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Introduction

Working Definitions

Defining ‘Men’

My title Gender at Work in Victorian Culture exploits the ambiguities of the phrase ‘at work.’ ‘At work’ denotes both the representation of work and the labor involved in the creation of these representations. The images and texts that I analyze reinforced Victorian ideologies of work yet also frequently contradicted the established division of labor along class and gender lines. I interrogate the gendered division of labor generally, but am primarily concerned in the following pages with the instabilities of masculine identity formation in relation to women. While all the men I analyze subscribed to the Victorian work ethic, they betray the difficulty of squaring their idealized image of masculine, self-disciplined labor with the anxieties about their class and gender position that beset them. The images and texts they created thus encoded the contradictions in the Victorian representation of work as a heroic, self-denying enterprise appropriate only for men in a society where women and the working classes performed a large part of the labor despite the ‘separation of spheres’ and the invisibility of menial tasks.1

The phrase ‘at work’ also for me conjures up images of roadside signs that I used to see as a child in England. These signs proclaimed ‘Caution: Men at Work’ and depicted a stylized image of a man with a shovel. This image emblematizes the way in which until recently ‘men’ and ‘work’ were so easily equated that they could unproblematically be represented by an image of masculine manual labor. According to this sign ‘work’ was something carried out by men with shovels, and was in some unexplained manner dangerous for others outside the category ‘men.’ The shovel was perhaps the most interesting aspect of the image, since the labor usually involved large machinery, but the sign implied that traditional manual labor was the most important symbol of the work. This visual image encapsulated the endurance of the representation of ‘work’ as an undertaking suitable only for men using their muscles. The shovel in this roadside image was the preeminent sign of muscular masculinity at work, as it is throughout this book.

I will therefore in this book examine the history of the construction of ‘gender at work’ as a literary and visual trope in the Victorian period and examine the ways in which ‘men’ and ‘work’ were used as virtual synonyms and the possibility of female labor excised. The equation of men and work was part of a redefinition of the division of labor in gender terms in the nineteenth century. Sonya Rose has underscored how ‘manliness’ was emphasized in this period to exclude women from the category of ‘work’ and promote the image of the male as breadwinner (132–5).2 The Victorian period registered the most extreme form of gender segregation yet seen in an industrialized nation. This gender segregation was articulated and reinforced by images and texts that either implicitly or explicitly argued that work was ‘manly’ and therefore inappropriate for women. Like R. W. Connell I see the definition of masculinity in terms of manual labor and male ‘breadwinning’ capacity as one of the key transformations in the shift from what he terms ‘gentry masculinity’ to ‘hegemonic masculinity’ in its industrial and urban forms (Masculinities 185–99).

The next two sections explain the theoretical parameters that govern my choice of subject matter in studying ‘gender at work.’ This theoretical introduction is in many ways an attempt to explain my multifaceted reaction to the photograph of Arthur Munby and Ellen Grounds that I have used as the frontispiece for this book. This multivocal photograph sums up for me the difficulty of the subject of ‘gender at work,’ especially the complex class and gender relations between a white-collar worker like Arthur Munby and the working-class woman with whom he is posing.

In this photograph Arthur Munby is standing next to his favorite Wigan ‘pit brow girl,’ Ellen Grounds. The ‘worker’ in the photograph is female, but is wearing conventionally masculine clothing. The gentleman posing next to her is not obviously a worker and stands in an ambiguous relationship to his model. Since Munby was a writer and intellectual he has no obvious symbol that would identify him as a ‘worker.’ Ellen Grounds, by contrast, displays her shovel as if it were a trophy, much like the cricket bat or oar to be found in photographs of Victorian gentleman athletes. Where the cricket bat or oar denoted leisure as well as masculine prowess, Grounds uses the shovel as a symbol of her labor. The image thus brings into focus the Victorian separation of work and leisure as well as codes of masculinity and femininity, and suggests that, despite Victorian ideologies that mandated their difference, their boundaries were permeable.

