing the theme of a lack of revolutionary fervour, Heslop uses both the narrator and 
the hero to comment on the General Strike. In this instance redundancy operates between the 
levels of discourse and story in predicting a future outcome. See Suleiman 184. 
24 It is in the selection of kernel events and key characters and in their temporal and spatial re
lationships functioning at the levels of discourse and story that the novel defines its non-bour
geois position. See Foley 264-72, and Suleiman 156-58. 
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one objective, "that if the mines did not produce a profit for those who owned 
them, something simply had to be done to make them produce one" (GSF 202). 
Consequently, lower wages and longer hours were needed to retain markets for 
the coal. 

The demands of capitalism are also felt at a local level. Both the manager of 
the Hunton colliery and the local branch of the Miners' Association are faced 
with the problem of either sacking five hundred men or opening a seam that is in 
danger of flooding the pit, the Yarra Seam (GSF 155, 166). In the face of a no-
profit future and five hundred unemployed men, the manager and the union de
cide to open the new seam, which leads to disaster with the flooding of the pit 
and the loss of hundreds of lives. Significantly, the breach into the water is made 
by a miner, Tim Strike, a family man with six children, who is more concerned 
about earning enough money to live than heeding the warnings of trickles of foul 
smelling water. 

The conclusion of the miners' strike, subsequent to the 1926 General Strike, is 
commented on in a manner that suggests an ideology based on a continuous class 
struggle, when the narrator points out that "Men were beginning to think differ
ently. Some thought along lines demanding peace. Others thought of newer strife 
and revenge" (GSF 249). Class war is also referred to in the attitudes of the in
habitants of the Kensington area of London to the General Strike-people "who 
did not understand," had "no revolutionary outlook," and displayed "nothing but 
glittering hatred" for the strikers (GSF 231-32). 

Thus the doctrinal intertext of The Gate of a Strange Field contains two main 
aspects. The first is a devalorization of the philosophy of labourite trade union
ism as practised after the First World War, and the second is a rejection of the 
capitalist industrial structure of Britain. This dual rejection is articulated in the 
novel primarily at the level of discourse carried in the voice of the narrator, who 
acts as the bearer of the correct doctrine. Joe Tarrant, as the subject and hero con
tributes ideas which are both consistent and inconsistent with the doctrinal super-
system. It is this narratological emphasis on an intrusive narrative voice which, 
Alick West argues in Crisis and Criticism, ultimately undermines the value of 
the novel as a contribution to a changed perception of the nature and function of 
the capitalist society, and as a generator of political change: 

These qualities of the style convey the impression that the final reality is 
not on earth, but on the heights beyond the class struggle, from which it is 
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contemplated. It is to this contemplation, rather than to the struggle itself, 
that the book, as propaganda, directs our energy.25 

Syntagmatically the novel offers an interweaving of private and social fates 
linked by Joe Tarrant's trade union career. The syntagmatic progression (See 
Suleiman 86) operates at two levels, those of story and of theme. At the level of 
story the progression follows a four-phase pattern. Trials of youth, school, work 
and love see the development of Joe from innocence to emotional and industrial 
maturity. At the stage of maturity, he gains a greater insight and awareness of the 
conditions of work and family life in a 1920s mining community. He discovers 
his union, the strike, the problems of maintaining a family and the problems of 
adultery. In the next stage Joe develops a career in the union, embraces a false 
ideology, and continues life with his mistress. Later, materialistic and sexual im
pulses and the failed General Strike destroy this lifestyle. The fourth phase pro
vides Joe with the opportunity of redemption by fighting against the catastrophe 
of a flooded pit. In his entombment Joe has time to reflect on the errors of his 
life, and his survival offers an ending with the potential for change in his charac
ter. 

Two themes are highlighted. One is Joe's private life, where he makes a series 
of errors in his marital relationships. First he is forced to marry Molly Grahame, 
a girl from the slums. When this marriage fails he becomes involved with Emily 
Rutter, an attractive member of the ILP, and Molly leaves him to go to London. 
When in London for the conference on the General Strike, Joe meets Molly once 
again and, attracted by her new-found beauty, wealth and materialism, he spends 
several days in her company. This destroys his relationship with Emily and she 
leaves him. At the end of the narrative Joe is unconscious in hospital, wept over 
by his mother. Joe's failure, and his failure to learn, could hardly be more ex
plicit. 

The second theme is that of ideology, as seen in his progress through the trade 
union movement. Having acquired the rudiments of class-consciousness, Joe 
joins the union, educates himself through the workers' educational institutions 
and is eventually elected onto the Executive of the Darlstone Miners' 
Association. Success in union affairs would normally be classified as trials sur
mounted but, given the doctrinal intertext, it must be interpreted as the accep
tance of incorrect knowledge. Persistence in this incorrect doctrine, even when it 
is apparent later on that he is aware of this situation, must be classified as failure. 

25 West 197. See also Elistratova, International Literature 1 (193 2): 99-102. 



125 

Joe's failure within the union is allied to the failure of unionism in general at a 
time of crisis. This is exemplified by the concentration on the strikes of 1921 and 
1926. Thus two parallel progressions move towards failure: marriage and trade 
union career cross-linked by events in the coal industry from 1921 to 1926.26 

A study of the actantial configuration of The Gate of a Strange Field reveals a 
subject in the form of an individual representative of the miner, Joe Tarrant.27 

The devalorized object includes two features: the failure to achieve awareness of 
the self, and the inauthentic embracing of the leadership and ideology of the 
labourite trade unions. Joe's own inability to perceive the falseness of his position 
also constitutes the main component of an opponent constituted by the limita
tions of the subject. Suleiman argues that in the negative apprenticeship the op
ponent is not external to the subject but is within the subject and a product of 
his/her own limitations (95). Three pseudo-donors in the forms of Molly, Emily 
and Tot Johnson fail to provide Joe with the positive help he needs to achieve the 
correct ideology. An external opponent, in the shape of industrial capitalism and 
its institutional bodies of government, exists as a superordinate concept. 
However, the outcome of the conflict between capital and labour is seen as a 
foregone conclusion deriving from the historically ascertainable defeat of labour 
in the General Strike. As with Cwmardy it is possible to examine these configu
rations and the degree to which interpretation is prescribed or restricted. 

A passage towards the end of the novel establishes the essentially negative as
pect of Joe's apprenticeship. While he is trapped by flooding in the pit, Joe 
Tarrant thinks about his past. This passage contains the kernel of his experiences 
and his status within the doctrinal scheme: 

A man must think deeply before he admits his conduct to be other than jus
tified. . . . Joe Tarrant had lived a life very much like the rest of men. . . . 
Molly and he had drifted to disaster because of petty things, the pretty face 
and futile ideals of Emily having been the chief. .. . Superficially, he was a 
God, one who had led men against the fortresses of their oppressors. The 
local papers had learned to listen to him because of the weight he seemed to 
possess, knowing him all the time as chaff blown in the wind of circum
stance. ... In reality he was a man, just a man, an ordinary specimen of the 
vast congregation of men, trivial as a child's toy. (GSF 284-85) 

26 West considered Heslop's attempts to show change in a social organisation through class-war 
to be "abstract and aloof' and the description of an "empty unreal show." See West 197. 
27 For a discussion of actantial configurations see Chapter 1 "Contextual, Communicative and 
Generic Considerations," and Suleiman 94, 95 and 99. 
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Joe's reflections summarise the personal part of the story, the individual suc
cesses and failures of the protagonist. However, the very fact that Joe Tarrant 
survives his ordeal of being trapped in the mine suggests that, even here, there is 
a potential for conversion to a correct doctrine. The symbolic nature of this en
tombment, however crudely described, which enables Joe to cleanse his past and 
face a new but better future, is important in determining the role he plays within 
the novel. As a "hero" Joe Tarrant has a dual function: that of potential revolu
tionary and that of failed subject, and these two contrasting functions are played 
out in the trials of apprenticeship. 

Following Suleiman's concept of the amalgam, Joe is attributed a range of 
characteristics that firstly distinguish him from others and secondly reinforce his 
dual function, in this case a series of both positive and negative characteristics.28 

To distinguish him from others, to create both his specific and representative 
character, he is described as "a precocious boy" (GSF 10); it is said that he is "a 
quaint fellow . . . not gregarious," (GSF 18) and that he prefers "to be alone" to 
"indulge his thoughts" (GSF 18). These views are reinforced by Molly calling 
him quaint, reserved, and kind (GSF 36). On the positive side of his dual func
tion he is seen as being hard working and a potential revolutionary. On the nega
tive side he is described as being a dreamer and a non-thinker. 

Of Joe's positive qualities, that of being a hard worker is attested to not only 
by the narrator's voice, which describes him as being "diligent at his task" (GSF 
15) and of showing a "great interest in his work" (GSF 34) when first employed, 
but also by other actors such as the pit deputy, who recognises that he has be
come a good pony driver (GSF 41). Even George Rutter, a man of solid mining 
stock and Emily's father, considers him a possible match for his daughter, as he 
has "encountered Joe Tarrant in many walks of life" (GSF 159), working in the 
pit, engaged in union activities or just quietly drinking. Joe's second major asset 
is his revolutionary potential. This is awakened by the working conditions in the 
pit, for which he develops a dislike. The result of the working conditions, the 
narrator informs the reader, is that "he was unaware he was developing into a 
potential rebel" (GSF 16). Later he has an argument with Molly about getting 
married and he realises this is because he "wanted to revolt, had to revolt" (GSF 
101), and he becomes involved in the 1921 strike because he "simply had to re
volt" (GSF 111). 

28 Suleiman points out that words with a culturally negative valorization are often used for anti-
heroes. See Suleiman 188-94, 98; and. Foley 321. 
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On the negative side he is allocated the major disability of being a dreamer. 
Joe likes to get away from his home and spend time on the sea cliffs where, as 
the narrator points out, "he lay, dreaming his dreams, and seeing his wonderful 
visions ... he spent hours in this world, laden with all his desires" (GSF 19). Joe 
is so immersed in his dreams that even at the moment when his girlfriend leaves 
him, he still "dwelt in a land where deeds of heroism were performed" (GSF 37). 
Applied to a teenager, these qualities are no disgrace, and are explained by the 
narrator as the result of Joe being "a product of his day" (GSF 38). However, the 
narrator's observation on a mature Joe, trapped in the pit, indicates an inability to 
progress beyond dreams: 

He was a wonderful dreamer. His soul, unleashed by desire, went crashing 
through the strata above him . . . away in the realms known only to the 
dreamer and the larks. (GSF 271) 

By allying his dreamer qualities to another limitation-the fact that "Joe was not a 
deep thinker at all" (GSF 78)-Heslop has restricted the potential interpretation of 
the main character and shown weaknesses that will make him a prey to an incor
rect ideology. The negative quality of being a non-thinker reappears in several 
contexts in the early part of Joe's life. When he decides to contact the union the 
narrator informs us that he "never stopped during his life to analyse the experi
ences that forced him to make contact with his trade union" (GSF 111). Again, 
when faced with problems connected with trade union affairs he finds it difficult 
to analyse his position, "more difficult than an abstruse problem in algebra" 
(GSF 150). 

As a result of these comments operating at the level of narrative voice, the 
thoughts of the protagonist and observations by other actors, the character that 
Joe represents has a dual personality of positive and negative features that follow 
through the novel. One result of this characterisation is that, initially, Joe lacks 
direction. The 1921 strike brings out the active qualities in him but he also faces 
a certain amount of doubt, of ambivalence over aims and objectives and a vague
ness of policy: "He wanted to get on with the struggle, to fight, to win. Who was 
he fighting?" (GSF 125). This is essentially the dichotomy of Joe's life. He is 
shown to be a man willing to struggle and fight for a better life but not knowing 
where to strike or how to achieve his aims. 

Joe's progress from innocence to the embracing of an incorrect ideology and 
finally redemption passes through four stages in which he is faced by the various 
elements in the class struggle: work and home environment, the struggle for a 
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livelihood and education, the embracing of the false doctrine of the labour 
movement, and finally a return to the pit and redemption brought about by a 
"resurrection" from a fatal disaster. 

Joe's incipient progress to class-consciousness is shown to be determined by 
the conditions under which he works and lives. In terms of discourse redundancy 
Joe's thoughts are fixed by narrative comment that turns a specific experience 
into a general characteristic. After his early enthusiasm for starting work at the 
pit, Joe develops a dislike of the conditions and restrictions imposed by industri
alisation. In comparison with his employment on the "screens," his school days 
had been "happy, much happier than these [days at work], especially when he 
had to work from one in the afternoon until nine at night" (GSF 16). In addition 
to the obvious emotional appeal of the exploitation of child labour, the descrip
tion of Joe's reactions is reinforced by the narrator's comments and observations 
on the effects of the imposition of industrialisation on individual freedom. Joe's 
situation is described by the omniscient narrator as one of involuntary captivity 
since "[h]e did not know that the shackles of industry had him fast. He was not 
conscious of the term, slavery" (GSF 16). Slavery is also accompanied by a rou
tine that in its "monotony . . . warps the soul" (GSF 33), and the all embracing 
influence of the mine is summed up in a succinct statement from the narrator: 
"When a child enters the mine he accepts it as his third parent" (GSF 33). Despite 
these negative influences, Joe is hard-working and ambitious and makes progress 
in the mining hierarchy, so that by the end of his adolescence he has been pro
moted to the job of putter, which is described as being a man's work. 

Joe's promotion to putter also brings his first contact with his trade union. 
Having been "paid short," he goes to the union to seek redress. A new phase of 
his life is initiated as he discovers the weaknesses of the union members and a 
potential area of activity for himself. The narrator arouses expectations by refer
ring to Joe's visit to the trade union lodge as producing a "miracle." This miracle 
is full of irony and is speedily devalued: 

It was as if a veil had been torn from his eyes. ... He realised that all that 
was needed in Bede Street [the offices of the local miners' lodge] was 
plenty of cheek. That was the miracle. He had stumbled upon his true 
sphere. (GSF 75) 

The appeal to the union is by no means unique for a miner. In foregrounding the 
above passage the narrator comments that "an ambitious miner never fails to turn 
to Trade Unionism" (GSF 73), but while marking a predictable movement in the 
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development of a miner, Joe's insight devalues the existing structure of the min
ers' union and initiates Joe's progress towards the false doctrine. 

This first period of the loss of innocence sees Joe's emotional development in 
a series of found-lost-found relationships involving his discovery of love and of 
death. Love is discovered in Molly Grahame, whom he meets one night at the 
fair in Shielding (GSF 21), only to be lost because of his persistent dreaming of 
heroic deeds (GSF 37). This loss is reinforced by his first experience of death in 
the pit when he discovers that his friend and fellow pony driver has been killed 
when struck by a low beam. This double loss is replaced by the return of Molly 
(GSF 58), and their love grows. Molly's going away to work interrupts this bliss, 
but she is forced to return because she is pregnant. Joe, after some misgivings, 
agrees to marry her. With the help of Tot Johnson, the union secretary, they find 
a place to live. Joe feels that the "world [is] full of miracles" (GSF 78) and that 
"life has just begun" (GSF 106). 

The preconditions for Joe's future progress have been foregrounded in this ini
tial phase, though the obvious irony of a world of miracles for a man who has 
discovered the shortcomings of his union and has been forced to get married is 
not to be missed. The second phase of Joe's progress is largely a response to the 
situation created by his initial errors. Having become a husband and prospective 
father, Joe is seen to be coping with the demands of earning a living and the 
pressures imposed on his working life. Heslop uses Joe's observations on his own 
predicament to develop a general principle on the nature of capitalist society: 

He went to work thinking over matters of bread and butter.. . . Now he had 
become speeded up, as it were, by an invisible force, an ever-present dictum 
which told him that if he did not exert every ounce of his strength he and 
his would perish. (GSF 108-09) 

This situation is further exacerbated by the birth of a child which creates the feel
ing of being "speeded up" again (GSF 117). The pressure imposed by providing 
for a wife and child are shown to be further complicated by being employed in an 
industry that could not guarantee security of employment. The net result of his 
situation, both at home and at work, makes Joe discontented, an attitude which 
colours his relation to his employers and his involvement with the local lodge of 
his trade union. When involved in a dispute with the employers Joe's motives are 
ascribed to the fact that he "was not satisfied with life and he wanted to win the 
battle against the coal-owners." The "sum total of those experiences" that re
sulted in his approaching his union "was discontent" (GSF 111). Joe's potential 
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for revolt is shown to derive from immediate personal circumstances and not 
from any deep sense of the nature of capitalist society or awareness of socialist 
or communist ideas. 

To resolve the problem of his dissatisfaction Joe follows two paths, that of the 
union and that of education, in both of which he reveals the persistent dichotomy 
of the story, his underlying genuineness in the search for truth and the miners' 
struggle for improved conditions placed against the false path presented by the 
institutions and ideology of the labour movement. The dramatic industrial events 
of the early 1920s are used to give impetus to Joe's trade union career. He be
comes the putter's advocate during the short 1921 Datum Line strike and learns 
of the ignorance of the trade unionists (GSF 112). The Union itself is described 
as a many-faceted thing, like a diamond, though this is an analogy with a twist 
since "the diamond reflects the sun; the trade union reflects the dark passions of 
men" (GSF 111). It is during the decontrol strike in the same year that Joe gains 
further experience. The potential success of the miners' action against the decon
trol of the mines was dependent on the functioning of the Triple Alliance, the 
agreement of the unions of the miners, railwaymen and transport workers to co
ordinate action. Joe is uncertain of its strength, an uncertainty that is confirmed 
on April 15 1921, Black Friday, when the miners are betrayed by their fellow 
unionists. Despite their lack of support the miners fight on and Joe finds himself 
committed to the struggle against the owners, which is also a struggle that pro
pels him forward in the labour movement. The narrator's observations fix the 
fruits of Joe's endeavours by stating that "Those days of strife were a boon to him 
in many ways .. . [as] he found himself planting his feet squarely upon the road 
that leads to working class fame" (GSF 128). The path to "working class fame" 
also leads him to new insights into the operation of the labour movement, a ques
tioning of its basic ideas, a realisation of the movement's indecisiveness and a 
wondering about whether it would be possible to "break the old fetters" to enable 
the labour movement to "spring ahead" (GSF 129). 

