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xvi Preface to the Pelicaez Edition 

references on the family, and to Michael Hill for a new light on 
administrative Wscretio~~ '. 

This book is about the lives and living standads of mothers 
alone; about unmarried, separated, divorced, and widowed 
mothers and their children. Our society defends the institution 
of marriage by stigmatizing some of these mothers as less worthy 
than others: for example, although some are legally entitled to 
pensions, or to maintenance from their children's fathers, others 
are entitled to nothing. But in this book I call all these mothers 
6inothers alone' or 'unsupported mothers', and their families 
Tatherless families', to stress that however they came to their 
present situation they now have needs and problems in common. 

Mothers alone supfer the double deprivations of fatherlss- 
ness* and poverty. They are often lonely and socially isolated in 
their task of bringing up their children without adequate 
emotional support from their children's fathers or from the 
community. And, above all, fatherless families are likely to be 
poor because women are in a subordinate position in marriage ancl 
in society. Maintenance payments from the children's fathers are 
often inadequate; and on average a woman can e m  only half as 
much as a man, while a mother who works will have the additional 
problems of seeing that her children are adequately cared for. 

Society does offer limited financial security to mothers who 
are alone, in recognition of their value as mothers. They are 
allowed to stay at home to look after their children, supported by 
national assistance (or supplementary benefit, or ' social security9, 
as it is now called).r With this allowance from the state, and not 
working or working only part-time, many mothers can be finan- 
cially less badly-& than if they had to support themselves a d  
their families solely on their small Ml-time earnings. But their 

*For want of a composite word, throughout this book I have sometimes used 
'fatherlessness' to include also the mother's lack of a husband. 



standard d living on national assistance would still be only hzaK 
that of the average two-child family in the co~nmunity.~ In fact, 
in 1966 in England and Wales, out of the 349,360 mothers with 
their 596,670 dependent children who were in fatherless families, 
more than one in thee  received national assistance.3 h d  it has 
been estimated more recently that of mothers alone who have 
m pension two thirds must now be dependent on supple- 
mentary benefit.+ 

These figures for dependence on the state rev& that, in a 
time of increasing prosperity3 mothers alone are failing to share 
hl ly  in the overall rise in living standwds. 

This small survey of mothers alone is intended to stimulate 
public debate about the problems d fatherlessness m d  about 
how we treat one group among the poor who axe dependent on 
the state. In 1965 and 1966 1 interviewed 116 mothers alone 
who were drawing national assistance in two areas, which have 
been given ine fictitious names of Northborough and Seaxton. 
H wanted to see how the mothers faced their common problems: 
the mothers were poor in a society with rising living standards; 
they were unsupported and living done when most mothers were 
married and lived with their husbands; they were women In m 
economy geared to men's work; they were dqendaiits of the 
state in a society which put a premium on independence, thrift 
and self-help; they were clients without Tights facing a powerful 
bureaucracy, the National Assistance Board, whose workings 
were secret; they were poor and had children when rents were 
high m13 children were unwelcome; and they were mostly 
suppliants for maintenance from their children's fathers, in a 
legal system designed bp men and geared to the needs of the 
middle classes. 

I wanted to know what these mothers could afford to buy, and 
1 wanted to ask a question which is, miously, seldom asked of 
the poor - how poor did they feel? The deprivations d father- 
lessness and poverty are intermeshed, and how the mothers feel 
will depend not only on their incomes but on their whde socid 
situation. I wanted also to see whether national acsistance was 
properly designed to cover the range of social situations to be 
found m m g  fatherless families. 

In a way which this book will explore, these dependent mothers 
might be said to be living in 'poverty ', and the state subsistence 
level is a sort of "overty line'. For although conventional 
measures of poverty have attempted to compare the living stand- 
ards of the poor with some hypothetical minimm subsistence 
level, it s e a s  likely that poor people themselves will compare 
their living standards with those of relatives, friends or neigh- 
bours; so that the amount of cash a person weds for physical 
well-being, for social activities, a n d  in general to keep up 
morale will depend intimately on prevailing levels of spending 
in the comxnmity.5 The state subsistence level should be a 
'poverty line' in the sense that it should express a political deci- 
sion by the community on what share of our increasing wealth 
ought to go to the poor.6 In other words, the level should indi- 
cate the community's view on what standard of living is the 
minimum to be tolerated in a society as wealthy as ours. 

Research like the present survey is necessary because un- 
fortunately the general public, and even the ahinistrators and 
M.P.s who are periodically involved in re-setting the levels of 
allowances, can know remarkably little about how these levels 
are arrived at, how the money is supposed to be spent and how 
in fact it is spent. There has been very little detailed discussion 
and virtually no published research which would readily permit 
us to look at the living standards of particular disadvantaged 
groups in the population.7 There remain large question marks 
about what should be counted as 'income' in such comparisons, 
and about the extent to which different groups among the popula- 
tion benefit from hidden incomes such as gifts from relatives, 
from so-called 'fringe benefits' (meals, pension schemes, 
housing, etc., subsidized by employers), from welfare benefits, 
and from the use of the National Health Service. To  collect this 
sort of information on poverty today3 we planned a comprehen- 
sive national survey of the incomes and resources of all types of 
households in the United Kingdom, and one of the preliminapy 
pilot studies8 was the present survey of fatherless families. 



MUD are the father~ess? 

This survey was also intended to illuminate the variety of social 
situations covered by the term 'fatherlessness'. For although the 
tern is being used in this book to stress that the families have 
comnnon problems, it must not be taken to imply that fatherless 
families are all alike in other ways. Rather, the reality of father- 
lessness for mother and children is much less clear-cut and less 
linked with the mother's marital status than we usually take it 
to be. 

What is a fatherless family? The distinction between 'com- 
plete' and 'fatherless' families is blurred because there is no 
common agreement in our society about how a man who is a 
father (and a husband) should behave. We might suggest that 
ideally a father is the principal wage earner, he provides sexual 
fulfilment for his wife and emotional support for her and the 
children, he has been traditionally the focal point of authority 
and decision-making, and he is an embodiment of stability and 
industry for his children. But many fathers would not fit this 
description. The role of father is changing, and, assisted perhaps 
by women's liberation, it will no doubt change more. And at 
any t h e  there are wide variations between different social gmups 
in the way fathers behave. A man who lives at home with his 
family may be grossly inadequate in some respects, so that his 
wife aPnd family suffer the deprivations we tend to associate with 
the fatherless or husbandless family. Servicemen's and corner- 
cial travellers' families, children whose fathers are in hospital 
or in prison, and children at boarding schools might be counted 
fatherless (and some of their mothers husbandless) for much of 
the time. By contrast, in families where the father has gone, som- 
one else may take over his role, wholly or in part, for example as 
the mother's lover or as a "second father' to the children. 

Clearly fatherlessness is not one situation but a whole spectrum 
of possible relationships and sets of circumstances. Such variety 
presents very serious problems if we are trying to devise a 
scheme of social security for fatherless families which will deal 
with all these situations sirnply md equitably. We need a clear 
perception of who the fatherless are. 

Previous research on fatherless families had been concerned only 
with mothers of one marital status, or who were unsupported 
for one reason, for example widows or prisoners' wives.9 A 
sample of mothers on national assistance had the double advant- 
age that it permitted a study of mothers living on the poverty 
line, but also among the mothers were women of differing 
marital status who were unsupported for a variety of reasons. 
Obviously mothers on national assistance are a selective group, 
the victims of misfortunes and failures of formal and informal 
support: an examination d why mothers come to be on assist- 
ance is an integral part of the present study. Yet such a large 
proportion (60 per cent or more) of mothers alone become de- 
pendent on the state at some timer0 that it is hard to argue that 
the group of mothers on national assistance is, as a whole, very 
untypical. The names of 116 mothers were obtained with the 
help of the National Assistance Board, who contacted for me 
initially 215 mothers in two areas and who furnished statistics 
covering this larger group, but whose responsibility for the 
survey ends there.!' 

The two contrasting districts of firthborough and Seaston 
were chosen to provide some check on possible variations in local 
conditions anzd in the acbkistrative practices of the N.A.B., the 
courts, and other organizations with which the fatherless 
families had dealings. Northborough is a relatively prosperous 
northern industrial town of 130,000, where a woman can earn 
as much as a week as a mender or weaver in the textile 
mills. West Indians and Pakistanis now work in the textile and 
chemical industries, and immigrant families account for almost 
a quarter of all births in the town, among them a proportion of 
the illegitimate births so that a few immigrant unmarried 
mothers appear in this survey. Seaston is a southern market 
town of 60,000 near large amps  of British and American 
forces. Several Seaston factories employ women at piece-rates, 
but the few concerns in &e area which pay wages comparable 
with those of a m are h seasonal trades such as &g. On the 



other hand, agriculture aromd Seaston is a convenient source 
of casual &gs for women field-workers, who can take thdr 
small children along with them. These two areas probably 
present less serious housing problems for fatherless families 
than London, which like other large cities tends to draw young 
unmarried mothers seeking anonymity. 

The mothers whom H eventually interviewed were mostly 
working-class, aged between twenty and forty, although there 
were also middle-class and older and younger mothers among 
them. And they were indeed living in a variety of family an; 
rangements. On average they had two dependent children. But 
they included a sixteen-year-old u~smarried mother with her 
baby living at home with her parents, a fifty-year-old widow 
with two teenage children and a male lodger, and a separated 
mother aged forty-three who had eleven children by six different 
men and who lived with me  of her daughters and the daughter's 
two illegitimate children. 

Yet it was striking that on the whole the families tended to be 
differentiated most clearly by their positions on the age and 
child-rearing cycle. Thus the unmarried mothers tended to be 
younger with young children, while in contrast widows tended 
to be older with older dependent children. Separated and divor- 
ced mothers tended to be intermediate, being, as it were, dd 
enough to have married, but not yet married long enough to 
become widowed.r2 This range of family types challenges us to 
see fatherlessness and dependence as evolving and changing 
over dme, albeit linked by the common fertility and child- 
rearing cycle. 

The families also revealed a range of relationships not only 
with the children's fathers but with other men or with kin who 
performed aspects of the father's rolele. 

Without further introduction than the initid letter asking 
permission to visit and explain the survey, B d i e d  on mmhers 
at home and often interviewed them then and there, for the only 
deadline was the reeurn of the ck9ldPen from school; there was 
no man to consult and plan for. As nearly as possible I tried to 
make the interview a sonversatim, feeling that this would be 
flexible in allowing mothers to explore and describe situations 

which were complex in detail and emotion. The average inter- 
view lasted two and a quarter hours, and % spent more time with 
the lager families (up to five and a quarter hours in one in- 
stance) because they tended to have more severe problems and 
more complex social histories, and least time with the unmarried 
mothers, among them six West Indians with whom I had diffi- 
culty in discussing the emotional aspects of their situation. After 
the interview I recorded for transcription the mother's version 
of her experiences, as far as B could ranember in the words she 
had used. 

It was apparent from the mothers' willingness or reluctance 
to be interviewed, and from their reactions to me in the inter- 
view, that they saw Iple in a number of different roles and, 
consciously or unconsciously, angled the presentation of their 
experiences for my benefit. It appeared that those who replied 
were more likely to feel %worthyq, to have broken completely 
with their children's fathers and to hold less unfavourable views 
of the NA.B. Thus, the widows responded well, but umnmried 
mothers and separated wives with small families, who might 
feel the greatest stigma or whose relationship with their chil- 
dren's father might be in a delicate state of balance, were not 
so willing to be interviewed. The mothers of large f ad i e s  
replied most readily, apparently because they were in more 
desperate need of help. The largest group of mothers, about 
a third, said they wanted to 'help others', while the next largest 
seemed to have replied automatically to an official-looking 
document, perhaps to show they had nothing to conceal. Some 
mothers greeted me eagerly, and very often they wanted not a 
single interview but a continuing helpful relationship. They 
hoped H was a social worker to solve their problems, a source of 
cash or influence with the authorities, a potential lodger, some- 
one to give advice and discipline the children, a relief from the 
tedium of an entirely female social circle, or, more nebulously 
and nearer my real role, someone who would publish 'the 
truth' of their situation to the wider society. 

Some women replied very late, and others not at all, although 
I was able to trace some of the non-respondents via their friends 
and they agreed to be interviewed. These were often women who 



8 Introduction Introduction 9 

h11 had the l a s t  happy relationships with officials. They saw 
me with more trepidation as an NN.A.B. 'snooper', as a cod-  
dence trickster, a potential seducer, or a disapproving member 
of the =-paying public. Thus among the very interesting 
group of mothers whom I describe later inn this book as the 
'underclass' scarcely my responded directly and I had to trace 
them through a chain of soda1 contacts. 

