The Importance of Being Ordinary

Abstract
This paper identifies the significance of ‘the ordinary’ in Richard Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy and notes its distinction from philosophies of ‘the everyday’ that have been ascendant in recent cultural studies theory. It does this in order to oppose the rhetorical use of ordinariness promoted by conservative politicians such as Australian Prime Minister John Howard. Such etymological specificity is argued to be necessary so that cultural studies and other scholars can continue to promote the relationships of empathy in class-segregated societies that Howard’s use of ordinariness strategically lacks.
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cecily. I don’t think you will require neckties. Uncle Jack is sending you to Australia.

algernon. Australia! I’d sooner die.

Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest

Introduction

ordinary. 4. Chiefly of a person: not distinguished by rank or position; of low social position; relating to, or characteristic of, the common people; common, vulgar; unrefined, low, coarse. (Oxford)
Richard Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy challenged established modes of analysing working class culture by focusing attention on the ‘ordinary’ people that had been lacking from scholarly studies: 

I am writing particularly of the majority who take their lives much as they find them, and in that way are not different from the majority in other classes; of what some trade union leaders, when they are regretting a lack of interest in their movements, call ‘the vast apathetic mass’; of what, song-writers call, by way of compliment, ‘just plain folk’; of what the working-classes themselves describe, more soberly, as ‘the general run of people’. (Hoggart, 1958: 22)

For Hoggart, the working class was only noticed when it behaved in pre-appointed ways, namely, pursuing workers’ rights. Historical accounts accorded too much emphasis to these ‘political’ manifestations of working-class cultural achievement, while sociological studies quantified particular dispositions and preferences with little feel for the ‘grass-roots’ of the culture (Hoggart, 1958: 16). In both cases, categorical descriptions erased the dignity of the individual as well as any sense of variety or depth to working-class experience. Moreover, the critic’s distance from the culture hindered attempts to adequately reflect its significance and function. The Uses of Literacy therefore offered a grounded, local analysis as the surest critique of the broad claims that had been made for ‘the’ working class as a whole. In a construction worth remembering, Hoggart wrote against that genre of ‘middle-class Marxist’ who had the effect of ‘part-pitying’ and ‘part-patronising’ the working class ‘beyond any semblance of reality’. (Hoggart, 1958: 16)

There are two things to take from Hoggart’s idea of ordinariness. Firstly, the way that it revealed the categories for scholarly analysis to be so narrow that only the exceptional in society were worthy of study. To suggest that the majority of working-class lives remained outside of analytic attention pointed to a fundamental problem in the academic value system. The second point is the recognition that most people in the working and middle classes demonstrate a profound lack of interest in politics. Daily life hinges upon the twin axes of home and neighbourhood, with the wider world kept at a safe distance. Hoggart purposefully avoided reference to the outwardly political actors within the working class because they were a minority. This distinguished between the working-class movement and the culture in its entirety.

This sense of ordinariness is worth reconsidering in light of recent developments in Australian politics which use it to display an ideological position in fierce contradiction to Hoggart’s intentions. Over the past ten years, appeals to ordinariness have proven extremely successful for the Australian Liberal Party Prime Minister John Howard, who has cultivated an image of being an ‘ordinary Australian’ who is therefore able to speak with authority on behalf of other ‘ordinary Australians’ at the expense of large sections of the population. This strategy, identified in the bulk of media commentary surrounding the 10 year anniversary of Howard’s election in 2006, has proven remarkably difficult for cultural studies critics to oppose. As I will discuss in more detail, the key intellectuals providing a robust critique of Howard’s style have been from political science, in the figure of Judith Brett (2005; 2003; 1992), or cultural anthropology, particularly the psychoanalytic approach of Ghassan Hage (2003). But a cultural studies reading, based on the ethics of ordinariness promoted by the field’s British pioneers, has been crucially absent from public debate. Indeed, in Australia today, cultural studies critics are themselves the ones subject to the charge of ‘middle-class Marxism’, part of a misguided and utopian urban ‘elite’ lamenting the lack of political zeal amongst suburban mums and dads. 

