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Preface


Around the world, culture wars waged on the margins of our society have come to divide populations and poison discourse. What is usually called the culture war is fought largely on the periphery by professional activists, career demagogues and opportunist charlatans. Many totemic ‘culture war’ issues are not particularly contested, and have either broad consensus or are of little concern to most people. And yet these culture warriors have a disproportionate influence on our politics and national discourse.


In particular, issues around ‘identity’ allow extremists and bad faith actors – on both the Left and Right – to rise to prominence, power and financial success on the backs of people they don’t really understand and often despise. In many cases these identities have become powerful signifiers in their own right, detached from any material realities and instrumentalised, idealised and imitated. Their boundaries are policed and their significance exploited, so that the identities themselves matter more than the lives of the individuals concerned.


These powerful identities can be used for various purposes, from the commercial to the aesthetic to the political. This trend has accelerated in recent years, with increasing precarity and evermore obvious inequality fuelling popular anger, and the internet acting as a perfect mechanism for the construction of identity myths.


In his Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859), Karl Marx outlined the idea of a material ‘base’ and politico-cultural ‘superstructure’. According to this formula, a material reality – wealth, income, occupation – determined your politics, leisure habits, tastes, and how you made sense of the world.


Today, the importance of material deprivation, in terms of threats to life, health and prosperity, are as acute as ever. But the identities apparently generated by these realities are increasingly detached from material circumstances. At the same time, different identities are needlessly conflated through a process of reeling off a list of -isms and -phobias, as when someone says they are fighting against classism, racism, sexism, ableism, homophobia, transphobia, Islamophobia, etc., or when ‘people of colour, women, LGBTQIA+ folks, disabled folks, the neurodiverse’, etc. are lumped together, as though these groups all somehow have something in common with one another. This process is not just inappropriate but obscures the specific nature of problems being faced by particular people, and makes political victories for such people even harder to achieve.


As this book will show, politics and solidarity are complicated and convoluted within specific identity groups, never mind between different ones, and this ‘Roll Call’ of -isms and -phobias, this conflation of vastly disparate and distinct groups, is unhelpful and needs to end.


This book covers the four different kinds of identity most susceptible to these trends. Firstly, class. Debates around class have been given fresh intensity by the changing economy and apparent political realignment in many developed nations. Increasingly, conservative journalists and politicians invoke the language of class – specifically, that of the working class – to validate their agendas. At the same time, many on the Left decry outdated notions of class and claim our definitions need to be recalibrated. Part I discusses exactly who or what we should consider to be ‘working class’ in the twenty-first century, and what types of politics and culture could best be said to characterise this group.


With ‘race’, calls to address racial inequality at a national and global level and examine the histories that have led to it have received greater prominence in recent years. These are countered by voices heralding the decline of anti-racist attitudes in white-majority societies, and the existence of an increasingly diverse political and business class. Part II considers national difference, ethnic and religious inequalities within multi-racial countries, and the political and cultural misuses of ‘race’.


Part III is concerned with sex: how the idea of manhood or masculinity can be misused, whether to argue that apparently ‘male’ traits are inevitable, or that ‘toxic masculinity’ can be to blame for many of the problems pursuant to men. As with masculinity, issues around womanhood are also contested, with right-wing and even ethnonationalist politicians donning the mantle of feminism, while other feminists debate whether their solidarity should extend to trans women. This leads to a debate about who should even be counted as a woman and whether some women don’t count, either due to their politics or their biology. LGBT identity is likewise contested, with some positing a moral obligation to reject ‘heteronormative’ conformities as well as conservative politics.


The final section, Part IV, moves on to consider another ‘misused’ and contested identity. The idea of ‘youth’ itself and whole generations of young people are either held up as a cautionary tale, an example to criticise progressive ideas and policies, or else assumed to be the future saviours of such politics. Apparent ‘youthful’ attitudes on politics, the internet, social media and celebrity are misused in the politics and punditry of others from diverse perspectives and for various reasons.


This book considers how the boundaries of different identities are policed, and how different versions of the same identity can be deployed to different ends. Ultimately, the argument is not just that ‘identities are more complex’ than they appear, but rather that there are more important commonalities, specifically around poverty, inequality, lack of resources and lack of opportunities. The identity myths are a cultural trend resulting from globalisation, neoliberalism and the mediation of cynical actors such as corporations and mass media. This book calls for an end to the obsession with identity, hierarchies of victimhood and quick emotional responses in favour of structural analysis and an appreciation of complexity.









Part I


Class




The word disabled, Diogenes held, ought to be applied not to the deaf or blind, but to those who have no wallet.


Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Eminent Philosophers





When it comes to class, there is little identity myth-making around ‘middle-classness’. While plenty of people like to disparage middle-classness, it currently lacks the cultural cachet and political potency of ‘working class’. That’s why this section is concerned with the latter; if I were writing this in the 1990s, there would be a lot to say about the shifting definitions and political appropriations of the term ‘middle class’, but from the perspective of the 2020s this seems an irrelevance – the political developments of recent years have been based on loud and often angry contestations over exactly who, or what, is ‘working class’.


In the wake of 2016, with the Brexit referendum and the election of Donald Trump, the political Right discovered a newfound interest in class, and in class snobbery. Suddenly left-wing academics, journalists and politicians found their every action and intervention met by accusations that they were motivated by hatred of ‘the working class’ or of ‘working-class values’. Across the world, conservatives, nationalists and authoritarians have made hay by posing as champions of ‘the working class’ against a caricatured ‘metropolitan liberal elite’. Although the picture varies between nations, this constructed working class is habitually patriotic, hostile to immigrants, resistant to change, and generally suspicious of anything redolent of book-learning, latte-sipping, big-city folk. This working class is likely male, in middle age or older, and predominantly based in small towns or rural areas. Some of these newly enthused class warriors, attempting to undermine efforts at securing social justice for women, BAME and LGBT people, pit the struggles of these groups against those of a homogenised ‘working class’. Some go as far as to say that class snobbery is a sort of more respectable racism.