Joe's position as assistant secretary to the lodge makes him an active partici
pant in the work of the union. The failure of the 1921 strike and the return to 
work are accompanied by two demands: lower wages and the opening of a new 
seam that could be dangerous. Here Joe is placed firmly in the position of being 
the miners' advocate, demanding a rejection of both these conditions. In both 
cases the established clique of men running the lodge are shown to take decisions 
that are counter to the well-being of their members despite the opposition of 
more radical voices, as represented by Joe (GSF 137, 157). 



131 

Parallel to his advance in union affairs, Joe seeks education through the organ
isations offering courses to the workers. His attempts at education are presented 
as something undisciplined, as those of a man who "gasped for knowledge as he 
floundered about in an ocean of ignorance" (GSF 113). The results of these en
deavours are not considered in particularly flattering terms, Joe being aware that 
he is an impostor and that he is performing a "successful harlequinade in the 
halls of knowledge" (GSF 115). Once again the contrary elements of willingness 
and deceit combine and, by pure chance, Joe has floundered into the camp of the 
"Marxists." His efforts at gaining an education are presented as inadequate but 
also as the product of circumstance. Joe "knew he was an impostor" and he "also 
knew that it was not the knowing of things that counted" (GSF 115). 

The ending of the second phase in Joe's progress is characterised by the por
trayal of a hero who has a number of potentially "good" qualities but who has 
begun to follow a path that can lead to failure. As the narrator describes him, he 
is essentially hollow and aimless: 

He was a real proletarian, full of prejudices, loves and hatreds. He thought 
he was fighting, when in reality he stumbled out of one night into the fol
lowing morning. He kicked passionately at the anvil of circumstance, and if 
his kicking made the anvil ring he thought that he was a human hammer 
making great noises. (GSF 139) 

This position is further reinforced by his domestic situation during the same pe
riod where his involvement in the union and in the struggle for better conditions 
result in a conflict with his wife, Molly. In seeking an education Joe also comes 
into contact with Emily Rutter, with whom he begins an affair. The second phase 
of his married life ends with Molly moving out and Emily moving in (GSF 178, 
183). 

The third phase is the most important in Heslop's novel and one that has two 
distinct periods. Firstly, there is one in which Joe Tarrant persists in embracing 
the false doctrine and, secondly, one in which he is confronted with the failure of 
that doctrine on both a personal and political level. In the first period Joe is 
shown to use initially the rhetoric of revolution but, as he acquires the comforts 
of a better life available through the union position his views become modified. 

Having been an active propagandist for the Labour party in the 1924 elec-
tions-"Joe came upon the scene, wielding the claymore of invective, slaughtering 
those who were so unmercifully slaughtering the proletariat of the mines" (GSF 
184)-Joe is asked to and accepts the nomination for the Executive Committee of 
the Darlstone Miners' Association, in an elective process that is deemed by the 
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narrator to be "verily a game" (GSF 185). For Joe, gaining a seat on the 
"Executive" means success, but the description of Joe's perception of the 
Executive at its first meeting reinforces the image of weakness and corruption of 
the unions that is part of Heslop's thesis: 

Joe had lived a full life. It was full of masquerades. The Executive pre
sented itself to him as a mass of pretension, nothing more and nothing 
less. ... He had striven for the conception of a fighting organisation, in 
fact, he had hoped to find it so in the inner temple. He failed in his search. It 
was here in all its nauseating, clique-manufacturing, ignorant, hideousness. 
The trade union was ... a trust, a monopoly of the ignorant superstitions 
and desires of men. (GSF 187) 

Though the main criticism in the above is directed against the union, Joe's char
acter is not without blemish, and the "masquerade" he is described as participat
ing in continues. Following a journey to London to discuss the united action of 
the Triple Alliance in 1925, Joe returns home to a place where he is described as 
feeling happy. The position on the union Executive had given him status and a 
secure income and his "conditions ... were approaching the idyllic" (GSF 196). 
For Joe social progress had made it seem "that he had stepped right out of the 
abyss to rub shoulders with the great" (GSF 196). Joe's progress, as presented 
through his own eyes, is seen in material terms: "In a little while he had been 
able to buy new clothes for himself, two new suits cut in good style, . . . life 
shone with a new lustre.. . . What it must be to be rich!" (GSF 197). Even Joe's 
ideas are beginning to change and in comparison with his present position his 
previous beliefs are seen as "old ideas .. . [and] barbaric desires" (GSF 197). 

The success of the Triple Alliance in forcing the government to accede to the 
miners' demands on April 15, 1925 further impels Joe into complacency and an 
acceptance of the established labour movement view. Joe's job is to present the 
results of the agreement to the miners of Darlstone. Red Friday, as it was called 
by the unions, is described as being "the greatest victory of the working class. It 
was something to be proud of' (GSF 200). When asked awkward questions about 
government preparation for a new struggle Joe avoids answering; he " was be
coming sophisticated," and "learning to lead" (GSF 200). Thus at the time when 
the unions, in particular the miners, and the government were heading for con
flict Joe Tarrant is described as moving closer to the official policy that wishes to 
avoid trouble: 

Unconsciously Joe Tarrant was fast imbibing the philosophy of the official 
element of the trade union movement. He gazed upon the contending forces 
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through the eyes of a direct descendant of the Junta. A strike was a strike, a 
temporary industrial aberration leading to closer accord. ... Of course, he 
knew differently, but he preferred to think along easy avenues these days. 
(GSF 202-03) 

As the crisis approaches Joe is more concerned with his own contentment than 
with the correctness or importance of a General Strike. However, enough of his 
radical self has been retained to respond to a fight when it is announced and de
spite doubts he is willing to believe in the strength of the labour movement. His 
reaction when the strike is declared is one of hope, enthusiasm and excitement 
and is expressed in a language that is reminiscent of 1921. Joe is convinced that 
the "Labour Movement would justify itself. The gauntlet was cast into the face of 
reaction. Let the worst come. These men, these cheering leaders, would not fail" 
(GSF 218). At this point Joe is confronted with his past and a reassessment of his 
position, of his trust in the union leaders. The reader is also informed that the 
strike is "on behalf of the miners. It was not a constitutional struggle. It was a 
strike" (GSF 218, emphasis added). With this narrative comment Heslop pre
pares the reader for the ultimate failure of the General Strike, which he argues is 
the result of the failure of the trade union leaders to recognise the constitutional 
significance of their actions. 

The second period in this phase of the apprenticeship is centred on events in 
London during the General Strike of 1926. The Gate of a Strange Field only 
deals with the events in the coalfield towards the end of the General Strike and 
through the following miners' strike. In so doing, the clear emphasis in the novel 
is on the political conflict between the government and the unions, and the failure 
of the strike. As a result, the consequences for the mining communities are to be 
seen at that level. It is through the voice of Joe Tarrant that the failure of the 
labour movement is discussed.29 

After the meeting confirming the unions' decision to strike, Joe is suddenly 
approached in the street by his estranged wife, Molly. Significantly, Molly has 
come to London and succeeded, in a material sense, unlike Joe and the other 
mining families of Britain. Joe is confronted by a Molly who "was wonderful, a 
transformation, a goddess dispensing coals of fire. . . . She was lovely, a vision" 

29 Klaus argues that, by concentrating on the union leadership, Heslop misses a vital dynamic 
element in portraying the General Strike. He attributes this failure to the autobiographical nature 
of the novel and the fact that Heslop himself saw the General Strike while at the Central Labour 
College, returning home to South Shields only later. My position is that the ideological purpose 
of the novel is to demonstrate the failure of leadership, and the lack of understanding of the 
constitutional importance of the General Strike on the part of the ordinary miners. It is to this 
the failure of 1921 and 1926 must be attributed. See Klaus, Literature of Labour 93, 94. 
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(GSF 211). Not only is she now extremely attractive but she also shows Joe the 
meaning of money. She has learned that those who have money keep it (GSF 
213). Despite the momentous events initiated by the General Strike, Joe decides 
to stay in London and see it through with Molly (GSF 232). It is in the dialogues 
between these two devalued characters that the key ideological points of the 
novel are made. 

Despite his elation at the pronouncement of a General Strike Joe declares to 
Molly: 

"A general strike is a funny thing. It means a lot of strikes rolled into one. It 
may or may not have a common leadership. The jealousy of the leaders 
might make complications. But so long as it is held together it is a chal
lenge to the Government. Somebody must rule, but who?" (GSF 228-29) 

Joe develops the argument by stating his belief that the strike would last only a 
fortnight and that the Trade Union General Council, when confronted by the 
possible use of military force, would "cave in" (GSF 229). Joe then argues that 
the problem is one of leadership. From his point of view the leaders are too weak 
as he explains to Molly: 

"They think this [the General Strike] is a strike. Simply a strike. It isn't by 
any means a constitutional struggle. . . . Wait until they've eaten their 
words.... It's the logic of treachery, Molly." (GSF 230, emphasis added)30 

As the strike progresses Joe wanders around London seeing how the Londoners 
react. Through Joe's eyes the reader is informed of the strike-breakers, the uni
versity students volunteering to work as "black-legs," the soldiers assembled in 
Hyde Park and a general atmosphere of hate (GSF 231-33). Joe's analysis of the 
situation as a constitutional struggle is, at this point, reinforced by the authorita
tive voice of the narrator, who states that: 

It was a simple issue between two forms of government. On the one hand 
loomed the might of the State; on the other stood the black outline of a 
force that could destroy the State." (GSF 232) 

After a week in London Joe is recalled to Darlstone. There the strike is given a 
contrary interpretation, and although the strike is taken seriously, Joe is described 
as experiencing a different atmosphere, one that was like a "district polluted by 

30 In discussing the failure of the General Strike in terms of the weakness of the TUC leadership 
and its unwillingness to carry through its decision to strike with conviction, Heslop follows the 
analysis of failure developed by H. G. Wells in his novel Meanwhile (1927). See Wells 186. 
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blackdamp," dead (GSF 235). Despite the strength of the unity of the Triple 
Alliance Joe sees that the strike in Shielding was lacking something. On his re
turn Joe speaks to the Hunton miners, and on this occasion free indirect speech is 
used to convey a general, narratorial, perception of the situation: 

His oratory came from the depths of his being, sincere words, earnest, full 
of foreboding. These men did not understand the strike. Their eyes shone 
because their fellow-men had come to their aid . . . they could not. . . see 
the coming and going of leaders desirous of escaping from the situation; 
they could not appreciate treachery. .. . Joe was saddened. It hurt him to 
think that men could be so blinded by people whom they were trusting. 
(GSF 236) 

Ironically, Joe, who is one of the leaders of the miners, is the one to express his 
doubts about the likely success of the General Strike. When Joe goes to a meet
ing of the Executive Committee he once again contemplates a world in which 
people are faced with a situation beyond their control. He gains an understanding 
of people being "wielded by a weapon, the nature of which they so vaguely un
derstood" (GSF 236). Finally, the General Strike is called off. The arrival of the 
news in Shielding is used by the narrator to pass a general comment on the state 
of industrial solidarity in Britain, a statement that reflects one of the abiding leg
ends of the coalminers' struggle in Britain. The occasion is also used to portray 
the responses of three trade union protagonists: 

The telegram came swiftly, and in a little while its contents were public 
property. The General Strike was terminated. Once again the miners were 
deserted... . 
Joe Tarrant smiled sardonically. He wished he could meet Jack Truman at 

that moment, but Jack Truman was in gaol, awaiting trial for a seditious 
speech. 
Tot Johnson did the usual thing. He got drunk to celebrate a great defeat. 

(GSF 239) 

These representatives of the various strands of the union, the career unionist, the 
radical union activist, and the loyal local official, all respond in a manner com
mensurate with their assigned roles. Joe's doubt about the sincerity of the Triple 
Alliance and the solidarity of the unions has been confirmed. However, Joe has 
followed the union line. The ambiguous nature of Joe's position operates as an 
excellent means of discrediting him as a positive hero, a figure not to be emu
lated. At the same time the criticism of the trade union movement that underlies 
the doctrinal intertext of the novel is carried forward by both Joe and the narra
tor. In this manner the way is left open to facilitate the process of redemption. 
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Following the failure of the General Strike, the miners continue the struggle 
until forced back to work. The tensions and strains of this struggle prove too 
much for Emily Rutter, and Joe's second "marriage" founders on the hardship 
caused by the strike and on Joe's revived interest in Molly. 

The final phase in Joe's apprenticeship is one that allows for but does not 
complete a redemption. His period in office on the Executive completed, Joe has 
to return to working in the pit. In a twist of fate, Joe is trapped by the waters he 
had always warned about flooding the pit. Joe, perched on a balk of timber and 
trapped by the flood waters in the mine, provides an epitaph on his trade union 
career: 

So this was the end of everything? It was ironical in its awfulness. Here he 
was, a miner, a man who had climbed laboriously up the trade union ladder, 
as far as the Executive Committee of the Darlstone Miners' Association, 
who had made a name for himself as a self-made man, cooped up awaiting 
death. (GSF 269) 

The narrative comment on this pit disaster provides a commentary on Joe's own 
life and on the struggles of the 1921 and 1926 strikes, since "it could have been 
prevented" (GSF 270). The final phase ends with Joe surviving his ordeal and ly
ing in hospital with the opportunity to recommence the struggle. 

The configuration of the pseudo-donors/helpers that aid the main subject re
volve around three people, Tot Johnson, the secretary of the local Miners' Lodge, 
Molly Grahame, Joe's wife, and Emily Rutter, Joe's "second wife." Significantly, 
all three have left Joe by the end of the novel. Tot Johnson is drowned in the pit 
flood, Molly Grahame has moved to London and Emily Rutter moves to 
Edinburgh. All three, despite their good intentions, fail to aid the hero in his 
quest, though they do provide him with the experiences through which he will be 
able to find his redemption. 

Tot Johnson, though secretary of the local lodge, acts as an advisor and curator 
to the members of the union and their community. In this latter capacity he helps 
Joe and Molly to get married and find suitable accommodation. The greatest 
qualities Tot possesses are his loyalty and his kindness. Tot becomes Joe's men
tor and helps him progress within the local union, Joe becoming his assistant sec
retary. In this capacity Tot's credentials are placed in doubt by the narrator and 
ultimately also rejected by Joe. Tot is from the beginning disqualified as a posi
tive influence and classified as limited: 
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There was nothing remarkable about Tot Johnson. He was simply an unin
teresting son of the North, one who made the secretaryship of his Lodge a 
profession.... He was not deliberately unscrupulous, but he was able to let 
go all the scruples he ever possessed when the actual need arose.... He de
sired to be a checkweighman. (GSF 50-51) 

This pride of status within the labour movement extends to his willingness to 
serve on the Board of Guardians. The narrator describes the acceptance of this 
duty in a negative manner as Tot tried to "administer the Poor Law 'humanely' 
and managed to imbibe all the philosophy of a system that enables Boards of 
Guardians "(GSF 121). In his trade union activities Tot is described as a blind 
servant of circumstance, as being "simply a trade union official, a blind coura
geous leader of the blind" (GSF 127). Furthermore, he is a victim of the pro
cesses he himself tries to command: "He led because he was driven; he was 
driven because he attempted to lead" (GSF 127). This description of Tot is re
peated later in the novel-"Tot went on in the usual way, blindly plunging ahead" 
(GSF 150)-thereby reinforcing the negative impression created of this character. 
The qualities that might have made him a good foot soldier are not those that 
make leaders of men, and Tot's inability to see beyond his local position makes 
him a poor analyst of the complex situation at a national level in the period after 
1918. His responses to the 1921 conflict are used to clarify his limitations and to 
demonstrate Joe's growing independence of his early mentor. While Tot is con
vinced of the strength of the Triple Alliance, Joe is "not so sure" (GSF 120). On 
the day prior to the meeting at which a decision by the Triple Alliance to support 
the miners is expected, Joe meets Tot who "was glowing with anticipation" and 
cries "I wish the morn was here" (GSF 124). Joe's reflection is that Tot "was too 
conspicuously faithful" (GSF 125). On the day of decision, 15 April, the news 
comes through of the lack of support, and when Joe sees Tot Johnson that night, 
he is amazingly drunk and weeping, crying "We're sold. . . . We're done. . . . 
Black Bloody Friday" (GSF 126). After this experience Joe goes home "a pro
foundly sobered man" (GSF 126). Joe has learnt something of the fallibility of 
men, and his progress onto the Executive Committee brings him even closer to 
the source of fallibility, and takes him further away from Tot Johnson. 

Joe's movements in and out of love with Molly Grahame and Emily Rutter 
provide a parallel development to his trade union career and the industrial expe
riences of 1921 and 1926, facilitating a further study of failure through their 
configuration as pseudo-donors/helpers. For convenience I shall deal with the 
two women separately. 
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Molly Grahame is Joe Tarrant's first love and they are forced to marry whilst 
still very young. Molly is described as "a fair daughter of Mother Shielding, with 
her round face and her big, grave eyes, and her shapely limbs" (GSF 86). She is 
also attributed values associated with the slum in that "her mind was warped and 
aged beyond her years" (GSF 60). On her return from Huddersfield, where she 
had been in domestic service, Molly's conversation provides a pointer to her lat
ter role in the tale, because in Huddersfield "she had found a new world, a world 
expressed by a 'lovely house' and 'lovely things'" (GSF 87). Their marriage, born 
of necessity, founders partly on the tension caused by Molly's pregnancy and 
partly by the strains imposed by the 1921 strike. Their relationship is seen almost 
entirely through the eyes of Joe for whom "Molly took on the appearance of 
wickedness" (GSF 108). Her intransigence with regard to the poverty created by 
the 1921 strike convinces Joe that "she had no sense of proportion. She did not 
seem to grow wiser. . . . She had no intellectual outlook" (GSF 128). Eventually 
Molly hears of Joe's infidelity with Emily and leaves him, taking their child with 
her. 