To begin to understand this scenario, we might observe how Howard’s lexical choices resonate with Hoggart’s in the following television interview: 

I believe in being average and ordinary. One of the reasons I do is that’s who I am. I’m out of the lower middle class of Australia if you can use that kind of expression. That’s my background. I’m very proud of it. That’s who I am. The other thing is that Australians are deeply sceptical people. It’s one of the great differences between Australians and Americans. We’re far more sceptical than the Americans. They [sic] spot humbug and pretension and people who have delusions of grandeur and they spot it very quickly and they’re unerring in their instinct. (O’Brien, 2006)

Taken from one of many interviews during his election anniversary, this quotation encapsulates the fluidity with which Howard uses ordinariness in his public statements. The grammatically perplexing shift from a personal ‘republican’ style of political performance in the use of ‘I’ and ‘we’ to his more commonly performed ‘realist’ style of political observation in the rapid leap to the third person allows him to identify preferred aspects of the Australian character.
 In doing so, Howard evokes a similar language to Hoggart and his British contemporary Raymond Williams, both of whom sought to question any sense that to be cultured involved pretentiousness, as if culture were a thing to be owned, jealously treasured and displayed. The idea of ordinariness that mobilised the rigorously sceptical cultural studies approach in The Uses of Literacy operates with the same logic—indeed, is difficult to distinguish from—the arch anti-elitism regularly espoused by Howard. It is for this reason, I suggest, that Howard’s discursive persona has proven so challenging for Australian cultural studies critics to describe, let alone oppose: it relies on the same mobilising tenets as cultural studies itself. In what follows, I want to consider what happens when the ordinary—the most unaligned, apolitical category Hoggart sought to establish—becomes the most political category at work in public discourse. This is also to ask what new tactics are required when the ordinary—the very route to eliciting empathy for others in Hoggart’s use—is now the precise means by which a government curtails the possibility of empathy.

Hoggart’s ordinariness  

ordinary. not different or special or unexpected in any way; usual (Cambridge)
The key to Hoggart’s politics of empathy is contained in the passage above: it is directed to ‘the majority who take their lives much as they find them, and in that way are not different from the majority in other classes’. Hoggart employed an affective voice to build a relationship between the majority on each side of class-segregated Britain. Rather than affirming the distant and scrutinising gaze of the middle-class academic, he encouraged the reader to care about the lives of the people discussed. The most striking example of Hoggart’s appeal to ordinariness in The Uses of Literacy is the section titled ‘Them’ and ‘Us’ (Hoggart, 1958: 72-101). The them/us distinction refers to the working-class habits of speech that exercise an ideological closure, separating ‘their’ world from those that, to all outside appearances, run it. Drawing a barrier between ‘them’ and ‘us’ in everyday dealings is a way of making a subordinate position acceptable. It relegates the surveillant Other to a distant and therefore comfortable place in the context of daily routines. In Hoggart’s account those to be labelled ‘them’ include work bosses, police, magistrates, doctors, means test officials and employment exchange bureaucrats. The term refers to those representatives of the outside world with whom working-class people might have some contact. In Hoggart’s reading the separation has the effect of marginalising ‘them’, because ‘they’ have no place in ‘our’ world. It’s therefore a device for deflating authority, but significantly, it is a means to designate and pinpoint those who are seen as a threat to the separation (them/us) itself. 

