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Much contemporary thinking about railway modernimatin Europe focuses on the alleged benefits of
liberalizing passenger markets by means of operesac@and associated changes to regulatory regimes,
technological interoperability, infrastructure mgament, labour regimes and so on. Such policieprmised
on an understanding of passengers as consumersgnahoices between railway services (and other siofle
transport) offered in a competitive market. Theirdddlity of this state of affairs is not infrequincontrasted to
what is held to be the more limited possibilitiesirid in earlier periods, particularly those in whtbe railways
were nationalized or otherwise controlled by tregest

This paper explores some of the historical rootthoiking about the passenger as a consumer ebasid
mobility — ‘railing’ — taking as an example inter-war Britain, a courgng a period in which railways were
privately owned. This subject chimes well with necealls for studies of what Frank Trentmann désgias the
‘broader dynamics of change in the history of comsupolitics’, more particularly, the ‘larger redmuration of
consumption and citizenship’ represented by disesiconcerning ‘necessaries’ such as fdodbates about
which kinds of railing should be regarded as a assary’ for participation in civil society, and whiseen as
aspirational goods to be purchased in the marat the backdrop to this paper. More particularigoncentrate
on Matthew Hilton’s point that consumption in thé"2century was ‘one of the main acts around which
governments... focussed their policies and intdiges’, for from 1923 the railway companies weudject to an
intensified degree of state regulation, ostensfblythe protection of consumers against the raivayatural’
monopoly. This regime had its origins in the 18808t after the first world war it was briefly posk to
conceive of direct representation of the passengesumer in a world where previously, as Martin tan
notes more generally, s/he ‘was someone for whararstclaimed to speak, rather than an interesthigtlor her
own voice’. The first part of this paper explorésstwindow of opportunity. The second analyses wizahe
after, in the continued absence of any systemgtioafjanized direct representation. The initialUsdere is on
the ways in which the railway companies constru¢tedpassenger as a consumer through their magkatid
other aspects of ‘commercial culture’. But | alsggest that the complexity of the railway comparasssocial
organizations demands that we should acknowledafetitlere were other ways of comprehending the pgsse

consumer.

(NOT) SPEAKING FOR THE CONSUMER, 1919-1921

Despite the rise of road competition, especialyrfrouses, the railways continued to be importassgrger

carriers up to 1939. Traffic continued to expan#rat918, if not at the same rate as previoushyl @assengers
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became an increasingly important part of the raibvdusiness.Some — probably quite a small proportion — of
this traffic was carried at fares set by statuteegulatory bodies, a consequence df-¢8ntury views that certain
types of railway travel were necessary for fullt@gpation in civil society. By the 1880s the radwcompanies
had accepted that aspects of their commercialipealstd to be tempered by considerations of pagligice, and
the tension between these norms continued to teflad inform debates, policies and practices atibat
consumption of railway travel throughout the intear period.

Such discourses were in turn partly a reflectioomofe general ones about how to protect the consimrme
certain kinds of market. Immediately after thetfwgorld war, transport was one of several areasostalled
‘necessitous’ consumption where a significant botlgolitical and public opinion thought that greagixtending
consumer representation was the best way forwasdcé€ns over the possible political ramificatiofighe high
cost of food led to the creation of a state-spags@onsumers’ Council of 1918-2ghich included railways in
its remit because of their effect on the cost whly. By the time wider political currents causée Council’'s
demise in early 1921, it was calling for transportbe included within a new department of stateeforesent
consumers’ interests. Other, more radical, ideasuleited on the Left. G.D.H. Cole’s guild socialigrhthe late
1910s and 1920s provided models for the collecfivavision of transport in which consumers were ® b
represented on key decision-making bodies. In 104lé envisaged the railways being organized astiarnah
guild of workers, with consumers’ interests artatall through a ‘functional parliament’ intendedrésolve
disputes between producers and consumers. Threg lpger the overall structure of guilds had beiempified,
but the commitment to giving a voice to consumeraained.

During this period the reorganization of the raywafter the depredations of the war was a polipcarity.