Molly's re-appearance in the story, at the time of the General Strike, as re
ferred to above, functions as a means of confronting Joe with his past, of the 
meaning of wealth and the fallibility of his own personality. When Joe meets 
Molly again in London her appearance has changed, to him she "seemed rather 
more stately and a little taller . .. and she certainly was beautiful" (GSF 206-07). 
The interventionist voice of the narrator delimits the interpretative range of Joe's 
observations: "It certainly was Molly-the product of a beauty parlour" (GSF 
207). Joe is so enthralled with the new Molly that his previous life is forgotten, 
Emily is no longer of interest: "Emily was not as remarkable as Molly. . . . She 
was wonderful" (GSF 208). Joe's denial of Emily and her idealism is combined 
with an admiration for Molly's wealth and her ability to acquire it: "He must have 
been a fool.... In her presence, Emily was common dirt. Molly was so splen
didly materialistic" (GSF 212). Joe's enthusiasm at finding his estranged wife is 
vividly expressed: "Molly had come back. ... A new and radiant Molly" (GSF 
214). Seduced by the riches of London, as exemplified by Molly, who has joined 
the upper class by the back door, Joe is prepared to give up everything for her: 

The hounds of jealousy and regret stalked through Joe Tarrant's dreams.. . . 
He did not realise until then that he wanted Molly more than anything in the 
world. (GSF 216) 
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It is left to the narrator to supply the reader with the logical inconsistencies in 
Joe's behaviour and emotions by remarking that "It did not strike him [Joe] that 
had he remained faithful to Molly in the first instance this scene could not have 
been enacted" (GSF 222). After spending a week with Molly, enjoying the plea
sure wealth has to offer, Joe is recalled to the North to help in the strike. Joe's 
rekindled love for Molly is not, however, entirely reciprocated, for Joe leaves "a 
tearless Molly in the lounge" as he books out of his hotel (GSF 234). 

Molly's function is to illustrate Joe's unstable nature. He twice succumbs to 
her sexual attraction, and, in so doing, creates problems for himself. The concrete 
expression of this relationship has also a didactic overtone. Joe has not the moral 
courage to be his own man, should not therefore be trusted, and is thereby de
fined as a cautionary figure. 

Emily Rutter has the distinction of being one of "Shielding's loveliest prod
ucts" (GSF 144), whose thirst for knowledge encourages her to participate in the 
"vast panorama of the Labour Movement" (GSF 145). She provides Joe with the 
support and stimulation he requires in his search for knowledge and during his 
involvement in the union. Her qualities as an individual are classified as good, 
she even defies the Northern conception of morals and her family to set up house 
with Joe. Emily is used within the novel as a disclaimer of the validity of the po
litical ideology of the Independent Labour Party. The cause of this invalidity lies 
partially in the character of Emily and partially in the ideology itself. Thus "she 
saw the whole movement in grand perspective .... She did not see its extraordi
nary littleness, its pettiness, its paltry and puerile make-up" (GSF 145). Joe's in
terest in her is not because of her political convictions, "he found her to be a su
per idealist" and "knew she talked nonsense," but he finds her voice attractive 
(GSF 147). Emily is seen to be part of the hollowness in the third phase of Joe's 
apprenticeship, for when she cohabits with Joe and calls herself Mrs. Tarrant the 
narrator refers to this as a "masquerade." Nevertheless, her contribution to his 
well-being is recognised by Joe, for he "could not deny that this girl had made a 
difference in all his views of life"(GSF 162), and that when he is on the 
Executive Joe reflects that Emily has "contributed to the sum total of his happi
ness in great measure" (GSF 197). 

The conflict between them on an ideological plane is symptomatic of the 
conflict in general within the labour movement. Emily represents the idealist 
peaceful approach, as is indicated by her wish to see the 1926 strike ended and 
her taking a job with the industrial peace brigade. Joe represents the practical, 
hard-bitten, trade unionist path of struggle but little else. His image is marred by 



140 

his concentration on a union career. Their political differences are summed up in 
two pieces of dialogue: 

"You should join the I.L.P. and meet the comrades." 
"Why? 
. . . "It is all so-so materialistic," she said. "You fail to see beyond the cru

dities of life. You are so hard. Where are your ideals?" 
"What ideals?" he blurted out. 
"Those ideals of-of changing mankind," she said. "You are convinced that 

nothing will happen except force-a revolution. ..." 
"Will the I.L.P. give me an ideal?" he asked. 
"An ideal!" She was amazed. "Of course it will. It will give you a will to 

win the masses by persuasion The I.L.P. is founded upon glorious 
ideals," she continued. "Keir Hardie... 
"An unscientific rebel..." he began. 
"A Christ!" she breathed. (GSF 146) 

It is difficult to avoid the complete sense of irony in this passage, directed less at 
Emily than at the ILP, and this further adds to the disingenuous portrait of Joe 
when he decides to join the ILP, not out of conviction but because of his love for 
Emily. By embracing Emily's love but not necessarily her convictions, Joe illus
trates his total egoism. This male-oriented perception, that Joe's gaze is essen
tially egoistic, is reflected in a short conversation just prior to the 1926 General 
Strike: 

"A strike will be so out of place," she said. . . . "Do you think all this strug
gle and . . . carrying on is worth while?" 
He was strangely nonplussed. She had never descended to such a level as 

to doubt the efficacy of his life's work, had she?" (GSF 197-98) 

Emily goes on to wonder whether labour and capital cannot live in peace, only to 
be suitably admonished by Joe's conviction of the right of the struggle. Her posi
tion is further undermined by the narrative interjection that indicates her motives 
to be based largely on personal comfort. Emily like many others is seen to be 
succumbing to the comforts of wealth. 

Not surprisingly, their relationship fails to survive the strains imposed by the 
1926 miners' strike which are compounded by Joe's reinvoked love for Molly. 
Matters come to a head when Joe accuses Emily of strike-breaking when she 
suggests a peaceful settlement. The argument that follows, though expressed in 
terms of the strike, is essentially about the personal conflict engendered by 
Emily's exposure of Joe's unfaithfulness. Joe's complete failure in love is 
summed up by the narrator in three short sentences: 
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Emily stepped out of his life unobtrusively. ... He wrote to Molly and 
asked her to come back. Molly did not reply. (GSF 254-55) 

Without Emily or Molly, and having lost the struggle for the General Strike, Joe 
Tarrant is portrayed as an isolated person as he descends the mine to carry on the 
task of earning a living. The mine disaster kills Tot Johnson. Joe is one of only 
two survivors, and is allowed the right of redemption from a "false doctrine." 

Heslop's novel on the General Strike of 1926, though revolving largely round 
the trade union and private life of Joe Tarrant, makes use of both historical and 
descriptive "realism" to add credence to the story. Whilst there may be disagree
ment over the portrayal of individuals and the interpretation of events, Heslop 
follows a historical chronology that is verifiable and not exaggerated. Thus the 
historical reality of the framework within which the ideological doctrine operates 
is designed to reinforce the veracity of the message. This is further strengthened 
by the close descriptions of work in the mines, showing the various occupations 
of putter, pony driver and screens boy. The drama of li fe in the pit is further en
hanced by some very vivid description at the end of the novel when the mine is 
flooded. It is this scene and its descriptive qualities that appealed to a number of 
reviewers. The Daily Herald felt the description of the final catastrophe to be "so 
gripping in [its] sketch of the flooded mine that the reader feels not for the first 
time that hard and bitter experience drives the writer's pen."31 

He struck the face with his pick. . . . Everything moved quickly. The earth 
shook slightly, as if a tremor had passed through its bosom. The tremor con
tinued. A monstrous hand, hidden in the depths ahead, began to turn a huge 
corkscrew.. . . The earth shook and trembled. Awful noises rent the place. 
A subterranean bombardment had begun. . . . All the time this unseen force 
was turning this gigantic corkscrew. So swift was the movement of the 
earth that the time of the catastrophe was fleeting. . . . The floor heaved, 
moved upwards squeezing the timber as it moved, lifting the half-filled tub 
and crushing it against the roof. The coal spluttered and crackled in a last 
despairing resistance to the blind force behind it. A noise like that of a great 
explosion filled the gallery, overwhelming all other noises, and the water 
swept forward in a solid block. (GSF 260-61) 

The waters that sweep through the mine trap Joe Tarrant and a young putter, Jim 
Rutter, though they find a refuge from the water high up on a balk of timber. 
Their wait for rescue is a long one and eventually their lamps go out. 

31 D. R., "Life and Poetry in the Pit," rev. of The Gate of a Strange Field, by Harold Heslop, 
Daily Herald 9 April 1929. The Daily Herald was the newspaper of the Labour Party. 
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West chose this scene from The Gate of a Strange Field to illustrate the quali
tative difference he discerned in bourgeois and proletarian writing. He perceived 
its strength to lie in the effect of relating the reader to the world beyond the in
dividual incident and the rhetoric of the text because it had a basis in the lived 
experience of a particular society. The disaster is caused by the demands of the 
mine management for profitability and the individual requirements of a miner to 
earn a living: 

That inrush of water, its wild destruction, its immobility beneath the thin 
layer of dust, and its smell are unforgettable. 
This is not due only to the descriptive writing of the passage; the book as a 
whole shows the disaster in its full social reality.... The inrush of water is 
not a matter only of relative pressure and resistance. It is not described only 
with the abstract, scientific, mechanical realism. ... It has a social sense, 
because it has a cause in social activity. (West 192) 

As West indicates, much of the descriptive "realism" used in The Gate of a 
Strange Field, and the conclusions to be drawn from it, is to provide the reader 
with an understanding of the workings of a mine and to emphasise the discomfort 
and dangers of that essential job. Moreover, each action or event within the pit is 
shown to derive from the conditions arising out of capitalist industrialism. 

Ill 

The mixed response afforded The Gate of a Strange Field provides an indication 
of the kinds of expectations reviewers with a variety of political affiliations had 
of a novel by an ex-miner. The critical attitude taken in the novel to institutions 
on the Left precipitated a number of negative reviews that clearly linked political 
stance with aesthetic quality. One of the severest criticisms from the Left referred 
to Heslop's use of narrative voice to intrude into the novel and act as a distancing 
observer, making the working class the object rather than the subject of the 
novel. 

Using Suleiman's generic analysis of the roman à thèse and in particular the 
concept of a negative apprenticeship, it is possible to examine The Gate of a 
Strange Field to reveal the nature of the negative apprenticeship and its relation
ship to the Bildungsroman form. It is clear that the novel does not represent a to
tally negative apprenticeship in which the hero embraces a diametrically opposed 
ideology to the one preferred. Joe Tarrant's experiences also provide the potential 
for revolution and the opportunity for redemption which together with spatial and 
temporal features of characters, events and settings, indicate that the debate is not 
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between conflicting ideologies of Right and Left but between different stand
points within the Left. Because of the dual function of potential revolutionary 
and failed apprenticeship accorded the hero, The Gate of a Strange Field is prob
lematic in terms of the relationship of narrative voice to ideology. In a fully 
negative apprenticeship the bearer of truth would be the narrator and the bearer 
of falsehood the anti-hero. In The Gate of a Strange Field both the narrator and 
(anti-) hero are bearers of the correct ideology, and the latter also bears with him 
the incorrect ideology. This narratological problem is never fully resolved which 
creates the problems of interpretation discussed in this chapter. Heslop's later 
novel, Last Cage Down (1935), was much clearer in its ideological position and, 
together with Lewis Jones' We Live (1939), forms the basis for the discussion of 
the confrontational novel in the next chapter. 





6. "First Class Propaganda"1 

My previous two chapters have discussed Cwmardy and The Gate of a Strange 
Field as apprenticeship novels, representing positive and negative apprentice
ships respectively. Using Suleiman's model, I have been able to show how the 
narratological features of these novels are intimately linked with their ideologi
cal standpoints, and how this relationship constrains the interpretation of each 
novel. The two novels discussed in this chapter, We Live and Last Cage Down, 
are both equally constrained in terms of their ideological messages. But rather 
than showing the development of political consciousness through the 
Bildungsroman, they present a series of conflicts between miners and mine-
owners that are representative of the broader conflict between labour and capi
tal. 

The pattern of reviews of both We Live and Last Cage Down involves a se
ries of evaluations based primarily on political or social rather than aesthetic cri
teria. Reviewers responded to the ideological aspects and social documentary 
nature of the novels. We Live was not reviewed in a large number of papers but 
was mentioned in a range of national dailies.2 The TLS rejects the "sharply black 
and white" perspective of the class struggle depicted in We Live, but recognises 
it as being a "story of ideas, conditions and movements."3 Harold Dowling in the 
Western Mail considers Lewis Jones to have "overstressed the political ele
ment" in his novel.4 The New Statesman recognises the novel as emphasising 
the description of "the movement of masses rather than the interplay of per
sonality" but expresses reservations about an "inability to see any colours ex
cept black and red."5 Randall Swingler in the Daily Worker states that 
Cwmardy and We Live together "embodied the story of a people" and that they 
are a "sort of parable of the whole development of the working class in 
England."6 

1 The title of this chapter is taken from a review of Last Cage Down in the South Shields 
Gazette 7 Nov. 1935. 
2 Reviews appeared in the TLS, Manchester Guardian, Daily Worker, New Statesman, 
Western Mail and Plebs. 
3 Rev. of We Live, by Lewis Jones, TLS 20 May 1939: 295. 
4 Harold Dowling, "Sequel to Cwmardy " rev. of We Live, by Lewis Jones, Western Mail 20 
Apr. 1939. 
5 John Mair, rev. of We Live, by Lewis Jones, New Statesman 22 Apr. 1939. 
6 Randall Swingler, "An Epic of the Rhondda," rev. of We Live, by Lewis Jones, Daily 
Worker 19 Apr. 1939. 
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Heslop's Last Cage Down was reviewed more widely than We Live and the 
pattern of response is similar. The kind of reverse relationship observed in the 
two previous novels studied is absent. Reviews in The Spectator and the TLS 
consider the novel to be written "too definitely from a partisan angle" and "nar
row in its vision."7 In provincial and local newspapers, reviewers are also critical 
of the political bias shown, the Manchester Evening News warning its readers 
that it is a "'Left', 'very Left'" book.8 In the Daily Worker Charles Ashleigh's one 
area of criticism is directed at the portrayal of Joe Frost, the Communist Party 
member, wondering why he is such a solitary figure and remarking that his ideas 
seem to belong to a previous period, to 1923 or 1924.9 Three months later in the 
Left Review, Ashleigh expands on the theme of the novel as showing how a 
natural leader has learnt to become a real leader in the struggle between the men 
and the mine. He remarks on the "note of rebellion in the book" and its lack of 
defeatism, and concludes by calling it a "heartening proletarian novel."10 

In analysing We Live and Last Cage Down, I treat them as confrontational 
novels, in the terms defined by Suleiman, though they each exhibit different 
characteristics of this particular type of roman à thèse.11 The studies of We Live 
and Last Cage Down in this chapter will follow the main structures described by 
Suleiman. We Live and Last Cage Down differ in their structures as a result of 
the change in political conditions under which they were written. We Live has a 
primary confrontation based on the class struggle in the South Wales coalfields 
from 1924 to 1937, and a secondary confrontation that deals with the political 
struggles within the Left from 1924 to 1934.12 Written after the creation of the 
Popular Front, the novel presents a political line that demonstrates the legiti
macy of the Communist Party position during both the sectarian struggles of the 

7 Sean O'Faolàin, rev. of Last Cage Down, by Harold Heslop, The Spectator 15 Nov. 1935. 
Rev. of Last Cage Down, by Harold Heslop, TLS 23 Dec. 1935. 
8 Grafton Green, "Dust on Babies' Eyelids," rev. of Last Cage Down, by Harold Heslop, 
Manchester Evening News 14 Dec. 1935. 
9 Charles Ashleigh, rev. of Last Cage Down, by Harold Heslop, Daily Worker 20 Nov. 1935. 
10 Charles Ashleigh, "Here Miners Live," rev. of Last Cage Down, by Harold Heslop, Left 
Review• 2.4 (Jan. 1936): 191. 
11 Cf. Suleiman 101-48. Smith describes Lewis Jones' style in We Live as a "retreat into nat
uralism, albeit of a collective variety, not the full advance into a realist tradition that 
Cwmardy so tantalisingly promises." See Smith, Lewis Jones 65. Croft describes We Live as a 
programmatic novel for the "Popular Front." See Croft, Red Letter Days 91. 
12 For a discussion of primary and secondary confrontations, see Suleiman 132-41, and 
Chapter 1 "Contextual, Communicative and Generic Considertaions," 34-35. 
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early period and the Popular Front ideology after 1934.13 Last Cage Down, 
written just before the creation of the Popular Front, deals with the "class 
against class" position and presents a primary and secondary confrontation. The 
primary confrontation is between the miners and the capitalist class, as repre
sented by the agent of the coalowners, while the secondary confrontation, de
bating ways and means, is between a Communist miner and the local trade 
union leader. 

I 

The following discussion of We Live examines the syntagmatic structures and 
actantial configurations (Suleiman 111, 118) that highlight the way the ideology 
and legitimacy of the Communist Party in the South Wales coalfields is propa
gated in a fictional account. Syntagmatically, the emphasis will be on the se
quence of events and their relationship to the ideological stance of the novel. 
The actantial configuration will examine the subject and the anti-helpers. This 
enables the clarification of the subject as a collective leadership (Suleiman 105-
11) with the support of the working population of Cwmardy as helper. The con
frontational nature of the novels also involves a clarification of the component 
features of the opponent (anti-subject) and its helpers (anti-helpers) (Suleiman 
113, 116-17) seen in terms of a Communist analysis of capitalist society. 