Munby’s posture in this photograph provides a contrast with the arrangement of male bodies in the portraits examined by Louise Purbrick; in conventional Victorian formal portraits the male stance emphasized the power of the subject who faced the viewer surrounded by images that reinforced his social authority. Through dress and bodily posture the portraits represented male dominance of the public sphere of work and its separation from the private and feminine (91). Munby deviates from the conventional pose by standing sideways to the camera, while Grounds stands in the ‘masculine’ posture found in all the portraits. Also, by including the woman in the photograph Munby reinserts the feminine into the public sphere of male work, supposedly the province only of ‘men in black’ (Purbrick 93). This photograph encodes therefore contradictory codes of masculinity and femininity, and subverts the visual image of the ‘man at work’ in the formal portraits analyzed by Purbrick.

This book in its focus on men like Munby is an example of masculinity studies, which is itself indebted to feminism.3 Masculinity as a term was not even available for analysis until feminist theory had denaturalized gender categories so that they no longer seemed natural, biological givens.4 Thanks to feminist analysis, a category such as masculinity can be analyzed in social and cultural terms, and the changes in its use charted across history. Many feminists are still understandably uneasy about the very existence of masculinity studies, considering that most scholarly analysis was devoted entirely to a masculinist enterprise for decades anyway. To study men from this perspective can be seen as a retrograde activity.5

This study would certainly be retrograde if I were to assume that masculinity is a monolithic category. Rather than view ‘men’ as an unproblematic category I like others in the field, approach masculinity as context-specific, mutable and constructed through representations. Such a formulation, however, remains maddeningly vague and the ambition of this book is to give concrete examples of such forces literally ‘at work,’ or encoded in the activity of representing labor by Victorian men.

I also define ‘men’ as a relational category that must be analyzed in combination with the term ‘women.’6 Thus the photograph of Arthur Munby and Ellen Grounds is fascinating because it has a man and woman posing in front of the camera, but their bodies and clothing raise subversive questions about masculinity, femininity and work in the Victorian period. The proximity of their bodies represents visually the interplay between the man as a ‘gentleman,’ marked by clothing and bodily posture, and the woman who would not under Victorian conventions be dressed as a female because of her trousers and shovel. The shovel in particular was often seen as a masculine tool, as it is in Ford Madox Brown’s painting Work, for instance, and disrupts the identification of Ellen Grounds as feminine despite her being biologically a woman. Her ‘masculinity’ in this photograph represents visually the subversion of gender boundaries to be found in Munby’s diary, and both the visual and textual representations of gender suggest that ‘men’ and ‘women’ were interdependent categories.

I would also characterize this book as part of a ‘second wave’ of masculinity studies. The ‘first wave’ was epitomized by excellent books by James Eli Adams and Joseph Kestner. These analyses used a typology approach, in which representative categories of masculinity were generated to bring together texts, in Adams’ case ‘dandies’ and ‘saints,’ and in Kestner’s types such as the knight in armor. Adams’ incisive opening pages in Dandies and Desert Saints, which I wish I’d written myself, sketch much of the terrain that this book also covers. Adams announces his subject as the way in which the ‘manliness of intellectual labor’ was undercut by Victorian domestic ideology which implicitly feminized men’s work (1–2). His analysis then departs from my own by emphasizing that he addresses ‘affirmations of masculine identity’ that attempted to compensate for the gendered contradictions in the subject positions of male Victorian intellectuals. Rather than examine the ‘affirmative’ masculine identities in the ‘models’ of ‘the gentleman, the prophet, the dandy, the priest and the soldier’ (Adams 2), I analyze the ideological contradictions in the masculine subject position as endemic to male identity itself. Under the rubric of ‘the man at work’ I analyze the ideological contradictions caused by the Victorian division of labor for the artist and writer.

My analysis is thus closer in spirit to Kaja Silverman’s Male Subjectivity at the Margins. Silverman deploys a Freudian and Lacanian template to unpack the ideological contradictions in heteronormative masculine identity. Like Silverman I see masculine identity as undergirded by the mechanisms of splitting, projection and displacement. Unlike Silverman I locate the source of these ideological contradictions in the Protestant work ethic and the Victorian division of labor, not in Oedipal conflicts, castration anxiety or the construction of identity in Lacanian terms of the Imaginary and Symbolic. I argue throughout this analysis that the contradictions in Victorian male subjectivity were caused by an ideology that termed work as masculine and muscular; this caused particular problems for Victorian male intellectuals whose work could be viewed as feminine because it was often carried out in the domestic space and certainly did not involve muscles.

