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Introduction


MASS-OBSERVATION


FIRST YEAR’S WORK 1937–8


I





On February 12th, 1937, thirty people made an experiment. They had never met each other, they lived in widely scattered parts of the country and they differed greatly from each other in their surroundings, in their work and in their views about life. What they had agreed to do was to set down plainly all that happened to them on that day. That’s how Mass-Observation began.


About the same time, there went to live in a working-class quarter of “Northtown,” a great Lancashire cotton-town, half a dozen Observers of a rather different kind. Instead of observing the detail of their own daily lives, they had given up other jobs in order to make a wholetime job of observation. Systematically they set to work to record human activity in this industrial town. In this they had the help of others who were already living there. A parallel survey was started at Blackpool, where most of the Northtowners spend their holidays.


In close collaboration, these experiments in social recording have now been developing for a full year. In each case a consciousness of the difficult task to be performed was accompanied by a necessary readiness to learn from mistakes and to build up slowly what all believed to be a vital kind of knowledge about human beings; all were prepared for it to be a long time in building.


The experimenters were moreover prepared for difficulties, misunderstandings and actual hostility. But the year’s work has immensely strengthened their confidence in its ultimate value. Much work must be done before this value can be actualised, but it is intrinsic to the plan as a whole that results, however much they may later be surpassed, and hypotheses, however much they may later be modified, should be available for the wider public whose interest must be aroused and held if the experiment is to continue.



















II


SMOKING AS A SOCIAL HABIT







We must therefore glean up our experiments in this science (i.e., the Science of Man) from a cautious observation of human life, and take them as they appear in the common course of the world, by men’s behaviour in company, in affairs and in their pleasures. Where experiments of this kind are judiciously collected and compared, we may hope to establish on them a science which will not be inferior in certainty, and will be much superior in utility, to any other of human comprehension.


DAVID HUME, “Treatise on Human Nature.”





We are studying the beliefs and behaviour of the British Islanders. If each of these Islanders was an independent body obeying nothing but its own caprice, we should rapidly become bewildered by a mass of unrelated facts. But people do not in fact behave independently of each other. They are combined into societies which largely rule their behaviour. In our own society, behaviour is made uniform by such elements as language, coinage and law which are common to all; but there is also the greatest variation of behaviour and belief between individuals and between groups. Beyond the sphere of law and legal contract is the sphere of custom and agreement: a sphere of unwritten laws and invisible pressures and forces.


The function of Mass-Observation is to get written down the unwritten laws and to make the invisible forces visible. One part of social behaviour is already written down and codified, but this part only concerns Mass-Observation in so far as a knowledge and understanding of it is necessary for the study of the unwritten and the uncodified.


Historians view the legal and contractual side of human affairs as something that changes and develops from generation to generation. But relatively to the unwritten laws of human behaviour, the written law, partly for the very reason that it is written, is fixed and stable. We must view the “unwritten law” as in continual change and flux, and as varying from day to day and from house to house. Our aim should therefore be not so much to describe it exhaustively as to find out the principles that govern its change, though this will involve the exact description and analysis of its workings on the widest practicable scale. Already an empirical knowledge of the factors involved in the changing of social habits is being acquired by advertisers and political propagandists. They assume that man has a natural tendency to conform, by agreement or by imitation, with other members of his social group. Almost from birth he is learning to conform in various ways with the accepted behaviour of the group. His parents and teachers on the one hand, his playmates on the other, convey to him what he is expected to do. Any tendency to break the rules will usually be suppressed, either by fear of discipline or by the wish to keep well in with the group.


An important function of obeying the rules is that it defines the group to which you belong. You can define your group by wearing a silk hat, or clogs; by dropping or not dropping your aitches; by lifting or not lifting your hat; by passing someone in the street or by stopping to talk to him. In the first instance you are defining your profession, or job; in the second place, your class; in the third place the right to call yourself a “gentleman” in a sense that extends beyond the usual definition of class, but which remains a part of British island manners; and in the fourth you are defining the difference between friend and stranger. The first two cases have relatively a more visible implication than the second two. The groups which they define are on the borderline between written and unwritten law. But the groups defined by the second pair of actions are far less clearly defined in most minds, though they have a far-reaching influence on social behaviour.


