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The Republic of Letters: Working
Class Writing and Loca! Publish-
ing edited by Dave Worley and Ken
Worpole

(London, Comedia Publishing
Group, 1982)

F i’O m timeto time titerature

must be revitalized by new mate-
rials and new techniques. As
Synge, who wanted to give utter-
ance to the peasantry of Western
Ireland, said to Yeats, style is born
out of the shock of new material.
We have the English novel in part
because of the English Dissenters
and their preoccupations - money
and the growth of the soul.
Recent-ly we have seen the impact
of various submerged groups on
Canadian and American literature:
Blacks, women, gay men and les-
bians, all with compelling stories
to tell. New writing by newly vocal
communities may become fa-
shionable for a while, but the only
enduring ways to keep the work
available are the alternative net-
works of presses, bookstores, and
magazines, enterprises which are
often run as co-ops.

In The Republic of Letters Dave
Worley and Ken Worpole have
assembied a history and analysis
of an alternative writing network in
the United Kingdom, The Federa-
tion of Work Writersand Commun-~
ity Publishers, an organization
that embraces twenty-seven tocai
writers’ groups with a variety of
interests. These groups are a
movement: “which aims to “dises-
tablish” literature, making writing
apopularform of expression forall
people rather than a preserve of a
metropolitan or priviteged elite.” It
is a book that Canadians and
Americans can learn from, al-
though there are some important
differences in the British situation.
The obvious one is ciass. Britain
has classes that are more clearly
demarcated (especially in lan-
guage) than we can find in North
America, and the classes are more
aware of their identities. The work-
ing class is more likely to see itself
as such. It has a long and honou-
rable history of self education and
its own institutions, including a
political party to feel betrayed by.
From the text of The Republic of
Letters it is clear that the alterna-
tive writing network is basically
working class. There are Black
groups and women’s groups, but
their members are working class.
In North America the members of
the working class are likely to
define themselves by the middle
class: they believe they areinit, or
will be, or have failed to be. | can’t
think of any North American equi-
valent to Richard Hoggart's study
of working class culture, The Uses
of Literacy, abook written notbya
sociologist but by a scholar who
has a firm sense of his working
class origins.

In Canada and the United States
alternative writing does not have a
clear working class orientation.
While there is a successful water-
front workers’ writing group in San
Francisco, the emerging minori-
ties finding voices are usually not
consciously ciass oriented. There
is, of course, a growing body of
writing about work, but that sub-
jectcutsacrossclasslines, and the
work writer is most likely to be a
member of the middle class who
doing something unusuval for a
while: fishing, taying pipe, waiting
on tables. There is much to be
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learned from this book in spite of
the different class situation. Major
questions are raised: does the
alternative publisher have the right
to deprive union employees of
wages in order to cut costs; what is
the role of the hired administrator,
who may not be a member of the
constituency butcomes to be seen
as its spokesman; what happens
when the experience of the minor-
ity group clashes with ideology.
The last question is poignant.
Alternative writing in Britain
comes from a class that often
indulges in prejudice against
Blacks and women. This problem
is confronted honestly in the book.
Another ideological probtem
arises when the content of the
work fails to meet some critic's
notion of “correct” socialist doc-
trine. The Federation is ciearly
socialist in spirit, but its members
don't always find that their work
grows an the trellis of theory.

The most interesting insights
come, | believe, with the discus-
sions of the mystique of the writer
and the mystique of publication.
As long as the writer is seen as a
Romantic figure whose work is a
mystery, writing is not likely to
flourish as an activity open f{o
anyone with talent. As for publish-
ing, it is too widely assumed that
publishers are primarily interested
in selling good books rather than
in making money. Now that con-
glomerates own so many publish-
ing houses, there is hardly any
room for established writers of
merit, let atone new ones with an
unfamiliar point of view. The pub-
lishing system now commissions
best sellers (cookbooks, noveis
based on television orintended for
television). But it is widely
believed that talent will always
emerge and find a standard pub-
tisher. The Arts Council of Great
Britain has denied funds to Feder-
ation activities on the basis of that
belief, Working class writers are
assumed io be untalented ama-
teurs.

