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Editor’s Foreword to the Third Edition

Families Without Fatherhood was first published in 1992 and a second
edition followed in 1993. This third edition reproduces the now classic
text of 1993 and supplements it with an Afterword by Professor Peter
Saunders, who updates the statistics and reflects on the continuing
relevance of the argument.

David G. Green
July 2000

Editor’s Foreword to the 1993 Edition

The Family and Liberty

The family is the foundation stone of a free society. In it children learn
the voluntary restraint, respect for others and sense of personal
responsibility without which freedom is impossible. Yet family life has
received surprisingly little attention from the intellectual supporters
of liberty. The probable reason is that, until very recently, solid family
life could be taken for granted. But today family life is breaking down.
One-parent families now make up about 20 per cent of all families; 31
per cent of births now take place outside marriage; and each year
about 150,000 children become the victims of divorce. On any reckon-
ing these are dramatic developments which have caused many
commentators, whether they incline to socialism or to liberty, to re-
think their philosophy.

The term ‘underclass’ has come into use to describe people who live
outside the norms of social life: their family life tends to be broken,
they rely on welfare benefits rather than work, and they resort to
crime and drugs. The IEA published Charles Murray’s The Emerging
British Underclass in which he gauges the rise of this group on three
measures: illegitimacy, crime and failure to work. The term ‘under-
class’ makes sense as a description of life in some American inner
cities, but Dennis and Erdos—despite sharing Murray’s concerns—do
not accept that the problem can be understood as that of a self-
contained inner-city underclass. For them, growing illegitimacy and
family breakdown, the reduction in the work ethic and rising crime are
signs of a more general malaise.

What is also important about their thesis is that Dennis writes as a
socialist who is concerned about the decline of socialist morality. His
standpoint is that of an ethical socialist (a point of view described in
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English Ethical Socialism, co-authored by Dennis and Professor A.H.
Halsey) which is in essence the moral view of the respectable working
class, based on solid family life, devotion of parents to their children,
hard work, honesty and consideration for neighbours. The Labour
party was once the party of such decent, straightforward men and
women, but today it has been captured by middle-class intellectuals
whose values are very different. To Dennis, they have adopted a
philosophy of absolute laissez-faire in personal lifestyle which is not
compatible with socialist scepticism about laissez-faire in economics.

In Dennis’ view, socialists can be divided into two groups, ‘ethical
socialists’ and ‘egoistic socialists’. Ethical socialists hold that individ-
uals are personally responsible in all social circumstances, whereas
egoistic socialists contend that society (or the environment, or ‘the
system’) causes individuals to behave as they do. For the egoistic
socialist, individuals may live whatever lifestyle they choose and, if
things go wrong, the State should pick up the pieces. They are,
according to Dennis, socialist only in that they call for the
State—which means other people—to pick up the bill for their folly.
Dennis asks what would happen if everyone took that view: who would
be left to care for the casualties? And what are the prospects for a
‘caring society’ if parents are not inclined to care fully for their own
children?

The division among socialists can also be found among capitalists.
‘Egoistic capitalists’, more commonly called ‘libertarians’, believe that
people should be able to do as they wish. For some libertarians a bad
conscience—guilt they might call it—is as objectionable as State
coercion. Other libertarians believe that without State interference
human existence would settle down to a natural harmony. People, they
say, are essentially good and do not need to be controlled.

If Dennis and Halsey are ethical socialists, then classical liberals
such as Friedrich Hayek and Michael Novak might be called ‘ethical
capitalists’. For them, the heart of a free society is personal
responsibility guided by conscience. They hold that human
imperfection is inescapable. Some people are downright bad and need
to be controlled, but the agency of control—the State—should not be
trusted with too much power, for it too is affected by human
imperfection. The historic remedy was a ‘government of laws’ rather
than rule by the arbitrary commands of officials. And, no less
important, classical liberals stressed the importance of an energetic,
private moral order built on strong families and vigorous voluntary
associations established for the service of one another.

Dennis and Erdos’ concluding chapter ‘The Intellectuals’ New
Betrayal’ takes to task those opinion leaders who have made it their
business to make excuses for what most people regard as
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unequivocally bad behaviour. Activities like crime and rioting, insists
the social-affairs intellectual, are caused by poverty or bad housing. To
Dennis, whose working life has been dedicated to studying the family-
centred culture of the respectable working class, such claims are
without foundation. The unemployed men in the North-East of the
1930s, who faced far greater material hardship and far more real and
lasting uncertainty about their futures, did not turn to the 1930s
equivalent of ram-raiding to pass their time. They kept their culture
of family and neighbourly mutual aid in good order. Thus, for Dennis
and Erdos, there is no automatic link between poverty and crime or
disorder. Perhaps—they venture to hope—the day is dawning when
common sense based on the practical wisdom forged by centuries of
experience will be allowed to cast a chink of light on discussions about
the family and culture among the intelligentsia.

Finally, the fact that Professor A.H. Halsey, a lifelong leader of
socialist thought, has been prepared to produce a Foreword testifies to
the importance of the issues raised. The decline of the family goes to
the heart of Western civilization, presenting challenges for us all,
classical liberal and socialist alike.

David G. Green
October 1993
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Foreword

Modern society has strange superstitions. I think the central one is the
belief that if ego maximizes his or her choices we are all better off. Put
more portentously it is the fallacy that individual freedom is a
collective good. The family is the age-old disproof of this contemporary
nonsense. The traditional family is the tested arrangement for
safeguarding the welfare of children. Only a post-Christian country
could believe otherwise. The individualist doctrine is an hallucination
with two main sources. First is the spectacular advance of human
power over nature, which has relieved so many of us from the life of
toil that our grandparents had to take for granted. They invented the
workplace, the career, the substitutes for human muscle and sweat
and we with our micro-chips and washing machines have both
inherited and refined these escapes from the ‘curse of Adam’. We call
it the economy or the productive system and we employ economic
statisticians and Treasury politicians to celebrate its continual growth.
We use a language of productivity, employment, capital and education
which encourages us to imagine that the family has nothing to do with
national prosperity.

Then second there is the developing assumption, so rampant in the
1980s, that the adult ego is self-sufficient. Children thereby become
commodities—quality objects to be sure—but nonetheless things just
like cars or videos or holidays which adults can choose to have in
preference to other consumables. And if they do, that is their choice
and their responsibility. Contraceptive control of our bodies enhances
the illusion. So who needs a family or a community or, for that matter,
a government other than to prevent the ruin of the market for these
good things by thieves and frauds? Surely technology has conquered
nature and we can safely allow individuals to choose a consuming
style, limited only by their willingness to work for money. Everybody
is then free to buy the good life of their own definition. Marriage
becomes a mere contract.

Our ancestors were poorer but wiser. They understood the notion of
political economy. They knew what the modern fantasy forgets, that
we are all dependent on one another. Atomized individuals calculate
only for themselves and only for their own lives. Yet their very
existence depends on calculation across generations. Few women and
fewer men would rationally choose to have children in a world of
exclusively short-term egoistical calculation. The costs and foregone
satisfactions are too high. Hence rich countries which carry the
modern ethos have declining or incipiently declining populations. (For
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a stable population there must be total period fertility rate of 2.1
children per woman; Britain has 1.8, West Germany 1.6, Italy and
Spain 1.4 or even 1.2.) The individualized as distinct from socialized
country eventually and literally destroys itself.

Nor is this the whole of the modern mirage. In reality the family is
part of, not separate from, the economy. Family parents are the main
producers of tomorrow’s wealth and we all consume what they produce.
That is why we need a just political economy to ensure that the
beneficiaries pay their dues. Behind the fiscal and monetary facade,
old age pensions are dependent on the future work of today’s children.
Yet paradoxically our political economy, far from paying family
parents, actually punishes them for their folly in producing within the
framework of the family the producers of the future. Such people as
Frank Field on the left, Sir Brandon Rhys Williams on the right and
Professor Richard Whitfield in the academic non-political centre have
shown that our system of taxation and social security is systematically
biased against the family, and increasingly so since the 1960s.

How can all this be turned round? The first step is to get the facts
right. I appreciate that ‘facts’ always appear in the context of
assumptions about what is good or bad for human beings. We deal
today with heated value discord in these matters. I share with my
colleague Norman Dennis the value position of the ethical socialist as
set out in our English Ethical Socialism (Oxford University Press,
1988). Central to that position is the doctrine of personal responsibility
under virtually all social circumstances. People act under favourable
and unfavourable conditions but remain responsible moral agents.
History heavily conditions them, their own actions eventually become
history and therefore determine the future balance of favour and
disfavour in the ceaseless effort to become good people in a good
society. The whole question of the quality of life remains for ever open.
There are no ineluctable laws of history, only a continual reloading of
the dice by millions of individual decisions. It follows that reproductive
and family decisions are crucial to human destiny. Whatever the
character of society or state, polity or economy, religion or culture,
parents cannot escape responsibility for the quality of their children
as citizens.

In the light of this political morality I see incontrovertible evidence
of a weakening of the norms of the traditional family since the 1960s.
It is not that I see a golden age of traditionalism. Material deprivation,
and inequality between the classes and the sexes were integral to
British society in the first half of the century. There was no utopia.
There was cruelty, a double standard of sexual morality, incest and
child abuse, savage treatment of unmarried mothers, desertions and
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separations. Nevertheless the traditional family system was a coherent
strategy for the ordering of relations in such a way as to equip children
for their own eventual adult responsibilities.

The much-needed reform of the system required comprehensive
strengthening of supporting health, education and security services if
quality children were to be produced, women were to have freedom to
combine motherhood with career and men were to be encouraged to
take a fuller part in the domestic rearing of their offspring. Instead the
evidence of more recent change is that the supporting services have
deteriorated, the increment of economic growth has been transferred
disproportionately to the individual pocket horizontally and to the rich
vertically through the running down of family allowances, the raising
of regressive national insurance contributions, the abandoning of joint
taxation for spouses, the failure to fund adequate community care, and
so on. In the 1980s the economic individual has been exalted and the
social community desecrated. Paradoxically, Mrs Thatcher may well
be seen by dispassionate future commentators as a major architect of
the demolition of the traditional family. For, by an irony of history,
while Mrs Thatcher forbore to extend the ethic of individualism into
domestic life, and tacitly accepted that the family was the one
institution that properly continued to embrace the sacred as distinct
from the contractual conception of kinship, those who denounced her
doctrines of market-controlled egoism with the greatest vehemence
were also those who most rigorously insisted on modernizing marriage
and parenthood along her individualistic and contractual lines. The
opposite might have been expected. A thorough anti-Thatcherism, far
from introducing egoistic calculation into the family, would logically
have lauded the other-regarding spouse, parent, child or sibling and
advocated the extension of the principle of altruism into the other
institutions of a socialist commonwealth. Thus it was that Mrs
Thatcher inadvertently found her central principles powerfully
supported in this crucial area by quite other social and personal forces
in the creation of a new and indeed unprecedented wave of pro-
individual, anti-social development of economy, polity and community.

No one can deny that divorce, separation, birth outside marriage and
one-parent families as well as cohabitation and extra-marital sexual
intercourse have increased rapidly. Many applaud these freedoms. But
what should be universally acknowledged is that the children of
parents who do not follow the traditional norm (i.e. taking on personal,
active and long-term responsibility for the social upbringing of the
children they generate) are thereby disadvantaged in many major
aspects of their chances of living a successful life. On the evidence
available such children tend to die earlier, to have more illness, to do
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less well at school, to exist at a lower level of nutrition, comfort and
conviviality, to suffer more unemployment, to be more prone to
deviance and crime, and finally to repeat the cycle of unstable
parenting from which they themselves have suffered.

Dennis and Erdos do not propose to review all the evidence. There is,
for example, also recent work by Kathleen Kiernan on the impact of
family disruption in childhood on transitions made in young adult life
(Population Trends 46, 1992). And there is the sophisticated analysis
by James Coleman and his associates in Chicago (Resources and
Actions: Parents, their Children and Schools, a report to the National
Science Foundation and National Center for Educational Statistics,
August 1991) which describes the relation between family structure
and educational performance in the United States. The evidence all
points in the same direction, is formidable, and tallies with common
sense.

The focus has generally been upon the benefits of the decline of the
family for formerly oppressed women and for young men and women
freed from the social control of extra-marital sexual activity.
Alternatively it has been upon the losses suffered by children. Dennis
and Erdos draw particular attention to an overlooked consequence of
family breakdown—the emergence of a new type of young male,
namely one who is both weakly socialized and weakly socially
controlled so far as the responsibilities of spousehood and fatherhood
are concerned. That is just another way of saying that he no longer
feels the pressure his father and grandfather and previous generations
of males felt to be a responsible adult in a functioning community. But
we must be clear what the thesis does not say. The comparison is of
averages. It is not maintained that traditionally reared children will
all be healthy, intelligent and good; nor that children from parentally
deprived homes will all turn out to be sickly, stupid and criminal; nor
that all male youths who do not intend to marry have an appetite for
destruction. Like all social science the relevant studies deal with
multiple causes of multiple effects and give us estimates of statistical
association for particular groups at particular moments in history.
Nevertheless it must be insisted that no contrary evidence is available
to contradict the average differences postulated by the stated thesis.
Accordingly the conclusion must be drawn that committed and stable
parenting must be a priority of social policy. If that view is accepted,
it is no comfort either to the right or the left. Committed parenting
cannot be the outcome of the market policies of economic liberals nor
of what Norman Dennis has dubbed the ‘egoistic socialism’ of
irresponsible fathers. The challenge to social policy is to avoid both of
these evils.
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A.H. Halsey
1992
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Preface to the 1993 Edition

In 1990 the Health and Welfare Unit of the Institute of Economic
Affairs decided to look at two related issues: first, the changes taking
place in family life and, secondly, the growth in criminality among
young English men. ‘Consensus conferences’ were held, to which aca-
demics, religious leaders and others from both this country and the
United States were invited, with the intention of finding out, if
possible, whether there were facts and ethical judgements on these
subjects which currently constituted areas of general agreement.
Frank and Duffel Powell in Pensacola must be picked out for providing
valuable insights at an early stage. 

What impressed us in the course of 1990 and 1991 was the strength
and extent of the opinion that changes in family life had been
significantly detrimental neither to children nor to the general fabric
of civil society. So far as the effects on children’s well-being was
concerned, the utmost concession was as pompous as it was evasive,
adhuc sub judice lis est—‘the jury is still out’. But even when that
concession was made, it was assumed that it was not the alternative
family that was awaiting the verdict. The State was in the dock. If the
jury did find that the children were suffering, the guilt would lie with
the State (that is, with one’s fellow-citizens) for failing to provide the
newly expanded numbers of fatherless families, created by whatsoever
circumstances of preferred life-style or cruel fate, with adequate
income and social services. Opposition to these views seemed strangely
rare and muted. 

We have also been struck by the unexpected slowness of those who
had been advocates of the view that ‘the family was not deteriorating
only changing’ to muster any coherent answer to the arguments of
Families Without Fatherhood, though some critics have demonstrated
that they have mastered the less demanding skills of personal abuse.
There is a legend about the great Northern saint, St. Cuthbert, to
which we have on one or two occasions alluded because of this. It was
said that his body had remained unaffected by death for centuries as
it was moved from place to place by pious monks, and for centuries
more after it came to rest in Durham Cathedral. When inquisitive
minds and prying hands led to the tomb being eventually opened,
nothing was to be seen but a handful of dust. To the faithful, that was
the predictable consequence of impiety: the saint’s earthly body in all
its original integrity and beauty had decomposed at the moment of the
tomb’s opening. People of a more sceptical frame of mind said that
there was only dust to be discovered; and it was to be discovered by
anybody at all who cared to take the trouble to look. 
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‘Pink McCarthyism’ currently inflicts severer penalties on the
politically incorrect in the United States than it does here. But there,
too, the tide of opinion seems to be on the turn. In April 1993 a leading
journal of the liberal-left, The Atlantic Monthly, published a much-
discussed and well-received article with a title which only a short time
before would have been astonishingly provocative: ‘Dan Quayle Was
Right’. Its publication not only broke the media taboo on raising the
question of whether one sexual and domestic life-style was better than
another: in her article Barbara Whitehead argued that it was now
established beyond doubt that the family with two publicly and
successfully committed natural parents was superior to so-called
alternative families.

The social science evidence is in: though it may benefit the adults involved, the
dissolution of intact two-parent families is harmful to large numbers of children.
Moreover ... family diversity in the form of increasing numbers of single-parent
and step-parent families does not strengthen the social fabric but, rather,
dramatically weakens and undermines society.

We have taken the opportunity afforded by the need again to reprint
Families Without Fatherhood to bring the statistics up to date and to
consider other material published since September 1992. David
Robinson at the library of the University of Northumbria has been his
usual extraordinarily well-informed and helpful self. 

Norman Dennis and George Erdos
October 1993
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Introduction

On 9 September 1991 rioting broke out at Meadow Well in North
Tyneside, just to the east of the shipbuilding district of Wallsend

and the old mining settlement of Percy Main, and just to the west of
the deep-sea fishing and shiprepairing port of North Shields.

One of the authors is a native of a similar general area about six
miles to the south, the city of Sunderland. He had lived on a notori-
ously bad housing estate in Bristol, Southmead, for more than a year
in the 1950s. It was one of the two worst housing estates in the city. As
part of his research, he had participated in local life, as well as
interviewing people in their houses, often for hours at a time. He was
the sociologist with the Bristol Social Project, which was designed to
apply the techniques of improvement elaborated by the Chicago Social
Area Projects of the previous 20 years or so. 

Two days after the riot took place, he cycled to South Shields, took
the ‘Freda Cunningham’ over the Tyne, and turned off the Howden
Road into the estate of 12-to-an-acre, mainly semi-detached dwellings,
all with gardens. (In the 1930s it was taken for granted that it was
highly desirable to provide working people with the means not only of
occupying their leisure time, especially in periods of unemployment,
but also with the means of sustenance.)1

The first thing he saw, at the entrance to the estate, was a burnt-out
Pakistani-owned shop. The streets were strewn with broken glass and
other rubbish. About 20 per cent of the houses were boarded-up,
perhaps a higher proportion. Some of the houses were burned-out.
Some roofs had collapsed. The author was looking for a particular
house, the home of one of the young men whose death in a car-chase
was the cause of the riot. The Shields Gazette had a report that it now
displayed a protest notice, saying ‘Police Murderers’. After a while he
asked a passer-by where the house was.

‘He didn’t live here. His house is the other side of Smith’s Park
station, over there. Where the riots were.’ 

‘Where the riots were! Isn’t this where the riots were, then?’
‘This is South Meadow Well. The riots were on North Meadow Well.’
‘Well, what about the burnt-out houses? All the glass on the road

here? That shop?’
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‘That’s normal. That’s happening all the time.’
All this would have been completely incredible at the time of the

author’s research in the 1950s.
Himself born in the closely-knit shipbuilding community of Millfield,

Sunderland, and married to a Sunderland coal-miner’s daughter, he
had been in a sense for 40 years the sociologist of the respectable
working class. His first piece of research was a participant-observation
study of a coal-mining town in Yorkshire, published as Coal is Our
Life. He went on to Bristol to live not only in Southmead, but for
several months in Lockleaze, studying there a thriving council-estate
community. He then examined the clash between the Sunderland
planners and Millfielders over so-called ‘slum’ clearance in the 1960s
and 1970s. In the late 1980s he was co-author with A.H. Halsey of a
book examining the political philosophy of the respectable working-
class’s outlook, ‘chapel and temperance socialism’.2 His collaboration
with A.H. Halsey on these topics, and this central concern, has been
continuous, formally or informally, for 30 of those years.

The other author of the present work is a social psychologist. He was
born in Hungary, and his childhood and early youth familiarized him
with an entirely different state of affairs, communist totalitarianism.
Through his German relatives and their fate he also had known only
too well the history of Nazism, and not abstractly.

The remoter origin of this volume lies in our long-standing joint
interest in the conditions of decent community life. Fatherlessness
came up as an aspect of this when an IEA/Joseph Rowntree
Foundation seminar was held in November 1990, the intention of the
organizers being to explore any grounds for consensus between the
political left and right on the subject of the modern family. One of the
authors was invited to prepare a paper for the seminar based upon a
very extensive study of the literature on the lone-parent family.
Contrary to the near-consensus among his social policy colleagues
that, in its strongest version, it was reactionary nonsense to allege that
the lone-parent family was inferior to the two-parent family, he could
find no study which did not show clearly that, over a whole range of
outcomes, children in lone-parent families suffered disabilities as
compared with the average child in the stable two-parent family.

In a weaker version of the consensus it was assumed that, in so far
as there were differences, these were not due to lone-parenthood as
such, but merely to low income. Alternatively or additionally, they
were due to the fact that the non-academic public erroneously believed
that lone-parenthood was to the disadvantage of children, and this
erroneous belief itself, this stigma, had the effect of creating
disadvantage. There was nothing a dollar and a dose of enlightenment
would not fix.



DENNIS AND ERDOS 3

Colleagues holding this view were asked for bibliographical details
of the studies that supported either the stronger version or the weaker
version—at that stage fully expecting that such studies were available.
On one occasion this bona fide request was met, surprisingly, with a
hostile, ‘You know quite well that there are no such studies!’ Several,
however, were able to point to research which did show that some lone-
parent families or other form of alternative family did a better job than
some stable heterosexual two-parent families, that some children
benefited from the divorce of their quarrelling parents, and so forth. 

But this was simply an example of ignoratio elenchi—answering a
question that has not been asked. No one with any knowledge of social
statistics would have expected any different result. Measures of the
frequency of any characteristic in different social groups nearly always
greatly overlap: that is a function of the complexity of social causation.
In comparing two populations, therefore, it is normally easy to show
‘good’ results at the best end of the worst distribution, and ‘bad’ results
at the worst end of the best distribution. 

In considering the past 20 or 30 years—to give an arbitrary start to
the period, let us say from the availability of the Djerassi oral
contraceptive pill in 1960—who has benefited and who has lost by the
changes in family life? Women on the whole have gained much of the
ground they have fought over. In that sense at least we can say they
are beneficiaries of the sexual revolution and the loosening of the
bonds of kinship. 

The results for children are the subject of much discussion. We do not
attempt to present all the evidence, which in our opinion points repeti-
tively in the same direction. We merely take two typical large-scale
studies. One of them was chosen because it showed the state of social
science knowledge, as well as that of common experience, at the time
when the institutions of family life were so cheerfully being dismantled
by academia and the media. (Chapter 4.) The other was chosen to a
small degree because it dealt with family life in our home-base,
Newcastle upon Tyne, but mainly because it brought up to the present
day the experience of fatherlessness in the lives of people now in their
30s (Chapter 5.) 

Those who dismiss these studies as being ‘out of date’ have a puzzling
notion of the value of their own evidence for saying that. For to know
that they are right about the lack of harm to today’s generation of
children brought up in families lacking fatherhood, they themselves
will have to wait for another 30 years in order to see how things have
worked themselves out empirically all the way into adulthood. In other
words, we have strong evidence of what has happened up to now. They
have only assertions about what they believe will happen in the future
if their nostrums are adopted.
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These matters are fought out under the conventional banners of the
‘left’ and ‘right’ in politics. But Chapter 6 shows that, where the family
is concerned, there is a strange reversal of roles. The ‘right’ has taken
a collectivist stand and the ‘left’ has taken what is in substance a ‘free
market’ stand—a point made powerfully by Lord Young of Dartington
(Michael Young), the Director of the Institute of Community Studies
and founding Chairman of the Social Science Research Council.3

Changes in the family have not only affected husbands, wives,
fathers, sons, daughters, brothers, sisters, and the web of kinship roles
created by conventional Christian marriage. They have also affected
neighbours and fellow-citizens. In Chapter 7 we deal with the
spectacular increases in crime and generally the resistible rise of the
obnoxious English man in the last generation. We speculate that to
find the cause of a rapidly increasing phenomenon it is futile and
foolish to seek it in factors which may be, or are, in themselves social
problems, such a ‘poverty’, ‘unemployment’, ‘bad housing’ and so forth,
but which have not been increasing, either phenomenologically or in
reality, on anything like the same scale. The notable aspect of national
life that has been dramatically changing at the same time as civil life
has been deteriorating is the family. The change to which we direct
particular attention is the progressive liberation of young men (partly
at the insistence of women themselves) from the expectation that
adulthood involves life-long responsibility for the well-being of their
wife, and 15 or 20 years of responsibility for the well-being of their
children. The hypothesis that young men who are invited to remain in
a state of permanent puerility will predictably behave in an anti-social
fashion is outlined in Chapter 8.

We suggest that the changes in perception that have strengthened
the forces of egoism, and indeed of nihilism, did not originate with the
poor, the unemployed and the ill-housed. No one detests the minority
of those who are for the time being acting as nihilistic thieves and
louts more heartily than the poor, unemployed and ill-housed majority
who have the misfortune to be living near them. They are not an
underclass either in the sense that they form the majority of people in
any area, or in the sense that they have themselves created a culture
distinct from and in opposition to a dominant culture.4 Those who are
for the time being behaving in a nihilistic, thieving or loutish mode
have at their disposal only very limited technical and personal
resources for changing public attitudes in favour of their life-styles.
But there is a category of anti-social actions, carried out by a changing
and fluid set of carriers of those actions (whether or not the carriers of
those actions are designated an underclass is then merely a matter of
terminology, not of substance) and the number of these anti-social
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actions has been increasing rapidly. Attention must inevitably fall,
therefore, on the role of the intelligentsia, in so far as it has spoken out
or remained silent, in bringing about the substantial changes in family
culture and structure and their train of consequences (Chapter 9.)

Underlying all these issues are broader questions of the taken-for-
granted philosophy that reigns in a society, and these are dealt with
in Chapters 1, 2 and 3. 

The Meadow Well riots, then, crystallized our common concern with
this basic sociological and social-psychological problem. To what extent
is the widespread and deep acceptance of certain values of civility
necessary for the existence of a prosperous society of free and tolerant
people, keeping it from the horrors of totalitarian uniformity on the
one side, and the consequences of unbridled selfishness on the other?

Our first consideration brought us to the question of the extent to
which the idea of ‘social values’ had itself been eroded during the time
between the study of the ‘bad’ estate of Southmead, which by the
standards of the early 1990s would have looked almost entirely
civilized, and its equivalent only a generation later, Meadow Well. It
is to this question that we now turn.



6

1

Thou Shalt Not Commit
A Value Judgement

In their everyday contacts people make a distinction between how
people in need should be treated. On the one hand there is someone

who is in need of help now because he has lost out in taking the
predictable risks of his own conduct. At the extreme of this category is
the person who has ruthlessly pursued his own immediate pleasures
and flaunted what other people have advised him is bad practice. He
suffers what those to whom he now looks for assistance have all along
assumed, and impressed upon him, would be the almost certain
disastrous consequences of that conduct. On the other hand is someone
upon whom catastrophe has fallen completely out of the blue. At the
extreme of this category is the person who now requires assistance,
even though he has done everything that wise foresight demanded,
diligent skill could achieve, and his society has required of him. (The
type-case is Job.)

Presented with two such equally suffering but otherwise contrasted
claimants upon his income, wealth, time and compassion, a certain
kind of philosopher repudiates common sense. He argues that the
personalities and actions of both of them are the product of the infi-
nitely complex interaction that has taken place between the genes
each has inherited and the countless, mainly ungraspable, series of
external circumstances, including his mother’s womb,1 which have
acted upon those genes. The product of each moment of interaction, the
‘readiness to act in a certain way’—the personality—at that moment,
interacts anew with new circumstances. ‘Every instant is the cradle of
the next.’2 The personality responds and interacts always and
inevitably in the one and only way in which the given personality could
possibly perceive, evaluate and interact with the entirely given,
entirely external circumstances of that same moment. The personality
that develops out of that interaction then interacts once more with the
new environment. Within certain limits this environment is sought out
or not shunned by that personality making the only choices it possibly
could, given the stimulus. This unbroken and unbreakable chain of
cause and effect endures for him as long as his life lasts; and all the
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effects of his having lived will reverberate ad infinitum. There is no
room for free will, and therefore no basis for praise or blame.3 

In the details of his everyday life, as he lives it with other people
face-to-face, even this philosopher is not indifferent to any of even the
slightest nuances of desert. He reacts with approval or disapproval,
with a readiness to grant or withhold condemnation, to the finest
details of tone of voice and body language.

But the more remote, indirect and difficult to trace are the conse-
quences to himself of his not discriminating between the one category
of needy person and the other, the easier it is for him to apply his
principle that he should not make value judgements.

For the person who is not a philosopher, and therefore not
particularly sensitive to logical or other contradictions, it is even easier
to be non-judgemental about people afar off, whose conduct does not
affect him. But he, like the philosopher, remains very sensitive to other
people’s slights and selfishness near at hand, and is quite ready to be
outraged when he personally is deceived or betrayed.

Yet let us grant the whole of this philosopher’s case. Let us assume
that he has decisively demonstrated the ‘cosmic injustice’ of praise and
blame, glory and stigma, punishment and reward.4 It does not at all
follow that therefore on moral grounds neither of the two hypothetical
persons-in-need must be condemned, and that both must be equally
helped.

For by this philosopher’s argument everyone is put outside the realm
of morality. If the philosopher does help, or does not help, or
deliberately exacerbates the suffering of one or the other or both, he
also is above praise or blame. He has no basis himself, on his own
arguments, for behaving ‘morally’. His acts of omission or commission,
like theirs, are entirely the unforeseeable but inevitable result of the
interplay of his genes, his circumstances, and his constantly
developing personality. If on this philosopher’s grounds the ordinary
criminal is not to blame for his actions, neither is the policeman for fit-
ting up an innocent man or assaulting a prisoner.

Someone observing the on-going system from outside, with full and
perfect knowledge of all the interlocking events but with no definitive
prior knowledge of what any particular result will be (a hypothetical
all-knowing observer), would see that it had, as it happens, by now
created participants conscious of the system’s operations. These partic-
ipants had become increasingly able to see how it actually worked,
though they were very far from having the hypothetical all-seeing, all-
knowing observer’s complete knowledge of its operation. They had also
become, as a matter of fact, gradually and ‘importantly’ (though still
only feebly) capable of predicting the course of certain events with
various degrees of certainty.
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The hypothetical all-knowing observer would see that very
frequently, also simply as a matter of fact, they subjectively
experienced their ignorance of the full flow of cause and effect as
‘freedom of choice’. They subjectively experienced their evolved
capacity to act on their environment as their ‘control’ over it. They
subjectively felt, frequently, that in their own life they were constantly
engaged in ‘moral’ struggle. 

This hypothetical all-knowing observer would see, crucially, that the
system actually did include as causes and effects systems of ‘morality’,
each with its own detailed pattern of approved and prohibited conduct,
its own rewards and punishments, its own objects of stigma and
applause, its own degree of strictness and laxity. (Aristotle argues,
indeed, that as cause and effect, the belief in free will is essential to
the pursuit of the scientific enquiry of deterministic systems.) Equally,
he would see whether and to what extent the system had evolved
people whose beliefs and actions tended to disrupt and weaken one or
all of these patterns of morality. The hypothetical all-knowing observer
would see both ‘moralizers’ and ‘anti-moralizers’ as each in their own
way the nodes of the immense web of causes and effects, from which
new effects would radiate. Seeing the whole picture up to and
including the present, but not knowing the precise future results
beforehand, the hypothetical all-knowing observer would perhaps be
interested to observe how things did work themselves out. Would the
philosophy of the cosmic injustice of punishment and reward gain
ground? The necessary result would be ... what it would be. But there
would be a necessary result.5 Or would the assumptions of ‘blame-
worthiness’ and ‘praiseworthiness’ gain ground? Inevitable (perhaps
totally unexpected) concrete results would flow from that eventuality.

Adopting the standpoint of the hypothetical all-knowing observer, the
‘moralizing’ human actor within the system could only say, ‘As a result
of factors completely beyond my control, I find myself advocating [let
us say for the sake of an example] an Apollonian morality of self-
restraint and sobriety within a rule-bound and rule-respecting life.
Against me are the Dionysian lords of misrule who, also as a result of
factors completely beyond their control, are advocating or by their
example engendering a life of self-indulgence and anarchy. I believe
that, if out of all the interplay of history, my doctrine does increase in
appeal, then the results will be that fewer people do feel pain, hunger,
grief than if the appeal of the Dionysians increases. It will be interest-
ing to see what will result from the endless interplay of cause and
effect, of which I with my views and activities am a part.’

The philosophy of cosmic blamelessness, therefore, does not after all
lift its adherents above moralizing, if by that is meant engaging in
verbal and practical activities on the basis of beliefs and judgements
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about their empirically good and bad effects on human beings.
Crucially, it does not demonstrate in the slightest degree that the

fact of moralizing or not, and the content of the morality propagated,
are unimportant in their effects.