These examples suffer, as must all purely invented ones, through lacking the spontaneity and complexity of real life. In their accounts of normal day activities, Observers provide material of just the kind which is required for analysis. No questions of social habit or social groups were in their minds when they wrote, so that we can see these factors arising quite spontaneously. The commercial travellers talking after breakfast in their hotel, the business-man who is pleased because the ticket-collector recognises him and calls him by name, the office-workers who grin at each other after the Two Minutes’ Silence, are recorded in a form which can help the social scientist to dispense with generalisation and conjecture.


In analysing such incidents, three types of behaviour, or attitude, are found to arise according to the relationship between those concerned. When A is made aware of B, by meeting him in the flesh, or hearing about him, or reading about him, B can be said to have entered A’s Social Area (i.e. the area of A’s social consciousness). B may either be a friend, or a stranger, or someone like the King, who affects A’s life from a distance. A’s behaviour and attitude will vary in these three cases; they correspond to three segments of his social area, which we call Areas 1, 2 and 3. In Area 1, A knows B, and B knows A (using the word “know” in its as yet undefined social sense). In Area 2, that of strangers, neither knows the other. In Area 3, A knows B, but B does not know A. There are, of course, plenty of borderline relations, exceptions and difficult cases. But the problem is not really to classify the relations in a way which permits no anomalous cases, but to get at the main attitudes or types of behaviour that exist between people in society. Under this proposed classification, if there are doubtful cases, then the behaviour to be adopted is also doubtful.


The distinction between friends and strangers arises as soon as any social group is formed. Often the attitude to strangers is one of hostility or at least mistrust. Within the group, various reciprocal duties and services are prescribed. It is to ensure that these are carried out that the Area 3 relationship is so socially useful—the relation to a chief, or to a totem, or to the body of ancestral tradition consolidating behaviour within the group.


Among the British Islanders there is a further complication. Since all observe the same laws, use the same coinage, and speak the same language (with minor variations) there is a sense in which they are not strangers. Even apart from written contracts and agreements, they recognise certain obligations to each other. One will come to another’s assistance in distress. But, as a rule, it takes an emergency or special occasion to break down the barriers between two people who do not “know” each other. To this extent, they are strangers.


The sense of strangeness extends beyond people to places, things and ways of behaving. To a British Islander, French places, things, and ways of behaving are quite alien. But so also, to some extent, are all other places, things, and ways of behaving than those which he himself knows and uses. In so far as other people live in the same or in similar places, in so far as they own and use the same or similar things, in so far as they have the same or similar ways of behaving, to that extent he has a social bond with them. He can feel the force of this social bond without “knowing” all the people who share these places, things and ways with him. By “changing for dinner” he feels a social bond with “the upper class.” By following football on the wireless he feels a social bond with millions of people who do likewise. Moreover it has often been noticed (and Mass-Observation supplies plenty of evidence of this) that he can feel this bond even when he is alone. The English “sahib” changes for dinner even when there is no one to see him do so. The lighthouse-keeper listens on the radio for his football results with all the more pleasure when he is cut off from the rest of society.


Note that in these cases there is a kind of “coinage” which helps to give this sense of conformity and unity: in the one case a uniform which is worn by thousands, in the other a voice which is heard by millions. There is, in fact, an intervention from Area 3. In Area 3 are the famous footballers, the film stars, the cabinet ministers, the King. Here also are social abstractions like “the Upper Class,” “the British People.” And here also are the branded goods such as Sunlight Soap, Player’s Cigarettes.


In the societies which we call primitive, we may find the Area 3 relationship in full play, even when all members of the society live close together. In our own vast society, means have been established by which Area 3 can communicate direct with the masses. Film stars communicate with the masses by means of the screen. Newspaper, radio and advertising in all its forms are similar means of communication. They help to induce conformity in things used and ways of behaving throughout a wide social grouping.


