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ABSTRACT

Bourgeois Like Me: Architecture, Literature, and the Making of the Middle Class in Post-

War Britain

by

Elizabeth Floyd

This dissertation examines the relationship between the rebuilding of London after WWII
and how the material aspects of the city represent and complicate notions of British middle-
class subjectivity in the period. With decolonization and the general recognition of the United
States as the new international military and cultural force, the British Empire was rapidly
declining and no longer relevant in the modern world. Thus, “Britishness” had to be
redefined because it was directly tied to the pre-war structures of empire and cultural
imperialism. While a new national British identity was supposed to represent the entire
country, it was particularly important for the middle class. The Labour party saw the
rebuilding of London to posit a new, completely modern Britain that could erase its imperial
past. Alternatively, the Conservative party saw rebuilding as a way to perpetuate a past
British identity that would compensate for Britain’s loss of empire. Yet both parties were
ultimately trying to create a utopian fantasy of Britain through rebuilding: this was a
modernized and homogeneous society that celebrated traditional grandeur in the space of the

city. However, the literary and cinematic narratives of the period demonstrate that the



complicated rebuilding of the British middle-class was not homogenous. Through the
analysis of space in the literature, film, and architecture of the 1940s and 1950s, | argue that
the reconstruction of London is instructional for the formation of the post-war British middle
class during a period of political and international turmoil.

To discuss the tensions of reconstruction, I turn to realist novels and films of the
1940s and 1950s, which offer several competing narratives of the changing middleclass
through their depiction of space. In particular, | discuss how novels such as Graham Greene’s
The End of the Affair (1951), Barbara Pym’s Excellent Women (1952), Sam Selvon’s The
Lonely Londoners (1956), Colin MacInnes’ City of Spades (1957), and Anthony Burgess’
The Doctor is Sick (1960) and Carol Reed’s film, The Fallen Idol (1948), use the city of
London to demonstrate a shifting middle class and alternatives to the overarching
conservative nationalist sentiment in the 1950s. | read these texts in conjunction with archival
materials such as architectural designs and planning documents, advertisements from the
Festival of Britain (1951), and the promotional film, Proud City A Plan for London (1946), to
emphasize the competing narratives between official state planning and the ongoing
evolution of individuals’ use of space. Through the comparison of official documents to
realist novels and films, complex versions of the British subjectivity emerge and counter
narratives of a cohesive and collective British post-war middle class, particularly for younger
generations. The comparison of these texts and documents reveal the disparate viewpoints
and experiences of urban space. The government documents present the city as a
homogeneous, contiguous space, whereas the realist literature and films instead describe the
city dweller’s experience in navigating the city at the street level, which typically contradicts

the official narratives . As the novels and films of the period demonstrate, rebuilding London

Xi



and the middle-class was also gendered, and in restructuring the middle-class, notions of
masculinity and femininity fundamentally changed with the shifting class structures. Part of
the anxiety for the former middle class, particularly men, is the recognition that their old
positions and status in British society are starting to disappear.

As much as the city planners promoted one cohesive, homogenous city, the history
and social structures of London also complicated the plans to create a completely
“modernized” city and society. Comprised of both the iconic historical markers of the past
empire and the modernist architecture of Britain, the constant reinterpretation of the city
undermines any utopian future outlined by official city planning. Although the city planners
promoted the image of the city as a locus of social equality, this image was also quickly
contradicted by the political events of the time. With the rise of the Conservative party and
Churchill’s return as Prime Minister in 1951, London was newly viewed as a neo-imperial
city despite the slow dismantling of the British Empire. Despite this turn to conservatism, |
argue that it is the specifically British use of architecture and urban design is what produces a
new, and newly classed, British identity after the war. Coined “Festival Style,” the new
architecture and design combined International Modernist architecture with references to
British history and traditional English building materials. It is through this project of design
and official rhetoric that allows the British government to reshape and broaden how it
envisioned the middle class and its constituents. As part of the project of modernization, the
progressive design and politics, however historically referential, create more modern, and
thus progressive, definitions of class and gender. The material details of architecture and city