For all practical purposes this sophisticated philosophy of the ‘blame-
lessness of the wrong-doer’ is irrelevant. On the arguments of that
philosophy itself, the ‘blamelessness of the wrong-doer’ is itself a
doctrine evolved in the course of human interaction, destined to have
whatever effects it will have.

Another point of view often runs in harness with that of cosmic
blamelessness, and operates when the more general argument begins
to flag. It is that the network of human and social cause and effect is
unimaginably immense and complicated. No one can have any confi-
dence, therefore, that ‘good works’ will not end by harming the people
they are meant to help (or—less frequently heard—that conventionally
‘evil works’ will not end up by being beneficial to all). It is therefore
nobody’s business to judge what is right or wrong in another’s conduct.

In fact, that is the point of view that most people take most of the
time. It is the point of view of the apathetic voter. It is the point of view
of the private man who does not intervene, but passes by on the other
side when someone else is being robbed or raped.

But it is also the great argument for being neither a nosey-parker,
nor a busy-body, nor an intrusive, patronizing ‘do-gooder’. It is, above
all, the great argument for being tolerant and open to correction. As a
corollary, it is the great argument against the use of force, and
especially against the use of the power of the State to impose a particu-
lar set of values on the State’s subjects.

Striking the right balance between intervention and inactivity,
between easy mercy and painful strictness, between forgiveness and
revenge, between the occasions for war and those for submission have
never been easy. If it had been, humankind would have lacked most of
its poetry, drama, song, philosophy, religion, politics, morality and
variety of cultures.

The one set of thinkers and practitioners to whom this argument, the
argument of the pragmatic complexity of situations of cause and effect,
is not available, is that composed of those who use it as the basis for
indiscriminate ‘help’. For by their own assumptions they do not know
what may be helpful and what harmful. In particular, it is not
available to those who combine a hostility to State control of ‘bad’
behaviour (because, they argue, there is no way of knowing what bad
behaviour is) with approbation of the State’s resources being utilized
to ‘help’ all in need, irrespective of the pattern of the difficult-to-calcu-
late long-term effects. If there is no way of saying what is bad, then
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there is no way of saying what is good.
But these people, too, with their views and activities, will have their

results within the pattern of cause and effect. These results (whatever
they may turn out to be) will be experienced by people in the present
generation and in generations to come as painful or pleasant, as
beneficial or disastrous.

There are thus merely two sides engaged in moral struggle. One side
bases its judgements on ‘non-judgementalism’ and its morality on ‘not
moralizing’. It is unjust either to reward or punish the individual, for
he cannot possibly be ‘blamed’ for what he is and what his life-
experiences have made him. Or, because it is impossible to say what
will turn out to be right or wrong, one must either remain aloof from
all judgements and predictions, or (illogically, for who can say that is
‘best’?) treat everyone with the same generosity or harshness. The
other side remains within the mind-set of common sense. It explicitly
judges and explicitly moralizes.

Whatever may be the correct ultimate philosophical position, moral
condemnation and moral approval of different content have their dif-
ferent results, just as failures and refusals to condemn and approve
have their characteristic consequences. For all practical purposes,
therefore, the two systems are on all fours: both are moralizing
systems with concrete effects.

The conclusion of the struggle between them cannot be predicted
with any degree of certainty. All that can be asserted with confidence
is that the victories of the one or the other are not a matter of causal
indifference. To the extent that one advances, the results will be
detrimental to human life, in the sense of the increase in suffering and
a decrease in happiness in the world. To the extent that it is defeated,
the effects in the lives of human beings will be beneficial. Only those
who experience the eventual results will be able to say which side was
right and which wrong.
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2

Residues of Judgementalism

In the twentieth century there has rarely been any difficulty about
identifying an undeserving rich, any more than there was in

previous centuries. But difficulties have arisen over the question of the
undeserving and the deserving poor. In discussions of this matter the
proponents of the cosmic meaninglessness of praise and blame, reward
and punishment, have been strongly represented (and broadly victori-
ous) ever since their battles against the late-nineteenth-century philos-
ophy and methods of Octavia Hill and the Charity Organization
Society.1 Increasingly, reactions strongly reminiscent of moral indig-
nation and moral revulsion greeted those residual and ever-more-rare
definitions of poverty which still saw it as a moral matter, where the
establishment of certain facts enabled a distinction to be made, and
that the distinction involved also moral judgements.

These residual moral definitions of poverty depended upon a belief
that there was a numerous—certainly potentially numerous—category
of people whose misfortune stemmed from their own conduct. Their
gambling, drinking and work habits, for example, threatened the
vulnerable standards and fragile achievements of other groups in
similar economic, locality and housing situations. To what extent, and
under what conditions should this group be protected from the
hardships of their situation by their fellow-citizens? The bereaved, the
mentally and physically ill-endowed or damaged, the aged—these were
in a different category altogether. Their poverty was a matter of
misfortune through no fault of their own.

The notion of voluntary conduct (either vicious or virtuous) was the
way in which the necessity for judgementalism was conceptualized by
the respectable working class in England in the second half of the
nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century, and by very
many other thinkers and cultures at other times and in other places.
From the point of view of the hypothetical all-knowing observer, the
true distinction, however, is not between the consequences of ‘volunt-
ary’ conduct as against the consequences of external events. All con-
sequences are equally determined and outside the realm of the
individual’s free choice. The distinction is between a web of cause and
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effect in which socially-imposed indoctrination and sanctions play a
part, and a web of cause and effect where they do not play a part.

Thus there is a class of events that has three characteristics. First,
people experience them as undesirable and if possible to be avoided.
(Some judgements of what is undesirable and if possible to be avoided
are very widespread, some quite specific to particular cultures or
persons.) Secondly, they are the result of human activity. Thirdly, that
human activity is of the sort that is influenced by the favourable or
unfavourable reaction of other people. The human activity in this case
is called a ‘vice’.

There is a class of events that shares the last two characteristics (i.e.,
they are the result of human activity, and are susceptible to control by
social training and social control). But they differ on the first. They are
experienced as desirable. This human activity is called ‘virtuous
conduct’.

Where social training and social control are, in the nature of things,
ineffective in diminishing the likelihood of the incidence of an event,
then common sense attributes the event not to virtue or vice but to the
class of events termed ‘good fortune’ or the class of events termed
‘misfortune’.

Of course there are not two clear-cut categories of events, one of
events totally insusceptible to social influence, the other of events
totally under social control. Each event lies on a continuum, from some
point nearer the one extreme, to some point nearer the other. The way
in which social indoctrination and social control will have its effects is
extremely unpredictable in the case of a single individual, and in many
cases uncertain on the social scale. (Prohibition in the United States
is the classic example of the latter.) Different value-systems and diff-
erent technologies alter the position of given events along the continu-
um. There are probably no empirical examples of either of the pure
types. (One can envisage the victim of malaria having escaped his fate
if intense social training and severe social control had been directed to
prohibitions on any conduct that could possibly bring him into contact
with the danger from the disease. One can even imagine social injunct-
ions against growing old leading to marginal extensions in the span of
life.) 

The distinction between the deserving and the undeserving poor
persisted most strongly in that part of the population, the ‘respectable’
working class, most adversely affected by (to use their ‘punitive’ and
‘judgemental’ language) idleness, fecklessness, slovenliness, brutality,
squalor, disorder, insobriety, unreliability, debt, incompetence, dirt,
destruction and violence. They were affected directly through, for
example, the spread of mice and cockroaches, and the bad example set
for their children. Indirectly they were affected through the damage to
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hard-wrought customs and sanctions when too many people flouted or
evaded them.
 Because of its moral judgementalism, the respectable working class
was one of the few groups of the poor and deprived to whom the
reforming intelligentsia of non-working-class origin did not—and does
not—extend its tolerance. One of the ways in which this anomaly was
explained away by the reforming intelligentsia was to characterize
respectable English working-class values as ‘bourgeois’. They were not
really working-class values at all but had been foisted upon them—as
if working people had never possessed the wit to discover for them-
selves through their own experience that there was a great deal to be
said, especially in their circumstances, for thrift, prudence, foresight,
dependability, and self-improvement. To the extent that these virtues
also benefited capitalists, turning the working man into his own slave-
driver, and his diligent wife into an unpaid adjunct keeping him well
‘serviced’ for his exploiters, that was unfortunate. But the respectable
working man still thought that he was badly advised by his economic
betters in the intellectual vanguard when he was exhorted to cut off
his proletarian nose to spite bourgeois faces.

The distinction between conduct on the one hand through which the
sufferer was the author of his own misfortunes, and conduct on the
other which minimized the chance of misfortune, persisted in one area
of life longer than elsewhere. This was the area of sexuality and child-
rearing. The general concept of ‘the deserving poor’ had long mould-
ered in the archives of social policy while the same idea still clung to
sex and child-care. It was still considered (especially, again, in the
respectable working class) that while social condemnation was not
very useful (though not entirely useless) in stopping people being, say,
struck by lightning, it was much more (though not entirely) effective
in discouraging men from having sexual intercourse in circumstances
that facilitated their abandoning responsibility for their children and
their children’s mothers.

The strength of these ideas here, when they had become so weakened
elsewhere, was partly due to the fact that the pleasures of sex, poten-
tially, are peculiarly personal and unsocial, even in heterosexual
intercourse. Each can merely use the other for self-centred
gratification. It is the type-case of the pleasure principle. The sex
drives are peculiarly capable of being partly sublimated and in some
people wholly forgone (people often die of hunger, thirst, and cold, few
of chastity). But, out of control, the sexual drives and sexual pleasure
can be overwhelming.

Thus the savage Bastardy Act of 1610 attributes the problem of
fatherless children to ‘lewdness’. Lewdness has considerable attract-
ions—to such an the extent that ‘temptation’ often operates as a
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synonym for the temptations specifically of sex—so long as any
unwanted after-effects can be avoided or discarded.2 Most lewdness
takes place in private between consenting parties. Broadly, it is a
waste of time trying to control the man directly at any stage, or either
the man or the woman (or any combination of the sexes) at the stage
of intercourse. Most of the control, if control there is to be, must
therefore fall upon the pregnant woman—according to the logic of the
framers of the Act—for it is with the woman’s pregnancy that the
lewdness of the man and the woman becomes quite obvious. With preg-
nancy, the fact of the private act becomes public knowledge. It was
therefore the lewdness of the mother that the Bastardy Act attacked.
The whole weight of social control fell on the only one of the two adults
whose denials, unlike the man’s, could never carry conviction unless
complaint of rape had been made shortly after it had taken place, and
not by any means always then.

Partly, the Act said, bastardy was a ‘great dishonour of Almighty
God’—and for many at that time that was no doubt a cardinal point.
But the immediate practical objection which made it the subject of a
statute was that ‘great charge ariseth upon many places within this
realm’ because of it. If a man succeeded in pleasuring himself in
circumstances which enabled him to escape the burdens of fatherhood,
why should another man be made, through taxes, to bear them on his
behalf? Community provision there must and will be; but no com-
munity provision can be viable that encourages activities in which
everyone would prefer to indulge, but from which most people abstain
because of the known consequences. Social training and social control
had failed to deter her. Her harsh treatment, including the harsh
treatment of her child, would contribute to the deterrence of others.
That was the spirit of the Bastardy Act.

The same attitudes and logic can be discerned over two centuries
later in the evidence of a witness to the Poor Law Commission of 1834.
Many women, the witness claimed, could be socially deterred from
becoming an unmarried mother. As sensible women do, she could wait
to become a mother until after she had succeeded in ‘procuring to
herself and her child the assistance of a husband and father’. There
could be no reason (it became a familiar phrase) for giving to ‘vice’ the
privileges due only to ‘misfortune’.3

Notoriously these attitudes were still to be found far into the
twentieth century. The paper on cohabitation issued by the
Supplementary Benefits Commission in 1971 said:

It would not be right, and we believe that public opinion would not accept, that
the unmarried ‘wife’ should be able to claim benefit denied to a married woman
because her husband was in full time work ... Critics of the cohabitation rule ...
must demonstrate that society as a whole believes that men and women not
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married to each other should be given privileges ... for which married couples are
not eligible.

Going into the last quarter of the century, a woman social-policy
academic in good standing in her profession, Professor Juliet Cheet-
ham, was still able to write that, in the treatment of the unmarried
mother, ‘it would be a mistake to imagine that exhortations for
economy have always been based on plain meanness’. There was also,
she said, the matter of ‘fairness’ in the distribution of welfare.

But the essential point was that the effects of welfare provision on
respect for and adherence to rules whose worth has been demonstrated
by general experience had to be considered. Of course there was always
a quota of hard cases—a quota of tragedies—but the rule was there to
prevent the many more hard cases which would result from the rule
disappearing. ‘A society’s welfare system must not appear to
undermine one of its basic units’ (not to speak of actually succeeding
in undermining it).

There was only the beginning of the tendency, on the grounds they
were both ‘lone parents’, to assimilate the widow to the never-married
mother. (The assimilation was virtually total by the early 1990s.) The
distinction between them had been considered altogether more
important. The widow was the victim of bereavement. No government
policy or public stigma could control that phenomenon. But the
unmarried mother was paying the price for her own pleasure and folly,
and if she was imitated the price of pleasure and folly would rise ever
higher. The welfare state therefore provided without public
controversy least for the single mother and most for the bereaved
family.

It was only at about the time that Cheetham was writing this, 1976,
that concern had significantly grown in the previous few years that the
welfare of neither the mother nor child should depend upon ‘the legal
status of the parents’ relationship’.4 The redundancy of the category of
deserving and undeserving had at long last reached the family.
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3

Self-Interest, Easy Virtue and Social Costs

People have the task of moulding the members of each new gener-
ation so that a sufficiently high proportion of them will be effective

actors within the formal institutional arrangements and informal
usages of the society in which they live. What a ‘sufficiently’ high pro-
portion is, can only be known after the event. At the level serving for
the time being as the bench-mark of success, did the society in fact
continually create the capacity to feed, clothe, house, and otherwise
provide necessities, conveniences and luxuries for the population,
generation by generation? In order to be effective co-operators, the
newcomers must be prepared to respond to the changing stream of
people with whom they come into contact in ways that are socially
defined as appropriate. Whether a social system is changing slowly or
rapidly, to meet the needs of its members for an extended period of
time it must succeed in establishing in its participants one out of the
many but limited viable mixes of self- and other-regarding ideas, feel-
ings, actions, motivations, and skills. ‘The characters of men’, as Adam
Smith said, ‘as well as the contrivances of art, or the institutions of
civil government, may be fitted either to promote or disturb the
happiness both of the individual and of the society.’1 Some of these
defined ways of responding to other people are quite general to all
contacts within any given society, and quite general, too, across all
societies.

Unless an appropriate pattern of ideas, attitudes and actions is
established in the psyche of the participants in the social system, the
social system and its participants will sooner or later cease to exist. At
the mildest, the social system will cease to exist because it has been
replaced by that of its conquerors. At the worst, the participants them-
selves will perish through foreign wars, civil strife, pestilence and
starvation. ‘The inhabitants of the villages ceased, they ceased in
Israel.’2 What in any set of circumstances an ‘appropriate’ pattern has
been can only be definitely assessed when the results are known. 

There are some human actions that are intentionally conducted to
secure the interests of the individual himself at the expense of the
interests of other individuals. A second set of actions are carried out
to secure the interests of the individual, but without harming those of
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others. In the third class, pursuit of the individual’s own advantage in
important and numerous cases actually furthers the interests of
others. A fourth class of actions involves the individual’s sacrifice of his
own interests in order that he might bring benefit to others. Finally,
there are actions that are directed at improving or maintaining the
fabric of rules which specify the ways in which people will co-operate
with (and oppose) one another.3

For brevity those located towards one end of the scale will be called
self-regarding, and those towards the other, collectivity-regarding.

At right angles to this scale, so to speak, is another continuum of
social action, stretching from social action that places few, to social
action that places many demands upon the actor’s capacity for far-
sightedness and self-restraint.

These distinctions were central to the work on the subject of socializ-
ation of one of the most influential of the American sociologists on the
far side of the water-shed of the 1960s, Talcott Parsons. His terms
were ‘ego-oriented’ conduct versus ‘alter-oriented’ versus ‘collectivity-
oriented’ conduct, and ‘expressive’ versus ‘instrumental’ conduct.4 But
exactly the same ideas are to be found in plain English in the work of
the author already referred to, Adam Smith. Moreover, what Adam
Smith has to say about the importance of socialization and social
control, and about the indispensability in any successful society of
other-regarding and collectivity-regarding conduct, seems to be
especially persuasive. For he is generally believed to be one of the
foremost exponents in the history of social thought—quite erroneously,
as we shall show—of the absolute pre-eminence and self-sufficiency of
rational egoism. It is therefore Smith’s version that will be preferred.

What motivations and skills must be inculcated into each new gener-
ation to ensure that the social system will be capable of producing the
means of subsistence, health, and safety? 

Certain clearly self-regarding motivations, skills and actions are also
of crucial social importance. Smith points to certain virtues principally
‘useful to oneself’ which are at the same time crucial for others and for
the maintenance of the structured relationships of a society. First of
all there is ‘superior wisdom and understanding, by which we are
capable of discerning the remote consequences of all our actions, and
of foreseeing the advantage or detriment which is likely to result from
them’. Secondly, there is ‘self-command, by which we are enabled to
abstain from present pleasures or to endure present pain, in order to
obtain a greater pleasure or to avoid a greater pain in some future
time’. Smith calls the union of these two virtues ‘prudence’.

Of all the virtues, prudence is the one that is most useful to the
individual.5 But clearly, he says, people who are equitable, active,
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resolute, and sober, promise prosperity and satisfaction not only for
themselves, but also to every one connected with them. Equally, the
rash, the insolent, the slothful, and the voluptuous, store up
misfortune not only for the individuals themselves, but also for all
those who have anything to do with them.6 

The most useful social qualities are ‘humanity’, ‘generosity’, and
‘public spirit’. They are useful either directly to other people (‘human-
ity’ and ‘generosity’), or through the contribution they make to the
maintenance of the institutions which constitute the pattern of social
interaction (‘public spirit’).

Among these clearly other-regarding or collectivity-oriented attitudes
and actions, those nearest the self-regarding end of the continuum are
amalgamated by Smith under ‘humanity’. Smith’s ‘humanity’ consists
in ‘the exquisite fellow-feeling’ a person entertains for the sufferings
and good fortune of others people, resenting injuries to them and
rejoicing in their successes.7 

This tender virtue, fundamental to effective social intercourse, is not
one which gives rise to a severe problem of engendering it. Unlike
prudence, which though a self-regarding virtue is also a far-sighted
one, humanity is a matter of immediate reaction without regard for
long-term consequences. Hard cases may make bad law, but it is the
hard case that is ‘humanity’s’ concern. Even the most humane of
humane actions, in Smith’s sense of the word, require ‘no self-
command, no sense of propriety’. They consist only in doing what sym-
pathy would of its own accord prompt us to do. They are a spontaneous
outpouring of fellow-feeling, gratifying the need of the other, as we
would wish to have our similar needs immediately gratified, regardless
of the remote consequences. We simply put ourselves in the here-and-
now into the other’s position, and vicariously enjoy the other’s present
pleasures or present relief of pain. Or we feel with them the anguish
of their irremediable sufferings, and share their indignation or hatred
towards their oppressors, as if their pleasure and suffering were our
own, and as if their oppressor were ours also.

Further along the spectrum in the other-regarding direction is the set
of attitudes Smith called ‘generosity’. The virtue he so labelled is less
closely tied to the basic psychic make-up of the human species, and
therefore harder to produce through social experience and deliberate
training. It is also easier to destroy or lose. We are never ‘generous’ (in
the meaning he gives to the term) says Smith, except when in some
respect we prefer some other person to ourselves. We sacrifice some
important interest of our own to the interest of someone else. Magnani-
mous people consider those opposite interests, their own interest and
that of the other person, not in the light in which they naturally
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appear to themselves, but in that in which they appear to an impartial
bystander. Thus the soldier who throws away his life in order to defend
that of his officer is not doing so out of sympathy for the officer, by
viewing the officer as if he were himself. Quite the contrary. He does
it out of recognition that the officer is different from himself. He gives
his life because he has adopted the far different and for him far more
difficult standpoint of an impartial spectator. From that point of view,
and to anybody but himself, Smith says, the soldier acknowledges that
his own life is a trifle compared with that of his officer.

The examples he gives of the still more austere and difficult virtue
required for ‘the greater exertions of public spirit’ are also to some
extent now historical curiosities.8 They nevertheless make clear his
point about collectivity-orientation:

When a young officer exposes his life to acquire some inconsiderable addition to
the dominions of his sovereign, it is not because the acquisition of the new
territory is, to himself, an object more desirable than the preservation of his own
life. To him, his own life is of infinitely more value than the conquest of a whole
kingdom for the state which he serves. But when he compares the two objects
with one another, he does not view it in the light in which they naturally appear
to himself, but in that in which they appear to the nation he fights for. To them
the success of the war is of the highest importance; the life of a private person of
scarce any consequence. ... There is many an honest Englishman, who, in his
private station, would be more seriously disturbed by the loss of a guinea, than
by the national loss of Minorca, who yet, had it been within in his power to
defend that fortress, would have sacrificed his life a thousand times rather than,
through his fault, have let it fall into the hands of the enemy.9

Therefore, Smith says, if it were possible that a person should grow
up to adulthood without experiencing the crucial social relationships
that were actually capable of inculcating into him the capacity to take
the standpoint of an impartial observer, such a person could never
either ‘exult from the notion of deserving reward nor tremble from the
suspicion of meritorious punishment’. All such sentiments pre-suppose
the person’s acceptance of the notion of some other being who is the
natural judge of his moods, thoughts and actions. It is only by
sympathy, not with his own feelings or those of another sufferer or
beneficiary, but only with an impartial arbiter of the conduct of both
that he can conceive ‘either the triumph of self-applause or the shame
of self-condemnation’.10 

It is essential for the continued existence of a society—the system of
rule-bound behaviour—and therefore also of the individuals whose
survival depend on the co-operation that the rules guarantee, that
what Smith calls ‘the spectator within the breast’ should be one of the
controls on conduct.

All societies, as coherent on-going units, are in a state of change,
whether sluggishly and imperceptibly, or rapidly and palpably. The
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rules governing the way in which they will change, whether
spontaneously-developed rules or created rules, whether embodied in
traditional customs or in deliberately enacted laws, are always a
crucially important component of the rule structure.

 The impartial spectator within the breast may lead a population to
supplant one form of social organization with another, either using the
existing rules or rejecting them. But a society may prove incapable of
inculcating this impartial spectator, who judges motives and behaviour
from a wider perspective than that of the individual himself, into the
personality of a sufficiently high proportion of the continual stream of
newcomers to it—its babies, infants, children and youths. Without the
impartial spectator in the breast, the being who knows and cares about
the public weal, the society will not simply change. It will either
collapse or be ‘overthrown by strangers’.11

Not many years ago the idea that a society could disappear was
dismissed by many sociologists in the West as absurd. This was especi-
ally the case with the Marxist intelligentsia: societies could only
change, and in a process of fundamental conflict they changed from an
inferior to a superior form. As distinct from the destructibility of the
flesh and the mortality of mere men, women and children, in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries the toughness of the social fabric,
for good and ill, had indeed been demonstrated in remarkable ways.

Much of the world lay under the administration of colonial powers.
Some were ruled more humanely and with more consent,12 some more
brutally, exploitatively and oppressively. Considering only the stability
of their regimes, and not their sins, the colonial powers ruled over
durable social systems.

In two world wars millions of soldiers and civilians were killed, the
property and cities of the metropolitan powers were destroyed on a
large scale, yet the institutions of the societies remained intact, or the
interludes of mutiny, revolution, displacement of population, and civil
war were relatively brief. (China was the main exception.) Massacres
were carried out by disciplined troops, and genocide by an orderly
bureaucratic process.13

More remarkably still, after both wars material losses and social
order were restored within a few years, with the society organized
along the lines of either its pre-war social system, or new forms of
totalitarianism (after the First World War), or (after the Second World
War) those laid down by the Soviet, British, or American victors.
Bourgeois-democratic, communist, or fascist, the breakdown of the
system into long-lasting chaos was not envisaged. There would be only
reforming alterations of the status quo or a revolutionary transition
from capitalism to communism or, from the opposite point view, a
rapid or gradual transition from communism to democratic pluralism.
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World history since the mid-1960s has familiarized us much more
with the spectacle both of societies breaking down and of populations
failing to organize themselves effectively for survival.

British society is fortunate in being very far indeed (probably) from
any social apocalypse. The general points made above about the
requirements of continuing social co-operation, for evil or benign
purposes, and their theoretical and empirical grounds, simply warn
against taking such benign social co-operation for granted. They are
made only as an antidote against the complacent view that, for social
solidarity as such, one set of institutions is just as good, or just as bad,
as any other.

In the 1970s and the whole of the 1980s the growth of this latter
attitude had been especially vigorous. Most importantly and
significantly, it had been propagated with particular assiduity in those
areas of life which happen, jointly, to be most directly concerned with
the recruitment of newcomers to the society and their treatment so
that they will be most likely to play a useful part in it. (Useful, in
being able and willing to fend for themselves, and to produce a surplus
which is available to those who cannot or will not fend for themselves.)

These are the areas of sexuality, procreation, child-care, childrearing
and those qualities of adult mutual aid which cannot possibly be
purchased for members of a society on a large scale for money. By the
beginning of the 1990s the received wisdom had become that the
institutions which normatively and also to a large extent in practice
held these areas together in a tight inter-locking package (lifelong
heterosexual socially-certified marriage and sexual partnership and
parenthood only within socially-certified marriage) were ‘not deter-
iorating, only changing’.

On any performance or characteristic that can be measured from
smallest to largest—any ‘continuous variable’—most people are
clustered on both sides of the category’s average score. The numbers
then tail off in one direction to the few who have extremely low scores
(a few English adults are under three feet tall). The numbers tail off
in the other direction to the few who have extremely high scores (a few
English adults are over seven feet tall).

Very frequently one category’s bell-shaped curve overlaps with that
of another category. Very frequently, indeed, the intra-group dis-
persion from the lowest to highest scorers is much larger than the
difference between the average for the two groups—there is a very
large overlap. The average height of the category ‘women holding
British passports’ is lower than that of the category of ‘men holding
British passports’. There are more women in the ‘small stature’ tail of
the distribution than men, and more men in the ‘tall stature’ tail than
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women. The curve showing the number of women of different height
is shifted to the low end of the distribution as compared with the men’s
curve. But the curves overlap very considerably. Many women, that is,
are taller than many men. Everyone knows that both things are true.
Men are taller than women. But many men are smaller than many
women.

This is so obvious that no difficulties ever arise when the matter is
discussed. No one ever tries to argue that because there are
undoubtedly tall women and short men, this proves that men and
women are the same height, though it is quite possible to argue that
under modern urban and economic conditions the difference is no
longer of much social significance (that is a second, separate, but also
an empirical matter).

Yet since the 1960s the first argument has been applied quite
recklessly to the characteristics, achievements and experiences in the
area of sex, child-care, childrearing, and adult mutual-aid. It can be
shown that children biologically created in any number of technically
available ways, and subjected to almost any conceivable sort of
parenting, can be found who do as well on almost any conceivable cri-
terion as some children born to and brought up by their permanently
married biological parents. Therefore (the non sequitur runs) families
without fathers are ‘just as good as’ the institution of life-long
heterosexual monogamy as the context for procreation and socializ-
ation. Or they could be just as good as long as they were given enough
money: fatherhood is only a matter of cash. Or they would be just as
good if the matrix within which sexual practices, and arrangements for
the safety and well-being of the child, had been those created by, say,
Danish conditions, not by British economic and social development. Or
‘the jury is still out’, and we do well to remain neutral and inactive on
the question of whether these ‘alternative families’ do on the average
a better job for children brought up in them.

‘If Mr. Micawber’s creditors will not give him time’, said Mrs.
Micawber, ‘they must take the consequences.’14 So the policy of social
Micawberism is happily propagated, at the expense of a generation of
children or more, that we may ready ‘in the case of anything turning
up’.

Certainly, the loosening of the package of sex and responsibility for
the children who are born because of it has been advantageous to
identifiable groups in identifiable ways. The most obvious gainers are
those whose predecessors had suffered from the sanctions imposed in
order to maintain the institutional, normative arrangements holding
together sex and childrearing by both biological parents. (Unmarried
children engaging in sexual intercourse, for example.)15
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But there are other outcomes. There are the other outcomes for
children lacking responsible fathers. There are the outcomes for young
males who no longer take it for granted that they will become
responsible fathers. There are the outcomes, too, for fellow-citizens,
which result from the activities of these males who are increasingly
both fatherless and free of the expectation that they themselves shall
become responsible fathers. In the light of these outcomes, a most
surprising thing was that the contentions of adherents of the not-
deteriorating-only-changing and the jury-is-still-out schools of thought
had been so effective. They had established the powerful impression
that all was at least as well as it ever was. They maintained that sex,
child-rearing, and the supply of that quality and quantity of adult
mutual-aid that cannot be bought and sold with cash, presented no
more, and probably on balance fewer problems than in the past.

The future may show, however, that by 1992 or 1993 this anti-family
consensus had reached its high-water mark.

The children from the National Child Development Study were
adults of 33 years of age in 1991. They had therefore been brought up
by their parents in the 1960s and early 1970s, and had been socialized
by the schools and the electronic media of that period. They had then
been influenced by the media and the educational system as they were
in 1970s and 1980s; and by the media of the 1980s and early 1990s.

Their views on and experience of family life were ‘radically’ different
from those of their parents. Seventy per cent agreed with the
statement that it was ‘all right for people to have children without
being married’. Two-thirds disagreed with the statement that couples
who have children should not separate. Cohabiting for at least some
period in their lives had become ‘normal’. One in four of the women
had been a lone parent at some stage. One in five of the women had a
‘partner’ who was not the biological father of her child.

But by 1993 the benefits even for the adults of this dissolution of the
system of stable kinship relations were being questioned. The study of
these 33-year-olds reported that divorcees were more prone to
‘relationship breakdown’ than the remainder of the group: 11 per cent
of the divorced women, but only two per cent among the rest, had lived
with three or more ‘partners’ by the age of 33. Divorcees had lower
educational attainments than married people: only seven per cent of
divorcees achieved a degree or better, but 12 per cent of married
people. Married couples were ‘by far the most likely to own their own
home’. When asked about their level of happiness in their current
relationship those who were cohabiting, or enjoying a current
relationship but not actually cohabiting, were the least contented. Yet
only one in ten agreed that married people are generally happier than
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unmarried people. That is, the opinion that had been created of
marriage even as it affected only the adults was worse than the actual
experience of it.

Adults remained probably net gainers from their increased freedom
to choose their ‘current relationship’ and to change it when it ceased
to suit them. Men, however, seemed to be better equipped than women
to profit from their new circumstances. One in eight of the 33-year-old
women, but only one in 14 men, were defined in the study as currently
‘depressed’ according to the Malaise Inventory. Twice the number of
women as compared with the men had consulted their GP about
feeling ‘low, depressed or sad’.16

The success of the attack on the family was even more astonishing
when the experience of children is considered; but it was even more
vulnerable when the anti-family consensus began to be challenged. For
the case that the family was not deteriorating only changing, so far as
children were concerned not only flew full in the face of common
experience. It also flew in the face of every empirical study that had
ever been published on the subject that had yielded definite results on
the benefits and drawbacks for children of families with fathers as
compared with those households without them.17
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4

The Evidence:
Growing Up in the Late Nineteen-Sixties

The 1960s saw the beginning of a period of rapid and far-reaching
change in the interconnected set of formal and informal social

arrangements (a) for controlling who could bring children into the
world; (b) for fixing responsibilities for rearing the children, in terms
of physique, character and social adjustment; (c) that defined in terms
of partners and activities the sources and saliency of sexual pleasure;
and (d) that aimed at ensuring so far as possible that each adult had
a life-long source of mutual assistance.

Heterosexual adult companionship was always and has increasingly
become a desideratum. But to place companionship with one other
person at the centre of adulthood under the pre-1960s system was still
regarded (perhaps especially among working-class women) as a sign
of an inappropriate translation into real life of romantic notions whose
place lay in adolescence and in the useful fantasies of cinema and
novelette. Marriage, realistically, was child-centred, not spouse-
centred. If you did not ‘get on’ with your wife or husband, then so far
as possible you spent your time outside of one another’s company.
Each could remain an important supplier to the other of practical
services, especially in sickness and old age.

To give to sexual excitation a high priority at all (much less to regard
it as a right to be sought by whatever self-, mutually- or mechanically-
induced means) was regarded as a more-or-less serious weakness or
vice.1

Sexual exclusivity was a major bulwark against the spread of
venereal diseases.2 The most feared of these was syphilis, with its
drastic effects on the child. By the beginning of the 1960s medicine had
greatly reduced the dangers. Pragmatically and successfully, venereal
diseases were treated without moral criticism in the clinics. But
generally felt and expressed abhorrence continued to control the
behaviour of those who might be tempted to imitate the now more
relaxed perpetrators.

