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Abstract  

 

This PhD investigates the transformation of the British public house since 1979. Chapter 1 

establishes the conceptual and methodological framework for the thesis, including its approach 

to the concept of the political. Chapter 2 traces the formation of the pub as a symbol of 

national identity through a history of pub writing; drawing on pamphlets, ethnographic studies, 

poetry and polemics. From these sources it attempts to derive the key characteristics which 

constitute the pubõs peculiar phenomenology, and which set the terms for understanding the 

broader politics of its place within British culture. The chapter begins in the interwar period, 

exploring how a new fixation with the cultural markers of British identity ð stimulated by the 

rise of recreational motoring, imperial decline, and the experience of a new phase of modernity 

ð created a representation which shifted the pub from its 19th century depiction as an 

institution ôof crisisõ to its familiar, contemporary depiction as an institution ôin crisisõ. Chapters 

3, 4 and 5 then explore how three case studies ð the corporate chain, J D Wetherspoon, the 

craft beer company, BrewDog, and the emergent phenomenon of community owned pubs ð 

interact with the pre-history outlined in Chapter 2, each producing different modes of social 

experience which imitate, undercut, or reinforce characteristics latent in pub space and pub 

custom.   

Although it aims to provide an overview of all the case studies, the predominant concern of the 

PhD is the relationship between architecture and politics. It follows Raymond Williamõs notion 

of ôthe structure of feelingõ in the light of everyday architectural objects as they emerge during 

two epochal shifts in British political, social and economic life: broadly understood as the 

Thatcherite paradigm (1979 - 2008), and the ôpost-crashõ era which followed the 2008 financial 

crisis (2008 - present). Consequently, it endeavours to understand the relationship between 

meta-political trends on the one hand, and the lived fabric of everyday life on the other. 

Through close architectural readings it considers the role of these case studies in producing 

particular kinds of reality; which reinforce, challenge, or qualify dominant political ideologies. 

Finally, in Chapter 6, it returns to the pubõs symbolic role, asking whether an institution 

seemingly imbricated within a reactionary project of nostalgia, nationalism and revanchism, can 

be reclaimed through a phenomenological politics of enchantment. 
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Chapter 1  

Approaching the Politics of the Public House :  

Concepts & Methodologies  

 

On March 29
th

 2017 the British government invoked Article 50 of the Treaty on the European 

Union, initiating the secession of the United Kingdom. A short distance from Parliament, Nigel 

Farage, former leader of the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) and the 

referendumõs unofficial architect, awaited the media in his usual fashion: ensconced outside a 

pub. ôWe are past the point of no return, we are leaving the European Unionõ Farage told a 

reporter, ôwe've won the war.õ
1

 With symbolism typical of Farageõs stage management, his 

choice of pub ð The Marquis of Granby ð celebrated an 18
th

 century commander famous for 

his victory against French forces during the Battle of Warburg.  

 

During its time under Farageõs leadership UKIP became famous for its association with the 

pub. The party had run a ôSave Our Pubsõ campaign since 2009, and media interviews 

commonly featured Farage inside one. Here, at The Admiral Owen in Sandwich, ôstanding up 

for small business against the corporatesõ, there, at The Westminster Arms, complaining about 

the 80p per pint tax rate: ôall [the publican is] doing is collecting tax for the government!õ.
2

  

Following the European election results in 2014, one journalist asked Farage how many pints of 

beer he had drunk during the course of the campaign: ôincalculable dear boy!õ joshed Farage in 

response.
3

 

 

UKIPõs politics can appear congenitally suited to the pub setting. The pubõs traditionalism and 

acclaimed ôEnglishnessõ speaks to the cosmology of the party base. For despite the ôUnited 

Kingdomõ in its name, and some temporary successes in Wales and Northern Ireland, UKIP 

has always been, at heart, a party of English nationalism. Farage explained UKIPõs support was 

due to the way ôa lot of English people feel theyõve been condescended toõ, and that whereas 

political devolution brought cultural credibility to Welshness, Irishness and Scottishness, it was 

 
1 ΨbƛƎŜƭ CŀǊŀƎŜ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜǎ .ǊŜȄƛǘ Řŀȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōΩ ODN, 29 Mar 2017 (youtube.com/watch?v=-
GnDv6Wn73E; accessed 05/18) 
2 ΨLƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉǳō ǿƛǘƘ bƛƎŜƭ CŀǊŀƎŜΩ The Economist, 29 Apr, 2015 (youtube.com/watch?v=hW8hNl1UkTg; 
accessed 05/18)  
3 Ψ9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΥ ¦YLtϥǎ bƛƎŜƭ CŀǊŀƎŜ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜǎ ŀǘ ǇǳōΩ acrossvideos, 26 May 2014 
(youtube.com/watch?v=t-lba0888YA; accessed 05/18) 
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ôsomehowé not cool to be Englishé. Our politicians have always been ashamed of the concept 

of Englishness.õ
4

 

 

Fig. 1.1 United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) Former Leader, Nigel Farage (pictured) is 

famous for exploiting the symbolism of the pub. UKIP, more than any other political party, have made 

the crisis of the pub a feature of their campaigns. [Clockwise from top: Reuters / Olivia Harris ï via 

Daily Telegraph, Dec 11 2019, Getty / Macdiarmid - via Daily Telegraph, Sept 16 2016, Paul Grover ï 

via Daily Telegraph, Apr 25 2015, UKIP ï viaBrew Wales, óSave the Pub with UKIPô, Nov 19 2011,  

found at: beerbrewer.blogspot.com/2011/11/save-pub-with-ukip.html, accessed 04/04/2018) 

  

 
4 EconomistΦ άLƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉǳō ǿƛǘƘ bƛƎŜƭ CŀǊŀƎŜέ нф !ǇǊΣ нлмр  
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In this war of political symbolism, the pub has proved a potent signifier. Its essential 

Englishness is such a common refrain that it has come to appear immemorial. Thomas Burke, 

the interwar author of The English Inn, felt that ôto write of the English inn is almost to write of 

England itselfõ, and accounts of the pub have tended to double as national founding myths. 

Burke argued that the pub ôbegan where we beganõ, and that though ôthe birth of the English 

inn cannot be documentedé we may say with certainty that when the first fifty miles of road 

was cut through England the first English inn was born.õ
5

 Representations of the public house, 

from George Morlandõs sentimental ôThe Roadside Innõ (1790) to Sir David Wilkieõs 

irreverent ôThe Village Holidayõ (1809-11) tend to either depict arcadian scenes unsettled by 

time, or provide mischievously moral portraits of English life as an unruly carnivalesque; 

reinforcing the notion of the pub as a window onto the nationõs true, ungovernable heart.  

Yet Burkeõs choice of ôinnõ rather than the more generic ôpubõ already belies the ease of this 

association. For the pub has been many things and had many names: inn, alehouse, tavern, gin 

shop, hotel. Each of these discriminators has its own history, its own associations. They share 

commonalities but defy collective identification. As a guide for 18th century magistrates 

despairingly noted of just two of these categories, ôevery inn is not an alehouse, nor every 

alehouse an inn: but if an inn uses common selling of ale, it is then also an alehouse; and if an 

alehouse lodges and entertains travellers, it is also an inn.õ
6

 Attempts to distinguish the English 

pub from its Irish, Scottish and Welsh counterparts have also proved difficult. Writers refer 

vaguely to the ôdifferent traditionsõ of these other nations, but whilst differences do remain, 

pubs resembling their English counterparts might be found, to a varying extent, right across the 

British Isles.
7

 Even ôthe pubõ itself is a recent concoction, designed to capture the expansiveness 