Yet these conformities, as we said earlier, are in constant flux and change. There is no co-ordination or agreement in the communications that Area 3 sends out to the masses. Mass-Observation surveys of everyday behaviour show clearly the huge range of variation. But they also show in many cases that within this variation there are a number of dominating tendencies. It is common to find two tendencies struggling with each other for supremacy. Or there may be two tendencies, one of the majority, the other of the minority; and either may be gaining or losing. In such cases the individuals who conform to one or other of the alternatives may be actually ignorant which is the more normal social behaviour. There are other cases when people may be acting under the suggestion of others and yet have a strong feeling of originality—they may go on thinking that their behaviour is that of a minority, when that minority has already become a majority—in some things, minority-feeling may be more potent than majority-feeling as a spreader of fashion. A flavour of the minority from which it started persists in a fashion however widespread, or even universal, it may become. Perhaps the moment when this ceases to be so is the moment at which it begins to decline.


*


Such are some of the suggestions that have emerged from the Day Surveys, the Area Surveys and the Surveys of Smoking and Reading Habits. The latter has not been going very long, but in the case of smoking habits a thorough analysis has been made of the answers to a fairly detailed questionnaire. Further fieldwork is needed on this subject, but it already illustrates concretely some of the general points made in the preceding pages.


There are, as you can see from the compartments in railway trains, two groups in society, Smokers and Non-Smokers, which cut across all other groups, whether of sex, age, class, profession, politics or religion. The smokers are the majority group. To what extent are they a conscious group, feeling their social difference from non-smokers? The habit is not rooted in ancient social tradition, it does not involve deep moral issues or large-scale economic factors. So if we find sectarian feeling between smokers and non-smokers, it will be significant of man’s tendency to distinguish socially between those who share his habits and those who do not. According to 336 reports from Observers, there are about 50 per cent of the smokers who are tolerant or indifferent towards non-smokers, and 50 per cent of non-smokers who are tolerant or indifferent towards smokers. Other feelings between the groups are in the following proportions:—












	 

	
Smokers to 


Non-Smokers.


	
Non-Smokers 
 to Smokers.







	Pity

	          14 %

	          28 %






	Admiration, envy

	          21

	          13






	Hostility

	          17

	          11















The proportion of actual hostility is low, but the fact that such feelings are expressed at all is significant. Here are some examples of this attitude:—




1. “There is certainly a fellow-feeling between smokers, and if a man refuses a cigarette there is a slight barrier set up in intimacy.”


2. “I notice that I have never taken to people who are habitual smokers. Most of my friends are non-smokers or moderate ones. But I do not object to smoking as such.”


3. “I notice I sometimes find myself inclined to ‘look down’ on non-smokers. This may be quite unreasonable; but, on the other hand, I have noticed in many cases (by no means a general rule, of course) that there is something ‘queer’ about men (this does not apply to women) who are non-smokers. That is, they quite frequently have eccentricities, and even unpleasant traits, which are not so noticeable in smokers.”


4. “I always feel that there’s a milky babies’ breath smell about a man who doesn’t smoke; he seems to me not quite a man. He repels me in somewhat the same way as does a scoutmaster. Quite unreasonable of me, I know, but there it is—if a man hasn’t the smell of tobacco about him he doesn’t seem to me quite wholesome, and I can’t like him no matter how admirable his character may be. By like I mean physical like. I may admire him for his qualities and manner, etc., but I don’t want him near me). When I was a child I used to love the tobacco smell that clung to father’s, uncle’s, schoolmaster’s waistcoat.”


5. “Attitude to non-smokers. Unless I know he suffers with bronchitis or some other chest trouble I have a feeling that he is ‘not one of us’ or ‘odd man out’ like a teetotaller, and compliment him in case he feels ‘out of it.’”





On this question of compliments between the two groups, 49 per cent of the smokers and 65 per cent of the non-smokers have noticed that when a non-smoker declines a cigarette, he is often complimented on being free of the smoking habit. Many say that this is because of the money he saves, and that the compliment is insincere, carrying an implication of meanness. Others comment that it is meant to cover up the embarrassment that follows the refusal of a social offer.


The first question to ask about smoking is When and Why people start it? More than half the male smokers who answered the questionnaire had started smoking by the time they were fourteen, but in only two cases was the habit fixed at this early age. In the case of female smokers, less than a quarter had started to smoke at fourteen. The fact that they learn to smoke later than men affects the whole range of their smoking habits. More than half the male smokers record an interval, or latent period, between their first experiments with tobacco, which usually went on secretly in potting-sheds, etc., and a second stage, often years later, when they started serious smoking. This is equally common with female smokers, but whereas most of the males have restarted by the age of 16, most of the females restart after 16.