planning create a tangible example of a changing Britain.
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My first chapter focuses on the initial plans to rebuild London as a modern and equal
city by the government and the responses by the middle-class. | analyze the government film,
Proud City A Plan for London (1946), to show the how the government believed that through
modern urban planning and design, a new more equal British society would emerge. In direct
contrast Graham Greene’s novel, The End of the Affair (1951), and Carol Reed’s film, The
Fallen Idol (1948), reveal that as middle-class men see the world rapidly changing around
them, including their material spaces, they ultimately reject those changes. | analyze the
narratives’ use of masculine middle-class subjectivity and its relationship to rebuilding. For
these men, rebuilding the city then becomes both a process of forgetting the past and part of
the unknown future after WWII where they feel they do not have a place. My second chapter
explores how the planning and rebuilding of London creates a city that combines imperial
nostalgia with a socially progressive utopia through the use of Festival Design and modern
aesthetics. | compare archival materials such as architectural designs and exhibitions, letters
from the Festival planners, and advertisements produced in conjunction with the 1951
Festival of Britain to Iris Murdoch’s Under the Net (1956). In comparing these different
objects, | will demonstrate that while the Festival architects, who were mostly under forty,
presented a hopeful and modernized version of the British middle class and that perspective
is reflected in the novels’ characters and portrait of London.

My third chapter discusses the relationship between the traditional conservative
politics of the middle class and how the new city space allows for individuals to reimagine
middle-class masculinity and femininity. | discuss three novels, Jean Rhys’ A Voyage in the
Dark (1934), Excellent Women (1952) and The Doctor is Sick (1960) to show the failures of

previous imperial gender norms were emerging immediately prior to World War 1l and
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heightened following the war. The modernization of London allowed for the possibility for
new definitions of class and gender to form for even the most unlikely individuals. My final
chapter focuses on the rebuilding of London, its relationship to decolonization, and middle-
class subjectivity. In considering the racial tensions that run through British national identity
in the post-war period, I analyze two novels, Sam Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners (1956) and
Colin MaclInnes’ City of Spades (1957), which document the immigrant experience in
London through their black protagonists’ experiences and the novels’ relationship to its
middle-class readership. The modern city that began with rebuilding mirrors new forms of
British hybridity, constantly exposing the variety of identities in the nation, the ever-shifting

notion of the city, and what it means to be middle class.
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Introduction

You are now

In London, that great sea, whose ebb and flow

At once is deaf and loud, and on the shore

Vomits its wrecks, and still howls on for more.

Yet in its depth what treasures!

—Percy Bysshe Shelley (1820)

“I don't know what London's coming to — the higher the buildings the lower the

morals.” —Noel Coward, ‘Law and Order’, Collected Sketches and Lyrics (1931)

Any tourist’s guide to London begins with its iconic landmarks situated upon the
Thames: the Tower of London, St. Paul’s Cathedral, Westminster, the London Eye. In these
guidebooks, the buildings seem eternal, despite their storied history or recent construction (in
the case of the Eye). Like many European cities’ monuments, these markers live on in
infamy and portray an idealized version of the nation and its inhabitants. What these
narratives and tourist experiences omit is that every landmark has a hyper-local history which
corresponds to the city’s ever-changing inhabitants. Shelley’s experience differed from
Coward’s, and yet both read the space of London as central to cultural experience. Their
commentaries and narratives about London echo how the city is simultaneously personal and
collective, ancient and new, reviled and celebrated, alienating and welcoming. From our
contemporary vantage, we tend to forget that London’s urban spaces are relatively new in
their construction. Specific landmarks bely an older history, but large portions of the city
were rebuilt or reconstructed after World War 11 because of the intense devastation of the
Blitz. While much of the reconstruction recreated the historical architecture, the London we

experience today is a modern city, one in which the old is a facade for the new and modern

city.



