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1. Introduction.

This paper is an attempt to read the Teddy Boy phenomenon of the ' 50's as primarily
Ja political manifestation, albeit an inarticulate and symbolic form of protest. To read
‘it thus is to use -the word political " more boadly than is currently usual but, given
the narrowness of current definitions of " political ", T wish to emphasise this broader
‘usage of the term. However, at this stage, I do not wish to define my usage of the term
since I feel this is best left to the end, after my argument has been outlined.

In addition to reading the phenomenon politically, this paper ig also an attempt to
reinstate, to full validity, the original behaviour of the group under study,in this case
the Teds; something which the transactional anproach to deviance, with it's emphasis on
society's labelling and hence, creating deviants, has a tendency to de - emphasise. Models
of deviancy amplification,often used in conjunction with a transactional anoroach (see,

for exam~le, Stan Cohen's Folk Devils and Moral Panics ),by'concentrating on the way

social reaction to deviance increases or decreases its incidence, similarly de - emphasise
the original behaviour. Whilst not wishine to take issue, in anv fundamental way with this

Bcentical revolution®(Folk Devilg and Voral Panicg P. 12.),T do wish to re - assert the

importance of behavioural questiong. Not to do so is to remove from the actors the suthen-

ticity of their acts: their resnonses to objective social conditions.

Traditional avproaches to Youth Culture.

Traditional aporoaches to the study of youth culture have sither ignored the notion
of class or the meaning of youth cultural " stvles " or have, in attempting to deal with

with either notion. Coleman, in The Adolescent

both, failed to come adeguatelv to terms
rists on youth cudlture who ignore the notion of class-

7

b

Society, is an example of those theo
based youth cultures. Desnite his own stictures about the imnortance of not, regarding
adolescent culture as a "single invarient entity® (p.43.3, he can only conclucde, after
examining the adolescent culture in a number of schools, that the culiures are more alike t
than different . He thus adds weight to the noticn; despite his own warnipgs and along
with many others,of a single, all but monolithic adolescent culture. The delinquency
subjgﬁ%ggral theorists, on the other hand , have, of necessity, been nre-occupied with
classrecorded delinquency is almost exclusively a phenomenon of working - clags adolescent
boys. But this enforced pre-occupation with class has left the meaning of'yQuth?égltunil

W styles " seriously under - attended to. Failing to deal adequately with either class

or style have been the pop historiantof post-war youth culture. Less turgid than some of
the more academic studies, the best of these as with Jeff;Nuttall's.Bomb Cu;iure,

are imaginative, insishtful and'iﬁﬁféééivé,-Ultimately though, perhapg,bacauée of their
attemnt to cover too vast an area in one go, at the really crucial points rigour is

sacrificed to rhetoric.
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Since these approaches are sll found wanting it is necessary to outline what 1 take
to be the crucial elements in an— examination of vouth culture. These I take to be class,
historically located structures and cultures and social rea‘%icn° Leaving aside the nqtion .
of social reaction since, as I mentioned in the introduction, the purpose of thisvhesesl
is to " re-assert the importance of behavioural qustiors® what we need to ask about any
youth sub-culture are:

(1) Who are its »rincinal bearers and supports in class terms.
(2) What is their ¥ structural® situation which scts limits to their
© possible courses of action i.e. what is their historical situation in
relation to the basic structures of society (to income, education,
housing, emnloyment and race).
(3) How do these structural constraints onerats to modifv the range of - ...
' prSible cultural responses or ontions. (By cultural response I mean g
response which, whilst not freely chosen since it is subjected to =
structural constraints, nevertheless attempts to impose meaning.
It is both symbolic expression of a given structural situation and
a ncgotiated adjustment to it: both subjective resaction to
objective structural conditions and an attemnt to objectivate
subjective experiences:of the world:

What I shall now attemnt to do is to look at what we know about the

Teds in the light of these " crucial elementsh, First, this requires that

we examine the Jdata that ig available concerning the Ted phenomenon.

Teds: New Elements.