We Live is a novel that can be divided into two parts, in which the first part 
concentrates on the 1924 lock-out and 1926 General Strike and the second on a 
series of confrontations between the mining community aided by the collective 
subject and the forces of capitalism. The spatial and temporal features of this 
structure privilege the Communist perception of these events to a considerable 
extent. Most of the first part of the novel deals with a pattern of a primary and 
secondary confrontations that denies the validity of the labourite and trade 
union leadership of the miners, and which projects the correctness of the 
Communist Party position. The period between 1927 and 1933 is telescoped 
into a few pages before the second part of the novel develops a primary con

13 Holderness regards We Live as inaccurate as a general interpretation of history: "We Live, 
though it has some of the detail and complexity of actual history, resolves fictionally into 
the clarity and simplicity of myth." (Holderness 29). Despite his historical distortion, there is 
some evidence for Lewis Jones' emphasis on the role of the Communist Party in the 
Rhondda. At least one mining community, Mardy, had a very strong CP leadership which 
was influential in the local miners' lodge. Mardy was known as "Little Moscow" but was not 
the only village to have a strong CP presence. See Stuart Macintyre, Little Moscows 
(London: Croom Helm, 1980) 23-47. 
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frontation of subject and opponent which is described in a series of autonomous 
scenes of mass action that are guided by the Communist Party.14 The two kernel 
events of the first part of the novel, the 1924 lock-out and the 1926 General 
Strike, illustrate different features of the primary and secondary confrontations. 
The 1924 lock-out is depicted as one between miners and coalowners. To clarify 
class positions, this event also demonstrates the anti-helper role taken by local 
tradesmen, methodist preachers and disaffected miners. At the level of the sec
ondary confrontation, the cautious approach to the conflict of Ezra the trade 
unionist is contrasted with the militancy of Harry Morgan, the local leader of the 
Communist Party. The 1926 General Strike provides the opportunity to present 
the miners as unified once again, but this time with the support of the people of 
Britain. Jones uses the calling-off of the General Strike to demonstrate the fail
ure and betrayal of the union leadership. The viability of the continuation of the 
miners' strike is then shown to rely on the support of the community. A demon
stration demanding action by the local council is used to further clarify the sub-
ject-anti-helper/opponent relationship. The anti-helper/opponent category 
thereby widens to include the government, the national trade union leadership 
and the local councillors. Action by the police and magistrates helps to complete 
the picture of discrimination against the mining communities. Ezra's death sym
bolises the breach with the past and concludes the secondary confrontation. 

The series of events constituting the second part of the novel is concerned 
with the primary confrontation.15 Mass action by a wide section of the popula
tion of the valley-women, the unemployed and miners-is guided by the 
Communist Party to a successful conclusion. The first action is a large march 
from all parts of the valley on the unemployment benefit offices to protest 
against the central government's directives to cut benefits. This direct action re
sults in a victory against both the local representative of central government 
and the Government itself. Mass action is shown to be successful once again in 
the next event, which deals with the stay-down strikes by miners in the South 
Wales pits. This demonstration of collective power and grass-roots action, with 
the Communist Party at its head, also leads to a victory over the coalowners, re
sulting in the re-establishment of the Federation and a recognition of the old 
minimum wage legislation. Finally, the novel moves the site of conflict from the 

14 According to Smith, Lewis Jones compresses the most contentious period of the 
Communist Party in South Wales into a few pages, leapfrogging "the a byss of meaningless 
politics" (Smith, Lewis Jones 71). 
15 Smith points out that these events are covered rapidly, almost cinematically, with the 
Communist Party centre stage. See Smith, Lewis Jones 73. 
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Welsh coalfields to the battlefields of Spain. The hero, Len Roberts, is sent to 
fight against the fascists. In this struggle he dies, and the final scenes are also a 
demonstration of collective community strength in celebrating the return of a 
group of International Brigaders and in commemorating those that died. 

Within the actantial configuration of Suleiman's confrontation novel, the 
subject is the collective. As she points out, the "hero," in this case Len, is often 
conceived of as the conscious representative of the collective and as a represen
tative figure. In We Live a small group of members of the Communist Party, Len 
Roberts, Harry Morgan, Mary Roberts, Ron Evans and Will Evans act as the 
collective subject that leads the struggle against the (anti-subject) opponent. In 
discussing the role of the subject I shall include both the expressions of com
munity action and the role of the Communist Party. The activities of the former 
function principally at the level of story and those of the latter primarily at the 
level of discourse. The functions of collective subject and helper merge in the 
novel as they both become expressed through scenes of crowd or group activ
ity. In the first part of the novel these scenes initially constitute mass meetings of 
miners to discuss the issues of the 1924 lock-out and 1926 General Strike.16 The 
meeting following the end of the 1924 lock-out ends in disunity, a feeling rein
forced by Big Jim's comment that they do not "know their bloody selves what 
they are going to do" (WL 70-71). During the 1926 General Strike, unity and 
solidarity are once again reinstated and the news of the end of the strike is fol
lowed by a march which evokes strong feelings in Mary and Len. Mary re
sponds to the singing of the Internationale and the tramp of the marchers' feet 
by whispering to Len: "This is life," and Len replies by stating that "it shows the 
way to revolution and freedom" (WL 139). From this point on, all scenes of col
lective action or crowd activity are linked to the preeminence of the Communist 
Party as organiser or guide. The demonstration against the council to demand 
support for the strikers' families is addressed by Harry Morgan and Mary, who 
both make the issue one of the people versus its government (WL 153-54). The 
magistrates' court where Len is tried after being arrested at the demonstration, 
and the police escort taking him to prison, are surrounded by a crowd of sup
porters singing the Internationale (WL 163, 168). At Ezra's funeral, which is 
headed by the Communist Party, "[t]he huge crowd swayed forward as the cof
fin, covered with a red flag, came into sight. . ." (WL 200). 

16 Lewis Jones, We Live (1939; London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1978) 68-70, 134-36, 138-
39. Further references to this novel are given parenthetically using the abbreviation WL. 
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During the second part of the novel all community action is shown to spring 
from Communist Party initiatives.17 The demonstration by a cross-section of the 
population of the valley against cuts in unemployment benefit illustrates Jones' 
use of the mass as a living force.18 Initial narrative descriptions of the street 
contingents of women, men and miners assembling are reinforced by character 
comment. Len is reported as looking back on a flowing river of human bodies, 
and Mary cries out for "Unity." These reactions are used to confirm the potential 
power of the people: 

Len looked back. His eyes glowed with what he saw. The street behind 
him looked like a flowing river of human beings, on which floated innu
merable scarlet banners and flags. He looked far into the ascending dis
tance but failed to see any end... . [H]e heard ... the deep monotone of 
countless boots tramping rhythmically on the hard road. The potential 
power in the sound tickled his throat, . . . "Everybody is on the march. 
Everybody." 
Mary, pride in her every gesture, murmured: "This is the cure, Len, for me 

and the people. Unity. Unity in action." Her voice rose into a shout on this 
last phrase, and in a moment it was taken up by some young people until it 
spread through all the ranks like thunder." (WL 241) 

Jones' use of the crowd as a living body of individuals gives the crowd both a 
potential political strength and legitimises mass action as the response of the 
people to injustice. In this way the equation of mass action with mob rule is un
dermined.19 The concept of the people on the move is fixed by later narrative 

17 In discussing these events Smith argues that Lewis Jones uses mass action to demonstrate 
that the "people can cause change, can control matters" and the fact that there is an insis
tence "on the power that can only be derived from a collective presence." (Smith, Lewis 
Jones 73-74). This is to be contrasted with the intellectuals' view of a passive crowd of the 
kind observed in T. S. Eliot's The Waste Land (1922). See Carey 10. 
18 Other scholars have also commented on Lewis Jones' use of the collective as a means of 
developing the individual. Smith states that " Lewis Jones sketches the separate small-group 
existence that makes up a crowd with great care. The people are not a mob." (Smith, Lewis 
Jones 58). Snee argues that the "crowd is seen as a group of individuals asserting its collec
tive will" and that people in a crowd do not become a mob "but rather the recognition that 
through the experience of the mass an individual finds his [sic] fullest means of self-ex-
pression." (Snee, "Working-Class Literature" 186). Croft describes the crowd scene quoted 
here as one which "pictures the collective action and collective energy of many individuals." 
(Croft, Red Letter Days 90-91). 
19 In his discussion of the origins and meanings of the words "mass" and "masses" Raymond 
Williams points out that "In the modern social sense . . . masses and mass have two distin
guishable kinds of implication. Masses (i) is the modern word for many-headed multitude 
or mob: low ignorant, unstable. Masses (ii) is a description of the same people but now seen 
as a positive or potentially positive social force" (Williams, Keywords 195). These two senses 
have become synonymous with two distinct political attitudes that regard groups of people 
as either a potential threat or a source or strength and inspiration. The crowd scenes in We 
Live are in support of the latter meaning and directed against the former. 
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description of the valley as an anthill, which is reinforced by the neutral voice of 
a nameless marcher who exclaims: "Good God ... the whole world is on the 
move" (WL 243). The march is shown to be successful when a small group of 
women invade the unemployment benefit office and force the official to agree 
to suspend the cuts in benefits. The drama of the event culminates with Big Jim 
going into the street in the evening and demanding three cheers for unity. This 
cry is taken up by all in the street and is echoed across the valley as the 
marchers make their ways home (WL 252). The narrator fixes the importance of 
this action by informing the reader that the whole country followed Cwmardy 
and the government was forced to reinstate benefits.20 

The stay-down strike returns the action to the miners with their struggles for 
the payment of a legal wage and the removal of the "non-pol" union. This ac
tion, initiated by the Communist Party, moves from peaceful mass action to vio
lent battles both above and below ground. This violence is instigated by the mi-
neowners, partly by using the police to cordon off the pit and refusing to let rel
atives supply the strikers (WL 277-78), and partly by allowing pit officials to at
tack the strikers below ground (WL 294-96). Once again the strength of mass 
action is demonstrated and the role of the Communist Party validated as the 
company accedes to the miners' demands by accepting the minimum wage 
agreement and by allowing the Miners' Federation to function in the pit.21 The 
description of the end of the strike celebrates the mutual dependence of the 
miners and the people: 

No one ever remembered exactly what followed, everything was excite
ment and tumult. But the blare of a brass band took command of the situa
tion, and, in step with its lively march rhythm, the people took their victori
ous strikers down the hill to Cwmardy, where banners and streamers 
waved a breezy welcome home. (WL 302) 

This contrasts vividly with the report given in The Times which wrote of a "pa
thetic procession."22 

20 For a comment on the historical accuracy or otherwise of this event, in particular the role 
of the Communist party, see Smith, Lewis Jones 73. The demonstrations against the 1934 
Means Test proposals are also covered in Francis and Smith, The Fed. 255-61. 
21 The stay-down strikes were also the subject of a documentary "reportage" b y Montague 
Slater for Martin Lawrence the publishers. Montague Slater, Stay Down Miner (London: 
Martin Lawrence, 1936). For a discussion of Lewis Jones' fictive account and the historical 
reality of this episode, see Smith, Lewis Jones 76-79. My concern is not to examine the 
"reality" of these episodes but to show how Lewis Jones uses them to promote the idea of ef
fective mass action and the central role of the Communist Party i n a fictional setting. 
22 See Chapter 3, "Social and Cultural Antagonism." See also The Times 21 Oct. 1935. 
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The novel ends with an emotionally charged scene in which returning mem
bers of the International Brigade are welcomed by a large crowd. All activity in 
the valley has stopped for the day as schools and the pit are closed to enable 
the people of Cwmardy to welcome the soldiers. After the formalities of the wel
come the crowd marches through the valley singing the Internationale in cele
bration of the struggle against fascism and in commemoration of Len, who has 
died in the struggle (WL 328-29, 334). In this way the solidarity and sacrifice of 
the Welsh miners are linked to the international struggle against fascism.23 

Throughout the novel the scenes of community action are used to demonstrate 
and confirm the ideological importance of the concepts of solidarity and mass 
activity as the means to achieving political and social change. 

Within the function of the subject, the role of the Communist Party and its 
members is crucial.24 In this group, solidarity within the Party and the superiority 
of the group over the sum of individual actions are important issues. Equally vi
tal is the demonstration of the Party as the true party of the people. Throughout 
the novel Jones refers to the daily activity of Party members in meetings, 
producing leaflets, distributing copies of the Daily Worker, street corner 
meetings and participating in council elections as part of a process that keeps 
the Party close to the daily life of the community (WL 56-57, 175, 206-11, 215-
24). Equally he shows the functioning within the Party of democratic processes, 
the rule of the majority and the need for discipline and solidarity (WL 212-13). 
To illustrate this, Fred Lewis is characterised as an opportunist member whose 
self-inflated ego cannot bear contradiction and who eventually leaves the party 
to become an official of the Miners' Federation. It is the regional office of this 
union that, led by Fred Lewis, seeks to stop the stay-down strike (WL 270-71, 
285). In so doing the move is made from potential subject to anti-helper. 

Central to the role of the Communist Party in We Live is the collective leader
ship consisting of Len, Harry Morgan, Will, Ron and Mary, by whom and 
through whom party ideology in theory and practice is represented. Len's role 
of "hero," in Suleiman's terms ( Suleiman 105 -11), is clearly stated at the begin
ning of the novel when he joins the Communist Party against the wishes of 

23 The involvement of the South Wales miners in the Spanish Civil War is studied in Francis 
and Smith, The Fed. 350-70. 
24 Cunningham comments rather disparagingly on Lewis Jones' novels as having "a ten
dency to make the workers, especially members of the Communist Party, into men and 
women of excessive heroism and unbelievably steely militancy" (Cunningham 309). 
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Mary, his wife (WL 5, 8, 9).25 Mary's admission to the Party comes later in the 
novel, but once this is accomplished she is propelled into a prominent role. In 
We Live the role of the narrator as the bearer of the truth of ideology is re
stricted. Ideology is presented and debated by the cadre of Party members. In 
the first part of the novel it falls to Harry and Len to present the Party position, 
either in direct conflict with, or in discussion with, opponents or anti-helpers. In 
keeping with the importance afforded to the secondary confrontation in the first 
part of the novel, the initial challenge is to the established trade union position, 
represented by Ezra. This is taken by Harry at a meeting called to discuss the 
company proposals prior to the lock-out. Harry's argument is that Ezra and the 
union, by accepting the company's offer, are betraying the miners. The implica
tion is made that the trade union leaders are no longer willing to challenge the 
company, as they think victory is unattainable. They are accused of supporting 
the system, whereas the Communist Party line is that the system is unworkable 
(WL 28-29). At this stage the collective subject acts as the legitimate represen
tative of the mining community, though not the official one. The ideological 
conflict is articulated in this part of the novel in meetings of miners' committees 
and mass meetings at which Harry Morgan is the main speaker. He argues for 
opposition to the company's demands in the spirit of the Big Strike (WL 53, 54). 
The union position is conciliatory and the Party condemns it as "being of more 
value to Lord Cwmardy than all the officials in the pit" (WL 55). 

Opposition is also expressed in a series of discussions between Len, Ezra and 
Mary. At this level these three characters function not only as characters in their 
own right but as representatives of different strands of thought: Ezra the trade 
unionist and constitutionalist, Len the communist revolutionary, and Mary, who 
has yet to choose her own position. The domestic situation of these three sym
bols of ideology adds an emotional conflict to the debate.26 Following the 
committee meeting that decides to reject the company proposals Ezra argues 
that a "lifetime of fighting against the company" has taught him that "it's useless 

25 With regard to Len's political consciousness, Smith states "For Len, however, it is only the 
refinement of an already acquired political credo that happens since he has joined the 
Communist Party on the night the novel begins." Smith, Lewis Jones 68. This is in line with 
Suleiman's concept of the "hero" of a confrontational novel as being non-transformational. 
See Suleiman 106, 110. 
26 Raymond Williams points out that in Lewis Jones' novels "The family, now, is an epitome 
of political struggle, and the conflicting versions and affiliations of the struggle are repre
sented not only generally-in the events of the lockout and the struggles in the Federation 
and between parties-but inside the family, between Len, Mary and Ezra,-and the movement 
in the end, for all the loss that is attested, is beyond the family, in a kind of willing break: 
the transfer of affiliation to cause and to a party." (W illiams, Welsh Industrial Novel 15). 
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running your head against a stone wall" (WL 32). He also states that "no one 
wants to smash the company more" but that he is "not prepared to smash the 
people" (WL 33). Len counters by arguing the Party line that the company 
bankruptcy and threatened lockout is a "new stunt by the company to get rid of 
their debts and smash down . . . wages and conditions" (WL 32). He continues 
by persisting in the theme of opposition to the proposed conditions, arguing 
that if the miners "give in at the start the company .. . [would] come . . . again in 
six or twelve months with the same yarn .. . until... everything will be finished 
... for good" (WL 35). Len completes his argument by pointing out that the 
"world, after all, is only what we let it be or make it" (WL 35). The second com
mittee meeting called to discuss a continuation of the stoppage is followed by a 
disagreement between Len and Mary. Len tries to persuade Mary to "see the 
facts," that "since the strike he [Ezra] believes that the men can never beat the 
company, that it is always better to meet them half way than to fight them" (WL 
62). He seeks to overcome her emotional attachment to her father by arguing on 
the basis of the solidarity of the miners, that they have "all sacrificed as much as 
each other to beat the company and make the pit fit for men to work in" (WL 
62). The culmination of this domestic debate is reached when Ezra demands that 
his son-in-law leave the house (WL 81). However, Mary supports her husband 
and then succeeds in mollifying her father so that a semblance of domestic har
mony is achieved (WL 86-87). Following the 1924 lock-out the Communist 
Party continues to challenge the established union and labour leadership by 
standing against Ezra in local council elections and categorising his appoint
ment as JP as joining the opposition (WL 100). 

The 1926 General Strike begins with a united opposition to the mineowners 
and the Government. The Communist Party's policy is clearly stated by Harry 
Morgan in a speech that foregrounds the Party's role in the strike: 

"We must make the national leaders agree to stand by us for a strike 
against the demands of the owners. . . . That's the first move-get all the 
country into action. Then our Party will have to help the executive to 
work through the other unions and industries so that all the people will 
know the justice of our case, and when the attack comes, they will be 
ready to meet it with us... . Yes, comrades. For the first time all the people 
in this country will fight together in a common cause against a common 
enemy." (WL 102-103) 

The truth of this speech is reinforced in an emotional response by a respected, 
devout deacon of a local chapel, Job Calvaria, who says that after all his toil and 
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waiting he will now see the miners "free and happy" (WL 103).27 The party is 
described as being extremely active in the agitation leading up to the General 
Strike (WL 109) and during it. Jones also uses the announcement that the 
General Strike has been called off, made by Ezra at a mass meeting, as an oppor
tunity to foreground the Communist Party's role and status. Len returns fortu
itously from London at the point the announcement is made and addresses the 
meeting, condemning the union leaders. In his capacity of Communist Party rep
resentative he enunciates the betrayal thesis:28 

"Comrades. I just want to say how proud I am to be back again among 
you, in the valley to which I belong. It is true that the general strike has 
been betrayed by a small group of politicians who call themselves leaders 
of labour.... 
But our fellow workers haven't let us down. They are still behind us to a 

man and a woman... . [T]he Government, as our Party said all along, sided 
with the capitalist class. . . . Let us keep on fighting until victory is won 
and this Government brought down." (WL 138-39) 

The continuation of the strike is used to emphasise the conflict between the 
people and their local leaders and to illustrate the role of the Communist Party as 
the true voice of the people. The march on the council chambers is addressed by 
Harry Morgan, who points out that they are not about to march on the Big 
House against the owners but to their own leaders they have put in power on 
the council (WL 153). 