In fairness, there are some on the Left who – through accident or design – create a dichotomy between representation and redistribution, and caricature the ‘white working class’ as innately hostile to gays and foreigners. And there is a prominent strain among many middle-class white leftists of a kind of handwringing, apologetic insecurity that can lead to a snobbishness and class resentment. For evidence of this, look no further than the sculpture of a beer-bellied, bald-headed white man in a string vest that was placed on the plinth of the toppled statue of slave trader Edward Colston in Bristol in 2020. But this does not mean that the newfound interest of conservatives in the working class is somehow genuine; not least because they do not show much interest in policies to help working-class people in a meaningful way. It is also pretty disingenuous for right-wingers to claim that some working-class people might have their sensibilities hurt by comments on social media, after years of branding those who claim the same about other groups as ‘snowflakes’.


Irrespective of the cynicism of conservatives reaping the electoral benefits of the social, economic and cultural disenfranchisement caused in no little part by their own historic and present policies, this class stereotype is as false as it is calculated. Whichever way you’re inclined to define the term working class – by income, occupation, wealth, accent or any other variable – you will be left with a group that is multi-racial, multi-generational and has a varied range of views on political issues, including various culture war totems. And yet, the likes of Trump and Johnson and Netanyahu and Erdoğan and Putin and Bolsonaro must be on to something: around the world, in diverse economies, societies and polities, these kinds of authoritarian populists owe much of their success to voters who stand to benefit little from their economic policies.


The apparent support of working-class voters for parties of the Right has led some on the Left to redefine that term in ways that are equally dubious, and sometimes similarly cynical. According to this school of thought, the ‘traditional’ working class is no longer fit to be described as such, having lost their right to the title due to their age, homeownership and political views. According to this school of thought, the ‘real’ working class are young, metropolitan, private renters who remain overwhelmingly supportive of the Labour or Democratic parties – conveniently abnegating those parties of the need to worry about losing the working-class vote. The first thing to say about this argument is that it is a little too convenient; you don’t have to be the most sceptical person in the world to suspect that it would not be advanced if the class-political alignment of a few decades ago still prevailed.


Nonetheless, leaving politics and culture to one side for a moment, it is worth focusing purely on economics to ascertain exactly who we should define as working class, and for what reasons. A key problem with this aim is that the term is impossibly broad, and with poorly defined borders. The term ‘working class’ could include people in the most desperate circumstances, sleeping on the streets or in emergency accommodation, going hungry in between visits to foodbanks, and also people far removed from such acute distress, with a good job and disposable income – who might nonetheless feel hopeless, dispirited and disenfranchised.









Chapter 1


What Is the Working Class?


One of the many contradictory things about the designation ‘working class’ in modern Britain is how it is both coveted and evaded. Despite the ‘demonisation’ of the working class by right-wingers until the Brexit referendum, supposed aspects of working-class culture have long been appropriated, from football to tracksuits to the word ‘mate’. The Times columnist Deborah Ross describes queueing to enter Waitrose during the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic, when ‘everyone greets the security guard who manages the queue with a “cheers, mate” or “ta, mate” and also “all right, mate?” ’ She recalls the fear when:




on one occasion the guard tried to strike up a conversation with the shopper first in line, at which point you could see the panic behind that shopper’s eyes – ‘oh my God, I don’t know any more of this non-middle-class speak!’; ‘what if I’m asked about Mrs Brown’s Boys!’ – and that shopper had to shuffle from foot to foot and shrug until finally being allowed inside to find safety.1





Most people, when asked, say they do not belong to a class – and this has not changed since the 1960s – but when forced to choose, roughly 60 per cent self-describe as working class, and 40 per cent as middle class – a ratio unchanged since 1983.2


A problem stemming from the breadth of the term is that it can be used by people from widely different backgrounds to claim the same kudos and recognition. I was recently having a conversation with a friend of mine whose father is a famous left-wing journalist. Raised like myself in suburban south Liverpool, his then-girlfriend’s family live in Walton, a working-class area more redolent of the type of imagery normally associated with Liverpool. My friend told me that he couldn’t really understand how the two areas could be in the same city; that the divides within Liverpool were much greater than he had ever assumed growing up; and how sometimes he felt like a bit of a fraud claiming the identity of a Scouser, and all of the positive and negative associations that came with it.


In many ways the designation ‘working class’, like other designations in this book – black, white, Asian, gay, trans, etc. – has more utility when used by other people, such as politicians, journalists and academics, than it does for the group to which it ostensibly refers. When Tony Blair learned that Alan Johnson MP – a former postman and trade union official who went on to hold five different ministerial positions – had fathered three children by the time he was twenty, he is said to have exclaimed: ‘Gosh, you really are working class, aren’t you?’ Many have interpreted this as a patronising aside but, in fairness to Blair, after three years at Oxford and decades in Labour activism and politics, he would have heard more pointedly dropped aitches than the casting director of My Fair Lady, and become so used to the parents-were-from-working-class-backgrounds-but-became-teachers-or-social-workers that make up so much of the activist base of the Left that it must have been a genuine shock to meet someone who actually walked the walk.


According to the British Social Attitudes Survey, almost half (47 per cent) of Britons in middle-class professional and managerial jobs identify as working class. This is not always due to their parents’ backgrounds: one quarter of those people whose parents had professional occupations also identify as working class.3 One recent academic paper found that of seventy-five actors, architects, accountants and television professionals investigated, thirty-six of those from middle-class backgrounds identified as working class.4 The researchers attributed this to the need for an ‘origin story’, attributing their rise to meritocratic advancement and hard work. One of the academics involved, Sam Friedman, told the Guardian that ‘such misidentification was higher among the actors and television professionals we spoke to. This is not coincidental; there is arguably a particular market for downplaying privilege in these professions.’5