This dissertation examines how the process of rebuilding London after World War |1
became a cultural project to reimagine British middle-class subjectivity in the 1950s and how
the literature and film of the period reflects that. The need to rebuild London also coincided
with the decline of the British Empire. While the events of World War 11 proved devastating
for the British military and the general population and weakened Britain’s global influence,
decolonization began before World War II. Ireland and Egypt (except for the Suez Canal)
became independent in 1922; by 1931, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and the Union of
South Africa had gained full legislative independence. Following World War Il, India gained
independence in 1947 and other colonies quickly followed suit. As scholars such as Anne
McClintock, Ann Laura Stoler, Radhika Mohanram, and lan Baucom discuss, in the 19" and
early 20" centuries British subjectivity, particularly for the middle class, was defined through
the space of the “here” of Britain versus the “there” of empire. This logic fashioned a middle
class that perpetuated and regulated the structures of imperialism. The middle class were the
model British citizens—they consumed the goods produced in the colonies and facilitated
imperial management through their work as white-collar employees in Britain and as
imperial bureaucrats throughout the empire. With the slow dissolution of the empire and with
imperialism’s increasing irrelevance in post-war Britain, the middle-class British
subjectivities tied to those spaces were rendered meaningless. To reclaim a modern British
subjectivity, the locus of identity had to shift from the geography of empire and the problems
of imperialism to a modernized location. London was the perfect site for the creation of a
modernized British subjectivity: it was familiar as the metropolitan heart of the empire, and
yet maintained a cosmopolitan modernity independent of imperialism. Thus, the project of

rebuilding London worked twofold: to physically reconstruct the devasted city after World



War Il and to relocate British identity within the space of the United Kingdom removed from
the empire.

1950s Britain is often associated with a hyper-conservativism, the image of the
nuclear family, and the return of rigidly traditional gender roles. As social historians such as
Richard Hornsey and Elizabeth Wilson reveal, this image was not without basis. The policing
of gay men and socially “devious” behavior increased during the 1950s through legal and
social regulation.! Women, who constituted a large amount of the labor force during the war,
were forced out of their jobs by men returning from the battlefront. Prior to the war, many
working and lower-middle class women worked in a variety of skilled and unskilled jobs,
and yet this was discouraged after WWI11.2 The new housing of the 1950s enforced the
“nuclear family” whether it was publicly or privately built and these structures placed women
back in the home as mothers and housewives.® Yet these conservative narratives ignore the
earlier history of post-war Britain in which the majority of the nation voted for the
progressive Labour party and supported the welfare state. The Attlee Ministry (1945-1951)
founded the National Health Service, built more social housing, and increased access to
higher education for the working and middle classes. In 1951, this progressivism disappeared

when Churchill’s Conservative Party was reelected and Churchill began his third ministry.

! Hornsey attributes this to the rising fears of crime in post-war Britain, however fictive or sensationalized, and
describes the rhetoric of the period in which the “spivs,” or “social degenerates” who did not conform to
bourgeois values would disrupt homelife and the newfound stability of the post-war years (19-20).

2 Elizabeth Wilson, Doreen Massey, and Elizabeth Darling discuss role of work for working- and middle-class
women before and after the war. While encouraged to participate in roles traditionally barred to them during the
war, these same women were unable to find work after the war as their previous jobs were given to returning
soldiers. As many women participated in some form of labor in the early 20" century, the 1950s were unusual
in that women were expected to stay within the confines of the home as either housewives or mothers, which
ignored the long history of women’s work within the home (i.e. cottage industry) and outside of it.

3 As Richard Hornsey and Peter J. Kalliney argue, this housing continued to reinforce rigid gender roles.
Hornsey describes the design of interior domestic spaces in terms of the nuclear family and insistence upon the
continuation of the bourgeois values of the 19™ century. Kalliney describes how the rising living standards and
wages for formerly working-class families reinforced rigid gender roles as men reinforced their working-class
patriarchal roles and tried to replicate the idealized versions of bourgeois living, in which women were
subservient and maintained the domestic spaces and children (129-30).

