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Excerpt from Chapter 8

[...] I was very young, not much more than six, when | first became aware of class-distinctions.
Before that age my chief heroes had generally been working-class people, because they always
seemed to do such interesting things, such as being fishermen and blacksmiths and bricklayers.
I remember the farm hands on a farm in Cornwall who used to let me ride on the drill when they
were sowing turnips and would sometimes catch the ewes and milk them to give me a drink; and
the workmen building the new house next door, who let me play with the wet mortar and from
whom | first learned the word ‘b—’; and the plumber up the road with whose children | used to go
out bird-nesting. But it was not long before | was forbidden to play with the plumber’s children;
they were ‘common’ and | was told to keep away from them. This was snobbish, if you like, but it
was also necessary, for middle-class people can-not afford to let their children grow up with
vulgar accents. So, very early, the working class ceased to be a race of friendly and wonderful
beings and became a race of enemies. We realized that they hated us, but we could never
understand why, and naturally we set it down to pure, vicious malignity. To me in my early
boyhood, to nearly all children of families like mine, ‘common’ people seemed almost sub-
human. They had coarse faces, hideous accents, and gross manners, they hated everyone who
was not like themselves, and if they got half a chance they would insult you in brutal ways. That
was our view of them, and though it was false it was understandable. For one must remember
that before the war there was much more overt class-hatred in England than there is now. In
those days you were quite likely to be insulted simply for looking like a member of the upper
classes; nowadays, on the other hand, you are more likely to be fawned upon.

Anyone over thirty can remember the time when it was impossible for a well-dressed person to
walk through a slum street without being hooted at. Whole quarters of big towns were
considered unsafe because of’ hooligans’ (now almost an extinct type), and the London gutter-
boy everywhere, with his loud voice and lack of intellectual scruples, could make life a misery for
people who considered it beneath their dignity to answer back. A recurrent terror of my holidays,
when | was a small boy, was the gangs of ‘cads’ who were liable to set upon you five or ten to
one. In term time, on the other hand, it was we who were in the majority and the ‘cads’ who were
oppressed; | remember a couple of savage mass-battles in the cold winter of 1916-17. And this
tradition of open hostility between upper and lower class had apparently been the same for at
least a century past. A typical joke in Punch in the sixties is a picture of a small, nervous-looking
gentleman riding through a slum street and a crowd of street-boys closing in on him with shouts
“Ere comes a swell! Let’s frighten 'is 'oss!’ Just fancy the street boys trying to frighten his horse
now! They would be much likelier to hang round him in vague hopes of a tip. During the past
dozen years the English working class have grown servile with a rather horrifying rapidity. It was
bound to happen, for the frightful weapon of unemployment has cowed them. Before the war
their economic position was comparatively strong, for though there was no dole to fall back
upon, there was not much unemployment, and the power of the boss class was not so obvious
as it is now. A man did not see ruin staring him in the face every time he cheeked a ‘toff’, and
naturally he did cheek a ‘toff’ whenever it seemed safe to do so. G. J. Renier, in his book on
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Oscar Wilde, points out that the strange, obscene burst of popular fury which followed the Wilde
trial was essentially social in character. The ‘London mob’ had caught a member of the upper
classes on the hop, and they took care to keep him hopping. All this was natural and even
proper. If you treat people as the English working class have been treated during the past two
centuries, you must expect them to resent it. On the other hand the children of shabby-genteel
families could not be blamed if they grew up with a hatred of the working class, typified for them
by prowling gangs of ‘cads’.

But there was another and more serious difficulty. Here you come to the real secret of class
distinctions in the West—the real reason why a European of bourgeois upbringing, even when
he calls himself a Communist, cannot without a hard effort think of a working man as his equal. It
is summed up in four frightful words which people nowadays are chary of uttering, but which
were bandied about quite freely in my childhood. The words were: The lower classes smell.

That was what we were taught—the lower classes smell. And here, obviously, you are at an
impassable barrier. For no feeling of like or dislike is quite so fundamental as a physical feeling.
Race-hatred, religious hatred, differences of education, of temperament, of intellect, even
differences of moral code, can be got over; but physical repulsion cannot. You can have an
affection for a murderer or a sodomite, but you cannot have an affection for a man whose breath
stinks—habitually stinks, | mean. However well you may wish him, however much you may
admire his mind and character, if his breath stinks he is horrible and in your heart of hearts you
will hate him. It may not greatly matter if the average middle-class person is brought up to
believe that the working classes are ignorant, lazy, drunken, boorish, and dishonest; it is when
he is brought up to believe that they are dirty that the harm is done. And in my childhood we
were brought up to believe that they were dirty. Very early in life you acquired the idea that there
was something subtly repulsive about a working-class body; you would not get nearer to it than
you could help. You watched a great sweaty navvy walking down the road with his pick over his
shoulder; you looked at his discoloured shirt and his corduroy trousers stiff with the dirt of a
decade; you thought of those nests and layers of greasy rags below, and, under all, the
unwashed body, brown all over (that was how | used to imagine it), with its strong, bacon-like
reek. You watched a tramp taking off his boots in a ditch—ugh! It did not seriously occur to you
that the tramp might not enjoy having black feet. And even ‘lower-class’ people whom you knew
to be quite clean—servants, for instance—were faintly unappetizing. The smell of their sweat,
the very texture of their skins, were mysteriously different from yours.