The desire of people in objectively middle-class occupations, with middle-class incomes and tastes, to appropriate the ‘authenticity’ they feel comes with the working-class designation has a mirror image in the status anxiety of many people from underprivileged occupations, and this has important intersections with race: the Jamaican-born cultural theorist Stuart Hall used to tell an anecdote of how, when he first moved to the UK to study at Oxford, his mother would anxiously enquire: ‘I do hope they don’t think you’re an immigrant over there?’ Hall was from a prominent middle-class family, and the thought of white Britons assuming he was just another West Indian migrant worker caused a great deal of upset for Mrs Hall.6


As Mrs Hall well knew, location and environment can affect how someone’s class is perceived. Every September, thousands of students from northern cities descend on elite universities in the south and, surrounded by people from the Home Counties, have a similar experience to Stuart Hall; they have gone from being a bog-standard middle-class eighteen-year-old to being ‘the northern one’. Many of the black students at these institutions undergo the same process: although from perfectly ordinary middle-class backgrounds, they are now the ‘black’ one in an overwhelmingly white environment. The New Statesman journalist and Oxford graduate Stephen Bush recounts how he ‘became black at university. Not because I experienced any racism worth talking about but simply because for the first time in my life, anyone describing me could mostly get away with “black”.’7


As with race, class can be ‘played’ and manipulated in some circumstances to the advantage of someone perceived as ‘working class’. James Baldwin wrote that he knew all too well ‘what Americans saw when they looked at me and this allowed me to play endless and sinister variations on the role which they had assigned me’.8 Speaking of the character Tyree in Richard Wright’s novel The Long Dream (1958), who likewise manipulates the white southerners who fear and revere him, Paul Gilroy writes that ‘the scope he enjoys to master [the white people] cannot match the power of the institutional order they control, but it is certainly significant’.9 For some this will be a discombobulating and unpleasant experience; for others it is exhilarating. Likewise, in Poverty Safari, his recent memoir of growing up poor in Pollack, a deprived part of Glasgow, the rapper Darren McGarvey recalls the reaction of a group of ‘posh’ kids to his presence in a fancy part of Glasgow’s West End. Used to fearing for himself in most surroundings, he realised that these kids actually feared him, and ‘experienced a mix of pride at being feared and resentment at feeling misunderstood’.10


This is an important element of the current ‘kudos’ attached to being working class, and to being ‘black’; it does not come with great structural or material advantage, and may serve to perpetuate inequalities; but nonetheless has power and importance in our culture.


In July 2015, during the second night of the Durham Miners’ Gala, I was smoking outside the County Hotel and talking with an old trade union organiser about the changing nature of Labour activists (essentially that there were fewer people like him and more people like me). I mentioned that the recently retired John Cummings, formerly the MP for Easington, had worked for years as a miner before entering politics, and how unusual it would be for someone from his background to become an MP today. At this the old geezer said dryly, ‘Well, John was a pit electrician, he never worked at the coal face.’ This reminded me of being told that former workers on the Liverpool docks used to get quite snooty when Len McCluskey, for several years leader of the UK’s largest trade union, was referred to as a former docker, as he had been a ship’s planner – a white-collar job. These two incidents drummed home to me one inescapable truth: there is always someone prolier than thou. Just as two people I always assumed to be emblematic of northern working-class labourers had people who felt they were basically middle-class aesthetes, so there is no one you can find that someone else doesn’t think is a bit posh.


US Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez is a child of immigrants who through education, ability and hard graft ascended to the House of Representatives at the tender age of twenty-nine. Yet her claims to working-class status chiefly come from her previous stints as a waitress and bartender; in virtually all of her speeches and media she alluded to her parents’ immigrant background, and in many of them she emphasised that she can empathise with the working class, as she used to ‘wait tables’. The problem is, so has nearly everybody. Apart from those who came from an upper-middle-class background or grander, virtually everyone has had at least one temporary job where they worked in a shop or behind a bar or in a restaurant. The key word is temporary. Doing something to pay your way through university, or to support yourself in the short term, is clearly not the same as someone doing that job for life, with no option to do anything else.


Lots of young people today who thought they might be in certain jobs temporarily are discovering that the career they have studied for won’t be an option – and yet they still have to pay off their student loans. Nonetheless, people with large amounts of social, cultural and sometimes financial (albeit held by their parents) capital, who are best placed to thrive in the future economy, are not in the same position as those who have lost their careers, or never had the opportunity to aspire to have one, and are forced to eke out the rest of their days in unsecure, unfulfilling work. At the same time, we cannot blame people, or suggest they are inauthentic, for not doing the jobs their parents did, not least because those jobs may not exist any more. Furthermore, very often their parents worked hard so that their kids would not have to do the same jobs.


This contributes to an argument that has gained traction recently on the Left: since incomes have shrunk in real terms across developed economies in recent decades (and particularly since the 2008 financial crisis), increasing lifespans, rising property prices and mounting debt have resulted in a disparity in wealth, if not necessarily income, between different groups of people who might be called working class, and this is most evident in the wealth disparities between generations. In the UK, people aged between sixty-five and seventy-four now hold more wealth than everyone under forty-five, even though the latter group is twice the size of the former.11 Most of this wealth, especially among poorer pensioners, comes in the form of property, specifically their home.


If you own your home, you not only have security of tenure but, with mortgage rates at historic lows, it is likely to be much more affordable than renting privately. Furthermore, your property not only provides you with a valuable asset to borrow against in times of need or to fund possible opportunities, but is an appreciating asset for your familial wealth, which will transfer to your children, either through inheritance or through assistance in buying their own home. Many other indicators of hardship, such as vulnerability to violence, also correlate with homeownership: children aged between ten and fifteen who live in social housing are 37 per cent more likely to be a victim of violence than children of owner-occupiers.12 Contrastingly, for private renters, insecurity of tenure and ever-increasing rents – for many constituting over half of their income – are coupled with myriad indignities and obstacles imposed by landlords and rental agencies.