	                

	Male.

	
Female.


	Total.






	Started under 14

	56 %

	22 %

	45 % of Smokers






	Started 15–21

	38

	58

	44






	Started over 21

	6

	30

	11






	 

	 

	 

	 






	Had latent period

	54 %

	52 %

	54 % of Smokers




























	

Of those who started to smoke there are now:—




	Male.

	Female.

	Total.






	Non-Smokers

	16 %

	13 %

	15 %






	Habit not yet fixed

	4

	26

	10






	Fixed under 14

	1

	—

	1






	Fixed 15–21

	64

	29

	54






	Fixed over 21

	15

	32

	20

























	

Of those who are now non-smokers:—




	 

	 

	 

	 






	Never smoked

	33 %

	45 %

	36 %

	of Non-Smokers






	Smoked as child

	44

	15

	36

	                                  






	Smoked small number

	22

	45

	26

	 






	

Smoked six months or over




	18

	5

	15

	 






	Formed habit

	10

	—

	7

	 















In answering the question, “Why did you start to smoke?” half the Observers gave social or imitative reasons such as: “In order to be sociable,” “Because other people did,” etc. Forty-three per cent of the remaining answers were either, “Because it was forbidden” or “In order to feel grown-up.” (Only 6 per cent of the females started in order to feel grown-up, as against 31 per cent of the males. It is natural that women, starting later, should emulate others of their own age rather than their parents: the little boy’s reason for wanting to smoke is often “to be like father.”) Twenty per cent of the Observers gave more than one of these reasons: we can probably assume that all are in some measure component motives in the history of a normal smoker.


The next question was, “What made you continue smoking? Did you acquire the taste at once, or did you have to persevere? If so, why did you?” Half the Observers say they had to persevere, and of those who give reasons for so doing, the great majority give social reasons—that is to say, they went on smoking because they did not want to be “out of the swim.” This reason is even more marked among women than among men.


The smokers were then asked: “What are your present motives for smoking?” Over half refer to habit, craving or nervous relief. Twenty-nine per cent give pleasure as their motive, and 19 per cent give social reasons. It is therefore clear that the pleasure-motive and the social-motive, which were equally important in making the novice continue his smoking, have dwindled away now that the habit has become settled—pure “habit” is now a sufficient motive in itself. “My present motive for smoking is to avoid the extreme discomfort which accompanies cessation,” says one Observer. “I am actually not sure,” another says, “of my present motives for smoking. I can best recall the belief that a cigarette soothes the nerves, and that it satisfied the nervous twitchings of my fingers.” A third: “My present motive for smoking is simple enough to put. I simply cannot go without.” A fourth: “I turn to a cigarette as to a friend.”


The discomfort which smokers feel when deprived of tobacco is similar to social embarrassment. Suppose that a young man is among a crowd of smokers who offer him cigarettes, he too must smoke in order to feel at ease, and he must have cigarettes to offer round. If he is very young, the tobacco may make him feel ill, or at least he may be indifferent to it for its own sake. After a time he will associate the act of smoking with the feeling of self-confidence it gives him, to such an extent that even when alone he may light up “for companionship.” Sixty per cent of the smokers say that they smoke more in company than alone, 26 per cent smoke more alone, and 14 per cent equally in either case. Three-quarters of the solitary male smokers are pipe-smokers, which is interesting since a frequently mentioned disadvantage of pipe-smoking is that you cannot offer a pipeful of tobacco so easily as a cigarette. On the other hand, 85 per cent of the smokers agree with a statement that “offering a smoke is used for breaking the ice.” 












	 

	 

	 

	 

	Total.


Per cent


of votes







	Reasons for starting to smoke:—

	Male.

	Female.

	cost.

	 






	 

	Imitative, social

	44%

	64%

	49






	 

	To feel grown-up

	30

	6

	24






	 

	Because forbidden

	20

	15

	19






	 

	Curiosity

	6

	15

	8




























	 

	
Per cent


of


Smokers







	Continuing:—

	Female.

	 Male.


	answering.