In addition to Adams and Kestner, I am indebted to Herbert Sussman’s Victorian Masculinities. Sussman does not engage his subject through typology but through an analysis of ideological contradictions that he discerns to be a hallmark of Victorian masculinity. Sussman also begins to grapple with the issue of cross indexing Victorian painting and writing through such contradictions through a brief discussion of such images as Ford Madox Brown’s Work (which is the subject of my fourth chapter). His book is therefore an important precedent for my own analysis, and I hope that the following pages expand and enrich the analysis that he inaugurated in Victorian Masculinities.

The foremost contribution of this book, therefore, is to extend this kind of ideological analysis of masculinity to a greater range of visual images and texts. I interrogate the ideologies of work in terms of class and gender encoded in paintings and photography as well as written material.7 It is in some ways much easier to interrogate visual images such as the photograph of Munby and Grounds in terms of gender identification than literary texts. Some excellent analyses of masculinity in terms of clothing have been published, most notably John Harvey’s Men in Black and David Kuchta’s The Three Piece Suit. Men in Black charts how a veritable uniform of black clothing for men was created in the nineteenth century, and The Three Piece Suit examines class relations through the adoption of an aristocratic form of dress by middle-class men.8 Examining written texts for such signifiers of gender is more problematic because, just as men and women can ‘pass’ for another gender if suitably disguised, in language a man can ‘write as’ a woman or a woman write a book under a male pseudonym. I am particularly interested in the following pages in cases where men identified imaginatively with and ‘wrote as’ people of a different gender or class and attempted to transcend what were in the Victorian period held to be immutable biological and social markers.

I analyze men whose work placed them in Victorian terms symbolically close to the feminine, but their intellectual labor was also class specific. For this reason I don’t examine milliners, cooks or other workers whose physical labor was potentially feminized but who were considered of a lower class than male intellectuals. I could indeed have included such men but this would have been a different book as a result, much closer in spirit to such studies as E. P. Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class or Regenia Gagnier’s Subjectivities in focusing more on working-class culture as represented by the working classes themselves.9 While my analysis is similar to such recent studies of male subjectivity as those by Arlene Young and Jim Hammerton, who examine the subject position of lower-middle-class men, I examine a higher social class.10

I do not examine how the working classes represented themselves, but how they were represented by men from a class position that would have been considered ‘above’ them in Victorian terms. The men in this study are of high social status and would have been recognized from their clothing and language as having privileged backgrounds; they would have considered themselves ‘gentlemen.’11 As Karen Volland Waters remarks, ‘if a man could appear to attain prosperity without resorting to manual labor, he might be considered a gentleman’ (17); this opposition between the gentleman who does not resort to manual labor and the representation of labor via images of the working classes points to one of the schisms in Victorian middle-class masculinity that I chart in the following pages. While a gentleman’s identity was often defined in opposition to the working classes, manual labor was also represented as the preeminent symbol of manly industry, which created a contradiction between the representation of ‘manliness’ and the subject position of the male artist or writer.

My interest in this area is similar to Patricia E. Johnson’s in Hidden Hands. Where she approaches the topic from the vantage point of working-class women, I approach work from the perspective of middle-class men. In an excellent passage in her Introduction, Johnson discusses the relationship between gender and class ideologies in the Victorian period that demonstrate ‘the masculine bias in the construct of the Victorian working class and the middle-class bias in its construct of femininity’ (8).12 The men I analyze in this book are caught between a masculinity that they represent in working-class terms, and a middle-class identity that is implicitly feminized. Contradictory codes of class and gender thus create ideological conflicts within Victorian masculinity.

I do not completely jettison the category ‘men’ in my analysis of Victorian masculinities. The problem with rejecting ‘men’ as a category can be seen in John Stoltenberg’s Refusing to be a Man. Stoltenberg is not rejecting his masculinity totally but rather trying to reject those aspects of masculinity that oppress women. His book is a guilt-ridden exploration of the many injustices perpetrated under the rubric ‘men.’ He cannot, however, simply reject his ascribed social identity no matter how much he dislikes it, and his revulsion at oppression leads him to ignore the positive social uses of a term like ‘men.’ The problem is not in the term itself but in the ways in which it is used.