Nonetheless, there are several important reasons why income, rather than wealth or homeownership, should be the primary economic criterion for discerning class. There are clear correlations between income and location and life expectancy, mental and physical health, vulnerability to violence, propensity to alcohol and drug abuse, life opportunities, and optimism about the future. As Kerry Hudson writes in Lowborn, her memoir of growing up in poverty: ‘Income affects everything, from your likelihood of mental illness or substance abuse to domestic violence, low educational attainment, even the number of metal fillings in your teeth.’13 The British parliamentary constituency worst affected in the first wave of COVID-19 was the post-industrial area Penistone and Stocksbridge, with a deathrate of 129.5 per 100,000; this was eight times higher than London, which had a lower death rate per capita even at the peak of the virus.14


According to Claire Ainsley – until recently director of the anti-poverty organisation the Joseph Rowntree Foundation – mental health issues feature more strongly in lower income groups, and those with poor mental health are more likely than those with physical ailments alone to be trapped in precarious and low-paid work. Furthermore, adults in the lowest-income households, where income is less than £10,000 per year, are more than 50 per cent more likely than the average person to be a victim of violence, robbery or theft.15 Where you live, what you earn and how you earn it affects your safety, day-to-day lifestyle and mental state with far greater regularity and predictability than housing tenure.


If we use occupation, income and location as metrics to decide who is or isn’t working class, this leaves us with a very diverse group. As Ainsley puts it, ‘if there ever was a “typical” working-class person, there certainly isn’t now’.16 This new working class is ‘multi-ethnic, comprised of people living off low to middle incomes, and likely to be occupied in service sector jobs like catering, social care or retail’.17 Ainsley’s book uses research conducted by Mike Savage’s team at the London School of Economics, which was published as The Great British Class Survey in 2013. In Savage’s study, 14 per cent of the population are in what he calls the ‘traditional working class’. This group has an average age of sixty-six, is 91 per cent white, and has an average household income of £13,000 per year; well below the national median, which reached £29,600 in 2019.18 However, they hold more accumulated wealth than the three groups Savage calls the ‘new affluent’, ‘emerging service workers’ and ‘precariat’. The traditional working class are likely to enjoy a reasonable level of ‘highbrow’ cultural capital, such as museums and galleries, but are more limited in the number of people they know outside of their own class compared to other groups.


Savage puts 19 per cent of the population into the ‘emerging service workers’ category, who have an average age of thirty-two, are 21 per cent minority ethnic, have the highest levels of cultural capital and considerable social networks, and are, in Ainsley’s words, ‘much more likely than other groups to use social media, enjoy contemporary culture and take part in sport and fitness’. Finally, 15 per cent are classified as ‘precariat’, who are lacking in income, economic and cultural capital, ‘but they are culturally engaged with social networks in their community’.19 This gives a total of 48 per cent of the British population categorised as ‘working class’ according to Savage’s formula. The other half of the population is broken down to the ‘elite’, who constitute 6 per cent; the ‘established middle class’ at 25 per cent; the ‘technical middle class’, also at 6 per cent; and ‘new affluent workers’, who make up 15 per cent.


One’s perception of class often depends on how far you are exposed to people from other social groups. This is one important way in which gender difference affects what it means to be working class: although there are exceptions, overwhelmingly the bulk of caring, whether for children or elderly or disabled relatives, is done by women, and through their roles as carers they come into frequent contact with the state. As such, they are often on the sharp end of prejudice, class hatred or the cold, officious indifference of bureaucracy.


The sociologist Lisa McKenzie has conducted an extensive analysis of class on the St Ann’s estate in Nottingham, where she lives. St Ann’s is a traditional working-class neighbourhood, and is notably ethnically diverse, with 16 per cent Asian, 14 per cent black and 10 per cent of mixed ethnicity according to the 2011 census. One of the women McKenzie spoke to only became aware of how her estate was depicted after she was told by social workers that her children would be safer in another area.20


In contrast, most men in St Ann’s have very little contact with anyone from outside the neighbourhood, especially with the benefits system and social services.21 In order to avoid the shame and loss of face associated with being poor, men can turn their back on the world of bourgeois values, and take refuge in other systems that provide respect and validity; men can earn money through the informal economy, or even through crime. These are options usually not open to women stereotyped as bad mothers. Another of McKenzie’s interviewees, who has an autistic son, spoke of her being the focus of so much unwanted negative attention. This is something also faced by middle-class women, but they do not face the judgement of being representative of an entire class.22


Despite suggestions that overeducated and underemployed graduates are ‘the new working class’, there are clear correlations between poor educational outcomes and poverty. For example, only 4 per cent of the precariat have a degree, compared to 56 per cent of the elite and 40 per cent of the established middle class.23 For the new working class, as Ainsley says, work tends to be ‘non-graduate, less well paid, difficult to progress in, and a number will be not working due to health or caring’.24 Even today, a ‘university degree is generally a signifier of upward mobility’ and, nationwide, degree holding is still a rarity: in only 99 out of 346 council wards do more than one-third of people hold degrees.25 Unfortunately, for children born into the poorest households, as they get older the educational disparities between them and their middle-class contemporaries increase. There is a big deterioration in attainment by the poorest children between junior school, where the difference between the richest and poorest neighbourhoods is less stark, and senior school, when it becomes a chasm.26


At the 2017 general election, Labour promised to abolish student tuition fees, but made no pledge to reverse Conservative welfare cuts. This proved to be good politics and secured the votes of many students – and the parents of current and probable future students. At the same time, the Tories were robbed of a useful line of attack against the party as being soft on ‘welfare scroungers’, while Jeremy Corbyn’s socialist credentials meant that many assumed that Labour had promised to repeal the cuts. Nonetheless this could be seen as a shift in focus for the party away from ‘the working class’ – however construed – and towards graduates. Whatever the electoral considerations behind this move, it would be a betrayal of the party’s founding aims; underemployed graduates are not the new working class, however convenient it might be to pretend otherwise.