The disunity and despair resulting from both the 1924 lock-out and 1926 
General Strike are summarised in a rare narrative intrusion into the ideological 
debate when Len analyses the situation in Cwmardy through free indirect dis
course: 

The clear division of the people into employed and unemployed and the 
chaotic state of disorganisation among both sections appalled him. These 
things and the collapse of the official labour movement in many parts of 
the world became the basis for most of the discussions in the library. It be

27 Smith refers to this scene as being the representation of the older pre-1920s miners' cul
ture which also alludes back to the success of the miners at the time of the Big Strike, de
scribed in Cwmardy. See Smith, Lewis Jones 56. 
28 Smith rather dismissively suggests that "[ t]he episode is trotted on and off only in order 
to affirm the correct analysis of the Party (betrayal as inevitable) and the revolutionary po
tential of the misled masses." (Smith, Lewis Jones 70). While I do not disagree with this per
spective, my position is that this is the primary fu nction of all episodes in the novel and part 
of Lewis Jones' narrative structure which follows the pattern of redundancy described by 
Suleiman in other novels of this type: initiation, action and confirmation. See Suleiman 
171-93. 
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came increasingly evident there was not unanimity in the ranks of the 
Party. (WL 192) 

The disunity of the working classes in Cwmardy and worldwide poses the 
problem of how to deal with the political and economic forces that have re
sulted in this situation. Len sees his solution as being through the Party, in con
trast to Ezra, who capitulates to capitalism. This analysis that places the 
Communist Party at the forefront of the struggle is later substantiated by the 
epitaph on Ezra's life. At the funeral Harry Morgan's speech makes the follow
ing points: 

He [Ezra] failed to see the struggle as a river flowing on against ever 
stronger dams. ... He took our people through many of these dams, but 
reached one that could only be broken through by a collective leadership, 
by a revolutionary Party that, knowing the strength of the obstacles, could 
mobilise the people into a unity powerful enough to overcome all barriers. 
Our Party did not regard Ezra as an enemy. . . . [We] glory in the knowl
edge that the foundations that he laid are safe in the keeping of the Party 
and the people. (WL 201) 

Harry Morgan's funeral speech represents an important stage in the develop
ment of the presentation of the Communist Party as the true leader of the peo
ple. While Ezra's contribution to the development of the miners' federation and 
the growth of solidarity in the past is recognised, it is argued that new ideas are 
needed for the future and that these are held by the Communist Party, Ezra's le
gitimate heirs.29 

These ideas are developed in the second part of the novel. This shows the 
Communist Party to be growing in influence and status until it is a leading force 
within the community. At Mary's suggestion, the Communist Party joins trade 
unionists and Labour Party members in organising the march against unem
ployment benefit cuts (WL 226, 228-29). The narrator informs the reader that 
the success of such action drew people to the party and it becomes influential in 
the miners' union, having its members as chairmen at both Lodge and Company 
level (WL 253). The stay-down strike initiated by Len and his party comrades 
proves a more difficult problem for the party than expected. At a meeting held 
to discuss the issue, the Party decision to call an end to the strike almost brings 
Len into conflict with the Party leadership and the Party into conflict with the 
miners (WL 288-92). When it appears that Harry Morgan has lost the confi

29 Smith, quite rightly, calls this passage a "wilful short-cut through the political maze of the 
1930s in South Wales." (Smith, Lewis Jones 72). 
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dence of the miners, Len is used to state the case for the Party by arguing that to 
win the fight against the employers' unity is essential so that the people should 
be "united against the things [they] suffer in common at the hands of the boss 
and his government" (WL 292). Len points out that in the current situation 
unity was lacking, as they were fighting on different fronts. In this way the case 
for the Communist Party line is given credibility, and this should be read in con
trast to the situation described as prevailing at the time of the 1924 lock-out, 
where Ezra's decision to end the action was shown to be taken at a time when 
the miners were united. Fortunately, the potential conflict between the 
Communist Party and the miners is averted by precipitate action on the part of 
the company, and the strike ends with a successfully completed agreement be
tween the union, led by the Communist Party, and the company (WL 301-02).30 

When the focus of the novel turns to Spain and the Civil War, it is in keeping 
with the policies of the Party that it sends its own people to fight as an example 
to others (WL 306). Len is chosen to go, despite his dislike of violence and his 
physical weakness, and the discussion between himself and Mary evidences the 
price paid by true commitment. Len dies in Spain, but his last letter home con
tains a statement on the universal nature of the class struggle and the role of the 
Communist Party: 

But it's strange, Mary . . . that while there are certain differences I could 
swear sometimes I was still in Cwmardy and that the fascists are not far 
away in a strange land, but are actually destroying our birth-place and all it 
means to us. The men who are dying don't seem to be strangers, but our 
comrades as we know them at home. The same old hills are somewhere 
around here, and I know the same old smoke-stack and pit is not far away. 
The faces I see are the same faces as those in Cwmardy. It is only when 
they speak I notice any difference. 
Yes, my comrade, this is not a foreign land on which we are fighting. It is 

home. Those are not strangers who are dying. They are our butties. It is not 
a war only of nation against nation, but of progress against reaction. (WL 
331) 

By sending Len to Spain, Jones is able to add an international dimension to the 
struggle in Cwmardy and to demonstrate the leading role of the Communist 
Party in Spain and the Welsh valleys. By linking the Spanish Civil War to the 
struggles in Cwmardy, Len functions as a symbol of the legitimacy of the 
Communist Party's role and the correctness of its ideology. 

30 See also Smith, Lewis Jones 79. 
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One of the key roles in developing the legitimacy of the Communist Party is 
taken by Mary.31 Her move from opponent in the secondary confrontation of 
the first part of the novel to subject and leading figure in the primary confronta
tion of the second part of the novel is a clear demonstration of the correctness 
of Communist Party ideology. The strength of this conversion is further sub
stantiated by the emotional conflicts involved. Mary not only accepts the ideol
ogy of the Communist Party but has to reject an attitude of mind that has been 
formed under the tutelage of her father. To free herself from her old attitudes, 
Mary has to free herself from patriarchal domination. Mary's rejection of her fa
ther's ideas forms part of the secondary confrontation of the first part of the 
novel. During the 1924 lock-out Mary opposes Len and accepts her father's 
view of the situation (WL 5, 33, 35). However, when he unilaterally agrees to 
the company's terms, Mary begins to have doubts and argues that he "ought to 
have let the men see the agreement first since they are the ones who will have to 
work under it" (WL 59). Though tied to her father emotionally Mary cannot ar
gue against Len's observation that Ezra has been drifting away from the miners 
(WL 62). In a domestic crisis, Mary realises that Ezra's demands that Len leave 
the house are based on his jealousy as she tells him: "You are jealous because 
you are afraid that Len and the Party are going to get more support than you 
from the people of Cwmardy and because you believe I think more of him than 
of you" (WL 85). She begins to establish her own position by stating that if Len 
is to leave the house she will go with him because he has never tied his love to 
her agreeing with him in all things. She accuses Ezra of wishing to rob her of her 
independence (WL 87). The 1926 General Strike brings Mary more into contact 
with the people of the valley, and her activity for the Communist Party increases 
her awareness of the true situation (WL 134). Her ideas are clarified by two 
events: the march on the council chambers which is intended to persuade the 
council to support the miners' strike, and Ezra's refusal to help Len when in 
court. Mary addresses the marchers in terms of the failure of democracy by ac
cusing the councillors of betraying the people (WL 153-54). Later she points 

31 Smith highlights Lewis Jones' descriptions of the role of women in the struggle. "Lewis 
Jones' accuracy in depicting the total involvement of women in the struggle is not merely an 
exemplary piece of documentary reportage. . . . One of the outstanding features of both 
novels [Cwmardy and We Live] is the full sympathetic treatment of women" (Smith, Lewis 
Jones 59). Snee also comments that Jones "seeks implicitly to expose the ideological ways 
in which women are perceived. His women characters exist as equals with men" (Snee, 
"Working-Class Literature" 189). Pikoulis refers to Mary's transformation as being one in 
which she moves from being "impatient of revolutionary talk" to becoming a prominent 
member of the Party. He also argues that she never becomes more than a cipher. (Pikoulis 
68-70). 
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out that the police are being used to protect the leaders from their own people 
and not to defend the the capitalist mineowners and their property (WL 155). 
Mary's awareness of the situation at the level of community is reinforced by a 
growing understanding that her father's actions no longer coincide with his 
ideals or hers. Len's imprisonment and Ezra's refusal to help clarifies Mary's po
sition as she argues with her father that support from the union and Labour 
Party would have prevented the situation from arising: 

"We must get our Len out of jail as soon as possible, dad. "She felt his 
bony body quiver when he answered: "Yes quite right. But how, my dear, 
how?" ... 
"We must ask the Federation and the people to have protest demonstra

tions." 
"But that's the very thing he's in prison for," was his quick retort. 

The words struck Mary like a blow, sending a cold anger through every 
vein. "Yes, that's true," she almost shouted. "But he wouldn't have been 
locked up and beaten about if you and the other councillors had done 
your duty and been with us on the march." (WL 170) 

Later in the discussion Mary realises that she and her father no longer share the 
same ideas, as she declares: "I have followed you blindly all my life, but now I 
am beginning to see how right Len and the Party have been. I know you are 
still as true, dad; but things have gone beyond you" (WL 170). 

Other scenes such as a Communist Party street meeting where Mary hears her 
father described as a "Social Fascist" are used to show her gradual awareness of 
the true situation. The gradual breach with her father's ideas is finally completed 
at a Labour Party meeting where insinuating remarks are made by a speaker 
about Len. Observing the difference in dress between these "leaders" and the 
ordinary mining people, Mary becomes incensed at the remarks made and forces 
her way onto the platform (WL 176-77). This symbolic attack on the stronghold 
of her father's ideas results in Mary joining the Communist Party. Later, Mary 
defends her political convictions against her father in a discussion in which she 
argues that Communist ideas are not a foreign import but have grown out of her 
lived experience of the mining community. Ezra, in defending his taking a job 
with the company, complains that the situation would not have arisen if Len 
and Harry Morgan had not brought foreign ideas into the valley. Mary re
sponds: 

If Len is a foreigner, then I am one, because the both of us and yourself 
have been reared with the valley. All we have been through, all we know 
and do comes to us from the valley and the people. If the Party thinks dif
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ferent from you, dad, it's not because we are against you, but because we 
believe you are wrong. There's nothing foreign in learning to do the right 
things for the struggle of our people, is there?" (WL 190) 

At this point it is clear that Mary has broken both her emotional and her intellec
tual ties with her father and has committed herself to the Communist Party. The 
full extent of this commitment is shown when she decides that the Communist 
Party should lead her father's funeral procession (WL 200). From this point 
Mary becomes more and more active as a Party member. She stands as a 
Communist Party candidate for the local council and is elected; she initiates the 
Popular Front march against cuts in unemployment benefit; and she works ac
tively within the Party. On the crucial issue of Len going to Spain, Mary relin
quishes any emotional ties, thereby demonstrating, once again, her indepen
dence and commitment to the cause: "If he is necessary to the fight I give him 
freely, whatever the result might be" (WL 307). During Len's absence Mary be
comes the local branch organiser. In the final scene, Mary is propelled to the 
front of the march to lead the fight of her people. In her mind she can hear Len 
saying, "Go, Mary. Follow the people, they are your hope and strength" (WL 
333). In her move to subject, Mary acquires the symbolic role of leader of the 
people, taking over the role from her dead husband and thereby nullifying the 
effect engendered by killing the hero. In this way continuity is maintained and 
the central principle of Jones' doctrine is reasserted as Mary finds support and 
strength among the people. 

In contrast to Mary, Ezra moves in the opposite direction from mentor to anti-
helper and ultimately anti-subject. This potential move has already been pre
pared in Cwmardy, where Ezra's flawed character as a mentor provides a realis
tic motivation for the events that are described in We Live. This move from men
tor to anti-helper/anti-subject forms the basis of the secondary confrontation of 
the first part of the novel. Ezra's shift in function can be seen in terms of a num
ber of "story" level events and a range of "discourse" level discussions between 
Ezra and a number of the principal characters, Mary, Len and Harry Morgan. 
The key events in Ezra's shift begin with the 1924 lock-out. His preference for a 
negotiated settlement with the company prior to the lock-out is shown to be 
inimical to the wishes of the miners themselves by votes on the strike committee 
(WL 28, 29, 32, 55). Ezra's unilateral action in accepting the agreement pro
posed by the company after ten months of strife further distances him from his 
people (WL 59, 70). A temporary reprieve in this progression is brought about 
by the 1926 General Strike, but Ezra's lack of action as a councillor and magis-
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träte during the extended miners' strike is shown to make him more and more of 
an isolated figure. The final disgrace comes when he seeks a job from Lord 
Cwmardy and is seen by his former comrades working in the company offices 
(WL 188, 191). Within a short time of this capitulation Ezra dies early one 
morning to the sound of the hobnailed boots of the miners going to work (WL 
199). 

The debate that Ezra engages in with his political opponents on the Left is 
used to clarify the the distinction between the "correct" doctrine of the 
Communist Party and the "false" doctrine of the labourite trade unions. This 
conflict is played out in terms of ideology and in terms of personality. The first 
conflict over the 1924 lock-out sees Ezra arguing for an agreement with the 
company to prevent the union being broken, to avoid having both to "struggle 
and starve" (WL 29). He considers the Communist Party's agitation for resis
tance to be a question of playing party politics with the union as he responds to 
an interruption by Harry Morgan in the following terms: "Can't you forget your 
politics and your prejudice for a while. ... Or have you come here with your 
usual tactics of disruption, not caring what will happen to the workmen as long 
as you and your Party have their way?" (WL 53). This early debate is a clear 
demarcation of the positions taken by both sides, and the sequence of events is 
designed to show the correctness of the Communist Party position, if only be
cause Ezra accepts the company terms against the wishes of the strike commit
tee. Ezra's defence of his actions is, as always, linked to his belief in the unity of 
the men but is also shown to stem from his own autocratic manner. This conflict 
of interests intrudes into the domestic relationships between Len, Mary and 
Ezra and their discussions. In these Ezra's position of being non-revolutionary is 
made clear.32 In response to Mary's questioning of the need to suffer perpetu
ally, he accepts the idea of continual suffering because "[i]t's the way of the 
world, Mary; and neither you, or I, or anybody else can alter it" (WL 35). He ar
gues for a return to work because if the committee will not lead the men back, 
"the preachers and shopkeepers will," and that "when there are two evils that 
we have got to choose from, we must always choose the lesser" (WL 50, 51). 
Ezra's decision to accept the terms offered by the company is explained by his 
belief that he must lead the men back together, the way the people want to go 
(WL 58). This is shown to be in contradiction to the reality of the situation, as 

32 Smith argues that Ezra's inability to understand the irrational part of human life is his 
psychological undoing, since he allows himself to become distanced from the men and the 
new ideas. Ezra seeks victory or defeat within an acceptance of capitalism. In con trast, Len, 
Mary and Harry Morg an wish to challenge capitalism. See Smith, Lewis Jones 49. 
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both Mary and Len react against this decision and the miners are described as 
wondering "what was wrong with their leader" (WL 64). Ezra's practical trade 
unionism is shown not to have progressed beyond the stage reached in 
Cwmardy, and in the circumstances of 1924 this is inadequate. As a result Ezra 
has become distanced from the people he is meant to lead. Len argues that, since 
the strike, Ezra "has lost faith in the people and, because of this, thinks the com
pany is invincible" (WL 62). Dai Cannon, one of the miners still on strike, ac
cuses Ezra of having turned on the miners and of being like all other officials, 
despite having been well paid and housed by the union (WL 79). Ezra is called 
"traitor" by miners in the street (WL 80). Ezra's defence in these situations is that 
the dissension among the miners has been brought about by the Communist 
Party (WL 80). 

The approach of the 1926 General Strike allows Ezra to reminisce over the 
previous battles between the miners and the owners. Despite his recognition 
that the forces of law and order are on the side of the capitalists, Ezra still tells 
Len that he believes in the "ballot box and democracy" rather than revolution 
(WL 106). All problems that arise can then be explained by the fact that the 
people have not learnt to vote in the right way (WL 106). However, when 
challenged, he can find no serious defence of the failure of the 1924 Labour 
Government other than that it had office but no power (WL 106). The aftermath 
of the demonstration against the council and Len's imprisonment bring forth 
Mary's comment to her father that he is "being driven closer to the company and 
the police every day because [he] has stopped being a fighter with the people" 
and that "things have gone beyond [him]" (WL 170).33 Ezra's defence is to 
question how he can be expected to support people who were opposing him 
and he makes a statement that reflects the true extent of the conflict between 
him and the Communist Party: 

"How can I join with people who have nothing in common with me? All 
that I believe in and fought for they think is 'Social-Fascist' and 
'reactionary.' In all their meetings they say openly that everything I have 
done has helped to betray my people. . . . How can I join with people who 
believe in violence and revolution, who want to use the Federation and 
the whole Labour movement to this end, who act like spies in every organ
isation? ... No, Mary; to join with them would be to betray all I have lived 
and struggled for." (WL 171) 

33 Smith refers to Ezra as being an outmoded leader. See Smith, Lewis Jones 39. 
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As Mary has already pointed out, Ezra has reached the stage where it is no 
longer the company that is his enemy but his own workpeople (WL 171). Ezra's 
final statement of his own position occurs after his acceptance of a job with the 
company. In reply to Mary and Len's plea that he should reject the job, Ezra 
explains that the situation would never have arisen if Len and Harry Morgan 
had not brought their "foreign theories to the valley" (WL 189, 190). This state
ment clearly echoes the outburst of Evans Cardi, the shopkeeper, whose role is 
that of anti-helper and who, shortly before his suicide, calls the Communists "in
fidels" and as "being foreign to the valley" (WL 148). At this point Ezra has fi
nally abandoned his mentor role and been incorporated into the opponent. 
After Ezra's death, Harry Morgan is assigned the task of assessing his contribu
tion to the miners' struggle in Cwmardy. Harry Morgan's speech at Ezra's funeral 
must be seen as a recognition of his role, and the limitations of that role as leader 
of the miners' struggle (WL 201). 

