ARCHIVES AND MASS OBSERVATION

Archives are a means of preserving documents for future posterity. ltems held in archive
collections can be historical or contemporary, and are kept for the purpose of preservation as
well as reuse by others. Archives can vary from large scale, such as The National Archives, to
local archives like The West Yorkshire Archive, to those of specific research projects, such as The
Timescapes Archive. Some archives draw material from formal sources, such as the National
Archives who archive government documents, whereas others may include more personal or
informal records and collections, for example the Mass Observation Archive.

Archives are also a valuable resource for those researching family life, as well as social history,
allowing for the ‘piecing together’ of more personal histories, based around place or person. The
Mass Observation Archive is an excellent example of this.

THE TIMESCAPES ARCHIVE

The Timescapes archive aims to store original social sciences data from across the Timescapes projects, allowing future access by
other researchers, ensuring the high quality data is well used. This also allows the data to reach a wider audience, giving a greater
‘voice’'to those who have participated. The archive is multimedia and searchable, making it accessible and flexible. The data seen
within this exhibition is material that will ultimately be archived within the Timescapes archive.
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MASS OBSERVATION PROJECT (MOP)

As part of the Mass Observation Project, in 2000 members of the public were invited to write about a number of themes associated with family lives. This included the topics “Your

Family’and‘Same Sex Relationships in the Family".

FEMALE, AGED 19

This particular participant reflected on her happy and privileged childhood. Her parents were in
their mid twenties when she was born and had decided that they were ready to have children
and had‘planned everything in advance’ She felt wanted and loved, but didn’t consider herself
spoilt. She has many happy memories of family holidays, birthdays etc. She attributes the
success of her family life to the fact that:

“...family was so important to my parents [so] we always sat down together to eat,
and we spent time talking to each other. Mum enjoyed taking me and my sister out on
daytrips, and we often had friends round to play.” p

This is in stark contrast to her perception of how her much younger sister is parented. As
her parents ‘are older now...she is not the focus of their lives like we were...often “just to A
keep her quiet”, she is encouraged to sit and watch videos...” She also observes that her
younger sister eats her meals in front of the TV, rather than sitting down to family meals. She
concludes that

“All in all, her lifestyle is very different to my childhood one, and she is showing signs of
being quite spoilt”.

MALE, AGED 80
This participant had a younger brother who was sadly killed in World War Il. This early loss of his

brother, meant that post war, he felt like an only child.
In 1949 he married a girl from a very large family and suggests

“...there may well have been a subconscious desire to surround myself with family...I felt
that I had found the sort of background I had been looking for and one in which I hoped
our children would feel happy and supported”.
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SAME SEX RELATIONSHIPS IN THE FAMILY

Volunteers were also asked to reflect upon any gay and lesbian family members and explore their family’s awareness
of these types of relationships. Were these relationships openly discussed and accepted or considered an ‘open
secret’. Were these family members treated differently? What was the nature of their participation within the family
and did they contribute to experiences of family life?

A heterosexual 36 year old male participant from Edinburgh recalls his‘somewhat homophobic’'father who disliked
any discussion of homosexuality and viewed openly gay celebrities with ‘profound suspicion’. He points out that
this homophobia involves a great deal of denial as their family’s circle of friends included several gay and lesbian
individuals.

“There are a couple women, University friends of my parents and part of the family circle of family
friends, who have become honorary aunts. They are very much a couple and have always lived
together...They passed on their expertise in fishing, handling small boats and card games, consumed
whiskey at a steady rate and dressed with a certain masculine swagger, down to cowboy hats and
cigarillos. Now to the practiced eye of the man of the world I am today, all this tends to make up a
picture...their sexuality has never been discussed by anyone from my parent’s generation...One of
the couple of women has recently been very ill and I remember dad musing over how lucky she was
to have such a good friend to look after her...”

This denial also extended to a male friend of the family who displayed very theatrical mannerisms and was clearly
gay.

“Dad always observed that he’d always wondered why the [friend] had never married but that he
has a female friend of long standing who lives in the same block of flats. They go to shows together,
and regularly meet up for a good old gossip. “...and you know, there’s nowt as queer as folk!” he
observed apparently without irony.”

Another participant, a 39 year old male from Liverpool, relates how his sister had recently taken a lesbian lover.
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