Given that masculinity operates in a wider cultural environment, the crucial question becomes whether or not representations of men are repressive or empowering. I pose this question rather than reject the category ‘men’ outright. Different deployments of the label ‘men’ need to be analyzed in terms of their ‘cultural work,’ or their ideological import, rather than simply negated as Stoltenberg does in ‘refusing’ to be a man. While all the men in this study would have professed themselves to be defenders of women, the effect of their representations was often unintentionally to make women’s lives more difficult. The effect of their representations was determined by the wider culture and they could not, just as Stoltenberg cannot, simply ‘refuse to be a man.’

Problematic uses of the category ‘men’ are often referred to as ‘hegemonic masculinity.’ This term is used by authors such as Michael Kimmel and R. W. Connell to denote a dominant form of masculinity against which other ways of behaving are considered deviant or inferior. I would qualify this use of masculinity by pointing out that Antonio Gramsci, from whose thought the term ‘hegemony’ derives, did not see ‘hegemony’ as something only imposed from without but also as a way of thinking and behaving that was internalized by the subject.13 Stoltenberg objects to a ‘hegemonic masculinity’ that is used to oppress women because he is afraid he has internalized it as part of his identity. To ‘refuse to be a man’ is to reject ‘hegemonic masculinity’ in both these senses, but I would argue that it is impossible to escape being interpellated by gender identity within a social context and that it behooves men to discriminate between repressive and enabling forms of masculinity.14

The impossibility of refusing one’s gender identity was even more evident in the Victorian period than it is now. The idea of ‘refusing to be a man’ would be unthinkable in Victorian terms. Even the most subversive sexual dissident analyzed in these pages, Arthur Munby, is recognizably a man in his photographs and would have identified himself as masculine. Rather than reject masculinity and recognize himself as a ‘feminine man’ (a contradiction in terms in Victorian culture) he played out his resistance to masculinity through an imaginative identification with women like Grounds, who dressed like a man and carried out physical labor.15 Within the cultural field of Victorian gender identities being a dandy was about as close as any man could come to rejecting his masculinity.16

I often make generalizations in the following pages about ‘Victorian’ men. Like the category ‘men,’ the term ‘Victorian’ can be called into question. There are obvious questions about when to begin the ‘Victorian’ period; in 1832 with the First Reform Bill, in 1837 with Victoria’s ascension to the throne, or at a point where Britain ceased to be an agricultural and became an industrialized and urban society. My own study begins in the 1840s when, I would argue, the effects of industrialization on the gender and class definitions of work began to be felt most strongly. Like Rose, I believe that gender relations were transformed by industrialization and see the 1840s as a crucial moment in the creation of gendered ideologies of work. This was the period in which ‘male unionists… began to argue that women’s hours and jobs ought to be restricted’ (Rose 57) and marks the beginning of a sustained effort that lasted up until the 1880s to define ‘work’ as appropriate solely for men and to restrict the possibilities of women’s employment. In the 1880s the New Woman and new technologies challenged this assertion of masculine prerogative at work. New technologies of writing helped subvert the gendered definition of ‘man’s work’ and provoked a crisis of male self-definition that is visible in many late Victorian texts, especially in the novels of George Gissing.

Male Victorian identity was modeled on the Protestant work ethic. Max Weber in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism summarizes this ethos: guided by John Calvin’s teaching, the ‘work ethic’ assumed that all people, especially men, were constrained to labor by the will of God, and that thrift and sobriety were necessary for salvation.17 These ideals find their expression in the Victorian period in an emphasis upon self-discipline, self-denial and hard work. During the Victorian period ‘everyone proclaimed that man was created to work’ and so the refusal or inability to work was castigated and seen as ‘a moral and social sin’ (Houghton 189). The compulsion to labor was thus made an integral part of normative masculinity.