A hitherto neglected aspect of the debates leadmgo the Railways Act of 1921 (which establishedeav
corporate structure of four main line companies$ Wee possibility of introducing a measure of direansumer
representation into the railways’ regulatory frarmekv Although these eventually came to nothing,ifi21 act —
described by one academic contemporary as ‘byh&amost comprehensive statute which has ever tesseg to
regulate British railways’ — did strengthen thegulation of passenger services and fares, reneangy
regulatory body, the Railway and Canal Commisséng creating another, the Railway Rates Tribunagether
these formed a mechanism which had the potentiaépgoesent and promote consumers’ interests, evenei
absence of a direct voice for consumers. It isefoee worthwhile reviewing the thinking underlyirigese
initiatives and some of the reasons for the vergaso progress they made.

The Railway Rates Tribunal had its origins in tamporary extension of government control of themvayjs
into peacetime; the 1919 act creating the Minigtiryiransport established a Rates Advisory Committbeh
metamorphosed into the Tribun@he major concern was always freight, not passefages or services, but the
initiative is of interest because it illustrates thhift of government opinion concerning the repnégtion of
interest groups. Traders (two), the transport itriess and labour all had statutory representation tie
committee, but the Minister had discretionary pavey add an additional member, which might well ehav
represented consumers more widely. This is notrgoaiusible suggestion, for supplementing the cobesnitvas

a ‘panel of experts, and of impartial persons’ espnting a wide range of interests, including éarInoted by a
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Labour member in 1921 during the parliamentary tetywf the Railways Bill) ‘a representative of theneral
users of railways'.

The new Railway Rates Tribunal was however a quaktial body, not an advisory group, and as suels w
not supposed to represent interest groups. Labauty Boliticians had argued in favour of a permdnen
representative of consumers (‘general users’) am Thibunal — indeed, Labour's attempts to have a
representative of labour added were couched pairilfferms of impact of railway fares on the costliging
experienced by workers-as-consumers. Much was saagequently in parliamentary committee by otheP.sl.
of the issue of fares, particularly with regardtbe so-called exceptional fares that the railwaysewmo be
permitted to charge below the standard ones sétédyribunalBut by 1921 majority opinion in parliament had
swung firmly against the principle of consumer eg@ntation — one government member argued in cde@nit
that ‘it is possible to push it so far that it beees a fetish...” — and the only concession was tatera General
Panel of specialists, one of two from which thebtirial could appoint additional members on a caseasg
basis. This had started life as a proposal foradd@nrs’ Panel, but in its expanded form it includ€dpeople
‘representative of the interests of labour andasfgengers’ among its membership of three dozen.

On a more positive note, the Railway Rates Tribuvesd charged with ensuring ‘the maximum development
and extension in the public interest of the cagibay railway of... passengers and their luggage'wtiskings in
this regard would repay additional study, not ldzetause one contemporary referred to ‘variouscégsmns
representing the interests of the travelling pulgaming before it. However, it is clear that altlyhh some useful
advances were made in areas that had long provediéisome — for example, drawing up standard ciomditof
carriage covering the kinds and quantity of perstuggage carried free of charge — in practice eathtle was
achieved, either in terms of fares or the qualftgayvices. Indeed, if anything the two regulatboglies’ strategic
thinking favoured the railways against consumemstigularly with the Railway and Canal Commission’s
decision in 1931 that a railway company could retréquired to continue to provide an unprofitatdsgenger
service.

In any case, by the late 1920s the meteoric grafvttvad competition meant the regulatory regime wats
of date. Market forces and, occasionally, inter-pany considerations of prestige now dictated faresservice
levels for most passenger services; indeed fromsthd regulated maxima for fares were, as oneoaityh
presciently put it, either ‘obsolete for practigairposes’ or ‘only registered what the companies danceded of
their own accord’. The railways therefore pursuethincreasing vigour commercial practices devetbpefore
1914, tailoring fares and providing services to mmze revenue which they trusted would generatetan over
and above direct costs (although this did not meanhthey abandoned all services which even thenemtary
cost accounting of the day suggested were makilngsy. In the apparent absence of any body systematically
representing passengers it was left to the railvtaydevelop an understanding of consumers and itids lof

services which might appeal to them.
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CONSTRUCTING THE PASSENGER-AS-CONSUMER: THE LONDON, MIDLAND AND
SCOTTISH RAILWAY, 1923-39