3



The return of the Conservative Party demonstrates the reaction against the Attlee government
and social welfare. Like other extreme political swings, this reaction was based on campaign
rhetoric which promised an end to the still ongoing austerity in 1950s Britain and an end to
the general financial mismanagement of Attlee’s projects. The British people did not fully
reject progressive politics: they wanted rationing to end and access to more material goods.
Importantly, Churchill’s government did not dismantle the social programs his predecessor
had enacted, and although these programs have become weaker following Margaret
Thatcher’s ministry and more recent post-recession austerity, Atlee’s programs still exist and
are viewed by the British public as an important facet of British society.*

Despite conservative critiques, the social welfare programs had the dramatic effect of
increasing basic living standards throughout the United Kingdom. Similar to social initiatives
to alleviate poverty in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s but on a much broader scale,
the social welfare programs in the United Kingdom dramatically altered the material
conditions and housing of the working classes, which had been an ongoing social problem
since the 19" century.® City planners and social housing advocates, who had long argued for
the need to demolish the remaining slums and work houses of the 19" century, finally had
their opportunity when the post-war British government decided to rebuild the entirety of
London after 1945. The government officials, urban planners, and architects such as Herbert
Morrison, Patrick Abercrombie, and Frederick Gibbard were longtime proponents of

modernist design and worked on pre-war projects where they officially endorsed,

4 Owen Hatherley discusses the role of social welfare programs and the architecture associated with it
extensively in The Ministry of Nostalgia: Consuming Austerity (2016). He shows how social welfare, despite
conservative rhetoric about its inefficiency, is an important component of contemporary British culture and a
nostalgia for it has emerged as the United Kingdom relies on its political counterpoint of austerity to manage the
country.

5 Kalliney (121).



conceptualized, or built modernized housing and urban design. The project of rebuilding
London was not just a cosmetic endeavor but a social and political one in which they could
use modern design and urban planning to create an equitable society.

The relationship between urban space and cultural experience has been central to 20"
century literary studies, particularly in discussions of modernism and the joy and alienation
felt by individuals in massive urban spaces. This can be traced to Walter Benjamin, who
locates bourgeois subjectivity, the city, and individual experience in his canonical work on
Baudelaire and the flaneur and his later project on the Parisian archives. Later 20th century
scholars like Henri Lefebvre and Michel de Certeau consider the state’s imposition in
planning and how an individual can rewrite those government constraints in the everyday and
mundane interactions of the city. More recently, cultural geographers, such as Doreen
Massey, David Harney, and Edward Soja, examine how urban space is crucial to social
constructs of gender, nationalism, and social justice. These cultural geographers discuss the
convoluted ways the city both oppresses individuals through state-managed planning and
allows those same individuals to reclaim and refashion the same space through their organic
use. Soja argues for the radical potential in all spaces to become a “thirdspace” in which
urban spaces become the true structures of individual and community experience, rather than
imposed from above, and allow for the formation of subjectivities that are excluded from
official rhetoric and discourse.

In relying on spatial studies’ theoretical connections between urbanity and individual
subjectivities, | consider how this relates to the specific of architecture and design in the mid-
20" century. The relationship between modernist architectural, interior design, and the

creation of a modernized society is well-noted. Kristin Ross in Fast Cars, Clean Bodies



describes this process in 1950s France: “Modernization promises a perfect reciliation of past
and future in an endless present” (11). In this temporal conflation and practice of
modernization, class difference is erased as social experience becomes homogenized or
leveled. This can be seen in either the full erasure of buildings that are not “modern” enough,
in which the old structures are bulldozed for the new or in the process in which the
adaptation of previously bourgeois practices and structures are opened for a wider group of
individuals. In the case of post-war London, the project of rebuilding did both—it erased the
derelict buildings of the pre-war, fashioned spaces that were thoroughly “modernized,” and
offered modernist architecture and design to all Londoners regardless of class. Through the
incorporation of all classes into the formerly bourgeois spaces, it can be read either as an
equalization of resources and access to modernity for all, or, as an attempt to dismantle class
difference and erase culture difference.

In this dissertation, | argue that London’s modernization through new design and
architecture becomes a project to dismantle the rigid class boundaries of pre-war society and
an attempt to fashion a new universal British subjectivity that is tied to this new, modern city
space. Government officials and architects believed that modernization was a progressive,
and thus equitable, project. Their conceptualization of modernization was that it would level
class through the creation of one, progressive middle class. To better understand how the
middle class understood, reimagined, or rejected a modernized British subjectivity, | analyze
“middlebrow,” or fiction and films that were created for the middle class by the middle class.