	 

	Found pleasure from start

	41%

	38%

	40






	 

	Had to persevere

	44

	39

	43






	 

	Went on for social reasons

	15

	23

	17






	 






	 

	Pleasure and social reasons

	8

	10

	8






	 

	Persevered for social reasons

	16

	28

	19

























	 

	
Per cent 


of votes








	Present motives:—

	 

	 

	cost.






	 

	Pleasure

	30%

	27%

	29






	 

	Craving or habit

	29

	20

	27






	 

	Nervous relief

	25

	23

	25






	 

	

Social reasons




	16

	29

	19

























	 

	
Per cent


of


Smokers


answering.







	 

	Smoke more in company

	52%

	75%

	60






	 

	Smoke more alone

	31

	16

	26






	 

	Equally in both cases

	17

	19

	14






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	

Use offer of smoke to break ice




	83

	89

	85


















We saw that one common reason for starting to smoke was “because it is forbidden.” In answer to a question, “Do you ever feel ashamed of smoking?” 86 per cent deny, often indignantly, that there is anything to be ashamed of: however there is a minority of 14 per cent who admit that they are ashamed. But in answer to the next part of the question, “Do you feel that smoking is a bad habit?” 48 per cent admit that it is a bad habit, often adding, “when carried to excess.” It is frequently compared to drinking, which has far more obvious moral implications. Smoking is half-humorously called “a vice,” but it is a vice which society permits one to indulge. “Don’t feel ashamed of it. Too common with everybody for that,” says one Observer; and another one says, “Can’t say I ever feel ashamed of smoking, as it is indulged in by all the leaders of thought, industry and politics as well as by the leaders of the Church, so I reckon I’m safe on that score, anyhow.” Habits which in this country have not the same social sanction are condemned outright: “Chewing gum is a modern invention of the devil”: “Of course I don’t feel ashamed of smoking. I don’t see that in moderation it does any harm and it is far better than chewing filthy gum.” The small guilt may replace a larger one: “If I did not smoke a few cigarettes a day, I should feel a great longing to do so, or to do something worse”: “I always felt daredevil over smoking, perhaps because of my education at a public school where smoking attains the interest of sex since it is forbidden”: “My first cigarette gave me sexual excitement, though this never happened again. My first pipe made me feel slightly drunk, though this too never occurred again.”


An essential part of the social satisfaction obtained from smoking comes from certain tricks of behaviour which have become standardised through imitation. In many cases we may suppose this imitation to be barely conscious, but in some cases the young smoker makes a definite effort to acquire complete correctness in his smoking behaviour. Such was the case with this Observer:—


“The habit was started as an adolescent imitating adults. First experiences were painful. At the age of 13 the first results were head-swimming and vomiting. These extreme consequences became less serious by degrees, but for a considerable time smoking caused physical discomfort. Despite this the habit was cultivated with determination. Secret practice in my bedroom and on lonely walks became frequent until I achieved something like ease of execution. During this time a careful observation of smokers was kept. How cigarettes were held, smoke exhaled, ash flicked, and so on. Different brands were also studied assiduously, together with a close examination of tobacco advertisements.”


Typical of such imitative behaviour is tapping the cigarette before smoking it. Fifty-four per cent of the Smoker-Observers do this. Of these, 52 per cent place the tapped end in their mouths, 21 per cent the untapped end, and 27 per cent do not know which end. One Observer comments as follows:—


“I tap a cigarette and place the tapped end in my mouth. A staff-room colleague once remarked on this, and I explained that I put the tapped end in my mouth because the tobacco was less likely to work loose. He said that he tapped the end he was going to light, so that it would light evenly. Another friend of mine once said he tapped a cigarette to make the packing more compact: he said you could sometimes get the tobacco in a cheap ‘fag’ to go down as much as a quarter of an inch. The action is probably a relic of days when cigarettes for some reason needed tapping; most people seem to do it without knowing why—or for very varied reasons.”


This last remark is certainly true of many Observers, who either admit that they do not know why they tap and are simply imitating others, or else give conflicting explanations. Several in the minority which places the untapped end in the mouth say that they are obviously in the right, and that they are annoyed by people who do the opposite. Here is a case of two social groups, the Tapped-enders and the Untapped-enders, each of which imagines itself a majority group. Actually, only prolonged and severe tapping will shift the tobacco in the modern machine-made cigarette, and for the great majority tapping is a purely ritual gesture. Some Observers confessed that they were unaware they made the gesture until the question was put to them. Such tricks—and parallel conventions such as hat-raising and hand-shaking—form a behaviour-coinage between people which is simpler than that of words and ideas.


