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ASTROLOGY AND BRITISH ASS





“WHILE Europe was tensely watching the crisis over Czechoslovakia, Herr Hitler, accompanied by eight of his generals, paid a surprise visit to the French frontier to-day.”


That is the way the newspapers talk about the world. These actual words were splashed across the Star on August 29, 1938. They are typical. But what do they mean? Europe is a continent, so it can’t very well watch anything. Nor can the people in it watch a crisis in a literal sense. What is implied is that millions of people are on tenterhooks to know what is happening on the German border, in Foreign Offices and at Cabinet Meetings. It is naturally difficult for people to get to know the facts about these things, because secrecy is essential when bluff and counter-bluff are the order of the day. This is a democratic country, so we are supposed to have some idea of what is going on. For this we depend on wireless and newspaper presentation of news. But can we believe what we read and hear? People want inside information, they want to get behind the news. This is impossible for the vast majority, so they have to accept what the newspapers say, or else stop bothering.


Of course that is assuming that Britain, and the rest of Europe, really were at that time “tensely watching”. But were they? How many were more tensely watching the racing news and daily horoscope? That is another kind of fact we shall not know without trying to find out.


One thing we can be fairly sure of, namely that most readers of this book want to know these facts, and all other relevant facts which will help them to play their full part in the world—unless they paid their sixpence by mistake or without thinking. Fact is urgent—we are cogs in a vast and complicated machine which may turn out to be an infernal machine that is going to blow us all to smithereens. In any case, life is short, and if we are at all interested in this world (instead of, or as well as, the next world) we had better hurry up and learn where we stand. We must have knowledge, at least sufficient for us to come to personal decisions.


There is an alternative view of things (not often openly expressed, more often implied or unconscious) according to which there can only be a handful of people who know the facts, it being their job to control the destinies of millions of other people. For these millions it is necessary only to sleep, eat, work, reproduce, and, if they have time to spare, amuse themselves. The question then arises: Do these millions, under the present order of things, have enough sleep, enough to eat, enough work, do they reproduce themselves enough, and do they get the amusements that they need and want? The most optimistic spokesman of this view of things could not maintain that this was the case. It is by no means seditious to state the reverse. The most conservatively-minded would admit that we suffer in England from malnutrition, unemployment, a falling birth-rate and a “leisure problem”. This being so, if the Handful-who-know can’t do anything about it, there comes a point when the Man and Woman in the Street start uneasily wondering if there is anything they can do to help themselves. It is the function of the 615 members of our democratic Parliament to voice the wishes, feelings, wants, needs, hopes, opinions, grouses, aspirations and criticisms of 45,000,000 people. But this democratic system has broken down in other countries, and may break down in our own, because the 45,000,000 do not feel sufficiently strongly that they are able to speak through Parliament. So they give it up as a bad job and resign themselves to being voiceless or get annoyed with the whole system. At least there is evidence pointing that way, as we shall see.


It is because of this situation—the urgency of fact, the voicelessness of everyman and the smallness of the group which controls fact-getting and fact-distributing—that this book came to be written. Other Penguin Specials have dealt with questions of international politics and the danger of war. This book aims to give the other side of the picture—to give both ear and voice to what the millions are feeling and doing under the shadow of these terrific events. Only by understanding this side can we, as individuals, hope to decide what we can do and, if there is anything we can do, then how to do it.


To understand, we must first have facts, and to get the facts a new kind of organisation is needed, or rather a new attitude towards getting facts and publishing them. There has been much talk about the social relations of science, the need for extending the Science of Ourselves and for studying the everyday lives and feelings of ordinary people, as well as the customs of primitive people and the feelings of neurotics. In America, much survey work has been done by the Universities, so that “sociology” is rapidly becoming more than a name for a science not yet born. That very large numbers of Americans want factual knowledge about people is indicated by the success of papers like Life and Time, circulations of which have quickly soared past the million mark, and by documentary films like March of Time, The River, as well as the great new drive of Worker Theatres and Federal Art Project.


There are numerous reasons why the Man in the Street feels he is kept in the dark. Books are expensive to buy and not always easily available in libraries. The language they are written in is often difficult to understand. Often, too, there just isn’t time or energy left at the end of a hard-working day for going back to school, as it were, and being lectured by some writer who obviously moves in a world of ideas quite different from one’s own.


Some writers of popular science books have done the job very well, but unfortunately there is often as much distortion in the reporting of scientific discovery as in other kinds of news. It is the “story”, not the fact, that most newspapers or magazines aim at presenting. People like stories, and it is a natural and human tendency. Yet there is much evidence that a growing number of people want less stories and more facts. They want the facts, and they want them in a form that suits the times we live in.


The huge success of the Penguin and Pelican series is a proof of this. The 250,000 who read a Penguin Special are a drop in the ocean of possible readers, but they represent a big move in the right direction at a time when “an important book can sell no more than 200 copies”.


Out of the ordinary man’s bewilderment and desire for fact has grown also a new organisation called Mass-Observation. This consists at present of 1,500 amateur Observers, ordinary people who have volunteered to help in the making of factual surveys. Anyone can be an Observer, no special training is needed. In the two years of its existence M-O has been exploring new techniques for observing and analysing the ordinary. Through M-O you can already listen-in to the movements of popular habit and opinion. The receiving set is there, and every month makes it more effective. There is a staff of full-time skilled observers centred on London, Worktown and Blackpool.