Weber suggests that the virtues inculcated by the Protestant work ethic were best suited to the ‘clerk, labourer, or domestic worker’ (139) which leaves open the question of how these values would relate to intellectual occupations.18 The problem posed for such intellectual workers is that ‘inactive contemplation’ is valueless in this schema of physical labor; the work ethic was enforced through ‘passionate preaching of hard continuous bodily or mental labour’ (158), but it is of course easier to measure physical activity than contemplative studies that may look ‘inactive’ on the physical level. This was an especially important problem because ‘idleness’ was seen as inviting the influence of Satan and the flesh (Weber 157; Houghton 245). Mental labor was not obviously a form of exertion in the same way as physical toil, and could thus be seen as idleness. Idleness, it was believed, would lead to sin and should be repudiated through self-disciplined physical exertion.

The imperative to work was thus a counter to the threat of sexuality. Weber does not comment on the gender basis of this doctrine, but, as we shall see, while work was seen as antidote to temptation for men, it was viewed as having the opposite effect on women. For women to work was often represented as releasing a dangerous sexuality rather than repressing sexual desire. Therefore, while it was appropriate for men to work, for women it was seen as an inappropriate libidinal activity.

The obligation to work was most often expressed in the Victorian terms as a ‘duty.’ William Wordsworth summed up this concept in his ‘Ode to Duty,’ a poem that navigates a complex path between a divine imperative and a self-imposed discipline.19 The poem begins by invoking duty as ‘Stern Daughter of the Voice of God’ (line 1) but this disciplinary force is tempered by an appeal to ‘freedom.’ By the middle of the poem Wordsworth argues that ‘my submissiveness was choice’ (line 45) so that even though he will be Duty’s ‘bondsman’ his self-discipline is freely chosen. The poem carries out in microcosm the redefinition of duty from a divine edict into an appeal to a ‘spirit of self-sacrifice’ (line 62) that esteems self-denial and self-restraint above all else. It encapsulates within one poem the translation of the Protestant work ethic from a divine edict into a self-imposed discipline.

Wordsworth’s poetry was widely influential in the Victorian period, and lines from the ‘Ode to Duty’ in particular were reproduced in Elizabeth Gaskell’s Ruth, which Stephen Gill characterizes as ‘a novel about Duty’ (143).20 While Ruth definitely does explore ideas of duty and self-sacrifice it is also a novel about women’s work. Disturbingly, the heroine of the novel dies as a result of her labors as a nurse, and so joins the gallery of expiring women workers that I discuss in Chapter 2. Rather than a male Bildungsroman in which the protagonist finds a vocation, the novel reinforces the idea that work is at some level fatal for women. Where work countered sin for men, in Gaskell’s schema it redeems the woman through death. As we shall see in Chapter 2, Gaskell is in this narrative participating in a literary and visual tradition that equated women, work and death.

Perhaps the most important distinction between the original ‘Protestant work ethic’ and its Victorian version is the internalization of the compulsion to work as a mark of masculine morality.21 Where originally work may have been a necessity for all people, in the Victorian period it was seen primarily as a masculine duty. Whereas early in the century Thomas Carlyle specifically invoked God as the origin of the compulsion to work, by the 1880s the compulsion to work was described as a moral issue and a question of masculine character. The drive to work became less a divine order than a discipline that originated within the subject. Following the model of the internalization of discipline proposed by Norbert Elias in The Civilizing Process, the compulsion to work in the Victorian period was increasingly represented as a natural masculine desire to labor as part of a healthy psyche. This emphasis is made explicit in a letter by the Rev. R. Shilleto to the Headmaster of Harrow quoted by David Newsome:

Do, my dear Montagu, throw into your Sixth Form your own love of work. Make them feel the manliness, the health, the duty… of work. (Newsome 195)

Education, as an essential part of the civilizing process, is here represented as reinforcing work as integral to masculine health.22 To embody masculinity most successfully, the Headmaster is exhorted to inculcate an internalized ‘love of work’ that will presumably last well beyond the Sixth Form and shape the adult character of his pupils. Work and manliness are assumed to be equivalent terms in this list, which represents work as ‘healthy’ for both body and mind.23

There is continuity from Thomas Carlyle through to George Gissing that marks them as Victorian men in their belief that work was a necessity for a healthy male identity. Often these same men found it difficult to live up to the Victorian ideal of the diligent ‘man at work,’ who sacrificed his desires and practiced self-denial and self-control, and some rebelled overtly against its constraints. Nonetheless, they are all marked as Victorian men in the terms of my study through their belief in the centrality of work for manliness and the need to repress desire in favor of sustained, self-denying labor.