The book, then, concerns itself
largely with the economic basis of
literature. The authors of this joint
effort want to make more writing
available from groups who have
had little chance to be heard,
groups that havent thought of
themselves as having a voice. The
quality of the writing is not the
main concern, and some of the
literary judgements show a min-
imum of discretion. The book has
many samples of writing from the
working class. They are uneven
but many are quite good, espe-
cially the autobiographical narra-
tives. A common tendency in writ-
ing from emergent groups: there is
a desire to tell what has not been
told before, to offertestimony. The
style of these reflections carries
more of the shock of new material
than the poems. At one point we
are told that the good thing abouta
poem is that it is short and can be
written in brief intervais: “The
great thing about a poem is that it
can be short, can be sometimes
actually written, revised and fin-
ished within the odd guarter of an
hour between washing up the
Sunday dishes and starting to get
tea, or in a spare half hour when
the other people in the house are
watching television or out at the
cinema.” A poem can be started in
an odd quarter of an hour, but not
revised and finished too. But i

assume that the gifted will find
their way to a strong commitment.
The Federation works against the
mystification of poetry in particu-
lar, the notions that the poet is a
being detached from life and that
all poetry is difficult to understand.
The Federation's member groups
have found that poetry actually
sells when it speaks to people’s
lives.

The authors show an interest in
creative writing courses, and here
they might have something to
tearn from North America. Crea-
tive Writing is not a standard sub-
ject in the U.K,, and they assume
its prevalence in the Linited States
is: “a contribution to American
literature’s being more energetic,
less elitist, more open to ethnic
and minority experience.” How-
ever, for all their value, creative
writing courses are being guesti-
oned these days because they
encourage an exclusively techni-
cal approach to writing, detached
from social and philosophical
concerns. For the writers’ groups
in Britain, a workshop is a free
meeting of people with a commaon
experience who want to learn how
to write about it.

The closest Canadian equival-
ent to the Federation is probably
the provincial writers’ guild. These
groups are open in membership
and encourage all sorts of writers.
The Writers’ Union of Canadais a
different kind of body, one limited
to professionals. The small pres-
ses have organized to distribute
their members’ publications. But
so far there is no national network
like the Federation.

Literary history is usually a safe
and dull enterprise. In Dockers
and Detectives Ken Worpole, one
of the editors of The Republic of
Letters, performs a salvage opera-
tion, which is more daring than
reciting facts. Worpole wants to
retrieve some valuable books that
haven't made it into the canon.
And he wants to clarify the nature
of popular writing.

He clarifies the British working
class enthusiasm for American
tough guy fictioninavery informa-
tive essay. Many British readers
(and writers) were impressed with
the naturalist assumptions and
vernacular style of writers like
Raymond Chandler, Dashiell
Hammett, Ernest Hemingway and
Theodore Dreiser. This list of
authors shows that Worpole
doesn't trust the usual distinction
between popular and elite litera-
ture. The simplification of syntax
and vocabulary, the realistic des-
criptions of common life, the cyni-
cal attitude toward society, all can
be found in the popular writers as
well as in the Nobel Prize winner.
Worpole suggest that the Ameri-
canvernacular style democratized
literature at a time when writers in
England were preoccupied with
provincial manners and a refined,
elusive syntax. “Democratized” is
aloaded word fordiscussing style,
of course. | find Worpole's theoret-
ical framework - bits of Gramsci,
Waiter Benjamin and Russian for-
malism - a little shaky for some of
his assumptions and arguments
throughout the book. Itis clearly a
collection of studies rather than a
full treatment of popular reading
and writing.
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Recentiy we have
seen the impact of
various submerged
groups on Canadian
and American
literature: Blacks,
women, gay men
and lesbians, all with
compelling stories
to tell

Other chapters deal with popu-
lar fiction of World War Il in some
of its left-leaning, pacifist tenden-
cies and with expressionist novels
by three Liverpoo! seamen who
wrote in the 1930's. The books by
the seamen show alternatives to
Socialist realism and the docu-
mentary novel in dealing with
working class iife, but unfortu-
nately they are out of print. The
final chapter considers a number
of forgotten Jewish writers of
London's East End, whose work is
also unavailable. They write out of
the same setting as Arnold
Woesker, but they have been forgot-
ten. Worpole's intention is admir-
able, to show us literature that we
didn’'t know existed, and to find it
in places that most people don't
look in. The Federation of Worker
Writers and Community Publish-
ers makes it less likely that valua-
ble writers will fail to publish or fail
to be noticed in the future.

Bert Almon has been part of the
workers' writing movement in
Canada and teaches English at the
University of Alberta.