Anger, often directed at the powerful and sometimes focused elsewhere, is a driving theme of McKenzie’s analysis of the people of St Ann’s, alongside a feeling that they had been abandoned by politicians of all stripes who were only interested in lining their own pockets. This sentiment is understandable, given the decline in interest exhibited by the UK’s political parties in talking about class. In their book The New Politics of Class, Geoffrey Evans and James Tilley reveal that the election manifestos of both main parties have seen a decline in references to the working class over the past forty years. Political scientists argue that the decline in working-class MPs has affected support for the Labour Party among the working class, and that working-class voters are less likely to trust the wealthy or find them approachable.27 Those who see themselves as working class, regardless of their material status, are ‘significantly’ more likely to distrust MPs on the whole than those who do not self-describe as working class.28


Back in 1964, fully 90 per cent of voters described the Conservatives as a middle-class party, and 85 per cent said Labour were a working-class party. By 2015, 88 per cent said the same of the Tories, but only 38 per cent identified Labour as a working-class party. In fact, almost half of people surveyed described Labour as for the middle classes.29 This may be an electoral problem for Labour, as while ‘people in working-class occupations that see Labour as a working-class party are always more likely to support Labour’ – thus suggesting that residual loyalty can win votes for Labour if they are still perceived as representing the working class – increasingly few people do see them as such.30


In the 1980s there was a 5 per cent difference in turnout between middle- and working-class people; by 2017 this had risen to almost 30 per cent.31 Rather than attribute the decline of the class-based voting that was dominant in twentieth-century Britain on the decline of class as a relevant issue, Evans and Tilley blame the politicians: ‘classes, and particularly the working class’, have not ‘lost their social cohesion and distinctiveness … Neither the objective realities of class, nor the political attitudes that these objective realities produce have changed greatly.’ Although people’s policy views have not changed, ‘the policy choices the parties offer have’.32


It is for this reason that the working class, whoever they are, should be central to politics, particularly left-wing politics. The French author Édouard Louis argues that ‘politics is what separates some populations, whose lives are supported, nurtured, protected, from other populations, who are exposed to death, to persecution, to murder’.33 Although it might be convenient to pretend otherwise, graduates living in big cities and paying sky-high rents are not the new working class. As Evans and Tilley conclude, class differences today are in terms of ‘resources, risks, opportunities, and educational achievement’.34 Although their position doesn’t look great at the moment, people with academic qualifications and high levels of cultural capital are the best placed to succeed in the economy of the twenty-first century. Being on low wages at any given time is not necessarily a long-term problem as ‘for lots of people it will be temporary, and many on low pay will be living in a household with a higher earner’ or have parents in that category.35


As Ainsley says, ‘from education to immigration to housing, it is clear that the interests of each person have not been given equal consideration’.36 And yet at the same time ‘the working class’ has never been more politically potent as a term, among politicians of all stripes, but also on social media, in academia and in the popular imagination. Why, despite the overt appeal of both Conservative and Labour, Democrat and Republican, have the interests of the working class not been advanced with the same force that politicians have seized the mantle of tribunes of the working class?


Enter the Atomists: downwardly mobile
postgraduates and the ‘new working class’


The currently out-of-fashion libertarian trend within conservatism believes in a future economy in which people would be atomised economic units, hiring themselves out hither and thither as freelancers in the knowledge economy. The insecurity this would entail would be mitigated by the fact that people could just move to wherever skills were in demand.37 On the Right, this tendency is best exemplified by Conservative MP Liz Truss, who exalts the ‘Airbnb-ing, Deliveroo-eating, Uber-riding’ gig economy as the future, and urges the rest of us to get with the programme. Yet this vision of atomised utopia, an economy of gig workers juggling several jobs, working as and when they please, and living wherever they can find work, is not confined to right-wingers. Some commentators on the Left implicitly echo Truss’s views, and roll their eyes at those who talk of the importance of continuity, stability and community, depicting the latter as fundamentally naive and possibly sinister. This vision of the future is one built around and for city-living, train-riding, highly mobile graduates. These Atomistic leftists would argue that the key difference between their version and that of Truss – for they seem pretty similar at first glance – is that their world involves labour rights, robust welfare provision and an economically interventionist state, but it is hard to imagine how the political will for such a communitarian economy can be reconciled with such an atomised and mobile society.


Many have pointed out that those characterised as ‘anywhere’ (people with liberal, internationalist values, who are often highly mobile and do not usually value stability and continuity) are often highly public spirited and community minded. There is something in that argument, but it is worth reading the following from Malakaï Sargeant about the impact of gentrification on his part of Hackney:




I won’t lie and suggest that there is no longer a sense of community in Hackney, because there definitely is – among the white middle class who have infiltrated and colonised all of the places I grew to love … Places where people have spent their entire lives living and working are rapidly losing their identity, and are becoming replicas of other bougie-fied areas where the white middle class have Christopher Columbus-ed entire neighbourhoods by claiming them as cool, telling all their mates to come and forming their own communities within them, rather than engaging with the existing community who, more often than not, lose out economically and become displaced once their area begins to be infiltrated by self-interested ‘young professionals’.38





Here Sargeant makes a forceful case that ‘anywhere’ can indeed be community-minded, but the type of community they wish to create often comes at the expense of the existing community, with negative implications for the diversity and cultural and political cohesion of the area.


Assumptions about the atomised, highly mobile economy of the future are closely tied to attempts to rebrand private renters, postgraduates and freelancers with portfolio careers as the real working class, a mantle its traditional bearers are no longer fit to wear due to their homeownership and, implicitly, their political views. The academic Joe Kennedy argues that we need to recalibrate how we see class ‘in an employment ecology of low-paid clerical work and precarious or zero-hour contracts … with so few opportunities opening in journalism “proper” for those who don’t have a nepotistic way in, and with permanent academic work hard to find … a new category of young, pissed-off intellectuals is emerging’.39


This is misguided for several reasons. Firstly, it does not reflect socio-economic realities; secondly, it is politically cynical, an all-too-convenient attempt to seize the moral affirmation of the label ‘working class’ for people who already vote Labour and have the right cultural politics; and practically, such a constituency is too geographically concentrated to deliver majorities under a first-past-the-post electoral system. As the political scientists Robert Ford and Maria Sobolewska note, graduates live mainly around other graduates (and non-graduates tend to live around fellow non-graduates), and there is a particularly stark divide in educational levels in the UK, compared to the US where for some time it has been common for working-class school leavers to go on to at least one or two years of college.40 If elections were to pitch younger, graduate, private renters against older homeowning non-graduates, then there can only be one winner.