So integral was the idea of working for masculine identity that even a radical figure like William Morris could not imagine a world in which men chose not to work. Instead in News from Nowhere he imagines a world in which work has become pleasure and every man (though not necessarily every woman) works voluntarily. This is obviously a Utopian solution to the perennial problem of the existence of dirty, unpleasant or even dangerous jobs. Far from rejecting work as a category, Morris makes the internalization of the work ethic even more pervasive so that people labor not from economic necessity but because of enjoyment. This is the most extreme example of the internalization of the work ethic and the way in which it replaced the compulsion to toil as an economic necessity with a self-imposed duty in Victorian texts. While Morris wanted to escape the existence of oppression, as a product of Victorian culture he could not reject the definition of work in terms of masculine self-discipline.

Culture at Work

The unifying term in my title is ‘culture.’24 The term plays a crucial role in bringing together ‘men’ and ‘work.’ All the men I analyze in this book produce ‘culture’ as part of their work, and these days would be labeled as working in the ‘culture industry.’ ‘Culture industry’ is another term, like ‘feminine men,’ that would make no sense in the Victorian context. ‘Industry’ in the Victorian context refers to the creation of material goods, as well as to a host of ideals connected with work, but not to books and paintings. These were not ‘industrial’ products but part of ‘culture’ in the Arnoldian sense of a high culture that represents the highest aspirations of a society. All the men in this book are involved in creating high culture, and would see themselves as distinct from working-class men who produced material goods.

I use ‘culture’ in a way that aligns me with cultural studies, but there is a crucial ambiguity in the term that informs my choice of subject in this book. Raymond Williams charted the shift in meaning of ‘culture’ in Culture and Society, noting how it was increasingly used to refer to a ‘way of life’ rather than ‘high culture.’ While cultural studies dismiss the distinction between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture, the residual meaning of the term ‘culture’ as referring to works of high social status remains. I am interested in this book in men who were artists and intellectuals and would consider themselves ‘cultured’ in the Arnoldian sense, which would set them apart socially from the working classes. Often this distinction was more imaginary than real, but it was a powerful dividing line nonetheless.

The subjects of my book, particularly John Ruskin and William Morris, used the category of ‘work’ to try to cross class boundaries and express their support for the working classes. Arnold, by contrast, used ‘culture’ as a unifying principle in much the same way to oppose the forces of ‘mechanization’ and Philistinism (Arnold 96–7). However, the class politics of Arnoldian culture were quite different from theirs, and his concept of culture was articulated in opposition to the ‘anarchy’ of working-class radicalism. Arnold’s class politics provide a useful corrective to the rosy use of ‘culture’ as a universal glue to bind together different social groups. Ruskin, for instance, had to admit that his attempt to write to ‘the labourers of England’ in Fors Clavigera was failing, although he hoped that over time his message would be appreciated (Fors II 121). Like the Ferry Hincksey road project that I discuss in Chapter 6, Ruskin in his writing and utopian projects found that Victorian class difference could not be erased so easily. Even though Arnold would have argued that culture as ‘perfection’ transcended class positions, he was under no illusions that his evangelical attempts to reform Victorian society through a secular religion would be welcomed by the middle or working classes. His recognition of Victorian class politics is therefore a useful corrective both to contemporary celebrations of ‘culture’ as a universal panacea and to the tendency of the Victorian intellectuals that I analyze to forget the differences between themselves and their working-class subjects. When they celebrated ‘work’ writers from Carlyle to Ruskin would forget the differences between their labors and the kind of toil expected by the working class subjects that they represented in texts and images.

The subjects of my book are therefore all implicated in Arnoldian ‘high’ culture even when they celebrate working-class labor.25 Arthur Munby, for instance, although he worked in an undemanding clerical position, had aspirations to be a poet. He felt his taste for images of working-class women simply marked him as ahead of his time, and that people in the future would be able to appreciate the aesthetic qualities of women like Ellen Grounds. The writers and artists in this book quite obviously aspired to a position in high culture, although they often sought to make cultural artifacts either more accessible to the working classes, or to embody the working classes in print or oil paint. While I use the term ‘culture’ to denote a shared set of beliefs about how the world is organized, I am also still incorporating a residual sense of the word as referring to creative artifacts that have a high social status. This interest in ‘culture’ as Arnold would have understood it is what sets this book apart from an art historical, social historical or sociological analysis and guides my choice of subject matter.