Often gendered as feminine, these middlebrow texts offer complicated and multi-variant



portraits of gender and class in their reliance on realism.® The texts I chose to analyze use
realism as a means to participate in the literary style of the 1950s and to affirm and critique
the status quo for their readership. While 1950s realism is typically associated with the
Angry Young Men (John Osborne, Kingsley Amis, etc.) and other working-class fiction of
the period such as Raymond Williams’ novels, middlebrow realism is equally important in
how it focuses on the mundane or everyday to accurately portray the cultural and artistic
imperative of the bourgeoisie. In my first chapter, “A New Order and a New Dignity, or the
Ruins of What Once Was,” I discuss the Ministry of Information’s promotional film, Proud
City A Plan for London (1946), and the rhetoric used within it to convince Londoners that it
was their public duty to support socialized housing and better living standards for all
Londoners, regardless of class. The plans also present a London that is thoroughly
modernized and as the new site of British subjectivity, rather than the space of the empire. |
then contrast the film to the Graham Green novel, The End of the Affair (1951), and the Carol
Reed film, The Fallen Idol (1948), to show the resistance of certain middle-class men to
modernization and changing ideas of what constituted British subjectivity. The middle-aged
protagonists cannot imagine a new subjectivity that is not tied to imperial structures and
reject the erasure of the wartime ruins because it erases the past of empire and thus their
conceptualizations of themselves. Ruins and older architectural styles become the material
emblems of their imperial masculinities and inability to accept new forms of British
subjectivity.

In my second chapter, “Youth Has Been Given Its Head”: The Festival of Britain and

a New Generation,” I examine the Festival of Britain (1951), a summertime event on the

6 Nicola Humble argues that these texts are “powerful force(s) in establishing and consolidating, but also in
resisting, new class and gender identities, and that it is its paradoxical allegiance to both domesticity and a
radical sophistication that makes this literary form so ideologically flexible” (3).
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scale of a World’s Fair or International Expo, that promoted the strength and culture of the
British people. The event, which was one of the first instances of large-scale post-war
architectural modernism in Britain, shows how the new “classless” British subjectivity is tied
to London and its material history, not the spaces of the empire. Through their combination
of pre-war and Scandinavian modernism, or “Festival Design,” the festival architects and
designers projected a progressive hopefulness for Britain as a nation in their simultaneous
celebration British culture and forward-looking modernization. The Festival designers, who
were mostly under forty, represented a younger middle class, who wanted to move past the
nostalgia for a pre-war imperialism or wallow in self-annihilation of total war.” The
progressive attitude and celebration of the future counters the dominate discourses that
British society was inherently conservative in 1950s. | read this youthful celebration and
rejection of the “seriousness” of the older generations as fundamental to Iris Murdoch’s
portrait of the younger middle class in Under the Net (1954). In Murdoch’s novel, the
characters embark upon a picaresque flaneurie that reinvests London with futurity and hope.
In contrast to the hope and futurity projected by the Festival, my third chapter, “The
Doctor and the Secretary: Space and Gender,” discusses the limitations imposed by
conservative gender roles for the middle-class women and men who do not fit into the typical
structures of the family. The chapter begins with Jean Rhys’ Voyage in the Dark (1934)
which, although a much earlier novel, illuminates how the space of the city allows
individuals to refashion their gendered subjectivities despite social controls. Voyage in the
Dark also demonstrates that a need for a modernized middle-class subjectivity began before

World War Il. The protagonist, Anna, is a white Caribbean woman and she illustrates the

7 See Paul Saint Amour and his discussion of total war in Tense Future: Modernism, Total War, Encyclopedic
Form (2015) as culturally endemic in Britain following World War | and continuing in the Cold War period.
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ever-shifting boundaries of who is considered British within the space of London. She
confirms that London is the location of Britishness, not the empire. Next, | analyze Barbara
Pym’s Excellent Women (1951) to show how the figure of the single middle-class woman
must reify her sexual desire and follow the rules of her class in public. Darkly comic, the
novel critiques bourgeois society and its instance that coupledom and procreation are the
fundamental answer to happiness. This critique allows Mildred, its protagonist, to assert a
different form of middle-class femininity with the space of the city. | then compare Excellent
Women to Anthony Burgess’ The Doctor is Sick (1960) to illustrate how middle-class men
also reject conservative gender roles when they are in London. The Doctor is Sick critiques
the older imperial masculinities and illustrates how irrelevant they are for the post-war
British man.