In the concluding section of this book, some account will be given of the origins of Mass-Observation, the people who started it, its programme of work, and the extent to which it has succeeded. The main part of the book will be occupied with a full description of a number of Mass-Observation’s surveys immediately relevant to contemporary problems.


The idea of Mass-Observation has definitely broken through. The newspapers with the biggest circulations already assume that their readers have heard of it. Moreover, since Mass-Observation started, similar ideas have been much in the air, partly because of M-O’s example, and partly because M-O itself did no more than crystallise an already existing tendency. It is not a sect, and to be useful it must collaborate with all others who are working in the same field. And most needed of all forms of collaboration is collaboration with the Man in the Street.


Much lip-service is paid to the Man in the Street—politicians and newspapers claim to represent him, scientists and artists want to interest him in their work. Much of what they say is sincere, but it must remain ineffective while the Man in the Street has no medium through which he can express with equal publicity what he thinks of them.


The present position of the Intellectual Few is a relic of the times when the mass of the population consisted of serfs who could neither read nor write. Then a few people at the top could easily impose their beliefs and rule on the multitude. But the whole tendency of history has been away from this state of things. If only because industry requires an army of technicians and semi-technicians, universal education became a social necessity. Everyone can read and write now. Yet even so in many ways there is as much intellectual serfdom as ever. When there are social reforms, they are imposed on the mass from above. Not “what they want” but “what’s good for them”. And the people who decide what is good for the millions are themselves a tiny group, with different habits of mind, ways of life, from those of the millions they are catering for. It is the same in art, religion, science and politics. The people who happened to start Mass-Observation—one a poet and newspaper reporter, the other an ornithologist and explorer, both aged 25—had an inkling of the hiatus between the millions and their leaders; two years’ observation has confirmed it beyond doubt.


The gap between science and everyman is particularly noticeable, and now one of the main problems of the survival of our civilisation. This gap is most striking in the field of the human sciences. Despite numerous professorships, endowments and fellowships in Social Science, Sociology, Political Science, etc., the social relations of ordinary life and the scientific principles underlying politics have remained matters of argument, conjecture and monstrous generalisation, from which no potent research drive has emerged anywhere outside America. In this country, some good statistical work and some excellent administrative sociological reports on areas have been done. But nothing on normal behaviour, and nothing which has approached the formulation of fundamental laws in social relations and human behaviour—though the work of a South African, Dr. O. Oeser, of St. Andrew’s University, Scotland, marks a distinct advance in the direction of Social Psychology. One main reason for this is the extra-specially special sort of life led by university people who have a monopoly of scientific funds. But the blindness and lack of general sense shown by most scientists is inherent in their whole approach. Anthropologists, who have spent years and travelled all over the world to study remote tribes, have contributed literally nothing to the anthropology of ourselves.


Scientists at the British Association meeting at Cambridge in August, 1938, were saying, as they have so often said before, that science must concern itself with its own social possibilities. “Man can satisfy all his needs, can be happy and free. Science has made this technically possible; it has yet to be made socially possible.” To make the satisfaction of man’s needs socially possible is, from the scientific point of view, a technical problem comparable to making a gearless car. Knowledge, like motor power, has to be transmitted. A few people make the discoveries, millions of people should benefit. But in the process of transmission, the discoveries pass into the hands of another set of people whose aim is largely either to make a profit out of them or else to arm themselves with enormously powerful weapons of destruction. Part of the trouble is that the scientists themselves tend to become isolated in a vacuum of “pure” science, and artificial detachment from human problems. The result is that, as we shall see, the Man and Woman in the Street often look upon science not as their greatest potential ally, but as just another of the forces which exploit them and of which they know little or nothing. Astrology and Football Pools are nearer reality for them than Science and Politics. So at present if science has anything useful to offer, it tends to be imposed from above, and it may take the form of a gas mask.


Professor J. D. Bernal, F.R.S., who is also aware of these problems, thus summed up this year’s meeting of the British Association:




“The Cambridge meeting of the British Association may well prove a turning point in the history of science, for it announced a discovery of an importance altogether different from any of the great discoveries that have been announced there in the past. This discovery was not in science, but about science. It was that scientists for the first time have become conscious of the need to concern themselves with the social consequences and possibilities of science.


The discovery itself is not new. Many scientists from the very beginning of modern science have pointed it out; but it has never before been officially accepted, and, what is more important, has never been acted on by an organised body of scientists.


Up till very recently the pursuit of science for its own sake was the conscious ideal of the scientist. The results of science might be human welfare or destruction, but that was the concern of society, not of the scientist.


This ideal still found reflection in Lord Rayleigh’s presidential address at Cambridge; yet in that same address he announced the acceptance by the Council of the Association of the proposal to form a new division, whose purpose was to study the Social and International Relations of Science…


Up till now the scientist has been isolated. Now, coming together in his own Association, he can, for the first time, effectively demand that science should be properly used, and lend force to a popular demand that these evils should be no more, that science is made for all men and not for the profit of a few.”


(Reynolds News, August 28, 1938.)   





Such is the attitude of an enlightened scientist, but even he is thinking primarily of the scientist “coming together in his own Association”, not of any link between the scientists and the huge mass of the population. He implies also that this mass is only waiting to welcome science with both arms. There is a “popular demand” for science, he says. Partially this is true, but we doubt if Professor Bernal realises the danger that the masses may become disillusioned with science as well as with politics, religion and all other solutions except personal or magical ones. There is no indication that any scientist knows (or cares) what the Man in the Street actually thinks about science, as shown in the following comments, all from ordinary people in the vast income-group which includes three-quarters of the population and in which the chief earner of the family gets less than £200 a year. The interviewers asked them if they were interested in science, what they thought about it, and if they read about it; then let them talk and kept a verbatim record. Nine per cent were definitely hostile to science, and 13% definitely in favour of it. Thirty-nine per cent were partly in favour, partly hostile, and another 39% expressed complete indifference. About a third of the women asked, and a sixth of the men, said that they didn’t understand about things like that.