The secondary confrontation within We Live is ultimately resolved by Ezra's 
death and the projection of the Communist Party to the leadership of the work 
people. This resolution must been seen in more complex terms, since this sec
ondary confrontation helps to create a small group of Communist Party mem
bers, including Len and Mary, who form the collective subject, and also de
scribes Ezra's move to anti-helper and opponent before his death. 

The opponent in the novel is the capitalist class represented by the owners of 
the coalmines in the person of Lord Cwmardy. His financial adviser, Mr. Higgins, 
and pit manager, Mr. Hicks, are clearly part of the opponent structure and are 
included in the concept of anti-subject. They form the direct confrontation with 
the mining community. More complex is the structure of the anti-helper. This 
category includes all those that help the anti-subject. Consequently the small-
shopkeepers, methodists, police, civil servants, and middle managers in the mine 
are shown to be aiders and abettors of the capitalists. One group of anti-helpers 
is represented by the small shopkeepers. As a representative figure in this class, 
Evans Cardi works for those forces opposed to the miners' struggle. He acti
vates his fellow shopkeepers and members of the Chapels to agitate for a return 
to work by the miners during the 1924 lock-out to the extent that he joins a 
deputation to Lord Cwmardy to discuss the terms on which the miners could re
turn (WL 46-48). With the approach of the 1926 General Strike he attempts to 
do the same (WL 124-25). The tragedy of Evans Cardi is when he discovers that 
his unemployed school teacher son has joined the Communist Party. Despite all 
their sacrifices, he and his wife are faced by financial ruin and have a son who, 
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in their eyes, has disgraced them. In this situation they commit suicide (WL 151-
52). In an empty shop Evans Cardi and his wife discover that poverty can strike 
anyone, and in the circumstances of the 1930s it was necessary to take sides, 
not live in dreams of the past.34 Other anti-helpers are identified as each con
frontation forces those involved to take sides, for or against the community. 
Thus the police and magistrates' courts are seen to be both brutal and biased; 
the local representatives of central government and the managers in the pits are 
clearly seen to be working for the "opposition." 

Analysing We Live as a novel of confrontation demonstrates the primacy of 
the ideology of the Communist Party as an organising principle of the novel and 
as the doctrinal message. In exploring the events in the South Wales coalfield 
between 1924 and 1937, Lewis Jones produces a novel with both primary and 
secondary confrontations. Within the secondary confrontation, the aim is to 
demonstrate the legitimacy of the Communist Party line within the miners' or
ganisations and to show that it is a prerequisite for the continued struggle 
against the coalowners and capitalism. To do this the novel negates and dis
avows the trade unionist approach of Ezra Jones the miners' leader, but places 
the Communist Party as the natural and rightful heir to his achievements. The 
justification for the correctness of Communist Party policy within the secondary 
confrontation is confirmed by its success in the primary confrontation that forms 
the second part of the novel. Central to the manifestation of the primary con
frontation is the use of events involving mass action through which the people 
of Cwmardy, under the leadership of the Communist Party, are able to achieve 
local successes by exercising their own power. These successes are then linked 
to both national and international issues in the fight against fascism. 

The polarisation of issues in We Live revolves around the validity of the 
Communist Party's policies as the criterion against which all others are mea
sured. Polarisation then becomes a process by which subject and opponent are 
clearly defined in the struggle and all waverers are forced to take sides. This 
process produces a number of unexpected actantial transformations. Ezra moves 
from donor in Cwmardy to opponent in We Live, and Mary moves from passive 
helper at the beginning of We Live to active Communist and part of the collec
tive subject by the end of the novel. Those minor characters who have not cho
sen sides, such as Evans Cardi the grocer and Fred Lewis the opportunist trade 

34 Smith points to the parasitical nature of Evans Cardi's existence in the valley. Evans Cardi 
is dependent on the goodwill of the coalowners and the good wages of the coalminers, and 
in the depression this position is unsustainable. See Smith, Lewis Jones 48, 55-56. 
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unionist and ex-communist, are swept away by the dictates of history. In its po
larisation of issues and simplification of historical reality, We Live is more an im
age of potential behaviour than a documentation of a phase in the history of the 
South Wales miners.35 

n 

In contrast to We Live, Last Cage Down does not deal with the movements of 
masses. Though a confrontational novel, it examines the individualisation of a 
conflict and its consequences for the mining community, rather than the use of 
mass action to combat the oppression of capitalist society.36 By individualising 
the conflict, Heslop is able to examine the psychology of confrontation, or, as he 
puts it, "all big events are accompanied by the appropriate psychological condi
tions which alone make their fulfilment possible."37 Simultaneously, he also 
considers the conflict in terms of the conjuncture of historical and economic 
forces that bring the profitability and rationalization of coal extraction de
manded by capital into conflict with the safety and skills of the miners. 

The initial event that precipitates a series of incidents forming primary and 
secondary confrontations is the proposed opening of a new coal seam by the 
company agent, John Tate. The advantages to the management of opening this 
seam are clear to the local lodge secretary, Jim Cameron, when he argues that in
creased competition and the exhaustion of the existing seams are forcing the 
company to extract easily-won coal by using machinery (LCD 6). He is also 
aware, however, that the opening-up of the proposed new seam is potentially 
lethal, since it has been attempted on previous occasions with the loss of several 
lives. The sequence of events that follows from this conflict of interests pro
duces a primary confrontation in which Jim Cameron, Joe Frost and Paddy 
O'Toole, as the collective subject, lead the miners against the owners, the oppo
nent. A secondary confrontation between Jim Cameron, the charismatic local 
trade union leader, and Joe Frost, a member of the Communist Party, develops 

35 For a discussion of the Utopian e lement in Lewis Jones' work, see David Smith, "Myth and 
Meaning in the Literature of the South Wales Coalfield-the 1930s," Anglo-Welsh Review 28. 
36 David Smith argues that in Last Cage Down Heslop exhibits two aspects of his writing: 
one is the use of mass action and communist ideology, and the other is a study of the indi
vidual. Smith argues that these two aspects are in conflict, but I argue that both in this novel 
and in The Gate of a Strange Field, Heslop tries to see their interaction. See David Smith, 
Socialist Propaganda. 64. 
37 Harold Heslop, Last Cage Down (1935; London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1984) 4. Further 
references to this novel are given parenthetically using the abbreviation LCD. 
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from Jim Cameron's approach to the conflict. Following Suleiman's model of the 
novel of confrontation, the bases of my analysis of Last Cage Down will be the 
doctrine of the novel, and the syntagmatic progressions and actantial configu
rations of the primary and secondary confrontations. 

Suleiman argues that the doctrine of a confrontational novel is fixed from the 
beginning, and the purpose of the novel is to show the doctrine in a series of 
conflicts with its opposing ideology. In Last Cage Down the doctrine is clearly 
Communist.38 The novel was written after the publication of a critical article in 
International Literature and some hostile reviews from the left-wing press of 
Heslop's earlier novels.39 Croft has described the novel as "bearing all the marks 
of a penitent attempt to answer these criticisms."40 However penitent he may 
have been, it is significant that the components of Heslop's doctrine differ only a 
little from those espoused in The Gate of a Strange Field. It is also noticeable 
that, in articulating the ideological message of the novel, Heslop still uses the 
narrator as a commentator and observer addressing the reader. In this way, nar
rative discourse often seems external to the principal action of the novel. 
However, by using Joe Frost as the bearer of Communist ideas Heslop is able to 
create an internal voice that facilitates mutual reinforcement of the correct doc
trine. The principal elements that link Last Cage Down with The Gate of a 
Strange Field are concerned with the conciliatory nature of trade union organi
sations and the lack of revolutionary insight among local trade union leaders. In 
phrases that are extremely reminiscent of The Gate of a Strange Field, trade 
unionism is referred to as a "fetter of steel upon all activity" (LCD 49) and trade 
union officials "don't look on trade unionism as a fighting organization" (LCD 
59). They are said to "consider the organization as the last line of defence, a 
thing lurking behind the workers" (LCD 59). This pattern, of narrative observa
tion followed by Joe Frost's arguments, is repeated when discussing the practi
cal application of union policy. The narrator states that the Darlstone Miners' 
Association "spurned" the conflict at Franton as "modern trade unionism has no 
need of strikes" (LCD 66), and Joe Frost later tries vainly to prevent a concilia
tory stance being adopted by his local branch by arguing, in a review of previ
ous trade union compromises, that "Mondism is no good. . . . We must go on 
fighting and struggling until we win" (LCD 153). Equally, perceptions of Jim 

38 Cf. Klaus, Literature of Labour 103, and David Smith, Socialist Propaganda 63. 
39 Cf. Elistratova, International Literature 1932: 99-102. See also the reviews discussed in 
the previous chapter on The Gate of a Strange Field. 
40 Andy Croft, introduction, Last Cage Down, by Harold Heslop (1935; London: Lawrence 
and Wishart, 1984) xi. 
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Cameron, the militant leader of the Franton miners, are expressed both by the 
narrator and by Joe Frost. Joe carefully explains to Jim that he, Cameron, is "an 
anarchist.... And anarchism in this world doesn't pay. As a political philosophy 
it is as dead as hell" (LCD 64). A few pages later, through a piece of free indirect 
discourse, Jim Cameron confirms the impression that he lacks a comprehensive 
view of the Franton miners' strike within the wider scheme of class conflict by 
stating that it is "a local strike and nothing more" (LCD 68). This echoes one of 
the principal criticisms aimed at the trade unions as a whole in The Gate of a 
Strange Field. 

However, Last Cage Down shows Heslop's development in the articulation of 
political philosophy by stating a Communist ideology more explicitly. The con
flicts between the miners of Franton and the pit management are seen specifi
cally in terms of a class war, and though the conflict itself is only a small inci
dent, it is linked to the many struggles that will bring about a revolution: 

It may be but a little eddy in the swirl of revolution, yet it is a little some
thing set in the responsive tide of time from which the mighty torrent that 
is to be born gains life and strength. . . . When the whole history of the 
workers is written, every one of these struggles must be accounted for, for 
the revolution of the workers which lies germinating in the womb of time is 
but the final, wondrous thing, the great aggregate of this never-ceasing 
struggle which floods the gates of the oppressors. Class against class, to 
continue relentlessly, without forgiveness, until we are all free and classes 
are no more. It is but history. (LCD 40-41) 

Last Cage Down marks a distinct shift from Heslop's earlier novels in respect of 
its explicit propagation of class war and conception of the workers' final victory 
resulting in a classless society, as expressed through the voices of the narrator 
and the Communist hero, Joe Frost.41 The class war is not seen simply as an ab
stract struggle between classes but as a matter of concrete reality as it extends 
into the then-current political arena of the fight against fascism and Mosley's 
blackshirts. 

In bringing fascism into the Franton miners' debates, Heslop uses a similar 
technique to Lewis Jones in widening the field of reference and thereby linking 
local incidents and national issues. The drama of the event and the scale of the 
threat is described by Joe Frost as he visualizes a planned meeting of Mosley's 

41 David Smith suggests that H eslop was aware that th e idea of revolution was anathema to 
the large majority of the English population and that this perception is conveyed in the 
novel. The quotation here and other references tend to contradict that position. See David 
Smith, Socialist Propaganda 11. 
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blackshirts on Tymescastle Town Moor and the gathering of the counter 
demonstration that he hopes to join: 

He could see the black-shirted minions of British capitalism forming up 
near the Central Station, marching up Grainger Street, turning into 
Northumberland Road, skirting the side of the Haymarket, and marching 
onto the Town Moor. And he could see the battalions of the workers 
pouring in from Gateshead, over the new suspension bridge, and along 
Scotswoad Road, and coming in from Wollsend and Shielding-pouring in 
in their thousands to counter the awful spectacle of youths in black shirts. 
(LCD 302-303) 

As with much of Heslop's writing, this is an observed sequence and lacks the 
shared experience of mass action described in We Live. However, in the naming 
of specific streets for the fascist route and the recounting of nearby working-
class towns as the homes from which the members of the counter-demonstration 
are drawn, Heslop is able to convey the image of a foreign invading army being 
met by the collective strength of a local working-class community prepared for 
war. Heslop is further able to widen the ideological perspective by contrasting 
the deadening effects of capitalism on British industry with the dynamic activity 
of industrial production in the Soviet Union. Again, Joe Frost is used as the nar
rative voice, speaking not just to his fellow miners but directly to the reader. His 
contrasting descriptions of desolate Darlstone and the Tyme river and the dam 
at Dnieprostroi are used to illustrate what Heslop means by "the capitalist sys
tem [standing] astride the development of society" in a manner that "thwarts the 
further development of mankind" (LCD 303): 

He could see a great part of Darlstone stretching itself out lazily on either 
side of him. ... He was walking in the graveyard of a gigantic industry. 
Colliery after colliery stood silent and still. Not a sound except when a 

bird soared above the restful earth and tried to sing of newer endeavour 
... a melancholy dirge .... 
Beyond the Tyme lay Tymecastle, once a proud city and now a black, ef

fortless harlot of the industrial world. . . . Not a crane moving. Not a man 
hitting a rivet with a hammer. A great, stultifying death. Millions of pounds 
worth of machinery lying idle, wasting, rusting, returning to earth. 
The great shipbuilding berths stood empty side by side. . . . Not a ship on a 

slipway. Not a ship in for repairs. Simply death . . . eight miles of death in 
the cradle of the world's ships. (LCD 294-96) 

The sense of desolation and death evoked by this description is made more per
tinent by the use of names that clearly refer to real places, the northern part of 
County Durham and the industrial towns along the river Tyne. In these areas 
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there were pockets of unemployment of up to sixty percent and the distress was 
so great that images of the harrowed hunger marchers on their way from Jarrow 
to London have become part of the iconography of British industrial history. In 
contrast to these scenes of decay, Joe Frost describes his visit to the 
Dnieprostroi dam in the Ukraine.42 This description is not, however, a straight 
piece of monologue but uses the intrusive voice of the narrator to describe the 
scene as imagined by those listening to Joe Frost: 

They saw men and women performing a useful job of work without the 
weary haggling after so many extra farthings a shift. They scrambled about 
the huge structure of steel and concrete watching men trampling great 
masses of concrete into the mould, building socialism with simple tools-
feet, hands, concrete and steel. They were damming back the Dnieper of 
the ages, raising the river to drown an obstruction which had prevented 
the growth of the country, mounting a steel and concrete collar over the il
limitable power of water to create electricity in abundance, for Donbas, for 
collective farms, for grain elevators, for every conceivable thing. (LCD 80) 

By using Joe Frost to contrast the apparent death of capitalist Britain with the 
dynamic life of the Soviet Union, Heslop creates a debate within the novel on 
the potential solutions to the problems of poverty and exploitation suffered by 
the miners. This functions at the levels of both primary and secondary con
frontation. Within the primary confrontation it offers an alternative to the capi
talist system the miners are experiencing under John Tate. Within the secondary 
confrontation it provides an illustration of what can be achieved by socialism 
and consequently legitimises the Communist Party perspective represented by 
Joe Frost, thereby calling into question the narrow, if militant, industrial per
spective of Jim Cameron. Furthermore, these scenes are directed outside the 
novel to the context of the reader, which forces a comparison of the lived expe
rience of the reader and the fictive world of the novel. These two perceptions 
are linked by descriptive passages of a readily ascertainable real world. 

The doctrine that informs Last Cage Down consists of a Communist ideology 
that recognises the class struggle as a fundamental element influencing all as
pects of industrial life in Britain and one which requires an extension of per
spective from the local and particular to the greater political and international is

42 The description of the construction of the Dnieprostroi dam quoted here, and other de
scriptions of life or places in the USSR, are clearly based on personal experience. Heslop 
visited the USSR for the Conference of the Russian Association of Proletarian Writers held 
in Kharkov, Nov. 1930 (see Heslop, Old Earth 223-26). Cunningham comments on the use 
of such scenes to heighten the awareness and sense of revolution through "heroic" Soviet 
achievements. See Cunningham 179. 
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sues involved in the fight against fascism. The doctrine also contains criticism of 
the established institutions of the labour movement, which are seen as class col
laborators rather than instruments in the class struggle. The principal concern of 
Last Cage Down is to show the correctness of Communist Party ideology in the 
circumstances of 1930s Britain, using the Franton coal mining community as an 
example. 

In dealing with the syntagmatic progressions and the actantial structures in 
the novel, my analysis will cover the primary and secondary confrontations in 
turn. The primary confrontation is initiated by the conflict arising out of the 
Franton colliery management's proposals to open a new seam using new meth
ods in a potentially dangerous part of the pit. The conflict of interests between 
management and men brought on by the dictates of economics is further com
pounded by the management's refusal to recognise the skill and experience of 
the miners themselves. This situation is exacerbated by the conflict of the per
sonalities of John Tate and Jim Cameron. This conflict of personality, between 
overbearing capitalism and militant but thoughtless trade unionism, provides 
both a linking thread and a perturbing feature of the confrontations that follow. 
Through it Heslop is able to examine the psychology of conflict and its social 
repercussions. 