 
5 Thomas Burke, The English Inn, Longmans & Co; London (1930) p.1 It is notable that in this early 
ǇƘŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴƴΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊƛŎ ΨǇǳōΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ .ǳǊƪŜ ŎƘƻƻǎŜǎ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ǘƛǘƭŜΦ 
Burke switches to the latter in 1936 in his Will Someone Lead Me To A Pub? when dealing with 
[ƻƴŘƻƴΦ tǊŜǎǳƳŀōƭȅ ƘŜ ŦŜƭǘ ΨLƴƴΩ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƻǊƛǎǘΩǎ ǊǳǊŀƭ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǊȅ ōŜǘǘŜǊ - as the natural 
ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀƴȅ ΨLƴƴǎΩ ǿŜǊŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ōǳƛƭǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻvide 
ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ƛǘƛƴŜǊŀƴǘ ǘǊŀŘŜΦ ΨtǳōΩ ǿŀǎΣ ŀǘ ŀƴȅ Ǌate, a modern amalgamation of the many sub 
ǾŀǊƛŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ƭŜǎǎ ŀƳŜƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ .ǳǊƪŜΩǎ ǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ 
6 Peter Clarke, The English Alehouse: A Social History 1200 - 1830, Longman (1983) p.20  
7 A characteristic attempt to fudge this issue can be found in Ben Davis, The Traditional English Pub: 
A Way of DrinkingΣ !ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŀƭ tǊŜǎǎ όмфумύΥ Ψ¢ƘŜ Ǉǳō ƛǎ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΦ ¢ƘŜ {Ŏƻǘǎ ŘǊƛƴƪ ƛƴ ōŀǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
Welsh, bless them, will drink anywhere. The splendid Irish had the sense to hold on to the pubs 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ƎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƳΦΦΦ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ƻŦ ŘǊƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƛƴ ƎǊƻŎŜǊǎϥ ǎƘƻǇǎΦΩ ¢ƘŜ ǎƭƛƎƘǘ 
ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ²ŜƭǎƘ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ Ƴŀǎƪǎ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǿƛǘƘ 5ŀǾƛǎΩǎ ŎƭŀƛƳ ς ŦƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ Ψ9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΩ Ǉǳōǎ Ŏan be found 
across Wales, and unlike Scotland and Ireland, do not have alternate drinking institutions to stand in 
ŀǎ ŀ ΨǘǊǳŜΩ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘǊƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ŦǊƻƳ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŀ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ²ŀƭŜǎΩǎ 
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of these variant institutions under one comprehensible moniker; a coinage made in 1669 but 

only in common use from the late 19th century onwards.
8

 The pub is as much invention as 

tradition.  

Fig 1.2 Top Left: George Morland, óRoadside Innô (1790), Top Right: Richard Wilson, óThe Cock 

Tavern, Cheam, Surreyô (1745), Bottom Left: Sir David Wilkie, óThe Village Holidayô (1809-11), 

Bottom Right: Cecil Gordon Lawson, óThe Hop-Gardens of Englandô (1874) [All images: Tate 

Museum ï tate.org.uk] 

 
earlier integration into what would ulǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ΨDǊŜŀǘ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩ ς first through Roman, then 
English / Saxon expansion.  
8 Paul Jennings, The Local: A History of the English Pub, The History Press; UK (2011) p.15  
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If the pubõs romanticism had been established since the 18
th

 century, it was in the 20
th

 century 

that it became institutionalised. After a generation of attacks from temperance campaigners and 

social regulators the pub emerged as a figure of nostalgia and mythology for an interwar 

generation troubled by Englandõs identity in a world ruptured by mass warfare, urban and 

architectural modernisation, state intervention and the denouement of empire. First caught up 

in a resurgent appetite for the English picturesque fuelled by the expansion of car ownership, 

and then the subject of academic scrutiny and popular eulogy throughout the Second World 

War, the pub found itself the subject of increasingly politicised writing concerned with the 

nature of capitalism from the 1970s onward. Despite these different contexts, a seam of 

continuity runs throughout: the pubõs tortuous relationship to modernity, the encroachment of 

managerialism, commodification and stratification; the attempt to make something local, 

idiosyncratic, and recalcitrant conform to the systematisation of the market. In the texts which 

shadow it through the 20
th

 century, the pub, revered for its apparent stability, presents as 

perpetually under threat. Its death is anticipated in the 1930s, announced in the 1940s, 

protracted through the 50s and 60s, confirmed in the 1970s, only for its funeral to be held up 

for disputation ð and so it has continued in the decades since. As early as 1930 a writer for the 

Daily Herald commented that ôOur inns are not what they wereõ, and worried that ôour age will 

bid farewell to the inn since it is out of place in a world of speed.õ
9

 Where fears about Britainõs 

decline proliferate, fears for the future of the pub are rarely far away.  

The sense of crisis is ongoing. At present, alarming statistics are announced each month 

declaring the weekly rate of pub closures (29 per week, as of Autumn 2017).
10

 Yet the apparent 

longevity of the pubõs crisis suggests it ought to be understood as more than a statistical 

phenomenon. Rather it is the consequence of its unique cultural standing: perched precariously 

upon the fault-line where modernity, capitalism, shifting social relations and national identity 

intersect. It a fault-line readily exploited by the conservative Right - hence UKIPõs pub 

populism - but is for the most part neglected by the Left, wary of any association with symbols 

of revanchist nationalism. Yet the history of pub writing suggests a more complex picture can 

be reclaimed. Situated between many competing political narratives but belonging wholly to 

none of them, the pub is a much-contested institution. Yet this ambivalence is also a source of 

 
9 Daily Herald, 3 June 1930 
10 /ŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ ŦƻǊ wŜŀƭ !ƭŜΣ ΨbŜǿ tǳō /ƭƻǎǳǊŜ {ǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ wŜǾŜŀƭŜŘΩΣ tǊŜǎǎ wŜƭŜŀǎŜΣ нлмт 
(camra.org.uk/home/-/asset_publisher/UzG2SEmQMtPf/content/new-pub-closure-statistics-
revealed) 
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potential: hinting at a role of relative unity in an otherwise divided polity ð a space to reimagine 

what identity is, and belonging entails.  

The symbolic centrality of the pub to British / English identity only makes it more vital that it 

not be captured by any one faction in the political fissures opened by Brexit. As long-standing 

ôspaces of exceptionõ, drinking cultures offer a place to performatively stand to one side of the 

social relations which otherwise predominate.
11

 If there can be considered such thing as an 

ôauthenticõ pub (a concept explored throughout this project) it is perhaps in the sense of an 

architectural technology which offers a break with the world outside its domain. The historic 

themes of pub culture ð ôgood fellowshipõ, class mixture, reciprocity, openness to strangers are 

powerful civic values when a pubõs culture, architecture, and organisation allow for them. Such 

experiences, in paradoxically breaking with prevailing social norms, confirm a sense of 

belonging to a larger historical order. The real pub is so often where Britain / England is 

depicted as being at its truest, exactly because it can permit experiences otherwise denied within 

its cultural norms. 

Likewise, it is the recalcitrant rootedness of the pub in a local geography which allows it to 

represent something of a larger national identity.
 12

 This ôunofficial nationalismõ can be 

distinguished from a confected official nationalism which sell a pastiche, uniform image of 

identity. It is what the authors Sue Clifford and Angela King describe as ôlocalityé defined from 

the insideõ, whereby the national is in fact constituted through a dazzling constellation of 

particularity.
13

 At its quintessential the pub can thereby marry apparently contradictory 

geographical frames: both the horizontal network of the national and the vertical, place-bound 

temporality of the local.
14

 This quality is expressed in the very semantics of the phrases ôthe 

pubõ and ôthe localõ ð used both to signify a specific local pub (as in: ôshall we go to the pub / 

local?õ or more simply still: ôpub?õ) ð and as a universal category: ôthe pub / the localõ. This twin 

character suggests something too of the felt meaning bound up in visiting the pub: both 

concrete act and performative gesture; ritual elevated to the status of duty. Injunctions to ôsave 

your localõ ð common to campaigns by CAMRA (Campaign for Real Ale) reflect something of 

 
11 Kate Fox, Watching the English: The Hidden Rules of English Behaviour, Hodder & Stoughton 
(2005) p.89 
12 As David Matless points out, the search for England through its regional particularity has a long 
pedigree in its guides and diarists. This ideas is explored further in chapter 2. David Matless, 
Landscape & Englishness, Reaktion (2016) p.100-101 
13 Sue Clifford & Angela King, England in Particular, Hodder & Stoughton (2006) p.x 
14 Yi-fu Tuan, Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Perception, Attitudes and Values, Columbia 
University Press (1990)  
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this twin sense of personal ownership (ôyourõ) and what might be called the ôuniversally localõ 

register of unofficial national belonging. The affective semantics of ôpubõ ð a rounded, decisive 

monosyllable (a contraction of ôpublic houseõ) ð similarly speaks of certainty, intimacy, and 

everyday familiarity. For an institution whose history is intertwined with monopoly ownership, 

the pub nevertheless continues to be perceived as a kind of collective inheritance ð an 

institution belonging to all those invested in upholding it.
15

  

Reimagining the Pub since 1979 : Aims and Methodologies  

The aim of this thesis is to analyse the relationship between the pub and politics, with special 

focus on the period between 1979 and the present day. It looks to provide an account of the 

key transformations of the public house in this period and detail the implications of those 

transformations for broader political change with the hope of furthering an understanding of 

the relationship between architecture, identity, aesthetics and politics.  