I describe this depiction as empathetic (Gregg, 2006) because Hoggart seems to wager that anyone reading might feel outrage at the prospect of an outside force influencing access to loved ones, or dictating the terms on which a life can be conducted. These bureaucratic Others in pre-WWII Britain had the power to break up families, to incarcerate members away from the otherwise self-contained, tight community of neighbourhood and kin. With his insider’s perspective on the insecurity and instability of this world, Hoggart encourages readers to appreciate the lack of power these families feel in protecting their own. He reveals how ‘ordinary’ people come to terms with what is a negligible agency. The voice is successful because it articulates values shared by both the working and middle class—in particular the privileged place of family—so as to maximise an affective response to the illustrated circumstances. For the reader unfamiliar with this kind of life, Hoggart’s discourse of empathy seeks a projection of one’s own likely reaction to these influences on normal domestic freedoms, threats that otherwise might not be contemplated, much less realised. It relies on the shared cross-cultural appeal of family as a trigger that might generate empathy with the position of working-class people yet to see the effects of economic improvements post-war. In Hoggart’s use, then, ordinariness is the way to generate empathy from and for others. It takes the reader inside an unfamiliar culture, but draws out shared values that act as powerful affective magnets. This is how his writing transcends the economic or class based distinctions of traditional labour politics. 

Hoggart’s discourse of empathy was a model for scholarly writing to bridge the spatial, institutional, economic and cultural divides in society—a way of learning about others we may not normally encounter, and how to ‘communicate respectfully and equitably’ with them as a result (Hartley, 1999: 28). Hoggart’s pedagogical gift ‘was to teach his readers how to see ‘them’ (contemporary populations) as ‘we’ (fellow-readers); how to make seeing into knowledge; how to ‘know’ how others see. He made the relation between analyst and analysed convivial not conflictual’ (ibid). 

But, like Williams, Hoggart also insisted that working-class culture was dense, stimulating and all-encompassing. Both sought to nullify the way in which culture could be rarefied or converted into a mere competency to perform. As Williams famously wrote: ‘Culture is ordinary. An interest in learning or the arts is simple, pleasant and natural. A desire to know what is best, and to do what is good, is the whole positive nature of man. We are not to be scared from these things by noises’ (Williams, 1958: 78). This twinned emphasis, a pride in working class culture and a concerted attack on pretension, is the exact basis upon which John Howard’s earlier statement relies. It is also the twinned emphasis that has been lost in more recent permutations of ‘the ordinary’ in cultural studies, particularly when it has been used synonymously with the French tradition of thought surrounding the quotidien.

John Hartley has been the key exception to this trend, although for different reasons. He claims the ‘semio-history’ of ordinariness promised in Hoggart’s work 

have been somewhat lost, or clouded at least, in the adversarial Left-Right politics of politicized academic study in the 1970s and 1980s; in the invention of cultural studies as a theorized form of identity politics; in the methodological disputes between so-called realists and so-called textualists, social scenes and humanities, modernists and postmodernists, rationalists and romantics. Cultural studies… has begun to forget its commitment to ordinariness as a positive civic goal. (Hartley, 1999: 16)

It is the specifically British tradition of ordinariness that the preference for ‘the everyday’ tends to erase (Gibson, 2001; McCarthy, 2006). This may be because French philosophy appears more fashionable as a heritage; or, the combined impact of both Henri Lefebvre and Michel de Certeau’s different inflections may simply outweigh the writing of Hoggart and Williams by appearing more recently to English readers in translation. Regardless, it is to some critical detriment that the ordinary has become generally interchangeable with the familiar, the routine, the mainstream and the average in cultural studies, leading some to suggest that ‘the ordinary has been systematically denigrated in the very act of being theorized as “everyday life” (Sandywell, 2004: 161). Reclaiming the conceptual rigour of the term therefore involves ‘a shared rejection of fixed, static and foundational presuppositions’ of ordinariness, to allow for ‘an awareness of the complex mediated nature of “ordinary life” situated in class, gender, ethnic and sexual differences’ (Sandywell, 2004: 174).