Prior to marriage the imperfect intuitions of kin, and people in the
other social networks of the couple, gave the signal that ‘this has a
good chance of succeeding as a stable partnership for childrearing and
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companionship’. The rough wisdom of general experience of differences
in temperament and life-style warned one or other of the risks he or
she was running of emotional and other difficulties in the future.3

These institutions were guarded not only by newspaper editors,
schoolteachers and clergymen. They were protected as a matter of
course by members of the public, from hotel receptionists to bank and
building society managers.4 They were protected by mothers and
fathers, who sometimes made a harsh and cruel example even of their
own daughters. It being difficult to control the transitory and
concealed activities at the point of conception, and the connection
between the child and the father never being obvious, control fell
fiercely on the woman if and when the long-term results became visible
to all, to discourage the others.

But even among those whose sense of outraged justice or whose
focused sympathy made them insist that the plight of the unmarried
mother must not be callously and unimaginatively ignored, much less
exacerbated, the balance of their effective opinion still came down
against ameliorative measures that would undermine the system. For
one of the precise purposes of the system was to minimize the numbers
of girls who would otherwise find themselves, with or without their
own consent and foresight, being put into that plight by men. Much
pain came from breaking the rule; pain to many more would come from
weakening it.

The change in public opinion which accompanied the change in these
arrangements had depended upon forecasts and hopes that old
problems would be diminished, and old and new benefits expanded. At
its most idealistic, as the residue of the nineteenth-century belief in
progress, there was the notion that all are moving onward and upward
in ‘the great march of the intellect’5 and morality. The family could
now pass beyond the legalism of binding obligations, out of the
confines of claim and counter-claim, without loss, into the realm of life-
affirming fellowship. Thirty years after his death, D. H. Lawrence’s
views began to gain wide acceptance in law and practice: that the
existing forms were ‘old, dull and dead’.

Like much else that stemmed from the inventiveness of the 1960s,
the changes provided copybook examples of a staple of sociological dis-
cussion—the unforeseen and unwanted consequences of purposive
social action. Pornography (to take a conspicuous but far from the most
important example) had been generally considered a degraded and
infantile interest. Depending on the existence of sexual taboos,
pornography would wither as the taboos faded. Instead, pornography
extended itself into the everyday life of the general public, making
voyeurism an almost unavoidable adjunct of entertainment. But
instead of its growth being regarded as a deterioration in public
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sensibilities, outside certain feminist circles it became normal to
regard it as a harmless or even therapeutic feature of the society.

Similarly, very few of those pragmatic reformers who attacked the
then existing legal institutions and social usages governing
procreation, childrearing, life-long cross-sex companionship, and life-
long mutual assistance had argued that what was then called
illegitimacy would—still less should—become commonplace. The two
or three generations preceding that of the 1960s had generally agreed
that, in Swift’s words, nothing could be more unjust than for men ‘in
subservience to their own appetites, to bring children into the world,
and leave the burthen of supporting them on the public’. In that
respect if in few others their attitudes to the family system resembled
those of the Lilliputians. It was only as it did become commonplace
that assertions appeared with increasing frequency that there were no
significant adverse consequences. It was now claimed that empirically
there were no important consequences for mother or child resulting
from the father not being in effect ‘licensed’6 by society to get children
by one particular woman. There were none for the mother or child from
the father not committing himself publicly to long-term responsibility
for his family, under pain of public disesteem or worse.

When this transformation in custom and law was in its early stages,
Eileen Crellin and her colleagues (‘Crellin’) were able to study at the
National Children’s Bureau the differences between seven-year-old
children whose fathers through formal marriage had publicly
committed themselves to the long-term care of their children, and
children whose fathers had not done so. (The latter are referred to here
for brevity as the ‘uncommitted’ fathers, but always and only in the
sense of the publicly-uncommitted fathers. Obviously some fathers
married to the mother when their child was born are in essence
uncommitted, and some unmarried fathers selflessly devoted to their
children.)

All the 17,000 children born in England, Scotland and Wales in the
week 3-9 March 1958 were (and are) the subject of periodic follow-up
investigations by the National Child Development Study. Of these
children, 600 were born outside of marriage. A principal author of the
Crellin study of these (as they were called) ‘illegitimate’ children was
Dr M.L. Kellmer Pringle, well-known for her publications on child
development.

What were the statistical associations between, on the one hand,
birth taking place without the mother being married to the father (a
central prohibition of the pre-1960s system) and, on the other, various
aspects of the circumstances and personal characteristics of the
mother and child?7



 FAMILIES WITHOUT FATHERHOOD28

In Crellin’s population, the proportions of the children of married and
uncommitted fathers were spread evenly through the social classes.
Whereas uncommitted fatherhood had in the past been associated with
low social class, by the later-1960s this was no longer the case.8 

Her findings confirmed that the rapid acceleration in the rise in the
frequency of uncommitted fatherhood was not the result of the
emergence of an ‘underclass’ which was repudiating the values of
respectable society. Attitudes, law and conduct had been transformed
within a decade. No underclass has at its disposal the means of
moulding public opinion to achieve such a thing.9

It was a change throughout society of the evaluation of what respect-
able behaviour was. Those changes were being effected by members of
society who had access to the means for communicating what is going
to be accepted as true and virtuous—the effective intelligentsia. Some
members of this part of the intelligentsia certainly adopted, advertised
and approved their own élitist and originally insulting version of
‘working-class culture’; insulting because the anti-familial,
individualistic conduct (hardly cultural conduct) attributed to the
working class was precisely that most feared and despised by the
respectable working class. They knew only too well and at first hand
its consequences under their conditions of life. Only in that extremely
attenuated sense was it at any time a question of underclass morality.

Lying behind the changes in the morality of reproduction was the
emergence in the USA and Western Europe of a more autonomous
youth culture, the individualistic hedonism of which stemmed partly
from affluence, partly from anti-war and anti-racist sentiments, and
partly from the fear or affectation that the world was on the eve of
destruction.

In remoulding attitudes and assumptions about what was factually
true and ethically valid, at least as important was a part of the
intelligentsia which was largely based in higher education and which
made its influence felt most widely through serious newspapers and
discussion programmes. Its prime commitment was to draw attention
to, and remedy, the evils associated with the system of life-long
monogamy. These evils included the subordinated and narrowly
domestic life of the woman, the stereotyping of the roles of the son and
the daughter at the cost of the latter, and of course in some cases sheer
brutality and sexual abuse. Only people who were heartless, who were
uncaring, would say anything that could be interpreted in any way as
weakening the case for the removal of these evils.

Factual surveys like Crellin’s had shown (and continued to show for
as long as they were considered worthy to be financed) that on average
the life-long socially-certified monogamous family on the pre-1960s
pattern was better for children than any one of a variety of
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alternatives practically applicable to large urban populations.10 These
surveys undermined aspects of the arguments put by the defenders of
the interests of the various problem groups. Certain of the
righteousness of their respective causes, there must have been at least
a few who consciously attacked what they suspected might well be
true, but inconveniently and irrelevantly true. Probably most simply
followed the fashion and unconsciously resisted making themselves
familiar with material damaging to their own confidence and their
client-group’s case.

They focused their own and the public’s attention on the problem end
of the distribution of the pre-1960s family, and on the successful end
of the distribution of other arrangements for handling sex, procreation,
the physical safety and health of the baby, childrearing and adult
mutual aid. Equipped with an array of rationalizations which enabled
them to sneer at opinions on the family different from their own (‘false
consciousness’, ‘the social construction of reality’, ‘the bourgeois proble-
matic’, ‘moral panics’ and various other terms meaning ‘other people’s
ignorance, ill-will and stupidity’) the more articulate and ‘better-
informed’ elevated themselves above common sense and the findings
of statistical surveys. They demonstrated to their own satisfaction, and
for 20 years to the satisfaction of a complacent academic community
and uncritical media of communication, that more or less any opinion
other their own was an ambush set for simpletons by either patriarch
or capitalist. There was no such thing, to use Sir Henry Wotton’s old
categories, as ‘the simple truth’ or ‘honest thought’.11 They acknowl-
edged such opinion as suited the interests of their client-group and
cast doubt upon or ignored what they deemed would be damaging to
them. That is, they acted as advocates.

No one who had completed a year’s seminars with 150 first-year
undergraduates (most of them females) as one of the authors did in
1991-92, could doubt that among these opinion-formers of the near
future the pre-1960s family is a thoroughly discredited set of attitudes
and mores. Certainly, many asserted that they were committed to ‘the
family’. But this was only in the sense that they wanted one aspect of
a successful marriage, a ‘loving relationship’—to be loved, on their own
terms. To be pre-committed ‘for a life-time’ and ‘for better or worse’ to
render unpaid services to another was an eccentric notion that had
never worked in practice, and all they were doing was discarding an
oppressive ideology. The only unexpected feature of the seminars was
the frequency with which it was assumed or asserted (as a criticism)
that the pre-1960s family (as a complicated set of inter-related
institutions, not simply as one or other of a number of discrete
aspirations) was still the only approved model presented through the
influential media.
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Yet quite clearly not only had feature programmes led but advertise-
ments had followed in treating the family without fatherhood as
acceptable and normal. In Great Britain the citadel of conventional
values for the first 30 years or so of its existence was Radio 4 and its
earlier equivalents, which continued to bear after his death the stamp
of respectability put upon the BBC’s whole output by Lord Reith.
Within that citadel, ‘Woman’s Hour’ was an inner stronghold of
conventional sexual and family morality. By the time these students
were complaining about the uniformly family-oriented output of the
media, a presenter of ‘Woman’s Hour’ was of the opinion that marriage
was an ‘insult’. ‘Women shouldn’t touch it.’ In a remark that would
have provoked widespread protest from married women only a few
years before as an outrageous insult to all of them (and it was indeed
condemned by the rare and judicious Barbara Amiel) she wrote that
entering the status of spousehood had itself made her ‘a legal
prostitute’.12 The popular Cosby Show, a programme portraying family
life in a favourable light, was exceptional.

On one occasion the American Vice-President criticised a television
comedy. The episode had an audience of 38 million viewers in the
United States. He said that it did not help matters when prime TV had
the heroine ‘mocking the importance of fathers’ and her calling her
decision to have a baby while unmarried ‘just another lifestyle choice’.
According to the correspondent of The Sunday Times in Washington,
Quayle’s remarks ‘provoked outrage’, with editorial writers and talk-
show hosts criticising him ‘for misunderstanding one of the more
intelligent American sitcoms and for a bludgeoning attack on
unmarried mothers’.13

 It has seldom been possible in our researches, even in very
substantial and long-term investigations, to assess the effects of social
class and income independently of the effects of the commitment of a
father. But whenever the data have allowed a tentative assessment,
the indication has always been that in each social class, and at each
level of income, the commitment of a father, on the measures chosen,
has had a significant effect. In all classes the lack of commitment of
the father is disadvantageous on the average for the child.

It is plain, and it cannot be imagined to be otherwise, that it is more
likely among the poor than among the prosperous that the result of the
natural father not being regularly committed over a long period as a
member of the child’s household will be to the child’s disadvantage. As
Sir Thomas Browne said of the well-to-do: ‘their fortunes do somewhat
gild their mischiefs, and their purses compound for their follies’.14 

The average lower-working-class child whose average father is not
there, which is more likely to be the case with the uncommitted than
the committed fathers, is much more likely to suffer from material
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hardship; from irritation and anger from a person who has to cope with
him single-handed much of the time; and from the experiences, as he
grows up, of living in a flat on a dangerous and unpleasant part of a
housing estate.15

 Crellin allocated the households in her study according to the
mother’s social class of upbringing (i.e. the mother’s father’s social
class). As the study of unmarried mothers in Scotland carried out by
the Scottish Home and Health Department had also reported, there
was a striking amount of downward social mobility among the mothers
of the children of the uncommitted fathers.16 This downward mobility
started with the employment difficulties faced by the mothers as they
neared the time of the birth of, and then gave birth to their child. Some
of these difficulties were due to the still considerable stigma that
attached to the unmarried mother at the time of the Crellin study.
Such difficulties diminish, by definition, when uncommitted
fatherhood becomes normal and therefore necessarily socially
acceptable, as in the Caribbean.17 But other difficulties were the conse-
quence of not having the father as the (in principle) sole other full-time
contributor to the practical arrangements necessitated by pregnancy
and motherhood (whatever the otherwise given supply of assistance
from the kin group, the community or the social and educational
services).

The characteristics, experiences and achievements of the average
child of the married father were markedly different from those of the
average child of the uncommitted father. The gradient on almost all
measures was first, the adopted children of uncommitted fathers; sec-
ond, the children of committed fathers; and last, the children of
uncommitted fathers.

In the matter of life and death, taking birth order of the child and the
mother’s young age into account, there was a higher perinatal
mortality among the children of uncommitted than committed fathers.
The babies of uncommitted fathers were not protected by their
mother’s class of origin. For among the sample of babies of married
fathers there was a tendency for perinatal mortality to decrease the
higher the social class, but this was not the case for those of
uncommitted fathers.18 Fifty-two per 1,000 children of uncommitted
fathers had died by the time they were seven, as against 36 per 1,000
of the children of committed fathers.19 

Twice the proportion of children of the uncommitted fathers had
some form of proteinuria, connected with the mother’s smoking habits
after the twentieth week of pregnancy. (The risk of death was highest
of all for the babies of uncommitted fathers whose mothers were
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smokers.)20 The proportion of children who died from accidents was
also higher among the children of uncommitted fathers.21

With regard to physique, at birth the average baby of the uncom-
mitted father weighed less than the baby of the publicly-committed
father. Almost twice as many of the former were in the ‘low birth-
weight’ category.22 

The absence of a father who had committed himself to marriage
before his child was born was statistically associated with the chances
that the mother would be unavailable to the baby and infant during
working hours. Only 12 per cent of the women who adopted a child of
an uncommitted father went out to work in the child’s pre-school
years. This was the case with 24 per cent of the mothers who had been
married when the child was born. But 61 per cent of the mothers of the
non-adopted children of uncommitted fathers had gone out to work in
the child’s pre-school years. Only three per cent of the mothers who
had adopted a child had worked full-time in this period of the child’s
life. Forty-three per cent of the mothers of the children of uncommitted
fathers had.

These figures are not a reflection of social class differences. In the
group of married parents there is an increase of pre-school working
mothers with decreasing social class. There is no such pattern among
the other mothers who looked after their own children. Working
outside the home before the child was old enough for school was made
necessary for the mothers of the children of uncommitted fathers,
across the social classes, by economic pressures, reinforced by their
own desire for outside company for themselves, and for personal
independence.23

These mothers were on the average, certainly, worse off than those
in the other groups.24 None of the adoptive mothers were reported as
having ‘overt’ financial problems. The figure for married mothers was
seven per cent. Nevertheless, only 21 per cent of the other mothers had
overt financial problems. The fact that 79 per cent did not has to be
taken into consideration in discussions in which the differences in the
experiences and achievements between of children of committed and
uncommitted fathers are attributed largely to shortage of money.25

The housing experiences and environment of the average uncom-
mitted-father’s child are different from those of the average adopted
child and the married-parent child.26

For good or ill the uncommitted-father’s child had a much more
mobile existence, changing friends, schools and other familiar things,
than either those adopted or those born to a married couple. Twenty
per cent of them had moved house at least four times; this was the case
with only seven per cent of the married-parents’ children. The most
mobile was the child of an uncommitted father who was now in a
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household where its mother was cohabiting with him: 38 per cent of
such children had moved house four or more times.27

Only five per cent of the uncommitted-fathers’ children who were
adopted lived in housing conditions of more than 1.5 persons a room.
Of those who were not adopted, nearly a quarter lived in these
conditions (22 per cent). What is more, the usual tendency for
overcrowding to increase with declining social class was absent in the
case of the children of uncommitted fathers.28 

Crellin looked at the child’s conditions in terms of the ‘basic amen-
ities’ at the disposal of its household (indoor w.c., hot water supply,
bathroom, cooking facilities). ‘In this respect, too, illegitimate children
were very much worse off than the legitimate or adopted.’29 The
households of 33 per cent of the first of these groups lacked the use of
one of these amenities, 17 per cent of the second group, and only five
per cent of the third group. In general children in class V households
were 12 times more likely than children in middle-class homes (I, II
and III non-manual) to live in a household lacking or having to share
three or more of these amenities. In the case of the children of uncom-
mitted fathers, the difference was much less marked. Instead of being
only a twelfth as likely, the middle-class children in this category were
only half as likely as class V children to live without three or more of
the household amenities.30

At the age of seven the great majority of the children of committed
fathers were in the household situation into which they were born,
that is, with both their natural parents (90 per cent). Only 27 per cent
of the children of uncommitted fathers were with both their natural
parents. Forty-six per cent were in other two-parent situations. The
rest were scattered into a wide range of household types: nine per cent
were with their own mother only, seven per cent with their own
mother and others, four per cent were with a grandparent.

Three per cent were in care.31 But 11 per cent (as compared with two
per cent of the total cohort) had been taken into care for longer or
shorter periods. In 90 per cent of the cases the first reception into care
was before the age of five. In half the cases the first separation from
their home was before they were 18 months old, and in a quarter
within their first five months. Of these 38 children, six had been in
care almost their entire life. The 38 had experienced 77 receptions into
care. The second most frequent cause of being taken into care was the
illness of the mother in the absence of a reliable source of assistance
to her and the child at home.32

The seven-year-olds were assessed on their ability and attainment.
Crellin used information from three tests. The first tested the level of
their general mental and perceptual development; the second, their
reading ability; the third tested their ‘arithmetic age’.
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The teacher graded each child on its level of general knowledge as
‘exceptionally well-informed’, ‘good background knowledge’, ‘average’,
‘below average, rather limited’, or ‘largely ignorant of the world around
it’. Crellin argues that at that age the level of general knowledge is ‘to
a large extent influenced by the opportunities and stimulation
provided for him by his family’.33 

About the same proportions in each group, adopted, committed-
father, and uncommitted-father, were graded ‘average’ (49 per cent, 49
per cent, 47 per cent). 

But only 16 per cent of the adopted children appeared in the below
average grades, 28 per cent of the children of the committed fathers,
and no fewer than 45 per cent of the children of uncommitted fathers.
Only 0.7 per cent of the adopted children were labelled as ‘largely
ignorant of the world around them’, and four per cent of the children
of the committed fathers, but more than eight per cent of the children
of uncommitted fathers.

At the other end of the scale, one per cent of the children of the non-
committed fathers were labelled by their teachers ‘exceptionally well
informed’, nearly three per cent of the children of committed fathers
and over three per cent of the adopted children.

On the Southgate reading test, nearly half (49 per cent) of the
children of the uncommitted fathers fell into the bottom grade of ‘poor’.
This was the grade of 28 per cent of the children of committed fathers,
and of only 18 per cent of the adopted children.34 Having a committed
father made the second biggest statistical difference after social class:
ten months of reading age—with adoption meaning a further gain of
two months. 

On the test of arithmetical ability especially developed for her study,
Crellin found that as usual there was not much difference between the
groups of children in the proportions graded as ‘average’—about 40 per
cent in all three cases. But again, though not so marked as in the
reading and general knowledge gradings, there were differences
between the groups in the proportions of poor performers and good
performers. In the adopted and committed-father groups about 30 per
cent scored 7-10 (‘good’) on the test, but only 20 per cent of the non-
committed father group. Eliminating the effects of social class and
other factors, being the child of a non-committed father made a
difference in the statistics of five months in ‘arithmetic age’.35

Only three per cent of the children of committed fathers, but nearly
three times that percentage of the children of uncommitted fathers had
attended at least three different schools in the first two years of school
life. Changing schools means adjusting to different classroom
organization, to different standards, to the personalities of different
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teachers, to different friends. The effects on a child of such high
residential mobility are not in all cases detrimental. But ‘for children
doing badly already ... frequent changes of school are likely to
exacerbate further their learning difficulties’.36

Mothers were graded on their interest in their children’s education.
Among those children now in middle-class homes (I, II, and III non-
manual) 21 per cent of the mothers of the children of non-committed
fathers were classified as showing ‘little or no interest’. Only one per
cent of the adoptive mothers were put in this grade, and four per cent
of the mothers of children with committed fathers. Only four per cent
of the class IV adoptive mothers were graded as uninterested, 20 per
cent of the committed-father group, and 27 per cent of the uncom-
mitted-father group.37

In all aspects of ability and attainment examined by Crellin, the non-
committed father group did significantly less well than either the com-
mitted-father or adopted groups.

The study carried out on these children in 1966 found that, in
general, living in any situation other than being brought up by
adoptive or by both of their own parents brought a lower level of
educational attainment.38 It had therefore been expected that those
children of uncommitted fathers who were living with their natural
parents would perform better than all the other sub-groups in the unc-
ommitted-father category. ‘If anything the opposite was true.’ The
lowest scores were obtained by children of non-committed fathers who
were living with their natural parents.39 Using D.H. Stott’s Bristol
Social Adjustment Guides the behaviour of the children was
assessed.40 The proportion of children found ‘maladjusted’ among the
non-committed father sample was much higher than among the other
two groups. About two-thirds of both the committed-father and the
adopted groups were ‘stable’ on Stott’s test. This was true of under a
half of the uncommitted father group. The slightly higher proportion
of the adopted than of the committed-father group who were
‘maladjusted’ was one of the few cases where the gradient
adopted/committed-father did not appear (here, 16 per cent, 13 per
cent). But a quarter of the children of the uncommitted fathers were
‘maladjusted’, placing them in their invariable location in the gradient.

 Though ‘social-class composition’ did of course have its own diffuse
effects overall, within each class the non-committed-father group
contained a higher proportion of maladjusted children. The differences
between the groups cannot be explained by sex differences. ‘If
anything, this should have worked in the opposite direction from that
found.’41

At the time when pressures for change were building up, Crellin’s
findings between marriage and the child’s life-chances reproduced
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those of other studies and the assumptions of the common sense of the
time. The advocates and passive condoners of change could not contra-
dict the findings. They therefore either did not consult or refer to them,
or they interpreted them in new ways. 

An important body of thought had emerged as part of the general
demand for reform. In the large areas of race and gender, problems
were now attributed principally to prejudice and discrimination.
Prejudice’s little sisters, ‘stigma’ and ‘labelling’, were immediately
available for the purposes of reinterpretation of Crellin’s findings and
others like them. For in an intellectual community which was
increasingly sensitized to prejudice, labelling found the desired
resonance, perhaps all the more so because the connection between the
larger and smaller concept was not completely obvious. 

With an egregiously small amount of evidence, and that which
existed throwing little light on its part as one influence among many,
‘labelling’ was put forward as the main explanation of all the
differences between the children of the committed and uncommitted
fathers. 

Put in an unqualified form for clarity, the differences were all
originally only in the mind of the nurse, the doctor, the teacher, the
neighbour, with no basis in fact. The commitment or absence of
commitment by the father was not an important factor in the situation
at all. It was only, then, the way that the children were treated by
these people, on the erroneous assumption that the father’s commit-
ment was important, that gave rise to the real differences that were
observed. Remove stigma and the problem disappears. 

On that foundation an enormous social experiment was permitted to
go forward. If the foundation proved faulty the lives of the next (much
enlarged) generation of children of uncommitted fathers would be
affected in the ways discovered in surveys such as Crellin’s. These
adverse effects would be mitigated only if the quite speculative hopes
were realized, that as the disadvantage in itself of being stigmatized
was reduced (as in the 1970s and 1980s it undoubtedly was) then
whatever element of other disadvantage traceable to stigma would also
be diminished or removed.

One of Crellin’s most striking findings is that the children of
committed fathers were close to, but in nearly all cases ‘below’ the
adopted children of non-committed fathers. This confirms the idea that
in principle alternatives to the pre-1960s family can be ‘successful’.
That is not here in question. Adoptive parents are ‘good’ parents
because they are a small group of volunteers who are then subject to
a further process of selection and rejection as being suitable for child-
rearing or not. The question is rather, which alternatives are now
relatively successful, or on reasonable grounds of existing data might
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be relatively successful on a large scale? Existing data do not suggest
that uncommitted fatherhood and single-motherhood are institutions
of equivalent worth to the average child on any of the criteria that are
usually adduced in connection with the assessment of its ‘best
interests’. 

We have not yet come across, and we have not yet succeeded in being
directed to, any serious statistical study that shows that on the
average babies who have lacked a sociological father fare better than
babies who have had an effective sociological father. A handful of
studies show that on certain criteria there is no difference. But nearly
all the serious statistical studies we have examined show that, on the
criteria chosen by the study as showing ‘better’ and ‘poorer’ ability,
performance or achievement (with very few exceptions on individual
items), they do worse. The longer the same father has been part of the
child’s life, and the more effectively the father has taken part in the
life of the family, the better the results for the child.

As a current sociological phenomenon, it interesting that so much
discussion is directed to, as we might term it, plausibly ‘explaining
away’ the findings that show that across the board, physical weight,
height, educational achievements, criminality, life and death itself, are
on average connected with the presence or absence of a committed
father.

A frequent argument is that the differentials are there, but they are
not due to the absence of the father ‘as such’. They are due to the
absence of money. But the shortage of money is itself due to the
absence of the father. And, here again, a gamble was made with the
lives of future generations of children on the basis of purely
speculative and necessarily political wishes.

Let us assume that it is true that all or a large component of the
differentials between fatherless children and children with fathers are
due to lack of income and could indeed been counteracted by changes
in policy regarding the provision of State benefits for fatherless
children and husbandless mothers. It was bold indeed to assume that
for that reason State policy would be rapidly changed to accommodate
itself to these needs. 

In the event, the same public opinion which was not simply
increasingly sympathetic to the plight of the lone mother, but also
increasingly perceived it as the normal, acceptable state of affairs,
showed itself surprisingly reluctant in election after election to vote
into national government the party which promised most in terms of
improved State benefits. In the meantime Hegel’s words operated on
the children of lone mothers with full force: philosophy bakes nobody’s
bread.



 FAMILIES WITHOUT FATHERHOOD38

Furthermore, if the differences in criminality, mother’s interest in
the child’s schooling and so forth are accepted as data, then we know
of no studies that do support the view that money has that dominating
role in the rearing of children. On the basis of general theoretical and
empirical work in sociology and psychology it is implausible. Of course
money makes some difference to some things; we have already empha-
sized that above. It is highly likely to make an important and valuable
difference in physical health in one way or another. It is obvious that
the state of single-parenthood drives a poor mother into all sorts of
difficulties. She is short of money; she needs to work; she is unable to
pay for substitute child-care; the child is ill and she must jeopardize
her job to look after it; and so on into an ever descending spiral of
financial and emotional distress. 

But in the sociological and psychological aspects of childrearing there
are no studies in social policy that we have seen which show anything
that suggests that for every £50 or £100 of extra weekly income for
children whose fathers are absent or present and do not ‘father’, there
is a demonstrable reduction in the differentials. (Any actual study
would be not be so crude, but it would require something of this
nature.) What effect has any given amount of money on the likelihood
that the mother will visit an antenatal clinic; on the likelihood that the
mother will smoke into the last months of her pregnancy; on the
likelihood that she will take an interest in the child’s schooling, and on
the likelihood that the child will perform at a certain level at school?

We have not considered the strictly social-policy question of what the
consequences would be—if this degree of importance of money in child-
rearing could be shown—of it being drawn from the social security
budget. But it seems obvious to laymen in these matters that it would
be difficult to give ‘fatherless’ families as defined in some
bureaucratically necessary way an extra £100 a week without giving
an extra £100 a week also to every other category of claimant.

This would be an attractive way of surreptitiously making old age
pensioners and the unemployed better off, and generally making the
distribution of income more equal in the society. But on the specific
point of the effect for the better on at any rate a wide range of the
characteristics and experiences of fatherless children, we have yet to
see any evidence. 

It takes time for children to grow up and show the consequences, if
any, of one family background rather than another. It takes resources
to set up a cohort study. We are therefore dependent, even in the latest
volumes, on reports of family experiences in the more or less distant
past. It is then possible to argue without the fear of evidential con-
tradiction that the children born recently will not show in five or ten
or 15 years time the same average differentials as appeared in the
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evidence about their predecessors—because there has been a reduction
in the stigma attached to being brought up in a family where there is
no father; because the damage from divorce will be less, now that it
need not be preceded by quarrels; because services and benefits are
now improved and will be further improved, and so on.

Everyday experience and culturally-defined ‘common sense’ have
often been overturned as mere superstition by scientific inquiry: that
statement probably summarizes as well as any other the reason for the
successes of urban-industrial societies. On the other hand, ‘a science
with more than six variables is an art’. It has therefore become
possible at one and the same time to deny that wisdom lies in common
sense and—without any contrary evidence being available or
presented—deny that the available scientific data are valid. Given the
nature of the dominant media of communication, people with a
reasonable amount of sophistication and a personal interest, or with
a selfless interest in the plight of their chosen group, or a devotion to
a righteous cause, can now argue away both common sense and the
only available statistical evidence. They can baldly and briefly assert
that both common sense and statistics are inferior to their own version
of what is factually correct and ethically right. Their feeling of moral
rectitude enables them to say, with Wordsworth,

Here then we rest; not fearing for our creed
The worst that human reasoning can achieve
To unsettle or perplex it.

Élitism can be pushed no further. The result is that along with
common sense any set of figures now, and any conceivable set of fig-
ures that could be produced at whatever expense and with whatsoever
skill in the future, can be plausibly denounced. Too much confidence
should not be put, therefore, in the contribution that decisive statistics
can make to rallying support for a necessary public policy.42
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The Evidence: One Thousand Newcastle
Children and Their Fathers 1947-1980

In 1979-80, under the aegis of the Human Development Unit of the
Nuffield Psychology and Psychiatry Department of the University

of Newcastle upon Tyne, Professor Israel Kolvin and his colleagues
studied 264 men and women. They were a random sample of the
babies born in Newcastle upon Tyne in May and June 1947, now aged
32-33. The researchers already had detailed information about all of
them, as babies, infants and adolescents. Some of the figures given
below refer to all these children, not only to those restudied when they
were adults.1

What statistical association, if any, was there between on the one
hand the absence of their fathers, for whatever reason of irresponsible
sexual intercourse or divorce, and on the other the lifetime experiences
and achievements of these men and women?

The data provided by even the most sophisticated social research are
crude in relation to the problems they address. Statistical association
in itself does not establish what is loosely termed a ‘causal’
relationship. What if data from many sources, and statistical analyses
of them, do always show an association between A and B? The reason
may be that both A and B only ever appear when C is present, the
‘cause’ of both. If a C factor can be discounted, the question may still
remain: does A ‘cause’ B, or does B ‘cause’ A?

But if association is constantly shown, at any rate within a particular
system (e.g. to a part of British society as it was at various times) then,
in spite of all the crudity of the best available research, the possibility
that A causes B certainly cannot be discounted. For any one of a
variety of reasons, some people want to deny that a particular,
regularly repeated statistical association is a true finding. Or, if they
find it too implausible to deny any longer that it is a true finding, to
deny that it can be a causal relationship. All they can do then is to
‘explain away’ the data in a more or less elaborate way, without being
able to produce any concrete findings which actually contradict those
data. 
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Kolvin and his colleagues (‘Kolvin’) used the full range of the
statistical techniques available to the social sciences in the late 1970s.
For brevity and simplicity, reference will be made here only to some of
the more striking percentage-point differences, excluding those which,
though statistically significant (i.e. the difference was unlikely to be an
accident of sampling) were small.2

The Father and the Home
Kolvin first considered the relationship between fatherhood and the
child’s experiences generally in its home environment. Were there
‘deficiencies in family well-being’ associated with the absence of a
father or with the father, though present, absconding to a greater or
lesser extent from parental care for his family?3 His criteria included
parental illness, poor physical and domestic care of the child (personal
and domestic dirtiness, poor clothing), debt, unemployment,
overcrowding, and general incompetence on the part of the mother.
Marital instability was included as a deficiency. The loss of a father
through death was not included.

These and other deficiencies were grouped into six categories.
Respondents were put into the set of those who suffered none of the
six; those who lived in homes with one deficiency or more; and those
who lived in homes where there were three or more deficiencies.4 

In families who were not deprived at all when the child was 15, 83
per cent of the fathers had been present since birth. This held for only
53 per cent in the families suffering multiple deprivation.5 The
mothers of all of the children in the non-deprived households had a
husband when the baby was born in 1947. In the multi-deprived
households 17 per cent of the children were the children of publicly-
uncommitted fathers.6 Where the father had not been present for any
of the 15 years, the child was three times more likely to be in a family
of multiple deprivation than the child whose father had been there for
all the 15 years.