Here are some of the many recorded examples of indifference:




1. Woman of 32. “I suppose they as does it know what they’re doin’, I don’t.”


2. Man of 30. “Do you mean them crackbrained blokes who write them books, no I never read them for years since I was a kid, they do things I know, wot should we know abawt it anyways, not in my line, chum.”


3. Man of 25. “What’s it got to do with us, I used to read it a lot, they tell you at school, it’s nothing to me, I think it’s a good thing that them clever men do it, they do a lot.”


4. Man of 25. “I read somewhere about them having a meeting, where was it now, no I didn’t read what they said, not in my line, pickin’ dogs is what I do in my spare time, give you a good ’un for to-night at Catford.”


5. Man of 26. “They do a lot of talking, it’s not for the likes of us. Blimey, we don’t know what they’re going to do next. Be a good thing if everybody had a good education, then we’d know what they’re getting at.”





The main reasons for hostility to science were that it made people lose their jobs, that it just helped a few people to make big profits, and that it was used for weapons of war. For instance:




1. Man of 26, Joiner. “You want to ask them why they’re always inventing things, some of ’em no damned use except to make us work like bloody machines. No time for ’em, chum, that’s me.”


2. Unemployed man, 34. “All they do is put you on the street, they don’t care a damn for us, never think of it mate till you said it…. Bad enough with a wife and two kids to keep, I don’t think they help us mate, they ought to be under the Government so as to stop ’em from making things to get rid of us.”


3. Grocery assistant, 22. “It all depends on what you mean, I don’t believe in it, they spend most of their time thinking about new ways of rinding out what we can do without, some of them are making things like gas for us to get rid of the surplus population … they ought to be put in jail or shot for it, they will be one day. Course I know what you’re talking about, I read about it all in the paper, used to read books about it, they’ve made a new car so’s it’s easier to drive, more profit for them isn’t it, like Lord Nuffield. Wireless is all right though.”


4. Unemployed man, 40. “Read all about it chum in the papers, they don’t interest me ’cept they don’t do anything like for the likes of us, they talk about what we should eat, why don’t they see we get it…. Vitamins—bread and bloody jam is what we get…. They think about more ways of making bloody money for the capitalists…. It’s all right if they’d keep men in their bloody jobs.”


5. Unemployed man, 45. “I saw a lot in the papers, I didn’t read it, it’s too clever for me. The papers were full of it about a fortnight ago. I don’t know that it’s got much to do with us, it puts us out of work more than in work. Before they let ’em do it, they should see that everybody gets a fair share.”


6. Man of 30, Carter. “That’s nothing these days; what with them scientists and Mussolini and Hitler, the world’ll be in a bloody mess soon, that’s what I think.”


7. Woman office-worker, 24. “They make these wars and all that, I know they don’t do it on purpose though, aeroplanes and bombs to set fire to everything, they start this and don’t know where it will stop, then they ask you to join the A.R.P. You ought to find out what the people want, they are satisfied with anything, that’s the trouble. I’m sick of all this talk about What are we going to do….”





The last-quoted comment is much to this point: you ought to find out what the people want. It is quite clear that to ordinary people the Scientist is a remote, unreal figure. “Everybody seems to think the scientist is a queer bird,” said a man of 32. Another said: “People are frightened of science because there’s all this war talk, but if you ask me mister, I think the ordinary man thinks the scientist is barmy.” The scientist is a popular enough character in detective fiction; he is definitely eccentric, often mad. Wellsian visions of the future are also important in building up the ordinary man’s picture of science, as can be seen in these comments:




1. Man of 50, with a small lending library. “I don’t know much about it myself, but I know if you put them sort of books on your shelves they’d never go out round here. They want exciting stuff, thrillers and that kind of thing. Still, I suppose there’s a lot of what you’d call science in ’em, fantastic things, they like that, but I know that that’s not the real thing. That stuff about atoms and that kind of thing, it doesn’t interest them, why should it? It’s too technical for them.”


2. Shop assistant, 19. “I saw that film of H. G. Wells’—Things to Come. Makes you realise what things are going to be like. They know what they’re talking about. If you don’t know anything about things like that these days you don’t get very far, because everything’s specialised like. I wish I’d had a better education. If you ’aven’t had that you’ve got to stick in the same hole all your life. Course they tell you you can go to Night School and that sort of thing, but you don’t get much chance when you work in a shop till eight o’clock every night.”


3. Woman of 25. “I’ve read a book of H. G. Wells, he’s good, I saw that film about Things to Come, it’s good, never read about science, they do some silly things, they’re always talking about what should be, nobody takes any notice. My brother works in an electric works, he says they’re always making new things. Gosh, I wouldn’t like to go back to them old days … no buses or that … they only do it to make money.”


4. Man of 35, on the dole, was a soldier. “I’ve never bothered much, I saw a good bit in the papers the last week, they made a new car, easier to run and cheaper, there’s a lot more, they think it’s important, I suppose it is. I saw a picture of H. G. Wells in one of them, he’s a scientist isn’t he? I saw that picture of his…. You don’t know what’s coming next, I can see it coming, they get ready for wars a long time before.”





