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The Context

It is a cruism that individuals contribute to and in turn are affected by the
times in which they live; the exact relationship, however, between the
general and the particular 1s almost impossible to unravel. The social
historian, in a single study, has to concentrate on the one rather than the
other aspect of history. As this is a book based chiefly on oral evidence, it is
primarily concerned with the local and the personal. It would be unwise to
draw from 1t too many conclusions about a wider society, but it is hoped
thac 1t will raise questions in other historians’ minds about the complex and
contradictory thirty-year period, 1940-70. It was clearly a time of fun-
damental social, cultural, demographic and economic changes, all of which
profoundly affected the family, and especially the lives of women. As will
be seen, these changes meant that in such vital matters as family size,
occupation, type of home and possessions, ordinary people had more, but
not unlimited, choice than ever before. And yet, as in all historical periods,
there were also continuities. It is the interconnections and interrelation-
ships between general changes, individual choices and working-class tradi-
tions which made this study both challenging and rewarding.

A Woman's Place was first published in 1984. It is an oral history of working-
class women in the period 1890—1940." This volume is, to some extent, a
sequel to that book, but it also stands on its own account. Its chief focus re-
mains the lives of women burt, as the title indicates, there is consideration of
families too. Clearly, women themselves, as well as contemporary experts and
politicians, perceived their lives as being inextricably interconnected with,
and influenced by, both possible future children and those already alive.’

The Oral Evidence

This book is one result of a study of working-class family and social life in
the period 1940-70." It is largely based on interviews carried out with
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ninety-eight men and women in the years 1988-90. Summaries of the
respondents appear in tables 1.1 and 1.2. The appendix 'About the Respond-
ents’ contains biographical information about those respondents who are
directly quoted in the text. Much has been written about the use of oral

Table 1.1 Summary of respondents

Date of birth Toun to which therr evidence relates

Barrow Lancaster Preston
1910-19 2 men 1 man nil

2 women | woman 1 woman
1920-9 S men 6 men 4 men

4 women 5 women 4 women
1930-9 6 men 5 men 4 men

6 women 6 women 6 women
1940-9 4 men 4 men 6 men

4 women 7 women 4 women
1950-9 nil nil 1 woman
Totals 17 men 16 men 14 men

16 women 19 women 16 women

Overall total: 47 men and 51 women = 98 respondents

Table 1.2 Occupations of respondents’ fathers, male respondents and husbands of
respondents

A Respondents' fathers' occupations”

Unskilled — Skilled Self- Profes- Clericall Commercial Mgmt
employ. sional® finance
57 20 10 2 3 4 1

B Male respondents’ and vespondents’ husbands' vccupations in 1970°

Unskilled — Skilled Self- Profes- Clertcal/ Commerctal Mgmr
empluy. stonal [finance
21 27 2 9 3 4 1
Notes

* One respondent was illegitimate and did not know her father's occupation.

Professional includes chemists, police, nurses (male), teachers.
Clearly, not all women respondents were married and not all men had finished their education.
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evidence.” It is not intended to discuss here its potential or its limitations.
It is perhaps permissible to observe that all history contains bias, there are
omissions, distortions and ambiguities in all primary historical sources,
whether they be written or oral. There is also bias in the historian, because
he or she has to select material and construct arguments, processes which
are inevitably affected by her own experiences and preconceptions as well as
by conscious choice.

The project began with the researchers adopting no particular theoretical
standpoint but with assumptions inherited from the previous study which
was recorded in A Woman's Place. These included an expectation of finding
women in a central and important position in the home and family,
controlling the family budgert, being responsible for the children and their
upbringing and contributing to the financial well-being of the family by
their household magagement skills and possibly also through their own
wages. It was also anticipated that the extended family and neighbour-
hood would offer practical help and social support. As will be seen, the
empirical evidence for the period 1940-70 did not always accord with
these assumptions.

Location of the Survey

The study was carried out in the three northern towns of Barrow-in-Furness,
Lancaster and Preston. Barrow was a town of heavy engineering, ship-
building and iron and steel-making. In the post-war period there were
attempts to introduce newer lighter industries; these never played a domin-
ant role in the town's economy burt they were successful during this period.
Lancaster continued to have a very mixed economy with linoleum and
oil-cloth works, some cotton and artificial fibre mills, a furniture and fine
joinery works and a great variety of small shops and businesses. The nature
of its economy began to change at the end of the 1950s with the trans-
ference of the major part of its linoleum works and workers to Kirkcaldy in
Scotland and the closure of the furniture factory. There had always been a
large service sector in the town with several large hospitals. This sector was
greatly enhanced in the early 1960s with the arrival of a College of
Education and a University. Preston enjoyed a brief boom in the cotton
trade in the post-war period but the industry was entering a time of
terminal decline; indeed, this trend had been irreversible since at least the
1920s.” Engineering played a more and more important part in the town’s