Furthermore, there is no guarantee that the present economic disadvantage of many young people will persist in perpetuity. They are, after all, best placed to benefit from the likely economy of the twenty-first century. Rising prosperity, the coming digital economy, a sizable increase in housing supply – or, more likely, reforms to private renting to make it as attractive as owner-occupation – may rob these ‘pissed-off intellectuals’ of their redistributive instincts and see them become more economically conservative as they age, just like every single other generation in human history. Then, a Conservative or Liberal party with all the right cultural politics might steal their political allegiance.


None of this is to downplay the many struggles facing young graduates across a whole range of issues, from housing to jobs. They are especially acute for young people living in certain big cities, and in specific sectors such as the media and academia. Clearly, academia is vastly underfunded, and there are far too many PhD students competing for too few academic posts: a 2010 Royal Society report found that of every two hundred people completing a PhD, only seven will get a permanent academic post, and only one will become a professor – and I would assume the situation has become worse since then. These two issues are related, as cash-hungry universities greatly expanded their numbers of postgraduates in order to secure valuable fees and cheap teaching assistants, without thought for their future employment.41 While there are many problems with our universities that could be solved, or at least ameliorated, with more cash, nonetheless there are also too many people completing PhDs.


This is not to endorse the proud philistinism that increasingly characterises conservatism in Britain and the United States, but there is a tendency among left-leaning people in academia and the media to associate conservatism with stupidity and the pursuit of wealth with conservatism. However, a large number of highly intelligent, well-read and erudite people who might have had successful academic careers (if intellectual capability were the only criterion for success) deliberately and wisely choose to pursue private sector careers. During the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, one disappointed PhD holder lamented on his blog that he was ‘qualified to do exactly two jobs [university teaching and writing], and I have every reason to suspect that within a few months’ time these jobs will for all intents and purposes no longer exist’. Of course, that is exactly wrong. He is qualified to do several jobs, or could easily achieve qualification for them with a little retraining, including in secondary education, the charity sector, social work, law, the civil service and all kinds of sales-recruitment-administrative work.


What the blogger meant to say was that they were the only two jobs he wanted to do, and he had been working towards for several years. In this respect, he has a point. A portion of the blame must be levelled at universities who have churned out PhDs and journalism postgraduates knowing full well how dire the prospects were. Having said that, many of them do indeed attempt to make it plain at the outset to their students how few of them are likely to secure a permanent job in their chosen industry, and yet plenty of those students, being fully aware of the odds, nonetheless believed they would be one of those who defied probability and who made it. In this sense they share something with the tech pioneers of Silicon Valley, which indicates how far the neoliberal, entrepreneurial spirit of the tech tycoons has permeated the broader culture and been absorbed by many millennials, despite their socialistic facade.


This is not the only way. The Times columnist Robert Crampton – an Oxford graduate, as is his wife Nicola Almond – felt compelled to write a column defending the decision of his son to leave school at sixteen and train as a chef. He pointed out that cooking had always been a passion for his lad, it was a valuable skill to have, being ‘useful, portable, satisfying’, and – given the persistence of human desire for well-cooked food and the difficulty of designing an AI system to replicate the invention and subtlety of a human chef – ‘enduring’. Nonetheless, when they told their friends (middle-class London professional types) about their son’s vocation, they reacted ‘as though we’ve announced our son has decided to join a fundamentalist cult in Texas and we’re trying to put a brave face on it’. One person even asked whether it was ‘fair to “write him off” at such an early age’, while others pulled patronising, sympathetic faces.42


Lest this be mistaken for a Norman Tebbit-style get-on-your-bike bromide (although ironically this should be appreciated by the Atomists, given their usual love of cycling and economic migration), I am not blaming the lack of jobs in certain sectors on the people trying to find work in those industries. Nor am I saying that people trying to find these jobs should just give up, not least because those most likely to benefit from that are those with familial wealth and connections to fall back on. However, I am saying that we need to stop taking the experience of specific young people in expensive cities and competitive industries as representative of an entire generation.


If there genuinely were no jobs and no future prospects of steady employment for young graduates; if mass homeownership was fundamental to a good life, rather than an innovation of the past century that found its greatest advocate in no less a socialist hero than Margaret Thatcher; if childless freelance writers and temporary lecturers genuinely were in the same position as immigrants of the same age with several kids forced to drive an Uber or ride a Deliveroo bike every waking hour, or middle-aged Brits with no qualifications and no prospect of ever leaving the Amazon warehouse, then I’d be singing a different tune. But this is not the case – and downwardly mobile graduates are not ‘the new working class’.


* * *


A common complaint from the Atomist school is that only certain types of people seem to qualify as ‘working class’. Or at least, only certain types of working-class people are considered by politicians and the media to have opinions that matter. Specifically, they allege that white people in post-industrial towns are held up as the personification of ‘working class’, while black and brown people in big cities are excluded from this definition, and their opinions not coveted in the same manner. There is some truth in this, but a key reason for the focus on white people in post-industrial communities is that their political allegiances are in flux, with dramatic consequences for the politics of Western democracies. If – and in fact it might be when – black people in big cities start to vote Conservative and Republican in big numbers, you can guarantee there will be an avalanche of think pieces, documentaries and book deals devoted to the phenomenon; I hope to be well-positioned to get at least one book out of it myself.


For now, ‘traditional Labour and Democrat voters continue to vote Labour and Democratic’ is not a story, hence the lack of vox pops asking black people in Lewisham or Detroit how they will be voting. But ‘traditional Labour and Democratic voters are shifting to the Conservative and Republican parties for the first time, with profound consequences’ is a story, hence the media, academic and political focus on a certain type of working-class person over the past few years. Liberals and leftists should be animated by trying to understand why this is happening and how to stop it, rather than pointing out that plenty of historically right-wing constituencies are still right-wing. At the same time, as we will see in Part II, the opinions of many Nigerians in Plaistow or Poles in Ealing – on race, gender, LGBT issues and, perhaps surprisingly, immigration – would make Barry the Brexit voter from Bolsover seem like Judith Butler.