The male Observers record a tendency in themselves to put an exaggerated vigour, at times aggressive, into small actions connected with smoking. They talk about “killing” the stub, grinding it, stamping on it, drowning it, etc.; they describe how they flick the match through the air with a whirring sound, break it to pieces or bite it in pieces. Such nervous exaggerations are part of the social swagger of smoking. Further investigation is needed to show how far such actions help to relieve nervous tension by giving the hands something to do. One Observer notes that, “Like most of your Observers, I probably started smoking in a desire to emulate that now-debased hero, my elder. I thought it was grand to knock the ash off in the approved adult manner, to flick the stub into the gutter. I usually flick the match from my finger to a distance of about ten to twenty feet (a very dangerous trick). I always ‘kill’ the stub before throwing it into the fire (at home) and into the gutter (abroad).”


Further examples follow:—


“Occasionally (if a wooden match) I bite it for its crispness before throwing it away.”


“I spin the used match away between the thumb and second finger of my right hand if I am outdoors. Spin stub away if outdoors. Squash it in ash-tray or spin it to the grate if indoors.”


“I cannot let a stub smoulder; I must crush it out.”


“When taking a cigarette, I seize the marked end. After lighting the cigarette I extinguish the match by shaking; only in obstinate cases do I blow it out. I extinguish stub by grinding on suitable surface, or by nipping off the end. Then throw it in the gutter.”


“Break the match into at least three pieces and generally play about with it for some time, even biting it into little pieces occasionally. Crush stub into the ash-tray, unroll the paper, play about with the tobacco.”


“If I am in a room with a fire I flick the match into the fire with an odd little twist which makes it give a kind of buzz as it goes through the air; I began to do this because it puzzled people, which amused me, but now I do it sub-consciously from habit. If I am out-of-doors, I do the same thing; otherwise I look for an ash-tray. It occurs to me, though I have never thought about it, that I sometimes, when concentrating, break the match up into tiny fragments and then put them in an ash-tray. I wave the match about to put it out, I don’t blow it out.”


“I like tearing the bits off a box of Swan Vesta. I like drawing lines on the swan. I shake a match violently to and fro until it flutters out.”


All these mannerisms, and the paraphernalia of cigarette-cases and lighters, are largely aimed at other people. Male self-assertion and female coquetry are pointless unless in the company of others. Carried to extremes they seem arrogance or affectation, but in smaller doses they are part of normal social behaviour. When people know each other well, there is less constraint and the mannerisms tend to drop out. The exaggerated behaviour is mainly for the benefit of strangers. It is part of the fence between Area 1 and Area 2.


The offering and smoking of cigarettes is a means by which an individual can establish Area 1 relations with another individual or group. Standing rounds of beer is a similar mechanism, though it cannot be used on such a wide variety of occasions. Smoking, like drinking, is also a way of showing that one belongs to the grown-up group, and this gives its special value during the crucial adolescent period of habit-formation. Here are some examples:—


1. “My chief reason for starting to smoke was that most of my friends were smokers and I felt rather an outsider as long as I was not…. I did not get any great pleasure from the actual smoking.”


2. “I started smoking as most of my friends seemed to enjoy the habit, and further it seemed more sociable to smoke where the habit seemed general.”


3. “I believe that one important reason why I continue smoking is that I am apt to be embarrassed in company when not smoking. I imagine that this is common, and it would be interesting to know whether I am right…. Smoking has become a craving almost like the need for food, and it helps one to maintain composure in company.”


4. “… Finding I didn’t acquire the taste, I dropped it altogether and for a time I told people I didn’t smoke when offered a cigarette. Then, later still, I found how awkward it is when one is with a party of people and one has no cigarettes to offer nor does one intend to take those of others offered in hospitality and friendliness. So, then, I used to buy a packet of cigarettes only on special occasions when I saw other people. This, however, must have developed some smoking faculty in me, for I found I could enjoy a cigarette now and again.”


