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between prison abolition and reform. 
While some advocates call for the aboli-
tion of all prison work, the authors argue 
that “the abolition of prison labour with-
out major reforms to the prison system 
would have severe and negative effects on 
prisoners.” (111) Such major reforms are 
near impossible without a radical shift 
in the way we think about prisons and 
punishment. Consider the high cost to 
the prisoner of any length of incarcera-
tion. Work is necessary for prisoners to 
afford phone calls home, basic hygiene 
products, and supplements to low-nutri-
tion meals. Consider also the general lack 
of programming in prisons, exacerbated 
by covid-19. The outright abolition of 
prison work would require free phone 
calls, a significant investment in food, 
the provision of all necessary health and 
hygiene products as needed, relevant pro-
gramming, and substantive support upon 
release. As prison justice advocates, we 
understand that the carceral system as 
it stands will not allow for such dramatic 
restructuring. House and Rashid call for 
a nuanced understanding of prison aboli-
tion that aims to improve the immediate 
conditions of prisoners through “non-
reformist reform.” (113)

House and Rashid focus the second 
half of the book on these “non-reform-
ist” alternatives to the current modes of 
prison work. The authors discuss several 
public campaigns to boycott and shame 
companies who use prison labour that 
resulted in the company severing their 
correctional contracts. These kinds of 
wins have no impact on the rights and 
working conditions of prisoners and are 
strikingly out of touch with the demands 
of the workers themselves that are shared 
throughout the book. For example, the 
1976 Archambault Institution strikers 
asked for less make-work jobs, more ac-
cess to trades education, prisoner repre-
sentation in work program leadership, 
access to workplace insurance, and pay 

increases. The authors call instead for 
the serious consideration of prison la-
bour unionization. As mentioned ear-
lier, prisons rely on prisoner labour to 
perform necessary administrative tasks. 
Thus, prison workers have significant 
bargaining power to improve both work-
ing and overall conditions. Through their 
overview of prison unionization efforts 
(with one successful example of abattoir 
employees at the Guelph Correctional 
Centre forming a Canadian Food and 
Allied Workers Local), the authors pro-
vide a blueprint for the external and in-
ternal barriers organizers will have to 
overcome to include prisoners in labour 
movements.

Solidarity Beyond Bars is a short and 
impactful book. While much of the in-
formation on human rights abuses in 
prisons and the class, race, and gender 
distribution of incarcerated people will 
be familiar to prison justice advocates 
and researchers, it serves as an accessible 
introduction to those new to the topic. 
The authors effectively argue for the po-
tential power of a shared prison labour 
movement to both improve the quality 
of life of prisoners without falling prey to 
piecemeal reformist “wins” and begin to 
revive unions lacking radical class sensi-
bility. It will be of interest to prison jus-
tice and labour researchers, organizers, 
and advocates, and calls for them to act 
in solidarity and consider their shared 
aims to advance the rights of the work-
ing class. 

Clare Heggie
University of New Brunswick

Jamie L. Bronstein, The Happiness of 
the British Working Class (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2023)

In The Happiness of the British Working 
Class, Jamie Bronstein asks “of what did 
happiness consist for working British 
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people in the nineteenth century?” (2) 
What follows is a sweeping exploration of 
the myriad ways working people defined 
the joys and successes of their lives across 
more than a century and a half. Bronstein 
surveys 363 autobiographies produced 
by working class authors born between 
the years 1750 and 1870. She draws her 
sources from across the British Isles but 
notes a bias toward Scottish and male 
writers. Critical to her investigation is the 
observation that working-class people of-
ten did not mention happiness itself but 
rather evaluated whether their lives were 
well lived across several categories, pre-
senting an understanding of happiness 
closer to the Greek concept eudemonia. 
As such, Bronstein’s definition of happi-
ness is broad and while it includes discus-
sions of pleasure and contentment, it is 
also focused on identifying the standards 
with which working people assessed their 
lives.

Bronstein’s first chapter is an extended 
interrogation of the promises and limi-
tations of autobiography or memoir as 
a historical source. Her assessment of 
life-writing works in two temporal areas, 
as she considers both the broad cultural 
norms of her subjects’ time, as well as 
the extent to which we can see modern 
understandings of the psychology of 
happiness in these texts. Here her writ-
ing plays the double part of assessing to 
what degree the extensive literature on 
middle-class life writing is applicable to 
the working class, but also of integrat-
ing the findings of modern psychologi-
cal studies of happiness. Near the end of 
the work Bronstein suggests that all au-
tobiographies may have been given their 
shape by the evangelical conversion nar-
rative, which is often structured around 
emotional build up and release. But there 
is no statement about the genre conven-
tions that united working-class biography 
during this time, as Robert Darnton pro-
vided for 18th century French printers.