Those mothers who moved frequently could not receive my 
letters. Others who failed to reply, or who replied as much as 
three months late, had piles of letters awaiting reply behind the 
clock on the mantelpiece, or in a drawer, where mine had waited 
until they could sumrnm up the energy to drop the card into a 
letter-box. A further small number of women were proudly 
independent and unwilling to make any further gesture which 
.might seem like a request for help. It is d.so doubtful whether 
women whose relationship with their children's father was in a 
delicate balance replied at all readily. And finally there were 
those who valued their privacy: 'It's like that play, have you 
heard of it, by Pirandello, Nake& I feel naked after I've spoken 
to you.' 

To  preserve the confidentiality of the interviews B use no 
~ ~ a m e s  in this book, for even false names would permit a linking 
together of pieces of information from different parts of the 
book to build up identiiiable individual portraits. 

A survey based on a16 interviews from two areas, with mothers 
describing their experiences to a stranger, is open to a number 
of doubts as to how far these stories are reliable, typical, and a 
suitable basis for generalization. Apart from the restriction on 
numbers, P was not able to interview the children's fathers or 
the N.A.B. officials with whom the mothers had had dealings. 
I discuss these questions again in other parts of thr: book, a d  in 
an appendix," but it is also necessary to say something here 
about the claims being made for this research md  the process 
of interpreting the evidence. 

To produce a representative sample to bring out all Ihe 

nuances of situation of all types of fatherless families in the 
various regions of the country would require initially approaches 
to about ~oo,ooo households of all kinds, randomly selected 
&om the general population. A survey on this scale would have 
been far beyond the resources of a private research team, but it 
would also have been premature in the existing state of our 
knowledge, and inappropriate for the kinds of insights we were 
seeking. Large surveys achieve their statistical respectability 
only with very crudely or easily measured quantities, and at the 
cost of a loss of h e  detail and insight- In the present survey I 
wanted to illuminate the human situations of poverty and father- 
lessness, and while the range of situations among r 16 interviews 
was obviously not complete, it was remarkably broad and suAic- 
ient for my purpose. The use of quotations from the mothers' 
speech is not merely a device to sugar the pill of statistics: the 
mothers' accounts come nearer to conveying the quality of the 
experience of fatherlessness. 

I have felt more free to generalize from the present survey 
when several conditions are fulfilled. The first is where the 
mothers' experiences rest upon some identifiable aspects of the 
social or economic structure which are common over a wide 
area of society. Thus, the mothers not only had a common in- 
come level from national assistance, but that income level was 
laid down nationally, The law, the administrative structures of 
ehe N.A.B., and (with exceptions which 1 note) the basic 
structures of the family may all be said to be fairly similar in 
other parts of the country too. The second condition is that the 
stories, drawn from mothers who usually did not know one 
mother, should be mutually consistent. And the third is that 
they should square with any available national statistics or 
independent published descriptions. 

With regard to the "subjectivity' of mothers2 accounts, P m 
not seekhg the reader's indulgence and credulity, so much as 
inviting him to engage in interpreting what the mothers said. 
Sometimes, indeed, we are not interested in objective fact but in 
the way the mother perceives her side of a relationship with the 
children's father, say, or with an official. Similarly, while the 
mothers9 tendency to re-interpret past and present experiences 



in terns of each other makes the task of accurate objective 
description &&cdt, at mother level this hterweaviag of past and 
present is itself a major theme of the research. Similarly what 
might crudely be called 'bias' in the interviewing situation was 
often really a valuable source of evidence. A perception of the 
roles into which I was being pushed b e m e  a way of under- 
standing the mothers9 fears, hopes, m d  needs. 

I deliberately invited mothers to recall specific experiences 
rather &.m to express general opinions not anchored to any 
particular incident. Anb. inevitably in what follows some inter- 
views will be given more importance than others. This is not 
just a matter of numbers, although som.e experiences will be 
more typical statisticaliy of the whole group. But there are 
mothers who have had key experiences - some kind of crisis or 
an encounter with an arr.&.cid, perhaps -which are more revealing 
d their w]iao?r sianation. (For example, we may learn more about 
the ckss structure from someone who has been forced to think 
about class &Eerences because of a move from one social class 
to another through education: or alternatively there is the 
analogy with ehe anrhropologist who illuminates social structure 
by the analysis of one key epis0de.j Not ody have some mothers 
had intrinsically more revealing experiences, but some are also 
more perceptive than others, more capable of crystallizing m8 
describing their experiences in words, and more willing to talk 
to an interviewer. The eliciting of interviews, the selection of 
material by the mother and by the researcher, and the process 
of interpretation seem to me to be essentially more subjective 
and skilled processes t h a ~  sociology sometimes allows. h 
excessive use of statistical techniques could therefore mislead as 
to the essential nature of a case-study approach. However, there 
is a place for numbers, m d  4: have tried to include in the text 
the numbers of indivkluals or incidents upon which my des- 
criptions are based, even a t  the risk of some tedium to the reader 
m d  of charges of attempting to give the text a spurious air d 
science. 

Because the research was originally carried out in 1965-6, there 
is a possibility rhat with changing levels of state support the 
Biving staedwds of mothers on supplementary benefits relative 

to the rest of the community will today have improved on the 
position desc~ibed here. Between 1966 and 1969, for example9 
more fatherless families b e m e  dependent as supplementary 
benefit scale rates rose by 8 per cent m r e  than the retail price 
index (which, however, does not relate to the spending patterns 
d low income groups).I4 But the improvement is debatable: one 
of the lessons we are too slow to learn is the remarkable persist- 
ence of inequalities. The contemporary situation c m  only be 
discovered by thorough, continuing research., which is still not 
being wrdert&.ea. 

1 bdieve that, unfomately, until there are major changes in 
public attitudes and in the structure of social security for mothers 
alone, the description of their lives presented in this book will. 
m a i n  only too up-to-da.te. 



University of Essex School of Social Studies 

Department of Sociology 
Wivenhoe Park, Colchester, Essex 

Tel : Colchester (OCO 6) 51 41 

Dear 

There has been hardly any discussion about famil ies  l i k e  yours i n  
which the  mother is bringing up children without a fa ther .  Probably i f  
something w a s  known about t h e i r  problerbs more could be done t o  he lp  
f a the r l e s s  families. For t h i s  reason i am making a spec ia l  inquiry about 
t h e i r  d i f f i du l t i e s  f o r  the University of Essex. 

To c o l l e c t  f a c t s  I am hoping t o  visit about 100 fa ther less  famil ies  
i n  Colchester. I would be very g ra te fu l  i f  you could agree t o  help me. 
I f  you w i l l  help,  p lease  post the enclosed card,  which has your name and 
address on it, i n  the  stamped addressed envelope provided. I f  you do, I 
w i l l  c a l l  on you during the  next month o r  two and explain what the  survey 
is about. 

Anything you say about your problems or how you have t o  manage may 
eventually help  mothers i n  your s i t ua t i on  and w i l l  be t r ea ted  i n  s t r i c t e s t  
confidence. Your name and address w i l l  not  be used i n  any way. We hope 
t o  publish a s m a l l  r epor t  which w i l l  give the Government and au tho r i t i e s  a 
f u l l e r  understanding of the  problems faced by mothers bringing up children 
alone. 

Yours s incere ly ,  

Dennis Marsden. 

Please Note: The National Assistance Board is helping me by passing on 
my l e t t e r s  t o  families on t h e i r  lists. This is the only connection I 
have with them. They ask me t o  assure you t h a t  they have no way of f inding 
out who r e p l i e s  t o  my l e t t e r s .  They do not  see  the  r ep l i e s ,  and I w i l l  
not  pass any information on t o  them myself. 



This questionnaire was used in the Mothers Alone project but the details of 
precisely how are somewhat vague.  Given the level of detail, Marsden does not 
believe he used this form during the actual interview; there may have been a more 
condensed topic guide for that purpose.  He believes this form may have had 
several other uses:  a way of remembering family kinship structures, and as a data 
transfer document from team discussions concerning the main poverty survey 
questionnaire from the Peter Townsend study, Poverty in the UK.  

 



P i x ~ t  QZ a U  c ~ P l d  I: just check up. I've go t  four s o r t s  of f a r a i l j  where 
the mthex PB bpinging ug children w i t h 0  ~t the  father at hoiite. 

Xou dire widoweda W Divorced r D 9e;arated @ U- iurAed:  U 
Other 

- 
I. (3.) BOW lone have you been widowed/divorced/sz Wi? M?. . .J1;G 

(ii) And bcfore that how long had you been uarr ied?  11% ..g 
6 WFJL-r*tOry 

&U ( lg i )  Bow long is it s ime sou first received nationa! . . . . . . .yrs 
aosistance? or date 

(ir) Binee then have SOU had i t  regularly Yee/no , 
irregillaSy @$/no 

2. Ci) B. xau lit. h i r e '  juat with ycur ahilU(ren) 
a . r ~ p  wi%h s#Aa?af Who 1Avea here? Are you a l l  

U the same houaahold? 

/ - 
._ 

-.. . 
f"'l &U \W3 - 

, . 

JIA b' 
I. . 

W&*', 7 

' ., , 
A\ c 3  &\ 

* .  

-. - .  X$%) Buv. you any other children who dcnV 
l .  l 

-. _ . . . &%V# ham becawe they're in mm, or fast-  I 

pay them board (or do ? 
sham any of the rooms oile~,bitthroom, living room) 

have gether? (Which and when) 



Pe you pqy rent or do you own this dwelling? 
*]B$& Gouneilr 1 Private unfurnishedr 2 P s i v .  furno Rent frees5 

r e n t  con t r  15; C- - \ 
-Q, out;righ*(no debt~)t6 Mortgage or loam7 

-- 

i) Bow many roome *l l- (iii) Lift 
4* iii) *hieh f l o o r e  

6. Qo~king #hoi l i t i e s?  So l id  fuel atom 
tmaff in? men? 
Number of r i n g s  a-- 

If ncrb iP the kitchen, where \r;& -. 
-- -- 

7. BQQB stsraae barder Fixed ventilated cu2board 
Refrigerator g i tcben cabinet J Oellar 
Othar 

9. If no b ~ t h  - w h f s  do you do 

13. &&m of houm Showing use of room, yard garden, aiae o f  rooms 
sleeping arrtwgeuents (who sleep. wnere, t i p e  of bed), ~ ~ e a l - ~ , l a c s  
Stet*. of h o d s ~ ! ~ o l d  re  :air, condition of f mniture ,  floor covering$ 



E)crora*iapb Who does them How Long eince 
Outsiae 
I n a i b  - 



q@#&@,-'. fami&y 2. Wife's Family; 

'I4 hr 
/ ~ a r n i n g  Occupation 

! & 

i b  
- 

(a) Wife's Father 1 td-p\ 1 
Wife's Mother 

i \ i s  
( b k  Husbanc!' g Father I G''- 

+ Husbandt g Mother I I 
I 8 

I 

( c )  Wifet s Siblings: - 3 a t  ,Wd 
Number older : ! 
Number younger : 

Vithin 5 mins.; o r  i f  

1 

2 

3 
4 
5 
6 

l 
I 

( d b  H! 
W 

Number older : B S= T 
Number younger : B S= T 

Within 5 mins.; o r  if none, within 30 mina.:- 

1 .  

2 

4 
5 

l I 

 ere 
l@? 

&en ; Live Seen 
Decfd 

I 
1-2 5 30 3-8 



~equircr  apeaial attention? 

On tha wWle would y.l1 ray the 
U&@& haaLWi was 

Poar 8 



I 

W+ 114 r h O  age Ue you urpeet ~ h i U  
*a nghool? 



H . r  eu I uLt you something about your outgoings, your  expeneea and 
bo# yeu lluiamge. 

&W did you raiw the eoney f o r  it when you beoano ownuzg 

b. p a  have t o  pay rates? How muoh? - 1  



FOOD 
7 

Milk - 
1. Do you have f resh  milk 

2. What price do you 
3. How many welfare m 

4. (a) How much milk d 
forms? 

No. of Cost i?rash milk ' equivalent I 
. Tins Per tin Volume Price 

~ondensed/evaporated - 
Dried 

- 
Welfare 

Other brands* 

( 3 )  do you buy ltotherll  branded dried milk instead of Welfare 
dried milk? (1f bought !)  

5. How much milk do the children 
pints  per week)? 

Reifare foods (Only i f  pregnant 

~ 6 .  Have you bought any of the fo l  
during the l a s t  mo~th? 

i n  your household get  at school ( t o t a l .  

o r  has children under 5 

l o ~ ~ i n g  foods a t  your child-welfare clin 

I HOW much i 

Meat I 

O r m e  ;juice 
Cod l i v e r  o i l  
V i t .  A & D dropa (~dexo l in )  

7. (a) Did anyone in the household buy meat (not 
sausages) during the l a s t  7 days? 