Of course, Kolvin says, the father’s mere presence throughout
childhood does not ensure the existence of qualities which create a
home in which the child is given material and emotional support, and
where there is a model for direction, guidance and identification.
Among the always-present fathers, a strong statistical association
appears between the father showing various traits and the child’s
home being a good one in other respects. Fifty-three per cent of the
fathers in the non-deprived families were perceived by the member of
the research team making the observation as ‘effective, kind and
considerate’. Only seven per cent of the fathers in the multi-deprived
families were so rated. On the criterion of ‘father’s participation in
domestic tasks’, the majority of the fathers in the multi-deprived group
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participated poorly (66 per cent). This was the case with very few of
the fathers in the non-deprived families (two per cent).

‘In brief, the deprived groups were characterized by the ... absence of
fathers and, even when present, these tended to be inadequate
providers who made little contribution to domestic activities and were
seldom thought to be competent and caring.’7

Eliminating the effect of social class as far as the figures allow, and
by way of illustration taking only the children in social classes IV and
V, the effect of having, on Kolvin’s criteria, a ‘good’ father can be
clearly seen. For example, of the class IV and V children who were
originally non-deprived, and remained non-deprived in 1957, 69 per
cent had fathers with ‘good personality’ and 57 per cent had fathers
who were ‘good providers’. Only 16 per cent of the fathers in this
category ‘participated poorly in domestic tasks’. There were bad and
good fathers in all classes, but bad or good fathering had its effect in
each of them.

The Home and the Child

Having shown that there is a statistical association between the
conduct of the father and the extent of deprivation in the father’s fam-
ily—which again is mere confirmation of common sense—Kolvin then
examines the effects on the child of being brought up in a non-deprived
as compared with a multi-deprived family.

The children were weighed at birth and on six other occasions up to
the age of 15. At birth there were no significant differences between
children in the families where on the Kolvin criteria there was no
deprivation as compared with those where there was multi-
deprivation. (The difference between the birthweights of the children
of committed and uncommitted fathers is a different issue.) But
significant differences appeared at the second weighing, and the
average weights of the two sets of children widened as they grew up.
It was the same with their height. (It is difficult to see how these
findings could have been significantly affected by the children being
‘labelled’ by those conducting the measurements as being from a class
V deprived home, a class V non-deprived home, and class I deprived
home, a class I non-deprived home, and so on.)

Other adverse personal characteristics also appeared with greater
frequency among the children from the multi-deprived households. For
example, 37 per cent of them had speech defects by the time they were
five, as compared with less than half that proportion in the non-
deprived group.8 

The children from the multi-deprived families were more likely to
suffer from accidents than those in the non-deprived group. By the age
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of five, 65 per cent of the former, as compared with 45 per cent of the
latter, had suffered one or more accidents. For example, the multi-
deprived children were nearly four times as likely to have been burnt
or scalded (23 per cent as compared with six per cent).9

When they were ten years of age their teachers rated the children on
various skills and interests. On every measure the multi-deprived
children were given the lowest average rating. For example, on craft
ability 41 per cent of the non-deprived were rated highly; only two per
cent of the multi-deprived were. Here, no doubt labelling did play a
part in elevating or depressing the enthusiasm and abilities of all the
children, and may well have been decisive in some cases.10

The same pattern of differences persisted, not only in the whole
range of academic abilities and attitudes at school, but in all aspects
of school life. This was true even of sports activities. When they were
15, 45 per cent of the non-deprived children, and less than half that
proportion of the multi-deprived (21 per cent) were rated as being
interested in games.

Whatever the defects of intelligence tests, different degrees of success
in completing them at the age of 11 was an important factor in a
child’s life. Similarly, whatever the defects of the society in which they
lived, scoring highly rather than poorly made it easier to progress
within that society on that society’s terms. The Newcastle upon Tyne
32-33 year-olds studied in 1980 had been given IQ tests when they
were aged 11, in 1958. The mean score of the non-deprived children
was four points above the standard for the test; the score for the multi-
deprived children was 13 points below. In the arithmetic test the non-
deprived children scored eight points above the standard, the multi-
deprived eight points below. In English there was a gap of 19 points
between the two sets of children. 

In 1959 they were again tested, using Raven’s Progressive Matrices
(widely considered to be one of the most culture-free tests available).
The pattern of differences was repeated.11 

When they were 12 and then when they were 14 they were rated on
the Mill Hill Vocabulary Scale. The same scale was used again when
they were 32-33, in 1980. Among the men the gap between the two
groups was now ten points (a mean score of 103 against one of 93);
among the women seven points (98 as against 91).12

If marrying someone who has the ability to score highly in the Mill
Hill Vocabulary Test is regarded as preferable, other things being
equal, to marrying someone whose score is poor, then the multi-
deprived men did badly. The non-deprived men had married women of
just below average intelligence. The multi-deprived men had married
women whose mean score was nine points below average. (The rated
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intelligence of the women played no part in their ‘success’ in finding
intelligent partners: the women in both groups found husbands of
average intelligence (101; 100).)13

By 1980, of the men who had been in multi-deprived families when
they were children of five, 51 per cent had criminal records. This was
more than four times the figure for the non-deprived males (12 per
cent). Fifteen per cent of the multi-deprived men had been convicted
at least 11 times, and had been incarcerated for an average of 21
months. By comparison, only two per cent of the non-deprived men had
as many as 11 convictions or more, and they had been incarcerated on
the average for eight months.14 

If the term is preferred, the otherwise multi-deprived were also much
more frequently ‘labelled’ as law breakers. Law-breakers or not, for the
children and adults concerned a police record was not an advantage in
society as it was constituted at that time. If law-breakers, however
admirable that made them in the eyes of those who see criminals as
rebels against intolerable injustices and so on, months in prison were
unlikely to have been regarded by most of the multi-deprived prisoners
themselves as the way they would have chosen to plan their lives or
spend their time, even in the cause of social disruption.

The Father as a Protective Factor in Deprived Homes

The fathers’ characteristics had been described in 1962 when the study
team had known the families for 15 years. Of men who by 1980 had
still avoided being labelled as offenders, 48 per cent had fathers who
had been described as ‘effective and kind’. Of those who did come to be
labelled as offenders, only 20 per cent had fathers who had been so
described.15 

Kolvin looked particularly at the fathers of boys and girls from
deprived homes only, thus isolating the effect of the father, to the
extent made possible by the data available in the study.

Among deprived males, one of the six most important factors he
isolated as protection against ever (to the age of 33) being labelled as
a delinquent was the ‘effective personality’ of the father. Among the
non-delinquent deprived males 26 per cent, but among the delinquent
deprived males only 14 per cent had such fathers.16 

He found that the presence of the natural father was one of the four
most powerful protectors against delinquency among the girls.17 When
they were ten years of age, the natural father was still present in the
families of 61 per cent of the girls who came to be labelled as
delinquents. By contrast, he was still present in the families of 81 per
cent of those who, in spite of coming from deprived families, had not to
the age of 33 ever been labelled as delinquents.18
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It need hardly be said that these statistics deal with differences
between the averages of groups. Where there was deprivation and poor
fathering the deficit was sometimes capable of being remedied, and
such deficits were sometimes compensated for in benign environments
of kin, neighbourhood, or school. Some children in the unfathered or
poorly-fathered group scored highly in intelligence tests, were keen on
sport, and were never in trouble with the police. Some of the children
in the well-fathered group scored poorly, were rated as apathetic, had
criminal records and so on. It would therefore have been pure
prejudice to conclude from the fact that a particular child was a
member of one group or the other that he or she was either good or bad
at school, was either a shoplifter or not. But it is pure obscurantism to
deny that the statistical chances of children being physically smaller,
stammering, being poor scorers in intelligence tests, or having a
criminal record, depended greatly on their home background; and the
quality of their home background, at the time and place of the
Newcastle 1,000 studies, depended greatly on the father.
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6

What’s Left and Right in Childrearing,
Sex and Face-to-Face Mutual Aid?

In the case of the figures on crime, the emphasis until recently has
been on denying that they really show an increase. The principal

exponents of the view that crime has or may have risen, but if it has
this is to be condoned or even applauded (the criminals being prefigur-
ative revolutionaries) have been, and still are, to be found in the so-
called New Criminology (see Chapter 7). In the case of the family, since
the late 1960s there have been far more commentators who have
sought and celebrated the change in family morality and conduct.
There has therefore been far less controversy over the overall
statistics. They show that enormous changes have taken place within
the space of a few years. (A brief reminder of the main figures is
contained in the Appendix.) 

Why do so many more men as compared with the recent past never
undertake to be—or withdraw from being—‘fathers’ to their biological
offspring, i.e. are not present from the moment of the child’s conception
full time for a life-time in the household of their children?

Secondly, is the father’s absence from a position of responsibility for
his children1 of any importance—beyond the obvious effect it has,
when he takes no responsibility whatsoever, of making it the duty of
other people, through their taxes or voluntary philanthropic work, to
look after his children by providing money and other aid to the
mother? 

The answer to the first question will be found if we understand the
profound change that has taken place suddenly and recently in general
public attitudes, not only those of absent fathers. How do we now
believe we should handle such crucial and difficult matters as (i) sex,
(ii) pregnancy and childbirth, (iii) the provision of resources for the
care of the baby, and baby care itself, (iv) the rearing experiences the
baby should have, to make it into a recognizable and not too troub-
lesome member of its own society, and (v) long-term mutual aid
between adults on a face-to-face basis?

With the spread of industry and the growth of great cities, the
institutions of most areas of life, led by and then strongly affected by
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the economy, discarded the use of strongly internalized ‘sacred’ or
quasi-sacred beliefs as a basis for social organization. These
‘secularized’ institutions experienced a brief period during which their
dominant theory was that rational exchange maximized personal
welfare throughout the population. But, under the stress of the real
experiences of industrial and urban life, social theory was very quickly
and strongly affected by the obviously adverse, unintended and
unexpected consequences resulting from this system.

England was first on the scene with both the modern factory and the
industrial town. She was the first to experience the horrors of life in
the textile mill for the pauper apprentices, in the mine for women and
tiny children, in the overcrowded and insanitary towns for the victims
of cholera and typhus. In some cases these consequences were adverse
for one or other of the parties engaged in what that party had thought
was a rational voluntary exchange of equivalents (one or all of the
parties ‘getting more than they’d bargained for’). More importantly
there were the drastic adverse effects on others of rational exchanges
struck for the benefit of the bargainers. 

Rational exchange between individuals or associations (the theory of
the free market) was quickly made subject to rational law (i.e. state
control and state collectivism, approved by certain schools of socialism,
but not only by socialists). Rational law would be the instrument which
would mitigate these unanticipated and adverse effects on one or all
of the bargainers themselves. Much more importantly, it would remove
or reduce adverse third-party effects, including third parties as yet
unborn i.e. effects from which future generations would suffer.

The family was peculiar in resisting all these developments. It
retained its pre-market and pre-statute-law characteristics, being only
gradually and slowly modified, into the reign of Edward, the two
Georges, and the young Elizabeth II. It retained until well into the
second half of the twentieth century, that is, many of the forms and
attitudes that had grown up from the very earliest days of English
Christianity, when Pope Gregory was first asked for his advice by St.
Augustine of Canterbury on sex, marriage, and childrearing (because
‘these uncouth people’, the English, desperately required guidance on
these matters).2 The Roman Catholic Church not many years ago
authoritatively restated its view on the family.3 We can refer to this
type of family as the ‘pre-1960s’ family; or if we want to emphasize the
element of the ‘sacred’ in the institution, as a firm Jew and a lax
Anglican we can impartially call it the ‘Catholic’ family, in whatever
sections of society ‘sacred’ elements were and are still found.

To say that relationships encompassed within the ‘Catholic’ family
were sacred does not mean that they were arbitrary, and lacked corres-
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pondence with secular rule and reflection. They were quite clearly
ways of dealing with some of the most powerful forces for good or evil,
for solidarity or disruption, in the human psyche. People’s propensity
to produce children—and society’s need for them if the pattern of social
co-operation is to survive for more than a single generation—always
raises the problem of who is to care for them. It has been historically
a reasonable rule (not the only possible one, kinship institutions are
very various) that the highly labour intensive activity of child-care
should be allocated to the biological parents on a very long-term basis.

Procreation before the days of artificial and self-insemination was a
matter of sexual intercourse. The powerful drive of sex is peculiar in
several ways. Unlike food, where the human daily intake for all men
and women, all through life, is 2,500 calories, give or take a 1,000,
sexual appetites differ enormously among men, among women,
between the sexes, and in the course of a lifetime. The rhythms of men
and women differ. 

One way of reducing dissatisfaction is to conceal from the poorly-
endowed the riches they will never be able to enjoy. If the biological
parents are to be held together for the long period required for their
task of child-care and childrearing to be completed, their relationship
must not be subject to the strain imposed on it by more satisfactory
sources of sexual gratification appearing and attracting one of them
away. Historically a reasonable rule has been, therefore, that courting
should be a matter for market-type relationships (‘shopping around’),
but that sexual capabilities should not be allowed to enter into the
decisions of the parties (the rule—infringed in practice—of pre-marital
virginity of both the man and the woman). The Catholic family had
this rule. (In other societies other usages, regarded as devilishly
inferior—‘ye beastly devices of ye heathen’—have allowed pre-marital
sexual licence.) 

When a voluntary choice of partner has been made, then all market-
type elements are transcended. The relationship between the man and
woman, and all other members of the community towards them, is
from then on defined by their status as husband and wife. Two people
are originally committed to being, but in any case are then socially
constrained to be, dependable sources of services to their immature
children and for a life-time to each other. The rule (though not to the
same extent the actuality) prevails of life-long sexual exclusivity and
fidelity, whether the ‘surprise packet’ in the transaction, ‘sex’, turns
out to be a good bargain or not. They are no longer related by the
modern commercial term ‘partner’, but by the medieval and sacred
term ‘holy estate’.
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Even today the Roman Catholic Church stresses the ‘reasonableness’
of these arrangements. The future of humanity passes through the
family, so that ‘every person of good will’, not just the religious
Catholic, should recognize their secular merits in coping with the
difficult problems to which they are addressed. The Church has
learned at the school of Christ, certainly, but also at ‘the school of
history’. They are sacred arrangements, but they correspond to human
welfare. Complying with the Church’s rules of wifehood and husband-
hood, of motherhood and fatherhood, is to abide by decrees that are
sacred. But they are not on that account either arbitrary or inscrut-
able, and they are certainly not more damaging than alternative
systems to either the person, or to her or his contemporaries, or to
posterity.4

Much more than other organizations not specifically religious, the
Catholic family (in the sense we have given the term above) retained
elements of the sacred, and of internalized conceptions of social duties
which the individual required himself or herself, and other people, to
fulfil. Internalization meant that the person paid the heavy price of
‘feeling guilty’ if he did not do what had been internalized as the ‘right’
thing to do. But it was not only a matter of personal life-style even as
a dutiful individual. It concerned compulsory communal norms, those
regarded as being of the utmost importance to members of a society or
association, the mores. The mores are views of right and wrong which
are not merely internalized by anyone, but describe the state of affairs
in which the same views are inculcated into the personality of most
members of a society, with most members of that society stigmatizing
deviations from them. 

The sacred family was of course at all times partly a ‘myth’. In all
societies there are always widespread infractions of the social rules. In
all societies, even the most pious, people succumb to temptation
against the dictates of their conscience. That does not mean that
therefore conduct in our non-pious and increasingly non-family society
is no different from conduct in any other, and that any given form of
behaviour is found with equal frequency everywhere and at all times.
For societies that orient the lives of their members by the use of
powerful myths are quite different from those which have disposed of
them. Some priests and even some bishops fail to abide by their self-
chosen vows of celibacy. But it is the height of absurdity to imply from
that, that the average priest is indistinguishable from, say, the
average student, or the average member of the media intelligentsia, in
the matter of self-control of sexuality in the interests of other people.
The rule of priestly celibacy itself was historically very important in
preserving the family life which celibacy precisely shuns. For if
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celibacy is daily and publicly thus held up as a possibility, a married
couple can remain faithful even if one of them through physical
changes in middle or old age loses sexual interest, and the other does
not. If priestly celibacy is not possible, neither is life-long marital
fidelity.

Within this socially-defined and socially-controlled institution called
the family there were both structural injustices and many abuses
resulting from conduct forbidden by the system. Each type of social
system tends to produce its own characteristic type of abuse. That does
not in itself condemn the system. Was the pre-1960s family so
incorrigibly inclined to produce abuse of a man’s position to secure for
himself sexual gratification from his wife and daughters, and to lead
to physical male violence against women, that it had to be dismantled
altogether? Or would the dismantling of the family result in even more
battering of women by men; even more exploitation of immature girls
by transitory men, even by ‘half’ and ‘step’ relations, seeking nothing
but sexual gratification or conquest; and other consequences, such as
a new generation in which a higher proportion was stamped with
problematical self-centredness (e.g. criminals)? To reveal faults in an
institution is only to show again that all institutions are imperfect. To
show abuses is only to show that the most perfect institution ever
devised has been abused. Setting impossible goals may function for
some as an effective incentive to achieve what is possible by way of
improvement. But falling short of an imagined perfection can never be
the criterion of whether or not an institution should continue to exist.
It is always a matter of comparing one set of institutions with another
in terms of specified, concrete results obtained in practice.5

Childrearing and life-long mutual aid were of greater importance in
the pre-1960s family than sex. Social interest in the latter stemmed
mainly from the fact that uncontrolled sexuality had effects on the
prospects of securing two full-time carers for the baby and infant, and
on the chances of securing one person upon whom one other person
could look for dutiful, guilt-guaranteed, unpaid services in, for
example, illness and old age. The sexual mores were thus closely
related to child-care and adult mutual aid, and it is in the area of
sexual mores that change has been most obvious and indisputable.6

After a period of long and slow transformation, the sacred family
quite suddenly lost most of its credibility, and (in a process that is, of
course, far from complete) its place was taken by rational exchange.
The 1990 report on British social attitudes7 showed that only a very
small minority of men and women aged 18-34 (six per cent of both)
believed by then that pre-marital sex was always or mostly wrong.
Fewer than half of the women in this age group said that homosexual
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sex was always or mostly wrong. Among the young intelligentsia the
proportion with these attitudes may be higher. Both authority
elements and traditional elements are here, then, weak. There are
strong free market elements. In terms of belief about what is morally
objectionable or practically unwise the approved pattern is one of
individual entrepreneurs, each free to strike a bargain as producer of
sexual gratification with any willing consumer.

This does not carry with it the implication in the slightest degree
that the relationship will be a ‘promiscuous’ one. The market is not
synonymous with undiscriminating selection, though in practice there
is impulsive and compulsive buying, sometimes regretted, just as there
is what may be termed ‘Dribergism’8 in sexual relationships. A
coupling pair may, and generally will, require of one another long-term
commitments for the delivery of the agreed goods and services as part
of a much larger package: ‘a stable relationship’.

This is quite characteristic of a market situation. In the early 1990s
the great commercial banks of Europe and the United States tended
to redefine their promiscuity of the 1980s in granting loans (‘transact-
ion banking’) as bad business, and advertised their conversion to the
virtues of mutual long-term fidelity (‘relationship banking’). Any
purchaser of an automobile wants a stable relationship with the
manufacturer and dealer. He wants a guarantee covering more years
than most cohabiting couples in a stable relationship are prepared to
give one another. What makes a relationship a market relationship is
the emphasis on the self-interest of each of the parties—however much
they might be of service to one another for a given period. Of course,
the market only works when they believe they will be of service to one
another.

The secularization and rationalization of the family appears to have
been the work of sections of the middle class. The formerly shocking
and subversive notions of permissive sex; the removal of the
compulsions of religion, the law and stigma from the bond of
permanent marriage; and the increase in choice in the destiny of the
fertilized ovum, were in rapid succession condoned, then accepted, and
then embraced. In the 1960s the middle-class intelligentsia was
especially active and at the forefront of freeing indulgence in sexual
intercourse from the irrational restrictions of socially inculcated
‘conscience’ and rules of conduct regarded as being absolutely binding
regardless of the wishes or welfare of the particular individual.9 

There was a notable increase in anti-Catholic-family sentiment from
the early 1970s. In print and on television, prominence began to be
given to the views of the new generation of feminists, in revolt against
‘capitalist patriarchy’ or ‘patriarchal capitalism’, whether as ‘feminist
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Marxists’, ‘materialist feminists’, or ‘radical feminists’.10 Television and
the press, whatever their political bias, are biased in favour of the
entertainment provided by the sensational. They are therefore more
hospitable to the breaker than to the upholder of taboos. (They treated
with sympathy demands that, for example, the veil of disgrace that the
Catholic family drew over lesbian and male-homosexual sexual
intercourse should be removed.) The Director General of the BBC, by
1993, was requiring that Radio 1 should be made more entertaining for
Britain’s youth by becoming, explicitly, still more ‘irreverent’.11 

Once the number and proportion of households which the male has
never joined, or from which the male has absconded or been excluded,
becomes large enough they constitute in themselves a formidable
lobby. The lobby then opposes any cultural tendency to downgrade
unfathered households. They must not be compared unfavourably in
any way (‘stigmatized’) with families with fathers. Who may be
partners with whom for sexual intercourse? Who shall supply the
funds and personnel for child-care? Who will still love you when you’re
64? The household of the unmarried mother and the lone mother, the
argument runs, is in principle as effective and desirable a way of
solving these problems as is the family with a permanent father.
Irrational stigma and the shortfall of reasonably and rightly available
State benefits and State personnel and facilities account for any of the
‘problems’ of the fatherless household. 

It has to be borne in mind, nevertheless, that the mass media’s need
to entertain is for all practical purposes insatiable, and any particular
sacred cow must in the nature of things be sooner or later be stripped
of its sacredness and have to be surrendered as an object of profanity.
In due course, therefore, the quasi-sacred status successfully secured
for the lone mother by her pressure-group advocates will render her in
turn vulnerable to newcomers who are willing to express crudely and
confidently the ‘new’, ‘shocking’, in media parlance ‘sexy’ idea that the
spread of absent fatherhood is the social equivalent of the hole in the
ozone layer and, for the average fatherless child, far more immediate
and obvious in its consequences.

By late 1993 an attack on the quasi-sacred position of the lone
mother occasionally—and perhaps increasingly—came to be regarded
by some television producers as sufficiently ‘daring’ and ‘shocking’ to
be entertaining to their audiences. Thus, on a major current affairs
programme of BBC television, an expectant lone mother with four
children was invited by the interviewer to explain why her current
male partner took no financial responsibility for her family, and did
not live under the same roof. Her answer was that if the father of her
expected child came to live with her, they would receive less in State
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benefits. There was strong public reaction against these naive and
unskilful presentations of the case for father-absent families. (The
term ‘brazen’ was frequently heard by the authors.) Given the
fragmentation of television audiences since the 1960s, it is unlikely,
however, that this programme will have an effect detrimental to the
fatherless family equal to the impact of Cathy Come Home in its own
day.12

The numbers of young men and women brought together in
universities and other centres of higher education increased rapidly in
the 1960s. In Europe in particular, following the student unrest that
culminated in the events of 1968, the 1970s saw a resurgence of
interest in anarchist ideals. (‘No name of magistrate;... riches, poverty,
and use of service, none; contract, succession ... none; ... no sovereignty
... but nature should bring forth, of its own kind, all foison, all
abundance, to feed my innocent people.’13 True human nature is so
constituted that when we are freed from all forms of authority,
whether sacred or legal, the result will be creative, altruistic and
peaceable co-operation.) It was virtually only on the Catholic family
that anarchist ideas had (and still have) any effect, even though the
‘families’ of some of the eventually most notorious exponents of the
idea, such as Charles Manson, came to such a bad end.14

The form of Marxism most popular with the student leaders, and
generally providing the student activists with their ideology, was that
of Herbert Marcuse. Marcuse and his fellow theorists of the so-called
Frankfurt School saw revolution as no longer coming from the working
class. The proletariat had been ‘pacified’ by capitalism, and was
shackled by its own effort to be respectable. Revolution could now only
come from those who were capable of rejecting the institutions of
modern society: the pantheon of students, gays, the sexually liberated.
In their ‘Great Refusal’ to conform to the norms of society ‘the most
advanced consciousness of humanity’ (Marcuse and his school) meets
with ‘its most exploited force’ (the heterogeneous underclass). ‘The
people, previously the ferment of social change, have moved up to
become the ferment of social cohesion. ... However, underneath the
conservative popular base is the substratum of outcasts and outsiders,
the exploited and persecuted of other races and other colours, the
unemployed and the unemployable. Their opposition ... is an
elementary force which violates the rules of the game and, in doing so,
reveals it as a rigged game.’15 

Trotskyism also had its few years of publicity—ending in England
with the defeat in 1985 of the miners’ year-long strike. Trotsky
emphasized the importance of a ‘Transitional Programme’ as the
prelude to the communist revolution, in effect, anything that
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destabilized society.16 Trotskyists therefore looked benignly upon the
disruption of the Catholic family, whether or not they believed that in
the meantime its decline was damaging to this generation of adults
and children: you cannot make omelettes without breaking eggs.

Members of this student generation—more or less well-informed
about these ideas, and more or less conscious of them—came to
prominence in the normal course of their careers in the media of mass
communication in the 1970s and 1980s. Following the fashion,
feminists of this generation plundered the works of Marx and Engels
for analogies, metaphors, occasional direct references, and one
favourite book, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the
State,17 and then presented them as Marxist ‘theories’ of gender
relations and childrearing. With its eclipse world-wide as a theory of
the economy (whether temporarily, who knows?), it is only in its attack
on the family that Marxism, with anarchism, retains a precarious
refuge.

Among those who dropped their Marxism altogether, what the Soviet
Union had once been as a model of the desirable future in family
matters, Sweden now became, as it was already for many non-Marxist
socialists and liberals.

The increased pace of the liberation of individuals from the family as
an institution, freeing them to follow their own rationally-calculated
self-interest, cannot be plausibly attributed in the light of Marxist
doctrine to economic forces operating on the English proletariat (the
collapse of community life following the demise of the old heavy
industries, the disappearance of the disciplines afforded by
apprenticeships, poor job prospects, unemployment and low wages). In
so far as economic forces did operate according to Marxist tenets, they
did so by providing the material riches which were, for Marx, the
condition of choice freed from economic determination. Economic forces
created, that is, the broad class of the well-to-do in prosperous
capitalist societies. The new sexual and child-care morality was not
the creation of the proletariat under the stress of economic necessity,
but of that part of the bourgeoisie furthest removed from economic
necessity, in the media of communication and especially of
entertainment.

Middle class men were soon absenting themselves from inconvenient
parenting duties as frequently as men of the lower working class. Men
were quite suddenly denuded of the internalized sense of a quasi-
sacred duty to their sexual partner, to their children’s mother, and to
their children. The onerous tasks connected with being the ‘father’ to
a child, to an infant and eventually to a youth possibly as obstreperous
as he knows himself to be, became avoidable. In these circumstances
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it was quite natural that fatherhood was increasingly evaded. Even
though into the 1990s the majority of men still became and remained
for their lifetime good fathers from out-dated motives and on a host of
other grounds, the trend was strongly against them. The sense among
their kinsfolk, their neighbours, the people they worked with and for
was similarly attenuated. In particular the cultural messages they
received in their entertainment and instruction were almost purely
messages that equated one mode of dealing with sex and parenthood
with any other mode. In this social atmosphere ever-larger numbers
of biological fathers—invited to be undertakers of nothing but the easy,
pleasant and exciting task of sexual intercourse itself—rationally
eschewed the heavy risks and responsibilities of sociological
parenthood.

As the Marxist-feminist attack on the family is the last fling of
Marxism, the Catholic family was the last bastion against what in
England (and indeed throughout the world) was in the 1980s popularly
thought of as Thatcherism—leaving social organization to the forces
of the market—and the progressive middle class brought down its
walls.

The same applied to the reforming intelligentsia’s treatment of the
onerous and difficult tasks and adjustments necessary to live in
reasonable harmony with someone else for years on end in the
intimacy of a household. With all imaginable assistance from sound
experience and lessons carried into adulthood from the parental home,
from secular and religious instruction, from benign neighbourhood
mores, this remains a daunting prospect for the most mature and wise
human being. The media middle class vigorously set about dismantling
the culture that had allowed the same small group of people to live
together under one roof for very long periods.

Much of the ‘housing shortage’ and ‘homelessness’ in modern
societies is due to the fact that the given population is simply splitting
into smaller and smaller units of people able or willing to live together.
The number of single-person households, people making a home with
not even one other person, once mainly created by the death of a
partner, was rapidly added to by people who did not want anyone to
interfere with their domestic privacy and freedom to eat and play as
they pleased.18

In societies in which there are strong pressures to keep him fixated
on his personal interests, if the family bargain looks unfavourable to
him the biological father does not enter it: if the bargain he has struck
becomes a bad one, the rational person withdraws from it as soon as
he can. As they say in the literature, he ‘exits’.
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There was thus, by the 1990s, very largely a market situation in the
production and distribution of the goods and services which earlier in
the century had been restricted to or were the special business of the
strictly controlled two-parent family. In 1992 Gallup Poll questioned
a sample of women with children aged from newborn to 18. Among
those mothers aged between 16 and 24, half were single. Culturally
what was even more significant was that almost 50 per cent of the
total sample, not just the single mothers, approved of a woman
choosing to have a child outside of any ‘stable relationship with a man’
(not merely outside of marriage).19 Well-documented and
unchallengeable statistics in the carefully controlled area of the
recording of births and deaths in a country like England show a
marked decline in the illegitimacy rate in the first half of the twentieth
century; the two decades following 1970 showed a very rapid and large
increase. The relevance of the argument sometimes heard that
illegitimacy was higher than it is today at some time in the more or
less remote past—the sixteenth century, say—is therefore difficult to
grasp.

On the other measure of unreliability for the child in its supply of
‘fathering’, there is no evidence yet that the growing proportion of
unmarried couples who jointly register their child have a relationship
on the average as stable as those married even under present
conditions. In the meanwhile, it is prima facie at least as unlikely,
rather than prima facie likely that such relationships will prove as
stable when they come to be investigated.

Are the effects of never-present or otherwise absent fathers
important? Here we want to recall the distinction made above between
the biological and the sociological father, between ‘the father’ and
‘fathering’. Just as Dr John Bowlby in a now much abused and much
unread book emphasizes ‘mothering’, and insists that the best
‘mothering’ need not be supplied by the mother, or even by a female,
(it can be ‘a permanent mother-substitute’),20 so in principle ‘fathering’
can be supplied by anyone. It is simply still factually more likely to be
supplied in our society, if at all, by a man, that man being the
biological father.

The initiation of social policy, to say nothing of its ultimate success,
depends upon the alignment of political forces. One of the two
consenting parties to sexual intercourse will always physically get off
scot free, while the other may become pregnant. Strict arrangements
were in force in the pre-1960s system to redress the balance by means
of the socialization and social control of the man. The normal
inclination of a socialist is to be alert to the unforeseen and unintended
consequences of bargains for one or other of the bargainers. Thus he
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will be the first to point out (to take a homely example) that a piece of
cling film, produced and purchased in good faith, after all
contaminates the pork chop that it covers. The remote chance of
damage to the willing purchaser makes the production of cling film a
matter which requires some degree of abatement of rational exchange
by the intervention of the public authorities. In his market-orientation
to family matters, this same socialist is strangely obtuse to the
asymmetrical consequences for the bargainers for pleasurable sexual
intercourse ‘if things go wrong’.

He is also normally sensitive to third-party effects. Motor cars pollute
the atmosphere with their exhaust fumes; individual motorists might
not mind; the manufacturers might not mind, so cars are willingly
bought and sold. But not only the motorist, the motorless pedestrian
also suffers from the poisonous gases. Market freedom must be
modified in the public interest by rational law.

On the other hand, ‘Thatcherites’ (if we may once more be permitted
that shorthand term, even though she no longer stands at the dispatch
box) are slower to accept that rational-legal action—the State—is the
best instrument for curing the ills of rational individual or group
exchange, and are also less ready to recognize the possibilities of
unforeseen damage to the one or both parties to a contract.

But in the matter of the whole range of the precious goods and
services involved in parenthood and marriage we have a curious rever-
sal of roles.

The reversal is easy to understand on the modern, laissez-faire,
political right. Adam Smith always emphasized the importance of
some—a very considerable—part in society for rational law. Many
classical-liberal thinkers, not least the most prominent among them,
Hayek, have fully recognized the importance of certain absolutely-
believed-in—what we have called quasi-religious—values if any social
system, including the ‘free market’, is to work. 

What is difficult to understand, but it is a highly salient fact, is the
refusal of American liberals and European socialists to examine the
fresh and strong free market elements that have now invaded the area
of sex and sociological ‘fatherhood’. Subject only to his finding another
equally free party to strike the sexual bargain in the first place, socio-
logical fatherhood has become a relationship which a man is substan-
tially free to enter or not as he pleases, even if he does beget children;
and it has become a relationship that he can leave with now almost
complete freedom if the bargain no longer suits him, with the legal (as
distinct from the emotional) consequences for him being limited at
worst to monetary payments.