The most widespread positive attitude to science was that it is a good thing in itself, provided it is in the right hands. Here are some typical examples of this point of view:




1. Sailor, 35. “It’s a good thing there is people who get down to rock bottom, there’s a reason for everything I says, good luck to ’em, they ought to be damned sure they only make things easier for our sort before they should be let use it.”


2. Man of 40, Electrical worker. “Never thought much about it, took it for granted. One thing it’s done is make people’s nerves on edge all the time, wars and all that, get sick of it…. Pictures you get used to, they’re all the same…. You can get about easier…. I don’t blame them as finds things out, it’s them as is let use the things wot they find out…. I read a bit about that new car, don’t know what it means though. They’re always finding things out now. All right if we knew how to use them, first thing they do is to put men on the shelf before they’re grown up. … Sometimes think if they had a rest from thinking how they can make more money out of us—that’s what they do it for.”


3. Man of 50, engineering worker. “No guvnor, I never read about them, there’s some at our place, they’re clever, it takes a good education to follow them things up, it’s all right till they put men out of work, then it makes you think different, they ought to stop them from making gases and bombers, it’s them as makes these wars, they should be stopped for a few years till we know how to use ’em for the best.”


4. Man of 35, Clerk. “It’s only since science came that we have got anywhere at all. Religion has kept it back for centuries, now it’s winning, proving what we can do. I go to church but that doesn’t mean I’m a fool…. I don’t believe they ought to turn over what they discover to the people who get away with the use of it…. Stop inventing new ways to kill, that’s where it’s wrong.”


5. Unemployed man, 48. “It’s changed the world, I can’t say whether it’s for the better, new things, new ideas, change all round, that’s science, I think they can make our lives easier, they never will till there’s a change in the social system though.”





While these comments on science were being collected, people were asked in the same London working-class areas (Peckham, Deptford, Fulham) whether they read the horoscopes in the papers, and whether they believed in them. Newspaper astrology has grown up almost entirely in recent years and is to be reckoned with as a very powerful force.


Horoscope of the greatest Daily, on crisis day, September 30, day Chamberlain and Daladier signed up with Hitler, read:


“IF IT’S YOUR BIRTHDAY TO-DAY.




A rather uncertain year this. Many pleasant times will be yours, and despite some ups and downs you should be fortunate with money. Be discreet about your personal plans; take care in whom you confide…. See that you do not relay gossip.”





Similar advice is given to those who have birthdays between October 24 and November 22 (“Be discreet”), November 23 to December 21 (“Don’t repeat scandal”), January 20 to February 19 (“Take care you do not betray secrets through lack of thought”), February 20 to March 20 (“Rumour and scandal are abroad which you can ignore”), April 21 to May 20 (“Keep your own counsel about immediate plans”), May 21 to June 21 (“Pay no heed to rumours or scandal. It’s more than probably false”), while the July 23 to August 22 folk received another form of this advice well suited to the times (“You can’t depend on the accuracy of news or information”).


There are always two or three pieces of such advice in every day’s newspaper for each day of the year, classified according to your birthday. Popular on September 30 was: “Defer important decisions” (September 24 to October 23), “Take care what you put in writing” (November 23 to December 21), “Not a good day to sign a business agreement. Defer important interviews until another day” (December 22 to January 19), “Be on guard against fraud. You may make a new friend” (April 21 to May 20), “Defer important journeys if you can” (June 22 to July 22), “Not a good day to sign documents” (July 23 to August 22). The outlook, therefore, is black for democracy—on September 30 Chamberlain signed for “permanent peace” with Hitler. But he was born on March 18 (1869).


From the enormous horoscopic data of the 1938 Press it is possible to construct a whole ethic of contemporary England, and through these columns much editorial policy is promoted as advice for your future. It is no exaggeration to say that holiday travel, city investments, the success of advertisers, rumours of war, can be more powerfully influenced by the paper’s astrologer than its leader writer or news editor. For the child there is always some bouquet, and on September 30:




“Children born to-day will be adventurous and imaginative. They will be affectionate and will ultimately be successful.”





There is no need to emphasise the effect which this philosophy must have on those who believe in it. It means the acceptance of a fatalism fixed by the position of planets at the exact moment of your birth. Those positions determine everything else. And modern astrologers frequently predict international affairs in terms of Hitler or Hore-Belisha horoscopes. In order to find out how many people believe in these, we surveyed areas in London only. On a priori grounds there was reason to suppose that people must pay attention to the horoscopes, for they occupy so much space in the papers which have the largest circulations. We found the influence far stronger with women than men. A third of those asked said that ail the womenfolk believed in it, but they didn’t think the men did. This was borne out by the fact that of the women asked, a third believed in the horoscopes, another third partly believed, and the remaining third did not believe in them; while of the men, only 5% believed, 15% partly believed, and 80% said they did not believe at all, though often they complained that their wives and daughters did. A man of 26 said: “I suppose there’s something in it, I’ve never bothered about it myself though. Nearly all the girls, they do it, Peg’s Paper and that sort of thing.” Other comments on female weakness for the “stars” were:




1. Man of 19. “It’s a dangerous thing, it’s only done to take people’s minds off things, and there’s enough harm done without that. Both my sisters are mad on that sort of thing, they look at the Express every morning. My mother’s always at ’em about it, though. She told them they’d be nervous wrecks if they kept on swallowing that sort of stuff.”