Very little of « scriois academic nature hes been writtena about the phenomemon,
despite its undoubtéd irnact on the 1950's. But when vhat has been written has been sifted
through, there seem, to me, to be four genuinelv"ﬁéw' elements that need internreting
and exnlaining. ( By new, I mean things that clesrly renresented points of denarture
from earlier deviant phencmens of an 'anparently! similar nature, e.g. Spivs and Cosh
boys.) The first is what Fyvel, quoting a probation officer®who had witnessed the arrival
of the very first Teddy boy gang in hisMlistrict¥ calls the fusion of Mtwo distinct
anti-social attitudes", that of the usual adolescent rebellion (which in the case if the
Teds was 'abnormally tense' ) with " that of the outlook of the typical criminal area®, -

(The_Insecure Offenders,p.63) The question which then presents itself is: Why did thése

two attitudes come together, or, nut in another way, why did large numbers of youths,

going through an ' abnormally tense ' adolescent vhase, see their interests as coincidental
withthe 'submerged tenth': society's traditional outcasts? The second element was the
'peculiar viciousness -in the Teddy boy assaultsﬂx(lbid.p.64), together with an extreme
touchiness to insults, real or imagined. This factor Fyvel, whilst admitting its speculat-
ive neture , attemptsA to expiair ‘psychologicelly in terms of "a streak of intensified
psychological disturbance, cerived frim war - time dislocation, bnt which made itself

felt belatedly in e certain adolescent agr=group" (Ibid, p.65) Our job, vhich I see as a
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verifiable and seem, from the data that is available, to be digtinctive

lements, therc are a number of otner empirical facts known
Firstly, th~ir birthplace, which would
Sccondly, the esrly Teds were zlmost certainly
(Fyvel). Thirdly, " they were market

norters, bricklayers, a lot of van boys, all in jobs that did not offer much - 'labourers'

could cover the lot"™ ( Fyvel ), i.e. occupationally, they were unskilled, semi-skilled or

. in
unemployed (the latter nartly as a result of being unskilled and some cases,
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would be cxpectad from thig list of
secondary modcrn schools. Finally, the objects of their fighting were:l,
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Service which made some employers unwilling to ocmploy them.) As

occupations, thev were largely early leavers from

other groups

them individually or collectively; 3. Cyvpriot.
calah; 4.Blacks; 5. bus conductors; 6. youth clubs. (Op. cit. Fyvel, p. 66-68).
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available. Only that evidence, as with the 'new' elements mentioned,

stantiated

extcensively throughout for quoting purposes,
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The Lumpen adolescent and growing structural Inequalities

- X

Ecology

. . e
Traditionally working class areas have been community minded and perhaps even more |
Matrilocal residence,

so in the slums because more necessary for survival than elsewhere.

s . . . ‘nformal
the extended familv and kinship networks, the practices of neighbouring (both informa

\

and formalised in the loan clubs and holiday clubs, etc.), the strect, the pub and the

corner-shon, all help generate and perpetuate this sense of loyslty,solidarity, and‘tradlt—
- . "D 2

jon existing in slum communities (For a fuller, more sophisticated account, see Phil

Cohen's "Subcultural Conflict and Working Class Communitv", in Working Papers in Cultural

Studies, no. 2, Spring 1972). After the wvar re-develonment in an area like South Tondon
in the form of new housing estates and high-rise developments began to break up these
communities. The effect of this rc- acveIOﬁmcnt was "o destrov the function of the street,
the local wub the corner shon, as’ 1culatlons of 'communal! spaceV, (Thls communal
space is +hut shace nartway between the cssentially private, e.g. the famlly and the
essentlally publlc, e.g. the local ‘park, P. Co hen, ibid), and fo aestroy'matrllocal
residence and hence kinship networks (to comnound this oroblem a 1arro influx of 1mm1grants
accompanied this re-development. But this added ram¢flcqtlon I will doal w1th later under
the scction on 'fighting'.)’
(N.B. This section on Ecolesy is cullea largely from literature deallng with the
Eest End (although the Ted pherpmenon orlglnated in South London), gince the re-development
of the East End has been 1nf1n1te1yAbetter documented. Tt needs to be said, however, that
there are important differences between the two areas in as much as: ' |
1. South London was never such & close-knit community as the
East End; | - ‘
2. Therc was more movement away from the Fast Enid¥rom  South
London; -
3. Re-housing in South London was nredominantly within the
ares in the form of new estates or in high~rise devzlonhments.
But the above by no means alters the thrust of -the argument, It merely means that perhavs
a more strong notion of community break-up was given than is perhaps legitimately the

case with an area like South London.)
Education.