Aside from political factors, there are many social, economic and cultural reasons why the working class of post-industrial areas are more disadvantaged than those in big cities. Having spent most of the past thirty-three years living in Liverpool and inner London, I am under no illusions that the streets of big cities are paved with gold – yet there are several structural advantages benefitting even the poorest and most disadvantaged big-city inhabitants. This is perhaps most notable in education: in inner London, 45 per cent of those eligible for free school meals at age fifteen are in university by age nineteen – barely lower than the 53 per cent of kids not on free school meals who go to university.43 And nor is this confined to London: growing up close to a university has a direct correlation with attending one. According to the University of Oxford, there’s a 1 per cent drop in higher education attendance for every 6 km you live from a university. This could be one reason why most BAME Britons are actually overrepresented at elite universities, as they tend to live in large conurbations near higher education institutions.44 This is not the case for kids from northern towns, who are often some distance from unis, so a British Pakistani boy from Burnley or Batley is more disadvantaged in this respect than one from Birmingham or Barking.45


Shortage of nurses and doctors is particularly acute for non-metropolitan healthcare providers, and one report found that people in medium-sized towns need to travel twice as far as those in cities to reach their nearest hospital, and people in small towns and villages three or four times as far. Although these disparities are not as pronounced in terms of access to GPs, dentists and pharmacies, the further you move away from cities the longer it takes to access these services, and this will only become more challenging given the aging populations of towns.46 Likewise, while banks, pubs and high-street shops have been closing across the country, the effect of this is mitigated in cities and exaggerated in towns and villages. Similarly, given the vast disparities in arts and culture funding – the Arts Council spends £7 in Islington for every £1 it spends in former coalfield areas47 – poor people in big cities tend to have free access to museums, art galleries and libraries, which their fellow citizens in post-industrial areas might not.48 (Although it is debatable whether or not the poorer citizens of big cities get to actually enjoy these facilities; I remember my shock at reading a few years ago that the rapper Dizzee Rascal first saw the tower housing Big Ben when he went into central London at age eighteen to sign a record deal – despite living a few miles away in Bow his entire life.)


Apart from these structural disadvantages, possibly even more significant are the intangible problems of non-metropolitan Britain. One of the most important reasons even relatively disadvantaged people are better off in cities is the much higher age profile of towns and rural areas: young people leave, and often don’t come back. Older people living outside big conurbations are more likely to live apart from their family, whereas people in big cities are likely to see their family more often.49 People in towns – irrespective of their wealth or ethnicity – are also less likely to feel that their communities are noticed and important. The Centre for Towns found that 53 per cent of people in cities say ‘politicians don’t care about my area’ compared to 67 per cent for people in towns. When it comes to the future, fully 71 per cent of people in towns say that their area will be less central to British society, compared to 53 per cent for people in cities. Only 32 per cent of city dwellers think that their area will be financially worse off in the future, compared to 51 per cent for towns.


Professor Will Jennings notes that people living in towns are ‘more likely to believe they or people like them are worse off than other people – both in the past, present, and future’.50 Therefore, possibly the greatest difference is one of hope: people in big cities might still believe that their area is significant to broader society and have hope for the future; this is much less likely in towns and villages. For the ‘Red Wall’ voters interviewed by pollster Deborah Mattinson as part of her focus groups, the biggest worry was what the future held for their kids: ‘there’s thousands of kids here with no work and no hope’ was a typical complaint.51


So, who or what is ‘working class’? Even though they suffer from the same economic ill winds as the rest of the population, underemployed graduates are still relatively privileged compared to those who are really suffering: unable to acquire jobs commensurate with their qualifications and trapped in private renting, yes, but usually not surviving on foodbanks, living in hostels or being beaten up or killed because of who they are. They are well-educated, usually technologically adept, mobile, and relatively well-positioned to benefit from the future economy of the twenty-first century; certainly much more so than the biggest losers from the last decades of the twentieth century. As Ford and Sobolewska note, those with lower levels of formal education are less mobile: 47 per cent of those with GCSEs as their highest qualification live within fifteen minutes of their mother, compared to 22 per cent of graduates.52 Given how important mobility is to today’s economy, and the likely economy of the future, this is a strong indication that those who do have an undergraduate degree are likely to be far better equipped to deal with the future economy than those without. Whether or not it is in the interests of the Labour Party to persevere in winning back the votes of traditional supporters is another question, but this electoral realignment is no reason to entirely reinvent our conception of class.









Chapter 2


Authentocrats and Exonerators


If we accept that the designation working class should be determined by income, education and location rather than homeownership, there is still a tightly fought contest between various identity mythmakers over exactly what this working class is like, and what it believes.


As mentioned earlier, class-based identity myths on the Right brand this group as homogenous, instinctively conservative and irrevocably anti-immigration. This is overly and deliberately simplistic, flattening the massive variety and heterogeneity of working-class life into cartoon stereotypes for their own mean causes. It is also cynical and disingenuous – if you seriously believe that people go into conservative politics to uplift the most disadvantaged then, frankly, you’ll believe anything. Ben Bradley MP, whose 2017 victory in Mansfield provided a foretaste of the 2019 collapse of the Red Wall (it was the first time the constituency had been won by a Conservative), nonetheless opposed the extension of free school meals for poorer children during the summer of 2020 for giving ‘£20 cash direct to a crack den and brothel’.


Yet there are clearly some truths in their characterisation of working-class culture and politics as fundamentally small-c conservative; if not, then how can you explain the capture of so much of that constituency by the parties of the Right in recent years? I doubt it is due to a genuine belief that they will offer transformative economic change; to the extent that economic motivations play a role it is probably out of desperation: they have voted for parties of the Left for years and feel that little has changed, so what harm can it do to give the other side a chance? Although politicians such as Boris Johnson, Donald Trump and Marine Le Pen have promised the return of jobs and industry and infrastructure investment in order to capture traditionally left-voting working-class constituencies, they have offered this as a side order to their main dish of immigration restrictions and attacks on ‘metropolitan liberalism’.