2. Woman about 38. “Whenever I open my mouth and ask what do the stars say to-day, Harry, that’s my husband, is always telling me not to be silly. Course I only treat it as a joke.”


3. Man of 50. “That horoscope stuff, all the papers are doing it now, they wouldn’t do it if there weren’t a demand for it. In my opinion it’s for the women, you can kid them. The reason why they get away with it is they never tell anything definite. I don’t think there’s many men read them, if they did they wouldn’t admit it.”


4. Man of 45. “No, I never bother with it, but there are folks, especially in the football season, who use all sorts of things like that for marking their coupons. The women are crazy about it, that and spiritualism. Can’t say as I know why it is.”





Here are some of the people who believe in it:




1. Woman. “I read where there’s going to be a war soon, it said so in the People, they tell you what’s going to be, there’s more than something in it.”


2. Woman of 35. “I’ve had lots of things told me that were true, and there’s nobody can deny it. I used to look at them every day, I don’t bother so much now because it doesn’t make any difference.”


3. Woman of 38. “I read them every Sunday, many a time it’s been true, but they don’t give you so much bad news. When it was my birthday they said I should get a surprise. I got one. It was a good ’un, mister. No, I’m not telling you what it was, that’s my business.”


4. Woman of 32. “Come to think of it, there’s more of that sort of thing now than ever there was when I was a girl. I was brought up not to dabble in that sort of thing, but I don’t know as I think the same now. There’s things happening in these days make you wonder where you are.”


5. Woman of 36. “I read them now and again. Sometimes I think they’re right, sometimes you don’t know what they mean, but you can see it after. Never given much thought to it, but I should say I believe it.”


6. Woman of 42. “Yes, I look at them things about the stars, I believe in ’em, they tell you what’s true if you know what I mean…. I go sometimes to a spiritualist meeting when things get too bad, I believe in it, there’s more in it than you think … they told me my mother’s name and described her, said my husband would lose his job, and he did, what d’yer think of that, it makes you think there’s something in it.”


7. Woman of 45. “I believe in it, I’ve been to lots of Circles (séances). There’s a lot of comfort in it, there’s nothing to be afraid of, I’ve talked to my Mother lots of times.”





The last two comments disclose the borderland of superstition where anything can be believed if there is “comfort” in it. “When things get too bad” there are many who turn to magic. In a crisis, for example, like that of Sudetenland.
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CRISIS





(a) What is a Crisis?


THIS word CRISIS has no very exact meaning, but it has come to be one of those things, like epidemics and earthquakes, which suddenly arrive to threaten the security of our ordinary lives. In the ordinary way, the interest of private people in public events is fitful and vague; at times of Crisis it extends and increases. The biggest of all recent crises—bigger than any of the scares of war—was the Abdication Crisis, although this did not threaten to affect the lives of ordinary people in the same concrete way as war or severe economic crisis would do. The attitude of the masses to Crisis is very imperfectly understood by the minority who control the sources of opinion. Baldwin steered through the Abdication Crisis, and Chamberlain through the War Crisis of September, 1938: how they were able to do it is a question worth more serious inquiry than it has yet received. If one was to believe, for example, all that was said by “intelligent people” about the state of public opinion at these times, the only answer to the question would be that a miracle happened in each case. But in fact these “intelligent people” have a deep-seated tendency to base their estimates of public opinion not on factual observation but on their own personal judgment. Their judgment is usually wrong, because they do not realise that their picture of the world is different from that of the mass of people: from the very nature of their jobs and language they are isolated from “ordinary folk” who are the ultimate (voting) arbiters in a democracy. 





[image: ]

Amount of column inches in national press devoted to foreign politics, September 1938. This provides a good barometer of crisis fluctuations.








There are two kinds of focus on society. One is the ordinary focus of the ordinary man or woman which centres round home and family, work and wages. The other is the political focus, which centres round government policy and diplomacy. What happens in this political sphere obviously affects the sphere of home and work; equally obviously, political developments are affected by the reactions of ordinary people. But between the two there is a gulf—of understanding, of information and of interest. This gulf is the biggest problem of our highly organised civilisation.


How far and in what way does and can the ordinary man share the responsibility for political decisions and events? Hitler, in a speech at Nüremberg, pointed to one possible answer when he said to 180,000 followers: “You can rely blindly on me, just as I can rely blindly on you…. You can make it easy for me to lead Germany.” But even a dictator must try to convince his followers that he is leading them the right way, if their support is to be effective. And he must convince them that he is convinced; e.g., Hitler again: “I am the spokesman of the German nation and I know that every one of a people of millions agrees with my words and confirms my view.”


Between one Crisis and another, diplomats and statesmen go on with their work, without limelight, without much notice being taken. But with the Crisis, a flock of other abstractions appear in the newspapers to perplex the public mind—“tension” becomes greater or less, the “situation” gets better or worse, the “problem” is solved or unsolved. To most people these abstractions are as mystical as the Voice of the Stars.


At the present stage of Western civilisation changes are taking place with such rapidity that there is in a sense a continuous crisis. In Fleet Street or Whitehall this is obvious enough, but the further you move from such centres, the less real does this conception of Crisis appear. The newspapers which cater for the administrative and professional classes occupy much space each day with foreign and political news, but the mass-circulation papers have a quite different emphasis. For them a ’plane crash in Edmonton is front-page news, when a war in Spain is crowded right out of the paper. To anyone who is only conscious of the headlines in the mass papers, it must seem that Crisis is something which comes along suddenly out of the blue and as rapidly disappears again.