My last chapter, “The Untidy Sprawl: Post-Imperial London, Immigration, and
Desire,” examines post-war immigration, middle class desire, and the importance of the city
to reconceive what constitues Britishness. With the arrival of the Windrush Generation and a
rise in Carribbean and African migration in the mid 1950s, British subjectivity becomes
quickly racialized and classed along new hierarchies. In Sam Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners
(1956), I argue that the text shows the racialized performativity of the middle class that
harkens back to imperial structures and what Selvon’s depiction of racial inequities within
London offer a middle-class readership. As a Caribbean author, Selvon wrote the text for a
multi-racial audience, but he also directly addresses his bourgeois readers and identitifies the
fundamental issues within progressive politics and race. I compare Selvon’s novel to Colin
MaclInnes’ The City of Spades (1957), which was written by a white British middle-class

author for his peers. In Maclnnes’ novel, the first person narratives of a recently arrived



African immigrant and a white British government official reveal the fundamental bias
toward black immigrants. The novel’s portrait of 1950s London reveals the emergence of
new cultural forms brought by the immigrants that are reappropriated as “cool” by middle-
class Londoners. | also argue that the white women’s desire for the immigrants becomes a
means for them to reject traditional notions of British femininity and ultimately obscures
them from the social narrative of post-war Britain.

What these realist novels emphasize is the fraught nature of middle-class subjectivity
in post-war Britain and the middle class’ complicated and contradictory position. The urban
space of London is simultaneously a way to cling to and romanticize the past and yet is a
space in which individuals and society can imagine an alternative and modern future.
Although there are many examples of the entrenched conservatism in the period, these novels
demonstrate that progressive politics continued to counter conservative ideology.
Progressivism and the search for alternative modes of middle-class subjectivity becomes
particularly apparent in younger generations, who while not the “youths” denigrated and
celebrated for youth culture, also did not view the world in the same way as their parents and
grandparents. These “middlebrow” texts illuminate the ever-evolving structures of bourgeois

culture and its fraught politics.
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Chapter 1: A New Order and a New Dignity, or the Ruins of What Once Was

“‘I’'m not a Red. But I'm damn well determined, when all this is over, that we’re not
going back to vacuum-cleaners and the dole. There’ll be something better for us than
that, or else.”” —Of Love and Hunger (1946)

““Yes, we work, but we’re not working class. We’re just misfits.”” —1bid.

“What made you go and have your future told? You had no future.” —The Ministry of
Fear (1943)

In George Orwell’s novel, 1984, London is described as filled with “vistas of rotting
nineteenth-century houses,” “bombed sites where the plaster dust swirled in the air and the
willow herb straggled over heaps of rubble,” and haphazard wooden shacks shoddily built in
the gaping holes of the city (3). While the novel is often read as a dystopian warning against
totalitarianism, it has a prescient accuracy and realism in its material depiction of post-World
War 1l London. As Anthony Burgess claimed, 1984 is a novel about post-war austerity and
reflects the social landscape of post-war Britain, rather than function solely as a political
polemic. ® Published in 1949, the novel’s landscape would have been extremely recognizable
to its contemporary readers as the London they knew as home, rather than some distant and
unknown future place. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, London was filled with the
remnants from the German bombings, with ruins, rubble, and vacant lots dotting the entire
metropolitan area. Historians estimate that 50% of metropolitan London’s structures were
bombed or destroyed by Third Reich air raids, and in some boroughs, the percentage of
destruction was much higher. °® To further compound the sense of ruin, Britain was still under

a period of austerity, making basic resources like food and lumber scarce and creating the

8 Burgess discusses this in his intro to his novella 1985 (1974), which he wrote as a comic sequel to 1984 to
emphasize the “more likely scenarios” of future London. This reflects Burgess’s views that 1984 was mostly a
satirical portrait of London after WWII rather than warning about the modern nation-state.

% This also does not account for the entirety of the bombings across the country, which devastated much smaller
cities and towns as well. Leo Mellor describes the scale of the 