Liberals and socialists in this area quite uncharacteristically deny or
minimize the importance of third-party effects. It is they, not the
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radical right, who insist that for the child there is nothing to choose
between the many household arrangements created by the system of
rational voluntary exchange—no differences ‘as such’. In so far as
there is more harm to the child in one than another, the solution is
exclusively hard cash, invariably dismissed in other contexts as a
capitalist cure-all. ‘The family is not deteriorating it is just changing.’

That liberals and socialists should extol the virtues of the cash nexus
at the expense of relationships based on mutual service and long-term
trust is perhaps the most unexpected phenomenon of all.

Yet if the findings of the studies we have examined are representa-
tive of all studies, from a socialist point of view the most serious
‘externality’ ought to be on the agenda, and distinctly is not. The
studies show, and sociological and psychological theory explain, that
unless a child is brought up in the constant atmosphere of human
beings negotiating the business of getting on with one another, co-
operating, controlling their anger, affecting reconciliations, he cannot
learn what it is to be an effective member of a social group. He can only
learn this as he learns his native tongue, by experiencing the
phenomenon, in this case social interaction, taking place outside of
himself, yet his being part of it densely and continuously. For this he
needs the presence of two adults in close interaction constantly in his
immediate environment. (He needs a great many other relationships
besides, of course. A child, whatever his family background, will tend
to benefit from, say, a suitable creche experience.21 He learns not only
social interaction as such, but also as he grows older particular forms
of social interaction, such as what it looks like and what it means to
undertake disciplined, time-bound tasks outside the household, as well
as in-the-household tasks. He learns cognitively and internalizes
cathectically, through social interaction, the expressive features of
roles and the instrumental features of roles.)

The literature sometimes contains assertions that the absence of the
father is not a serious problem because the slack can be and is taken
up by members of the extended family. But extended families
themselves exist only because of the practice of long-term marriage.
The marriage bond not only creates the ‘husband’ and ‘wife’. It also
creates ‘uncles’ and ‘aunts’ and ‘grandmothers’ and ‘grandfathers’ with
a long-term relationship to the child. Churches created a
backstop—the ‘god mother’ and the ‘god father’. Although these were
probably never very effective, they were at least created out of the
insight that long-term responsibility, on the basis of something addi-
tional to self-interest, was of value to the child. When marriage is
weakened, the whole network of kin is weakened, and the present
generation of one-parent families, where they are fortunate enough to
be able to depend on kinsfolk, are depending upon a wasting asset.
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On the overwhelming evidence, the child who to a greater or lesser
degree lacks a sociological father grows up more independent of his
fellows and less able or willing to undertake social duties. We have
therefore a dilemma or contradiction appearing. The absence of the
father means for a large majority of their children dependence on
material resources being provided through the State. In a multi-party
democracy this essentially means fellow-citizens demonstrating
willingness through the ballot box to undertake a social duty to care
for their fellows and for future generations. But already the classic
phrases of rampant capitalism come to mind as the numbers of
fatherless families mount, ‘Cannot a man do what he likes with his
own? As for the other party, caveat emptor—let her take the
consequences of her own bad bargain!’

There is nobility in individualism, when the reasonably foreseeable
consequences are taken by the actor himself. For most liberals and
socialists it is—or at the very least once was—the aim of State control
and State assistance to foster it. It is an entirely different matter when
in sexual conduct the cast of mind is that I please myself, but if
anything goes wrong, you must be responsible that my children come
to no harm. In effect such a biological father is saying, ‘You must be a
socialist so that I can be an egoist. My baby is the hostage through
whom I, who will not do my duty, will hold you to your duty.’ It is the
ultimate corruption of both individualistic and socialistic ideals. But
it is the greater betrayal of the latter: it is egoistic socialism.

Cultural capital can go to waste no less than physical capital; only,
when it happens it is more difficult to see. Families without fathers
produce egoists. We become a society of fatherless families, of men
temporarily attached to households of a woman and her children, and
not an integral and permanent part of them. When the process is far
enough spent, by what magic, then, will we be able to produce the
dutiful citizens who will protect their partners and their children from
their economic and cultural disadvantages?
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7

The Consequences for Fellow Citizens

The vast majority of the innumerable transactions of ordinary daily
life in the United Kingdom are peaceable. They are co-operative.

Or they do not involve interference with the welfare of others. Or
interference is tolerated as part of the give and take of social existence.

At the level of any single ‘corrupt politician’, any ‘burglar’, any
industrialist breaking the safety laws, any ‘crooked businessman’ any
‘foul-mouthed lout’, on the average he or she differs from his honest or
decently-behaved counterpart only in that the one is a villain in, say,
ten per cent of his activities, while the other in, say, one per cent. Even
the ten per cent of bad behaviour is substantially reduced for those
who are willing to accept his terms of interaction and his self-image as
heroic contender against, or the helpless victim of an already incorrig-
ibly vicious world. ‘When a felon’s not engaged in his employment’, as
Gilbert and Sullivan rightly point out, ‘or concocting his felonious little
plans, his capacity for innocent enjoyment is just as great as any other
man’s’.

On the other hand, it is a matter of very little interest, because it is
both endemic and obvious, that ‘there has always been’ this or that
form of social misconduct and self-abuse; and of course there have been
some periods in the history of this country, and some particular places,
and some special sections of the population when or where things have
been much worse than they are today.

The important question is, in the here and now are things getting
better or worse; are they getting better or worse rapidly or slowly; if
worse, is the change reversible; and if reversible, by what means?

All societies prohibit in principle the acquisition of the control over
goods and other people except in accordance with the existing rules
governing property and violence. The core of the meaning of violations
of those rules of control over property and over invasions of the
integrity of the person through assault or insult —‘theft’, ‘rape’, and so
on—remains stable and understandable across cultures whatever the
detailed differences in definition.

The sort of transactions listed in a criminal code do not by any means
constitute the full catalogue of the misdeeds a person can inflict on
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others or on herself. Many of the transactions listed in a society’s
criminal code take place and remain unrecorded, from the equivalent
to cases of shoplifting to business fraud on a large scale. 

Nevertheless, if the trend in recorded crime were inexorably upward,
it cannot be supposed there would be significant movements towards
less self-centred and away from socially and personally disruptive
conduct in other spheres of social life, or that the reported figures
would systematically be moving in one direction and the ‘dark figures’
in the opposite direction. Unless there were convincing evidence to the
contrary, therefore, the trend in crime can be taken as an index of the
trend in self- and other-regarding behaviour in a society.

In the recent past a group of customary exhortations, legal
requirements, and legal prohibitions held together in a single bundle,
much more tightly than today, the four activities of sex, procreation,
child-rearing, and non-commercial, personal and permanent adult
mutual aid. Both as an explicit function and through the experiences
the child had within such a structure, one of the principal effects of
this tightly-bound system was to heavily inculcate into the child the
skills, and more importantly the motivations, necessary for law-
abidingness. In the late 1960s and the 1970s the student Marxists,
Critical Sociologists, radical psychiatrists, feminists and New
Criminologists discovered to their horror that the family was about
‘socialization and social control’, about the ‘production and rep-
roduction of social labour’. Anyone outside their circles could only
wonder that they had taken so long to stumble upon this very open
secret. They needed to have looked no further than Cranmer’s
influential formulation, familiar for centuries to everyone married
according to the rites of the Church of England.1

In assessing the significance of the recent disintegration of the mores2

of the nuclear family (as that term was understood until the mid-
1960s), therefore, what has been happening to the range of behaviours
classified as crime must be considered. The frequency of crime is not
only intrinsically important to those who suffer from its direct
consequences and from its indirect consequences in the quality of
everyone’s life when it loses the element of trusting one’s fellows. It is
also (with all its defects) the best available index of the growth and
decline of anti-social conduct, of the growth and decline of ‘civility’, in
general.

 In an official Home Office study of crime in the 1980s, Mayhew,
Elliott and Dowds give the impression that a significant explanation
of the increase in the crime figures is simply the increase in the
public’s reporting of it. The 1988 British Crime Survey (BCS), they
write, ‘Shows that overall crime as measured by the BCS [the BCS was
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a study of the victims of both reported and unreported crime] has risen
significantly less since 1981 than offences reported to the police. This
suggests that both the reporting and recording of crimes is increasing,
giving the impression that crime is rising faster than it is in fact.’

There are five objections to the authors’ statement, which as it stands
can be taken to support the assertions of the ‘folk devils and moral
panic’ school of criminology, that the ‘rise in crime’ is an illusion, and
the figures that appear in the statistics are merely an artifact of
increased reporting of an unchanged volume of crimes. 

The first is that the everyday meaning of the word ‘significance’ can
be confused with its technical meaning in statistics. A divergence that
is small and socially unimportant (‘socially insignificant’) may
nevertheless be statistically significant, that is, unlikely to be
attributable to chance. The 1988 BCS actually says that, taking 1981-
87 as a whole, ‘generally there has been a flatter rise in BCS estimates
than in recorded offences ... the divergence is statistically significant’.

In fact both crime reported to the police and crime disclosed by the
BCS rose rapidly between 1981 an 1987, and the divergence between
the two sets of figures is statistically, but not socially, significant.

The second is that the figures are quite mixed. The rate at which
vandalism was reported to the police between 1981 and 1987 did
increase much more rapidly than the rate at which the BCS shows
vandalism was experienced as taking place—the police figures ‘over-
reported’ vandalism’s increase in the period. But under-reporting of
burglary without loss (still not a pleasant event in one’s life) increased
considerably, and under-reporting even of burglary with loss, where
insurance is involved, increased to some extent. Only two of the crimes
listed show a divergence between crimes reported to the police and
crimes reported in the victim survey which is statistically significant
at the five per cent level, vandalism and bicycle theft.

The divergence in the case of vandalism shows over-reporting. (There
was still on the victims’ figures a ten per cent increase.) But in the case
of bicycle theft, on the contrary, the statistically significant divergence
was one showing an increase in under-reporting. The large percentage
rise in bicycle thefts experienced by the victims in the BCS survey (up
80 per cent) contrasts with the percentage change in bicycle thefts
reported to the police (up five per cent). (Some might sneer at the
triviality of bicycle theft. But for the child whose bicycle is stolen, or
who expects it to be stolen if it is unsupervised for a few moments, it
is a fact which becomes part and parcel of her quality of life, of her
perception of other people as trustworthy or not.)

The third is that the BCS, the victims’ survey, makes it clear that in
most of the years, and notably in the later years of the period, 1983-87,
while the divergence was ‘too small to reach statistical significance’,
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officially recorded crime had risen by 26 per cent and the crime
disclosed in the BCS had risen by nearly as much, by 21 per cent—a
matter of considerable social significance.
 The fourth is that more people thought it was pointless to report the
crime to the police. Of all crimes not reported because of the belief that
the police would not do anything about them there was a rise from 16
per cent in 1984 to 21 per cent in 1988. Of those not reporting
vandalism, 18 per cent in 1984 did not report it because they thought
the police would do nothing. This had risen to 26 per cent by 1988. The
equivalent figures for theft from motor vehicle showed a rise from 21
per cent in 1984 to 30 per cent in 1988. Burglary with loss showed a
rise from 12 per cent to 21 per cent. Assault showed a rise from six per
cent to nine per cent. Robbery showed a rise from 21 per cent to 30 per
cent.

The fifth is that the ‘lower’ percentage rises of the crime victims’
survey refer to historically very large numbers of incidents. ‘There
were an estimated 13 million incidents in 1987 falling into the BCS
categories of crimes against individuals and their private property.’3

Victims experienced nearly three million cases of vandalism in the
year, of which only one in ten were reported to the police (305,000),
and over two million cases of theft from a motor vehicle, of which
somewhat over a quarter were reported to the police (626,000).

The British Crime Survey’s estimates of the actual percentage rise
in offences in England and Wales in the period 1981-87 were: bicycle
theft, up 80 per cent; burglary attempts without loss, up 78 per cent;
theft from a motor vehicle, up 63 per cent; and theft of a motor vehicle
up 36 per cent. In 1987 22 per cent of all owners of vehicles were the
target of some sort of vehicle crime, and 2.5 per cent had their car
driven away without their consent. Burglary with loss was up 39 per
cent. None of the increases corresponds to the percentage rises in the
period in the quantity or value of goods available to be stolen.4

After examining the records of the first generation of boys
experiencing the new morality of the 1960s, those aged 14 in 1967, a
Home Office study showed that by the time they were 31, in 1984, one
in three males had been convicted of a standard-list offence.5 This
figure must be seen against the background, sketched above, of the
large number and proportion of crimes not reported by the victim to
the police, and of the large number of offences known to the police that
do not end in a conviction. It must also be seen against the background
of the ‘dark figure’ of immoral legal behaviour and crime in business
and commerce. The rich and the powerful, however so tainted and
corrupt, are much more likely than the poor and impotent to keep their
typical misdeeds outside of the criminal codes, their own violations of
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the criminal code obscure and, when exposed, be able to manipulate
the system so as to escape a guilty verdict.

It was no consolation to council-estate victims of council-estate
criminals to be assured by post-1970s social-policy academics that
there was more and worse white-collar crime, and by New
Criminologists and Trotskyists that the criminals were, as we have
already remarked, ‘prefigurative revolutionaries’.

Gallup International’s survey carried out in November 1984 showed
that a home in Britain was more than twice as likely to have been
broken into than a home in West Germany, and four times more likely
than a home in Belgium (16 per cent, seven per cent, four per cent
respectively). In 1984 there were 653 thefts of cars per 100,000
population in Britain, as contrasted with 118 per 100,000 population
in West Germany.

In 1983 a representative British sample was asked: ‘Here is a list of
predictions about problems Britain might face. For each one, please
say how likely or unlikely you think it is to come true in Britain within
the next ten years.’ Fifty per cent believed that the police would find
it impossible to protect our personal safety on the streets. Only eight
per cent thought that it was not at all likely. 56 per cent replied that
it was very likely or quite likely that riots and civil disturbances would
become common. Only five per cent said it was not at all likely.6 In
1984 37 per cent of British people polled said they were afraid to
answer their door at night. Eight years later the figure was 54 per
cent.7

The increase in crime is a feature of all large urban populations. In
non-authoritarian societies—‘free’ in the sense that social order
depends upon self-control rather than control by agents of the
State—crimes increase to the extent that the mechanisms of
socialization and the mores lose their ability to reproduce and
maintain a culture of decent mutual respect, trust, and restraint.

The North-Western University Center for Urban Affairs and Policy
Research, Chicago, studied crime trends in the 396 cities in the United
States with a population of more than 50,000. Even in the such
thriving cities as San Jose and Phoenix, at the bottom end of the scale
of the increase in crime, property crimes doubled and violent crimes
quadrupled between 1948 and 1978. The highest growth in the crime
rate was found in the declining city of Newark, New Jersey, where
there was a seven-fold rise in property crime, and an eleven-fold
increase in violent crime. ‘Whether local officials engaged in Herculean
efforts or none at all, the crime wave affected their community.’ The
authors attribute the rise partly to the greater attractiveness of crime
when affluence makes more goods of higher value available to the
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criminal, but partly also to the growth of the pool of potential
offenders.8

In authoritarian and totalitarian societies crime extends beyond the
corruption of the elites when they lose or give up their power to hold
their populations in check with unremitting propaganda, close
supervision and condign punishment. Yeltsin’s St. Petersburg was
much more crime-ridden than Stalin’s Leningrad, and Kohl’s east
Berlin than either Hitler’s or Honecker’s.9

But the power of self-control necessary for a free society is clearly
shown by the figures for this country in the midst of its urban-
industrial growth, and the weakening of the power of self-control by
the trend of the figures in the past 30 years.

In 1861, when the population of England and Wales was 20 million,
88,000 indictable offences were recorded by the police. In the year
1990, when the population was 50 million, 4.3 million notifiable
offences (excluding criminal damage of £20 or under) were recorded by
the police.

The population was two-and-a-half times as large. The crime figure
was 50 times as large.

In 1861 the rate was under 500 per 100,000 of the population. In
1991 it was over 10,000 per 100,000 of the population.10

When every known and correctable defect of the figures has been
attended to; when every reasonable estimate has been made for defects
the magnitude of which can only be intelligently gauged; and when the
benefit of every doubt is given to those whose élitist speculations are
directed at showing that the ignorant and misguided population at
large suffers under an illusion that crime has increased, what is left is
a massive increase in criminal activity in British society.

This is especially true of the rise in the crime rates during the past
30 years. Difficulties multiply in comparing figures from 1861 with
those of 1991, because of everything from changes in classification
(though burglary fundamentally remains burglary, and assault,
assault), new categories of crime such as taking a vehicle without
consent (though there were equivalents such as horses and bicycles in
previous periods), changes in police numbers and practices, to changes
in means of reporting crime (though it was not much more difficult at
one time to contact the foot patrolman on the beat than, until quite
recently, contact the station from a phone box).

But these changes do not have an impact from year to year, and those
which do (such as a change in the value of damage for it to count as
‘criminal’, notifiable, damage) can be taken account of in any analysis.

The national annual crime rate averaged 271 per 100,000 at its low
point in the period before the Great War (1910-14). The crime figures
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by 1955 were somewhat worse than they had been in 1861, the dark
days of the Victorian city. There were five times that year’s number of
offences in 1955, in a population more than twice as large. In the
period 1861-1955 the crime rate per 100,000 had about doubled, from
438 to 1,040.

In contrast, from 1955 to 1991 the number of crimes increased
eleven-fold, and the crime rate increased ten-fold. The increase in the
number of crimes in the single year 1990-91, 711,000,11 was eight or
more times the total annual figure, year by year and decade by decade
at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth
century.12

If the communities of Tyneside and Wearside had been roughly as
civil as the rest of the country in the earlier period (and there are
many reasons for believing that they were, if not more so), in the life-
time of a 77-year-old the average citizen has become 47 times more
likely to be the victim of a crime against his or her person or property.
By 1991 there were almost as many crimes recorded in the Northum-
bria police area (226,000) as had been recorded in the whole country
in 1938 (238,000).

The rise in the number of crimes in England and Wales in the single
year 1990-91 was roughly equivalent to three times the total annual
crime as late as 1938. The rate in 1991, 10,000 per 100,000, was ten
times what it had been in 1955, and the rise in the rate in the period
1990-91 was twice the total rate for the year 1955.13 

In 1991 there were almost as many cases of the single crime of
violence against the person (190,000) as there had been total crimes
(195,000 annual average) during each of the years 1930-34, the great
unemployment period of the Thirties. Within a period of only eight
years the increase in this single offence of violence against the person
was over one-third of the figure for all crimes in an average year in the
1930s.14 

As late as 1970 the annual figure for the number of robberies—i.e.
theft involving violence or the threat of violence— was only (by present
standards) 6,300. The rise in the number of robberies in the single year
1990-1991 (9,100, from 36,200 to 45,300) was considerably in excess of
that. ‘Wounding and other acts endangering life’ is a crime even less
likely to be greatly affected within a period of a few years by changes
in definition or other factors which create a gap between reality and
statistical records. It has steadily and rapidly doubled in the past ten
years. Another offence which is characterized by its relative lack of
ambiguity and by the likelihood that occurrences will be recorded is
that ‘where firearms are reported to have been used’. The first volume
of Criminal Statistics in which figures appear for this offence is that
for 1976, where they are carried back to 1969. Again, there is a smooth



DENNIS AND ERDOS 67

and rapid acceleration, from 1,300 in 1969, to 12,000 in 1991. The
increase in the one year 1990-91 (1,800) was considerably more than
the total of 1969.15

The issue of the 1908 volume of Criminal Statistics was taken as an
occasion for a review of the trends in crime over the previous 50 years,
the first volume of the predecessor of Criminal Statistics having
appeared in 1857. Rather than the figure of crimes known to the police
or other possible series of statistics available from 1857, the author
takes the total of ‘persons for trial or tried for indictable offences’ as
the best index, not of the volume of crime at any one time—there is
always a more or less indefinite ‘dark figure’ of unreported and
undetected crime—but of fluctuations in crime. Whichever series was
considered, however, each showed over the 50 years the same ‘steady
decline’ in crime, with only ‘occasional slight interruptions’.

In 1857 the total figure was 54,667. This had increased to 59,079 by
1906.

Proportionately to population, crime had diminished by about 40 per
cent.

The author, not being of course familiar with the entirely different
scale of modern annual increases, not to speak of increases over the
past half-a-century, speaks of ‘considerable’ variations over the period,
though the difference between the highest and lowest figures in the 50-
year period was only 15,000, the total never exceeding 63,000 (in 1882)
nor falling below 48,000 (in 1860).

Over a period in which the population grew from 19 million to 34
million, the total number of ‘offences against the person’ in the whole
country rose by only 228, from only 2,258 in 1857 to 2,546 in 1906. (As
compared with this rise of 228 in 50 years, in 1991 alone crimes
against the person rose by over 90,000, from 100,200 to 190,300.)

In the face of such a growth in overall population, ‘offences of
violence’ had actually declined in absolute numbers, from 1,737 to
1,443. Sexual offences—these absolute figures relate to the whole of
England and Wales—rose from 421 to 1,103. ‘Prosecutions for riot,
common 50 years ago, are now comparatively rare.’ There were 157
such prosecutions in 1857, only 26 in 1906.

What official statistics and social surveys affirmed, the novel and
essay took for granted, as one can see from their frequent obiter dicta
on this subject which simply could not be written in 1993. Conan Doyle
introduced the Sherlock Holmes series in 1887 with the celebrated
detective suffering from ennui in a city which was purgatory for the
devoted criminologist (as he described himself), lacking as it did the
crimes necessary to give interest to his life.16 Erskine Childers remarks
in The Riddle of the Sands (1903) that all thoughtful observers knew
that the most striking feature in the growth of modern democracy was
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the improvement in the common-sense conduct of the general
population. Conspicuous proofs of this abounded in recent history, he
wrote.17 Dean Inge, famed in his time as an unsentimental social critic
(‘my name rhymes with sting, not cringe’) wrote in 1917 that the Great
War had awoken a sense of fear for the integrity of the home and the
safety of women and children, ‘a feeling to which modern civilized man
had long been a stranger’.18

The more serious non-indictable offences, too, showed a ‘considerable
decline’ over the 50 years. The less serious of the non-indictable
offences (the non-indictable offences themselves being mainly less
serious than indictable offences) had grown from 215,800 to 618,714.
Less serious non-indictable offences had nearly trebled, that is, during
a period in which the population had nearly doubled. The existence of
the new School Boards from 1870 meant that ‘education offences’, from
being none in 1857, were running at 57,399 in 1906. The progressive
establishment of local police forces from the 1830s saw ‘contravening
police regulations’ rising from 28,633 to 132,504.19

During 1938, when Sunderland’s population was 186,000, there were
about three reported cases a week of burglary and housebreaking, and
about three larcenies a week from vehicles, shops, and meters. In the
whole year there were eight cases of rape and five of wounding. There
were no reported cases of murder, manslaughter, infanticide,
unnatural offences and attempts, or malicious injury to property. In
those days in a working class town like Sunderland pedal cycles were
comparable in number and importance to the car today; it was unusual
for cycles to be locked, and they were reported stolen at the rate of
about one a week.20

A vignette of law and order in Sunderland at about this time: Three
working-class boys, a 12-year-old with his pal and his pal’s 14-year-old
brother, having played truant from Sunday School, are sharing a
Woodbine at the loading bay at the back of Blackett’s, a town-centre
department store. A policeman appears at one end of the back lane,
another at the other. Smoking the cigarette is misbehaviour, and they
are about to get into trouble for that alone, not because they are
suspected of something worse. Probably the policemen smoke, probably
the boys’ fathers smoke. But the boys are not allowed to smoke at their
age; and policemen and fathers believe it is better if the boys do not
acquire the addiction, waste their money and damage their lungs at
any age.

That is the way the policemen define the situation, and it is the way
the boys define the situation. The eldest boy goes in one direction, the
two youngest in the other. The pair then make a dart for it, one of
them actually through the policeman’s legs, and away they run. But
the pursuing policeman swings and throws his gas-mask case, and the
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slower of the two is hit on the back of the head, falls to the ground and
is captured. The swifter of the two runs the mile-and-a-half home, and
sits outside the house waiting anxiously for the result. Sure enough,
both the brothers have been caught, and the two policemen appear in
the street. The policemen tell the father. The boy is given ‘a good
telling off’ by his father, and is glad to escape ‘a clip’ or worse. 

There is not the slightest thought on any of the working-class
parents’ part that the policemen were doing anything but the right
thing, and not the slightest thought on the part of either the
policemen, or the parents, or the boys, that there could possibly be any
journalist who would define the situation publicly as ‘a disgraceful
assault on a schoolchild’, or as ‘a victimless crime’, or as ‘a waste of
police resources on a triviality, in war-time too!’, or as something that
‘the boy will inevitably do if his parents do it’, or ‘smoking is a feature
of working-class culture’—or that there could be any editor who would
print any of it if it were written. 
 Such social control was pervasive and consensual, and therefore low-
key, good-humoured and effective.21

The story was told to one of the authors in mid-1992 by one of the
culprits, a former shipyard welder (by then a successful husband,
father and grandfather), not to criticize the harshness of the old
working-class culture in Sunderland, but to deplore the consequences
of the new media-driven non-culture. 

Another contribution on the same subject came from a second
humane and egalitarian husband, father and grandfather, whose
whole working life had been spent as a Sunderland coal-miner. Shortly
after he had been made redundant in the mid-1980s he had been in the
nearby colliery town of Easington. The memorial to the 83 men who
had been killed in the mine in 1951 had been defaced, and he had kept
a note of the defacement in his wallet to this day. ‘To honour the
memory of those who lost their lives. Let passers-by do likewise, get
understanding and promote goodwill in all things.’ Over these words
someone had scrawled, ‘the Parky stinks of F*** Head’.

We feel that such witnesses of cultural and non-cultural events and
changes should be taken at least as seriously as the definers of the
situation who have come to dominate the principal, and especially the
new media of communication in the course of the past 20 or 30 years.

We sometimes encounter academics whose own knowledge of
working-class life, in time-span and amount of direct contact, is
extremely limited, who brusquely dismiss such experience as worthless
‘anecdote’ and the statistics as a ruling-class fabrication. What is
remarkable, however, is the facility with which some of the more
confident and vocal have concluded, against such ‘romanticizing
anecdotes’ and against such ‘flawed statistics’ that the anecdotes and
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the statistics give the wrong version of the ‘underprivileged’ present as
compared with this century’s working-class past. Even more
remarkably, with no statistics and few if any direct reports (‘anecdot-
es’?) to support anything they say, some claim to provide the correct
version. 

Leaving data to one side altogether, their position is quite
unsustainable in logic. For even if they could demonstrate that the
evidence for one particular version of reality were ill-based they would
not be thereby demonstrating that the version was wrong. Much less
does demonstrating that one particular version of reality is ill-based
thereby prove that an alternative version, lacking any factual basis at
all, is right. On their own argument, there is only one thing that these
academics who attribute no value to crime statistics, and repudiate the
commonplaces of the beliefs about their past lives of older working-
class people, could ever show. That would be that, for total lack of
evidence, nobody could now compare, and nobody would ever be able
to compare, English urban-industrial working-class life with the life
of the ‘underprivileged’ in the late twentieth century.

In contrast to the 50 cycles stolen in Sunderland in 1938, during 1990
in the Tyne and Wear Fire Brigade area (of which Sunderland
constitutes approximately a quarter) there were 1,438 cars not simply
stolen, but burnt out, most of them after having been stolen. This was
an increase of 1,088 on 1980, when 350 cars were burnt out. In 1992
29,000 cars were stolen in the Northumbria police area. Between 1989
and 1990 there was a rise of 49 per cent in cases of arson in this police
area (Tyne and Wear and Northumberland, of which Sunderland
constitutes approximately a fifth). Arson rose by a further seven per
cent in 1991-92, to 2,500 cases.

In 1989 there were 19 cases of murder, in 1990 26, a record number.
In 1989 there were 58 threats to kill, in 1990 112, in 1991 122, and

in 1992 171.
In 1906 there had been 3,174 persons tried for burglary in the whole

country; in 1992 in the Northumbria police area alone there were
159,000 cases of burglary, theft and robbery known to the police.

The total of reported crime increased in the single year 1989-90 for
the single police area of Northumbria by a total in excess of the
absolute limits of the variation of the conviction figures during the 50-
year period 1857-1906 for the whole country.22 

It therefore shows a lack of historical perspective to attribute the rise
in the frequency of criminal activities, mainly among men, and mainly
among young men, to factors which have marginally altered from year
to year, or within the period of only a decade.23
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The Causes of Incivility

There is a great deal of emphasis on ‘unemployment’ as the
explanation for the rise in incivility in England in the past three

decades. The briefest look at the trend of crime and the trend of
unemployment shows that this is incorrect, and that other, quite
different forces must be at work.

The earliest fairly usable figures on unemployment appeared just a
century ago with the second issue of the Board of Trade’s Labour
Gazette in 1893, when crime figures were low and falling.1 The only
source from which trustworthy, the Gazette says ‘perfectly trust-
worthy’, unemployment statistics could be obtained were those
workmen’s organizations which paid out-of-work benefit. The figures,
which cover only 308,000 employees, are reliable in themselves, i.e.
they give an accurate picture of the trades they cover, but because they
deal on the whole with the élite of the labour force at the time they
probably considerably understate unemployment overall. National
unemployment in May 1893 among the members of the 26 unions that
paid unemployment benefit was 6.2 per cent. But in some trades
unemployment was much heavier, and employment was not by any
means regular. Unemployment among the shipyard workers of Tyne
and Wear district, for example, was 32 per cent in March of 1893, and
still as high as 18 per cent in May of 1893. In the low crime year of
1911 unemployment was low at 2.5 per cent. (The figures by then
covered 767,000 workers.)

But whatever the annual volume and whatever the trend of
unemployment, the crime rate remained stable or fell at the end of the
nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, rose gradually
until the 1960s and then rose rapidly from the 1960s onwards—very
rapidly in the late 1970s and the 1980s. 

Thus national unemployment stood at 21 per cent in 1931 (the
figures now covering the 12.4 million insured workers). In mining 27
per cent, and in shipbuilding and shiprepairing 54 per cent were
unemployed. In the large coal-mining and shipbuilding town of
Sunderland the average rate of unemployment from 1927 to 1934 was
34.6 per cent.2 These unemployment figures were higher than any
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experienced in the 1970s or 1980s, and their growth was accompanied
by nothing comparable to the crime figures of those later decades.
Nationally there were still over a million and half insured people out
of work in 1939.

By contrast, there was a period of 20 years, from the mid-1950s to the
mid-1970s during which the crime rate rose inexorably, while
unemployment was continuously at a low level. Unemployment then
rose steadily in the second half of the 1970s, reaching a peak of 12.9
per cent in 1984, falling back to 5.9 per cent in 1990 before rising
again—never approaching any closer than that to the figures of the
1930s.

The same pattern is found in the Northern region, at a higher level
of unemployment: in the second half of the 1980s crime rose rapidly
while unemployment fell from 16.7 per cent in 1985 to 8.7 per cent in
1990 (rising to 10.2 per cent in 1991), male unemployment falling from
19.7 per cent to 11. 6 per cent (rising to 13.7 per cent in April 1991). In
April of the high crime year of 1991 there were 9,500 men unemployed
in Sunderland, as compared with 14,500 in the November of the by
comparison very low, but for the time quite normal, crime year of
1938.3

The percentage of Great Britain’s population in the labour force rose
from 46 per cent in 1971 to 48 per cent in 1985, from 24.9 million to
26.4 million. In the second quarter of 1992, the latest figure at the time
of writing, the labour force had risen further to 28.0 million. The
workforce in employment was then 25.4 million, as compared with 24.5
million in 1971.4

Unemployment and crime are of course intimately interconnected. At
any level of crime, those who are unemployed are more likely than the
employed to have the option of criminal activity brought within the
purview of their life-choices. Whatever the unemployment rate,
criminals are more likely than non-criminals to eschew conventional
employment opportunities. They are more likely to make themselves
objectively unattractive to a potential employer. Criminals give their
residential area a bad name, and innocent neighbours seeking jobs are
stigmatized, suffer from prejudice, because of it—someone from that
area is realistically considered more likely than someone from another
area to be a bad employment risk. We are talking, of course, of
‘employment’ and ‘unemployment’ in their modern form in the United
Kingdom, with something like the degree and type of compulsion
exercised on various people to work, and the material and reputational
conditions under which various people have to exist if they are not in
employment.