Politics is not here used in the straightforward sense of political governance ð though this is 

addressed when relevant. Rather it is understood in three related ways. First, it is concerned 

with the way the pub is entangled in political discourses ð of nationhood, of class and gender, 

of modernity, capitalism and authenticity ð evolving from and reinforcing shifting 

socioeconomic contexts. Second, politics is understood through the representational 

positioning of pub enterprises in relation to those discourses; through aesthetic engineering, 

public relations, target audience, company policies and practices, and interventions in the ôfieldõ 

of the pub industry. Third, it is concerned with politics in the sense of the management of 

possibility. Here, different regimes of pub ownership can be said to produce, through their 

architecture and spatial management, different modes of the possible with ramifications for the 

userõs experience of everyday life ð their daily encounters, imagination, belonging, and senses ð 

with concordant meta socio-political consequences. Throughout the thesis these different 

interpretations of the political are brought into dialogue, sometimes reinforcing, sometimes 

contradicting, conclusions which might be drawn from attending only to one approach. 

This approach has informed the thesis methodology. In order to establish the central political 

discourses of the pub, chapter 2 draws on archive collections, pamphlets, and supplementary 

sources such as historical newspaper articles and film, in order to provide an analytical survey 

of key representations of the pub from the early 20
th

 century onwards. Beginning in the interwar 

 
15 The reality can, of course, be more mixed. With sub-ƎŜƴǊŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƭƻŎŀƭǎ ǇǳōΩ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǊƛǎŜ ǘƻ 
notorious motifs such as the pub going silent upon the entrance of a stranger.   
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period, these (predominantly textual) sources provide a means of reconstructing a cultural 

history of pub representation in the 20
th

 century, as well as establishing what could be termed 

the ôsemiotic anatomyõ of the pub. The aim in chapter 2 has therefore not been to provide an 

exhaustive examination of pub texts and their authors, but rather to draw out the key motifs 

which have informed the pubõs unique cultural standing within British culture.  

The texts were chosen on the basis that they represent a specific genre of writing about the 

British pub. This genre is concerned less with the pubõs true history, or its technical details, 

than with the pub as a symbol of identity, community, meaning, and tradition. They are all 

marked by an attempt not to just think about the pub, but to think through it: using the pub as a 

prism through which to grapple with much larger fears and anxieties about modernity, sharing 

similar concerns with commodification, modernisation, and innovations they felt removed the 

pub from its authentic purpose. Many are polemical as a result, or as in the case of Mass 

Observation, disguise their personal stances behind the veneer of pseudo-objective sociological 

research. They are also reflexive documents: aware of each other and in dialogue ð sometimes 

tacit, sometimes explicit ð with each other across the course a century.  

Though the selected texts are uneven in their range and influence (some, such as Thomas 

Burkeõs The English Inn, reached relatively mainstream acclaim, while others, like George 

Williamsonõs Beware the Barmaidõs Smile are of a more underground character) they share 

compelling similarities in their use of the pub as a prism through which to perceive wider social 

ills, even where the character of those ills were disputed. Between them they show something of 

both the consensus, and range, of pub discourse from across the political spectrum. The 

chapter is ordered in chronological fashion, as new texts tended to emerge as social, legislative 

and economic influences on the pub industry changed.  

With the political framework of the pub established by chapter 2, chapters 3, 4 and 5 then turn 

to three different interventions within the ôfieldõ of the pub market since 1979, exploring how 

they draw upon, contradict and support different elements of the pubõs semiotic anatomy. 1979 

has been chosen as the start date for these explorations as it coincides with both the founding of 

J D Wetherspoon, now one of the largest chain pub operators in Britain, as well as the election 

of Margaret Thatcher ð widely understood as symbolising a key shift in the ôstructure of feelingõ 

of British society.
16

 The relationship between the emergence of Wetherspoons and this political 

context is consequently explored in chapter 3. This commercialised ôtop-downõ reinvention of 

 
16 This concept, originating with Raymond Williams, is discussed later in the chapter.  
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the pub saw the development of a hybrid form which blended its historic signifiers with the 

spatial forms and operational cultures of the new so-called ônightlife economyõ ð often, it is 

argued, to the detriment of the pub culture it appropriated ð and yet achieving its own form of 

ôproverbialõ authenticity in the process. 

Chapters 4 and 5 then turn to two institutions which have flourished since the financial crisis 

just as Wetherspoons prospered before it: the craft beer company, BrewDog, and the spread of 

community owned pubs. These have been chosen as representing two paths for the post-2008 

era. Each nominally attend to a latent anti-corporate, or non-capitalist, ethos, and an interest in 

avowedly resisting the commodification of the pub market, though by way of highly divergent 

strategies. Chapter 4 covers the rise of BrewDog, tracing its rapid expansion from self-conscious 

brewing insurgents to global beer brand. This ôsidewaysõ reinvention of the pub ð top down in 

its business reality, yet apparently bottom-up in its financing models and channelling of the craft 

beer movementõs social ethos ð jettisons many of the pubõs aesthetic and cultural traditions in 

favour of a ôdeconstructedõ architecture. Emerging out of the financial crisis, this style 

paradoxically embraces modernity by revelling in the wreckage of modernityõs promise, 

producing a blend of ôstandardised non-standardisationõ within pseudo-derelict bar spaces. 

Finally, chapter 5 considers the potential of truly ôbottom upõ phenomena in the form of 

community owned pubs: crowdfunded exercises in collective ownership aimed at reversing the 

fortunes of endangered pubs in their local areas, with variant aesthetic results. Between these 

three cases ð top-down, sideways, and bottom-up ð the major meta-interventions (chain pub, 

craft brewery, community owned) in the pub market since 1979 are represented.
17

 

To assess the ôrepresentational positioningõ and ômanagement of possibilityõ in these case 

studies a methodology combining archival research, discourse analysis, ethnographic 

observation and oral interviews was used. In the case of J D Wetherspoons and BrewDog, 

corporate grey materials, publications, newspaper records, and relevant secondary literature 

were analysed to establish their ideological positioning, and the reception of their brands and 

spaces amongst consumers. This was followed with thirty site visits across the UK, selected so 

as not to privilege one geographical region or urban context. Consequently, in the case of 

Wetherspoons, these involved a sample of Wetherspoon typologies ð from major inner-city 

pubs, to suburban outlets and market towns ð in order to understand their implications at 

different scales. Whilst, in the case of BrewDog, which is almost entirely city based, visits were 

 
17 CƻǊ ŀ ŦǳƭƭŜǊ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿΥ ǎŜŜ Ψ{ǳƳƳŀǊȅ ƻŦ !ǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΩ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛnning of Chapter 6.  
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made to multiple sites within the same city (as in London, where BrewDog have sites in 

numerous locations ð e.g. Soho, Shoreditch, Dalston, Clerkenwell, Angel, Camden, Brixton, 

Clapham) and to numerous cities across the UK (e.g. Bristol, Manchester, Liverpool, Glasgow, 

Brighton). Since pub spaces can radically alter in atmosphere depending on time of day, and 

day of week, specific sites were chosen as depth studies and visited repeatedly to capture a 

representative sample of their weekly cycle.  

During each site visit a research visit with observations and reflections was kept. These included 

recordings of demographic breakdown, architectural features, staffing and branding, as well as 

more complex data on the phenomenological and affective characteristics of the space. This 

was achieved through observation of the ôproxemicõ interactions between the pub layout and 

the pub user, sound recordings, auto-ethnographic reflection, notes on the hexis (comportment 

/ posture of embodiment) encouraged by the environment, and the activities taking place 

inside.
18

 Sound recordings were taken at segments for around a minute to acquire more 

representative data. Recordings are an imperfect representation of how the body experiences 

sound and were therefore only used as supplementary evidence for written descriptions, which 

focused on ambient noise, legibility of voice, and bodily response. Proxemics were assessed 

through sketches of pub layout, and observation of how groups and individuals positioned 

themselves within it, as well as how they interacted (or neglected to interact) with each other. 

These provide the basis for analysis of key ethnographic moments, which have been used to 

illustrate the arguments made within the case study chapters.  