All the men studied in this book possessed what in contemporary terms would be called ‘cultural capital.’ Quite often this ‘cultural capital’ was at odds with their actual financial resources, as it was for Ford Madox Brown for instance. Brown worked in oil painting, which had high social status, but was frequently under pressure to earn money as quickly as possible to support his household. He had great difficulty defining his own social standing because of this status incongruity. While aware of this incongruity, Brown did not express it directly but instead represented it through his paintings of working-class men. His attempt to elevate working-class navvies to noble heroes is an imaginative compensation for the uncertainties of his own position as a man who aspired to the status of a ‘gentleman’ but had to work for a living.

I must confess that I am myself a victim of many of the ideologies of work that I analyze in this book, especially as a salaried professional who carries out what is often unpaid overtime. The boundaries of my ‘work’ are extremely blurred, as they are for many of the men I study, and it is frequently unclear whether I am working or at leisure. Many people would consider reading a Victorian novel a leisure activity, although of course for me it is work. My work also often puts me, like the subjects of my book, in situations that place me symbolically close to what is thought of still, despite decades of feminist analysis, as ‘women’s work.’

For instance, I would in the past quite frequently take care of my preschool children in public during the day, and feel some anxiety because I might be perceived as somehow less than masculine because I was not ‘at work.’ Did people think, I wondered, that I was unemployed? Or a male nanny? Was I perceived as just ‘babysitting’ even though I was as much a parent as my wife? Such thoughts would make me angry as I experienced the unspoken social pressure on me to conform to models of masculinity, especially the role of the breadwinner. I was on a personal level experiencing both the ‘substantial changes in the division of labour’ that Maclnnes describes in The End of Masculinity (1–2), but also the pressure of social expectations that lagged far behind such structural changes. This personal experience has provided much of the impetus for this analysis.

This book also continues an analysis of masculinity inaugurated with my first book. For the cover of A Community of One I used a painting of Charles Reade in his study and analyzed it in terms of the effaced female presence in the room. Trev Lynn Broughton has since extended this analysis to consider the status of men in their studies as part of her ongoing examination of Victorian masculinity.26 I have developed my own analysis in another direction and would now view that image as one of a man at work, with all the inherent contradictions of male intellectual labor in the Victorian domestic context.

Writing this book has often led to an amusing (for me at any rate) response when people have asked me what I am researching; I would tell them that I was ‘working on work’ and then marvel at the incredible complexity generated by the ideological contradictions in this apparently innocuous phrase. To even answer the question I would have to consider what was meant by ‘work’ and then deal with the self-consciousness of studying what one is doing whilst engaged in writing. There is a less amusing side to ‘working on work’ in that it is a frustratingly slippery category. Writing this book has often felt like trying to map the contours of a blob that changed shape every time that I thought I had its boundaries fixed. My problem is akin to that sketched by Connell in his essay on ‘Intellectuals and Intellectual Work’ where he tries to dispel the mystification of writing as work whilst saying that ‘in writing this paper I am doing a job of work’ (Which Way is Up? 238). The tautology ‘job of work’ shows how such discussions of writing as work can seem like an exercise in repetition of categories.27

I sometimes wish that I was not so interested in the word ‘work.’ As I shall explain in the next section, it is a complex term and it was ubiquitous in the Victorian period. Setting aside the Victorian period for a moment, the term ‘work’ was also invoked frequently where I lived in Texas while writing this book, and is still a problematic term. Texas is a ‘right to work’ state. The phrase sounds vaguely empowering and good for workers until you realize what it really means. My wages were much lower than colleagues in other states because ‘right to work’ legislation is really aimed at weakening unions. In fact, if I were to have gone on strike for more pay I could have been summarily fired; so a ‘right to work’ statute in Texas meant that I lost the right to refuse to work.