"A general survey of the Act of 194/ justifies the statement that it probably
constitutes the most important single advance ever made in the history of English -~ - .n'- .-
education®, (Curtis and Boult twood, An Introductory History of English REducation since
1800, p. 205). If the above statement is restricted to the intentions of the act, it is

verhaps justifiable. If it is restricted to the social effects of the act, then, far

from re-presenting an advance, it probably becomes one of the more retrogressive acts
ever passcd. It was intended thst the act should nrovide every child with an education
suited to a child's age, antitude and ability. What it actually did was to select off

roughly 0% of the age-group (at eleven) for a classical, largely intrinsically
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seless education (but instrumentally -effective in terms of securing access to higher

education and hence high-status occupations), and consign the overwhelming majority (75%)
to the secondary modern "scrap heap! which was both 1ntr1n81callv and instrumentally
1seless as an education. Boys in the A/B streams of thege schools normally went on to
serve apprenticeships in the skilled trades or perhans, through assiduous application,
began to climb the 'academic! ladder. The C/D stream boys oftcn went on to become Teds.

(I have deliberately ignorad the very marginal influence of technicel schools). But, since

the Jumpen have alwzys been excluded from the education process anyway, what was so
significant about the 1944 Act thst worscned their situation? The new clement was that
now, according to the meritocrotic myth, it wss your own fault if you failed at 1l.
Since the Act specifically stated that cach child was to be educated according to his

or her aptitude and ability (i.e. merit), then it followed that failure of the 11+ had

only to do with your inability and your insntitude, It was seen as porscnal failure,

and as having nothing to do with the selscticn orocedurc itself. (It was not until the
next decade  that selection »nrocedurces came seriously under attack and the link between
school attainment and social class was firmly ro-cstablished, J. Douglas, The Home and
the School). A cursory glance through the newsmarnrs of the veriod would show how the
media romboggﬁod the »nroblem by constantly extolling, and hence amnlifying, this prevail-

ing myth of ovnen ladder

Politics.

1

the ,
The 1950's saw the emergence, in nolitical snhers, of the notion of consensus,

Bogdanor and Skidelsky in their introduction to The Age of Afflumnce explain the need
for this nolitical comsenus in psychological terms, i.e. "the desire for relaxetion®
following the "sustained effort " of "the vears 1940-51%and the "psycholezical need to
hide the facts of decline". It expressec itsclf in the 1ccentance by both parties of
the mixed economy and welfare state, "™ and from this point of Vlew, 1f did cntail a real
humanising and civilising of the nolitical battle". However,as the authors g0 on to say ,
754 also imoosed a moratorium on the raiing of new end vital issues."(ipig 0:10)-

But, for our purnoses it meant that there was a blurring of the distinction botween
Lebour/Tory - a loss of notential alternative to Torvism, as ther had becn traditionally.
Additionally,working class marents werc increasingly being rorsuaded to become family/
home/commodit centroed ( the housing re-~develorments aided this process as we have seen),
and hence losing some traditional wolitical vigour. Finally, the nositions of nower with-
in the Labour narty itsclf we-e increasingly becoming dominated by the middle-classes.
(Soe B. Hindess, The Decline of the Working Class Politics).

Thus the traditionsl u-holders of thelr class intercst, the Labour party formally

and, informally, their families werc doing so less and less: their traditional institu-
y .

' tional avenues of redress were becoming indistinguishable from those of the enemy, "them".
Bconomy.

"The vears 1952-5 were, a8 T.W.Hutchison has nut it, 'ignorantly blissful years' in

which The Economist could comment complacently, 'the miracle has happened.....full
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canloyment without inflation (June 1954). Although, "this miracle.was built upon temportty
he Age of Affluence,1951-64,p.8), as we
can, from our ventage point, see only too clearly, it is against this general mythology,
fiyoutve never had it so good", and partly in resncnge

and fortuitous circumstances" ("Introduction®, I

enshrined in McMilian's offensive
to it, that the Teds played out their particular scenario which was of a very different

order. In a period of full employment, those that are out of work are more socially isol-

ated than usual. Due to impending Nationel Service in particular, unemployment was a
roality for mény Teds. Some emplovers were just not interested in employing lads who

vere soon to be called up. Adcitionally, they were in jobs (semi-and unskilled) which,

bv their very naturc, wore much more orone to smell fluctuations in the job market. Pericds
of unemplbyment vere therefore endemic in their situation. The prosvects of altering

this situation were remote, and becoming more so, because of the inpreasing 1ink_between~
educational qualifications and occupational nrosmects. "To the extent that education
becomes a key determinant of occumational achicvement the chances of 'getting ahead!