As it documented a heterogenous process rather than a specific entity, community pub 

ownership required a different approach. Unlike the companies in chapters 3 and 4, in which a 

brand is propagating a specific corporate model, community pubs are responsive environments 

adapting themselves to myriad local needs and desires. Consequently, the chapter focused 

much more on the participants themselves. To achieve this, I visited five rural community pubs 

over a period of months, conducting interviews with over twenty participants about their 

experiences bringing a local pub into community ownership. These interviews were then 

supplemented with local documentation (e.g. from council records) as well as additional 

reportage and ethnographic observation. To prevent a narrow perspective informing the 

research, interviews were made, where possible, with multiple members of the community 

organizations, as well as pub regulars and stakeholders. Interviews were open-ended and 

 
18 See: Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, Cambridge University Press (1977) 
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unstructured, though adopted similar lines of enquiry; focusing on the process of the buyout, 

impact, motivations, aesthetic decisions, conflicts, obstacles and policy implications, as well as 

lived experience.  

The case studies were selected by several criteria. First, although they were all representative of 

the predominantly rural nature of community pub ownership, they offered distinct settlement 

typologies: small town (Northumberland Arms, Marple / The Fox & Goose, Hebden Bridge), 

village (Anglerõs Rest, Bamford / The Old Crown, Hesket Newmarket), and satellite settlement 

(The George and Dragon, Hudswell). They also adopted different models of community 

ownership. Two were ôtenantedõ, in which the community group owned the asset but hired a 

third party to operate the business. Three were managed houses, in which the community 

interest company both owned the asset and ran the business directly. Additionally, they 

represented different spans of maturity. One ð The Old Crown ð was the first community 

owned pub in the country and had operated for nearly twenty years. Another, the 

Northumberland Arms, had been established within the year of study. These divergences 

allowed for a comparison of the benefits of different models in their respective settings, at 

different stages of maturity. There were some limits to this approach: for logistical reasons, all 

the studies were clustered in the north of England ð limiting potential regional influences, 

though initial research suggested these to be sufficiently minor. Likewise, there was some 

potential bias in that the pubs most willing to discuss their experiences with a researcher may 

have been those which were most successful. In the event however, nearly all the respondents 

were comfortable presenting a sufficiently complex picture of their experiences, with the 

positives and negatives that entailed.  

As detailed above, although similar concerns run throughout the thesis, each chapter has at 

times required a different methodological approach. Chapter 2 is intended to establish a 

baseline summary of the history, themes and discourses which surrounded the pub in the 20
th

 

century, against which the other case studies could be understood. This required an approach 

which concerned itself far more with archival research and textual analysis; and allowed for a 

sense of the development and transformation of the institution brought by the case studies. 

Chapter 3 adopts a blended approach, mixing archival research and discourse analysis with 

contemporary ethnographic methods. This allows for a sense of the emergence of 

Wetherspoons from the context established by Chapter 2 and enables comparison of 

representational claims (as in corporate positioning, branding, public reception and popular 

debate), and non-representational experience. This also provides for a more rounded analysis 
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of a historic, singular company with over 950 sites in its estate, about which it might overwise be 

hard to generalise.  

 

Chapter 4 adopts a similar approach to chapter 3. As a company which makes discursive 

strategies central to its corporate identity, and consciously attempts to integrate them into 

aesthetic experience, an approach which blended both representational and non-

representational methods was required. This also facilitated direct comparison with the case 

study in chapter 3, to which it ð as a competitor and corporation ð is most immediately 

analogous. Like the case study in chapter 3, BrewDog is a company with an extensive estate, 

which, though smaller than Wetherspoons, was large enough to benefit from a more rounded 

approach drawing on key examples from site visits than an intensive survey of a smaller 

number of sites. This allowed the chapter to discuss the influence, impact and meaning of the 

case study as a whole, rather than simply its influence in a handful of areas.  

 

The approach of this thesis has not been to use case studies to resolve a ôproblemõ of theory. 

Rather it starts with the case studies themselves, and works outwards from where they lead, 

drawing on a range of theoretical ideas in support of the analysis. This is in part due to the 

nature of the inquiry - there are almost no full academic accounts of the case studies (or in the 

case of chapter 2, texts) in question (though several articles have approached elements of each). 

The basics of the record have, in this sense, not already been comprehensively established and 

I have consequently attempted to establish them here. This is also why I have attempted to 

explore case studies in the round, rather than sectioning off a primary area of interest (in this 

case architecture / aesthetics) from other questions (e.g. staffing). In fact, as I aim to show, 

many of these fields are entangled. 

This project aims at objectivity without neutrality. It supports the pub as an institution, and 

broadly take the view that its contribution to British social experience has been a net positive. 

Insofar as various features of capitalism have beset the pub ð managerialism, commodification, 

vertical integration, value extraction, and property speculation ð the stance toward them is 

critical. As I hope to show, the pub of the imagination ð a space of particularity, temporal 

depth, autonomy, and authenticity ð is often at odds with its capture by such imperatives. 

Insofar as pub models have managed to break with at least some of these forces, as in the case 

of community owned pubs, the stance toward them is sympathetic. This is not to shy away from 

uncomfortable realities: that market offerings such as those provided by Wetherspoons have 

accommodated social progress where traditional pubs, and traditional pub culture, as well as 
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alternative democratic offerings like the Working Manõs Club, did not. The ability to leverage 

economies of scale (and the wages of their staff), offering accessible social life in broadly 

elevated settings, has bought it a widespread popularity no even-handed account could ignore. 

Yet these come at costs ð not just to the exploitative conditions of their workforce ð but to the 

lived experience of the pub itself, and by extension to a society fraught with polarisation and 

suffering from crises of identity and belonging. Despite this, the belief here is that we can hope 

for social life to provide more than is currently given under the aegis of such an economic 

model.  

Intellectual Moorings  

Informing these research aims and methodology are roughly five intellectual traditions. First is 

a store of empirical work on the public house, produced by historians, geographers, popular 

authors and architectural writers. For the pubõs historical development, Paul Jenningsõ survey 

The Local: A history of the English Pub and Peter Clarkeõs: The English Alehouse: A Social 

History, 1200-1830 have both proved invaluable empirical studies.
19

 Likewise, the blog of the 

writing duo, Boak & Bailey, has proved a rich repository of archival material and opinion on all 

matters related to the history of pubs and drinking.
20

 Although indebted to these studies, this 

thesis departs from them insofar as it concerns first the historical construction of the pub as a 

symbol, rather than the perhaps more nebulous reality documented by Clarke and Jennings, 

and second, in that it investigates the pubõs dialogue with that history in the current conjuncture. 

The thesis in this sense builds on Jenningsõs three overarching ôpub themesõ (loss, Englishness 

and community) and documents how they fare under contemporary conditions. Likewise, 

although its focus is skewed towards the question of alcoholic consumption, James Nichollsõs 

The Politics of Alcohol provides a useful summary of the entangled relationship between 

alcoholic consumption, pub history, and state control.
21

 These themes have in turn been 

developed by geographers such as James Kneale in studies of the pubõs relationship to 

governmentality, supervision and biofinance.
22

 This thesis builds on these approaches by 

 
19 Paul Jennings, The Local: A History of the English Pub, The History Press (2011) / Peter Clarke, The 
English Alehouse: A Social History, 1200 - 1830, Longman (1983) 
20 Jessica Boak & Ray Bailey, 20th Century Pub, The Homeward Press (2017) / Jessica Boak & Ray 
Bailey, Brew Britannia: The Strange Rebirth of British Beer, Aurum Press (2014) / boakandbailey.com 
21 James Nicholls, The Politics of Alcohol: A History of the Drink Question in England, Manchester 
University Press (2009) 
22 E.g. WŀƳŜǎ YƴŜŀƭŜΣ Ψά! tǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻŦ {ǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƛƻƴέΥ ƳƻǊŀƭ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴƛƴŜǘŜŜƴǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ 
.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƘƻǳǎŜΩΣ Journal of Historical Geography, 25; (1999), p.333-48 / WŀƳŜǎ YƴŜŀƭŜΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ 
Place of Drink: Temperance and the public, 1856-мфмпΩΣ Social and Cultural Geography, 2; (2001) 
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considering the entanglement between high, formal politics, and the informal, cultural politics 

of the pub as an institution, and the attitudes and responses of the consumers who occupy it.  