That unemployment is not, and cannot have been one of the main
causes for the growth of crime in this country is clearly proven by the



DENNIS AND ERDOS 73

historical fact that the trend of the overall figures of crime and the
overall figures of unemployment bear little relationship to one another.
Looking to the future, which exponent of the view that unemployment
in itself is a principal cause of contemporary crime levels would be
prepared to maintain, however so speculatively, that if the rate of
unemployment were to fall to the level of the 1960s, the crime rate
would fall to the level of the 1960s? If maintained for a year, what
effect would such a theorist say full employment would have on the
crime figures? If maintained for five, for ten years?

A powerful phrase was introduced into such discussions as these by
the nineteenth-century Swiss historian, Jakob Burckhardt. He wrote
of the ‘terrible simplifiers’ who were likely to have an ever larger and
more deleterious effect on civil life. He feared that modern urban
populations, while being more anxious to discuss public affairs than
rural populations, nevertheless—perhaps even therefore—put
themselves within easier reach of simplifying demagogues.5

Crime is not the only option open to someone who is unemployed.
There is not this single necessary reaction, and this single, simple
cause and effect. There is a very large number of possible reactions by
the given individual and amongst individuals to unemployment and of
fellow-citizens to the manner in which unemployment is personally
confronted and coped with. 

High unemployment was associated with low criminality in the
1930s. Low unemployment was associated with growing criminality in
the 1960s. Unemployment between these two extremes was associated
with high and rapidly increasing crime in the mid-1980s. In the early
1990s there was high unemployment and high crime rates.

The difference between the beginning and the end of the twentieth
century, in so far as unemployment and crime are concerned, was that
British society at the later period was successful in closing off the
option of crime as a lifestyle for a far lower proportion of the
unemployed than was the case in the 1900s or 1930s. Those who in the
1990s do say, ‘And a good thing too, for the working class has broken
out of its former state of wantlessness and servility’ do not contradict
this point, but illustrate it. Their error is their belief that what they
think is desirable, violent and disorderly protest among the young
unemployed, is factually inevitable. That is their wishful, not scientific
thinking.

What is fundamental is the change in the moral definition of the
unemployment situation. The pressures pushing unemployed people
into the criminal option, and especially the unemployed young man,
have increased, and the pressures towards non-criminal coping have
weakened.
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Exactly the same point about this phenomenon of ‘terrible
simplification’ can be made more clearly, perhaps, in relation to a less
salient matter. When in the early 1990s young English males looted
and fire-bombed the small shops in their localities, sometimes starting
the proceedings with arson attacks on the common facilities of their
neighbours, such as the community association building (as at
Hartcliffe, Bristol, 16-17 July 1992), the ‘explanation’ frequently
offered by media discussants was ‘boredom’, as if between ‘boredom’
and ‘arson’ there were no intermediate options. Yet clearly the rich
culture—chapels with all their religious and secular activities, football
teams, Friendly Societies, cycling clubs, as well as innumerable other
formal and informal networks of activity—constituted the prophylactic
against boredom that the communities of the respectable English
working class built up in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. That
these options are not available to the bored young of the 1990s is a
cultural fact. We do not suggest here to the slightest degree that these
extra-familial institutions of the urban-industrial working class either
can or ought to be restored. The argument is only this. Other options
were available to and utilized by the forebears of the bored looters and
arsonists, and looting and arson were very rare among them. This
shows that the proposition ‘boredom causes riot’, like ‘unemployment
causes crime’, is an ahistorical over-simplification.

‘Poverty’ is also a theory put forward as the explanation for the rise
in crime since 1960. 

This claim cannot mean poverty as the term would have been under-
stood in the 1930s (or even as late as the 1950s, when social surveys
generally showed that working people, and the unemployed and aged
no longer felt ‘poor’). The chances of obtaining within society’s rules
adequate and ensured supplies of food, clothing and shelter at any
given level of intelligence and dexterity, training, diligence, and good
or ill fortune were indisputably worse in the low-crime working-class
communities of the second half of the nineteenth and the first half of
the twentieth century in this country than in crime-ridden areas today.
(Those nineteenth and early-twentieth century British communities
were themselves not ‘poor’ by the standards of law-abiding pre-
industrial communities in this country and elsewhere in the world.)

The period of the steepest rises in crime has been a period of unprece-
dented, and quite possibly historically unrepeatable prosperity,
punctuated by momentary pauses or small and very brief declines in
the standard of cash-purchaseable living, relatively free from both
external and civil war. The simplest overall measure of this is the rise
in the Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Indexing 1980 as 100, in real
terms the general cash-standard of living in 1961 was only two-thirds
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of that enjoyed in 1980, and had risen to 110 by 1985. Re-indexing at
a much higher standard of living, taking 1985 as 100, the cash-
standard of living had risen from 90 in 1981 to 117 by 1990. At 1985
prices the GDP was £319 billion in 1981, and £417 billion in 1990.
Recessions on the scale experienced since the Second World War had
simply set the cash standard of living back to what it had been about
two years before.

Nothing proves prosperity more than life itself. In 1901 a man’s
expectation of life at birth in the United Kingdom was 48; in 1961 it
was 68; in 1990 it was 73. In 1901 the expectation of life for a woman
was 52; in 1961 it was 74; in 1990 it was 78. In 1961 a man of 60 could
expect to live another 15 years; by 1990 a man of 60 could expect to
live another 18 years. The equivalent figures for 60-year-old women
show a rise in longevity from 19 more years to 28 more years.6 The
significance of this is not diminished by the fact that it is no cause for
complacency about those of all ages who are still stricken by fatal
diseases. (Nor does it diminish the obligation to lead a life as likely as
possible to retain and heighten personal vitality, so that a person not
stricken by fate is not only no burden to others, but has the surplus
energy to use for their benefit.)

The sense that things had been gradually improving materially was
widespread. In 1984 1,700 people were asked to say what their
parents’ class had been, and what their own class was. Sixty-seven per
cent said that their parents had been either ‘poor’ or ‘working class’
(eight per cent and 59 per cent respectively), but only 51 per cent said
they were poor or working class (three per cent and 48 per cent).7 

The poorest had at worst almost proportionately shared in these
improvements, at least to the extent that their absolute claim to the
standard of living purchaseable with cash was higher.

In 1938, in his influential up-dating of the Communist Manifesto of
90 years before, Leon Trotsky reaffirmed that the strategic task of
communists lay ‘not in reforming capitalism but its overthrow’. Prior
to the revolution of the armed proletariat it was necessary to
progressively weaken the forces sustaining the law and order of the
capitalist State. Trotsky’s so-called ‘transitional programme’ described
various tactics for doing this. Their common feature was that, first,
they were all demands made in the name of ‘bourgeois justice’ on the
‘bourgeois State’ and, second, that they could not possibly be met by
bourgeois society. The essence of the system of transitional demands
was that ever more openly and decisively they would be directed
against ‘the very foundations of the bourgeois regime’.

When Trotsky was writing he took it for granted that one of the best
destabilizing demands, the (to Trotsky) patent unrealizability of which
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would lead the workers to ‘understand the necessity of liquidating
capitalist slavery’, was that wages and social benefits should be
required to keep pace with inflation.8

For most of the 20 years of rapid increase in crime rates between
1970-90 it was, on the contrary, taken for granted by the bourgeois
parties of the right and the left that wages and social benefits should
not merely keep pace with inflation, but that it was a serious
indictment of the system if real growth did not take place, not only in
the overall standard of living, but in the standard of living of all
sections of the population considered separately.

It was only in the late 1980s that ‘Thatcherism’ succeeded in a few
instances in cutting the link between inflation and welfare payments.
In one notable instance, welfare payments for young people who were
deemed to be living at home, there was a drastic cut in the standard
of living of those who were not in fact living at home. In so far as the
latter resorted to criminal activities, the theorists of ‘poverty’ in the
plain sense at last had cases at which they could point and could say,
‘crimes are due to poverty, this young man is poor, therefore he has
committed a crime’. At least their minor premise now had at any rate
some empirical support. For most of the period during which the
frequency of recorded crimes was rapidly increasing, ‘poverty’, if it
were also to be increasing (as it had to be to keep the connection with
crime) had to carry a specialized meaning if the theory were to be kept
intact.

In its most general form (whatever the justification may or may not
be of widening the word ‘poverty’ to describe it) the notion of ‘relative
deprivation’ is powerful and all-embracing to the point of being
tautological. 

The theory of relative deprivation merely states that what is crucial
as the experience of ‘poverty’ is not the absolute quantity of beneficial
experiences enjoyed or potentially claimable by a person (cash goods
and services, power, prestige, affection, or whatever the person values),
but the quantity to which the person feels entitled.

It has equal utility in explaining the petty crime of a shoplifter in
Woolworths, an infant’s temper tantrums, the conduct of a corrupt
businessman or banker in his office suite, a ram-raider smashing into
a high street shop front, or the atrocities of any tyrant, ancient or
modern. 

In the 1920s and 1930s, in spite of the fact that a victorious Germany
was unlikely to have been magnanimous to the vanquished, Hitler
secured a great deal of support not only in Germany but abroad for his
claim that the German people were entitled not to pay reparations,
entitled to rule in Alsace-Lorraine, entitled as a people to as generous
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living space in Eastern Europe as France enjoyed with her imperial
possessions,9 entitled to be treated as equals in the community of
nations and not to be the sole bearers with their allies of war guilt, and
so on.

The theory of relative deprivation when applied to crime states that
the gap between legitimate (felt-to-be-legitimate) expectations and
their fulfilment is the measure of grievance, and grievance is the cause
of law-breaking. 

As important to the theory as the width of the gap is the strength of
the sense of entitlement—the strength of the feelings of anger when
expectations are not fully met. If law-breaking is to be encouraged it
is essential, on this view, that it must be someone else, or some system,
that is to blame for the existence of the gap. Successful attribution of
fault to others, and therefore a clear conscience for oneself, depends
upon a belief in what Fraser in a famous passage called the
transference of evil. It is technically possible for a person to rid, and
morally (or more likely amorally) he is justified in ridding himself of
some unpleasant condition onto someone else. Fraser gives several
striking examples of the more or less ruthless or naive attempts by the
sufferer and his theoretical supporters (e.g., witch doctors, witches),
based upon this superstition, to transfer to others conditions existing
in the life of the ‘cunning and selfish’ transferrer.10

The actual standard of living can therefore be rising rapidly, but if
expectations of the standard of living to which people are entitled are
rising even more rapidly, then not satisfaction, but discontent is being
created.

The leading characteristic of successful urban-industrial societies so
far has been their capacity to produce in abundance goods and services
that can be distributed in accordance with cash claims to them. But
producing such marketable goods and services is necessarily more
difficult than producing the wish to possess them. Urban-industrial
societies have therefore been even more successful in producing
expectations of entitlement to riches than producing the riches
themselves. They are adept above all, that is, in producing relative
deprivation.

The link between high levels of relative deprivation and prosperity is
quite clear in the case of white-collar crime, and as there are no
political gains to be made by denying it, the link is not disputed.
Galbraith has applied the theory of high prosperity and high white-
collar crime rates to embezzlement in particular. However much
money they have, there are always people who feel that they need
more. In good times money is plentiful and people are, on the one
hand, relaxed and trusting and, on the other, some feel they could
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make better use of the money for personal or business purposes than
the fools and crooks that have it and do not deserve it. In a depression
all this is reversed. Money is watched with a narrow, suspicious eye.
Audits are penetrating and meticulous. The crooked businessman
adjusts his greed to bring it within the narrowed limits of what he can
get away with. ‘Commercial morality enormously improves.’11

The businessman not only himself experiences, for commercial
reasons he also engenders relative deprivation—he heightens the
customer’s yearning for and feeling of entitlement to more saleable
goods than the customer can actually afford. The Guardian journalist
fosters it for reasons of social justice. The Trotskyist fosters it for
reasons of revolutionary strategy.

The entrepreneur uses commercial advertising to heighten feelings
of relative deprivation. The social reformer and revolutionary must
find other means of accomplishing in essence the same objective. One
of their favoured devices is to measure relative deprivation as the gap
between the richest and poorest in the society, and call the wideness
of this gap the degree of poverty.12 The wider the gap, the greater the
relative deprivation, the more severe the poverty. So long as the gap
between the richest and the poorest is as wide or widens, the theory of
‘poverty’ as the cause of crime is then quite immune from any rise in
the standard of living of the poor, no matter how large that rise may
be.

While it has its merits the device has three flaws. One is that the gap
between rich and poor cannot be relied on always to widen. The second
is that the gap between rich and poor, in what they wore, in household
equipment, in having servants or being servants, in means of
transport, in manner of speech, was much more obvious before, say,
the First World War when crime rates were falling than it is today
when crime rates are rising. The third is that though the theory
requires rises in crime to be proportionate to rate of the widening of
the gap between rich and poor, people in poverty cannot be relied upon
themselves to perceive that the gap is widening. The gap will be obvi-
ous enough, but the rate at which the gap is widening will not
necessarily be sufficiently perceptible to the ordinary man or woman
in the street. He or she will have to be told about it, and the social
reformer does not always have the resources to communicate the
message effectively in the face of disagreement even among
professionals about the facts.

There is a much more successful device, with far fewer defects,
through which feelings of relative deprivation can be created and
maintained at a high level and the cause of social justice assisted. It
is that of securing widespread agreement that the ‘poverty line’ should
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be fixed at some percentage point above the level of the State welfare
benefit. For, if a person is ‘in poverty’ when his or her income is less
than, say, 140 per cent of the welfare benefit level, then raising the
State welfare benefit does not reduce the number of people in poverty,
but increases it. It is a fail-safe mechanism, put positively, for the
constant re-creation of pressure for the improvement of the lot of the
poorest or, put negatively, for the constant re-creation of discontent.13
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The Intellectuals’ New Betrayal

Discontent can be minimal at a low and even with (as during, say
the Second World War) a declining standard of living if a

population is socialized to expect nothing but a low standard of living.
The low crime figures of the period prior to the Great War were clearly
associated with not only the indigenous working-class culture of
neighbourhood, workplace, Friendly Society, political party and Trade
Union, but also the resources of propaganda that were devoted to
inculcating into the working class, on the one hand low expectations
of values that can be only realised through the possession and expen-
diture of money, and on the other hand high expectations of non-cash
values.

In his outstanding scholarly contributions to the study of the non-
State associations of the British working class, especially the Friendly
Societies, David Green demonstrates that character building was for
a long time their explicit objective.1 Though such activities were
anathema to later generations of media and academic social-affairs
intellectuals, the Friendly Societies sought to inculcate personal
qualities that they unashamely named ‘wisdom’, ‘prudence’, ‘merit’,
‘dignity’, ‘self-respect’ and so forth. The love of independence was the
basis of all ‘virtue’ and ‘honour’.2 The ability to secure an honest
income through being as employable as circumstances allowed
required patience, perseverance and effort. Foresight and self-restraint
were required in order to provide for unknown contingencies through
savings, mutual aid, insurance, and by shunning the wasteful and self-
indulgent expenditures of drink and gambling. But getting and
disposing of money must have only their due place in a person’s life.
‘Whoever enters this Order for the mean and selfish object of paying
his contributions and receiving its pecuniary benefits ... is to be
regarded as an unworthy intruder.’3 The properly moulded character
puts money and all it stands for below the honour of worthy
achievement. Of this everyone was capable. Those who developed their
capabilities were of good character, those who neglected them were of
bad character. In the Lodge every member was in this sense on terms
of ‘perfect equality’, for what he achieved was up to him.
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No office is too high for the poorest to aspire to; no duty too humble for the richest
to stoop to. Intelligence to govern, ability to exercise authority with becoming
humility, yet with the requisite firmness and personal demeanour to ensure
respect, are all the qualifications for office required; and these are in the power
of every Member to acquire.4

And getting and spending money had to be placed within a person’s
pattern of duties within the circle of the family. ‘In your personal
relations we look to find you, if a husband, affectionate and trustful; if
a father, regardful of the moral and material well-being of your
children and dependants; as a son, dutiful and exemplary.’5

Such values are found throughout the Introduction to the New Code
of 1904 for the elementary schools of England and Wales, thought to
have been written by J.W. Mackail, sometime Professor of Poetry at
the University of Oxford:

Though their opportunities are but brief, the teachers can yet do much to lay the
foundations of conduct. They can endeavour, by example and influence, aided by
a sense of discipline, which should pervade the School, to implant in the children
habits of industry, self-control, and courageous perseverance in the face of diffi-
culties; they can teach them to reverence what is noble, to be ready for self-
sacrifice, and to strive their utmost after purity and truth; they can foster a
strong respect for duty, and that consideration and respect for others which must
be the foundation of unselfishness and the true basis for all good manners; while
the corporate life of the School, especially in the playground, should develop that
instinct for fair-play and loyalty to one another which is the germ of a wider
sense of honour in later life. In all these endeavours the School should enlist, as
far as possible, the interest and co-operation of the parents and home in a united
effort to enable the children not merely to reach their full development as
individuals, but also to become upright and useful members of the community in
which they live, and worthy sons and daughters of the country to which they
belong.6

... and much more of the same.
Leicester University’s Labour Market Study Group compared jobless

18-24-year-olds in Sunderland, St Albans, Leicester and Stafford.7 It
reported that a new ‘culture’ was growing up in Sunderland. Among
school children it takes the form of regarding working for O- or A-
levels as a senseless activity, ‘because they have seen their mates who
have worked hard ending up in the same position with no prospect of
a job’.

Much the same attitude prevails towards government training
courses. These values, the dissenting hopelessness of a fragmented but
uniform mass, were openly celebrated through the main media of
communication in this country for the first time in the commercially
successful song of the group ‘Pink Floyd’:

We don’t need no education
We don’t need no thought control
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No dark sarcasm in the classroom
Teachers leave the kids alone ...
All in all
You’re just another brick in the wall.8

‘Almost any means of getting extra cash, legal or otherwise, was
becoming regarded as acceptable in whole communities.’9

‘Culture’ and ‘whole communities’ in this context are both terms to
be treated with caution. What exists is an aggregate of people sharing
a similar lifestyle characterized by a relatively high degree of
alienation from the notion that the interests of each individual should
be adjusted to those of others. By the early 1990s young unemployed
males merely showed this phenomenon to a high degree. ‘Market’
societies such those of the West, and perhaps in the future those of
former communist societies,10 tend to expand this element in all
personalities and institutions. In certain places and people this
alienation exceeds the average and spills over into anti-social
behaviour some of which is quite likely both to be defined as such by
most people, and to be highly visible to the victim (burglary, theft,
destruction and defacement). In the past 20 or 30 years in this country
this spilling-over has taken place predominantly among those in the
later years of compulsory schooling and the few years after that; and
among males, but with females catching up on them.11 

They reject not only the dominant culture, but any view that their
own attitudes and conduct should be governed either by the way they
are ‘fetched up’ or by the way in which they are praised or blamed,
rewarded or punished according to the correspondence of their conduct
to the highest standards of the surrounding acculturated, and
therefore to be despised, population.

There can be a uniform and mass response of individuals to a given
situation, without that response being a cultural response. Such a
uniform response where the cultural features are weak may be
quiescent. Where pure materialism sets in, Lawrence wrote,

the soul is automatically pivoted, and the most diverse creatures fall into a
common mechanical unison. ... It is not a homogeneous, spontaneous coherence
so much as a disintegrated amorphousness which lends itself to perfect
mechanical unison.12

Or it may be a non-cultural response of general disorder, such as
Hannah Arendt describes as the state of affairs out of which grew the
totalitarian regimes of twentieth-century Europe. The origins of
totalitarianism lay, she argues, in ‘one great unorganized mass of fur-
ious individuals’ who had nothing in common except their
apprehension that the most respected and representative articulators
of the existing culture were fools, and the elected holders of public
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office were fraudulent. Their ‘self-centred bitterness, though repeated
again and again in individual isolation, was not a common bond
despite its tendency to extinguish individual differences’, and this very
self-centredness ‘went hand-in-hand with a decisive weakening of the
instinct for self-preservation’.13

Similarly, a culture may be harmonious with that of another, as
those of the nations of Western Europe became after 1945, or in con-
flict with it, as when the strong cultures of England and Germany
clashed in the 1914-18 war. Particular sections within a State can form
cultures which are either consensual with or in opposition to the
dominant culture, as the culture of English mining communities were
distinct but consensual at one time (the Durham Light Infantry raised
more volunteer battalions during the 1914-18 war than any other
regiment, mainly composed of miners) and in conflict at another (as
when Marxian views of the world gained ground in the 1970s and
1980s).

Whether any particular culture is better or worse than any particular
state of either acquiescent anomie or temporary, transitional,
generalized, ‘necessary’ violence is therefore a crucial even though a
separate matter. Obviously, the Nazi movement 1920-45 was a major
example of a strong culture, as were the many explicitly culture-
building volkisch organizations that prepared the way for it, with their
strong and shared beliefs about the ‘facts’ of ineradicable racial
superiority and inferiority, and about the moral decadence of city life
as compared with life in the village and small town.

The cultural elements of socialization and social control in the
situation described by the Leicester group are present but minimal.
Culture implies the successful inculcation of reverence for the
standards of the group, even if the group is the Mafia family. The
‘culture’ of negation is essentially a culture of irreverence.

Culture implies the virtue of conformity to social rules. Activities
may in practice take the form of a more-or-less uniform following of
fashion, with marginal differentiation into imitators of one or another
style of dress, music and ‘politics’ of commercially successful musical
performers (in the early 1990s followers of, for example, ‘hardcore’
groups such ‘Napalm Death’ or ‘rap’ groups such as ‘Public Enemy’).
But such a ‘culture’ of alienation essentially legitimizes the fashion in
terms of isolated non-conformity or imagined counter-conformity.14

Culture implies that those areas of life defined as central to its
maintenance are protected by a sense of the sacred. The ‘culture’ of
alienation is characterized by an obsession to uncover the ‘holy’ so that
it can be turned to ridicule, and to hunt it out of any ‘sacred’ areas that
remain, in order to have a vehicle for its entertaining profanities.15 
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‘Cultural’ exemplars in this situation are those who are boldest in
defiance, negation, irreverence, non-conformity, and profanity towards
residual rule-bound, other-regarding restraints. Such acculturation
and peer group pressure as do exist are directed towards encouraging
the growth of hostility to both socialization and social control, and
fostering the notion that everyone must ‘do her own thing’. Peer-group
hostility, that is, is directed only against those who attempt to
‘improve themselves’ by using the facilities of education, training and
recreation deemed effective for that purpose by ‘respectable’ society:
one is free to fail to improve oneself in a wide variety of ways.

Certainly assisted by outside definers of their situation, each such
person, to the extent that she lies towards the ‘alienated’ end of the
spectrum, interprets the existing culture (including that of school, and
of training and employment opportunities) as intrinsically useless,
avoidably unjust, and a principal cause of her own failure. In its
consequences for anti-social reactions to the situation, this is at the
opposite pole to the world-view that everybody’s lot, to the end of their
days, from which there is no escape, is to ‘suffer and endure’. No art,
no force, can free humankind from that.16

Those who wish to continue to use the word ‘culture’ to describe a
situation of anomie—of many alienated people sharing and sanctioning
the absence of socially-oriented values—are, of course, perfectly free to
do so.

Those who come most thoroughly to accept the definition of the
situation that ‘life’ is about immediate and self-regarding enjoyment,
and that insurmountable and irremovable obstacles to enjoyment are
illegitimately erected by outside enemies and that therefore they owe
other people nothing, are inevitably the young people most frequently
recruited to the ranks of the unemployed.

As the Leicester study points out, one in three of the Sunderland
sample had never experienced full-time employment. But children
from the same council estates had different educational aspirations
and employment successes, depending upon the extent to which they
had accepted this culture of alienation as their own. In 1991 the
academically most successful sets of pupils, drawn from across the
town’s spectrum of classes and residential areas, were all ‘backward’
in cultural terms—the most culturally backward, Catholic girls, being
the most successful.

Ninety-two per cent of the pupils in the Catholic girls comprehensive
school earned five or more GCSEs. In the town’s school with the lowest
results, a large comprehensive school on a council housing estate, the
figure was exactly half that, 46 per cent, and for the boys only, 40 per
cent.
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At the school with the best examination record, 54 per cent of those
with five or more GCSE successes gained A-C grades. At the school
with the worst, less than a fifth of that, ten per cent; and one-quarter
of its GCSE candidates failed to pass in even one subject.17 ‘The head
teacher ... blamed the problem on absenteeism by pupils.’18

Whether at the best or worst schools, those pupils who had resisted
the pressures to define school as ‘pointless’ most successfully—most
successfully resisted the notion that this, that, and everything is
‘crap’—were those best equipped for success in the short as well as in
the long term.

Culture refers to the totality of learned experiences passed from one
generation to the next. Anomie refers to a state of affairs in which
culture is feeble or absent—when every individual responds to a given
situation according to his own emotional or his own more-or-less
carefully calculated response—when every man does what is right in
his own eyes.

The degree of anomic violence, or alternatively the strength of a
culture of violence, are both closely connected to the ineffectiveness of
the violence of the State. Anomie cannot restrain, and an extra-legal
culture of violence honours the use of private physical force in the
settlement of grievances.

The Anomie of Fatherlessness

In the mid-1960s England was still a society in which anomic, non-
cultural resort to extra-legal violence, and sub-cultures of extra-legal
violence remained weak—it was still a peaceable place.

In the autumn of 1991 the rioting took place on Tyneside which
received world-wide publicity—and which occasioned this book. Two
youths were killed when, being pursued by the police, they crashed a
car they had stolen for a ram-raiding burglary. Their peers living on
the estate where the younger of the two lived, Meadow Well, put their
neighbours’ houses and shops to the torch. These young men,
terrorizing the old and the weak in their neighbourhoods with riot and
arson, as they normally blighted their lives with the fear and fact of
burglary and abuse, were neither immigrants nor the victims of racial
prejudice. They were the sons, grandsons and great-grandsons of
people who had defined their objectively much worse situation in an
entirely different way. 

The riot areas were characterized just as much by the statistical
deficiency of stable families as they were by a statistical excess of the
long-term unemployed. Effective pressure-group propaganda meant
that this point was rarely raised publicly. 

In one sense the riots were not at all unusual. Similar events had
been occurring on a scattered but persistent, widespread and rapidly
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growing scale. Every Friday and Saturday evening youths crowded
into the bars, night clubs, discos, and fast-food places, exclusively
designed for a youth clientele, and turned the atmosphere of the town
centres into one of nihilistic hedonism, where random physical
violence, destruction and defacement of property, and attacks on the
police, from being rare up to 15 years before, had become completely
commonplace. Drunk young men now openly urinated in a town’s main
street. Drunk young women still had at least the residual civility to
publicly urinate in the back lanes.

The rioters themselves only claimed that the occasion for the riot was
their indignation about the police pursuit of their ram-raiding friends.
(Graffiti on the estate after the riots: ‘ramraids revenge’; ‘police are
murders’; ‘Dale Colin we no the score we haven’t started yet’; ‘Tyson
you coul’d’nt catch a cold never mind a ram raider’; ‘Pc Coombes you
are next Ha Ha’.) That did not prevent them targeting their anger on
the one set of people who were conspicuous for their hard work, family-
centredness, and modest economic success—the Asian immigrants on
the estate. Ashsak Ahmed owned the fish and chip shop: the business
and his home were both attacked. Nachter Rai, the newsagent, found
that a mob of 50 looters had broken in while she slept. She, her
husband, and their two children escaped only with the clothes they
were able to put on. As a result of their treatment by the rioters, all
ten Asian families left the estate to start again elsewhere.19

Above a certain level of material constraint, the definition of the
situation becomes the prime determinant of action. Who can effectively
mould a person’s definition of the situation is the master of his life. To
use Marxist phraseology, but to contradict Marxist doctrine, in rich
societies the control of the means of mental production, either to foster
anomie or to support cultural standards of conflict or consensus,
become at least as important as the control of the means of material
production.

To reach a wide audience, and especially to reach from Los Angeles
to Tyneside, from Los Angeles to Berlin and Moscow, the activity of
major capitalist communicators like Time-Warner is required. In the
early 1990s Time-Warner was quite willing to make and sell a rap
singer’s song in which the murder of policemen was celebrated. Ice-T’s
‘Cop Killer’ included such lines as ‘I’m ’bout to dust some cops off’, and
‘Die, pig, die’. (Another song on the same album, ‘KKK Bitch’, made
sexual references to the 12-year-old niece of the Democratic party’s
1992 candidate for the vice-presidency of the United States.) The head
of Time-Warner, Gerald Levin, justified the making and marketing of
the album in terms of his onerous yet clear public duty. Time-Warner
‘must help ensure that the voices of the powerless, the disenfranchised,
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those at the margins, are heard’. ‘Cop Killer’ was, he said, ‘a shout of
pain and protest’.20

That there was an element of perceived public duty is suggested by
the likelihood that, even if it would have sold, Time-Warner would
have refused to give world-wide circulation to a song called ‘Drug-
pusher Killer’ from equally powerless and disenfranchised neighbours
that said ‘I’m ’bout to dust some vandals off’, or ‘Die, thief, die’.

Not every message of the powerless is given an effective voice by the
powerful who control the means of communication. When effective
community self-protection breaks down, very large numbers of the old
and poor who are powerless would rather have police protection than
be subject to the depredations in their own lives of ‘disenfranchised’
(whatever Levin meant by this in this context) young men. But boring
messages of common sense and decency from the powerless reap
meagre and uncertain profits; and, very frequently in the media, the
common sense and decency of the powerless cease to be boring only
when they are available to be mocked.

The question is, to whom is the megaphone handed, and why? Those
who control the main media of modern communication are motivated
by the desire for monetary gain, as well as by the highly developed
sense of civic obligation of companies like Time-Warner, and therefore
will amplify messages which will sell in the market niches they can
discover. If incitement to incivility and worse sells better than its
opposite, even to populations that formerly protected themselves
fiercely against the expansion of the elements in everyone’s personality
to which destruction and disorder appeal, then incivility will be propa-
gated for profit.

The rioters objectively enjoyed unprecedentedly secure and
variegated supply of food, drink and clothing, with access to doctors
and hospitals, superior to anything that existed before they were born,
with ready access to places of entertainment and education (many
public facilities such as night schools, swimming baths and local
authority entertainment complexes are free always or at certain times
to the unemployed). They rioted because of their poverty.

No doubt crime and riot are ‘connected with’ current English levels
of poverty. If people riot because they think they are poor, then the
connection is there. But Anglicans of Bangladesh and Uganda must
have been astonished to hear the Archbishop of Canterbury suggest at
all, in context or out of context, that the Welfare State had so
lamentably failed the English.

They rioted because of their ‘poor housing’. The rioters lived neither
in tower blocks nor, in anything but a very strained sense of the term,
in the inner city. Those who lived on the riot estate lived in post-war
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semi-detached houses with gardens. Meadow Well is bordered on the
east by open park land, and laid out in at any rate a local authority’s
genuine attempt at garden city principles. In most cases housing was
free, being paid for through housing benefit. The most striking thing
about the dwellings is the large number whose roofs have been
stripped of their slates, leaving the rest of the structure open to the
ravages of the weather. They have been taken by thieves for the few
pence each slate brings as stolen property.

For decades the estate had been the beneficiary of virtually every
social service agency and every central government and local authority
grant and initiative. It was one of the first areas to have nursery
classes to ensure a head start at school. It would be a daunting but
interesting task to attempt to trace and unravel the per capita public
expenditure on the estate since, say, 1970, up to and including the
local authority and central government ‘initiative’ in place just when
the riot took place. One of the main development projects of the Tyne
and Wear Development Corporation lay just over 500 metres from the
centre of the estate. The youths rioted because they were ‘deprived’.

In a society with every conceivable variety of sports, athletics and
outdoor sports’ clubs; public service organizations like the St. John’s
Ambulance Brigade; and self-improvement facilities in the nearby
Open Learning Centre, the local libraries, schools and colleges, they
rioted because they ‘had nothing to do’ and they were ‘bored’.

With 87 per cent of Tyneside’s working population employed, even at
the ‘depths of a recession’ in late 1991, and with a higher proportion
of the adult population in work than ever before they rioted because of
‘unemployment’. The estate had access to the labour market of the
whole of Tyneside. Smith’s Park, a station of Tyneside’s famed rapid
transit Metro system, is right in the middle of the estate. (It was
always heavily vandalized and quickly re-vandalized.)

The rioters’ predecessors lived, objectively, in far inferior conditions
of insecurity of employment, shortage of jobs, poverty, and ill-
equipped, overcrowded housing. There is not a single incident of their
having deliberately started fires, with the sole purpose of ambushing
the firemen called to the scene, and attacking them with stones and
bottles. They never slashed firemen’s hoses, nor damaged their
appliances.21

‘Unemployment’ was indeed the key to the Tyneside riots of 1991.
But not unemployment in the sense of the absence of opportunities to
work as a paid employee in a drudging job (much less remunerative
and exciting than crime).