for those %ho start in a lowlyv nosition are inevitably diminished®. (Quoted in S.Hall

"The Conditi-n of England").
Leisure. S

Prevented by the growing structural inequalities from coming meaningfully tc terms
with their lives in the areas outlined above, leisure becomes the crucial dimension in the
Teds' lives., And here, as elsewhere, they were let down. Thes lag of public provision
wae a general feature of the decade of the 1950's (not one hospital or nrison was built
during the decade; Fyvel), and the cme gent commercial teenage culture was merely embryonic
What wes available,the Locarnos snd Meécas, were still largely aimed at the over 2's. The
Cafes,their only recal home ansrt from the streets were viewed -
ambivalently since many were Cypriot owned,

Both Cohen, in talking of the Teds as reacting "not so much to adults, but the little

that was offered in the'50's" (op. cit.) and Fyvel, referring to the “lack of social

n
amenities® for the youg in working class arcas and the boredom this generated (The

Insecure Offenders), rccognised the imvortance of this area - but it was not a not e

Tack of facilities causing the Teddy boy response: rather, it was the

zrca vhere grievances engendered in other areas werse felt most -

where the contradictions endemic in the other areas of their lives were worked out and,

to some extent, and at least for some of the time, 'magically' resolved. This is-not. tec sa;
the leisure area did not engender its own contradictions. Since there was also a discrep~
ancy here between the aspirations and the provisions, it was both an ares with its own
contradictions and the area where other contradictions were felt.

This emphasis that I am insisfing u?oﬁ hos been validated by subsequent events., That
the presence of good youth clubs in a district can prevent some 'anti-social' bshaviour
is undeniable - and this we would expect from the above position, since good youth clubs
are helring to remove one of the contradictions engendcred in the leisurc context. That
some 'enti-social' behaviour still continues even with the best youth clubs available is
also undeniable - gnd this, similarly, we would exnect from the above position, since

leisure amenities alone cannot remove contradictions engendered elsewhe
g sevwhere,
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£. +l: The scicols it WorKkpiaces, Tnus,tiere have been, predictably, many post-Ted

youth cultural menifestations with accompanying. 'anti-social! behaviour, such as Mods,

Rocke
rs,Skinheads, etc., despite the ever-increasing sorhistication of the nrovision of

leisure facilitics for young ~cople in both the private and sublic sehere. On this

v
evidence, it is obvious that some of the 'causes' reach further back into other context
besides the leosure one. ‘

Cultural Reshonscs: A& defence of "Space® »nd Status.

In the light of these growing structural inequalitics, how can we read the Teds
cultural responses as symbolic articulations of their social plight? If we look at the
cultural responses adopted, in turn, what becomes epnorent in decoding them is an athemnt

to defend, symbolically, a constantly threatened gpace" and a declining- status.

"Group-Mindedneggh

The "group-mindedness® of the Tods can be read »zrtly as a response to the upheaval
and destruction of the socially cohesive force of the extended kinship network mentioned
under the section on "Housing". Thus the group life and intense loy>lty of the Teds can
be secen as a re-affirmation of traditional slum working-class values and the "strong sense
of territory" (Downes, p.119) as en attempt to retain, if only imaginatively, a hold on
the territory which wag being expropriated from them, by develoners, on two levels:

(1) +the actua® expropriation of lund;

(2) +the lcss tangible GXﬂronr¢au1on of the culture Lﬁtached to the

land i,e. the kinship networks and and "articulations of communal space"

mentioned by Phil. Cohen (op. cit.)

Toxtreme touchiness to insults, real or imasgined.”

| If we look at their extreme touchiness to insults, real ©F" imagined, we find that

nost of these incidents revolved around insults to themselves nersonally, to their
xnnearancp generally, and their dr%sg %fgo articular, To illustrate this hoint;‘using one
Jf the more dramatic cxamples available,” 'Teddy boy'! killing, the Clapham Common murder
If 1953, was a result of a fight between thrce youths and a group of Teds which had been
tartud whon one of the Teds had been called 'a flash cunt' by one of the youths. (For

5 full account of this incident, and the subsequent trlal, see Tony Parker's The Plough
1