The bottom-up focus has benefitted from another body of literature ð drawn primarily from 

cultural geography, architecture and anthropology ð which is concerned with the relationship 

between architectural form and subjectivity. Chatterton & Hollandõs study Urban Nightscapes: 

Youth Cultures, Pleasure Spaces and Corporate Power has been a particularly important 

influence in this regard; tracking the exchange between corporate intention and the lived reality 

of participantõs experience of nightlife.
23

 In its emphasis both on the political implications of 

commodified experience, and in the capacity of its consumers to adopt ambivalent stances 

towards them, their work achieves a nuanced synthesis of structure and agency which I have 

endeavoured to adopt here. This has been particularly important in the case of Chapter 3 

where a careful negotiation was required between the obviously top-down character of the 

spaces in question (J D Wetherspoonõs pubs) and their ability to nevertheless remain, in one 

sense, popular institutions like the traditional pub itself. Throughout all the chapters however, 

whether through interviews, observations, or by drawing from personal accounts, I have 

attempted to keep the question of subjectivity central to an assessment of the impacts, benefits, 

and limitations of the case studies.  

To facilitate this approach, especially in the case of ethnographic observation, the work of pub 

anthropologists like Kate Fox and Daniel Vasey, and the sociologist Valerie Hey has been 

particularly useful.
24

 Though sometimes too readily extrapolated as commentary on national 

character, Foxõs attention to the micro-performances of the public house provides an additional 

lens through which to understand the political implications of its architecture. In turn, Vaseyõs 

observations of the relationship between traditional pub layouts and consequent interactions 

provided a benchmark against which to assess the reinterpretations of pub layout made by the 

case studies in Chapters 3, 4 and 5. Vaseyõs analysis is in turn influenced by the field of 

proxemics, instituted by the anthropologist Edward Hall. Hallõs dubious emphasis on biological 

 
p.43-рф κ WŀƳŜǎ YƴŜŀƭŜΣ Ψ{ǳǊǾŜȅƛƴƎ tǳōǎΣ /ƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ¦ƴŦƛǘ [ƛǾŜǎΥ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŘǊƛƴƪ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƛƴ 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩΣ Journal for the Study of British Cultures, 19 (1); 
(2012), p.45-60 
23 Paul Chatterton & Robert Hollands, Urban Nightscapes: Youth Cultures, Pleasure Spaces and 
Corporate Power, Taylor & Francis (2003)  
 
24 Kate Fox, Watching the English: The Hidden Rules of English Behaviour, Hodder & Stoughton (2005) 
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essentialism and cultural determinism understandably limited the influence of his work on 

spatial distance.
25

 Despite this, elements of his lexicon ð including the concepts of social 

distance, sociofugal and sociopetal layout ð have been revived in this project, since they provide 

a useful means of accounting for the way spatial configurations frame interaction. Likewise, his 

early observations on the role that senses such as sound and smell play in constructing richer, 

more memorable, environments ð an idea since developed by architectural theorists such as 

Robin Evans and Juhani Pallasmaa ð have informed some of the sensory analysis undertaken in 

this research.
26

 In so doing I attempt to prise proxemics away from its bio-cultural origins, and 

re-integrate it into a more materialist, historical framework.  

This relates to a third, phenomenological, tradition which has been used to inform the 

definition of architectural politics as the management of possibility. This considers the role of 

so-called non-representational experience; that is, experience which is for the most part 

unmediated by a symbolic, discursive, or ideological response within the field of the political. I 

have been influenced here by Ranciereõs suggestive phrase, ôthe distribution of the sensibleõ, 

taken to mean the inequal apportioning of sensible experience disclosed to subjects, with 

ramifications for what is perceived as politically possible.
27

 Ranciereõs own elaboration of this 

idea is, however, often somewhat gnomic. My approach has consequently been developed by 

way of writers other than Ranciere, who nevertheless share the thrust of this insight. First 

amongst these is the anthropologist David Graeberõs theory of imagination. To summarise 

Graeberõs argument: 1) imagination is not a product of rarefied cognition but emerges through 

material encounters with the world, which are in turn structured by political ideology. 2) The 

governance of material reality is presented as neutral evidence of ôhow things really areõ but is in 

fact underpinned by artificial forms of bureaucratic governance, which are in turn underpinned 

by monopolies on violence. 3) Consequently ôrealityõ is an expression of power, and this power 

 
25 ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǾŀǊƛŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǘƛƴƎΣ ƛŦ ǎǇǳǊƛƻǳǎΣ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ¢ƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΧ ƭŀcking rooms of their 
own since childhood, never developed the practice of using space as a refuge from others. They have 
ƛƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ŜǊŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜΩ 
to more insidious, racist claimsΥ Ψbƻǿ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ƛǘ ǿŜǊŜ Ǉƻǎǎible to abolish all prejudice and 
discrimination and erase a disgraceful past, the lower-class Negro in American cities would still be 
confronted with a syndrome that is currently extremely stressful: the sink (popularly referred to as 
άǘƘŜ ƧǳƴƎƭŜέύΣ ǘƘŜ Ŝxistence of great cultural differences between himself and the dominant white 
ƳƛŘŘƭŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ōƛƻǘƻǇŜΩΦ Edward Hall, The Hidden Dimension, 
Anchor (1990) p. 156 / 131 
26 wƻōƛƴ 9ǾŀƴǎΣ ΨCƛƎǳǊŜǎΣ 5ƻƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ tŀǎǎŀƎŜǎΩΣ ƛƴ Translations from Drawing to Building and Other 
Essays, Architectural Association (1997) / Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and 
the Senses, Wiley & Sons (2005) 
27 Jacques Ranciere, The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible, Bloomsbury (2006) 
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structures the imaginative limits of what is possible.
28

 Architecture, as a curator of sensible 

experience, is deeply implicated in managing this politics of imagination. In attending to the 

manner in which architecture shapes reality through sensory experience - as in Juhani 

Pallasmaaõs classic work, The Eyes of the Skin - and how the body actually processes and 

absorbs more than what is consciously observed (pre-reflective experience) - as in the work of 

explicitation theorists such as Claire Petitmengin ð we can arrive at a deeper way of 

understanding the relationships between architecture, subjectivity and politics.
29

  

Fourth is the concept of authenticity. Authenticity is a complex and much contested term and, 

as a result, the thesis deploys it in a multifaceted way: considering authenticity as it is deployed 

as a conscious strategy ð e.g. in branding, marketing and design; as an economic relation ð with 

a certain stance toward the labour process, commodity production, and motivating values; as a 

lived experience, in the senses, practices and possibilities enabled by a given space; as a social 

relation encompassing the balance of formal and informal ownership held between pub owner 

/ pub manager, pub staff and pub patron; and as an aesthetic ideal encapsulating the haecceity 

of an architectural form which exists within a genre but which ð as part of that genre ð is 

constituted by certain idiosyncrasies and regional expectations. These approaches are in turn 

derived from roughly three interrelated traditions of thought: 1) authenticity as an existential 

problem of human subjectivity 2) authenticity as a quality of experience and production under 

capitalism ð one undercut by processes of alienation, commodification, reification 3) 

authenticity as a an immanent property of the architectural object itself. 

In the first tradition, three relevant themes emerge. One is authenticity as a something self-

willed; a selfhood untainted by duress or social convention. This notion ð originating with St 

Augustine and developed through Rosseau and Kierkegaard ð views authenticity as an 

unmediated relationship between the self and the other: whether to nature (Rosseau), or to 

God (Augustine, Kierkegaard).
30

 A second, connected theme, is authenticity as a condition of 

autonomy or self-ownership. This notion, found in the philosophy of Kant and Heidegger, is 

intricately bound up with questions of freedom, without which, genuine authenticity cannot 

 
28 5ŀǾƛŘ DǊŀŜōŜǊΣ ΨLƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛƴ Direct Action: An Ethnography, AK Press (2009) 
29 /ƭŀƛǊŜ tŜǘƛǘƳŜƴƎƛƴΣ Ψ¢ƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ {ƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘǘǎΥ ¢ƘŜ DŜǎǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ¢ǊŀƴǎƳƻŘŀƭ 5ƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
[ƛǾŜŘ 9ȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩ Journal of Consciousness Studies; 14: 3 (2007) 
30 Jean-Jacques Rosseau; C. Bertram (Ed.), Q. Hoare (trans.), Of The Social Contract and Other 
Political Writings, Penguin (2012) / St. Augustine; J.H.S. Burleigh (trans.), De vera religione, (On True 

Religion), Indiana: Gateway (1953) / Søren Kierkegaard; A. Dru (trans.) The Present Age, Harper 1962 
[1846] / See also: Jacob Golomb, In Search of Authenticity from Kierkegaard to Camus, Routledge (1995) 
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exist. Like the first strand, it implies authenticity as something which is conducted without 

recourse to duress, whilst taking a more positive view of the role of reason.
31

 Third, is the 

emphasis ð made by Nietzsche and the existentialist tradition which followed ð of authenticity 

as a process of self-becoming. In this account, authenticity is always at risk of sliding into 

inauthenticity.
32

 Contra to assumptions of authenticity as a kind of fixed essence, it emphasises 

that authenticity is an ongoing task requiring constant movement, self-examination, and 

development.  