(b) If not ( i )  i s  t h i s  because you w e  
a vegetarian? 

(ii) DiC you buy met in any other form, o r  f i sh?  ~ o / ~ t h e r / ~ i s h  

l bo t t l e s  
1 bo t t l e s  8 

I bo t t l e s  

(c) I f  you bought f resh  meat:- 

8.(a) What so r t  of bread do you generally buy? 

Farex or  other f o r t i f i e d  cereal  1 1 boxes u . ? + C b  
Vitamin t ab l e t s  1 packets 
Marmite 1 1 t i n s  

W* 
2 

Other (say what) 
1 

I 



17 Can you tell me what sort c f  food all the members of the family ate yesterday? 
"'4 

Da M. 3'. W. Th. F. S. S. 
Elsewhere 1 Wh ' 

V 'where? 1 
At ' Flsewhere! What did the childreni What did the children 

where? ( who ate at home have?' who ate elsewhere have? 
I 

? home 

I 

1 I hfi d-morning 
bre& I 3 - t 

S Eat l 
l 

Y-Ja Drink =- <, 

E Dinner 

f '  
Ebt I 

Drink I 1 

Tea - 
Eat  

U 

S 5 Drink i 

l 
! 
I z 

? Eat 

Drink 

"'l'' a k \ * d  q* 
,,J&q &&&A ' P  

5 

I 
I 
1 

I 



1 

2%- 
Fresh fiuit 

11. (a) Have you ?ought any fresh fruit during the last 7 days? Y~S/NQ \ 
'(6) If you did, what did you buy and what did it cost? k ~ f i  

12. (a) 

16. (a) 

Do you sometimes buy on c he food stores or do you always 
pey cash? Credit ever h 
If you do buy on credit, do you let your bills $et before 
you pay them? 

Do you owe m y  money now to a food store? 
What about the milk bill?' About how much? 

Do you know how much you spend on food altogether each week? If 
you have an idea, rbout how much is it? 

%- h, 
If you had more money to spend on food each week, which items do 
you think you would spend it on? 

What items of food have you cut down on buying as the family got 
larger? 

Do you grow any-food for youkselves? Tiere? 

Vegetables 
Fruit . .:- jqe& X 

Rabbl ts 
Poultry 

Can you give me M idea of ahat sort of quantities are involved, 
and how often, e.g. how many pounds of vegetables and fruitper 
week in winter and summer, how many animals apd eggs? 



Now I ' d  l i k e  t o  ask you some questions about buying c lothes  and shoes. 

1. When you buy c lothes  and shoes do you pay cash f o r  them o r  do you - 
sometimes buy them on c red i t ?  Cash 4 Which most 

often? 
On c r e d i t  sometimss 

2. (a) If you have ever 
yourself  o r  f o r  the  

( i  somebody who 
( i i  a shop 

(b)  you think 

bought c lo thes  and shoes on c r e d i t  - e i t h e r  f o r  
chi ldren,  d id  you buy thec  from: 

came t o  your house Which most 
often? 

ge t  in a shop? I 1 

(b)  t h a t  the  qua l i ty  was a s  good? 1 1 
( c )  t h a t  you paid l e s s  abou( more 

, same : 
( c )  How nuch do you pay each week (month) f o r  c lo thes  

' 

and shoes bowht  on c r e d i t  ( including payments 
f o r  c lo thing clubs)? Amount : 

$4 
Is t h i s  the  same a l l  the  year round? 1 I d 

' Yes . 

you got as good a choice as you would , 

clothes  and shoes f o r  yourself  
o r  the  children? 

-7 ;.L, .\, * ,  
(b) Do you ever ge t  given c lothes  2 r . v .  ' 

and shoes f o r  you o r  the  
children? I f  so ,  who gives 
them? :' h, 

. . ?? you make any clothes  foreyour- 
l ,,- 

s e l f  o r  f o r  the  h ' l d r  , ' 

wQyrd,t*dde \;*be\ ; :  
I f  yes, on whose machine? 

b* 
5. Do you put money as ide  i n  advance t o  buy c lothe  

How much each week? 

No ! 

i 

6. Can you say roughly fiow much you have spent on c lo thes  f o r  yourself  and 
the  family f o r  which you paid cash during the  last th ree  months? W 

Can you t e l l  me how many p a i r s  of shoes, well ingtons,  e tc . ,  each ch i ld  
under 15  i n  the  family has today? I should l i k e  t o  know i n  some d e t a i l  
what kind pf shoes they a r e  (e.g. canvas, l e a t h e r  o r  p l a s t i c  top, 
sandal o r  shoe, wellington, etc.)  and whether they f i t .  

I Name of ]Pairs of shoes, e t c .  r -  1 \.ifif. I 1 

Shoes 

7 4 4  

1 4 Total  

3 
4 

i 
Do you f i n d  t h a t  the  chi ldren grow out of t h e i r  shoes before the  
a r e  worn out,  o r  i s  i t  the  o the r  way round? 

Comments : - 
-Oh6 

(c )  Cm you t e l l  me about how much 
family during the  l a s t  month? 

1 * W & / W & ~ J  , M ! , ~ .  



I 

everything except clothes f o r  which you a re  making regular payments a t  
the moment, o r  have paid fo r  i n  the l a s t  3 months. 

Buy i t  
from 
door 
t o  

pay 
cash 

Bicycle 

Motor vehicle 

Cooker (elec./ 
&S) 

WaskLng Machine 

\?ater Heater 
( e l e ~ . / ~ a s )  

Other ( i f  paying 
now or  within 
l a s t  3 months) 

Furniture 

Durables ( l i s t )  

(a 
0 or  R 

T.V. LA 4"W pj"" 

Non-durables 
( l i s t )  

9. Do you have any cred i t  accounts anywhere, which you have not jus t  
mentioned? Can you t e l l  me roughly how much i s  owing on them a t  the 
moment? 

&K ~ ~ I J ~ U G H  
No 
About & ' S, d. 

10.(a) Are there my things you f e e l  t ha t  you or  your family ought t o  
have which you h w e n ' t  got a t  the moment? ?%at a re  they? 

Durables : 1 

\ 1 

(b) Which of these things do you plan t o  get  during the coming year? 

(c) In order t o  pay f o r  it/them, w i l l  you save up the money, borrow i t  
from a bank or  finance company, o r  buy it/them on c red i t  o r  h i r e  
purchase? About how much do you think they w i l l  cost? 

Things t o  be bought ?Save 
1 

< i 

'H.P. Bank7 Finance CO.' ]Credit 
1 
I 

1 



$!hen an one or fwo ofher item8 we haven't crovered hen .  
ClYLC * 

Baildxen! 8 pocket uonoy W \ / L  

@wst~da Wyrrr eta 

i, - 

fht parre& ;you f m m  wdrking new? Yraatzieal (no baby-sitter, work, 
@OS Wz8er ia8)  

Q X idQologi6tkL (aheuldnq 

Sh9bu 4. you axpoof \h 3r..-+ h .iT \,a, 

"5 P~-_k*p, -... 

Wlub atat. b&f km? 8 A rWidoaqa(tijpe)8 Uaeqpr aiekn..sr & j-S ' 
13 

I@/- 
>., . ,v,. 
: .U: 

Wrtrr). 
, :.& 

f~~ AwilOl~ma P- plrnB9 .ny ~ o r s f s d  
rllommao r e o e n ~ w ~  . . 



- - -  - - 

&bmting (light; and heat Lnoluded) 

O.d wage 

-3 
1. 

Inj rpe@irl pinghing thatre fel* (uaeeonomioal $0 m a jou%) I DJ$ 
1 

b , . - ,  
;*Vta b - , ,  . 

hu have a t n a t ,  or e l i p  w i f h  the wmnoriljl? When n, the Imt? . C - 
\ /"fr? . ,  . . ., 



1Uy asy i t  w d t d  bo,iaprorrd? (pmaero #X u@llaoti% mney, a&& .I rl,@i8 
te tiWi.e, m, &ono el .amabgs ) 

c y g c ~ ~ c d A  7 
evw'ww ~~~~? 
Haw lrrah mmoy d. you -ally wed? 

-,& 



wR&g justmeat after the funeral bLd& ~ * W Y  

Y I "  

4 X something about Cha ekd.&dreng 8 i a % h e ~  

B naefidoh. oS klatitem, Zriendo neighbowco, 

W 8R t?,mwp 
I 

V h m q a l p l ,  dsp l i~oq ,  &atera i. baby +:h &,W 

c J 6  i- 

I r- 5.. ~ i i i ~ i a t i m ,  pa~erni*y o - ~ d f a t h e c '  s 1% ' 
h m f  c- hr;c . .. 

V rev f a . & - , H  OHlt fefi a d  the *ghB thing b e p i n g  the baby 

B rht gart dad the o h m  play, the LoaalweUare workere 

v wbrrc did you have $he baby 

U WYQhAag in your Life that would am-t for p u  ha* a babj 

II i f  abortiton had bead h g a l  wou3.8 have had o m ?  Wouli3 you MW 
regreti i t r P  

ts b. 

, \ 

,. !. . . . \ C  . , . ?C.: , - 



What eo& of f i-uial amangeruentrr (rhiohV oourt,  how mueh) Ware they 
onfosaed, kept 

p$ & ?  SW 
t' t F .~.~.: \  c ,  i t ) . ,  ,.Q 



g. mt? ?8heS, rho d4h? henhq$a? Evrr R@.$ .nJI men qaciaUy? 
- l&&+ .$ A44r $ 5-  W, G' QAJ. 4q m, v .:..S U . b dq - 

H.r erqmLqp Q& iP tihe l a s t  fectWigh0t q Z c j  )V:.:;. 

'-1 

o@xo#mre wAth former atat& 



P. you have an$ awkward feelin@;. &mb your present  state (guilt, 
blameworthinaas, yretence of marriclge) 

l b w  do you q a g e  bpiqging up the ohildren rithouQ a husband? 
W- abou+ %hem 
Loek ati @her differently, 
Do ou i t  w i U  dfecrt boye, eirla dmrelopmen* ( w i l l  they be good 
mat e m  pnd fathers, good men and nomen) 
Bill bos be the worse for not being abLe t o  look up te father 
W i l l  g i z h  hate a l l  rp.n 
W i U .  boy be manly, or w i l l  you cocXel Urn 

.bst $U rev db yesterday, a no-1 diy (emy viriQ8, o r  visitprs) ' a d  ' 
arpar 01Lk -ti - 

, 

&aw-/Qo JWU #.*l, hW*h good, $@is poor, deep, apathy, 2mwework 
> 

> , B .  8 , 

, !  



bc p u  ever f e e l  you oangt go sn 

%bought of putting children in aare 



The following item is an extract from one of the transcribed interviews.  It was 
found in a folder marked “good stories not used”.  Marsden confirmed in email 
that these data extracts were ones he found to be compelling and memorable 
stories.  However, he could not find a suitable place for them in the published 
research.  These extracts serve as a useful reminder that research is as much about 
what to leave out as what to include. 

 



deal, (ttld uius drbg g. tar fmW3* fig 8-4 WM. bat it durm! 

'lia T fomd orrt M ou ti.. *us I wu putt* M8 oloth.. L. the w u d m b e  , 
w had a Uttle wu&wht and be*& 1.n his m 5 t  out, and X pdcM ft up 

U s  wallet QPld QF twe ttf fell out QU Obrr M, and he' d been gsisg to 

the Infinwry ( w e L 1 ,  he sever ea31ed if the Inf imwq,  he e l l l e d  it the Rwpitsl).  

H** d &ways had thaa I &hWf -W i t  m f** but *Me fell 

U ,  tbls Attmdanee C d ,  .ad I Iwk& at it, urd I cctildn't believe it, it 

W- for the V.Dr cSSIPJ~.  13, % fx tmda*Qt for P* with ~th*r wrsrmr* 

snd I mu 'Qh, ubolt'e 5 t  for, "; kfk2ntb i t  for? 16 it  aaawt;hiqg W' she 

k n e w ,  and a&&, !It 3,aurt.t -W* $6 5.w' wad eh@ a d d 9  '1 a@"* am 
well tell you, it  i... hnd ahe t o l d  u. S@ efter that I west ta the doctor. 

rad he urn prr.b. ile'd trf.d hi. L..% with o w  l u i l y ,  hoed .Irys boen 

gocrtl. ta  U. h ?m W%$ gla ts a mliaita*~ well the @olic%f@r said* "";h@t 

kuve p@ wdth yew a r i d . a ~ 9  .nd I said th.2 i. the spur of the woent sly 

auther had geae up La the W. .nd tiok.d sp a atl.L, and eh% had tbrora i t  an 

tb. an. S& tbt? mliUtm wnt u up t o  the  l n f & n u y ,  but they roulda't tell 

me, tb%y4d ta l l  a d o i t o r ,  but they wotllda't a y  surytlBigg t o  se men thou& 

X w u  M e  dT.. go S W d e d  t. p jwt f-r R npar#at&on. Y e l l ,  nhea X pt 

h a u  thrt fiat I lotrlud b%a out, I. wo&ldn't 18% him in. X oouldn't beu t o  think 













l. N.zi. s ca l e  r a t e ,  bas ic  sca ie .  