It was unemployment in the sense of the weakening or complete
disappearance of the expectation that a young man should prepare
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himself for the larger employment to which a job is merely
instrumental. This is his employment for a lifetime in a partnership
of mutual support of a mature man and a mature woman. It is
employment in a years’ long commitment to nurturing and socializing
until his child is in turn able to earn its own living and raise its own
family. Their fathers and grandfathers called their house ‘home’, and
their wife ‘our lass’. The sons call their female partner ‘the bitch’, and
their woman’s house ‘the kennel’: ‘the bitch is in the kennel’.22 A
nationally exhibited film was made about Meadow Well, ‘Dream On’,
from the point of view of women on the estate. Many of the cast were
Meadow Well residents.23 Discussing its release on the BBC Radio 4
‘Today’ programme, one of the participating local women said that it
correctly portrayed the Meadow Well male as ‘selfish, violent and
weak’.24

For it was not only or even mainly that the rioters as children were
themselves the first or second generation of a home and local life that
had left them on average worse off educationally and in social skills
than their contemporaries from stable two-parent homes in the same
area and in equally deprived working-class homes elsewhere on
Tyneside and Wearside. As youths (some themselves the product of
single-parent homes, some not) they did not have a taken-for-granted
project for life of responsibility for their own wife and children. Their
expectations had ceased to be automatically geared to unavoidable
parenthood. 

To the extent that they are victims of their environment, they are
victims of their cultural environment. They are the victims of various
ad hoc combinations of destabilizing Marxism whose long march
through the institutions began and ended in the family, altruistic
anarchism, hedonistic nihilism and nostalgie de la boue which excited
the undergraduates of 1968 and which until recently were the stock-in-
trade of serious journalism. Critical theory, the New Criminology and
various versions of Trotskyism were for a time actually dominant in
sociology. Discredited in political and economic life, the ‘spirit of 68’
lives on only in the weakening of the link between sex, procreation,
child-care, childrearing, and loyalty in the life-long provision on a non-
commercial basis of mutual care within a common place of residence.

In the aftermath of the triumph of Lenin and Mussolini the French
essayist Julien Benda published a little book that was widely noticed
at the time, but is now remembered only for its title, La Trahison des
Clercs, the intellectuals’ betrayal.25 Instead of loyalty to telling the
truth to the best of their ability, they had become advocates of their
own ‘good causes’. In their ‘desire to abase the values of knowledge
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before the values of action’ they had exchanged their scientific
integrity for the visionary future of either Bolshevism or Fascism.

There was a second betrayal by the intellectuals when in great
numbers they followed the fashion in the 1960s and uncritically
acclaimed the then current ideology of town planning. All British
cities, and many other European cities, now carry the legacy. The
planners eventually faced widespread and successful opposition from
the potential victims of housing clearances.

The third betrayal by the intellectuals has lain not so much in their
often self-centred celebration of the family’s dismantlement, and their
unremitting attack since the 1960s on all the taboos that protected
family life, as in their wanton ignorance of, or open hostility to the
known facts.

Benda’s work was based on his recognition of the fragility of civilized
values. ‘If humanity loses this jewel there is not much chance of
finding it again.’26 The achievement of a humane, free, rich, improving,
unified and stable society, is envisaged by ethical capitalists like Adam
Smith and Hayek, who are sceptical of State intervention. The same
goals are envisaged by ethical socialists like Cobbett, Hobhouse,
Orwell, T.H. Marshall and Tawney,27 for whom the State creates and
is sustained by the service to others of self-reliant, self-improving
citizens. They agree on this. The creation and the maintenance of such
a society depend upon the existence and successful adaptation of an
infinitude of benign institutions and of innumerable personal decisions
in all the details of everyday life, most of them totally beyond the
knowledge of today’s social science. Hayek calls them ‘spontaneous
institutions’. We have called them here ‘common sense’.

Societies can decay from within, as well as succumb to external
shocks. In many cases, we only know that some things seem to have
worked to preserve widespread wealth and harmony, and some destroy
it.

Apparently civilized societies have suddenly experienced internecine
and international wars, civil strife, totalitarian tyranny and genocidal
massacres. These experiences reach so nearly into the recent past, and
have continued to spring to life so unexpectedly in one form or another,
that it was by no means ridiculous for Horkheimer and Adorno to say
that ‘the fully enlightened world radiates disaster triumphant’.28 To
those who do not suffer from historical amnesia these words serve as
our own society’s perpetual memento mori.
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Appendix

Families without fathers

Lone-mother households as a proportion of all households with
dependent children more than doubled from 8 per cent in 1971 to 22
per cent in 1998/9. (Social Trends 30, London: The Stationery Office,
2000.) The UK has the highest proportion of lone-parent households
in Western Europe (Teenage Pregnancy, Social Exclusion Unit, 1999).

Living together without marriage

By 1998 17 per cent of 20-24 year-old men and 28 per cent of 25-29
year-old men had made their living together and the potential of
parenthood into their own private affair, i.e. they were cohabiting
(General Household Survey 28, 1998).

Conceptions outside marriage

In 1971 21 per cent of all conceptions were outside marriage. By 1998
51 per cent of all conceptions and 93 per cent of conceptions occurring
in women under 20 were outside marriage (Population Trends 99,
London: The Stationery Office, 2000). 

Births outside marriage

The percentage of births in England and Wales which were outside
marriage remained for decades in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries at around four or five per cent, with the exception of the
period around the time of both World Wars. It peaked at six per cent
in the 1914-18 war, and at nine per cent in the 1939-45 war. The ratio
fell again after each of these peaks, so that in the early 1950s the
percentage of births outside marriage was still only slightly higher
than it had been 50 years earlier. It then began to rise slowly until
1979, when it started to rise steeply, so that by 1999 it had reached 39
per cent of all births. Of all live births in 1999 to women under 20
years of age, 89 per cent were outside marriage. (Population Trends 99,
Spring 2000.) The UK has the highest rate of out-of-wedlock teenage
births in Western Europe—more than twice the average (Eurostat
Yearbook, Edition 2000, European Commission).

Fathers leaving the household

The underlying divorce rate has continued to increase. In 1997 146,689
couples divorced, more than one half of whom had at least one child
under the age of 16. In total in 1997 150,309 children under 16 were
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affected by a divorce in their family. (Marriage, Divorce and Adoption
Statistics, Series FM2, No. 25, London: The Stationery Office, 1997.)

Some feeling of the magnitude of the cultural change in two
generations can be derived from the remarks of the eminent sociologist
of his day, R. M. MacIver. Referring to the total English divorce figures
of 4,018 for the year 1928, he pointed out that the national newspapers
treated this monstrously high figure as a national scandal! (Society: A
Textbook of Sociology, New York: Rinehart, 1937, p. 216).
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Afterword: Family Research
and Family Policy Since 1992

Peter Saunders

When Families Without Fatherhood first appeared in 1992, the
evidence linking the erosion of marriage and traditional family

life with negative outcomes for children was still hotly disputed. As
Dennis and Erdos observed, many academics and commentators at
that time were still arguing that family life was ‘changing’ but not
‘fragmenting’, or simply that it was ‘too early to say’ what effects
developments since the 1960s were having on the well-being of
individuals and the cohesiveness of the society at large. What Dennis
and Erdos did was to marshal the existing evidence, add some of their
own, and establish a compelling case that the weakening of marriage
and the family was associated with the emergence of some significant
social and psychological problems.

They developed their case in two steps:

•First, controlling for other factors, they demonstrated that children
born to and raised by married parents fare better on average on a
range of different indicators than children raised by unmarried
parents, those raised by one parent, or those brought up in step- or
blended families.

•Secondly, they posited a causal link between the increase in the
number of children being raised in these less favoured family
circumstances, and the breakdown of civility and social cohesion
which had been occurring in Britain since the early 1960s.

Both of these points had been made before in various ways by other
writers, but what was unique to Families Without Fatherhood was that
the evidence was assembled by two self-proclaimed socialists who were
not afraid to argue in favour of marriage and traditional family life.
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Up until Families Without Fatherhood was published, the ideological
battlelines around family policy had largely coincided with the familiar
‘right’ versus ‘left’ polarities of British politics. Conservatives like
Margaret Thatcher and John Major supported ‘traditional family
values’; socialists and social democrats embraced change, personal
choice and individual diversity. What Dennis and Erdos did was to
challenge the assumed affinity between socialism and the critique of
the traditional family.

They did it by pointing to a fatal contradiction in the ‘left-wing’
position. While socialists were swift to condemn ‘negative externalities’
arising out of the pursuit of individual self-interest in economic life,
they were failing to apply the same insight to the ‘personal’ realm of
family and sexual relations, even though the pursuit of selfishness in
this ‘personal’ realm was proving hugely destructive. Rather than
celebrating the supposed liberation of men and women from the yoke
of traditional morality, Dennis and Erdos argued that ‘ethical
socialists’ should be looking to strengthen the social responsibilities of
family and marriage, and they criticized the way that traditional
socialist morality, embedded in working-class family and community
life, had been undermined by the fashionable libertarianism of the
intellectual middle classes.

This was not a comfortable message for other socialist intellectuals
to digest, but it is a message which has gradually permeated into the
consciousness of ‘New Labour’ since this book was first published.
Dennis and Erdos caused ripples, not only in the academic pond
(where they challenged the crudely feminist intellectual orthodoxy
which was dominating social scientific work on the family), but also in
the political pond (where they helped prompt a Labour Party re-think
of family policy).

In this afterword, I reflect on what has been happening in both the
academic and policy arenas since this book was first published. How
well have the core arguments in the book stood the test of time? Have
the intellectuals now bowed to the weight of evidence suggesting that
the erosion of marriage is bad for children and bad for society? And
how far has government gone in fashioning new policies that seek to
grapple with this problem?

Family Change And Social Cohesion—A Sceptical Note

Two different arguments about causality lie at the heart of this book.
The first is that children raised by single parents, step-parents or even
two natural but unmarried parents are more likely than those raised
by two married parents to suffer a range of problems including higher
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rates of mortality and morbidity, a higher incidence of poverty, lower
levels of academic achievement and a tendency to maladjustment. The
second is that the decline of the traditional family is a principal
explanation for the rise in rates of crime and incivility in the wider
society over the last 40 years.

In my view, the first of these claims (that change in the family has
been bad for children) rests on much more secure evidential
foundations than the second (that it brought about an erosion of social
order). The first was an argument for which Dennis and Erdos
themselves assembled an impressive array of evidence, and (as we
shall see) it has been reinforced by the results of many different
studies ever since. The second, however, is altogether less convincing,
and the reasons have mainly to do with chronology.

In the first edition of Families Without Fatherhood there was a graph
(omitted from later editions) plotting reported crime rates in England
and Wales between 1860 and 1990. This graph revealed that the sharp
rise in crime rate in Britain began in the mid- to late-1950s and
continued on a steep upward curve for the next 30 years. Dennis
confirmed this in his follow-up book, Rising Crime and the
Dismembered Family,1 where he pin-pointed the mid-1950s as the
start of the rising trend in crime.

The problem, however, is that the late 50s/early60s was also the time
when illegitimacy rates and divorce rates began their rising trajectory.
If the change in patterns of family life were really the key cause of the
rise in crime rates, then we should expect the former to have started
at least 15 years before the latter in order for there to be time for the
first ‘damaged generation’ to reach adolescence and begin its career in
crime. If anything, however, the chronological evidence runs the other
way—crime rates seem to have begun their rise a little sooner than the
various changes in family life started to occur.

This is not to deny that the fragmentation of the family almost
certainly has had a significant effect on crime rates and anti-social
behaviour. There is plenty of evidence (some discussed below) that
shows that children who grow up separated from one of their natural
parents are more likely to get into trouble with the law than those
raised by both parents, and this suggests that the breakdown of the
family may well be contributing to the continuing escalation in
criminality. But it is unlikely that the decay of the family was the
initial cause of the rise in crime rates—for this, we would need to look
back to the five or ten years after the end of the Second World War and
identify some change occurring at that time which could have resulted
in this delayed effect kicking in from the 1960s onwards.2
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Updating The Evidence On Family Structure And Child Well-
being

Dennis and Erdos’ claim that the erosion of traditional family life was
the main cause of the rise in criminality is, therefore, open to debate,
but this can hardly be said of their other main argument regarding the
link between family type and childhood pathology. Here, the evidence
was strong when they first wrote their book, and it is even stronger
today.

Norman Dennis has himself reviewed some of the more recent
research in a new essay written for the ISCS.3 He reports research
confirming that babies born to sole mothers suffer the highest
mortality rates. He highlights findings that children from lone-parent
households are twice as likely as those from two-parent households to
be admitted to hospital with injuries, and he emphasizes the growing
weight of evidence from Britain and overseas linking the probability
of child abuse to the presence in the family home of a step-father or
boyfriend as against a natural father (research has found that children
living with their mother and a cohabiting boyfriend who is not their
father are 33 times more likely to be abused than those living with
their married biological parents).4 As in Families Without Fatherhood,
he also links lone parenthood to higher average rates of poverty but
shows that the disadvantages suffered by children of lone parents
cannot simply be explained away as the product of low household
incomes.

Dennis’s review is far from exhaustive, for there is now a burgeoning
literature in Britain and overseas tracing the consequences for
children of the decline of fatherhood. Virtually all of it points
consistently in the same direction.

In the latest edition of Farewell to the Family?,5 Patricia Morgan
reports that:

•mortality rates of British infants born to a mother not living with the
father are as much as 68 per cent higher than for infants born to
married parents;

•three-quarters of the children admitted to local authority care in
England come from single parent households;

•American research shows that children living with step-fathers are
more likely to develop behavioural problems, and are less likely to
perform well at school, than those living with natural fathers;

•British work shows that children of lone parents have poorer
vocabularies;

•British research also finds that divorce doubles the chances of youths
drifting into a delinquent career, and that boys living with both
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natural parents are half as likely to end up in court by the age of 16
as those raised in lone-parent, step- or blended family settings.

•American research similarly demonstrates that males raised outside
of an intact marriage are more than twice as likely to have served a
jail term by the time they reach 30.

•British research on homeless youths reports that two-thirds of them
had experienced family breakdown and that young males with step-
parents are three times more likely to run away from home than
those from intact families.

Like Dennis and Erdos, Morgan accepts that there is an association
between lone parenthood and poverty, but she demonstrates that the
disadvantages associated with growing up in a single-parent or
step/blended family cannot be explained by lack of money. When
factors like income and social class are held constant, the association
between family structure and individual pathology still comes through
strongly, and on some of the indicators she discusses, financial
resources seem to make no difference at all.

For the last two years I have been working in Australia and, here too,
the evidence linking family type to childhood disadvantage is now
overwhelming. In 1998 the Australian House of Representatives
published a report, To Have and To Hold, which focused particularly
on the impact of divorce on children.6 It reported that children who
experience separation or divorce of their parents are two or three times
more likely to be suspended or expelled from school and are three times
more likely to require treatment for emotional or behavioural
problems. The report also outlined evidence that, while fewer than four
per cent of Australian children live in step-families, they account for
21 per cent of all reported cases of child abuse and neglect.

Other Australian research confirms the devastating effect on children
of the erosion of the traditional family. Youth homelessness, for
example, is strongly concentrated among young people from homes
where the two natural parents no longer live together.7 Nor are recent
trends towards gay parenting very encouraging as regards child well-
being, for Australian research on scholastic achievement finds that the
children of married couples do best, followed by children of cohabiting
couples, with children raised by homosexual couples doing worst of
all.8

It has often been claimed that children’s well-being is likely to be
improved if unhappy and bickering parents separate, and influential
research carried out at the Australian Institute of Family Studies in
the 1980s seemed to support this, arguing that parental divorce had
few deleterious effects on children’s ‘competence’.9 Today, however, the
evidence is overwhelmingly in the other direction, and the author of
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that earlier study (Paul Amato) has now had a change of mind,
arguing that children only benefit from divorce if the marriage is
highly conflictual. He suggests that couples today separate in the face
of problems which they would have confronted and overcome a
generation ago, and he concludes that most divorces today are in this
sense ‘unnecessary’ and have a detrimental net impact on children’s
well-being.10

A research paper commissioned by the Australian government
confirms that divorce is a risk factor for all sorts of negative child
outcomes including depression, conduct disorder, health problems, lack
of social competence and academic under-achievement, and the paper
warns that even when they reach adulthood, children of divorced
parents are likely to suffer substantially higher rates of psychological
disorder.11 A study of child health in Western Australia finds that
children in blended families are 1.7 times more likely to have a mental
health problem than those in intact families (a figure that rises to 2.2
times for children in single-parent families), and it shows that even
children whose natural parents have a poor relationship with each
other are better-off on average than children living in blended or
single-parent families where there are good adult relationships.12

It seems that there was wisdom after all in the old adage that
disaffected parents should stay together ‘for the sake of the children’.

Public Attitudes And The Influence Of The ‘Social Affairs
Intellectuals’

This is, however, an adage which no longer attracts widespread
popular assent. In the light of all the evidence about the negative
effects on children of divorce, single parenthood and reconstituted
families, it comes as something of a surprise to find that many
‘ordinary people’ apparently still believe that there is nothing ‘wrong’
with raising children outside of the traditional family structure.
Indeed, popular beliefs about family and marriage seem now to be
seriously at variance with the social scientific evidence.

The 1998/99 edition of a long-running survey of British social
attitudes finds, for example, that nearly two-thirds of Britons (and 85
per cent of those under the age of 25) now believe that ‘it is alright for
a couple to live together without intending to get married’, and less
than one-quarter think that ‘married people are generally happier
than unmarried people’. But such sentiments fly in the face of research
evidence to the contrary. American research finds that cohabiting
couples are less committed to each other, are less happy, and report a
poorer quality of relationship, than married couples. New British data
suggest that women who cohabit are more than twice as likely as
married women to say they have been the targets of domestic
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violence.13 Statistics show that married people live longer, are less
likely to suffer from a wide range of diseases and illnesses, recover
faster when they do fall ill, live healthier lifestyles and commit suicide
much less often than single or divorced people.14

The British attitudes survey goes on to report that 58 per cent of
Britons now believe that ‘it is a good idea for a couple who intend to
get married to live together first’.15 The evidence, however,
demonstrates that this is not a ‘good idea’—at least if the couple wants
their subsequent marriage to last. Australian research finds that
married couples who had initially cohabited are much more likely to
end up divorcing—after five years of marriage, 13 per cent of couples
who had initially cohabited had been divorced compared with six per
cent of those who had not, and after ten years the figures were 26 per
cent and 14 per cent. In America, the probability of marriage break-up
among those who previously cohabited has been found to be 46 per
cent higher than among those who did not. British research published
by the Office for National Statistics in 1992 found that married couples
who had cohabited prior to marriage in the 1970s and 1980s had a risk
of divorce which was between 30 and 50 per cent higher than those
who had not. (However, more detailed recent research suggests that
the risk may be concentrated among those who have been in several
cohabiting relationships, and that those who cohabit only with their
future spouse may not be significantly more at risk of divorce.)16

Where the divergence between public beliefs and factual evidence
really becomes worrying, however, is in relation to children’s well-
being. According to the British social attitudes survey, only 57 per cent
of Britons polled in 1994 thought that ‘people who want children ought
to get married’—a fall of 13 percentage points in just six years. Yet the
evidence suggests that parents who do not marry are much more likely
to split up before the children reach maturity.

Unmarried couples with children are nearly five times more likely to
break up than their married counterparts, and even when we control
for factors like age, income and duration of the relationship, cohabiting
parents are still more than twice as likely to split up than married
parents are. Patricia Morgan also shows that half of the women who
have their first child while cohabiting end up ten years later bringing
up that child without its father.17 An Australian survey conducted with
parents just 18 months after their child was born found that 19 per
cent of the de facto couples had already separated, compared with just
two per cent of married couples.18

Most alarmingly of all, public opinion today does not seem to consider
it much of a problem if a child’s parents do split up. Fewer than half
of Britons now support the idea that ‘when there are children in the
family, parents should stay together even if they don’t get along’, and,
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among the under-30s, support for this proportion falls to around one-
quarter. In Australia it is the same story—about half the adult
population thinks it is acceptable to have children out of wedlock, and
only one in five were prepared to agree with the statement that
‘Partners should stay together for the sake of the children’.19

It seems that ordinary people are either ignorant of, or extraor-
dinarily indifferent to, the crushing weight of evidence that points to
the damage which can be caused to children when their parents decide
not to stay together. It is astonishing that so many members of the
British public can think that it is acceptable—even preferable—for
parents to behave in a way that we know is more likely to result in
harm to their children.

There are two possible explanations for the current state of public
opinion. One is that people do not want to know about the evidence,
because it is inconvenient. Stuck in a boring marriage, it is comforting
to be reassured by ‘experts’ that the best thing for your children would
be for the two of you to separate, and the news that this is not in fact
the case is likely to prove most unwelcome. We tend to pay attention
to what we want to hear.

The other possibility is that people’s beliefs are being shaped in
ignorance of the full facts. This would imply that information
gatekeepers and formers of public opinion are being selective in the
way that the facts get reported and interpreted to the mass public
because they have their own agendas to pursue. It is this explanation
which Dennis and Erdos explored in Families Without Fatherhood.

In the final chapter of their book, Dennis and Erdos attacked the bad
faith of social affairs intellectuals who have for years sought to
undermine marriage and the family and who have consistently denied
‘the known facts’ about the deleterious consequences of contemporary
family change. In his follow-up book, Rising Crime and the
Dismembered Family, Dennis developed this theme further (the book
was sub-titled: ‘How conformist intellectuals have campaigned against
common sense’), and in his most recent essay, ‘Beautiful Theories,
Brutal Facts’, he takes it further still with a sustained critique of
Britain’s leading social theorist, Anthony Giddens, whose 1999 BBC
Reith lecture on the family epitomized the intellectual orthodoxy
which Dennis believes has been causing so much damage.

In the course of this series of three essays, Dennis suggests that
social affairs intellectuals play a crucial role in shaping our values and
beliefs about family life. Most of them (Giddens included) routinely
attack marriage and the traditional family as instruments of male
domination, and they seek to debunk what they see as the ‘myth’ that
the traditional family of the past was a stable, emotionally satisfying
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and well-functioning institution.20 Their arguments are generally
asserted rather than demonstrated by means of evidence, but the more
they are repeated, the more widely-held they become.

Dennis argues that many social affairs intellectuals are ethical and
cognitive relativists, and this explains their indifferent response to
mounting research evidence suggesting that they are wrong. They
simply do not believe that it is possible to distinguish ‘right’ from
‘wrong’, either factually (for all facts are contaminated by values) or
ethically (for there is no meta-morality). Rather than concerning
themselves with facts, they are committed to a role as social critics,
and the ‘patriarchal’ and ‘bourgeois’ family has become their prime
target. Many of them cut their teeth in the heady days of sixties and
seventies student radicalism, and today they have come to dominate
many of the key institutions shaping attitudes and dispensing
information including political parties and pressure groups,
educational bodies and the mass media. 

Given the sheer weight of the evidence about the family which we
have been reviewing, it is difficult to understand how any serious
scholar, politician or journalist could any longer dispute the link
between family structure and child well-being.21 Many, however, still
do, for there is a gritty determination among social affairs intellectuals
that their preferred lifestyle should be defended and that evidence
pointing to the superiority of traditional family forms should be
ignored, suppressed or ridiculed.22

This resistance to the facts by intellectual opinion-formers (what
Dennis and Erdos describe as a trahison des clercs) may help explain
why public opinion is lagging so fatefully behind the evidence which
should be informing it, for the evidence reviewed above is clearly not
well-known or understood among the public as a whole. But unless
public opinion shifts, policy initiatives by governments designed to
strengthen family responsibilities appear doomed (the clearest
example being the ghastly fiasco which surrounded John Major’s ‘Back
to Basics’ campaign). As Norman Dennis recognizes: ‘Any policies
aimed at strengthening the social institution of the family of two
successfully committed parents that are not accompanied by, and
embedded within, a profound change in the pubic opinion which the
conforming intelligentsia has succeeded in creating, will fail’.23

Government Policy Responses

In Britain and Australia, governments have announced their
intentions to ‘strengthen the family’. In both countries, this involves
a two-pronged strategy of welfare reform plus family-support
measures.
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The principal relevance of welfare reform to family policy lies in its
potential impact on the rise in the number of single-parent families.
The number of children being raised by just one parent has escalated
in both countries over the last three decades—in Britain 1.6 million
families (more than one in five) are now headed by a single parent and
2.8 million children are being raised in a sole-parent household—and
governments are looking for ways to reduce the resulting burden on
the public purse.

One does not have to agree with Charles Murray’s view that welfare
provision has encouraged this growth in order to recognize that the
benefits system has certainly underpinned it, for single parenthood is
economically unsustainable for all but the highest income earners. The
steep increase in the number of sole-parent households has therefore
only been possible because other taxpayers have been subsidizing it.
In Australia, three-quarters of single parents (over one-third of a
million people) now claim the Parenting Pension (a means-tested
benefit paid to low-income families); in Britain, 90 per cent of single
parents are on benefit and this absorbs ten per cent of the entire social
security budget.24

Influenced by recent American reforms which have slashed the
welfare rolls by forcing single mothers to find paid employment, both
the British and Australian governments have been making cautious
moves towards encouraging single parents to rejoin the workforce.
However, few single parents in either country seem willing to respond
voluntarily to the ‘opportunities’ that have so far been offered to them,
and this means that any effective policy will almost certainly have to
involve a stronger element of compulsion. Neither the British nor
Australian governments, however, have the stomach for following the
American example of making work a compulsory condition of receipt
of benefit for single mothers, and public opinion is hostile to any strong
move in this direction. This suggests that current initiatives in this
area are unlikely to have much impact.

The second strand in the British and Australian governments’
attempts to ‘do something’ to strengthen the family has involved the
introduction of various family support measures.

In Australia, the Howard government launched its ‘National
Families Strategy’ in 1999. This has so far involved the establishment
of a new advisory body (The Marriage and Family Council), the launch
of a low-key and largely unsuccessful pre-marriage and parenting
education initiative, the establishment of various ‘community-
strengthening’ programmes, a new child-care scheme enabling a small
number of eligible parents to have a trained child-care worker look
after their children in their own home, and a reform of the tax system
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which should rectify the bias against one-earner married couples
which has built up over the last 15 years or so. The total cost of this
programme (leaving aside the tax changes) is estimated at A$240
million (approximately UK £95 million).25

In Britain, the Blair government has gone down much the same sort
of path, creating a new National Family and Parenting Institute to
research and advise on parenting issues, introducing tax changes
(notably the working families tax credit) designed to supplement the
earnings of low-income working families, and issuing a consultation
document, Supporting Families, which trailed proposals for enhanced
provision of pre-marriage counselling, introduction of secular baby-
naming ceremonies, and various changes to the divorce laws including
a move away from establishing fault and the introduction of pre-
nuptial property agreements.26

Doubtless many of these initiatives are worthwhile on their own
terms, but what is striking about both the British and Australian
governments’ family policies is that they studiously avoid
discriminating in any way between different family types. In
particular, there is a clear concern not to privilege marriage and the
two-parent family over other arrangements (indeed, the legal
distinction between married and ‘de facto’ couples is becoming
increasingly blurred). The relativism of the social affairs intellectuals,
discussed by Dennis, is thus reflected in the relativism of
contemporary government policies which refuse to acknowledge
marriage as a preferred framework for raising children.

Nowhere is this clearer than in the UK government’s Supporting
Families document. In his foreword, Home Secretary Jack Straw is at
pains to emphasize that ‘all families’ have a right to expect
government support, that families do not want government to ‘hector
or lecture’ them, and that the government does not wish to ‘interfere’
in family life, nor to ‘pressure people’ into a preferred type of
relationship, nor even to ‘force’ them to stay together. ‘Government,’ he
says, ‘could not turn the clock back even if it wanted to’, and echoing
Giddens and the other social affairs intellectuals, he reassures us that
‘there never was a golden age of the family’ anyway.

Not surprisingly, Norman Dennis has written a withering critique of
this whole document and of its prevaricating tone with respect to
marriage and dual parenting.27 It is clear, however, both from this
document and from subsequent ministerial announcements, that
critics like Dennis are whistling into the wind, for the Blair
government has absolutely no intention of antagonising ‘public
opinion’ and alienating millions of voters by taking a stand in support
of traditional marriage and parenting. Too many people are now
pursuing ‘alternative’ family lifestyles for a populist government to do
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anything that is likely to turn the tide, and the memory of what
happened to John Major’s ‘Back to Basics’ campaign is surely enough
to ensure that Jack Straw and his colleagues remain resolute in their
relativism.

What Could And Should Be Done?

Those of us who are broadly sympathetic to the philosophy that
informs much of the work of the Institute for the Study of Civil Society
will be alert to the importance of protecting the autonomous sphere of
civil society from the needless intrusions of government. Jack Straw
therefore surely has a point when he warns against undue interference
by government in people’s personal lives.

Equally, however, the evidence assembled by Norman Dennis and
others seems to demand some sort of action by government to shore up
marriage and dual parenthood, and it is clear that current initiatives
in both Britain and Australia are unlikely to achieve much in this
direction. What is evidently required in considering the future of policy
in this area is therefore a clear set of criteria against which we might
balance the rights of individuals to make their own choices about their
private lives, and the rights of the collectivity (through the agency of
government) to curtail or direct these choices for some ‘greater good’.

In his essay On Liberty, John Stuart Mill addressed precisely this
question. He argued that individual freedom (defined as the absence
of coercion by others) should in general be safeguarded, even when it
leads to unfortunate outcomes for the actors themselves, and even if
a utilitarian calculus suggests that the ‘general good’ might be served
by curtailing it. It is, in other words, no justification for tyranny that
the state is acting in what it believes to be the best interests of the
individual, nor that it is repressing the freedom of one so that others
might benefit.28

However, Mill also stipulated two conditions which should be fulfilled
before individuals are left free to pursue their own preferences. The
first was that they should be sufficiently ‘enlightened’ so that they can
make rational choices with a reasonable understanding and knowledge
of their likely implications. This, for Mill, entailed an important role
for government in ensuring that all citizens are properly educated. The
second was that they should not be free to harm others.

In their orientation to family policy, ‘social affairs intellectuals’, like
Anthony Giddens, and political leaders, like Jack Straw, seem to have
taken to heart only the first part of Mill’s argument. Like him, they are
strongly committed to leaving individuals free to make their own
choices about how to live. Unlike him, however, they show little
concern about whether individuals are making their decisions with a
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reasonable understanding of the possible consequences of their actions,
nor whether their actions may be having harmful effects on others.

The case for government action to support married parenthood is
precisely that people do not appear to be aware of the disastrous
consequences that can follow from a decision to raise a child outside of
marriage, and that the patterns of family life for which they are opting
in increasing numbers are causing harm to others (not least, their
children).

At the very least, what is required is a major public information
campaign informing people about the research evidence regarding
things like the different rates of failure of married and unmarried
relationships, and of the possible consequences for children of single
parenthood or of parental divorce and re-partnering. In a society which
considers it appropriate for the government to spend taxpayers’ money
warning smokers of the danger to their own health from cigarette
consumption, it is extraordinary that there is no equivalent public
health campaign warning mothers, for example, of the hugely
increased risk of abuse to which they expose their children if they
substitute the natural father with another adult male. People cannot
make enlightened and rational choices about family-formation and
childrearing if they are not given the facts, and if the Blair government
is serious about its desire to offer ‘practical support’ to enable families
to function more effectively, then this is something it could do at
relatively little cost that might actually have some effect.

Mill’s reasoning also suggests that government should go further and
actually encourage people who have children to get married and stay
married. There is no justification in Mill’s liberal principles for
government to interfere in the private living arrangements of adult
citizens where there are no children. If people want to live together
without marrying, so be it. If gay men or lesbian women want to set up
home together, it is nobody’s business but their own. But once people
bring children into the world, the collectivity has a legitimate concern
to safeguard their interests and ensure they come to no harm.

Given all the evidence we have been reviewing that demonstrates (a)
that children on average benefit most when their two parents stay
together to raise them, and (b) that parents stay together more
successfully when they commit to each other through marriage, it is
surely legitimate for government to develop family policies which
explicitly favour married parenthood over all other choices for raising
children in an attempt to increase and underpin the rate of married
parenthood.

In practical terms, this could mean explicitly favouring married
parents in the tax and benefits system. It could mean offering special
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services and provisions to married couples with children. It may also
mean strengthening the marriage contract to make divorce less easy
or offering American-style ‘covenant marriage contracts’ to couples
who want to make a stronger commitment to each other than the
current divorce laws allow. What is crucial is that government should
not be value-neutral as between married and non-married forms of
parenthood.