In the second tradition, the themes of the first are given a materialist basis, introducing 

authenticity as something imbricated within socioeconomic relations. Authentic labour, and the 

authenticity of its product, can thus be considered as those which are the product of 

autonomous workers, free to exercise their creative powers in an unmediated fashion, through 

their own desire, as part of an ongoing expression of their species-being and self-development. 

Capitalismõs role in denying such a possibility, through alienated wage labour and the 

commodification of labour products, has been a well-established feature of the Marxist analysis 

of authenticity, expressed in the 1844 manuscripts by Marx himself, though preceded by him as 

a long-standing feature of socialist critiques of capitalism.
33

 In Britain, such an argument can be 

found in the work of figures as various as John Ruskin and William Morris, whose work 

mythologised (perhaps questionably) the apparent integrity of artisanal labour in a pre-capitalist 

medieval world.
34

  

In the third tradition, we can discern the culmination of the first two traditions in its 

implications for architecture itself. Authentic architecture can either be understood as a 

combination of features which might include: being the product of free, creative labour; an 

architectural aesthetic which reveals and acknowledges that labour; a phenomenology which 

matches its representational claims to its non-representational qualities (as in Lefebvreõs critique 

of fetishism in architectural production)
35

; an architecture which does not deceive or conceal its 

structure or materials (as in Ruskinõs notion of ôarchitectural truthõ); an architecture which is 

 
31 Immanuel Kant, An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment? Penguin (2009) [1784] / 
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34 William Morris, Useful Work v. Useless Toil, Penguin (2008) / John Ruskin, The Stones of Venice: 
Volume 2, Dover (2009) / John Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture, Dover (1989) 
35 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, Blackwell (1991) p.93 
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permitted to ôself-becomeõ over time without reversion to a pre-formatted design; and which is 

therefore temporally syncretic ð maintaining a connection to its past whilst still evolving in 

tandem with time.
 36

 Finally, that the trajectory of this transformation is the product of 

autonomy: its life-course and evolution produced in tandem with its principle users, rather than 

the agenda of external forces or agents.  

Authenticity has also become a concept of renewed interest for academics concerned with the 

resurgence of real ale and the emergence of craft beer. Thomas Thurnell-Read notes that real 

ale, as a result of its affective characteristics and the self-conscious symbolism of the industry, 

has become a significant factor in the construction of self-identity, creating ôa way of feeling 

oneõs identity and oneõs place in the worldõ; an enaction of unofficial heritage.
37

 A similar 

process was observed in his study of craft microbrewers; whose sense of authenticity was 

grounded in their creation of a ôtangible material productõ which could be ôappreciated tacitly 

through the taste and sensesõ.
38

 Crucially, Thurnell-Read notes that authenticity is most 

convincingly understood as an entanglement of phenomenology with meaning rather than 

something discursive or representational ð something his interviews made clear:  

While brewers did, to some extent, offer stock narratives of their entry into the trade, 

where their accounts became most energetic was when talking about the brewery as a 

space with an almost magical coming together of affective attachments, embodied 

processes and tangible sensory stimuli. All brewers interviewed offered some sense of 

this being an important reward of the job and, for many, one that could easily be 

contrasted with its lack in previous occupations which were contrasted as being 

disembodied and unfulfilling.
39

 

Such claims have however, come in for critical appraisal by researchers such as Andrew 

Wallace, who notes that the valorisation of authentic, tactile production should not be divorced 

from its role in more troubling economic dynamics, especially in urban areas of intense capital 

accumulation. Wallace warns that:  

 
36 Marvin Trachtenberg, Building in Time: From Giotto to Alberti and Modern Oblivion, Yale University 
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38 Thomas Thurnell-wŜŀŘΣ Ψ/ǊŀŦǘΣ ¢ŀƴƎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ !ŦŦŜŎǘ ŀǘ ²ƻǊk in the Microbrewery, Emotion, Space 
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an artisanal symbolic being deployed by developers and authorities as they try to tempt 

middle classes to gentrify somewhat unheralded London territory. Here a dialectical 

entanglement of the artisanal impulse with logics of urban renewal and capital 

accumulation is unfolding in districts like Deptford but in ways that wholly marginalises 

how an extant multi-ethnic working-class community survives ôon the makeõ in 

contemporary London.
40

 

These tensions, between authenticity as a discursive strategy, or an aesthetic referent of 

commercial branding and as it is lived run throughout this thesis. I consequently argue that 

these different models of authenticity need to be understood together ð as neither ôtrueõ or 

ôfalseõ but as something which is all the time being negotiated, sometimes with more meaningful 

results than others. I have termed these different strands of authenticity as: proverbial, 

performative, generative and phenomenological. I suggest that even more ônegativeõ forms of 

authenticity might achieve something of their promise; perhaps, for instance, by the coincident 

uptake of their users ð who see through something of their falsity and translate it into a new 

form of personalised authenticity in the process. Yet I also draw a distinction between these 

outcomes and forms of authenticity which are realised beyond the limits of commodification; 

coming closer to appeasing a richer sense of meaning which fulfils more existential criteria.  

Fifth, two connected strands of literature which I bring together in chapter 6, pertaining to 

national identity & enchantment. Studies such as Landscape & Englishness by the geographer 

David Matless demonstrate, in a manner akin to the public house, the way thematic resonances 

of identity are embedded in the landscapes and institutions which come to acquire an apparent 

ônational characterõ. The way Matless integrates these ôprocesses of subjectificationõ and the 

ôgeographical selfõ into values and practices of the landscape provides a way into thinking about 

competing cultural attitudes surrounding the public house: who it is for, and what comportment 

they ought to present.
41

 More recently, writers and authors such as John Denham (former 

Labour minister and now involved in the Centre for English Identity and Politics), and the 

constitutional activist and author Anthony Barnett, have revived an engagement with 

Englishness from the political left; building on an intellectual tradition encompassing the New 

Left (especially Nairn and Anderson), and further developed through studies such as Colls & 

 
40 !ƴŘǊŜǿ ²ŀƭƭŀŎŜΣ Ψ.ǊŜǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ¢ǊǳǘƘΩΥ /ǊŀŦǘ .ŜŜǊΣ /ƭŀǎǎ ŀƴŘ tƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ /ƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩΣ 
Sociology, 53(5) 951ς966 (2019) 
41 David Matless, Landscape & Englishness, Reaktion (2016) p.31  
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Doddõs Englishness: Politics and Culture, 1880 - 1920.
42

 This thesis however takes the 

politically-oriented interests of Denham and Barnett, and considers how they might be applied 

to a different strand of writing on identity; concerned less with the abstractions and 

constitutional components of Englishness ð and instead on identity built through everyday 

experience. The writer Paul Kingnorthõs Real England: The Battle Against the Bland, offered 

something of an initial survey of this project ð with studies on, amongst other things, the pub ð 

assessing the constellation of institutions which comprise English identity and the threats they 

face from homogenising forces.
43

 How these forces re-shape and diminish identity through 

altering daily experience is only loosely addressed however, and the counter-narrative which 

might resist them is for the most part absent. To address these weaknesses, I have drawn on 

work which conceptualises the experience of ôenchantmentõ, seeing in it a potential for new 

narratives of identity rooted in sensory expansion and through it, a non-alienated encounter 

with the world. Jane Bennettõs The Enchantment of Modern Life has offered a starting point 

for these ideas; as well as (though with a more individual, mythological emphasis) Sharon 

Blackieõs work The Enchanted Life.
44

 In turn, Nan Shepherdõs The Living Mountain ð a short, 

literary account of the authorõs experiences in the Cairngorm mountains ð provides a powerful 

illustration of the way in which phenomenological encounters (in her case, replete with alterity 

and deep time) can have radical effects on the experience of reality and belonging.
45

 In turn, 

Claire Petitmengenõs work provides a rich guide to the actual mechanics of experience, and 

evidence of the profound impact which even pre-conscious, fleeting encounters have on the 

almost geological formation of the self; all of which informs my analysis of architectureõs 

influence in this thesis.
46

 Indeed, current innovations in neuroscientific research suggest the 

extent to which consciousness is a contingent prediction of reality ð shaped and sculpted by 

knowledge, experience, evolution and social priority.
47

 In this sense we are only ever partial 
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43 Paul Kingsnorth, Real England: The Battle Against the Bland, Granta (2009) 
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witnesses to the Real; instead living with an ôeditõ of reality which ignores, attenuates, or actively 

shuts out (usually because of certain negative external stimuli) elements of experience which 

under different conditions of knowledge, external ambiences, and social interests, could 

become significant, even constitutive, of a ônon-alienatedõ engagement with the world.  