The bulk of the work consists of six 
extended case studies, each focusing on 
one venue for pursuing happiness, in-
cluding chapters on childhood, work, 
social relations, nature, education and 
uplift, and duty. These explorations are 
buttressed with two contrasting chap-
ters, one examining those who felt they 
had no happiness in their lives and an-
other on negative emotions. Keeping 
with Bronstein’s capacious understand-
ing of happiness, thematic chapters are 
subdivided by investigations of specific 
experiences. The chapter on work for in-
stance, is framed around “flow,” where 
engaged workers disappear into chal-
lenging but rewarding manual labour. 
(43) Subsequent discussions of fit, cre-
ativity, autonomy, and adventure, help
to reveal the complicated emotional cal-
culus performed by workers in search of
labour that could provide the satisfaction
of workplace flow. Social bonds and lei-
sure time spent in nature emerge as the
dominant themes in working-class life
writing, for while they are given their
own chapters, they also play a critical role 
in other forms of happiness. For instance, 
nature provided a play area in childhood
as well as work and resources in adult-
hood, in addition to being enjoyed for its
own merits. Often these themes flow into 
one another as Bronstein finds happiness
in unexpected places – such as the joy of
a child entering the workforce and using
their pay to help support their family. Her 
use of the much smaller set of female au-
thored biographies reveals that women
had far fewer avenues in which to pursue
happy lives when compared to their male
counterparts, largely due to limited av-
enues for labour and education.

Here, the work’s strength – deep read-
ing in a large source base – may also be 
its weakness. Bronstein’s subjects were 
born over the span of a century, meaning 
they often lived into the early 20th cen-
tury. Given that the publication dates of 
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memoirs are not often usually included 
in the main text, some readers may find 
it jarring when subsections that begin 
in the early 19th century end with the 
reflections of a man who experienced 
World War I. Other methods of organiza-
tion, such as a cohort analysis, may have 
been better suited to showing change 
over time.

This thematic rather than chronologi-
cal organization, however, does contrib-
ute to the book’s culminating chapter. 
In an ambitious and challenging final 
chapter, Bronstein uses her findings to 
complicate contemporary research on 
happiness. With one exception (that 
happiness is perceived to be greater in 
childhood and old age, and that nostalgia 
may contribute to this), Bronstein’s cases 
studies challenge 21st century psycho-
logical studies of happiness. For instance, 
Bronstein interrogates the modern find-
ing that cheerful moods, or a pre-dispo-
sition to act in a positive manner, leads to 
greater happiness. But early 19th century 
British people had a different cognitive 
understanding of the process of thought. 
They attributed thoughts and moods 
to the soul not the brain and as a result 
often looked on moods and moodiness 
with suspicion, as the result of a wavering 
soul. Ultimately, they crafted an under-
standing of happiness that had no rela-
tion to moods. In this way, she not only 
brings a longitudinal dimension to these 
studies but provides a glimpse of the his-
torical conditions that undergird modern 
psychology.

One of the modern psychological ques-
tions that Bronstein explores is the rela-
tionship between wealth and happiness. 
Important to this relationship is adapta-
tion, or the ability to adapt expectations 
and understandings of one’s experience 
to poor conditions, and in so doing still 
manage to find happiness. Her evidence 
shows that, save those in abject poverty, 
the British working class almost never 

wrote about systemic inequality or ex-
pressed frustration at class-based forms 
of oppression, preferring instead to ex-
press gratitude for the happiness that 
they did find. This raises the question of 
whether the emerging understanding of 
happiness itself functioned to forestall 
labour struggle. Here and throughout 
Bronstein is careful about contextual-
izing her interpretation of happiness in 
a changing understanding of happiness 
away from 16th century notions of “hap” 
as good fortune and toward a more ca-
pacious understanding of happiness by 
the 19th century as individual pleasure, 
contentment, and the common good. 
Bronstein does not address how this 
changing understanding of happiness, 
which also placed the burden of being 
happy on the individual, may have en-
couraged the adaptation she describes 
later and may have forestalled labour 
struggle. (186-188) If adaptation and 
personal responsibility for happiness led 
individuals to interpret their lives as hap-
py despite poor circumstance it may be 
possible that happiness contributed to a 
hegemony of feeling rather than thought, 
which limited agitation. Bronstein never 
directly addresses this question of labour 
struggle and happiness, and the question 
of happiness-as-hegemony may provide a 
fruitful terrain for future debate.

The Happiness of the British Working 
Class brings new light to the experienc-
es of working people by evaluating how 
they sought to bring joy to their lives and 
should be read by scholars interested in 
the intersection of labour and cultural 
history. Its engagement with multiple 
theoretical frameworks may make for 
productive discussions in a graduate 
seminar. The final chapter especially 
deserves to be read widely, especially by 
psychologists and other researchers in 
the social sciences.

Jared Kazik Asser
University of Georgia, Athens
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