Howard’s ordinariness

ordinary (colloquial) unpleasant to deal with; displeasing (Macquarie)

Winning the 1996 election campaign with the promise to govern ‘for all of us’, John Howard has carefully depicted his Labor Party opponents as serving the so-called sectional interests of an urban based intellectual elite (when it isn’t simply a mouthpiece for the union movement). In contrast, the Liberal Party emphasises the shared values—what it calls the ‘mainstream values’—of ordinary Australians. Judith Brett’s research indicates that this tactic did not originate with Howard but with former Prime Minister Robert Menzies (not incidentally, Howard’s only remaining competitor as longest serving Prime Minister). Menzies described his political mandate as governing on behalf of ‘The Forgotten People’, a fictitious construct which targeted the comfortably-off white middle class. Its genius lay in its lack of overt class based terminology, and instead, its appeal to decency. Membership was not ‘based on a person’s economic role, as in Labor’s class-based schema. Rather it is based on virtue, strength of character, respectability and sense of responsibility. These are qualities possessed by individual people, and anyone may possess them, no matter what their job or their level of material wealth. Membership of the middle class is thus open to anyone who identifies with its virtues’ (Brett, 2005: 12). As Brett observes, ‘a system of classification of this kind, which is based on people’s individual moral qualities, has wide commonsense appeal. It accords with Australians’ egalitarian manners, in which we treat people on their merits’ (ibid.). This egalitarianism permeates other aspects of Australian culture, for instance, in popular genres of television (Bonner 2003). Ordinariness operates under the presumption of social cohesion, whether in relation to family, leisure practices, or domestic life in general. Any distinctions which draw difference to light—education, occupation or accent, for instance—are either downplayed or forcibly absent (Bonner, 2003: 51). 

In Howard’s more recent application, the idea of ordinariness Menzies established takes on a further dimension. It is rarely left as a positive trait in its own right, open to the expansive interpretation so crucial to Menzies’ deployment of the term. There is a defensiveness in Howard’s use of ordinariness which positions his politics against an implied Other. As Fiona Allon has argued:

Rather than simply opposing the workplace and home as did Menzies, Howard instead depicts the traditional home and nuclear family as under threat, in the process of being disfranchised by ‘privileged interest groups’, ‘minority fundamentalism’ and ‘political correctness’—code, of course, for all the alternative and not so alternative life-styles and groups of which he disapproves. (Allon, 1997: 12)

The clearest instance of this oppositional tactic I have mentioned is the consistency with which the opinions of ordinary Australians are used as a corrective to the so-called intellectual ‘elite’, with its attendant signifieds including Left-wing, intellectual, educated, media literate, member of the ‘chattering classes’ or the chardonnay- or café latte-drinking set. But this is only one of a range of remarkably flexible analogies and alternatives that can be mapped on to the same binary, such as when ordinariness is used in contrast to:

· Special interests: groups seeking redress for a perceived grievance, including Indigenous Australians, women, alternative, particularly queer lifestyles, the environmental lobby, and entire political parties such as The Greens and Labor depending on the issue;

· ‘Politically correct’: the excesses of inclusive language, including the niceties of a ‘mushy multiculturalism’ that is simply outdated in an era of terrorism. Such sentiments were evident when Liberal politician Danna Vale was hardly rebuked for expressing her anxiety that Australians are ‘aborting themselves out of existence’ and will soon be outnumbered by Muslims;

· Muslim: the default subjectivity of those who refuse to ‘integrate’ into ‘ordinary Australia’. This leads to scenarios whereby Western notions of feminist equality and dress can be physically enforced, just as the failure to bring a towel to Cronulla Beach can be taken as a signal inciting mob violence. 

While Howard himself may not invoke all of these antonyms for ‘ordinariness’, the number of times that he does make concerted contrasts nonetheless establishes the conditions for such an alarming chain of equivalence to emerge. Howard has recognised that ordinariness gains traction as a political tool by virtue of the number of ways it can summon an implicit, and sometimes explicit, opposite. 

While in Hoggart’s use an appeal to ordinariness was the very route towards building empathy, in Howard’s it is the precise means by which the possibility of empathy is curtailed. And unlike Hoggart, who valued the them/us distinction because it offered a defence mechanism in response to a lack of power in the wider world, in Howard’s utterances it is a defence mechanism formulated to maintain a position of power. This is a situation in which the ordinary has become the default political subjectivity, standing in place of explicit political agendas by denying its politicised nature.