This is just one example, and a particularly glaring one, of how the word ‘work’ can be used for hegemonic purposes. Much more subtle are the ways in which people are encouraged to identify themselves in terms of their work and to pass judgment on those who do not work. Weber, in an overly pessimistic conclusion to The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, refers to ‘the cage’ of a soulless, mechanized approach to life that he sees as the legacy of the work ethic (181–3). This conclusion ignores the widespread desire for meaningful activity that leads people to labor whether they are paid to do so or not. I would not myself feel comfortable if I did not work, but analyzing the effect of a term like ‘work’ in the context of Victorian culture helps show the ways in which the term continues to have disturbing implications. ‘Work’ can be an oppressive term, especially if one is a worker caught within its many contradictions. ‘Work’ is often used as a stick with which to beat the lower classes, both in the Victorian period and today. It is also a term, however, that many people, including myself, have internalized and we must live with its ideological contradictions. The men in this book represented these contradictions in their writing and painting. The chief difficulty for all of them, as for me, was in defining the term ‘work.’

Defining ‘Work’

Work is a term that can encompass the whole range of human activities, and is a complex signifier that shifts with context.28 Anything can at some point be considered ‘work’ if it results in payment or is carried out at the behest of somebody else. The most obvious example of this is child care. An adult attending to the needs of a child can have a range of possible meanings, from a parent caring for a child, to a casual babysitter looking after a child for a short term while the parents are away, to a teacher supervising children for large parts of a day on behalf of the State. These activities in themselves could provide the basis for an entire book as they bring into consideration the history of the family, the relationship between children and labor, and the creation of a national system of compulsory education. In the Victorian period it would have been especially difficult to recognize any of these activities as work if they were carried out by women, because work was defined as the prerogative of masculinity.29

Work was the foundation of male identity in the Victorian period, but as an unstable marker it proved an insecure basis on which to build subjectivity.30 Many studies have addressed the ways in which the Victorian attempt to construct women’s identity on the work/woman axis was riddled with contradictions and fissures.31 The most striking example of this is sewing, which was an occupation that cut across class and gender lines. The ubiquity of sewing made it possible for male authors and artists like Thomas Hood and Richard Redgrave to create images with broad popular appeal. However, such images also elided the distinction between the ‘lady’ and the working woman, or even worse the ‘fallen’ woman and thus drew upon problematic Victorian gender ideologies.32

Equally, male attempts to represent work as rough, ennobling labor foundered on the class distinctions between ‘brain work’ and what they represented as ‘real’ work. While male intellectuals might romanticize working-class labor, their own work had little in common with the manual labor they idealized. They thus subverted their own social position while advocating the primacy of manual labor.

What counts as ‘work’ shifts across histories and cultures.33 While it may be argued that this is true for any word (as a glance at the Oxford English Dictionary will reveal) some words are more important than others. The word for ‘turnip,’ for example, means a different vegetable in England and Scotland, but apart from a culinary surprise for tourists the difference has little ideological import.34 The term ‘work,’ on the other hand, was used from such radically different perspectives in the Victorian period that it is vital to map the ideological implications in the deployment of the term. Not only did the word mean radically different things to different people, but it also underwent significant changes in reference. In the Victorian period the term ‘work’ was redefined in terms of gender.35

In brief, certain forms of labor in this period were defined as inappropriate for women and thus gendered male. While women continued to work in many occupations, such as mining for example, the assumption was articulated from the 1840s onward that these forms of labor were appropriate only for men. The redefinition of occupations and the Chartist call for ‘universal manhood suffrage’ are part of a gender conflict in this period in which male dominance was asserted at the expense of the woman worker (Johnson Hidden Hands 10). While there has been much excellent work on how this process affected women and separated them from the masculine world of ‘work,’ more attention needs to be paid to how these changes affected men.

In particular, the subject of this book is men whose labor placed them in close proximity to ‘women’s work.’ This was often represented through an imagery of hands; a writer’s hands would be soft and not calloused, whereas the men they idealized would have rough and dirty skin. Their intellectual labor was thus not immediately or obviously ‘masculine’ and as a result they faced difficulties in representing what they did as manly work. Just as women’s bodies were ‘unstable’ so were men’s when it came to representing work; men’s hands, if uncalloused and clean, could appear dangerously close to a woman’s hand rather than a worker’s hand.36

Arthur Munby is again a crucial reference point in this regard.
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