A key element in this task was the railways’ comeradrculture. This concept captures the idea thatious
aspects of cultural production... are inherently @wned with the commaodification of various kindscofitural
difference’ at the same time as ‘the apparentlypmat calculus of the market is inescapably embddde range
of cultural processes’. In other words, partickigds of goods and services have a symbolic vaklielwserve to
define, and indeed in part create, social hieras;shand successful companies market upon this mémog In the
railways’ case, this meant they sought to markstrétionary travel on the basis of what they thouwgbuld
appeal to the social aspirations of particularaogioups. In part, railing became (or more acalyacontinued
to develop as) a kind of aspirational consumption.

Recent studies of this phenomenon have sensiblyséat on leisure journeys, an important area of grow
between the wars, showing how the railways’ sop@igtd understanding of potential markets enaliedhtto
appeal (although with questionable results) throggdphic advertising and travel literature to vasp often
middle-class, groups. The rapidly growing purchgspower of women was a particularly attractive éarg
Understandably, scholars have for the most pammgoucted the ‘official’ commercial culture of tkempanies
— more patrticularly, the marketing sanctioned byhaggers. This official culture did not rely solely the books,
pamphlets and graphic posters that so far have &eelied in some detail. Other media used oncergawent
controls were lifted in the early 1920s includedablshed forms such as maps, handbills, timethbleks,
newspaper advertisements and press announcenarisnew ones like radio broadcasts, lantern slides,
photographs, films and illuminated advertisemeWig. obviously need a fuller analysis of all of theseget a
better appreciation of how the railways’ marketagerderstood their potential customers.

But railways are complex social organizations, eedshould not assume that the official marketing lvas
the only way in which the companies, broadly unmed, constructed the passenger as a consumerhémnot
avenue to explore is the railways’ ‘semi-offici@ulture — in other words, those values, norms amdcg$ of
behaviour found amongst a railway’s workforce (hievels, including the managerial) which a comparas
willing in some degree to sanction, even if thegt dot align fully with those embedded in officiabrketing.
Workers conceived and represented consumers dimdyriai a variety of ways, and behaved accordirtglyards
the railways’ customers, actual and potential. Thmpanies knew this, and knew it mattered: thepgasty of
evidence of managers struggling to discipline wskeo that their behaviour enhanced, or at leastnodi
damage, commercial prospects. For example, pleaddti to be civil to passengers were commonpfem® the
early 1920s.

The companies’ staff magazines are a way into $eisii-official culture, as well as elements of the
alternative. These publications were partly a raspao the challenge of maintaining managerialrobith the
changing circumstances of the laté?&hd early-28 centuries, one of a range of measures intendethtnotain
hegemony. But the magazines werejust an expression of the corporate line. They wereentikely to succeed
in developing attitudes broadly compatible with mgers’ goals if they expressed views which resahaft¢h

most workers. Radical opinions were highly unlikedyappear, but dissent that did not challenge domehtals
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such as the managerial prerogative might be ta@dratot least since it might produce potentiallgfuknew
ideas; suggestions schemes and their attendanicipublere quite common. Reports of railway debadesl
lecture societies, letters to the editor, gossiproas, contributed articles, cartoons, short stosied verse, and so
on could all express aspects of the wider culture.