In the last few years, events have become increasingly spectacular and crises more frequent. As a result, a great many people started being interested in foreign affairs and political issues for the first time. As one crisis succeeds another, one might expect that this interest would grow. But when M-O asked 460 people if their interest in Crises was increasing or decreasing, the results pointed quite clearly to a decrease of interest. This and other questions, which will be dealt with later, were asked at the end of August, 1938, when the Czechoslovakia Crisis was already prominent. These were the results: 
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The important point to notice is that the largest group here is that which is feeling a definite decreasing interest in crises. Not only does this group outnumber those whose interest is increasing, but it is larger than the stationary and negative answerers put together. The decrease of interest is most marked in those under 30, and about equal for men and women. Men under 30 tend more to have a stationary interest than the others; and women under 30 have the highest proportion of negative answers.


Here are some typical answers from those whose interest is decreasing:




1. Toolmaker, 27. “Decreasing—for years we’ve heard so much of them that we’re a trifle wary.”


2. Mechanic (Territorials), 42. “Less—it’s all a lot of play and counterplay between diplomats and politicians—incomprehensible to me.”


3. Insurance official, 44. “Decreasing, realising the futility of the ordinary man without organisation as against big business and the financiers behind it.”


4. Typist, female, 25. “Decreasing. There’s always some crisis. If it’s not Spain it’s Japan.”


5. Butcher. “Makes me sick to open a paper or listen to the news on the wireless.”


6. Textile warp-twister, 33. “Decreasing. Not yet uninterested, but getting callous and indifferent. Refuse to be made ill and alarmed by horror reports.”


7. Science teacher, female, 24. “Decreasing, so much so that I dislike listening to the news. There was a time when I hated to miss the news.”


8. Clerk, 18. “I take little interest in any of the accounts of crises—I am getting tired of people talking about wars in Spain and China, and if people start talking about another war I feel like saying ‘For goodness sake shut up’.”


9. Deputy registrar, female, 26. “Decreasing interest, it’s too blasted uncomfortable.”


10. Social worker, female, 28. “Decreasing, because the helplessness of the individual appals me.”





This decreasing interest is highly significant as a reflection of the stage our society has reached. It is partly a defence against nervous strain, partly a kind of fatalism, partly a mistrust of newspaper information. Broadly speaking, it is a symptom of a serious breakdown in the relation between the individual and society.


The analysis that follows is based on:




(a) A national survey made at the time of Eden’s resignation in February, 1938.


(b) An intensive survey of a by-election of 1938, in a London borough called “Metrop” which we study as a typical constituent part in a great metropolitan area.


(c) Observations on reactions in the typical Northern industrial town, Worktown, where Mass-Observation’s special survey is centred.


(d) A national survey on people’s attitude to the war danger, end of August, 1938.


(e) Study of how newspapers, radio, etc., treated Czech-Sudeten crisis, August 25-September 30, 1938.


(f) Repeat observations in Metrop, September, 1938.


(g) Reports from London and elsewhere on reactions to the Czech crisis, September, and observer reports on Whitehall, Westminster, etc.





(b) The Making of Opinion




“This is the Chrysis of Parliaments; we shall know by this if Parliaments live or die.”





So said Sir B. Rudyard in 1627. It is the first instance recorded in the New English Dictionary of the use of the word CRISIS in its political sense. In 1775 there began to appear a rare periodical called The Crisis, anonymous, written possibly by Tom Paine. The motto: Potius visa est periculosa libertas quieto servitio—Better a dangerous liberty than a tranquil slavery. Numbers were as follows:




No. 1. To the People of England and America.


No. 2. A Bloody Court, a Bloody Ministry, and a Bloody Parliament.


No. 3. To the King.


No. 4. Ye Conspirators….


No. 5. To the People.


No. 6. To the Right Hon. Lord North … etc.





No. 3 was burnt by the hangman at the Royal Exchange. “As soon as the fire was lighted before the Exchange it was immediately put out, and dead dogs and cats thrown at the officer.” The matter was taken up by Lord Effingham in the House of Lords, where he said: “That the said pamphlet is a false, seditious and dangerous libel, subversive of the principles of the glorious Revolution to which we owe our present invaluable constitution, and of the rights of the people.” The first number begins:




“To the People of England and America. Friends and Fellow Subjects, It is with the greatest propriety I address this Paper to you: It is in your Defence, at this GREAT, this IMPORTANT CRISIS, I take the pen in hand: A CRISIS, big with the Fate of the most glorious Empire known in the Records of Time; and by your Firmness and Resolution ONLY can it be saved from DESTRUCTION.





In 1832 the Socialist Robert Owen published a periodical called The Crisis. The Prospectus to Volume I begins:




“It is now evident to everyone who observes passing events, and who reflects upon the new public opinion which is arising throughout the various Nations of the World, that some great Change in the condition of Man, either for good or for evil, is about to take place—in fact, that a momentous CRISIS is at hand. Be it our task to discern the signs of the times—to watch the progress of this Crisis, and to direct it for good instead of evil….”





In the Communist Manifesto, drafted by Marx and Engels in 1848, there is mention of “crises that by their periodical return put the existence of the entire bourgeois society on its trial, each time more threateningly”.


The idea of national or international crisis is one which we all accept as a feature of the times we live in. Crisis is a kind of melting-point for boundaries, institutions, opinions. In a crisis, public opinion, which at other times is largely inert, becomes a real factor. How is opinion made?