The management's proposals are rejected by the men, and a strike ensues, led 
by Jim Cameron. The failure of the strike, partly because of the lack of social 
benefits from the Public Assistance Committee and partly because of the lack of 
support from the Darlstone Miners' Association head office, is used to clarify 
class positions in industrial strife. The management win not simply because they 
have the greater economic power but also because they have the support of the 
government and the assistance of the trade unions. The success achieved 
against the strike encourages the colliery management to become actively in
volved in the affairs of the miners' union to the extent that it is able to control 
the local lodge. Once again a confrontation is shown to result in defeat for the 
miners, who are unable to maintain the independence of their own union. This 
confrontation is also used to illustrate wider issues such as the victimisation of 
miners and the link between policies being adopted in the north-eastern coal
fields and the practices in the Midland coalfields that led to the Nottinghamshire 
break-away from the 1926 strike. In the Midlands this resulted in the formation 
of the Spencer Union and a weakening of solidarity among the miners. The 
warning contained in the novel is that this could also happen in the Durham 
coalfields, an area proud of its mining and organisational traditions. 
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The sequence of confrontations culminates in two major pit disasters: a roof-
fall in the new seam and an explosion followed by a fire. These two events, with 
their accusation of mismanagement clearly foregrounded in the text, justify the 
stance taken by the local miners' leaders against the new seam and the manage
ment's cost-saving practices. The final confrontations transfer the miners' strug
gle from an abstract plane of capital versus labour to the concrete reality of min
ers fighting for their lives against the forces of nature. As such, these events are 
used to illustrate the high price paid by labour for the conditions imposed by 
capital and, in this novel, remind the reader of the then recent disaster at 
Gresford (in 1934), when more than 260 lives were lost. The final disaster is also 
used to demonstrate the values of human kindness possessed by Jim Cameron 
and Joe Frost as they both help John Tate to safety. The series of confrontations 
is ultimately resolved by the death of Tate and the sealing-up and closure of the 
pit. In this respect the whole community has lost, since its only source of em
ployment has been destroyed and many of its members killed. For the miners, 
however, only one possibility is open to them: to keep on struggling. 

The actantial configuration in this primary confrontation follows the pattern 
elicited by Suleiman. The collective subject comprises Jim Cameron, Paddy 
O'Toole and Joe Frost, and they have as their helpers the Franton miners. The 
object is the success of the communist doctrine and the victory of the workers 
in the class war. This is to some extent achieved at a local level, but the replace
ment of a capitalist society has to be postponed. The receiver of the object is the 
community at large, but as has been shown in the description of the syntagmatic 
progression, this benefit is delayed by the nature of the events in the novel and 
the problem of historical reality, which would not allow for a communist victory 
in Britain in the 1930s, except in the very limited sense of the successful mass 
actions described by Lewis Jones in We Live. The opponent (anti-subject) is 
formed by the capitalist class as represented by the colliery management of John 
Tate and Walter Oxley. These are aided by the anti-helper roles played by the 
Darlstone Miners' Association and the local union opposition to Jim Cameron 
led by Tasker, a member of the chapel. 

One of the problems faced in treating the subject as a triumvirate of Jim 
Cameron, Joe Frost and Paddy O'Toole is that this collective leadership is unable 
to hold together throughout the novel. The concentration on the personalised 
conflict between Tate and Cameron undermines the solidarity of the local union 
leadership, and as a result Last Cage Down does not develop the kind of collec
tive leadership that is a central feature of the second part of We Live. Instead, 
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the splitting of the subject creates the preconditions for the construction of the 
secondary confrontation and weakens the ability of the Franton miners to chal
lenge the opponent. As a cohesive unit the collective leadership appears three 
times in the novel: at the beginning when the representatives of the union are 
told of the proposals to open the new seam (LCD 28-39); later in the novel after 
the roof has fallen and the miners are trying to retrieve the body of Jim 
Cameron's brother (LCD 262); and at the end when, after helping to rescue 
John Tate, the three men gather at Joe Frost's bedside in a friendship that has 
been created by the struggle (LCD 361). Despite the limited effectiveness of the 
triumvirate as a collective subject operating together, each of the three miners 
functions individually as part-subject. The conflict over the form of leadership 
constitutes the secondary confrontation and will be dealt with later. 

In his role within the primary confrontation, Jim Cameron functions as the 
acclaimed leader of the Franton miners and, in that role, opposes both the man
agerial style and rationalization plans of John Tate. Because of his militant atti
tudes, he is also in conflict with his own trade union officials. He leads the strike 
against the proposals for the new seam in a patriarchal manner. The failure of the 
strike and the term of the imprisonment he receives for threatening John Tate 
isolate Cameron from the rest of the miners, and he loses his role as the miners' 
leader. The situation is reversed, however, when the roof-fall in the new seam 
fulfils his prophecy, and he is reinstated in a leading role to retrieve the dead. 
This position is maintained in the events following the explosion and fire when 
he is instrumental in rescuing both Joe Frost and John Tate. 

Joe Frost is consistent in his opposition to the policies of the colliery man
agement, but sees them as part of a wider conflict between labour and capital. It 
is Joe Frost who, after the clash of personalities between Tate and Cameron over 
the new seam, polarises the industrial issue by demanding clarification of the 
management's position and by reducing the issue to that of a strike in opposi
tion to these proposals. Joe Frost is active in the strike and is also vehemently 
opposed to the take-over of the union by the management. Together with 
Paddy O'Toole he seeks to prevent the victimisation of Jim Cameron and the 
eviction of Jim's mother from her home. Though failing in these confrontations, 
Joe Frost, like Jim Cameron, succeeds in the two major disasters that are the 
culmination of the novel. In the final catastrophe it is Joe Frost that demon
strates the values of human kindness when helping both a pit pony and John 
Tate to safety, thereby winning a moral victory over his class enemy. 
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John Tate is attributed the role of class enemy and functions not only as a 
representative of that class but also is endowed with all the evil attributes req
uisite for a villain.43 Much of his philosophy is embedded in his conversations 
with the pit manager, Walter Oxley. Tate argues early in the novel that as man
ager Oxley should "stay at the top" and that he is "superior" to the men and 
need never accept the arguments of his subordinates (LCD 27). After the strike, 
Tate confesses that all his life "has been devoted to keeping down the canaille" 
(LCD 138). His vindictiveness is demonstrated in his decision to evict Jim 
Cameron's widowed mother from her cottage because her son is not to be rein
stated on his release from gaol. Above all, John Tate's role as a parasite on soci
ety is exemplified during his rescue from the explosion and fire. Unable to find 
his own way out, he follows Joe Frost. At first he is unwilling to have the pony 
along and certainly wishes to leave it behind when their path is obstructed 
(LCD 335). John Tate allows Joe Frost to clear a passage for them all to struggle 
through, and eventually he is glad to hang on to the much reviled pony's tail 
when near exhaustion (LCD 338). The narrator's epitaph on John Tate is in
dicative of his role in the novel: 

Tate was dead. He would be buried in a few days' time. That was the end 
of him. Nobody would mourn him at Franton. Tate had left no heritage, ex
cept that of suffering, and it does not require a genius to be able to do that. 
Suffering, sublimating most things, is the heritage of the unfortunate and 
the testament of fools. (LCD 357) 

If John Tate represents the conscious embodiment of the capitalist class, then 
Walter Oxley takes on the inadvertent role of slave, the man who has sold his 
soul for a comfortable life. This at least is the way he appears initially in the 
novel, though later Oxley is characterised as less crudely black and white than 
John Tate. Oxley's position is detailed by the narrator in terms of his upbringing 
and attachment to the socially recognised requirements of a successful father 
and husband: 

Five hundred pounds a year! And the visions! Plus-fours, a golf-bag full of 
clubs, a little car, a trimly built wife, a baby. What glorious commonplaces! 
And yet, by virtue of such commonplaces you are tied to the underworld, 
trudging by day through your valley of the tombs and by night flitting 
from problem to problem. Oh! Oxley, you slave! You abominable slave! 

43 David Smith comments that "Tate o wes more to The Red Barn [a Victorian melodrama] 
than the Communist Manifesto." (David Smith, Socialist Propaganda 64). 
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My heart overflows with pity when I see you polishing your chains. Spit 
and polish! Five hundred golden links every year ...! (LCD 7) 

Oxley's commitment to his position is confirmed when, against his better judg
ment, he agrees with John Tate on the soundness of the roof in the new seam 
(LCD 38). Despite the fact that Oxley is described as belonging to the "capitalist 
class . . . absolutely" (LCD 198), he is also endowed with enough sympathetic 
qualities to enable him eventually to reject Tate and his values when the roof fi
nally caves in, killing two men (LCD 254-55). In this respect Oxley makes the 
unusual but important move from anti-helper to part-helper and in so doing im
plies the potential, however remote, of right-minded people coming together to 
fight the class war. 

The other anti-helpers in Last Cage Down are treated considerably less sym
pathetically, not least because they function as class traitors. The Darlstone 
Miners' Association disassociates itself from the strike action at Franton and 
pursues a policy of conciliation and compromise that is criticised by the miners, 
Cameron and Frost, either directly or through narrative intervention (LCD 49-
52). Within the community of the Franton miners, a traitor is revealed in the 
shape of Tasker, who becomes secretary of the lodge when Jim Cameron is im
prisoned. His first appearance in the novel has him classified as a member of the 
chapel and "a swine" by one of the more respected miners (LCD 115). John Tate 
suggests to Oxley that Tasker would make a good candidate for the post of sec
retary of the lodge (LCD 142), and a campaign of hints and suggestions from 
the management and officials results in his election to office. Tasker shows him
self to conform to the impression given initially by being unpleasant to Elsa 
Cameron when she is to be evicted on Tate's orders, and by proving incompe
tent at running the lodge (LCD 160). Such is his incompetence that he needs 
assistance both from the Darlstone Miners' Association head office and from 
John Tate. This behaviour places him and the group he represents, the chapel 
people in the mining community, in the actantial function of anti-helper. 

In Last Cage Down Heslop shows a primary confrontation that for most of 
the novel displays the balance of power in favour of the opponent. This situa
tion is made possible by the failure of the collective leadership to provide a 
united opposition. Though the tenets of the subject's argument prove to be cor
rect, that the new seam is lethal, it is not by any mass action of the miners that 
the capitalist opponent is defeated, but its own misjudgment. In this respect, vic
tory, which is achieved by the death of the main opponent and the rebuttal of 
his ideas, is by default, and the closure of the pit leaves the mining community as 
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an equally impoverished victim. The failure of the collective leadership in Last 
Cage Down is attributed to the limitations of the local trade union leader, Jim 
Cameron, especially his inability to see the applicability of a "correct" approach 
provided by the local Communist, Joe Frost. Their conflict over ways and means 
constitutes the secondary confrontation in the novel. My approach to this con
frontation is to consider the two roles played by Joe Frost and Jim Cameron 
separately as subject and opponent, in which the correctness of the doctrine 
represented by the subject is ultimately admitted by the opponent. My analysis 
begins with the opponent Jim Cameron, since he is the dominant figure in the 
local trade union. Also, it is his personality that is instrumental in causing the 
disunity and which also colours and determines the primary confrontation. 

Jim Cameron's role as the opponent in the secondary confrontation goes 
through two stages. The first is characterised by his turning the conflict with the 
management into a personal vendetta and the price he pays for this; the second 
comprises his return to the mining village and the realisation that Joe Frost was 
right. The initial presentation of Jim Cameron is that of a natural leader of men, 
chosen by his fellow miners to lead them.44 Jim Cameron's qualities are de
scribed as both negative and positive. His leading role as a trade unionist is the 
result of a stubbornness and willingness to go deep into the struggle (LCD 3, 
91). At the same time he is described as highly strung and not the type of person 
to be a miner (LCD 9), which enables Heslop to examine the nature of the psy
chology of the conflict using the frailties and inherent weaknesses of Jim 
Cameron. His inability to see his own weaknesses leads him to believe that he, 
personally, is responsible for the welfare of the miners. In the verbal exchange 
with John Tate over the new seam Jim Cameron dramatises his role "You're 
putting the money of people before the lives of us fellows! . . . Shall you slay us 
men?. . . Shall you slay my people?" (LCD 35), which precipitates a sarcastic re
sponse from John Tate when he calls him a patriarch. Despite his opposition to 
the management and his militant approach to solving conflicts, Jim Cameron is 
described as an essentially conservative worker. He opposes John Tate's plans 
not just for safety reasons but also in protest against rationalisation as such 
(LCD 41). In the middle of the strike the narrator observes that for Jim Cameron 
the "struggle of the workers was little more than a period of unrest in the idyll of 
peace" (77). This attitude is further reinforced as the narrator comments that he 

44 Klaus points out that though Jim Cameron has undoubted qualities as a leader, his class 
consciousness stems from instinct rather than thought and study. Klaus, Literature of 
Labour 103. 
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"loathed struggles and that he preferred that men should work and strikes be in
frequent" (80). Jim Cameron is seen to be following the wrong policy when he 
rejects Joe Frost's proposals for organising the miners, preferring instead to fol
low the traditional manner of strikes in the coalfield and waiting for the call from 
the pit office: 

Jim Cameron assumed the leadership as it had been assumed since men first 
learned how to strike, that is, he awaited a call from the colliery office  
It did not occur to him to go out amongst the great mass of his fellow trade 
unionists which compromised the Darlstone Miners' Association, and re
quest them to come to their aid. Such a procedure was not in the general 
tactics of leadership as it is understood in Darlstone. That was something 
new, something inaugurated by those busybodies, the communists. They 
would come with their relief kitchens and make propaganda on the basis 
of a crust of bread and a basin of soup. And Jim Cameron wasn't standing 
for that! Not he, Joe Frost notwithstanding. (LCD 67) 

It is at this point that Jim Cameron makes it clear to Joe Frost that the strike is 
not an issue between miners and management or even between labour and capi
tal, but as far as Jim Cameron is concerned, it is a conflict of personalities, a strike 
that forms part of the battle between Jim Cameron and John Tate (LCD 63). The 
personal nature of the conflict, which is compounded by the failure of the strike, 
culminates in Jim Cameron's threat, made drunkenly in the local pub, to kill John 
Tate if anyone should be killed in the new seam (LCD 86). His prosecution for 
making unlawful threats, and subsequent trial and imprisonment, effectively re
move Jim Cameron as a force within the mining community (LCD 94, 143). The 
removal of the popular leader allows the opponent of the primary confrontation 
to gain the first victory. The overdramatised nature of Jim Cameron's self-per
ception is revealed when he wishes to resign as lodge secretary before his trial. 
Though voiced in terms of concern for the status of the lodge, it is revealed as 
being motivated by a sense of martyrdom consistent with his dramatic personal
ity (LCD 99). Joe Frost's intervention prevents this foolishness. 

The second stage in Jim Cameron's role as opponent is characterised by his 
recognition that Joe Frost and his Communist doctrine were correct. On his re
turn from prison, Jim Cameron discovers that his mother has been evicted from 
her house and now lives on the outskirts of the village. As this is Jim Cameron's 
home too, he has also become physically isolated from the mining community. 
To this sense of separateness is added a sense of betrayal, a feeling that he has 
been deserted by his people (LCD 179). With no job, no union position and an 
isolated home Jim Cameron is faced with the realities of life on the margin of so
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ciety. It is the recognition of his marginalised position that forces Jim Cameron 
to review his situation and concede that Joe Frost has been right all along. To 
emphasise this Jim Cameron presents an analysis of his situation in relation to 
the general situation of the unemployed. After visiting Joe Frost, he contem
plates his position: 

He need not have told him the brutal truth, nor remind him of that unpleas
ant method introduced by the trade union bureaucrats for the treatment of 
the unemployed. In this day and generation the unemployed did not repre
sent a component part of capitalism as a going concern, as a necessary ad
junct to capitalism; it was a positive danger to capitalism, a drag on its very 
life-blood, a menace to its very existence, for the unemployed were that 
part which capitalism could not go on governing in the old way. He was 
being hurt by the engine he had so often used to crush others. . . . 
Then Joe Frost had been right. His creed was really the correct one. The 

movement had played him false. James Cameron, because he had not 
thought deeply enough, had been a miserable cat's paw. He had muzzled 
the unemployed often enough. . . . And so it had come home to him with a 
vengeance. (LCD 185-86 ) 

The awareness that he no longer holds a privileged position among the miners 
and the consequent recognition that Joe Frost and his doctrine are correct is a 
recurrent feature of the second stage in Jim Cameron's development within the 
secondary confrontation. In particular it occurs in the private and most intimate 
parts of his life. After being with his girlfriend, Jim Cameron "had seen things 
anew" and that it "was terrible to have to face the truth, to have to admit that he 
had been wrong and Joe Frost right" (LCD 191). His ultimate recognition of his 
failings comes in conversation with his mother, Elsa Cameron, where the per
sonal tragedy of the loss of his brother and his own failings as a leader are 
brought together. Jim Cameron admits that he had "let Tate get away with it" as 
he thought he was "a leader," "a Napoleon," but "proved to be as helpless and as 
hopeless as one of those generals in the Great War" (LCD 309). In seeing his 
limitations, Jim Cameron confesses his failings: 

"I went against Joe Frost," he said. "I made a mistake. I ought to have 
h e l p e d  h i m .  H e  w a s  t h e  o n l y  m a n  w h o  k n e w .  H e  o r g a n i z e d  r e l i e f ,  b u t  I . . .  I  
. . . sabotaged it. I didn't help him. If I had taken his advice I would have 
gone from one end of the county to the other and I would have raised 
Cain . . . see? . . . Aye, and our Jack would still have been with us . . . but, 
instead, I made it a personal quarrel. I can see my mistake now." (LCD 309) 

Jim Cameron's confession of his failure marks the end of the secondary con
frontation. From this point Jim Cameron's actions are designed to return him to 
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the mining community as a recognised leader who has matured in the struggle. 
He no longer places his personal vendetta above his role as a leader and demon
strates this by rescuing both John Tate and Joe Frost from the fire in the pit. 
Within the secondary confrontation Jim Cameron has undergone a positive ap
prenticeship. 