Despite their bold promises about infrastructure investment, they are far less willing to commit to making the kind of funding commitments working-class communities urgently need: to healthcare, education, retraining, justice reform and so on. These infrastructure commitments come alongside the same ‘pull yourself up by your bootstraps’ platitudes deployed by conservatives since the advent of modern democracy. Bradley continued that ‘at one school in Mansfield 75% of kids have a social worker, 25% of parents are illiterate. Their estate is the centre of the area’s crime. One kid lives in a crack den, another in a brothel’, and so money intended for their kids’ meals would not be spent on such. Notwithstanding the fact that such platitudes have always found a receptive audience among a section of the working class, we can see that right-wing invocation of ‘white working-class boys’ is useful for culture war nonsense but does not translate into a desire to ensure they are well fed. Nonetheless I would bet money that Bradley is re-elected at the next election, probably with an enhanced majority. Thus, there must be some cultural factors at play in motivating poor and working-class people to vote for conservative politicians.


Because I expect the Right to instrumentally use people for their own gain, and because their understanding of the small-c conservatism of most working-class people on non-economic issues is fundamentally correct, this chapter is mainly focused on the claims of working-class culture and politics put forward by the Left, and a particular section of the Left which I term the Exonerators. Unlike the Atomists, who reject that these people even are working class, the Exonerators accept the traditional definition of the term but argue that suggesting this working class is culturally or politically conservative is an outrageous slur, indicative of class hatred. This is because they view such attitudes (that nation states have a right to regulate immigration, or that violent criminals should suffer long jail sentences) as inherently immoral, if not fascistic, and wish to ‘exonerate’ an idealised working class from having such abhorrent beliefs.


Of Chavs and Fegs


Paisley is a former industrial town of around seventy thousand people in the west of Scotland. In Paisley, the word ‘feg’ is a ubiquitous working-class insult, analogous to the English ‘chav’. Historically it was used to describe the residents of Ferguslie Park, a particularly deprived area that is separated from Paisley by railway lines – literally on the wrong side of the tracks. The historian Valerie Wright – herself a Paisley native – has studied the area and the complex hierarchies of class and respectability among the people of Ferguslie Park. She recalls that when her father – a former shipbuilder and trade union activist – heard about her research, he responded with bewilderment: ‘But why? Those people are scum.’ According to Wright, there is a further hierarchy within Ferguslie Park itself, with the Ardmore Oval – a neighbourhood with a particularly negative reputation – known locally as ‘The Jungle’. This area segregated so-called ‘problem families’ from the rest of the neighbourhood, something that unsurprisingly did not lead to improvements in their wellbeing, but instead resulted in their alienation from the wider community. In the words of Wright, ‘even the people in Ferguslie Park looked down on the people who lived in the separation area’.1


When I heard of Wright’s research, it brought home to me the variety and pervasiveness of these kinds of words among working-class communities in the UK. Growing up in Liverpool, the condign word was ‘scally’. Originally common across Lancashire, today it serves the same purpose as feg in Paisley, as an intra-working-class designator of acceptability. Just because the word scally can be and is used by middle-class people – I’m using it now – this does not mean that it is a term of class hatred, and it would be ridiculous to claim otherwise. So too with the word chav. Just because it was adopted by middle-class people as a term of hate does not obliviate its origins as an autochthonous working-class word for scally in the north-east of England; nor does the fact that it is still used in that sense by millions of working-class people every day. (Interestingly, there has been a notable decline in the use of this kind of language in right-wing media in recent years, possibly down to the ongoing political realignment and the cynical repositioning of conservatives as supporters of the working class.) These words cannot be understood in terms of ‘class’ hatred, or at least not without appreciating that intra-class hierarchies are far more complex than a simple working/middle-class binary.


In his book 44 Years with the Same Bird, Brian Reade – a long-time columnist at the left-wing Daily Mirror – recalls some of the less salubrious assignments he was sent on as a young reporter, which included a ‘family of chain-smoking slobs showing me a damp patch on their council house wall’ and ‘a trip to Newbury magistrates to see the latest batch of inbreds up on cider-related assaults’.2 Reade doesn’t restrict this kind of language to the description of unfortunate Brits; in one of his columns he wrote of ‘southern US states that produced George Bush, the Ku Klux Klan, country and western, the world’s largest concentration of self-inflicted obesity, Death Row, bigoted rednecks and bent evangelist preachers’, and hazarded that the destruction of hundreds of Texas homes by wildfires might be a sign ‘their God is trying to tell them something’.3


My point here is not to criticise Reade, who is a solid socialist and Liverpudlian legend, but rather to show that even an avowed left-winger, who uses his media platform to attack social and economic inequalities and speak up for the working class, employs this kind of language as a matter of course. And his readership understand that language, appreciate what he’s trying to do, and find it funny; his book concerns his travels and travails as a Liverpool supporter, and its target audience is working-class Scousers: there will be a great many of his readers living in council houses, and quite possibly some who had damp stains growing on their walls, who nonetheless laughed uproariously at the above.


In her book Lowborn, Hudson combines memories of her impoverished and itinerant childhood with descriptions of her interactions with people on returning to some of the towns and villages in which she grew up. One of the places she visits is the seaside resort of Great Yarmouth, and she returns to the tiny flat she shared with her mother, speaking to the woman currently occupying the residence. Noting how she wakes up at 3 a.m. each day to clean caravans at the local Haven Holiday Park, Hudson adds that ‘she’d had her first [of three kids] when she was nineteen. Like me, they’d all gone to Caister High School, so as not to spend time with the estate kids.’4 Here we have a woman, in dire circumstances, who nonetheless uses the snobbish, one might even say bigoted, language of fear and class hatred.
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