I used b a s i c  allo-:mxe p lus  r en t  ( o r  mortgage i l l t e r e s t )  
because t h i s  i s  tile one S U ~ I  t7~&i.c1i can be knoi'an ea s i l y .  
Coi;ziJlic~.tior~s a r i s e  with al loi i ing f o r  r e l a t i v e s  i n  tL1e house 

" - 
because they  a r e  not a l , ~ a y s  bsaessed by tlie .:A3 a s  c o ~ i x i b u t i ~ ~ g  
Tully.  T~ius,  t w o  t e e n q p  solis who a re  aoT; s teady ..oricirs 
a9,iear -60 be hssessed a t  2/6  each, but a r e  ~m'bably d l i ab i l i -by .  
I was tcyillg t-o ,-2% a t  what tile alo-tiier was ent- i t led t o  a s  
t h e  hea6  o f  a nsbionzl a s s i s t a ~ ~ c e  household, and then I was 
con iaring what slle a c t u a l i y  zeceived ( ;X.  9lus  r e l a t i v e s t  
convriuutions e t c )  a g a i x t  t h i s ,  

Comi~lica-l-lo,ls a r i s e  ~ n ~ e r e  h e  eL2t i s  )aid d i r e c t l y ,  
o r  wl~ere t he  nat ioi lal  a s s i s t aace  YatiLerless Palaily i s  Lodgiilg 
wi th  aiiii-her ~ l a t i o ~ i a l  a s s i s t aace  P a i ~ i l y ,  In botn ins tances  
the  f alnily iatervievied received lie re&,  and &f ~ ~ ~ ; t i l e r  

i n c o ~ ~ e s  must a_,:ear ,iro2;ortioLlatelg 1ar;or i f  tile bas i c  scalu 
excludinb milt i s  used f o r b x s e  f a u i l i e s .  

2.  over-ty l i n e .  

I u l d n r t  r e a l l y  use the l i n e  a s  a )ovePty base, 
bu-t inerelf T O  c a l cu l a t e  w-:et-iler i~ly f a d l i l i e s  r e a l l y  l ived  
a t  t n e  14b,0 r e t e r  ard  d r i a n  s;lg,esn. Thekr l i n e  aii:Jears a 

I 

b i t  misleading i n  one xzy because nost  o f  t h e  f a ~ a i l i - e s  
on a s s i s t auce  a r e  old r3eo9le vino ao b e h e r  a i t n  allowances 
t i ~ a n  f a t - -e r less  f amil ias  a t  l ~ a s t .  

3 .  Zegular weokly housemld iilcoii~e. 

Xy regu la r  weekly l~ouseilold i n c o w  ,was s l i g h t l y  Bore 
complicated i n  t h a t  I c o r ~ e c t e d  not only f o r  r e l a t i v e s  
g iv ing  money, but  a l s o  f o r  tmt  ,mo2oixion of rnoney which 
zhe household rnu-st s>end on t a t  relat- ive i . e ,  i f  a family 
on r ~ a t i o n a l  assisi,arlce received a i ~ e t  incoiae of S2 above 

NA sca l e  r a t e ,  t x n  I ~ ~ ~ 1 i - t  %fie $2 between crle mt io r i a l  ass i s tance  

rec i_ \ iencs  and the  r e l a t i v e  (usiiig .ro2ortions based on ?TA sca l e ) .  



S e s m  t o  be f a i r  agreement ne re ,  exce;t f o r  E i l a r y t  S 

es t i ina te  of what food c o s t s .  I say  351- a r e l y  because 

it makes n i c e r  numbers t o  s 9 l i t  up f o r  i n d i v i d u a l  ::ieals: 

b reakfas t  5/-, luLich 10/-, b i n ~ ~ e r  21, .&ite unkellable. 

Soae roorn f o r  d isagreeuent  z r e  sirice you. can e i t l i e r  

add i n  t m s e  suifis vfi~ich t h e  X43 krlows about aud i;noyes ( l i k e  

educa t ion  , la in- tei~a~lce) ,  o r  you can leave  t l l e ~  out  a s  no t  

ai'i'ect-ing assessrueat. It r e a l l y  de -~e-~ds  ;-ilLat we warli- tills 

2 i g u r e  for, D i f f i c u i t  t o  take accoum of bus  f a r e s ,  and 

t h i s  i s  u s a a l l y  dolle by i d e r e i l c e  f r o u  nha t  t l l z  i i A 3  has  

a s s e s s e d  i . e , t i le w e s  cion wilich a s s e s s i o l e  iLicoiile answers 

i s  02 Lie ty9e - d i d  t h e  :$B-3 a l l o n  f o r  tilt f a c t  t h a t  t h i s  

1 1 ~ 0 t h e ~  s-)eniis X on bus Yaixs, out  01' ,~ei .  x~;e or' y. 

- 
There i s i z T t  r, t 6 i a i l l  f o r  ~ ~ l s  d o i n t ,  but- I lillo;t T o m  a d  I 

have used c.if2eren-i; conce _&ioLis 01 cLkri-ain i l l co~ .~es  l i k e  

w e l f a r e  be--eLi ts ,  cash given f o r  TV, scllool c lothi l lg  ;rents 
e t c .  I'm ojJen t o  conversion 011 t h i s  s i n c e  vlie s u a s  a r e  s x a l l ,  

bu t  a t  m e  ino?ne-;b weT r e  a ~ y p i r l g   or d i f i e ren i -  ' \ r i n c i p l e s  arld 

tkie x a t t e r  ougiic t o  be  r a i s e d  st -kie . .~el  t r ilC; on 3 . i d a y .  



The following item is a draft written on the subjective, or “felt” experience of 
poverty.  In the opening paragraph, Marsden speculates as to whether or not to 
include this section, or to let the understanding of felt poverty emerge more 
indirectly.  Ultimately, he did include a chapter, “On feeling poor: the social 
context of poverty” in the book, Mothers Alone. 

 



8  ‘Felt’ poverty 
 
I’m not sure whether we need a separate section on how mothers feel poverty.  

Perhaps the feeling may best come through indirectly, and all this section will be 

subsumed in the others.  I notice that I’ve already begun to use bits of material in the 

section on expenditure.  My reason for including this title in the section headings is 

that we can describe objective conditions of life and quantities of this and that, but 

how do the mothers feel about it?  Do they actually feel themselves to be worse off? 

 

It seems obvious, but it’s worth saying, that nobody felt the scales were adequate.  On 

the other hand, most of them wouldn’t say how much they needed, and the reason for 

this reluctance appeared twofold.  They were already self-conscious about receiving 

‘charity’, though the feeling wore off after a time, and also the long time of pinching 

and scraping had become a habit of mind.  They just couldn’t think about wants and 

needs, they daren’t let their appetites be titillated by thoughts of more money and nice 

food and possessions.  As one said, when going shopping her constant thoughts were 

‘can I do without this, can I do without that’.  People were sensitive about poverty in 

different degrees which was quite unrelated to their needs.  Mrs Dufay was one of the 

most vociferous in complaining of the rates, and telling me how she’s rather spend her 

money on the children than on herself – yet she goes out drinking in town on 

Thursday, Friday and Saturday, paying a little girl 10/- an evening to look after her 

four young children, and she told me she daren’t wear either of her two new coats at 

the NAB office because the other mothers will think she’s ‘on the game’.  Mrs 

Whiteley, however, made no complaint.  I think most mothers, while regretting that 

they had to receive assistance, found payment by order book dignified and much 

better than going to the office.  Mrs Calverley caught the feeling of many nicely when 

she explained that she wasn’t all that sensitive (for instance she wouldn’t bother to 

change the colour of the books, though she had a widow’s pension as well as her 

assistance), but she wouldn’t cash her orders at the local village post office.  She took 

them to the GO.  And, although, she knew seven people on assistance up her road 

because she saw the officer going to visit them, and they all knew one another, none 

of them ever mentioned being on assistance. 

 



Her situation was interesting from another point of view.  She knew in one way that 

she wasn’t badly off compared with many (she appears above the NAB rates to me), 

and the officer told her about all the instances of men on low wages.  But as she said, 

round where she was living there wasn’t anybody like that; they were all older people 

with grown-up working families, and they all had new furniture and the children all 

had new toys, even though it was a corporation estate.  This was her reference group, 

not the wage-stop families whom she had never met and only half believed in.  Miss 

Brook had felt the lowest of the low when she lived in her slum house sharing a yard 

with a small shopkeeper with a car.  He never spoke to her.  But on the corporation 

estate where she was re-housed many people were on assistance, and only two doors 

along was a family where the man wouldn’t work who were much worse off.  Miss 

Brook found herself giving away toys and sandwiches to the children, and her son 

would joke about taking his bacon and egg supper along to wave under their windows 

to make them jealous.  Miss Brook was fortunate in having lowly neighbours.  Most 

other families had to confess that they were worse off than the neighbours, and they 

reacted in various ways.  It seemed as if the tougher ones with feelings exaggerated by 

having to play the role of father in disputes over children with neighbours, quite often 

fell out with the neighbours.  And neighbours were quick to point out ‘we’re keeping 

such as you’.  At the opposite extreme, the more timorous and deferential withdrew 

into themselves and the family circle.  Mrs Kneeshaw, ever since someone had passed 

a remark about the smartness of a dress she was wearing ‘and her on National 

Assistance’, said she felt awful, as if she wasn’t entitled to go out and enjoy herself.  

She felt safest under the blanket of the dark winter evenings.  Mrs Richards and Mrs 

Calverley too mentioned this feeling that they weren’t entitled to be smart – you 

couldn’t strike a balance; if you were smart you were too smart, if drab, you were 

letting yourself go. 

 

Yet others had a fairly happy relationship with neighbours, or a neighbour, and people 

helped them.  But I felt curiously uneasy about Mrs Campbell.  She was somehow too 

deserving, too willing to be helped.  True she scratched and scraped and managed, 

making all her own cakes and cooking nourishing meals with the minimum of 

expense.  But she was too willing to be helped.  The neighbours or the church had 

thought she might be offended if they’d offered her this or that but she wasn’t.  

Should she have been?  I don’t know. 



 

So much for poverty and their surroundings.  Mothers were also conscious of poverty 

at different times and seasons.  Christmas was awful for some.  Mrs Henry had to tell 

her children Father Christmas hadn’t brought any toys for them.  Then after Christmas 

she bought toys in the sales and said he’d remembered after all.  Christmas was worse 

than birthdays because Christmas demanded that everyone should have a present.  

The most acute feelings of poverty came via the children who couldn’t understand, 

and sometimes resented that they couldn’t have what others had got.  At the same 

time the children were acknowledged to be a comfort which offset poverty to a 

degree: Mrs Savage knew that however badly off she might be now, with two children 

she would never be as low as in the past.  Poverty to these mothers was a constant 

succession of small nagging worries.  Mrs Henry (as so often) seemed to place this 

exactly when she said she wasn’t deprived of anything, but it was the ice cream man 

stopping outside her window every night and her three wistful daughters looking out 

that really made her feel poor. 

 

Richer relatives could rub in a mother’s situation.  Table 5 gives contacts with 

siblings, showing that six families at least were estranged, possibly with poverty and 

affluence as a contributory cause.  Mrs Ramsden and Mrs Henry had both had far less 

help from their families after they separated.  In Mrs Ramsden’s family although 

she’d been round and seen everyone at Christmas they’d not even given her children 

the usual presents, possibly because her new poverty made gifts too suggestive of 

patronage.  Mrs Kneeshaw envied her brother and sister’s lovely homes, and as with 

other mothers such feelings chimed in with her pre-disposing shyness to emphasise 

the hopelessness of her situation.  Mrs Rex was well aware that while she couldn’t 

have a joint at weekends, her sister two doors away thought nothing of a chicken mid-

week, and one wonders if this wasn’t partly responsible for her desire to move and the 

lack of warmth in her relations with her sister. 