Boz), My contention is that *t@ lads traditionally'lacking in status and being further

dODrlud of what little thev possessed, {S I have argued earlier, ther remained only the

self, the cultural extension of the self (dress, personal apnearance) and the social ex-

tension of the self (the group). Once ghreats were perceived in these areas, the only

h i I . N
treality'or 'space! on which they had any hold, then the fights, in defence of this space,

bocome explicable and meaningful phenomena.
' TIf we look closely at the objects of Teddy boy fighting mentioned earlier, this -

notion of defending their svace is, 1 believe, further amnlified. Group fights, i.e.

fights with other groups of ieds, are exnlicable in terms of a defence of the social

extengion of the self - the grouvn (hence, the importence, noted earlier, of
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i groupmindedness'). Fights which cnsued when individuvzls insulted Teds a Xp e

terms of a defence of the self and the cultural extension of the self symbolised in their

. . . . s .

dressand general apvearance. Especially important in this area 1s the touchiness to 1nsu1t:
. cnptd t ]
about dress. This I shall enlarge uoon in the next scction on "Dresst.

Whilst many of their fights resulted from extreme sensitivity to insults, even their

Bttacks" on the Cypriot nroprietors of Cynriot cafe!s and Blacks can be read; in terms

of defence: a defence of status. Their position as 'lumpen' youths was worsening, as I
have demonstrated, independently of the influx of Commonwealth immigrants in the early
1950's. but in the absense of a coherent and articulete grasp of their social reality2 it
was perhaps ineviteble that they should perceive this influx as caual rather than condid-
-ental. Thus, they rationalised their position as being, in ~art anyway, due to the
immigrants and displaced”their frustration onto them. An additional irritent was the
perception many Teds had of immigrants as actually meking it - the corollary of this?

of course, was that they were making it Mat the Teds exnense®. The cafe-owning Cyrriots

vere one example of those who had "made it". Others were the coloured landlords and racket-

eers., Living, as manv Teds did, in dilaridated inner urban areas scheduled for re- devel=-
opment, they came into contact with the minofity of coloureds, who, because ofthe
hopclessness of their position,(being coloured and working class), were forced intc
positions of very limited options (small-time racketeering and pimping were prqbably
two of the more available and attractive). And so the myth of the coloured immigrants
being either pimpe, landlords or in on the rackets, very prevalent among Teds, (and
many whitc working class adults) started and spread. The repercussions of all this, the
1958 'race-riots! in Nottingham and Notting Hill, arc known, sadly, only too well. That
it should have been the Teds who started them londs weight to my thesisg. That ~

large numbers of working class adults responded in the way that they did, by joining in,
demonstrates that it was not only the young 'lummen!' who were experiencing a worsening

of their socio-cconomic ~osition. But, in an agc of affluénce,'the real structural causes'

could not be admitted, and, nredictably, were not. Instecad, the nine ungkilled working

class adolescents who started the Notting Hill riots; were savagely sentenced to four

years imprisonment apiece. The obvious scape-goating involved, as in all similer cases
of scape-goat punishments, was, and still is, a sure sign of mystification at work - the
protective cloak of the ruling classes being drawn closer to prevent its real interests
becoming too visible. |

“The attacks on youth clubs are perhaps easiest to explain if one remembers that
many youth clubs "banned" all Teddy boys purely on "reputation™, Simple rcvenge must
then have constituted the basis for some attacks. Additionally, though, therc was the
chronic lack of public provision of facilities to match the increase in adolescent
leisure. Consequently, much was then expected of what wes wrovided - far too much, When
these failed to live up to the expectations, as they invarizbly did, the disappointment
was invariably increased. Thus, ironically, the vouth clubs that did exist, far from
alleviating adolescent leisure problems actually exacerbated them. (For a fascinating
account of ‘the trials and tribulations experienced in this area and of a valjant, but
short-lived attempt to supply the kids with what they vanted, see Ray Gosling's excellent
Sum Total),



Finelly, tne atiacks on bus conductors. Since these attacks worc usuglliy on conductors
on late-night bus routes, this suggests that the opportunity of anomymity and possib ly

alcohol combined to increase the already high level of sensitivity to imagined insults.

Dress and Aonearance,

Despite periodic unemployment, desnite the unskilled jobs, Teds, in-common with
other teenagers at work during this neried, were reiatively affluent. Between 1945-50, .
the average real wage of tecnagers increased at twice the adult rate (Abrams quoted in.
S.Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Pénics )« Teds thus certainly had money to spend, and
because it was practically all they had;'if assumed 3 cfﬁbiéirimportanéé;'Muéh of the
noney wont on clothes: the Teddy boy‘“ﬁniform". But before "decoding® this particular

cultural articulation a skctch of the istyle" and its history is necessary.