Everyone who has grown up pronouncing his aitches and in a house with a bathroom and one
servant is likely to have grown up with these feelings; hence the chasmic, impassable quality of
class-distinctions in the West. It is queer how seldom this is admitted. At the moment | can think
of only one book where it is set forth without humbug, and that is Mr Somerset Maugham’s On a
Chinese Screen. Mr Maugham describes a high Chinese official arriving at a wayside inn and
blustering and calling everybody names in order to impress upon them that he is a supreme
dignitary and they are only worms. Five minutes later, having asserted his dignity in the way he
thinks proper, he is eating his dinner in perfect amity with the baggage coolies. As an official he
feels that he has got to make his presence felt, but he has no feeling that the coolies are of
different clay from himself. | have observed countless similar scenes in Burma. Among
Mongolians—among all Asiatics, for all | know—there is a sort of natural equality, an easy
intimacy between man and man, which is simply unthinkable in the West. Mr Maugham adds:

In the West we are divided from our fellows by our sense of smell. The working man is our
master, inclined to rule us with an iron hand, but it cannot be denied that he stinks: none can
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wonder at it, for a bath in the dawn when you have to hurry to your work before the factory bell
rings is no pleasant thing, nor does heavy labour tend to sweetness; and you do not change
your linen more than you can help when the week’s washing must be done by a sharp-tongued
wife. | do not blame the working man because he stinks, but stink he does. It makes social
intercourse difficult to persons of sensitive nostril. The matutinal tub divides the classes more
effectually than birth, wealth, or education.

Meanwhile, do the ‘lower classes’ smell? Of course, as a whole, they are dirtier than the upper
classes. They are bound to be, considering the circumstances in which they live, for even at this
late date less than half the houses in England have bathrooms. Besides, the habit of washing
yourself all over every day is a very recent one in Europe, and the working classes are generally
more conservative than the bourgeoisie. But the English are growing visibly cleaner, and we
may hope that in a hundred years they will be almost as clean as the Japanese. It is a pity that
those who idealize the working class so often think it necessary to praise every working-class
characteristic and therefore to pretend that dirtiness is somehow meritorious in itself. Here,
curiously enough, the Socialist and the sentimental democratic Catholic of the type of
Chesterton sometimes join hands; both will tell you that dirtiness is healthy and ‘natural’ and
cleanliness is a mere fad or at best a luxury.(*) They seem not to see that they are merely giving
colour to the notion that working-class people are dirty from choice and not from necessity.
Actually, people who have access to a bath will generally use it. But the essential thing is that
middle-class people believe that the working class are dirty—you see from the passage quoted
above that Mr Maugham himself believes it—and, what is worse, that they are somehow
inherently dirty. As a child, one of the most dreadful things | could imagine was to drink out of a
bottle after a navvy. Once when | was thirteen, | was in a train coming from a market town, and
the third-class carriage was packed full of shepherds and pig-men who had been selling their
beasts. Somebody produced a quart bottle of beer and passed it round; it travelled from mouth
to mouth to mouth, everyone taking a swig. | cannot describe the horror | felt as that bottle
worked its way towards me. If | drank from it after all those lower-class male mouths | felt certain
I should vomit; on the other hand, if they offered it to me | dared not refuse for fear of offending
them—you see here how the middle-class squeamishness works both ways. Nowadays, thank
God, | have no feelings of that kind. A working man’s body, as such, is no more repulsive to me
than a millionaire’s. | still don'’t like drinking out of a cup or bottle after another person—another
man, | mean; with women | don’'t mind—but at least the question of class does not enter. It was
rubbing shoulders with the tramps that cured me of it. Tramps are not really very dirty as English
people go, but they have the name for being dirty, and when you have shared a bed with a
tramp and drunk tea out of the same snuff-tin, you feel that you have seen the worst and the
worst has no terrors for you.

I have dwelt on these subjects because they are vitally important. To get rid of class-distinctions
you have got to start by understanding how one class appears when seen through the eyes of
another. It is useless to say that the middle classes are ‘snobbish’ and leave it at that. You get
no further if you do not realize that snobbishness is bound up with a species of idealism. It
derives from the early training in which a middle-class child is taught almost simultaneously to
wash his neck, to be ready to die for his country, and to despise the ‘lower classes’.

(*) According to Chesterton, dirtiness is merely a kind of ‘discomfort’ and therefore ranks as self-mortification.
Unfortunately, the discomfort of dirtiness is chiefly suffered by other people. It is not really very uncomfortable to be
dirty—not nearly so uncomfortable as having a cold bath on a winter morning.
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