 

Some reaction to poverty have been mentioned: aggression, withdrawal, Mrs 

Campbell’s possible ‘pauperisation’.  I will return again to the awful loneliness which 

was the sum of poverty and lack of a husband for a proportion of these women.  Other 

reactions showed up in their health.  I’ve not checked the figures here, and 

information doesn’t seem very reliable, but possibly various forms of ‘nerves’ would 



be the commonest trouble.  The widows, oddly, had been ill before their husbands’ 

death.  Three out of the four had severe breakdowns.  The other women hadn’t been 

so seriously ill, but they mentioned symptoms ranging from hysterical paralysis to 

insomnia, or overactive thoughts about the future.  Mrs Regent had a kind of frenzy 

the week before I called, smashing furniture.  Several talked of suicidal feelings.  Mrs 

Savage was a drug addict.  Some of these and other mothers seemed exhausted; they 

couldn’t work any more. 

 

Patterns of expenditure and household management were quite different from family 

to family.  Mrs Whiteley had managed without grants for many years, and budgeted 

for rent once monthly.  She was a careful shopper, avoiding credit HP and clubs.  At 

the opposite extreme was Mrs Savage who spent with a fine disregard of the 

consequences, on the principle that if you thought about buying a thing you’d never 

buy it.  Mrs Savage spent 6/- a week on the horses and she was won regularly.  She’d 

also had a phase when she did every competition she could lay her hands on.  She 

wrote plays and books in the hope of making money that way.  Heavily in debt for 

HP, she had no compunction about concealing income from the NAB, and managed 

by a judicious system of luck, support from relatives and borrowing from friends.  

Mrs Waldie, although she smoked 140 cigarettes a week (‘how I’ve scratted for a 

cig.’) also managed to do two sets of football pools, keep her husband’s on for 

sentimental reasons, at 3/- each.  Smoking was a more common reaction than 

gambling, though here and in Mrs Savage’s situation the two went together.  Between 

these two extremes mothers, pinched and scraped or committed indiscretions with HP, 

were deferential or insulting about the NAB. 

 

When they finally came off assistance, if they ever did, their reactions might be 

similar to Mrs Garside and Mrs Hughes.  Mrs Garside said it felt marvellous, and told 

me what she was going to buy – she hadn’t bought anything last week she said 

because she hadn’t got used to being able to buy things again ‘but wait a few weeks..’.  

Mrs Hughes was a more pathetic instance of what long assistance can do.  After years 

of scraping, when she’d look forward to her children growing up and working, the 

dream had been achieved only to be shattered almost at once when she found they 

started wanting to get married: ‘I think the children have resented it deep down 

because they come asking for things and they can’t have them.  Little things they’ve 



said - they’ve shown it.  Like they’ve said to me, ‘so-and-so mum’s buying her a so-

and-so.  Can’t I have one?’  I tell you what all the trouble is now.  It’s courting and 

getting married.  My eldest daughter is always on at me.  She wants to get married but 

she seems to think I’ve got to pay for the wedding and I can’t do it.  I just haven’t got 

the money.  And I don’t want her to get married.  I’ve said to them that I’ve worked 

all these years and I think I’m entitled to have them at home till they’re 21.  It’s the 

future I’m worried about now.  I’m worried about what will happen to me when they 

all leave me.  I didn’t care at all when my husband first left me.  I thought let him go, 

I’ve got my children.  When they grow up, they’ll be working.  I used to look forward 

to it like a dream, and then when my eldest girl got working it was like heaven.  But 

then a bit later on you realise your children, they aren’t your own really.  You can’t 

keep them at home forever and I think deep down I’d like them to stay the same.  I 

wouldn’t want them to get married; I’d like them to stop here with me.  But you can’t 

make them do that can you?  And they all say they want homes of their own.  They 

won’t have me living with them.  No, they’re not grateful.  You can’t make them 

grateful but somehow it’s not clicked with them.  I think something would have to 

happen to them.  They can’t see that I count at all.  But I won’t live on my own.  I 

don’t know what I’ll do but I won’t live on my own.  It worries me at nighttime.  I 

can’t sleep.  When I’m in bed and I should be sleeping, I’m thinking what will happen 

to me when they’ve gone.  You see I can’t go back to how I was before.  I don’t want 

my daughter to get married because I can’t do without her wage.  As we’ve been these 

last few years, we’ve been able to what I call ‘live properly’.  We’ve been able to 

keep a good table and it hasn’t all been chips and beans or slices of toast .. but I don’t 

want to go back to that now.  I wouldn’t go back to that now’.  Mrs Hughes was one 

of the mothers who had a good word to say for the NAB and their kindness to her. 
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An Annotated Bibliography of My Research Work 

Dennis Marsden - 1998 

 

I have been asked for an annotated bibliography which will provide a context and commentary 

for Mothers Alone and my later work. However, it is relevant to begin with a brief 

autobiographical note to explain how and why I came into social research, and how I developed 

my own particular approach to social research and social policy. I hope that in what follows I 

have been careful enough in treading the fine line between trying to identify the innovative 

elements in my work and conveying its impact on various audiences, and mere self-

aggrandisement!* 

 

 

The shaping of my approach to social research  

 

My initial research interests were shaped by my early experiences of social mobility from a 

‘respectable’ (Methodist and deeply moral) working-class background via grammar school to a 

science course at Cambridge (see Breakthrough (1968)). Although at Cambridge I received a 

high quality grounding in scientific method, I found my education deeply unsatisfying as a basis 

for understanding what was going on in my personal life and the lives of those around me. 

However, it was only during National Service that I finally abandoned any thoughts of a career in 

science. I became interested in the early social research of Beatrice Potter (Webb), Charles Booth 

and Henry Mayhew, and upon leaving the forces I moved to Toynbee Hall in London’s East End.  

 

This was the exciting time of the New Left Review and the publication of a range of socially 

concerned journalism and novels which ‘rediscovered’ working class life and the continued 

existence of social and economic deprivation. But what particularly drew me to the East End was 

the published work of the Institute of Community Studies, which had been set up by Michael  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

* Because I was unsure about the requirements, I have not attempted to reference the various 

comments which I have included merely to provide a flavour of the reception of my research by 

different ‘audiences’.  
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Young and Richard Titmuss to research the impact of policies of slum clearance and 

redevelopment on working class ‘communities’. For me, what gave this work its particular appeal 

and power was that the framework of statistics and policy discussion was brought to life by 

excerpts from interviews where ordinary people described their experiences and feelings in their 

own words. These interviews were then sensitively interpreted within a sociological framework, 

and with an eye to the impacts of social policy and a view to possible policy recommendations.  

 

I wrote a long letter to Michael Young describing how my earlier experiences had shaped my 

interest in social research, and the Institute gave me a part-time job interviewing on their research 

on family life and housing. Later, I was given a larger role doing in-depth research on living with 

mental illness. At the same time, through living at Toynbee Hall I gained further experience of 

the urban environmental squalor and social problems in the East End. For example, I did supply 

teaching and school care visiting for ‘sink’ schools, I went camping with deprived teenagers, I 

helped in the Poor Man’s Lawyer, and I gained further research experience on a small project on 

the impact of rehousing on the lives of the elderly. For a while I contemplated becoming a social 

worker, and I received the offer of a place at LSE. But meanwhile in my brief return visits to 

Yorkshire, along with another working-class school and university friend Brian Jackson, I began 

pilot interviews for our own ‘community study’ of Huddersfield. 

 

I can still recapture the rather innocent excitement of those early heady days, when my eyes were 

suddenly opened to the range of social questions and to what then seemed the enormous 

possibilities of social research. Yet what has chiefly stayed with me is that I discovered the 

excitement of depth interviewing – perfect strangers would tell me the most amazing things! At 

that time, I developed the view which I still hold, that rather than interviews being merely 

‘illustrative’ of theories or numerical data generated elsewhere, often it is depth interviews 

themselves that generate the major concepts and ideas. And I have since come to recognise that I 

feel most ‘alive’ and productive as a sociologist and social analyst while participating in 

discursive interviews, and again when analysing those interviews.  

 

This fascination with what interviews can reveal has always been a major driving force in my 

career as a researcher, but there have obviously been other influences. Perhaps because of my 
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Methodist origins and the early context of my research career – research without any policy focus 

has always seemed to me a little self-indulgent! Also I have recognised that accounts of 

individual experience do not ‘speak for themselves’. If such accounts are not to remain at the 

level of a kind of journalism – even ‘policy journalism’ – the interview subjects must be carefully 

selected from groups whose backgrounds and experiences can be seen as relevant for the study of 

the problem in hand. The interviews must also be interpreted sociologically in the broader context 

of policy and society. However, any attempt to use the ‘sociological imagination’ (in C. Wright 

Mills’s phrase) to move from the level of ‘personal troubles’ to ‘public problems’ or public issues 

entails several dangers. Sociological interpretations of people’s lives are sometimes 

comprehensible only to a small professional audience. Yet the alternative of relying on the 

immediacy of descriptions of personal experience to communicate the impact of policy may run 

the risk of lacking credibility among professional colleagues, whilst also failing to convince 

government officials who deal mainly in statistics. 

 

In relation to these dilemmas, my main research publications may be characterised as attempts to 

use in-depth accounts of people’s lives in the interests of exploring policy issues and 

communicating them more effectively to a wide and multi-layered audience. This audience 

includes, along with professional colleagues and students, various policy-making communities, 

practitioners, the general public and, not least, my informants and people like them.  

 

One further point arises from my mode of developing ideas from a core of interviews with people 

whose lives are affected by policy. Rather than monitoring policy and other changes in social 

conditions, keeping my research up to date would really require me to re-interview the same 

subjects, or to interview new subjects on the same topic. Instead, I have preferred to move on, 

and to research and publicise new issues as they emerge. 

 

 

Research prior to Mothers Alone 

 

My career in full-time research began when - partly on the basis of my original letter describing 

the problems arising from my social mobility via grammar school – Michael Young 
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commissioned myself and Brian Jackson to undertake the research project later published as 

Education and the Working Class. This research was unique in that we chose to study the 

grammar schools of our home town, and the experiences of the 88 working-class former pupils 

who had been our contemporaries at school. As well as depth-interviews with these former 

pupils, we interviewed their parents. This design enabled us to depict something of the lives of 

these working-class parents, the clash between that life and the grammar school culture, and the 

resulting strains for both parents and pupils.  

 

Despite the relatively small sample, the book proved to be highly topical and a continuing best-

seller, because it was accepted as offering a convincing explanation of the very well established 

official statistics on working class under-representation in selective and university education. At 

the same time, academic commentators described the book as enjoyable and compared it with 

literature. It also received wide publicity and it is cited as having had a large influence in the 

campaign for comprehensive schools. Hardly surprisingly, this reception confirmed me in my 

view that the model devised by the Institute and elaborated in our study of grammar schools was 

an ideal way to conduct and disseminate policy-oriented research that would have a broad impact.  

 

In the event, the book has had a surprisingly long life, and even at the BSA meeting in 1999, it 

was still referred to in seminars - ‘Jackson and Marsden got it right’ - and several individuals 

sought me out to tell me: ‘Reading your book changed my life’. (However, I should also report 

that in another seminar a graduate student was undertaking an almost identical study of upwardly 

mobile working-class pupils, as if the book had never been written. And when I attempted to 

intervene to question another speaker’s nostalgic picture of the ‘close relationship’ between the 

1960s Labour governments and the policy community I was told flatly: ‘No, you are wrong!’) 

 

 

The hardback and paperback versions of Mothers Alone 

 

In 1965, following Peter Townsend’s appointment as Professor of Sociology at Essex and the 

award by the Joseph Rowntree Trust of a large grant to study poverty, I was appointed to carry 

out the pilot study of fatherless families which became Mothers Alone. Interestingly, Peter 



 5

Townsend had begun his research career with an almost anthropological approach which 

depended heavily on interviews, carefully observation and a literary gift for communicating 

experience. However, during his time at Essex he became essentially a quantitative researcher. I 

vividly remember experiencing a pang of regret when he was (as I felt) ‘reduced to’ searching the 

margins of questionnaires for qualitative material to bring greater immediacy to Poverty in the 

United Kingdom. However, I am grateful for his insistence that the core of interviews for 

Mothers Alone should be set in a solid framework of available statistics and policy discussion. 

