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This paper is an attempt to read the rebellion of a woman from working class background 
in Alan Sillitoe’s novella “The Good Women” from The Ragman’s Daughter (1963) who 
wants to bring a change and revolution in the society. Rebel is a person who is against the 
authority/establishment or the existing political order in that particular society. The rebels 
take birth as they are dissatisfied against the existing authority/establishment and its 
norms. Rebels are actually in dissent against the establishment in order bring the 
revolution in particular society. But, here in the selected novella, Liza Atkin the 
protagonist is a rebel and revolutionary who wishes to change her society by raising her 
voice against the authority/establishment as she wants to see it flourish. Here the focus is 
on Liza and her active social participation and the dominant role she plays under her 
leadership apart from her domestic routine life and her contribution to society being a 
woman.  

 

Dissent is disagreement, protest and difference of opinion against the 
authority/establishment. Politics begins when the natural order of domination is 
interrupted by the institution of a part of those who have no part. Alan Sillitoe’s work 
speaks about such people from the working class background. His protagonists exhibit a 
recognisable pattern of dissent with their proletarian origins, alienated stance and active 
condemnation of social and political institutions. Their rejection of the 
establishment/authority goes beyond personal irritation to become an aggressively 
working class expression of grievances. They are, in a word, representative. Highly 
critical of the existing social order and seemingly unbridgeable gulf between the workers 
and members of the other classes, their incisive commentaries reflect the feelings of a 
large number of working class but also the crusading zeal for social reform. The 
protagonist in the selected novella is a young woman rebel ready to take on the world, 
joyous, reckless, defiant, she’s out to beat the system. Working classes have their own 
values, culture and attitudes towards the dominant ruling society. In relation to the 
hegemony of the ruling class, the working class is a subordinate social and cultural 
formation. 

 Alan Sillitoe was born into a working class family in 1928 and was one of five children 
and grew up in Radford, Nottingham. After leaving school at the age of fourteen, he 
worked in various local factories until becoming an air traffic control assistant with the 
Ministry of Aircraft Production in 1945. During the period of convalescence while with 
the Royal Air Force, Sillitoe developed a passion for reading and soon began to devote 
himself to writing. He began writing after four years in the Royal Air Force, and lived for 

Abstract 



Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN 2249-9598, Volume-09, May 2019 Special Issue (03) 

 

 
w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N  2 2 4 9- 9 5 9 8 

 
Page 207 

six years in France and Spain. Alan Sillitoe’s literary reputation was established with two 
key works – Saturday Night and SundayMorning (1958) and The Loneliness of Long 
Distance Runner (1959), both of which were made into major films, established name. 
Both are now acknowledged as classics and marked Sillitoe out as one of the most 
original writers of his generation. Since then he has produced over thirty works of prose, 
poetry and drama.Alan Sillitoe is a working class novelist and his experiences in the 
factories as a wage labourer exposed him to the hardships of the workers and their lives, 
as he writes on the lives of these working class people. 

Alan Sillitoe in his works chooses his protagonists from typical working class 
background who struggle for their livelihood in poverty and the story revolves around 
their lives as, Arthur Seaton, in Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (1958), works at 
lathe in a factory in Nottingham. Smith, the imprisoned protagonist in “The Loneliness of 
the Long Distance Runner”, who deliberately lost the running race for the Borstal in 
which he was imprisoned by the governor. Liza Atkin, a working class woman from 
Nottingham in ‘The Good Women’ who becomes well known at the factory as the 
“apostle of industrial unrest”. Brain Seaton, in Key tothe Door (1961), who’s childhood, 
conveys the essence of the working class life. Frank Dawley, in The Death of William 
Posters (1965) who is a workingman becomes a revolutionary out of the circumstances. 

New York Herald Tribunes pays a rich tribute to Sillitoe’s talent and his works as, “Alan 
Sillitoe stands as a comforting reminder to the English that the grand old roistering “low 
life” tradition of Fielding and Dickens is not yet dead, and a welcome antidote to writers 
like John Osborne, Kingsley Amis, and John Braine, who have used working-class values 
and aspirations to bludgeon middle-class hypocrisies, and whose characters are always 
trying to move in a social circles for which their family backgrounds clearly unfit 
them…There can be no doubt that working-class life has a reality, a special kind of 
presence, in England which it has not had in America for a long time…Sillitoe continues 
to seem more impressive as a writer of stories than a novelist” (6). 