5. “… I was continually being offered cigarettes by the other members of the staff and I began to feel that I was not as sociable as I ought to be and I accepted an occasional cigarette. For the same reason I carried a packet with me to dances and other social events.”


6. “In these days of modern times, when a lady goes into company, she is considered old-fashioned if a non-smoker, so I began to smoke, so as not to feel out of place with other ladies. I continued smoking so as to be sociable with other people. No, I didn’t acquire the taste at once, it took me some time.”


7. “I would like to say this about smoking. I find that in certain circumstances it gives me greater confidence in myself and puts me at ease. For example, if I am waiting for somebody, or if I am in a position where I can only stand or sit about, a cigarette gives me something to do. Sometimes I find myself, when perhaps conversing with someone, especially if they are asking questions, fingering buttons, placing my hands in my pockets, withdrawing them and becoming thoroughly uncomfortable. A cigarette obviates this, and I pay more attention to what is being said, find time to consider my replies, and probably leave a better impression of myself.”


8. “I smoke now because I like it, because it is a relaxation, because at times it can mean a regaining of self-possession. The action of smoking, the lit cigarette, can focus, can bring together your otherwise disjointed feelings, and in that union, your confidence grows. Offering a cigarette can often break any tension or awkwardness that exists between people. The offering denotes a friendly impulse, and feelings are altered accordingly. A cigarette by oneself can be a companion, you feel you are not alone, you have almost a friend with you, even an ally. Smoking means companionship, can make friendly relations, and a quite pleasant form of relaxation.”


In the first stages of smoking, the cigarette is felt to be indispensable for social reasons. At a later stage it becomes indispensable for nervous or habit reasons. The social cause is forgotten in the nervous need. How far is this true of all acquired habits which have the value of social conformity? How far is the pleasure of the senses reinforced by the pleasure of social conformity? The type of cigarette which the British Islander smokes has a fairly negative effect on the senses. The smoke is practically tasteless. Medical research has not shown any marked stimulant effect in tobacco of this type. For many people the sight of the smoke is a necessary condition for enjoyment, and they get little pleasure from smoking in the dark. Beer both has taste and is a stimulant, but thoroughgoing research in Northtown seems to suggest that social factors are of prime importance in beer-drinking. In the case of cigarette-smoking, the social factors seem to be of overwhelming importance; and the instructive feature of this would seem to be that as the habit grows, people forget that it has a social function. The social factors become “invisible,” until investigation brings them out.


The data here put forward are not comprehensive enough, nor are the arguments based on them. But they demonstrate how relevant to the structure of society the study of small details of behaviour can be; the usefulness of Observer documentation; and the kind of way in which varied facts can be related. Mass-Observation is in the position of a party of explorers which has barely got a foothold in its island but has to send dispatches home showing how useful the work will be if the necessary support enables it to continue.


In the coming year this work will be mainly of two kinds. First, all Observers with opportunities for observing children will be collecting data about their normal behaviour, and how far it is influenced by parents, teachers, and other children in such a way as to conform with the normal behaviour of adult society. Secondly, an inquiry on reading-habits will lead on to an extensive study of modern propaganda and how it is used to change the social conformities of adult social life.


To carry out this work properly, Mass-Observation needs four things:—




(i) More Observers;


(ii) Voluntary help in clerical and organising work, both at Blackheath and Northtown;


(iii) Money to cover running expenses;


(iv) The friendly co-operation of experts.





Anyone who can help in any of these ways is asked to write to Mass-Observation, 6, Grotes Buildings, Blackheath, S.E.3.


No subscription is asked of Observers and no payment is made to them. They can, if they wish, join the “second-line” of Observers who are not called on to carry out the full programme of work. In any case, Mass-Observation is not a whole-time job—most of the Observers are busy people with jobs of their own. Anyone can be an Observer; no expert training is needed.


Donations to Mass-Observation should be made out to the Mass-Observation account at Barclays Bank, and sent to the Hon. Treasurer, Roderick Garrett, St. Michael’s Rectory, Cornhill, London, E.C.4. The expenditure of Mass-Observation funds is controlled by a committee consisting of Professor B. Malinowski, Roderick Garrett, Stuart Legg, Tom Harrisson, Charles Madge and John Madge.
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