 

The study of ‘fatherless families’ was a relatively new area at that time, so almost my only guide 

was Peter Marris’s moving but neglected study of widows and their families (for the Institute of 

Community Studies). More important was Margaret Wynn’s imaginative attempt to generate a 

new policy label - ‘fatherless families’ - to cover mothers who shared the situation of bringing up 

children on low wages with inadequate childcare, yet who had hitherto been classified under 

distinct administrative categories. After spending several months gazing at the walls of my office, 

I embarked (with the grudging cooperation of the then N.A.B.) on interviewing a range of lone 

mothers drawing state means-tested benefits. With hindsight, the sample (120) was large 

compared with more recent qualitative studies based on samples a third of the size, although the 

scale brought the advantage of a very basic coverage of all four main marital sub-groups in two 

different areas. I followed the model of my previous work, beginning from the interviews and 

focusing on personal experience, but trying to document how these mothers were dealt with by 

officials and their neighbours. I would have liked to create more of a sense of individual mothers, 

by linking their experiences through the book or even through providing case-studies, but this 

idea was abandoned for reasons of confidentiality (not least as a protection against identification 

by social security officials). 

 

The findings illustrate how these families are viewed and treated according to stereotypes of their 

supposed past or current relationship with their children’s fathers. Mothers Alone served a 

purpose in undermining the stereotypes of marital status and suggesting there were large 

differences of circumstances within the older marital groups, while there were similarities across 

the different groups. However, their social lives and needs do not present the common pattern 

suggested by the single descriptive label of ‘fatherless families’. These mothers were of very 
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different ages, as were their children. Some were relatively comfortably placed in suburban 

houses with stocks of furniture, while others were destitute. The mothers had different levels of 

income from social security. They had very different social and financial relationships with the 

non-resident father – and other men. They had more or less support from kin, greater or less 

earning power and ability to work, and so on. Mothers Alone was useful in sketching out these 

new dimensions for the problem of devising social security support. Although clearly, as the 

Finer Committee found, the task of devising some kind of allowance for one parent families still 

raises complex ethical and political issues in relation to fairness, work incentives and the 

‘liability’ of fathers (and others) to support mothers and their children.  

 

The paperback version of Mothers Alone under consideration is actually an extensive rewriting of 

the first shorter hardback publication. That earlier report was produced under various constraints 

– notably the demands of questionnaire design and piloting for the main poverty survey, and 

obstruction from officials in the NAB (soon to become the Supplementary Benefits 

Commission). My first manuscript languished in the vaults of the DHSS for many months until 

Brian Abel-Smith prodded the officials into making a not unexpectedly hostile (but nit-picking!) 

response. Despite this, the report was eventually published in hardback.  

 

That hardback version had a favourable academic reception. For example, the authors of 

Motherless Families later commented ruefully that they would have liked to follow my model of 

qualitative interviews as a basis for analysis, but complained that they were prevented from doing 

so by the official preference for quantitative analysis. Excerpts were published in the national 

press, and I contributed articles to more popular magazines, which brought the gratifying 

response of letters from lone mothers thanking me for publicising their situation. I also engaged, 

with the National Council for One Parent Families and other groups, in the attempt to persuade 

the government to bring in a one parent families allowance. The public attention was sufficient to 

bring a commission for a paperback, which is the version I have submitted for the doctorate. 

 

This story is relevant to the question of how Mothers Alone was related to the relevant literature 

of the day. Re-publication in paperback provided me with the unusual and valuable opportunity 

of expanding the original discussion to cover developments in a number of fields that usually 
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remain distinct. At the same time I also attempted to segregate the different levels of discussion, 

so that the book could still be read by the general public but also by more specialist audiences.  

 

From my background at the Institute of Community Studies I had become interested in the 

resilience of the family as a system of informal support, and I explored the various ways in which 

families tended to adjust to the lack of a resident father, for example by substitution of the 

mother’s brother or father. In fact, of course, the non-resident father was not always off the scene, 

either practically or symbolically. I reviewed the literature about the impact of father absence – 

mostly from the US but still relevant today – which pointed out that the disadvantages were not 

necessarily to do with a dysfunctional family structure but mainly with lack of cash. Other 

relevant areas were the weakness of the legal system, both as a means of burying dead marriages, 

and for recovering the costs of support from non-resident fathers who were often highly resistant 

to paying and who sometimes had second families to support. In relation to housing, I identified 

the problems of local authority tenancy policies, and I suggested the need for refuges for women 

and children to escape from violent families (this was before Chiswick Women’s Aid).  

 

However, probably the most interesting part of this re-writing was the section on social security. I 

had found myself on the receiving end of a puzzling and decidedly edgy correspondence from 

Richard Titmuss (the new Chairman of the SBC). He reacted to my findings with hostility and 

scepticism, and frankly doubted the truth of my reported findings on the antagonistic 

relationships between social security officials and clients and the high level of various kinds of 

maladministration. Stimulated by this correspondence, I explored Titmuss’s ‘administrative 

utopia’, where the SBS would become ‘The New Guardians of the Poor’, through the structures 

of administrative ‘discretion’, monitored by research and fed upwards through the organization 

for codification into ‘rights’ to benefits. However, this only led me to specify more closely the 

conditions that prevented this utopia from being realised. (With hindsight, Peter Townsend was 

probably right in suggesting that this should have been published separately, rather than tucked 

away in the rewritten book.) 

 

I agree that the discussion in the 1973 Penguin version of the literature is in need of updating for 

1999. (In fact, I considered but rejected the idea as long ago as 1980.) For example, demographic 
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patterns have changed, with declining rates of marriage and a marked rise in births out of 

wedlock, cohabitation, divorce, stepfamilies and so on. There have been associated changes in 

patterns of dependency, governed by the relative value and availability of earnings from 

employment in relation to social security levels and types of provision. Divorce law has 

continued to change in contradictory directions – and the disadvantaged situation of divorced 

women without pensions now looms as a major problem for the next century. There have been 

improvements in housing in relation to tenancies, and the response to family violence, 

cohabitation and so on, but there has also been a decline in the stock of council housing and new 

problems are arising from the curtailment of housing benefits.  

 

More difficult to judge are the changes in the general social status of lone mother families and 

other one parent families. Such families are growing more common, and perhaps less stigma now 

attaches to divorce, births out of wedlock, cohabitation, stepfamilies and so on. However, it 

cannot yet be claimed that such families are regarded as ‘normal’, particularly by children who 

must still live with the cornflake packet image of ‘the family’ and the possibility of bullying 

because ‘you haven’t got a Dad’ (or Mum). On a more administrative level, papers at the SPA 

have charted how these families gained greater acceptability with Finer and other policy 

improvements in the 1970s and 1980s, only to be re-stigmatised under Thatcher and now to some 

extent under Blair. At the time of publication of Mothers Alone, it was considered a major victory 

that lone women with children could claim benefit rights as mothers rather than being required to 

register for employment as workers. However, I originally raised the difficulties of mothers who 

must later return to work after many years because their children had ceased to be dependent, and 

I now have more sympathy with the current emphasis on maintaining work opportunities - 

although with encouragement rather than crude compulsion!  

 

Overall, the increase in the bill for dependency has focused attention on the failure, reluctance or 

inability of non-resident fathers to provide support for their children, and has brought about the 

clumsy and parsimonious introduction of the CSA geared to saving the Treasury money (as Jane 

Millar has shown). In particular, there has been an unpicking of ‘clean break’ divorces which 

gave (some women) the marital home while loading the costs of maintenance onto the state, the 

formulae for payments have been clumsy and insensitive, and the CSA has focused on stinging 
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existing payers for more cash while failing to pursue large numbers of fathers, particularly the 

self-empoloyed. The setting up of the CSA raised interesting issues (including feminist issues) 

about whether the family or the state should bear the costs of childcare, but it also provoked a 

very revealing and at times hysterical response from fathers, the male press lobby and male trade 

unionists. 

 

Apart from the heightened concern with the so-called ‘dependency culture’, recent major debates 

have focused on the disadvantages faced by children with non-resident fathers, following the 

(confusing) growth of research evidence from sources such as the National Child Development 

Studies and the Exeter study. These controversies have been further stirred up by so-called 

‘ethical socialist’ male sociologists such as Dennis and Halsey (who seem to bear some kind of 

grudge against feminism for disturbing patriarchal family structures), and who have not paid 

sufficient attention to the disadvantages from lack of income and other social influences (e.g. sink 

housing estates). More recently, women such as Phillips and Morgan have led a further right-

wing backlash against what they see as the state’s misguided funding or subsidising of lone 

motherhood, which they predict will have disastrous consequences in undermining ‘traditional’ 

masculine roles, with consequent rises in male violence, crime and depression.  

 

Despite the confident statements of politicians concerning the disadvantages of children in one 

parent families (or stepfamilies), the evidence on the situation of such children is actually 

extremely complex (see e.g. Burghes; Kiernan). I have been impressed by the reviews of the 

evidence by Rodgers and Furstenberg who show that father absence appears to have surprisingly 

little effect on children – since ‘psychically’ many fathers are hardly present in the home. Lack of 

finance is important, but so also is the way that mothers react and cope with their situation. 

Furstenberg argues that a basic obstacle to promoting co-parenting after divorce may be that 

during marriage it was often mothers who interpreted the children’s needs to their father and the 

father’s behaviour to the children, so that it is difficult after divorce to give the father a role that 

he never fulfilled in marriage. A neglected research area is that there has been little attention to 

this problem (touched upon in Mothers Alone) of how mothers deal with the symbolic importance 

of the father to the children, and the continuing disruptions caused by changed social 
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relationships with non-resident parents and new step-parents (although see Smart). In this the 

mother’s social skills in particular seem likely to be fully stretched. 

 

Overall, I remain uneasy about the arguments which claim, on the one hand, that disadvantage is 

entirely caused by deprivation, yet on the other that the cause lies in dysfunctional family 

structures. It seems to me that there are disadvantages for children in some family set-ups – and 

indeed the children themselves sometimes play a large part in family disruption (see below, 

where I outline a research proposal on this topic). The task of research and policy continues to be 

to move away from very partial readings of the conflicting evidence and from unreal traditional 

stereotypes, and to try to discover what kinds of family set-ups work. This would need complex 

evaluations and policy adjustments for different types of families with mothers and fathers as 

heads, and different kinds of stepfamilies, all with different relationships with non-resident 

parents and different kinds of social and financial support. 

 

Together these important changes are so large that it is not possible to update Mothers Alone 

simply by providing a review of the new literature. And in any case, as I explained earlier, what 

really interests me is not just the administrative web surrounding lone parents but how policies 

impinge on their lives and how they feel. Without another qualitative survey, these questions 

could not be answered to my satisfaction. 

 

[section related to other research removed] 

 

 

In conclusion, the most recent part of my teaching career before retirement was partly devoted to 

exploring and teaching the possibilities - and limitations - of depth-interviewing. Also, in a 

curious cyclical turn of events, I have been able to share in the current ‘resurrection’ of studies of 

marriage and family life. In retirement I propose to continue writing, although of course this will 

depend on whether there is any readership for things of the kind I have written. A ‘sub-text’ of 

this annotated bibliography (which I have not chosen to pursue) is that there have been large 

changes in political climate, which have at times been reflected in a considerable reluctance to 

engage with independent policy research of any kind, particularly the work of sociologists. 
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However – despite my comments on political transvestism – I am encouraged to think that the 

advent of New Labour must lead to a more sympathetic climate in at least some echelons of the 

government, the civil service and more general readers. 



Dennis Marsden 
From interview conducted by Paul Thompson 

Pioneers of Social Research Series 
April and May 2002; Virginia Cottage, Emsworth 

 

 1

The origins of Mothers Alone 
 
The project developed as a pilot study for the larger project, Poverty in the UK, led by 

Peter Townsend. 
Notes in square brackets [ ] added by Dennis Marsden. 
Notes in square brackets { } added by Libby Bishop, ESDS Qualidata. 
 
 
DM: And so, I was there with this brief, there was a book by Margaret Wynn about 

fatherless families, and I was there with this brief to do a study of fatherless 
families.  I’d got no idea, I just remember sitting in my little white office, you 
know, they had these offices with white walls, nothing else much, and, you know, 
trying to scrabble about and get some ideas.  And I thought, in the end, “It’s out 
there.  I’ll just, I’ll just go and do it”.  Which became kind of, for me, part of the 
canon of my research ideas.  I’d noticed in Education and the Working-Class, the 
survey was actually created by the interviews.  It started with the interviews, and 
the theory was grafted on at the end, but with a few weeks in the Library.  So, I got 
this idea that you generated the surveys out of the people, you generated not the 
survey, but you generated the, the book, or the project [out of the people]. 

 
PT: So does that mean that you went out and did these? 
 
DM: So I then went out and did these. 
 