In the survey on the danger of war, 1,100 people were asked: “On what do you base your opinion?” Answers showed us:
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Newspapers, therefore, easily lead in importance among the factors that make opinion. Yet dependent as they are on the newspapers for the data on which to base their opinion, at the same time they distrust them. It is like being led through strange country by a guide who may turn out to be a gangster in disguise. Hence most opinion, except the most fanatical, is tinged with uncertainty as to whether the ordinary man is in a position to have an opinion at all. This point has been illustrated already, but to clinch it, here are some comments from “Metrop” during the middle of the crisis of September 1938:




1. Woman of 33. “I read all the papers on it. I don’t understand the politics of it, but they are all different. That’s why people have less faith in the papers.”


2. Taxi-driver, 40. “There’ll not be a war, it’s all paper talk. It’s serious, though, the papers make it worse. They have to give us something every day, though, it sells them.”


3. Man of 38. “Got that I don’t believe the papers now, they tell you all sorts, they’re all different. When Hitler says nothing, it’s guess-work.”


4. Youth of 20. “Don’t take any notice, mate. What’s the good? If they want yer they’ll take yer. They don’t ask your permission like.


Got used to seein’ it on the boards (placards)….”


5. Shop assistant, 25. “I stopped bothering about it … It’s every day they say it’s worse, then it changes, let it come, it’ll be the end of everything … who cares?


It’ll make things better while they want us, then if you don’t get bumped off, well you can be a bloody hero for a while. They don’t talk so much about it now, they’ve got fed up with having the wind up.”


6. Woman of 35. “Of course it takes educated people to understand it all. They say we have to defend our country. I don’t think Chamberlain wants war, of course we never know the truth…. The papers, you read them and you are more in the dark still.


I work in an office, but they don’t talk now about it, they’re all sick with fright of it.”


7. Woman of 38. “We don’t bother much about it … not because we are not thinking about it. Life’s too short to keep on with war, war, war.


I don’t think they will and I hope they don’t. That’s what I think…. It’s too much to cope with, and we can’t do anything.”


8. Man of 53. “One day it’s one thing, next day it’s another. It gets you fed up.”


9. Woman of 40. “Oh, when I see the paper I turn the page over. Suppose it’s because I’m windy …”


10. Woman of 42. “It’s for them as is in power, they’re the people to ask. I think there will be one soon, don’t you, but what’s the good of worrying about it, that’s no use now.


It’s a crisis every day if you believe the papers. If Hitler wants one, well he’ll have it, then we have a war whether we want it or not.


I’m not worried about other things in the political line. It’s not an election, is it?”





Opinion is made in two ways. It is made by each single person looking at the facts, as far as they are available, and then framing his own judgment on them. It is also made by the reaction of each single person to the opinions of other people. Few people are so confident of their own judgment (whatever they may say) as to be uninfluenced by knowing what other people are thinking. It is here that the newspapers play an important role. For the newspapers not only state their version of the facts—they also state their version of the public opinion of the moment.


During the Czech crisis, in September, 1938, newspapers were continually saying “The entire public thinks this” or “The entire public thinks that” These pronouncements, which frequently contradicted each other, were not based on scientific estimates but on personal impressions helped out by personal wish-thinking. A detailed study of the six “populars” (Express, Herald, Chronicle, Mail, Mirror, Sketch) over several months showed this tendency to be an important factor in the building of crisis mentality. The fluctuations in the amount of space devoted by newspapers to the crisis are shown in the form of a graph on page 24.


A working-class man, aged 45, interviewed in New Cross on September 22, made the position clear when he said:




“I’m just a working-class man and I’m as entitled to an opinion as anybody else. We’ve let them down good and proper. That is the opinion of all working-class people. You should read the Star to-night and see for yourself.”





The only means by which this man can tell what others like himself are thinking (apart from the few he meets and talks to) is through the newspapers and their estimates of public opinion. It is their function to give these estimates, and they have an obvious responsibility to see that what they say about opinion is firmly founded on fact, and that it is stated as clearly as possible. Unfortunately, although the papers are always playing up to the desire for this kind of information, they take little trouble to be factual about it.


The Star, to which the man quoted refers, published throughout the crisis articles by R. G. Cruikshank, its intelligent, progressive-minded editor, under the nom de plume of “The Man in the Street”. On the day when the remark was made, there appeared in the Star a striking article by the Man in the Street called “My Country”. He said:




“What do I mean when I say ‘my country’? It is one of those words that always call up pictures in the mind. When I hear it used, even in a hot political debate, I see some concrete image like the Sussex Downs sleeping in the sunshine, or the rich tangle of flower and leaf in a Warwickshire lane.


But beyond those gracious visions, what comes into the mind? The big cities, many of them as ugly as the countryside is fair; the smoke and steam and tall chimneys of the industrial districts; the forgotten heroes of the Black Areas; and, above all, millions of simple, ordinary folk asking only to be allowed to go about their business and to bring up their families without interference.


What are they all thinking in these strange times? By such tokens as come to me, through letters and by word of mouth, I gather that their feelings are as strangely confused as the times. A deep yearning for peace is shot through by dismay at the humiliation of surrender. Men’s minds are harbouring the most contradictory thoughts. The country is in a ferment as never before, not even during Abdication week.”