Joe Frost is assigned a central role in the novel even though as a character he 
is portrayed less fully and less flamboyantly than Jim Cameron.45 Joe Frost's 
function is that of the bearer of the correct doctrine, the voice of truth. In this he 
is used to comment on the problems arising out of Jim Cameron's style of leader
ship and the nature of the class conflict. By his actions Joe Frost offers an alter
native method to that traditionally adopted by trade unionists. The conflict be
tween Joe Frost and Jim Cameron begins in the meeting with John Tate. Joe 
Frost provides the sensible and calm reaction to the situation wishing to discuss 
the facts of the matter and not the emotional overtones arising out of the clash 
of personalities. Joe Frost considers both disputants to be "melodramatic" but it 
is Joe Frost who polarises the discussion, bringing it down to a question of man
agement consideration of the men's views or a strike (LCD 39, 37). Joe Frost of
fers an alternative point of view to the question of rationalization and the tactics 
of strikes using both as a means of expounding a communist point of view. At 
the meeting called to discuss the question of a strike he argues that rationalisa
tion cannot be opposed as it is historically inevitable. What he desires, and what 
his fellow miners fail to see, is that it should take place under the control of the 
workers themselves (LCD 42, 43). Once strike action has been agreed on, Joe 
argues for the organising of relief and finds his suggestion rebuffed by both the 
Darlstone Miners Association representative and Jim Cameron (LCD 51, 62). His 
arguments for this approach are given in a discussion with his fellow miners, 
where he points out that relief from the P. A. C. will not be forthcoming as the 
Conservative government had "learned a thing or two in the General Strike of 
1926" and had therefore made changes in the system (LCD 58). Faced with this 
situation, the only course available is to organise: 

"That's where strike tactics come into the picture," he said. "What do you 
think we've got to do? Feed ourselves, of course. Get some grub into the 
kids. Consider ourselves surrounded by the enemy, and act accordingly. 
Get the feeding centres going." (LCD 58) 

45 Cunningham refers rather negatively to the Communist Party characters in We Live and 
Last Cage Down as being "Big" both morally and physically and as always representing the 
correct doctrine. See Cunningham 309, 311. 
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The truth of Joe Frost's observations are soon demonstrated when the miners 
find they are not entitled to public relief. Faced with an unexpected crisis of 
leadership Jim Cameron has no proposals to offer but is saved by the appear
ance of Joe Frost and his invitation to the miners of "Men. We have food. Come 
with me!" (LCD 75). 

In the conflict over the running of the strike, Joe Frost is made aware of its 
personal nature. He is critical of Jim Cameron, calling his methods anarchistic 
and non-effective. After this exchange, Joe Frost's reflection is that the "need for 
leadership was greater" than he had thought. The contrasting nature of their 
leadership styles is further emphasised in a scene where Jim Cameron is depicted 
overhearing Joe Frost's lecture on the Soviet Union. The narrator comments that 
he "felt chastened" while listening to the lecture and that he "saw how it was 
given to one to lead" (LCD 79). Joe Frost's concern about the leadership of the 
miners is so great that he decides to confront Jim Cameron in the bar and discuss 
his threat to kill John Tate. He points out that Jim Cameron as leader of the 
lodge has no right to have a private quarrel with John Tate. Referring to the 
good qualities in his leadership, Joe Frost tries to persuade him that killing John 
Tate would be meaningless and that his talents would be better used more con
structively: 

He spoke earnestly. "Can't you see that if you do smash Tate you will have 
achieved nothing. . . . But wouldn't it be grand if you used your energy 
and your talents to inspire the men and boys, aye, and the women of this 
village ... why, man, we could sweep the county, Jim." (LCD 110) 

Joe Frost's attempt to change Jim Cameron's attitudes and bring Communist 
methods into the sphere of local industrial action fails, and causes him to reflect 
on the problems caused in the world by an "inability to understand psychology" 
(LCD 112). 

The validity of Joe Frost's insights into the nature of the conflict between the 
Franton miners and the colliery management are further strengthened when he 
argues that Jim Cameron should be retained as secretary of the lodge despite his 
approaching appearance in court. Frost's prediction that John Tate will press for 
a conviction and thereafter victimise Jim Cameron and probably evict him from 
his home (LCD 98, 99) is shown to bear fruit when both these events take 
place: Elsa Cameron is evicted despite a strike and Jim Cameron is not employed 
on his return from prison. Equally, when the local lodge decides to elect a new 
secretary instead of Jim Cameron, Joe Frost points out that they will elect Tasker 
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and by so doing place the union under the control of the management (LCD 
151-52). This prophecy is also fulfilled. 

Jim Cameron's return from prison gives Joe Frost the opportunity to explain 
this process, to point to the management's whispering campaign that "built up a 
psychology which demanded fresh leadership" and that by electing Tasker they 
might get concessions (LCD 181). Joe Frost's prophecies and analyses are all 
fixed by the events that follow and form a pattern of redundancy that supports 
and elaborates on the doctrinal superstructure of the novel. Jim Cameron's ac
ceptance of Joe Frost's perspective and methods on his return from prison con
firms the correctness of Joe Frost's views and ends the secondary confrontation. 
From this point onwards Joe Frost acts as a voice for the greater struggle be
yond the internal strife within the trade union or the local conflict between the 
miners and management at Franton. Joe Frost now articulates the struggle on a 
new plane of consciousness in the battle against fascism, both nationally and 
worldwide (LCD 300). The human values involved in this struggle are demon
strated when Joe Frost helps to rescue both a helpless pit pony and John Tate 
from the fire in the pit. The central role played by Joe Frost in the two con
frontations is underlined in the final scene when Jim Cameron and Paddy 
O'Toole are visiting him as he recovers from the ordeal of being trapped in the 
pit. Together they agree that in the future there is "nothing but struggle" and 
"fighting the boss" (LCD 361). 

Last Cage Down has a clear Communist ideological message, although many 
of the features of argument in the industrial context reflect views expressed in 
The Gate of a Strange Field. The Communist doctrine of the novel is fixed from 
the beginning by Joe Frost, and it is his achievement that it is accepted by his 
fellow miners at the end. The emphasis on a Communist approach enables 
Heslop to examine the class struggle at a local level, and by relating it to the 
wider struggle he is able to show the high price paid by the working-class min
ers for the mismanagement of profit-minded owners. The advantage of using 
Franton as a fictional location for the struggle is apparent, considered in the 
light of its easily recognisable location, County Durham. However, it is the non-
historical conflicts or events which enable the novel to be seen as a local de
scription of a generally applicable malady. A second thread running through the 
novel is the relationship of individuals and the social consequences of conflicts 
that become personalised. Understanding the psychology of Jim Cameron's be
haviour is seen as a contributing factor to the understanding of the direction the 
conflict takes. 
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The primary and secondary confrontations in the novel demonstrate the im
portance of solidarity and discipline if battles are to be won and the struggle 
against capitalism is to succeed. The primary confrontation makes clear the 
forces grouped on each side of the class war and the balance of power. The 
secondary confrontation demonstrates the validity of the Communist Party line 
and the need to adopt the correct ideology. 

m 

Though written several years apart and in different political contexts, We Live 
and Last Cage Down can both be analysed as novels of confrontation. The 
application of Suleiman's model to these novels facilitates an understanding of 
them as ideological novels and validates her sub-genre model as a mode of anal
ysis. Though We Live was written as a popular front novel and Last Cage 
Down as a class-against-class novel, they have a number of points of similarity. 
Both novels are doctrinally informed by Communism, which is a fixed concept 
from the beginning of the novels. In this respect they are non-transformational. 
They develop primary and secondary confrontations. Their primary confronta
tions are class-based and realise the conflict between labour and capital. This 
general ideological antagonism is particularised in the study of industrial dis
putes in the coal industry and widened into the political creeds of Communism 
versus Fascism. In both novels the link is made between the particular local 
problems of the conflict of interests of the workers and managers over wages, 
safety and union rights and the national and international conflicts arising out 
of the struggle against fascism. Their secondary confrontations concern the dis
pute on the Left between the Communist Party and the traditional forms of 
trade union and Labour Party politics in Britain in the 1920s and 1930s. 
Essential to the secondary confrontation is the demonstration of the legitimacy 
of Communist Party ideology as the only correct doctrine for the working class 
and the validity of its policies in the daily struggle. A prerequisite for the effec
tiveness of the subject in the primary confrontation is the validity of its position 
within the secondary confrontation. 

While these two novels can be shown to have a number of similarities in 
terms of doctrine and primary and secondary confrontations, they differ in the 
manner in which they approach their objectives. We Live has a clearly dis
cernible geographical location and makes use of the historical chronology of the 
Rhondda valley in the 1920s and 1930s to provide a framework for the political 
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discourse of the novel. In particular, We Live covers a series of events that are 
designed to show the preeminence of the Communist Party and the validity of 
its role in leading the workers. In so doing, use is made of a collective Party 
leadership that is not personalised, and though Len Roberts is a central protag
onist his place is smoothly and easily filled on his death by Mary, his wife. The 
central feature of We Live in propagating Communist ideology is the use of 
mass action guided by the Communist Party leadership to confront the forces of 
opposition. In this emphasis on mass action, the novel also allows room for the 
development of the individual by demonstrating the growth of identity and 
strength that arises out of solidarity in action. As a result, We Live offers a pic
ture of the potential for revolution but not its implementation. 

In contrast, Last Cage Down concentrates on one event, one area of conflict, 
from which a number of incidents develop. Though set in a geographically de
finable area, the novel is not linked to historically ascertainable events nor does 
it use the chronology of history to explore the ramifications of the class war.46 

Instead it concentrates on the conflict between a mine agent and a local trade 
union leader. By making this conflict a battle of personalities, the novel exam
ines not only the class war in terms of social and economic forces but also in 
terms of individual mentalities operating within the class system. Consequently, 
the collective leadership of the subject is a divided force, and the novel exam
ines more fully the failure of traditional leadership rather than the success of the 
new. Unlike We Live where scenes of mass action are used to provide an opti
mistic view of the revolutionary potential of the working class, Last Cage Down 
ends on a note of uncertainty, offering only the prospect of perpetual struggle. 
In the case of both novels, an understanding of the function of ideology in de
termining their structures and subject matter is essential to an understanding of 
the novels as a whole and of their place in working-class fiction of the 1930s. 

46 Though the names of the various places in the novel are thinly disguised locations in 
Durham County in the north-east of England, Franton is less readily attributable. Judging 
from its apparent geographical location, it would appear that Heslop is paying implicit 
recognition to Chop well, which was considered to be a "citadel of extremism." Chopwell's 
Communist associations are mentioned in Macintyre 13. 
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In my introduction I explained that my choice of novels was made on the 
grounds that they were occupationally specific and contained a number of fea
tures representative of the cultural discourse of the 1930s. In particular, I speci
fied that they were by working-class writers, that they expressed political ideas, 
and that they conformed to contemporary concepts of the archetypal class-con
scious working man. The delimiting factors in this choice have clearly played a 
role in determining the empirical and theoretical basis on which my arguments 
have been founded-the discussion being centred on the miners' novels. I have 
also assumed that these features can be more widely applied to working-class 
writing in general. I stated that the aim of my dissertation was to survey the con
juncture of historical and contemporary discourses that formed the miners' novels 
of the 1930s, and to examine the role of ideology as a determining factor in their 
structure. To conclude my study, I shall summarise the main points of my argu
ment 

In my theoretical and methodological approach to this study, I presented the 
concepts of context, communication and genre allocation. This was done in the 
belief that an understanding of such specialised novels as Cwmardy, The Gate of 
a Strange Field, We Live and Last Cage Down is only possible when examined 
in the light of their historical and contemporary contexts. In this respect I found 
support in Selden's concept of conjuncture, in Hitchcock's theory of working-
class fiction, in perceptions of these novels as having a communicative function, 
and above all in Suleiman's sub-genre model of the roman à thèse. Using the 
classification of the roman à thèse has enabled me to approach these novels as 
ideologically overdetermined, conforming to their function as contributions to 
the debate on the class society. 

In surveying fiction by and about the working class in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, I have been able to show two distinct attitudes to the working 
class. The bourgeois attitude distanced the working class, making them objects of 
study marginalised in the mainstream of literature. In the process, early emphasis 
on the assimilation of suitably qualified individuals into middle-class society was 
replaced by a blanket condemnation of them as a class. In contrast, working-class 
writers developed the working class as subject, progressing from perspectives on 
the plight of individuals to the perception of the working class as a class and of 
socialism as its political ideology. The growth and politicisation of working-class 
fiction were paralleled by developments in "miners' literature." Progressing from 
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small pieces of fiction and simple poetry through autobiography to the novel, 
miners appropriated a variety of li terary forms for functional needs. Much of the 
miners' literature was about life and conditions in the mining communities. It 
engaged in a debate on the nature and cause of those conditions and on the 
manner in which they were to be altered. The transformation from expressing 
single grievances through class perceptions to the articulation of socialist ideas 
was as apparent here as in any other working-class fiction. 

In the 1930s, the miners formed a particularly disadvantaged group in society, 
and their literature recreated the concerns and ideologies deriving from their dis
advantaged position. The miners' novels sought to understand and explain the na
ture of the social crisis confronting them, and were designed to influence and 
inform by making a partisan contribution to the debate on the state of the nation. 
Their function was, as always, to communicate. I have argued that the cultural 
establishment of the 1930s was not particularly susceptible to the expression of 
left-wing ideas in fiction. Though the rise of institutions and groups in support of 
left-wing and socialist fiction created a space for these literary forms, they oper
ated within an antagonistic context that conformed to class antagonism generally 
in society. The key debate that related to the issues of ideology and working-
class fiction revolved around the incorporation of political ideas (by which was 
mostly meant Socialism, Marxism, or Communism) into fiction and the degree to 
which these were aesthetically acceptable. In a polarised world this debate re
sulted in opposed positions that emphasised political loyalties, and it is in this 
cultural context that the four novels must be considered. Class antagonism re
vealed itself not only in economic, social and cultural relations but was also an 
integral part of the imaginative literature of the miners in the 1930s. 

To elucidate the influence of political ideology in the formation of Cwmardy, 
The Gate of a Strange Field, We Live and Last Cage Down, I have applied 
Suleiman's model of the roman à thèse, which she considers to be a sub-genre of 
the realist novel. Using her concept of apprenticeship, I have been able to show 
that in Cwmardy Lewis Jones appropriates the Bildungsroman to demonstrate the 
inevitability of class-consciousness in a young miner whose upbringing has been 
determined by life in a pit village in the first two decades of the twentieth cen
tury. The novel has a coherent ideology and narrative through which is revealed 
the hero's progress from ignorance to knowledge, and from emotional response 
to the world of the mining community to an awareness of the class nature of so
ciety. The overdetermination of ideology in the novel constrains interpretation 
and is intended to make the reader experience the same progress towards insight 
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that characterises the main characters in the novel. In contrast, Heslop's The Gate 
of a Strange Field demonstrates the opposite. As a negative apprenticeship, this 
novel is intended to be a cautionary tale to illustrate how a young miner can be 
led into false consciousness. In this case the synthesis of political ideology and 
"lived experience" observable in Cwmardy is replaced by a conflict between the 
ideology informing the text and the narrative. This novel displays only a partial 
reversal of the positive apprenticeship; the criticism which is directed against the 
established institutions of the labour movement has to be read within the greater 
conflict of capital against labour. To overcome the structural disharmony of ide
ology and the narrative, the reader is asked not to empathise with the progress of 
the hero but to attend to the intrusive voice of the narrator in order to acquire a 
correct perspective on the class nature of Britain. In both Cwmardy and The Gate 
of a Strange Field the range of interpretation is constrained to ensure that the 
reader concurs with the doctrinal stance of the novel. 

I have shown We Live and Last Cage Down to be novels that conform to 
Suleiman's other major category of romans à thèse, the novel of confrontation, in 
which the privileged doctrine is not acquired in a process of increasing insight 
but is assumed at the outset. In a series of confrontations the legitimacy of 
Communist doctrine in the miners' struggle is confirmed, either in primary con
frontations between labour and capital, or in secondary confrontations between 
the established institutions of the labour movement and the Communist Party. 
We Live and Last Cage Down differ in the extent to which primary and sec
ondary confrontations are of relative importance. In We Live the historical basis 
of the novel determines to a large extent this relationship, but it is made clear that 
the overriding issue is that of capital versus labour. In Last Cage Down it is the 
secondary confrontation that is shown to be decisive since this conflict weakens 
the miners in their struggle against the mineowners, which constitutes the pri
mary confrontation. In both cases, however, the conflicts described are shown to 
be the inevitable outcome of the class nature of British society. Differences also 
occur in their approach to illustrating political ideology. Though both deal with 
the development of individual consciousness, Lewis Jones shows this to be part 
of and dependent on participation in collective action and experience. The idea of 
collectivity is incorporated into his novels. Heslop, in contrast, uses individuals 
as representatives of collective positions and describes inter- and intra-class con
flicts through these individuals. 

I have argued that my understanding of these novels is based on the determin
ing nature of ideology that arises not only out of the political convictions of the 
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authors but also derives from the historical and cultural context in which they 
were produced. From this standpoint I take issue with an evaluation of these 
novels based on a false distinction between content and form. I have shown that 
in these novels content and form are not distinguishable but are part of a whole. 
Equally, a critical position that argues only for an evaluation based on the in
compatibility of working-class oral traditions with the bourgeois novel form, as 
is suggested by Snee, seems to be inadequate. A discussion of the difficulties en
countered by working-class writers in expressing themselves in a largely middle-
class medium continues to evaluate these novels from the standpoint of the clas
sic nineteenth-century realist novel and thus fails to explore understanding as 
deriving from the functional nature of "literature" in mining communities. As a 
first step in re-evaluating these novels it is necessary to see them as ideologically 
determined re-creations of a perceived "reality" conforming to the doctrinal as
sumptions behind the text. To gain a full understanding of the four novels studied 
in this dissertation it is necessary to recognise their role in a functional tradition 
of miners' writing and their existence within a contemporary context of polarised 
political ideologies. The function of miners' fiction as a contribution to contem
porary debate provides these novels with an intimate and intensive relationship 
with the conditions they seek to describe and from which they emanate. It is the 
determining nature of their ideology that gives them their strength and dy
namism, but it is also their close links to the contemporary debate that marks 
their ephemerality. 
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This study of miners' novels of the 1930s deals with 

four novels that are characterised by their attempts to 

integrate political ideology into working-class fiction. The 

study examines how ideology acts as a determining factor in 

the structure and content of these novels, thereby 

influencing interpretation. 

In addition to demonstrating how these novels constrain 

interpretation, this study shows how they form part of a 

'functional" tradition of miners' writing that appropriates 

literary forms to engage in the contemporary debates within 

the mining community, and between it and society at large. 

In this respect, an understanding of the political and cultural 

climate of the period is essential to the understanding and 

evaluation of these novels, and to assess their contribution to 

British fiction. 

(The cover design by Kikki Lundberg, Factum, shows a 

miner's safety lamp.) 
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