 
Samples:  preferred, practical, and problematic 
 
DM: Anyway, I had a ready-made sample, although the NAB – National Assistance 

Board – was sticky about sending letters out.  We devised this system of sending 
out letters, enclosing a letter to send back to me, so that they wouldn’t know, and I 
wouldn’t know, kind of thing.  But it had been quite difficult negotiations to get 
this sample.  So I just went and started interviewing the sample.  And then, rather 
unethically, we got about a third, which wasn’t a very good response, so I got 
people to tell me about their friends, because it was [only] in Huddersfield and 
Colchester, and I got people to tell me about their friends who’d also had letters, 
and went and saw them – cold calling as you might say, nowadays.  And retrieved, 
“converted” as they say in the jargon, don’t they, “converted” some of them, so I 
got a quite respectable two-thirds by the end of it.   

 
PT: Although you don’t know, really, what the missing third, who weren’t friends, 

would be like? 
 
DM: But you could extrapolate from the people who were reluctant.  I mean, some of 

them were on the fiddle, or even on the game.  Some were frightened that I was an 
NAB Fraud Officer.  Some were simply very private. 

 
PT: What do you mean by “being on the game”? 
 



Dennis Marsden 
From interview conducted by Paul Thompson 
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DM: Well, prostitution – earning a bit on the side by selling their body.  So, there was a 
kind of excitement about [doing in-depth research].  I used to think everything was 
terribly exciting, you know! Yeah, the longest one I ever did was this woman with 
11 children by six different fathers, or seven different fathers.   

 
 You’d walk in in the morning, perfectly ordinary house, you know, just another 

name, and stagger out nine hours later!  Well, you’d be there all day, kind of thing, 
with odd interruptions from neighbours calling round, and you’d think, “Christ!”  
You know, “People’s lives.  How amazing!”  So there were certain people like that 
who kind of stood out,  You’d got a hundred, I think it was 112 in the end, the 
sample, which was quite a lot, considering I was travelling away from my young 
family in Colchester to do half of them in Huddersfield.  And the other reason for 
this, really, was my mum still lived there, so I used to go and stay with her, and do 
her a bit of good … …  

 
 
Dilemmas of  informed consent and confidentiality 
 
DM: You can’t negotiate informed consent at the beginning, although you think you are, 

because you don’t know where the interview will go.  
 
PT: So you did explain what the interview was about, when you started? 
 
DM: Yeah, the very short “cover story” as we called it. 
 
PT: So what do you think is the proper solution to that problem, then? 
 
DM: I don’t think there is one. 
 
PT: Why can’t you ask at the end, for them to give their consent or not? 
 
DM: Well, I suppose you can then, yeah.  But [in the 1960s and 1970s] I had the view it 

was a smash and grab raid, it was my data, and there’s a whole debate about that.  
There was never any question of consent, you thought they trusted you, a frank 
open face and so on, and you’d use the data anonymously, and they did.  This was 
the time when … 

 
PT: So the key point, really, was the confidentiality, that you didn’t reveal their name. 
 
DM: Yeah, assure them of confidentiality. 
 
PT: And that means not using their name?  
 
DM: Not using their name, but also not giving identifying features.  Which was what 

convinced me about the Mothers Alone book, that I couldn’t do it as I had been 
doing old people, because they’d be too identifiable.   

 
PT: So another alternative to that might have been to get their consent, mightn’t it, at 

the time? 
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DM: Well, I did sort of get their consent, but that was kind of taken to be enough, and 

certainly had been at the Institute, and you didn’t sort of labour it in case you 
actually started … made people … 

 
PT: But I was thinking, if you wanted to make a portrait of somebody, you could write 

back and say, “We want to do this.  Is that okay?” 
 
DM: Yeah.  It never occurred to me, that. 
 
PT: Because there wasn’t that ethical discussion then, was there? 
 
DM: There wasn’t, no.  It’s only come up recently.  And it’s come up partly as a result of 

the Feminist debates.  Sue Wise, in particular, made me aware of the power of the 
interviewer to set the terms, to take the story, to write the story, regardless.  And 
then Liz Kelly, of course, who goes back to her interviewees and gives them right 
of altering what they’ve said, and commenting on what they’ve said, which is kind 
of a big frightener, if you think you’ve got a good piece of data, and then people 
don’t want … 

 
PT: That’s the idea of this interview, incidentally!  (LAUGHS)   
 
 
Audio-recording (or not), memory (researcher’s and subject’s) and transcription 
 
DM: But it was that thing, you while you’re doing it {an interview}, you’re obsessed, 

and you had to keep it in your head until you could get home and spill it out.  
{Marsden did not tape record these interviews.}  Sometimes, if I wasn’t too tired, 
I’d do it the same day, but quite often I’d wait and do it in the morning. 

 
PT: Really?  Fascinating.  You’d remember a whole interview and then note it all 

down? 
 
DM: Well, did I, you see?  I thought I did.  I only knew that it was better in the morning 

because I don’t function very well at night time.  So I’d have a skeleton of notes, 
and I’d have a visual image of the person, which was, you know, quite … I can still 
remember how some of them looked.  I was thinking, the reason why I’m a bit 
fuzzy, it’s 40 years, isn’t it, almost.  All this is 40 years ago. 

 
PT: Yeah, it’s a long time ago. 
 
DM: That’s why the details of the little jobs … But I can still remember some of those 

ones I did for Peter.  So I must have some sort of memory, and a visual memory 
that goes with it. 

 
PT: So you can remember what they looked like.  I mean, that’s amazing, actually. 
 
DM: Yeah.  Yes.  Not very well, not many.  
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PT: When you see the quote, you know who it is. 
 
DM: I think I still would, yeah.  I still would, yeah.  I mean, I learnt a lot of things.  I had 

another woman who was very frightened, because she was a victim of a sado-
masochistic man, and she described, quite chillingly, how she sat by the fire and he 
was asleep, the man was asleep – her husband – on the other side of the fireplace, 
and she was, of course, divorced by then, but she said she used to plan whether she 
could murder him and get away with it, because he was such a bastard to her.  She 
once tried to have a bath, he used to come and sit on the end of the bath, he was 
kind of lusting after her.  And she tried to have a bath by herself once, and she said, 
“He banged and he brayed that door”, he says, “You’ll never have a bath without 
me being there again”, he kind of bashed the door in.  

 
 So she was … you know, there were certain key characters that I wanted to, to 

write in more prominently.  But the NAB objected that they would recognise them, 
which was true, in a way.  The other thing in writing that was that Peter Townsend 
was very good in helping me with, he wanted the statistics at the front, of course, 
being Peter, he was making that … epistemological shift [from qualitative to 
quantitative research], you might almost say.  Except it’s doubtful whether he was 
totally in another mode before, but he was impressed by the power of numbers in 
convincing officials and politicians, which is … you know, he was quite right about 
that, although I think a lot is lost from the other sort of stuff.  So he helped me a lot 
with it, and he convinced me – this was the time when weren’t talking yet about 
myths – and I still was, I think, of the persuasion that it was like the truth, 
emotionally.  And he said, you know, “It isn’t.  You think so, but really, people’s 
memories are very fickle, and they re-write …”   So he was into that, which maybe 
… 

 
 
Interviews:  questionnaires, flexibility, boundaries, interactions 
 
PT: Now, what about flexibility? 
 
DM: Well, you had to have a form of interview which, I remember now, this was another 

thing that I haven’t said about Education and the Working-Class, I did have a full 
list of questions worked out, with possible probes, as if it was a questionnaire, so 
that it was in my head.  But, of course, people didn’t answer in the right way.  Their 
lives didn’t fit my preconceptions and so on, so we never used that stuff.  But what 
I did use it for – and it’s amazing how it comes back – sometimes I had notes with 
me about main topics, and the big danger with being a flexible interview is, you 
miss out a whole area of life like money, or sex, or marriage or something.  You get 
out and you suddenly find you’ve lost it!  So I had a check-list at the end.  You 
know, “Can I just look through this and check that I haven’t missed any anything 
out?”  But then going back home and … That was another point at which you might 
have lost it all.  I went down my list of questions and tried to restructure the 
interview, and order them.  I didn’t stick rigidly to that either because quotes, 
actually, can make either four or five things, so you run with the quote, but try and 
keep it to the structure of the questions that you’re interested in. 
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PT: But in terms of the actual interview, flexibility means what? 
 
DM: It means being prepared to let your respondent dictate what is the topic of interest, 

and let it run if you find something interesting.  You don’t know why it’s 
interesting, but you think, “That’s a good quote”.  You can’t imagine how it can 
possibly go in the final version, but somehow it will.  So you run with the quote and 
let the interview go to its full length.   

 
 I think it’s pretty unscrupulous in some ways, now.  Because it’s not part of the 

bargain.  I remember watching Bob Weiss interview in Los Angeles in the Hilton, 
or wherever, some big hotel, anyway, in the American Sociological Association.  
He did a paid session, he got us to pay to go in, except we wangled our way in, and 
he did an interview.  He said, “Right, we’re going to do an interview now”, to the 
audience.  “What’s it going to be about?”  It’s a wonderful relaxed style.  Like 
somebody would ask a question and he’d think carefully and say, “Yeah, I have a 
problem with that too!”  But he kind of said, “Right, we’re all here at this 
Conference, what are we going to do a thing about?  It can’t be too challenging, 
we’ll talk about earthquakes because it’s an earthquake zone.  Our thoughts about 
it”.  So we kicked that around a bit, went out and grabbed some character who was 
walking by in the corridor, hauled him in front of this audience, and began to 
interview him.  And he then, as we realised later on, he – I’m coming back to the 
point - we realised, later on, that the opening of the interview had set the terms of 
what was going to be discussed, and being a so shrewd man, at one point, this 
young man had not just come about earthquakes, he’d come because of getting 
married shortly, but they decided that was off limits. “We’re not going to do 
anything really personal”.   

 
 And then Bob Weiss deliberately introduced a question about his forthcoming 

marriage.  And the guy said, “Hey, I thought we weren’t going to talk about that!”  
And I thought, “Oh, he’s dropped a brick there”.  And he said he’d done it 
deliberately to show that the interview was conducted within a certain framework 
of what was allowed to be said.  And we hadn’t done that, we never did that in 
those interviews, and become much more aware, since the Feminist stuff, about the 
way the interviewer sets the parameters… 

 
… 
 
DM: But yeah, I think you would say, “But this is what you said”, or “This is what they 

say about the Scheme”, or “I’ve talked to people”.  I’ve always believed in that, 
I’ve always actually fed back to respondents what other people have said, you 
know, and said, “What do you think of this?”  Or “You said, earlier on, this …; it 
doesn’t seem to square with what you say now”, which is a more aggressive, it’s 
not more invasive or more intrusive, I don’t know what the word would be.  But I 
was very interested, in Mothers Alone, for example, putting different cases to 
people, and saying, “This is how other people react.  What do you think of that?”  
Which was actually a very effective technique, I think, but dodgy by some kinds of 
criteria, where you’re merely supposed to reflect and echo, and all those kind of 
counselling nicey nicey skills!  I mean, Jean and I have never believed, we’ve 
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talked about it a lot more since, but it’s not so much we’ve developed new ways of 
doing it, it’s we’ve developed rationales for what we always did, as it were. 

 
 
Gender dynamics during interviews:  who can interview whom? 
 
PT: Yeah.  And gender comes in afterwards, doesn’t it?  How does it … ? 
 
DM: Well, they were all women, of course, and, you know, I was a bit miffed later on 

when the Women’s Movement started, in the early seventies, claiming that only 
women could interview women…. 

 
PT: You don’t accept the idea that only women could interview women? 
 
DM: Well, how could I, you know?  I mean, I’d had women in writing and saying, 

“You’ve absolutely caught my story”.  You know, that Mothers Alone had 
illuminated their life.  So that was …  

 
 No, another one was structured around the structure of the estate and stigma, those 

kind of ideas were in the book, and the power relationships, the inequalities where 
you haven’t got a man in the house, so neighbours come and burn their rubbish in 
your dustbin and you can’t do anything about it, those kind of things. 

 
PT: But do you think that you would have had different perspectives at all if the gender 

idea had been around? 
 
DM: Yes.  I mean, I might not have done it… 
 
… 
 
PT: No.  Yeah.  Okay.  But you don’t want to say anything more about the Feminist 

ideas about research?  Because I think it’s quite interesting. 
 
DM: Oh well, yes, I mean, I’ve taken them on board really, that whole debate. Certainly 

since I’ve met Jean and got heavily into - I mean, we’ve written a piece about 
interviewing, you know, and power in the private sphere and gender difference.  
But I still was innocent of gender, because the next book I wrote was about men 
[only, and when the book was re-published], and I had to re-write the language, 
yeah. 

 
PT: Yes.  But, just on this point about interviewing, I feel there’s more you could say 

that’s useful about the difference between women interviewing women and men 
interviewing women. 