Alan Sillitoe in many of his works has givenprominence to the Women characters in his 
works who are even protagonists who are born active revolutionaries, rebels who want to 
bring a change in the society by raising their voices against the 
government/establishment/authority or to change the society in which they reside. Here is 
one such novella where woman isa protagonist, rebel, young, energetic and defiant who is 
in dissent with the government/establishment/authority, as Liza Atkin in “The Good 
Women” from The Ragman’s daughter (1963).In her discussion of Sillitoe’s works, critic 
Joyce Rothschild states that “One of this author’s strengths has been hisability to create 
complex, compelling female characters.” (129). This is true, and perhaps many of 
Sillitoe’s women characters are strong and active participants fighting for a social and 
personal cause. 

Alan Sillitoe is less conciliatory toward those who are members of the establishment and 
his stories are more consistently concerned with the conflict between the “haves” and 
“have-nots”. Critic Allen Richard Penner says that, “The Good Women” represents 
Sillitoe’s most obvious attempt to relate the current “New Left” movement to the social 
conditions of 1930’s (65). The story opens in a jail cell where an unnamed narrator 
explains that he has been arrested on the preceding night for participating in a “Ban the 



Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN 2249-9598, Volume-09, May 2019 Special Issue (03) 

 

 
w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N  2 2 4 9- 9 5 9 8 

 
Page 208 

Bomb” demonstration. Turning quickly from the present to the past, he recalls his own 
youthful rebellion against law and authority and his first acquaintance with Liza Atkin. 
The setting of the story is Nottingham during the depression. We see Liza Atkin as a 
working class woman in her thirties, the mother of two boys, working desperately to 
supplement the family’s dole money by picking through rubbish pits for salable objects. 
The story mainly renders her life from that of an essentially good-natured passive 
existence to one of an active economic-political struggle, as illustrated in her 
participation in a strike – the major event of the story. The core of this story is noted by 
critic David Craig, who says, “Sillitoe shows a woman learning to be a militant” (39). It 
is this aspect of the story that reveals to us its political nature. 

The narrator beginsthe story praising Liza Atkin by paying a rich tribute to her as, “These 
figures come out of the past…They dominate the present also vivid, large, common. 
Many of them are women, the good women, and though this story only concerns Liza 
Atkin, they attain the height of visions, strong faces that reinforce each other” (132) and 
her working class background of Liza is depicted in the story as, “Liza’a big eyes and the 
light in them marked as a working woman” (144). The hard life of the working class 
people is depictedon how they earn their breadas Liza’s entire family works in order to 
meet there ends as, “Her twin lads and husband worked full blast on shellcases at the 
factory, so nearly eight pounds a week came into the house” (151). 

Her efforts at trying to solve her problem are obstructed by an agent of establishment. We 
notice her first dissent when she is told by the means-test man that the tip (garbage dump) 
is off limits: “They wain’t stop me doing what I like. If the getts want to tek my few bob 
off me I’ll throw into their effing phizzogs’”(145). The story depicts Liza’s anguished 
grief as she learns the death of her son Harry in the Korean conflict as, “The message that 
Harry had been killed in Korea slammed into her face like an iron door that could never 
be opened again” (156). 