Finally, I have drawn from strands within the Marxist tradition, particularly in its materialist 

approach to aesthetic analysis and the notion of aesthetic ideologies. Underpinning the thesis is 

Raymond Williamõs concept of the ôstructure of feelingõ ð his term to capture ôa kind of feeling 

and thinking which is indeed social and material, but each in an embryonic phase before it can 

become fully articulate and defined exchange.õ
48

 Williamõs explanatory metaphor is drawn from 

chemistry, with the structure of feeling attending to ôsocial experiences in solutionõ as opposed 

to the ôsocial semantic formationsõ which have already precipitated.
49

 As he notes, such a feeling 

can generally be observed through an analysis of style-in-general as it moves through the 

novelties, revivals, synergisms in ôdress, building and other similar forms of social life.õ
50

 

Architectural style, and its homologies in corresponding socioeconomic trends / political 

ideologies, can provide a prism of analysis for understanding shifts in the structure of feeling 

which are as yet to precipitate into a hardened social form. This encourages a level of 

provisionality and ambivalence in analysis; as well as a way of understanding the deeper, latent 

structures of aesthetic meaning. This thesis covers two such shifts in the structure of feeling; 

one of which has consequently hardened into its ôsocial semantic formationõ as Thatcherism, 

and a current conjuncture, opened by the financial crisis, whose direction and implications 

remain open. These respectively inform chapters 3 and 4, on J D Wetherspoons (Thatcherism 

->), and BrewDog (2008 ->). I have been especially influenced in this regard by three other 

writers, who have all in their own way built on the legacy of Raymond Williams: David Harvey, 

Stuart Hall and Mark Fisher. In Harveyõs case, by The Condition of Postmodernity, which 

provides an exemplary study in exactly those correspondences between economic structure, 

political discourse, aesthetic (especially architectural aesthetic) production and subjectivity.
51

 In 

Hallõs case, by his analysis of popular culture, politics and authenticity, as well as his 

foundational work on Thatcherism (ideas picked up currently in cultural studies by Jeremy 
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49 Ibid, p.134 
50 Ibid, p.131 
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Gilbert ð whose analysis of commodification has been particularly helpful to this thesis).
52

 

Finally, Mark Fisher, in his diagnostics of the current political-cultural moment, first, in 

Capitalism Realism, then Ghosts of My Life, has stimulated reflections on the substructure of 

aesthetic practices in the current conjuncture, especially in the case of BrewDog, as well as 

making powerful connections between culture and what could be termed the ôpsycho-political 

productionõ which governs the sense of what is possible in everyday life.
53
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Chapter 2 

Anatomy of the Pub in Crisis :  

Representations of the Pub in the 20 th Century  

 

Chapter Abstract  

 

This chapter provides a survey of key pub writings throughout the 20
th

 century. It traces a shift 

in the pubõs representational history, from an institution perceived as a source of social crisis, to 

one conceived as in crisis. It explores why the pub became a powerful cultural symbol within 

British life, and a prism through which broader anxieties about the nature and direction of 

modernity were articulated. The writers it discusses ð Thomas Burke, Ivor Brown, A E 

Richardson, Maurice Gorham & Harding McGregor Dunnett, Mass Observation, Christopher 

Hutt, and George Williamson ð offer an inevitably partial view on the pub as an institution 

(they are, notably, all male, white and broadly ð though not exclusively - middle class in their 

outlook and professions). Yet between them an anatomy of the pubõs symbolic structure can be 

established: its ambivalent relationship to nationalism, its arcadian anti-modernism, its 

communitarian autonomy, and its uneasiness with standardisation and commodification. This 

symbolic structure provides a baseline against which further attempts to transform the pub, 

discussed in Chapters 3, 4 and 5, can be measured, and their implications understood.  

 

Dismal Palace: Origins of a Fault -Line  

 

The late 1890s represented a high point for the public house. By 1896 the city of London had 

a pub for every 345 residents. The consumption of beer per capita returned to the zenith of the 

1870s, and with more people drinking, the number of pubs built - at unprecedented expense - 

reached record levels.
54

 Yet outside of the pub trade the period was marked by existential and 

economic crisis. Beset by relative declines in production and actual declines in profitability, the 

confidence which marked Victorian ideas of progress gave way to malaise, pessimism and a 

 
54 Mark Girouard, Victorian Pubs, Yale University Press (1975) p.76 
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new 'semantic of historical time' which perceived the future in terms of futility; and where cycle 

and stasis replaced linearity and optimism as the dominant cultural motifs.
55

   

 

By 1899 the pub industry had become enmeshed in this narrative of decline. The Conservative 

Partyõs victory in 1896 was followed by the so-called 'brewer's war' in which commercial one-

upmanship inflated the market to unsustainable levels. The ensuing collapse gave way to an 

Edwardian era in which the fortunes and reputation of the public house were at an all-time low, 

and where, following the 1902 Licensing Act and landslide victory of the Liberal party in 1906, 

social reformers were increasingly able to manipulate its design and regulation. The ebullient 

phantasmagoria which characterised the Victorian pub was consequently transformed into a 

symbol of decadence from another age.  

 

Though many temperance campaigners had given up on outright prohibition of alcohol, pub 

regulation was conceived as the best way of ôdesigning outõ its worst effects. Consequently, 

gaudy decor, cloistered layouts, ôinterested managementõ, curtained windows, and sparsely 

furnished rooms conducive to so-called ôperpendicular drinkingõ all attracted the ire of 

reformers.
 56

 By the mid-1890s the Trust House Movement drew on philanthropic donations to 

in order to buy up pubs and transform them along principles inspired by the ôGothenburg 

experimentõ in Sweden. Traditional, tenanted landlords were replaced by ôdisinterested 

managementõ - salaried managers who received no financial bonus for the sale of alcoholic 

drinks - and the pub aesthetic was implanted with a ôtearooms and table clothesõ style intended 

to subdue its atmosphere. Other innovations, such as long benches, were installed to encourage 

a ôcanteenõ mentality where an emphasis on food replaced drink amidst communal sociality.
57

 

 

Though the Trust House movement had a limited impact it nevertheless established a 

precedent for further experiments in pub regulation.
58

 In 1916, the government conducted a 

ôtest nationalisationõ of pubs in Carlisle as part of an attempt to fix the productivity problem 

 
55 Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Empire: 1875 ς 1914 (2007) p.36; Michael Sayeau, Against the Event: 
The Everyday and the Evolution of Modernist Narrative, Oxford University Press (2013), p.113 
56 Interested management: where the owner of a licensed premises profited from their customers 
consuming more alcohol. Perpendicular drinking: drinking at the bar (thought by temperance 
campaigners to increase speed and quantity of consumption) 
57 Jessica Boak & Ray Bailey, 20th Century Pub, The Homeward Press (2017), p.41 
58 The Trust House movement struggled on a number of fronts. Scandals involving not-so-
disinterested managers, a failure to encroach into the more prized urban real estate held by the 
major brewers, as well as their parsimonious ideology and design, all limited their spread.  
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bedeviling the war effort. The Carlisle experiment saw 40% of the regionõs pubs closed, and the 

rest remodeled on lines strongly reminiscent of the pre-war reforms: ôdisinterestedõ managers 

became government employees on a fixed salary, the sale of food was encouraged and ôsnugõ 

bars re-purposed for its consumption. Pubs were re-designed to appeal to women and families. 