In what remains | briefly analyse how gender fumreéid in the construction of the passenger-as-coaisum
through the semi-official culture of the largesttb& inter-war companies, the London, Midland awdtsh
Railway (LMS). TheLMS Magazine (Fig. 1) was launched in November 1923, less thgeaa after the company
came into existence, and was published monthly thei second world war. Attractively produced, @svsold
chiefly to staff through a network (in 1938) of nga800 agents at the subsidized price of a penwith(a
twopenny edition offering insurance benefits), reag sales of roughly 70 to 79 thousand in the sedwalf of
the 1930s. Readership was then estimated to be #ivea times this figure, suggesting a coveragsoaiething
over three-quarters of the total workforce, assgntivat all readers were employees. This was unlikedugh,
for it is clear (from the contents) that a familydéence was an important segment of the readerdthip.
magazine was also sold to members of the publimesiing that was encouraged in the mid 1930s on the
grounds that it would ‘enable us to exert thatuafice to make people rail-minded that is so nepedsathe
future well-being of every servant of the Compansthool boys, university and professional menlirparts of
the world’ merited particular mention, suggestimghbthe gendered and class dimensions of this veiddience.

Sheryl Kroen has recently noted the increasing prente of gender in the political historiography of
consumption in the early-ZGcentury, tying this in with the historical emergerof a more ‘positive appraisal of
the consumer as an active agent of democratizafldns conceptualization of the citizen as esséytiaat least
in some degree — a consumer represents, she apgarexf the assertion of women’s rights to fulllipeal,
economic and social status. Although, as | haveadly noted, existing studies suggest that the agilw
companies’ inter-war marketing was increasinglyigiesd to appeal to women, th&1S Magazine demonstrated
a degree of ambivalence within the company as dewhtere | focus on the visual evidence.

The magazine did of course carry official imageghsas that in Fig. 2, in tune with the marketimg| But it
iS not surprising, given that the magazine’s restiprwas largely men, to find expressions of maleeutainties
in the face of women’s growing presence as conssimi@ke, for instance, the cartoon in Fig.3, ‘Nosgkd!
(August 1928) expressing a sense of male uneatiee alisruptive effect of women’s changing fashiamsi
behaviour on the railways’ conventions of sociabgsiety. The magazine was also wont, as in theooart
‘Management!” (July 1934) (Fig. 4), to draw upomwlatypal images of older, grotesque women as reptaisve
of domestic authority, an image that was conspislyoabsent from the company’s graphic advertisiBigch
women did not even have to make an appearanchdordresence to be felt, as Fig. 5 (June 1936)detrates.

Even when they were not represented as groteshaetethnological ineptitude of women was a fairly
common theme, as in Fig. 6 (September 1937). Butrtiffic was not all one way. In Fig. 7 (Novemid&36),
the humour turns on the young man’s wrongful asgiompf his companion’s ignorance of railway engirieg
and operating. In the 1930s the magazine alsodedseveral cartoons which drew — usually in a npostive
way — upon images of women to connote the desityluf rail travel, either specifically to women onore

generally to both sexes. Here | note two categptiesfirst a series of cartoons (from the samedhé&inton’)
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depicting the railway carriage as a space perrgittirdegree of (hetero)sexual licence. This infitsek a fairly
well-worn trope, but the degree of control asseledhese self-assured women was perhaps more ain{isg.

8, May 1936; Fig. 9 May 1937). The second categamployed women to connote the railway’s favourable
characteristics of, variously, speed, comfort aafity, sometimes by deflating male obsessions wittoring
(Fig. 10, September 1935) or, on at least one amtdBig. 11, October 1937), by depicting the Gagé interior,
and more particularly the compartment, as a quasiestic space. The latter kind of representatios, vod
course, scarcely a novelty, and it is arguable llea¢ the cartoonist’s rendition of his (I assunid.€. Walker)
three middle-aged characters did more to confirantbhallenge a traditional view of women’s placettie
domestic sphere. Nevertheless, this was one aresewdemi-official culture clearly echoed that oficél
marketing.

In sum, thd_MS Magazine provides evidence that gender was understood wiltl@ircompany in a number of
ways, to comprehend both ‘the female passenger @atentially at least — a consumer of railway ¢feand the
attractions — or otherwise — of railing to a wideairket. That these constructions did not alwaysracwith those
of the company’s marketing suggests that a fruilifue of research would be to explore how the campa
attempted to control the disjuncture between thessages it wanted to convey and the more complex
understandings prevalent within its workforce, amdted more widely in society. The early signsthet by the
mid-to-late 1930s, some at least of the main liomganies were treating this kinds of problem witbréasing

seriousness by way of improved internal commuricatiand a more holistic approach to marketing.
Figure 1 Figure 2 Figure 3

NONPLUSSED !

