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Discussion Document

 

As this extract from the sociologically influenced Mass Observation movement in the 1920s and 

1930s makes clear, class can be understood in its traditional Marxist concept as something that can 

be determined objectively through, say, income or occupation or it can be seen subjectively by, for 

instance, how a person may regard his or her place in the hierarchy. How does this extract describe 

class and social stratification? 

Mass observation 

We asked a local pub-goer (ex-policeman) to go round and ask a few chaps in the pubs he visited 

why they liked beer. This was done indirectly in the course of conservation. The following is his 

verbatim write-up of the results: 

8.15pm. Man aged about 40 says ‘I drink beer because I think it does me more good than doctor’s 

medicine, it keeps my bowels in good working order.’ This man was of the engineering type. 

Navvy type of person aged about 35 says ‘If I get three pints down me I can . . .’ (What he said is the 

sort of thing considered ‘unprintable.’ It amounted to the fact that when he went home he was able 

to have sexual intercourse with his wife with the maximum of efficiency, and when he woke up in 

the morning he was able to repeat the process with the upmost satisfaction.) 

A young man aged about 25, well dressed in the latest cut suit, says ‘This stuff gives a good appetite 

and puts plenty of lead in my pencil.’ 

An aged coalbagger says ‘Eh, lad, two or three pints every neet (night) and a pound o’ chops and I 

could knock a bloody mon off a horse.’ 

A young man, a piecer, says ‘I don’t take too much, about a couple of gills every neet, it seems to put 

a bit of bant (energy) in thee for t’ following day.’ 

A middle-aged man of about 40 of labouring type says ‘What the bloody hell dost tha tak it for?’ I 

said for my health, he said ‘Th’art a – a liar.’ I paid for him a gill. 

A man fairly well dressed looked to me like a lady killer says ‘If tha comes in ‘ere and pays for who 

tha fancies a couple of stouts tha’s no need to get wed.’ 

A young man about 23 says ‘I only drink this stuff because I come down to t’ barracks about three 

times a week, if I weren’t in the artillery I’d ne’er bother.’ 
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A navvy type of man about 38 says ‘This is a bloody habit with me an’ I think if they stopped me tap I 

should bloody well snuff out tomorrow.’ 

Geoffrey Smith (1987) The Pub and the People by Mass-Observation, pp. 46–7. 

 