Originally the Edwﬁdian suit was introduced in 1950 by a group of Savile Row tailors
who were attempting to initiate a new style. It was addressad, pr1nar1¢y, to the young
aristocratic men about town. Essentially the dress congisted of a long,narrow - lapelled,
walsted jackot, narrow trousers (but without being "drainpipes"), ordinary toe-capped
shoes, and a fancy walstcoat. Shirts were white, with cutawaf collars and ties were.
tied- w1th a "windsor® knot. Headwear, if worn, was a trllby. The essential changes from
conventional dress were thc cut of the jacket and the dandy welstcoat. Addltlonallj, |
barbera began offering individual styling, and hair length was generally longer than
the conventional short back and sides. (This description is culled from a picture
of the "authentic® Edwardian dress which wes nut out by the "Tailor and Cutter" and pitrrrs
ed in the Sketch (14th November 1953.) in order to dissociate the "suthentic" from ﬁk@ -
working-class adoption of the style).

This dress began to be taken uvo by working class youths éometime in 1953 and, in
those early days, was often taken over wholesale (The Deily Mirror of 23rd October”l953
showsapicture of Michael Davies,who was convicted of what later became known as the first
"teddy boy" killing,which would bear this out. IE fact the picture shows him in a three
piece matching suit{i.e. without the the fancy waistcoat).

L The leter modifications to this style by the Teds were the bootlace tle, the thick-
creped suede shoes (Eton clubman chukika type), skintight, drainpine trousers (w1thout
turn-ups), straighter, less waisted jackets, moleskin or s=tin collars to the jackets
and the addition of vivid colours. The earlier sombre suit colours occasionally gave

way to suiﬁs of vivid green,-red or rink and other "nrimitive" colours (e.g. the warwick
nrebels"). Blue - suede shoes, post-Elvis, were also worn. The hair-style also underwent
a transformation: it was usually lopg, combed into a "D-A"™ with a boston neck-line
(straight cut),greasy and with side whiskers and a quiff, Variations on this were the
elevhants's trunk or the more extreme®apache" (short on top, long =t sides)

T see this choice of uniform as, initially, an attemnt to buy status (since the ..
clothes chosen wore originally worn by up er-class dandies) which, being quickly aborted
by 2 harsh socizl reaction (in 1954 seccndhand Edwerdian suits were on sale in various
markets as they became rapidly unwearable by the uvver-class dandies once the Teds had

taken them over asthelr own) ,was fecllowed by an attempt to create their own stvle via

the modifications just outlined.



This, then, was the Teds cne contribution to culture: their adoption and personal |
modification of Savile Row Fdwardien suits, But more importent than being a contribution
to culture, since culture only has meaning when transposed into social terms, their
dress represented s symbolic way of exnressing and demonstrating their social reality,
of giving cultural meaning to their social plight. And because of this, their touchiness
to insults about dress becomes not only comprehensible but rational and meaningful.

But what "social reality" was their uniform both M"expressive of" and "a negotiation
with®? Unfortunately, there is, as yet, no Mgrammar® for decoding cultural symbols like
dress and what follows is largely svneculative., However, if one exami&% the context

from which the cultural symbol wes nrobably extracted, one possible wey of formulating

one aspect of such z grammar, then the adontion of, for exemple, the bootlace tie, begins
to acquire social meaning., Probably picked un from the many American Western films

viewed during this neriod where it was worn, most rrevalently, as I remember them, by
the slick city gambler whose social status was, grudgingly, high because of his abilitly

to live by his wits and outside the traditional working class moves of society (which

were basically rural and hardworking as opposed to urban and hedonistic), then I believe
its symbolic cultural meaning for the Teds becomes cxplicable as both expression of their

social reality (basically cutsiders and forced to live by their witg) and their social

'agnirations!(basically an attemnt to gain high, albeit grudging, status for an ability

to live smartly, -hetbnistically and by their wits in an urban setting. This brief
example is,I hope, illustrative of one aspect of a possible approach in this area. And
if it is "correct" it relates back, and amplifies, the first mentioned distinctive
-element in Ted, culture: that of seein®& : their interests as "coincidental with the
submerged tenth®, the outsiders.