Liza becomes a factory worker, “She did sweeping up at first, then progressed to sit down 
work as a viewer, checking steel elbows with a depth gauge to make sure each piece was 
within specifications” (160)and later joins the workers union; her dissent is now not just 
the dissent of the lonely person but one with the crowd. She moves to a new sense of self 
in class solidarity, possible because of the first stage of isolated dissent, and her sense of 
life spreads to others as Liza says, “When we go on strike I’ll get a job and pay you 
back.’Liza was a wag, life’s fag-lighter, wick flint and fuel working in unison, a 
combustuous spark tindering the whole line of women into laughs all day long. ‘Here she 
comes.’ The shop steward said one morning: ‘The apostle of industrial unrest.’(161). The 
transition is made from rebellion against war to rebellion against capitalism, as Liza, 
takes a job in a factory and becomes, as the shop steward describes her, “The apostle of 
industrial unrest” (161). She is drawn into the labour conflict by a resemblance which 
sees between her dead son and a fiery young union leader who exorts his coworkers to 
revolution:“ ‘Well, they can give us what we want in this dispute (and, they will, make no 
mistake about it) and they can give us a raise when we force the boggers to it, but as far 
as I’m concerned, it’ll be like them smallpox jabs I had. It wain’t take. It’s not a raise 
here and a bit of an improvement there that we want – none of it’ll take. It’s a whole 
bloody change’ – his wide-apart fists gave a slow forceful turning motion as if at the 
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wheel of some great ship and making a violent alteration in its course – ‘a turnover from 
top to bottom.’ ” (165). Here we could notice the conflict between the bourgeoisie and 
the working classes and it is led under the leadership by a working class woman who has 
a huge fan following and respecting her thoughts and all sharing same feelings together. 
Liza’s dissent represents the dramatic dissent of ten thousand factory workers whose 
marching is revolutionary and speaks for the crowd when a neighbor asks her the reason 
for the strike: ‘What’s going off?’ they cried. ‘What’s up?’. ‘We’re on strike,’ Liza 
called. ‘What for?’. “We’ve had enough, that’s why.’ (166). Here strike is a symbol of 
dissent and rebellion in society and the strike is revolutionary in nature which is 
successful under the leadership of Liza and she enters a new life, “She felt good, being on 
a strike; it was a way of doing damage to those who bossed the world about…what they 
called loss of production, but which Liza saw as their loss of profits. Neither did the 
government like the strike, which surprised her even more – to think that their plain 
factory could make a government feel that way” (168).  

In The Uses of Literacy, Richard Hoggart describes how the ideology of “us and them” 
promotes definable community interests: “Them” is a composite dramatic figure, the 
chief character in modern urban forms of the rural peasant-big-house relationships. The 
world of “Them” is the world of the bosses, whether those bosses are private individuals 
or, as in increasingly the case today, public officials…“They” are “the people at the top,” 
“the higher-ups,” the people who give you your dole, call you up, tell you go to war, fine 
you, make you split the family in the ‘thirties to avoid a reduction in the Means Test 
allowance,” (62). 

Liza with a strong determination and taking lead of all the workers marches on a strike as 
a woman on the street questions her the reason for the strike from her, “What are you on 
strike for?’. Liza replies her that, “Because we’ve had enough,’…‘There’s too much short 
time in our bleddy factory, and we’re going to put a stop to it.’ (170). Hitchcock says in 
his work that, “Liza here as a personification of a socially symbolic act since the narrator 
is also insistent that Liza is a worker involved in as strike and that her fellow workers and 
he draw inspiration from that (51). 

The last words we hear from her suggest for a classless society where there are no 
differences between anybody in the society in mere future: “Maybe we’ll end up having 
the same colour eyes. You never know, do you? They’d be no difference then anybody. 
It’s funny when you think it like that. I wouldn’t mind though,” (172). The narrator ends 
up the story saying that, “Liza was a good woman who lived a life worth thinking 
about…She was one of the best” (174-5). 

Liza Atkin wanted to bring a sea change in her society and we come across such various 
incidents of her dissent and rebellion in this story which shows her active participation 
for a social cause of bringing a revolution in her society and we also notice that she does 
many thingsunder her leadership she guides thousands of working class factory labourers 
for a united social cause against the authority/establishment in her society.Liza becomes a 
revolutionary, a liberator, a prophet of change in her society being a woman and it makes 
this story political and gives the message that the power of a woman can bring a change 
and revolution in a given society whenthe society agrees and accepts to her ideas as a 
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social reformer and apostle. Here we notice the rebellion of Liza changes the society and 
bring a desired result and the society that she had imagined. The establishment/authority 
accepts the norms of the working class people represented by Liza and abiding them and 
bringing them in practice immediately and the issues of the working class and ‘have-nots’ 
are addressed by the authority at the government level and even at the factory.  
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