 
DM: I was aware of gender in a sense that there’s a passage early on in Mothers Alone, I 

remember, which is a page about perceiving ourselves in different roles, being 
received in different roles that, for example, the women who divorced her husband, 
the violent husband, welcomed me, in a way, as … she wanted advice.  She saw me 
as somebody who might come along and help her look after her boys, she was 
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having trouble with her boys.  So there was that one.  Then there was another 
woman who said, she made a big spiel about how she was missing sex, and kind of 
eyed me thoughtfully [ - as I thought].  So there were different sorts, and other 
people who saw me as a National Assistance Board snooper.  But there weren’t 
particularly gendered roles, although I suppose they would be gendered, they’d be 
seen as gendered now. 

 
PT: Because, from a Feminist point of view, surely you would argue that there were 

sort of secret and intimate things that they couldn’t say to you. 
 
DM: Oh yeah, yeah. 
 
PT: Do you think that’s true? 
 
DM: I think there would be, except that I was astonished – and this is interesting.  You 

plan a study like that, and I was aware that it was delicate, that these were all 
divorced, or mostly divorced, or they were unmarried mothers, and so there was 
that sexual element, they had a sexual past which they now hadn’t got, or which 
they might have, because they were banned.  There’s a big bit on cohabiting.  So I 
thought that I would go in, and go in softly, with some of these more factual details 
about income and National Assistance, and to my astonishment, found myself 
talking about intimate details of their lives.  Like the woman who was talking about 
the sexual brutality of her husband, or other people talking about their sex lives, or 
people talking about what a bastard their husbands were.  

 
 That’s an interesting one that got away, that Peter, in the big Poverty Study, did 

originally have an idea of investigating the distribution of income within 
households, and there was a question which was never followed.  Jan Pahl’s stuff 
[on Money and Marriage], it was actually in there and very interesting, but just an 
idea that got away I think, and then subsequently Jan Pahl took the kind of families 
I was looking at, on the basis that women felt much … I mean, I’ve got that in 
Mothers Alone, people who were divorced, even though they got less money, felt 
much richer because they’d got control of it.  So control of money is an idea that 
she picked up on.   

 
 But I was aware that I was playing the role.  I used to think, with middle-aged 

women, that I played the role of the long lost son or something like that, I appealed 
on that level, but whether I did, I don’t know.  There wasn’t a great deal of 
reflection, at least in sociology, about the interviewer relationship, because there 
wasn’t much, certainly in social policy, there wasn’t much of that kind of research 
done.  And all the big studies …  

 
PT: So what you really would argue is that if you’re a reflective man, then you can 

usually obtain as much … 
 
DM: You sound like a BBC interviewer!  “So what you’re really saying …” 
 
PT: Sorry! 
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DM: I think it’s to do with, for some reason, I think it must be my background, in a 
sense.  Because in personal relationships as well, the relationship with Jean, that I 
don’t pretend to be super intuitive, and indeed, compared with her I’m kind of 
Martian, really.  But I did, I had been watchful, the idea that I was on the fringe of 
life watching, somehow or other stood me in good stead as an interviewer. 
Although it didn’t confidence-wise, but somehow or other, because needs must, I 
had to shift, I had to earn my living to keep the family, and that was what I was 
interested in.  I had to get myself to interviews, psych yourself up and go.  But once 
you’re there, you’re kind of super aware.  As I say, it’s the interview, I think the 
survey is creative in the interview situation, so you’ve got to be some kind of hyper 
aware, and flexible. 

 
PT: So what do you mean by being super, or hyper aware? 
 
DM: Well, it’s that thing about, I don’t know who puts it, “You’ve got to be the still 

small voice on your shoulder”.  You’re two people – you’re the person who’s 
asking the questions, but while they’re answering, you’re trying to take that on 
board, but you’re also listening, trying to work out the next question – which is 
very difficult, I think.  You must be experiencing it now, perhaps! 

 
PT: Absolutely!  
 
… 
 
PT: You were talking about Lorna McKee’s article. 
 
DM: She describes the difficulties women sometimes have in interviewing men, partly in 

terms of men taking, they have to be careful to maintain social distance in case 
they’re sexual advances.  They get sexual advances.  Also men talk a lot, difficult 
to interrupt, difficult to keep to the point.  But women do that too.  When I was 
younger, more attractive, presumably, Mothers Alone, there were women who made 
vague references about how they were missing it, and needed a man and so on, 
which I may have over-interpreted as being a sort of veiled advance.  So I think 
gender is an important influence, but I think it works in different ways in different 
relationships.  In the latest article we wrote was about differences within 
masculinity and femininity, trying to correct the view that all women were Stepford 
Wives and men were hollow men, but there are a range of possible 
masculinities/femininities, which has implications for emotionality, sexuality. 

 
 
Diverse ways of using qualitative material in analysis 
 
PT: The first interviews were more experimental, is that what you’re saying? 
 
DM: Well, except I never used to go back and revisit.  But I was very struck that, doing 

that Mothers Alone study, the first version [draft] of it was quite different from the 
others, because I wanted to bring the people out much more, you know, and to have 
[fictitiously] named individuals, who could be linked through the text, so that they 
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became people, rather than isolated quotes that couldn’t be linked elsewhere with 
some kind of [label], “A divorced woman said …”  

 
 I felt that the whole book was really based on about, I don’t know, less than a 

dozen people.  It is about, in Stakhanovite terms, Peter’s amazing study, Family 
Life of Old People, was based on 212 interviews, I think, which is quite … I mean, 
people get away with a dozen interviews now, for books?  I talked to somebody 
under {name of  famous discourse theorist}, who was going to do a study of 
divorce, based on three people! {Name of famous sociologist} said, “Oh, I might 
talk to some people, two or three people”, when he was writing his book on 
intimacy.  It’s just incredible that, in those days, you had to do something which 
was going to be vaguely on the edge of statistical respectability...   

 
 
Developing theory 
 
PT: How do you feel about the book, looking back again? 
 
DM: I think it was good.  I think it was … Sorry, I get emotional, you know!  It became 

my Ph.D., when I nominated a work for my Ph.D., later on.  But what was 
interesting was, the first, the first version of it, the hardback version, doesn’t have 
much of a theoretical framework at all.  

  
 It [the final paperback version] has some ideas which were, I think, quite good, 

about relative deprivation.  I did a diagram which represented the way that the 
women were relatively deprived.  Because they needed the money at the weekend, 
but they got paid on Tuesdays, so they’d got no money by the weekend, so they 
were out of phase with their neighbours in quite a vivid way – you know, the things 
about the mothers going hungry, to feed their families – those kind of things were 
all in there, and the different status.  And the Afro-Caribbeans being different, you 
know, because they worked until they had about three children, and then all the 
Afro-Caribbeans had big families, and the reason they were on Supplementary 
Benefit was partly because they didn’t have the kinship networks in England that 
they had back in, you know, so that was kind of intriguing.  And it was in hardback, 
so I then got the chance to re-do it in paperback.  And this has happened twice now, 
because I’ve done it with Workless as well.  I then re-theorised it, or theorised it 
properly, for the first time.  

 
 Part of the reason for that was that I had - not a row, exactly, but a contretemps 

with Titmuss.  You see, what had happened to Titmuss was that he had, by this 
time, moved into government and moved to be Head of the Supplementary Benefits 
Commission.  And he was making very big claims that the Supplementary Benefits 
Commission, compared with the NAB, was a sensitive, caring bureaucracy, a 
sensitive bureaucracy, which gave out - what’s the word?  Oh, I don’t know – 
proportional justice, or something like that, there’s some phrase for it.  He said, all 
the administration had become sensitive and caring, and outreaching.  It had a 
Research Department that would reach out, find need, look at the patterns of 
discretion and turn them into rights.  He had this view about discretion to rights.  
And so he was Chairman.  First of all, we gave the SBC, as it became, a copy of my 
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study, to let them look at it before it was published.  Nothing happened for two 
years.  They sat on it and tried to hope it would go away, because it was quite 
damning about the behaviour of the officials.  And then, when Titmuss got in, they 
managed to prise it out of them, and then it came back with the usual kind of nit-
picking objections about sample size and so on.  But Titmuss then sent me a series 
of letters about how could I claim that this was going on, you know, when all the 
changes had been made?  And it wasn’t exactly acrimonious, but it was a bit 
distant.  I knew Titmuss vaguely, but not very much.  I’d met him odd times with 
Peter.  And so that stimulated me to re-write that bit.  I mean, I dealt with the Civil 
Servants first, then it came out as a hardback.  And then when Titmuss got in, he 
began to go through it with a fine toothcomb, and I decided I’d have to really re-
write it.   

 
 So there are some quite substantial chapters which, looking at the American 

evidence on single-parent families, and the evidence that it’s financial deprivation, 
rather than single-parentness per se – an argument which is still going on – and 
arguments on housing, where I think I predicted that single-parents would need a 
refuge, which became Battered Wives Refuges.  So ’71 that came out, just at the 
time the Refuges opened, in fact.  So all the means-tested bit was re-written.  So the 
theory was put on afterwards, but derived from the research.  It wasn’t the other 
way around, as quantitative research tends to be. 

 
PT: And this dispute, what was Peter’s role in that scene? 
 
DM: Peter was too busy really.  I don’t know if he was really heavily involved in that, 

because he, himself, had parted with Titmuss.  I mean, this was the times when 
Titmuss stayed still and the whole world moved left.  He played what appeared to 
be a reactionary role, but a rather patrician role in the LSE troubles, didn’t he, and 
things like that.  But there’s a fair amount, it’s quite an interesting correspondence 
in its way, because of what it reveals about Titmuss’s vision, I’ve great admiration 
for Titmuss’s vision, but it was not sociological in the sense that it didn’t have a 
perception of social class and the workings of bureaucracy.  It was a humanistic 
perfectability model of the Welfare State, but an elitist model, basically – you 
know, the top 10,000 making policies - well, like CPAG was at the beginning, 
wasn’t it, it was a kind of central organisation for information.  It was, it was aimed 
at government, that approach, and it didn’t really do good studies of the 
bureaucracy.  It was just too hopelessly sanguine about officials and the public 
really. 

 
PT: So the framework was in terms of class and the State and bureaucracy? 
 
DM: Yes.  No, it hadn’t been at the beginning, because, of course, I didn’t know the 

bureaucracy.  They wouldn’t let me anywhere near the bureaucracy when they 
realised I was … I was treated …Yeah.  

 
 But it wasn’t [just] bureaucracy, I theorised it in terms of bureaucracy, but it was 

also theorised in terms of family, and one of the bits I was, in retrospect, sort of 
proud of, was the way families were reconstituted in different ways for single 
parents.  That, for example, one sort would be the young mother who had a baby in 
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her teens, and her parents became the child’s parents, in effect, and the young 
woman kept on her single status, went out to work and so on and behaved like a 
single woman, and then you got disputes about responsibility for the child.  And 
another case where a woman had had a child, and she had a brother, and he became 
the father.  So there’s a diagram, a page of diagrams of that, about re-ordered 
families, which is, I think, an interesting model of it. 

 
PT: You didn’t come across family systems, did you?  I suppose that’s later that 

influence came in isn’t it, because that’s got quite a lot of that kind of thing. 
 
DM: Yeah.  I mean, different literatures were hermetically sealed.  There’s what they 

called “trained incompetence of academic specialisation”, which, as you know, as 
you’re observing, yourself, still goes on! 


	5072: Mothers Alone: Poverty and the Fatherless Family, 1955-1966
	Introduction - extract from 'Mothers Alone' book by Dennis Marsden
	Introduction
	What is poverty today?
	Who are the fatherless?
	The present research - a group of mothers on National Assistance
	Interpreting what the mothers said

	Recruitment letter to prospective participants 
	Questionnaire (annotated)
	Introduction
	Questionnaire

	Data extract - “good stories not used”
	Introduction
	Data extract

	Marsden’s notes on work by other researchers 
	Glossary of terms relating to income 
	Marsden's comments on Glossary of Terms

	'Felt' poverty
	Introduction
	'Felt' poverty

	An Annotated Bibliography of My Research Work: Dennis Marsden - 1998
	The shaping of my approach to social research
	Research prior to 'Mothers Alone'
	The hardback and paperback versions of 'Mothers Alone'

	Interview with Dennis Marsden
	The origins of 'Mothers Alone'
	Samples: preferred, practical, and problematic
	Dilemmas of informed consent and confidentiality
	Audio-recording (or not), memory (researcher’s and subject’s) and transcription
	Interviews: questionnaires, flexibility, boundaries, interactions
	Gender dynamics during interviews: who can interview whom?
	Diverse ways of using qualitative material in analysis
	Developing theory