Finally, to end this section on "dress", there is thc importance of the gymbolic
vighility of the uniform in a period when, as I mentioh carlier, "the traditional
institutional avenues of redress® (their families and the Labour Party) were becoming
all but invigible. This is another wey of vicwing the Msocial®™ significance of the Teds

uniform.

A return to theory.

How does what I have been arguing fit in with the work of other sociologists. =

Willmott (in Adolescent Boys of East London) and Downes (in The Delinquent Solution)

have both looked extensitcely at working class adolescents in East London. Willmott's

look at adolescent boys concludes that by far the majority of boys, two-thirds to three-
guarters, conformed to the norms of their working class parents, and an even larger
proportion, nine-tenths, were 'relatively' content with their lot. Only one-tenth could
be classified as 'rebels'. Downs offers us a similer picture. Working with boys from
Stepney and Ponlar, as omwposed to Willmott's Bethnal Greecn sample, he similorly concludes
that his boys retained "an almost monolithic conformity to the traditional working class
value system". (Qp. cit.p. 230-1), and showed little dissatisfaction over jobs and social
status. What, in the light of the conformity and relatively little dissatisfaction

displayed by working class adolescent in these two studies, are we to make of my notion

e -
-
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of "symbolic onposition? I think there are findings in both books which can be seen as
confirming my thegis,

Willmott's work, despite its overail conclusion does, in one significant aspect, add
weight to my thesis and that is in his nrofile ‘of the 'robels!. Small in number, admitt-
edly, {one-tenth of the sample, although M™under-rerresented™ according to Willmott), but,
for bur'ﬁurposes, the most significant finding in the book. Here is his 'rebel! wrofile
which, becausc of its importance fortug, I heve quoted in full, I think'it ééﬁnéé- *:Lihr
familizr: .

"He went to a sccondary modern school and; like tho;working class!

oy, left at 15. But he did not like school: ho disliked.the toachors

and the regime, as well as thinking the lessons 'useless'.AHis job is

manual,and is more likely to be-unskilled or semi-skilled than skilled.

'_Hé is discontented with his work\gnd prarticularly the lack of proswects.

He has probably h-d at least threc jobs since leaving school, sometimes

Leny wore. He does not get on toc well with his parents and he dislikes

the police. Hevis more iikely than other boys to sey that he does not . . .,

intaﬁd to marry 2t all or that he does not know whether he will. He

rejecﬁs, even more firmly than his 'working class' fellows the idea of

édgfefred gratification, It is »robably from‘boys like this that the

serious1y de1inquent are drawn', , :
' (Adolescent Boys of East London, p. 173)

(

(One hhing'ndt mentioned- here, but elsewhere in the book, is that the rebels tended to
beth@nclubbable! ones - vis-d-vis the youth clubs.)- .
Had we drawn ur a pnrofile from our own knowledge of the Teds, the similarity'with
the above would have been remarkable, My strong suéoicion is that many of thes® 'rebels!,
1ad tie study been conducted during the '50's and not the early '60's, would have been
Peds; Downes, whilst simiiarly concluding ag %o the conformist naturc of most working
2lase =dolescents in Stepney and Pownlar dgés also talk, theorstically, of delinquent

sontra-cultures (this tcrm was borrowed from J. Milton Yinger #Contraculture and

Jubculture! in The Sociclogy of Subcultures, ed. D. Arnold). Tho digtinction betweeﬁvthe

two terme (subculture/contracuiture) according to Yinger is that whilst “Su53%%2u€§§f1iesn
srobably confict in some mecasurc with larger culture®; in a contraculture®element is
entral; many of the values, indeed, are specificallv contradictions of the dominant
culture" (p. 127). Although Yinger adds that emmirically both infuencog, subcgltgral
and contracultural, may bc mixed, my own feeling is that, even ggg;zﬁggglly,}t 1§ ‘
impossible to make such definite distinctions as Yingor suggests. To elaborate, it is
. rather than 'sub', whilst still retaining the focal concerns of
in = radically different fashion., And

nossible to be ‘contra! :
the marent culture, by adonting these concerns

in this way that the Tods cen be rced =8 =2 tcontraculture!. More nrecisely vhat I
it is 1 tnis wa, - i - .- ) B

mezn by this, I shall cutline in the following scction.

i : inuitd i discontinuities
The Teds and their parents: continuitics and dis ities.