In the past, editor Cruikshank has had long talks with mass-observers, with whose aims he was in sympathy and with whose point of view he approximates in this article. But in making these key statements about public opinion, it is not enough to rely on personal impressions based on “such tokens as come, through letters and by word of mouth” Why cannot the great newspapers, with all the machinery at their disposal, make some effort to be scientific on this all-important question? By failing to do so, they forfeit their potential right to act as the voice of everyman—they have to be counted among the forces which make for confusion. In the same article, Cruikshank goes on to say:




“To those who are sick at heart—and I know that they are many—I should like to say, if they will let me, ‘Keep steady!’ The worst of all surrenders is to lose confidence in one’s country. Remember that the people of England have not yet been heard from. They will speak in due season.”





Why, one is bound to ask, shouldn’t they speak now, if the newspapers were really prepared to let them do so?


Some light is thrown on the way that editors and other leaders of opinion form their own opinion and what “such tokens as come, through letters, etc.”, really amount to, by these glimpses of them reported by an observer:




“In a —— Newspaper offices, Sept. 16, 1938, an Editor and the Syndicating Manager discuss the international situation, say it seems no better, that Chamberlain’s move is a good one for him but no good internationally. After 5 minutes, Editor sums up: ‘I don’t think we know what’s going on.’ To which Syndicating Manager replies as he goes off: ‘Yes, it’s a very funny affair altogether.’”




 





“A labour M.P., on Saturday night, Sept. 17, talking to observer, complained that the people had no idea what was going on. ‘Here am I, a Member of Parliament, a representative of the people, and I am impotent. There is NOTHING I can do.’




 





Reynolds News ring up and ask for a message on international situation. Writes out one about Beneš, who ought to be consulted, why have the Czechs been left out of consultation. Observer types it out and Reynolds send small boy down to collect it.”




 





“Tuesday night, Sept. 20. At house of prominent Conservative M.P. All listen to 6 o’clock news. From this source he gets his information. Three telegrams from constituents—none known to him—urge action to save Czechoslovakia. Phone call saying newspaper have accepted his letter on Czechoslovakia. Says ‘The T—— are coming round.’ Is excited. Also says ‘Good’ when announcer says Czechs have NOT accepted Paris-London terms. Is then rung by another paper, who ask for a letter. Drafts this, then asks wife to read this. She suggests ‘common people’ instead of ‘people’. Then ring from Maurice Dobb, Cambridge leftist, saying huge meeting of Cambridge professors, etc., will he speak Sunday there. Then phone call from West Riding of Yorks, from a wool merchant, saying how worried everyone is in the clubs, etc., re government policy.—He imitates accent.


This in one hour. Also he phones friends to say may he come late to dinner, 8.30. O.K., he may.


He stresses his own feeling of impotence….”





Yet the newspapers and public men speak confidently enough to the outside world. The swift sequence of events and statements and counter-statements by rival propagandist news-agencies make it more or less inevitable that what is printed as news one day should be denied the next, often in the same paper. Most people have come to expect this, though it isn’t helpful in encouraging the masses to trust their own judgment. But there is less reason for the journalistic habit of making statements and assumptions about the public mind which it would be perfectly possible to verify. In some cases the falsification may be deliberate, but in most it is just a lack of objectivity, an easy attitude to fact, which seems to beset even those with goodwill enough to do better. Most of the papers have made some show of asking the “Man in the Street” what he is thinking, but though it probably takes many people in, it is unconvincing judged by any sort of scientific standard. It may have value as propaganda, but it is dangerous to treat it as fact.


The habit is illustrated in its crude form by statements such as these:




September 9:


D. Herald. Leader. “… the majority of people now feel that the Czechs have made their full contribution to the cause of peace, and that it is now the turn of the others…”




 





September 10:


D. Mail. Leader. “In this crisis the whole country will stand solidly behind the Government.”


D. Mirror. Leader. “Humanity is facing the most dangerous week-end since 1914, but in a mood of solemn calm.”




 





September 12:


D. Herald. Leader. “The British nation is completely united. They see no shadow of reason for anything but a frank and complete acceptance of the last Czech offer as a basis for negotiation.”


D. Express. “Europe awaits Monday night at seven.”


Star. Leader. “ENGLAND SPEAKS. The country remains admirably calm in these hours of deepening crisis…. It is the steady spirit of a nation that has made up its mind and faces the future unafraid.”




 





September 19:


D. Mail. Leader. “The British nation unreservedly places its complete trust in the Prime Minister, Mr. Neville Chamberlain.”





The point about these statements is not that they are true or false, but that it is assumed that there is no need to find out if they are true. More subtle are statements which appeal to facts, but without establishing those facts objectively. A. J. Cummings is typical of those who accept the principle of observation—that we ought to know what the man in the street is thinking—without accepting the need for a technique to insure that our findings are objective. In his “Spotlight on Politics”, on September 8, he wrote under the heading: The Facts Break Through:




“The man in the street, exemplifying the entire British nation, has made up his mind that Hitlerism stands for war, that Hitler himself is to-day the supreme menace to the peace of the world, and that until this menace is in some way disposed of there can be no security for any nation and no progress towards a more decent and humane civilisation.


Go into any club, wayside inn or private house in the land and you will find opinion in all classes crystallised into this implacable view of the situation….”





On September 14, John Bouverie in the News Chronicle wrote:




“In the last 72 hours British public opinion, as expressed in newspapers and in conversation among all classes, has quite remarkably hardened….”





By September 22, A. J. Cummings was telling off The Times for saying it was a slander to pretend that Britain had “capitulated to a German show of force”. He said:




“If the editor of The Times has any honest doubt about the British view let him make inquiries among members of his own staff.


Better still, let him take an evening off, go out into the streets and put the same question systematically to a thousand passers-by….”
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