Table service was introduced. Beer was sold at a fixed rate and served solely from a 

government brewery where higher alcohol percentages were restricted.
59

  

 

Though nationalisation remained restricted to Carlisle, private enterprise continued many of its 

precepts into the inter-war period. The so-called ôimprovedõ pubs of this time did away with 

ôsnugs and saloons, garish lighting and engraved glass panelsõ and replaced them with spacious, 

open-plan seating areas, dining halls and even dance floors.
60

 From the perspective of 

enthusiastic reformers like the architect Basil Oliver, such changes were welcome and 

progressive - embracing efficient, rationalised plans which either maintained a link to tradition 

by recourse to mock tudor and neo-Georgian facades, or reinterpreted the genre altogether 

within the aesthetic language of modernism.
61

 They also appealed to the predilections of 

temperance campaigners for a more controlled ôrespectableõ environment. 

 

Despite much initial complaint about the Trustõs favourable treatment by licensing justices, the 

brewing industry came to benefit from the opportunities it presented: respectable, open plan, 

mixed gender, family friendly pubs had an obvious commercial appeal. Likewise, if a number 

of small, irrational, licenses could be exchanged for larger, more profitable ones, then all the 

better.
62

 Where respectability had proved an economic barrier to the old public house, then the 

model of the reformers provided commercial as well as moral opportunity and their concerns 

were easily accommodated within the new leisure market. This infusion of moral order with 

capitalist imperatives scaled public house improvement in a way that the Trust Houses never 

managed. James Nicholls suggests for instance that in just eight years between 1922 and 1930, 

around 20,000 pubs were ôimprovedõ, with 79 ôsuper-pubsõ built at considerable expense.
63

  

 

 
59 wƻƎŜǊ YŜǊǎƘŀǿΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ /ŀǊƭƛǎƭŜ 9ȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘΥ ƭƛƳƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƭŎƻƘƻƭ ƛƴ ǿŀǊǘƛƳŜΩΣ National Archives, 15 Jan 
2015,  blog.nationalarchives.gov.uk/blog/pubs-vs-first-world-war 
60 James Nicholls, The Politics of Alcohol: A History of the Drink Question in England, Manchester 
University Press (2009) p.182 
61 Basil Oliver, The Renaissance of the English Public House, Faber & Faber (1947) 
62 Nicholls, Politics of Alcohol, p.181  
63 Ibid, p.182 

https://blog.nationalarchives.gov.uk/blog/pubs-vs-first-world-war/
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Ideological conversion came easily to brewers already situated to invest and with conversion 

came denigration of the preceding era. As a 1929 publication by the Birmingham brewer, 

Mitchell and Butlers, noted:  

 

Fifty years ago the generality of public houses, especially in the towns, stood on a rather 

low level. The bad type of house was deplorable, with its dingy taproom, ill-kept floor, 

sloppy counter and stale atmosphere. The parlours and saloons of the houses just 

above this class were, as a rule, either ill-kept or gaudy. The flaring lights and staring 

mirrors of the gin palace were as objectionable as the murk and gloom of the dené it 

was not an epoché to which one can look back with pride.
64

   

 

In its place, Mitchell and Butlers proffered a new vision of stately respectability: buildings were 

expanded, cut-back from the street, populated with windows, even adorned with bowling 

greens. Above all, they were designed to appeal to a new type of customer, one borne from the 

contemporary, motoring age:  

 

The patrons of the new house are not expected to slink furtively up to the entrances; 

many will drive up in their cars or on their motor-bicycles and have no more 

compunction about entering these portals than they would about entering a hotel in 

town. Why should they?
65

 

 

Yet this new consensus was not matched with equal enthusiasm from below. Whilst the more 

modest experiments in Carlisle had been met with sympathetic ambivalence, the larger scale 

improved pubs which followed struggled to achieve popularity.
66

 A report conducted by the 

Royal Commission on Licensing between 1929 and 1931 found that there was ômuch evidence 

in support of the view that the average frequenter of licensed houses desires conditions that are 

 
64 Mitchells & Butlers, Fifty Years of Brewing 1879-1929Σ ǇΦру ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ 9Ƴƛƭȅ /ƻƭŜΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ¦Ǌōŀƴ ŀƴŘ 
Suburban Public House in Inter-War England, 1918-мфофΩΣ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ όнлмрύ ǇΦ мф 
65 Cited in Boak and Bailey, 20th Century Pub, p. 48 
66 As a Trade ¦ƴƛƻƴ ŦŀŎǘ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƴƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ мфмфΥ ΨLǘΩǎ ǘǊǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ 
ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ǘƻ άƘƛƎƘ ŀǊǘέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘŜƳŜ ƻŦ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƭǎΧ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ 
that many customers looked with little favour on the simple austerity which marked many of the 
public houses. Yet we were impressed by the evident attempts which have been made to convert 
ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƘƻǳǎŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎ ŀ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ōŜŀǳǘȅΦΩ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ Ψtǳō IƛǎǘƻǊȅΥ  ¢ƘŜ 
tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ tǳōǎΩ Morning Advertiser, 18 Jun 2009, morningadvertiser.co.uk/Legal/Property-law/Pub-
history-The-people-s-pubs 
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to be found in the smaller houses.õ
67

 Other critics found them enervating and identikit. As 

Thomas Burke described, they were ôvery well conducted, very bright, very new, very hygienic, 

and very much like each otherõ, with the customers similarly affected: ôWhatever fire and salt of 

character they had, they seemed to have left it outside and were as unemphatic as the place 

itselfõ.
68

 Practices such as ôperpendicular drinkingõ (drinking at the bar) which the improved 

house was supposed to eradicate, were found by the Commission to be an ôingrained national 

customõ, making ôcomplete and immediate abolition of the barõ an ô[im]practicable 

proposition.õ
69

 The ôdismal sham-Tudor placesõ decried by Orwell in the 1930s had failed to 

match the popularity of the baroque gin palaces of the 1830s nor could they outdo its 

customs.
70

  

 

The transformation of the public house did not solve the temperance problem ð it simply 

moved it around. As a 1927 select committee report noted, 

 

where a public house is improved and enlarged there is a tendency for the old clientele 

which used to frequent it to remove to another unimproved house while another and 

better class of customeré comes to take their place.
71

  

 

With predictable circularity, making the pub respectable attracted those most concerned with 

respectability. For those who had never embraced the worthy discourse of the moralists the 

solution was not ôself-improvementõ but migration. Even if the improved pub had managed to 

find willing converts amongst the working class, the prohibitive pricing - a flipside of the 

brewerõs substantial investments in bespoke architecture - meant economic barriers were as 

detrimental to conversion as aesthetic ones.  

 

Pub improvement thus exposed a fault-line in the cultural politics of the pub which would mark 

it for the rest of the century. On one side was arranged the state, the mega-brewer, modernity, 

respectability, and the newly mobile consumer subject, embodied in the motor-vehicle: young, 

 
67 Report of the Royal Commission on Licensing (England and Wales) 1929 ς 1931, cited in Basil 
Oliver, The Renaissance of the English Public House, p.25 
68 Thomas Burke, The Birmingham Mail, August 2 1943 
69 Report of the Royal Commission on Licensing (England and Wales) 1929 ς 1931, cited in Basil 
Oliver, The Renaissance of the English Public House, p.25 
70 George Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier, Penguin (1962) p.64 - first published in 1937.  
71 Report of the Committee on the Disinterested Management of Public Houses, cited in Nicholls, 
p.182 
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local to nowhere, gliding fluidly between new ventures with loyalty to none in particular. On the 

other, the recalcitrant pub-goer, with their awkward penchant for traditional places and 

behaviours: old, rooted, immobile, skeptical of the modern.  

Fig 2.1 - 

Exteriors of Improved Houses in the inter-war period. Top: The Berkeley Arms Hotel, Cranford, 

London ï a fusion of roadhouse and pub (Copyright: Architectural Press Archive / Riba Library 

Photographs Collection) Middle: The Boarôs Head, Perry Barr, Birmingham (pictured in 1937) 

Bottom: The Black Horse, Northfield, Birmingham (Copyright: Historic England, James O. Davies, 

DP166415) [Images via Emily Cole, óThe Urban And Suburban Public House In Inter-War England, 

1918-1939ô Historic England (2015)] 
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Fig 2.2 ï Interiors of Improved Houses in the Inter-War Period. Top: Green Man, Southend village, 

Catford, London (1927) Bottom: Rose and Crown, Upperby, Carlisle [images via Cole, óThe Urban 

And Suburban Public House In Inter-War England] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