Miller tolks of the focal concerns of Americ.n lowcr-class culture as‘being:
1lic 2. LK -
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trouble; toughness; smartness; excitement; fate; autonomy; (p.57, "Lower- class Culture
as a Generating Milieu of Gang Delincuency®, in The Sociology of Subcultures,ed. D.Arnold
Ignoring smell trensntlantic differences, this list, as a general guide, is an adequate
one for the British working class also, both nerent and youth culture. But, in so far

as these values are adopted, he donistically, by the young,and not instrumcntally, as

with their parents, then they are 'contracultur=1l' and, hence, oppositional. To claborate,

the Teds used Mexcitement®, for ex-mple, to creazte themselves, that is, the excitement
of 'the exploit! (e.g. senseless vandalism), besides its element of exnressing frustration

hae the additional element of being sn end in itself. Converscly, the routinised

“excitement® of their parents! "Saturdsy night out" is ultimetely instrumental in that

it enables them to face Monday morning and work for another weck. It is thus intimately

connected with the nroduction process (z means to this end), and basically ro-creative.

Far from being oonositioned it is an integral part of the 'negotiation' constantly being e
enacted between the subordinate and the dominant class.
A corollary of parent culture instrumentality vis-a-vis the focal concern 'excite

ment! is that it takes place in the 'negotiated! institutional setting of the pub,

which legitimates it. The Teds hedonistic pursuit of excitement takes ﬁiace largely

in the streets - a non-negotiated, non-institutional and only ever parfly legitimate

setting (depending on how the social-control agencies percieve of your presence there).

Because they are non-ingtitutional,the streets are, to a large extent, ideologically

neutral. Hence the desire to club the 'unclubbables! and in so doing, to place them

within the ideological confines of society (via the institutional setting of the youth

club and the ideologicel mediationg of its leaders and ethos,)

What I am arguing here is that the cultural rcsponscs of the Teds show continuities
with their parent culture in terms of focal concerns, since both parents and offspring,
as members of the same class fraction, have similar negotiations to make with the
dominant cultur e, but that their adoption of thesc concerns in a radically different
fashion is indicative of some basie discontinuities between parents and their young
which are a result of different generations experiencing structural changes different-
ially. To elaborate; the situation of the Teds in relation to school and the job market
were areas wherc the young, and only the vycung, were affected, Thus thefe are elements
“in their cultural response which have "structural® T°9YS hich 4id not affect their
parents: responses which have to be veiwed as relating to their, the Tedﬁ,specific

socio-historical situation, and independently of that of their parents,

Conclusion: The Teds and the Politics of Youth Culturs.

What I have tried to do in this »aper is explore some of the factors which I believe
make it possible to read the Teds as a "politicel™ manifestation, albeit in an : - .
inarticulate and symbolic, rather than an articulate and organised way, S.Hali in the
"Condition of England" talks of discontents being experienced as "private grouses" which,
although being an Mapolitical way of experiencing social denrivation and ncedn
nevertheless is "a way of perceiving oneself in relation to PoliticS.eeees M (

» People
and Politics, p. 21)., In this restricted senge of "oolitical® the Teds cultural

articulationss



cad- as -symbolisations of their "private grouses® -_their perception of growing
&ructural inequalities-were expressive of themselves®™in relation to nolitics®

But cultures, as I hove argued, do not simply reflect social structures. Being
lialectically inter-rclated with them they are the site of the constant negotiations
setween domina®l ~nd  subordinate cultures: the site of a struggle foFf soite sort of
ontrol over one's life>situafion, for imposing one's own mesning-systems, albeit
lontingent in the final anaiysis on gocicty's structural arrangements,

So, for the Teds, with other areas or "gpaces® increasingly foreclosed and controlled
oy others (e.g;,schgol/ﬁork), leisure, with its possibilities of freedom, bec®?®  the
srucial site for ﬁhese;nggq$iétions. Here contradictions wore worked through, including
the ‘contradiction in theé leisurc situation itself (between aspirations/provigion),
cultural symﬁols édopted (dress, crucially) and reanings imposed. Here a "space",
tenuous and ‘constantly threatened by various social control agenciesgjwas genérated
in the form of the Mgroup" end its headquerters- the caff. To retain a hold on that space,
to negptiaté, in a symbolic way, for some recognition of their group identity and needs,
theseI‘believe were some of their "political®™ aspirations and the sum of tﬁeir K

"political® achievements. -