[ Insert Table ]

Conclusion: Reclaiming a politics of empathy

ordinary. 2. below the average level of quality; somewhat inferior (Macquarie)
Extensive interviews with Liberal voters led Brett to conclude that the most they can be accused of is smugness, for they are simply not able to imagine those ‘who demand or need more from politics’:

Living at the centre of their worlds, they look out as far as they need to but have only a patchy sense of the society and the economy as a whole. Social problems present themselves as the problems of individuals and they see the solutions to these problems as largely in these individuals’ hands. They are not unduly harsh, nor quick to blame. They are not even unsympathetic... But they cannot conceive of themselves being in situations where they would not be able to marshal the resources they need to solve their problems… And so they cannot really imagine how others can be in such situations… This is not a case of blaming the victim but of the inability to imagine ever being a victim. (Brett, 2005: 62) 

Brett’s reading appreciates that while those benefiting from conservative politics share some degree of complicity with the disadvantage that exists in society, the desire for change rests on a capacity to envisage what it would be like to be in a less fortunate situation. As I have suggested, this is precisely the function that Hoggart’s discourse of empathy performed. It showed exactly what it was like to be someone in a poor, working-class family who needed more from politics. His highly personal writing meant that the reader could not ignore the reality of another kind of life. 

The separation between ‘them’ and ‘us’ so crucial to Hoggart’s description of working-class life was never meant to be celebrated because it was desirable: it was a creative way for ordinary people to deal with an unacceptable arrangement of society. But the distinction was born of a fundamental injustice, where the less educated, resource-deprived members of society had little recourse or outlet for equal treatment. In contrast, what Hage (2003) has termed the ‘paranoid nationalism’ of Howard’s Australia is a defence mechanism against those who would threaten the hegemony and sovereignty of white, Anglo-Celtic values. The forced insularity of Hoggart’s huddled back-to-backs has been traded for the voluntary insularity of the gated community and the canal lifestyle. In the planned neighbourhood, there is no need to learn about others because they can’t afford the price of entry. Nor is it any coincidence that asylum seekers are left stranded in desert camps for years on end: there is no possibility of empathy when those who are most in need of it are removed from sight.

Perhaps the definitive reflection on John Howard’s 10 year anniversary came from long-time social researcher Hugh McKay (2006):
Some leaders inspire us with the noble idea that we might create a better society; Howard sets our sights on a lower, lesser target. Far from inspiring nobility of purpose, he encourages us to be comfortable with some of the baser aspects of our own ordinariness. 

The problem with a Prime Minister who claims to be ordinary is not only the way that it effaces the real legislative privilege and power that comes with office, particularly now that the Liberal party has a majority in both Houses of Parliament. The importance of appearing ordinary has been so that Howard can shrug the responsibility of leading citizens in basic civic conduct. As scholars, we need to insist that this kind of government is not ordinary in the sense of being usual or common. Instead, it is more in line with the specifically Australian, colloquial sense of ordinariness which denotes mediocrity, lacking competence, or being unfit for an appointed role. After all, it is pretty ordinary for a leader to encourage citizens to be content with a lack of ambition and a lack of desire to change those parts of ourselves that are the most ingrained, paranoid and defensive. 

It is for this reason that etymological specificity is both critical and useful. In the transnational exchange of cultural studies theory, the ingenuity of local context can offer the means to interrogate the words of those who work against us even as they profess to speak the same language. Cultural studies’ confusion of ordinariness and the everyday has had the political consequence of allowing the former to stand as a catch-all repository for preferred political values, with all other hopes for politics appearing extra-ordinary in contrast. Paying heed to the uses of ordinariness, and offering opportunities ‘to see how others see’, cultural studies can continue to confront those who benefit from the ongoing division between ‘them’ and ‘us’. Against the fashionable disavowal of privilege, we must summon our collective strength to define and demand a form of ordinariness that maintains individual dignity at the same time as it affirms our shared humanity. 
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Notes


� My thanks to Joan Leach and Frances Bonner for help in clarifying this issue.
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