Today, however, in both Britain and Australia, governments are
going in exactly the opposite direction. The Supporting Families
consultation document explicitly rules out ‘trying to make people
marry, or criticising or penalising people who choose not to’, and it
quite baldly states that: ‘It is not for the state to decide whether people
marry or stay together’.29 The document even outlines various
proposals (removing ‘fault’ from divorce, recognizing pre-nuptial
property contracts) designed to make it easier for married couples to
divorce! Australia is even further down the track, for ‘no-fault’ divorce
was introduced there as long ago as 1975, and we have now reached a
point where the legal distinction between married and ‘de facto’
relationships has almost disappeared. While many Australian couples
no longer wish to get married, they have been pushing hard for the law
to extend to them all the rights traditionally associated with the
married state. Britain seems likely to follow much the same path.

When governments refuse to back up marriage in preference to other
forms of parenting, and when they extend to unmarried couples the
same legal rights and safeguards as married couples enjoy, they
effectively undermine the institution of marriage itself. By refusing to
take a stand in favour of married parents, people like Jack Straw end
up pulling the rug from under them.

By refusing to discriminate between different arrangements for
raising children, the government is failing in its duty to protect the
interests of those who cannot defend themselves. Children are best
brought up by married parents. The evidence for this is now so
compelling that the government’s continuing refusal to accept it can
only be seen as irresponsible.
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1 By 1992 the net income of a married man on average hourly male
earnings for all industries and services, with a non-earning wife
and two children under 11 meant that it took him 3 minutes to
earn a pint of fresh milk. It took him 5 minutes to earn a large loaf
of white sliced bread, 12 minutes to earn a pint of draught beer, 9
minutes to earn a dozen eggs, and 12 minutes to earn 500 grams of
butter. (The equivalent figures 20 years before had been milk 5
minutes, bread 9 minutes; beer 14 minutes; eggs 22 minutes;
butter 19 minutes.) (Social Trends 23, London: HMSO, 1993.) By
contrast, in 1991 it took a University lecturer in the Sudan 1.5
hours to earn a pint of milk—and a general labourer a full day. It
took the lecturer 2.5 hours’ work to earn a dozen eggs, and three
days’ work to earn a jar of Nescafe. (‘Cost of Living Index’, Sudan
Monitor, March 1991, p. 2.)

In England, gardens attached to dwellings for the purposes of
providing sustenance for a poor family had therefore become a
historical curiosity.

As for the garden’s function as a leisure pursuit, at the time of
the visit to the riot estate an institution no less ‘respectable’ than
the Prudential insurance company, using a medium no less
powerful than a television advertisement, was mocking the idea:

Young man (in stupid voice): We want to enjoy the garden!
Young woman (sharing her mockery with the audience, but not
with her ‘boyfriend’): I want to be able to stuff the garden, and
go on a world cruise.
The Prudential announces approvingly that more and more

young women are taking their (non-gardening) fate into their own
hands.

None of the gardens seen by the author on his visit were
cultivated for any purpose, whether aesthetic or utilitarian, though
no doubt closer inspection with this in mind would have revealed
some.

2 Coal Is Our Life, London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1956, with
Slaughter, C., and Henriques, F.; People and Planning, London:
Faber and Faber, 1970; Public Participation and Planners’ Blight,
London: Faber and Faber, 1972; English Ethical Socialism, Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1988, with Halsey, A.H.

3 Lord Young of Dartington, A Haven in a Heartless World: the
Future of the Family, London: ESRC, 6 December 1990.

4 It is curious to read some accounts of horrific brutality inflicted on,
say, the helpless old, on, say, some council estate, brutality and
predation of a kind and frequency virtually unknown a generation
ago. By being put in the context of the underclass thesis to which
the writer concerned is hostile, the question of whether such events
are much more numerous today than in the past is confused with

Notes

Dennis and Erdos: Introduction
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the question of whether an ‘underclass’, as defined by the writer,
exists or not. On proving that horrific attacks are still a rarity even
in the most dangerous neighbourhoods, and most people there are
never brutal and are usually honest, the thesis of the underclass is
dismissed—and with it the significance of the decrease of security
of person and property. See, for example, Bob Holman, ‘Poverty is
First among Crimes’, Guardian, 24 June 1992. Dr. Holman was
formerly Professor of Social Work at the University of Bath, and at
the time of writing ‘Poverty is First among Crimes’ was a neigh-
bourhood worker in Easterhouse, Glasgow.

Chapter 1: Thou Shalt Not Commit A Value Judgement

1 In large American cities such as New York, Washington, Los
Angeles and Detroit, by the early 1990s a number of children were
being born who were affected by the illicit drugs taken by their
mothers during pregnancy. (An assumption about what is now
known as the foetal alcohol syndrome—the effects of that legal
drug—had been part of the folk-wisdom of ancient Greece in at the
latest by Aristotle’s time. It was of course very much part of the
folk-wisdom of the respectable working class in this country earlier
in the twentieth century, and helps explain the ‘sexist’ disapproval
of women drinking in public houses and working men’s clubs.)
‘375,000 American babies were infected in the womb by one or
more illicit drugs in 1991. The most frequent was cocaine. In big
cities ... the figure is as high as 20 per cent of all babies born.’ By
1991, also, the physically deformed and behaviourally difficult
drug-exposed children specifically of mothers who had smoked the
cocaine derivative ‘crack’ were reaching the American schools.
(Sunday Times, 8 March 1992.) Presumably the spread of the
seriousness of the degree to which the babies were affected is from
the very slight to the severely handicapped. Whatever the accuracy
of the figures of the seriousness of this particular problem, such
children illustrate the point about the cosmic blamelessness of
what are journalistically labelled ‘crack kids’, the ‘biological
underclass’, ‘the children of the damned’ etc.

2 Der Augenblick ist die Wiege einer Zukunft. The phrase in
Grillparzer’s. (Das goldene Vlies, Part III, Act I, lines 114-15.)

3 Such a philosopher’s point of view does not imply that all events
can be known or calculated. There is no assumption that all
physical and human action can be understood in terms of a
complex web of cause and effect—only that both physical and
human action are a complex web of cause and effect. It has nothing
to do with any claim that by the acceptance of universal
determinism human affairs are rendered more predictable. Human
affairs are no more, and they are no less, predictable for a
philosopher adopting this stance than they are for anyone else
using the techniques which enable more or less sound judgements
to be made on the basis of observation, experiment, statistics and



NOTES 109

experience of how in certain circumstances a personality or group
of such-and-such a composition will behave under such-and-such
conditions.

If he is sober a man will know he is somewhat less likely to be
knocked over by a bus than if he is drunk. But drunk or sober, the
criss-crossing events are innumerable and mostly untraceable that
eventually bring a massive force carried on pneumatic tyres,
propelled by an internal combustion engine, driven by a more or
less alert man or woman, who is following a bureaucratically
determined route and schedule, into violent contact with his body.
The complexity of the events bringing him there, and the bus there,
in such a way that there is an ‘accident’, is such that from the point
of view of its predicability it does not matter whether it is thought
of as ‘an Act of God’, or ‘a random event’, or a ‘totally determined
occurrence’ in which the ‘free will’ of no individual had any part to
play whatsoever.

4 Something like his case is very commonly taken for granted
(though not always well-thought through or even consciously
present) in many contemporary discussions. It forms the
articulated or inarticulate major premise of various species of
moral relativism and nihilism represented in assorted centres of
influence, from social policy and education to the dramatic arts.

A competing philosophical system, from the opposite point of
view, is equally unfriendly to morality. Twentieth-century physics
shows the complete unpredictability, even in principle, of sub-
atomic particles (the idea is familiar through the best-sellers of
Stephen Hawking). On that analogy, each individual at each
‘moment of decision’ behaves like the unpredictable particle. As the
decision does not flow from his personality, but is a random event,
he cannot be held responsible for it.

5 That ‘everything is determined’ need not lead to a regime of less
praise and blame is argued in one of the most celebrated of
sociological analyses, Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit
of Capitalism (1904-05), New York: Charles Scribner, 1958.

Chapter 2: Residues of Judgementalism

1 Octavia Hill, a disciple and friend of John Ruskin, was one of those
who built up the COS on the principle that there was indeed a
continuum among the poor: from those poor, in common sense
terms, through no fault of their own, to those who, in common
sense terms, stubbornly adhered to a way of life that kept them
poor. The COS, she argued, should concentrate on the those people
who would respond to the methods used and the assistance
afforded by the COS in such a way to escape from poverty or, if
incapacitated by handicap, illness or old age, neither waste the
help nor use it to make their own conditions worse (e.g. by
spending the money on alcohol). The careless and the undeserving
must be left to the deterrent regime of the Poor Law. (Bell, E.M.,
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Octavia Hill: A Biography, London: Constable, 1942.)

2 By the 1990s it seemed to be almost consensual that to give the
control of sexuality a central place in the scheme of socialization
and social control was a quaint error of our ancestors. Modern
experience, of the benefits of controlling it much less, had exposed
it and corrected it at last.

To mark the end of his first year in office, Dr George Carey as
Archbishop of Canterbury said that the Church was ‘just as guilty
as any other section of the community in thinking sexual sins more
significant than other sins’. The Church ought to be more
interested in problems such as global poverty. (The Independent, 20
March, 1992.)

The main leader reinforced the point about the near-
incomprehensibility of the centrality of sexual controls by turning
the argument gently back to the Archbishop. It was the Church
which had ‘always been obsessed’ with the attempt to control
sexual desire. The only evidence the leading article adduced was
that the Ten Commandments prohibited adultery and the coveting
of a neighbour’s wife or maid.

Far stronger evidence would have been the Sermon on the
Mount, in which Jesus is reported as making the rule altogether
stricter, by extending it to even the desire to commit adultery.
(Matthew, 5, 17 and 27-8.) But to the extent that the controls of
sexuality were necessary for the preservation of very long-term
relationships connected with the upbringing of helpless infants and
the provision between adults of non-purchaseable face-to-face
services, to that extent the Church’s guilt is mitigated. Perhaps the
Ten Commandments (and their equivalents in other great religions
of the world) had appealed across societies and generations because
they did represent better intuitive insights into the lessons to be
drawn from the experience of both human nature and social
organization (including the experience of loyalty required to
produce people who care about world poverty) than those of the
post-1960s commentators who argued that the centrality accorded
such injunctions was obsolete.

3 The witness himself is reported as saying ‘the privileges denied to
misfortune’.

4 Cheetham, J., ‘Pregnancy in the Unmarried: The Continuing
Dilemmas for Social Policy and Social Work’, in Halsey, A.H.,
Traditions of Social Policy: Essays in Honour of Violet Butler,
Oxford: Blackwell, 1976, pp. 148-49.

Chapter 3: Self-Interest, Easy Virtue and Social Costs

1 The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759—6th ed. 1790), (ed. Raphael
D.D., and Mafie, A.L.), Oxford: Clarendon, 1976, p. 187.

2 Judges, 5, 7.
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3 The last two classes of action may also be ‘egoistic’, to the extent
that the personal satisfaction derived from ‘self-sacrifice’ for other
persons or for the framework of ‘the common good’ exceed all other
possible personal satisfactions in the situation. However they are
labelled (and the first three could be labelled ‘egoism type A’ and
the fourth and fifth ‘egoism type B’) the two ends of the continuum
are distinctly different species of social action.

4 Parsons, T., and Bales, R.F., Family, Socialization and Interaction
Process, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1956.

5 Theory of Moral Sentiments, p. 189.

6 Ibid., p. 187.

7 Ibid., pp. 190-91.

8 An understanding of Smith’s examples requires that hostility to
their content be held in abeyance, on the grounds that he was
bound to take his illustrations from events that the reader in his
day could comprehend. Smith clearly has in mind the culture of the
eighteenth-century ‘gentleman’.

When Smith was writing his Theory (he revised it as late as
1790) he was embedded in a society that was producing men who
performed remarkable feats of public service, skill, courage, forti-
tude and achievement (however the remote consequences are
judged).

This was true particularly, perhaps, of officers of the Royal
Navy (and the craftsmen and common seamen of their crews) in
their exploration of the world and the way in which they confronted
and overcame the challenges of the sea and contact with strange
and potentially hostile societies. The most famous of these officers
was James Cook, but there are numerous other examples, such as
Vancouver and (not in exploration) Collingwood.

Cook, the son of a Cleveland farm labourer, circumnavigated
the globe 1767-71. (Hawkesworth, J., An Account of the Voyages
Undertaken by the Order of his Present Majesty for Making Dis-
coveries in the Southern Hemisphere, and Successively Performed
by Commodore Byron, Captain Wallis, Captain Carteret, and
Captain Cook, London: Strahan and Cadell, 1773.) Cook set sail on
his last voyage to find the North-West Passage in the year Smith’s
Wealth of Nations was published (1776). The names of his ships are
themselves a commentary on the values of the time, the Endeavour
and the Resolution.

Vancouver, after the Discovery’s strenuous exploration of the
Canadian west coast, died at the age of 40, worn out ‘in the service
of his country’. (Vancouver, G., A Voyage of Discovery to the North
Pacific Ocean, 1798.) Collingwood’s legs literally withered at sea
due to his determination, also, to do his duty to ‘his country’.

Cook’s monument is visible from all over Teesside, and Colling-
wood’s monument at the mouth of the Tyne is visible from far along
the coast. When going to sea was still a common aspiration and
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achievement, both men were held up almost without question as
notable cultural exemplars of ‘manhood’ to North-East boys. It
would be an exaggeration to say, however, that for the young the
last 30 years can be summed up as progress from Captain Cook to
Captain Birdseye.

9 Theory of Moral Sentiments, pp. 191-92.

10 Ibid., p. 192.

11 Isaiah, 1, 7.

12 In the Sudan the elite corps of British administrators known as the
Sudan Political Service (SPS) never exceeded 400 British officers
(and rarely exceeded 120 on the ground) in the whole 56 years of its
existence. The SPS, many of them blues from England’s elite
universities (‘the land of blacks rules by blues’), ruled with a high
degree of consent a territory nearly four times the area of Texas. A
Sudanese scholar judged that ‘never has such a splendid selection
of men been assembled to do a single job in any part of the world’.
(Nigumi, M.A., A Great Trusteeship, London: 1958. Quoted in Kirk-
Greene, A.H.M., The Sudan Political Service: A Preliminary
Profile, Oxford: 1982, p. 23.)

Dame Margery Perham, a leading academic authority on
colonial administration, wrote after visiting the Sudan in 1936 that
the District Commissioner was one of the ‘supreme types’ produced
by British culture. (Perham, M., ‘Introduction’ to Henderson,
K.D.D., The Making of the Modern Sudan, London: 1953, xiii.
Quoted, ibid.) Our thanks are due to the distinguished Sudan
specialist, Dr. Ahmed Al Shahi, for drawing our attention to this
material.

13 Again, clearly, we are considering only why, prior to the 1960s, the
indestructibility of social order was taken for granted among many
Western academics, not least among the revolutionary
intelligentsia. That the holocaust was among the greatest
atrocities, if not the greatest atrocity ever committed in the history
of the world is a truth that does not require to be restated here.

14 Dickens, C., David Copperfield (1849-50), Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1966, p. 213.

15 Frank Wedekind’s famous tragedy of childhood sex, Frühlings
Erwachen (‘Spring’s awakening’) was published in 1891 but
because of censorship left unstaged for another 20 years. It
depicted adolescent school children suffering from the sexual
repression of the time, talking about their sexual fantasies and
orgasms. Fourteen-year-old Wendla is made pregnant by her school
friend. The play attacks the society which, without comfort or
tenderness, persecutes these innocent children, leaving them and
their friends dead or tormented.

When the play was put on by a company of university students
of German early in 1992, before an audience mainly of 17 to 18-
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year-old ‘A’ level students, neither the actors nor audience seemed
able to take its message seriously to the slightest degree. The play
was acted as farce, and the most surprising lines and scenes were
received with gusts of laughter. People’s sense of humour is a good
guide to their social values. Clearly, the problems that confronted
Wendla Bergmann, Melchior Gabor, and Moritz Stiefel have never
confronted the people concerned, and it appears that they do not
have the capacity to comprehend that kind of situation or the
tragedies that stemmed from it, much less suffer from them.

16 ESRC Research Briefing No. 8, September 1993. This research
briefing is based on the forthcoming book Britain’s 33 Year Olds:
The Fifth Follow-up to the National Child Development Study,
London: Nat. Children’s Bureau and ESRC, 1993, (ed.)Elsa Ferri.

17 We would be very grateful to have our attention drawn to any
study that contradicts what, given the content of so many of the
discussions on the subject, must seem an astonishingly bold
remark.

Chapter 4: The Evidence: Growing Up in the Late 1960s

1 The relationships of a Harold Nicholson and a Vita Sackville-West,
each to members of their own sex, and their emotional dependence
on each other in the 1930s was to respectable working-class people
very much the behaviour of a decadent upper class.

2 There is approximately a 1:6 chance of a mother passing on the
HIV virus to her child. Only two of 3,800 pregnant women tested in
1988 at St. Thomas’ hospital, London, were HIV positive; in 1990
18 of 4,100 pregnant women were HIV positive. At St. George’s
hospital, London, 11 of 4,000 pregnant women were HIV positive;
four years previously none of the 3,000 pregnant women tested
there had been HIV positive. Lancet, 17 May 1991.

The first report on the chief medical officer of health’s study of
blood samples from 27 ante-natal clinics and six sexual-diseases
clinics showed that 1:500 pregnant women in inner London were
HIV positive, and in West Lambeth 1:200 (11 out of 2,000), while
remaining still very rare outside London. The Times, 18 May 1991.

3 An anomaly of the ‘left’ and ‘right’ divide in politics and social-
welfare policy is that the left, which is usually the exponent of
‘accountability’, ‘community’, and the wisdom that resides in ‘the
people’, discounts out of existence the value of these processes here.
Sex, procreation, childrearing are the private affair of each single
individual. Anyone else whomsoever can properly be brusquely
dismissed with a ‘Mind your own business!’

4 When Jerry Lee Lewis, the American rock-and-roll star, visited
England for a tour in the late 1950s, revelations about his
‘scandalous’ sex life led not only to his hotel bookings, but all his
shows being cancelled.
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5 Keats was confident that there was proof that ‘Providence subdues
the mightiest minds to the service of the time, whether it be in
Knowledge or Religion’. Keats on Wordsworth, in a letter to J.H.
Reynolds, 3 May 1819.

6 One of the few sources to which the author was eventually directed
as showing that there is no difference in the average success of one
set of arrangements for rearing children as against a wide variety
of other arrangements is Hugh Lafollette, ‘Licensing Parents’,
Philosophy and Public Affairs, 9, 2, 1980. This is presumably
because his argument depends upon the proposition that life-long
monogamous couples, fastened into the relationship by law and
public opinion, could and very often did cause great harm to their
children (as well as to each other and third parties). But who ever
said otherwise? The rules of courting, engagement and marriage
were precisely a recognition of the fact that people who meet in
rapture may part in agony, i.e. they were themselves a system of
informal licensing. The issue is: in terms of specified results, on the
basis of any data we at present have, has one system worked
significantly better than others on the distributional average?

7 Crellin, E., Kellmer Pringle M.L., and West, P., Born Illegitimate:
Social and Economic Implications, Windsor: NFER, 1971.

8 Ibid., p. 39. Classes I and II contributed 16 per cent to the
population of illegitimate children studied, the non-manual class
III 5 per cent, the manual class III 33 per cent, classes IV and V 27
per cent, and class not given 20 per cent. The lone mothers
themselves, however, clearly fall into a lower class, as measured by
educational standards. 

  Highest qualification of head of household
  Great Britain, 1988 and 1989 combined:-

lone-parent households
degree or equivalent  2%
higher ed., not degree  6%
GCE ‘A’ level or equiv.  7%
GCE ‘O’ level or equiv. 23%
no ed. quals. 45%

other households with dependent children
degree or equivalent 13%
higher ed., not degree 14%
GCE ‘A’ level or equiv. 13%
GCE ‘O’ level or equiv. 15%
no ed. quals. 18%

General Household Survey 20, London: HMSO, 1991.

9 Anthony Heath found, from the surveys he reviewed, that there
was not a different set of inculcated and socially-sanctioned values
of the permanently-unemployed poor. (Heath, A., Understanding
the Underclass, London: Policy Studies Institute, 1992.)
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10 That had yet proved viable for large populations, as distinct from
carefully pre-selected or self-selected small groups, for example,
successful foster or adoptive parents of all backgrounds and
tendencies (though these are predominantly themselves socially-
certified monogamous couples), Kibbutzim, and so forth.

11 How happy is he born or taught
That serveth not another’s will,
Whose armour is his honest thought,
And simple truth his only skill.

This man is freed from servile bands
Of hope to rise or fear to fall;
Lord of himself, though not of lands,
And having nothing, yet hath all.

Sir Henry Wotton, ‘The True Gentleman’, 1530.

12 Murray, J., Options, July 1992, p. 8. Amiel’s preview comments are
to be found in ‘Flat Earth Woman Broadcasts Her Woes’, The
Sunday Times, 14 June 1992.

13 ‘Quayle Shoots from the Lip as Bush Flounders’, The Sunday
Times, 24 May 1992. Quayle accordingly reversed his position:
lone-mothers were all modern ‘heroines’.

14 Sir Thomas Browne, Religio Medici (1643), New York: Oxford
University Press, 1972, p. 64.

15 Dangerous and unpleasant parts of housing estates came out of the
same social and intellectual climate, and frequently from the same
people who thought then and insist now that there is no difference
for the child between the family where there is a committed father
and the family where there is not a committed father. The only
difference is that boarded-up windows, graffiti on the walls,
tenants in constant fear, and in many cases ‘the final argument of
kings’, dynamite, are dramatic and undeniable results. By
contrast, the damage to the child from not having a committed
father is an average occurrence, hidden from sight in the
contestable mysteries of statistical tables.

16 Weir, S., A Study of Unmarried Mothers and their Children in
Scotland, Edinburgh: Scottish Home and Health Department,
1970.

17 Rodman, H., ‘The Lower Class Value Stretch’, Social Forces, 42,
1963; Rodman, H., ‘Illegitimacy in the Caribbean Social Structure:
A Reconsideration’, American Sociological Review, 31, 5, 1966.

18 Crellin and others, p. 54 and p. 143.

19 Ibid., p. 53.

20 Ibid., p. 55.

21 Ibid., p. 68.
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22 Ibid., p.47.

23 Ibid., p. 61.

24 Health visitors noted whether or not financial problems were
evident in the family, ibid., p. 65.

25 Ibid., p. 155.

26 The General Household Survey, 1989, gives the housing profile of
ownership status of lone-parent households as compared with other
households with dependent children:

Tenure of lone parents with dependent children
owner occupier, owned outright  7%
owner occupier, with mortgage 28%
rented from local authority or new town 54%
rented privately, or from Housing
  Association or co-op, unfurnished  8%
rented privately furnished  2%
rented with job or business  1%

Tenure of other households with dependent children
owner occupier, owned outright  6%
owner occupier, with mortgage 70%
rented from local authority or new town 17%
rented privately, or from Housing
  Association or co-op, unfurnished  3%
rented privately furnished  1%
rented with job or business  3%

27 Crellin and others, p. 68.

28 Ibid., p. 64.

29 Ibid., p. 64.

30 Ibid., p. 65.

31 Numerous reports on the failures of institutional care cast doubt
upon the feasibility of replacing the pre-1960s family with
widespread communal provision for childrearing as a normal
replacement for care by the biological parents—in effect, putting a
much higher proportion of children ‘into care’. See, for example,
Levy, A., and Kahan, B., The Pin Down Experience and the
Protection of Children, Stafford: Staffordshire County Libraries,
1991; Social Services Inspectorate, A Report of an Inspection of
Residential Child Care in the Borough of Sunderland, Gateshead:
Social Services Inspectorate, Northern Region, 1992.

32 Crellin and others, p. 66.

33 Ibid., p. 74.

34 Ibid., p. 160.



NOTES 117

35 Ibid., p. 161. In her analysis of variance, main effects model,
Crellin examined the separate effects of social class, legitimacy
status, family size, sex, and birthweight. ‘In summary, the [non-
adopted] illegitimate children’s performance remains the worst,
even allowing for the effect of a number of social factors.’ p. 83.

36 Ibid., p. 83.

37 Ibid. p. 84.

38 Pringle, M.L.K., Butler, N.R., and Davie, R., 11,000 Seven-Year-
Olds, London: Longman, 1966.

39 Crellin and others, p. 86.

40 Stott, D.H., The Social Adjustment of Children: Manual to the
Bristol Social Adjustment Guides, 3rd edn., London: ULP, 1966.

41 Crellin and others, pp. 90-91.

42 Especially when the main medium of communication and
persuasion is television, it must be true that, as compared with the
person with an academic argument suited to the long lecture and
the day’s seminar, the person with a passionate slogan and a hard
case is more interesting. He is also much easier to accommodate
within the format of a ‘discussion’ that by its nature is a vehicle of
entertainment (even when it is also being most seriously
instructive). Ordinary television can cope with nothing much more
technical than percentages, and with not too many of them. Its
normal diet is ‘sound bites’. It feeds on short bursts of catchy
phraseology that fit neatly into the programme maker’s precon-
ceived mosaic. In the battle for public opinion, that is, the media
strongly favour the pressure groups acting on behalf of the special
interests of one-parent families in higher state benefits and
reduced public stigma.

Chapter 5: The Evidence: One Thousand Newcastle Children
and Their Fathers 1947-1980

1 Kolvin, I., Miller, F.J.W., Scott, D. Mcl., Gatzanis, S.R.M., and
Fleeting, M., Continuities in Deprivation?: The Newcastle 1,000
Family Study, Aldershot: Avebury, 1990. Miller, F.J.W., Court,
S.D.M., Knox, E.G. and Brandon, S., The School Years in Newcastle
upon Tyne, London: OUP, 1974. Miller, F.J.W., Court, S.D.M.,
Walton, W.S. and Knox, E.G., Growing Up in Newcastle upon Tyne,
London: OUP, 1960. Spence, J.C., Walton, W.S., Miller, F.J.W. and
Court, S.D.M., A Thousand Families in Newcastle upon Tyne,
London: OUP, 1954.

2 The principal component and other statistical analyses, detailing
the relationship between deprivation, the role of the father in the
child’s life, and the social class of the family, are partly detailed in
the published volume. Most of them, however, are available on
request from the authors. (See Kolvin and others 1990, pp. 376-77.)
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3 A defect of the Kolvin figures is that certain aspects of bad
fathering are included among the criteria of deprivation
themselves. ‘Deprivation of parental care ... could be temporary or
partial, or permanent by separation ... and could affect one or both
parents. It included disruption of the family by ... desertion or
divorce, by illness or parental work’, ibid., pp. 11-12. It looks as if
the importance of the father’s presence and conduct became
increasingly apparent as the data came to be analysed; by then the
researchers simply had to make the best use possible of the
material provided from the study as originally designed.

4 Kolvin and others, p. 18.

5 Ibid., p. 41.

6 Ibid., p. 37.

7 Ibid., p. 41.

8 Ibid., pp. 105-6.

9 Ibid., p. 105.

10 ‘Labelling’, especially in criminology and the sociology of education,
has been given prominence as the cause of a person’s attitudes,
activities and achievements. According to this view, teacher
expectations of children from broken homes largely explain their
poor school performance (see e.g. Mortimer, J., and Blackstone, T.,
Disadvantage and Education: Final Report to the Joint Working
Party on Transmitted Deprivation 1980, London: Heinemann,
1982).

11 Kolvin and others, pp. 109-10.

12 Ibid., p. 124. The argument has been increasingly put in the past
ten years that in the link between educational failure and atypical
family circumstances the mechanism is largely economic (e.g.
Lambert, L., and Streather, J., Children in Changing Families,
London: Macmillan, 1980). Each and all of the father’s activities
could similarly be subtracted and the same unhelpful argument
put, that it is not ‘really’ the absence of the father, but the absence
of the activity. If in the concrete case—as distinct from some theor-
etical possibility that the activity could or ought to be performed by
someone else—the activity is absent because the father is absent,
then the problem is the absence of the father. This applies even if
the very dubious argument is accepted that ‘economic’ factors are
as salient as suggested.

13 Kolvin and others, p. 124.

14 Ibid., p. 278.

15 Miller, F.J.W., Court, S.D.M., Knox, E.G. and Brandon, S., The
School Years in Newcastle upon Tyne, London: OUP, 1974. Kolvin
and others 1990, pp. 279-80.
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16 Kolvin and others 1990, p. 278.

17 Ibid., p. 289.

18 Ibid., p. 287.

Chapter 6: What’s Left and Right in Childrearing, Sex and Face-
to-Face Mutual Aid?

1 Absence from the acceptance of responsibility for the welfare and
rearing of his children is the key concept, rather than physical
absence as such, which may be part-and-parcel of a high and
effective exercise of such responsibility.

2 Bede, A History of the English Church and People (731 A.D.),
Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968, pp. 74-83.

3 Familiaris Consortio: Apostolic Exhortation of His Holiness Pope
John Paul II to the Episcopate, to the Clergy and to the Faithful of
the Whole Catholic Church Regarding the Role of the Christian
Family in the Modern World, London: Catholic Truth Society, 1981.

4 Op. cit., pp. 163-64; see also Splendor Veritatio, London: Catholic
Truth Society, 1993.

5 Dennis, N., and Halsey, A.H., English Ethical Socialism: St.
Thomas More to R.H. Tawney, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988,
passim.

6 There was fornication, adultery and (as everyone knows)
homosexual sex in London in the 1890s. In our society the sufferer
from the most serious of the venereal diseases is accorded the
status of one of Schiller’s ‘sublime criminals’, and is more often
portrayed simply as a martyr to the cause of sexual freedom. But
when Ibsen’s realistic, conventionally moralistic and harshly
condemnatory treatment of a parent wrecking his child’s health
through syphilis, Ghosts, was played at the Royalty Theatre,
London, in 1891, there was a cry of outrage from the secular organs
of sober opinion. ‘This disgusting representation ... injecting the
modern theatre with poison ... an open drain ... a loathsome sore
unbandaged ... a dirty act done publicly ... candid foulness ... putrid
indecorum ... literary carrion ... crapulous ... perilous nuisance.’
(From an anthology of press reactions to the first London
performance of Ghosts, compiled by William Archer, ‘Ghosts and
Gibberings’, Pall Mall Gazette, 8 April 1891. See also H.A.
Kennedy, ‘The Drama of the Moment’, Nineteenth Century, 30,
1891, pp. 258-74.) It may be possible to argue from one’s own moral
code that sexual liberation has made ours a better society; but it is
impossible to argue from the facts that all that has happened is,
that what now occurs without concealment occurred previously to
much the same extent in secret.

7 British Social Attitudes: Seventh Report, London: Gower
Publications, 1990.
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8 Tom Driberg, a considerable figure in English public life in his
time, as an M.P., a peer of the realm, and a popular journalist,
eventually revealed in his autobiography that he had been, and
was unashamedly unremitting in his search for homosexual sexual
intercourse. Tom Driberg [Baron Bradwell], Ruling Passions,
London: Jonathan Cape, 1977.

9 See Hotchner, A.E., Blown Away: the Rolling Stones and the Death
of the Sixties, New York: Simon and Schuster, 1990. The message
of popular rock groups can be summed up in the manifesto of Jim
Morrison, lead singer of The Doors (roughly America’s Rolling
Stones): ‘Erotic politicians, that’s what we are. We’re interested in
everything about revolt, disorder, and all activity that appears to
have no meaning’.

10 Kramarae, C., and Treichler, P.A., A Feminist Dictionary, London:
Unwin Hyman Pandora, 1985.

11 ‘Today’, BBC Radio 4, 24 September 1993.

12 BBC1 ‘Panorama’, 20 September 1993; ‘Another girl, frankly and
articulately, admitted she had deliberately got pregnant at 15 to
get away from school, then had a second baby in order to get a
council home.’ Sunderland Echo, 25 September 1993.

13 The Tempest, II, i. Shakespeare puts in Gonzalo’s mouth a version
of Montaigne’s ideal society.

14 Saunders, E., The Family: The Story of Charles Manson’s Dune
Buggy Attack Battalion, London: Rupert Hart-Davis, 1971.

15 Marcuse, H., One Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of
Advanced Industrial Society, Boston: Beacon Press, 1964, pp. 256-
57.

16 Trotsky, L., Transitional Programme: The Death Agony of
Capitalism and the Tasks of the Fourth International (1938),
London: The Other Press, 1979.

17 (1884). Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985. Introduction by Barrett,
M., member of the editorial collective of Feminist Review, author of
Women’s Oppression Today: Problems in Marxist Feminist Analysis
(1980), and joint author of The Anti-social Family (1982).

18 In 1973 9 per cent of the population of Great Britain 16 years of
age or older lived alone. This had increased to 14 per cent by 1991.
Among the older generation there was hardly any change in the
proportion living alone—the figure went up from 26 per cent to 29
per cent. But among the 16-24 year-olds the figure went up from 2
per cent to 3 per cent, and among the 25-44 year-olds it more than
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equipping its pupils with academic qualifications with which to
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relevant measure of the school’s performance. (The substantial
inability to effectively demonstrate ‘value added’ appeared in
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