Figure 4 Figure 5 Figure 6

MANAGEMENT!

RECORDS

“Why the suitcase, old man? Going on
vacation ?”

No. My wife’s managing the Parish
Jumble Sale, so I'm storing a few
personal belongings in the Office until
it's over!” “Don’t touch! Bertram,

50 you might break something!"

o

Him :—*"The porter wants to label our heliday
luggage, my dear: where — are — we — going 7
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Figure 7 Figure 8 Figure 9

“That must be a good strain on the bridge.”

P " ) He (making final effort to form acquaintance) : .
“Pardon me contradicting you, Edith, but it ,,l(,“dm ﬁ,,r Di'i! 1 1=;|:c anyd:i:(; behind ?* Him: “What would I have to give
. you for just one little kiss #”

is quite obviously a passenger one.”
She:“You did! A decidedly poor impression.” i
R 3 Her: “An anwsthetic.”

Figure 11
COMFORT

Figure 10

Girl : ““Hullo, Mr. Smith, you down here too. How

did you come ?”

ith : i r, of course—fresh air— =
Sm“::r;uk?;',’:.:.nﬂcﬁ“ what 2 0o “You see, my hushand’s so partial to a
; ' mantel-shell,”

7 25

CONCLUDING REMARKS

As current debates over the sustainability of Brigarailway franchising system demonstrate, thieveys’
commercial policies are still affected by the tensbetween norms of public service and financiglénatives.
Franchising is predicated upon a train operatingipamy (TOC) being given commercial freedom regaydin
matters such as (most) fares and quality of semwitkin a set of very tight constraints (both resyaly and
practical) regarding the timetable and, perhapst ingsortantly of all, the requirement either tourgt hefty and
increasing financial premiums to the Treasury orequire a steadily reducing level of subsidy. Ehare, of
course, many differences between this businesststeiand that of the inter-war period. Nonetheldssre are
significant parallels too.

One is the question of how to protect the consuest as in the inter-war period, a small minooitytypes
of fare is protected by regulation, but the assumnpmongst government and regulators is thatifemost part
consumers’ interests are sufficiently protectedths operation of a competitive market, not so mbhetween
TOCs (although this does occur on a handful ofegubut with other modes of transport. A directceofor
consumers is therefore not something that is loaksoh with much favour in official circles. Howeyaine
senior industry journalist has recently remarkedt tthe failure to provide such representation dyrihe
franchising process has led to agreements thabtlstrike a proper balance between the interesgasfengers,

TOCs and the Treasury. Although there is a govemtsfumded, statutorily independent representatiedyb
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(Passenger Focus) operating at the national lewahy critics argue that this represents a dimimuté the
influence of consumers from an alleged heyday enetirly days of nationalization. | suspect that9t21 was the
first time that serious consideration was givenptoviding consumers with a direct voice in the fatpry
machinery. It would therefore be worthwhile to exel the history of consumer representation, botisgective
and actual, in more depth for the inter-war yeaid @n into the post-war period, not only to supmatthe work
of historians of consumerism but also so that taens of present-day critics might be subject tm@e careful
appraisal.

The other clear parallel is the issue of aspiraianarketing and the consumption of discretionaayel.
Techniques such a yield management might well &@ngparatively recent innovation in the railway istiy, but
British railway companies were trying to ‘grow therket’ well before 1914 by, as Douglas Knoop, ead@mic
contemporary, put matters, reducing fares so agttace people, who would otherwise not do soraed by
rail, and to encourage such as would travel &]itth travel more’. With this kind of technique tteélways were
already clearly crossing the permeable, and hesdtlyi shifting, boundary between the necessitoud an
aspirational consumption of mobility, and it would worth while exploring in more depth how this paped
and what continuities and ruptures exist between,tthe inter-war period and now. We might wellsbeprised
at just how ‘modern’ not only the inter-war railwsyput also those of the Edwardian era were in their

understanding of the passenger as a consumeliofrai



