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Preface


A few weeks before the general election in July 2024, I drove to Hartlepool to take its political temperature. Hartlepool was once an important North Sea fishing port, then it became a steel-making and shipbuilding town, and it has never quite recovered from the decline of all those industries. The streets around the town centre are among the most deprived in England. Its residents tend to feel overlooked and ignored. Teesside is isolated from the rest of England – it is neither on a high-speed railway line nor a motorway – and Hartlepool is on the edge of Teesside. But Hartlepool isn’t just any struggling, post-industrial northern town. It is the town that seemed to prove an entire group of people had switched allegiance.


In 2021, the people of Hartlepool did something extraordinary. In a by-election triggered by the resignation of the town’s Labour MP, they voted for a Conservative, Jill Mortimer. That snapped a long record: Hartlepool had been a Labour seat ever since the constituency was created in 1974. And the fact that Britain had a Conservative government in 2021 made the victory even more amazing. Voters usually punish incumbent governments in by-elections; it is almost unheard of for a ruling party to snatch a seat from the opposition. The Conservative triumph in Hartlepool was incredibly painful for Labour – worse, in some ways, than the disaster that had occurred in the general election two years earlier, when the party lost many of its seats in northern England, including much of the so-called ‘red wall’. The losses of 2019 could be put down to voters’ impatience to leave the European Union and the unpopularity of the party’s then leader, Jeremy Corbyn. By 2021, Britain was out of the EU and Corbyn was gone.


Labour’s new leader, Sir Keir Starmer, was so stunned by the result in Hartlepool that he considered resigning. In the end, he gave a short, uncomfortable speech, admitting that the party had lost the trust of working people, and stayed at his post. Others were blunter. It escaped few people’s notice that, as well as being poor, Hartlepool is overwhelmingly white and British, although it has become a little less so in the past few years, because the government has taken advantage of its cheap houses and moved hundreds of asylum-seekers in. Paul Waugh, a journalist who is now a Labour MP, explained that the defeat revealed a fracture in Labour’s base. Whereas working-class Asian people remained loyal to the party, he wrote, working-class white people had drifted away. Another MP muttered that Labour had become a bourgeois party, and had fallen under the sway of people who were too interested in statues of slave traders. The loss of Hartlepool showed that Labour had lost the white working class.


I love Teesside. It has some of Britain’s friendliest, funniest people, and some of the best women’s hair styles. But Teesside does not always seem to love itself. Parts of Hartlepool have become terribly neglected. Parking my car in the Dyke House neighbourhood, I noticed that the vehicle in front was more than a foot from the kerb. That turned out to be because the gutter was filled with plastic bottles and other litter. When I dropped in to see Jonathan Brash, Labour’s candidate in the general election, he told me that some shop workers in Hartlepool felt sick at the thought of coming to work, because they feared they would have to deal with thieves. I wasn’t sure whether to believe him until I went into a convenience store down the road from his office, looking for an apple. Almost everything in the shop was behind plastic screens to prevent people from grabbing and running. A cashier explained to me that he looks at people approaching the front door through a little window, and keeps it shut if the person seems like a drug addict. He didn’t have any apples.


Mortimer had tried to please her constituents. She boasted that the government was investing in the town under its ‘levelling up’ schemes, which sprayed money at post-industrial places. Hartlepool is getting a new swimming pool, a new hotel in an old Wesleyan chapel and various other things. Mortimer also railed against immigrants. After a Moroccan asylum-seeker murdered a seventy-year-old Hartlepudlian in 2023, she told the House of Commons that her office was often ‘besieged’ by asylum-seekers. Most of them were illegal immigrants, she declared: they should be expelled from the country. Still, she seemed to know that the end was near. Her campaign was so quiet that it was almost elusive. I emailed repeatedly, asking for an interview. At last, a staff member got back to me, and we fixed a time to meet. A few hours later, her office cancelled the appointment.


Brash is now Hartlepool’s MP, with a huge majority. And Labour crushed the Conservative Party in many places like Hartlepool in July 2024. It drove them out of post-industrial towns such as Stoke-on-Trent and coal-mining areas like Bolsover. It won Whitehaven and Workington on the Cumbrian coast, which had a special significance. Five years earlier, Onward, a Conservative-leaning think tank, had invented a hypothetical voter called ‘Workington Man’ – a middle-aged or elderly white man who had not gone to university and had voted to leave the European Union. Onward had suggested the Conservative Party could scoop up the votes of such men, and it had done precisely that. In 2024, Workington Man rudely abandoned the party. Labour also swept Glasgow, pushing out the Scottish National Party. In Wales, the Conservatives were utterly eradicated.


What on earth had happened? Part of the answer was simple. Labour had acquired a better leader and the Conservative Party had presided over a period of high inflation and worsening public services, leading to the dereliction that I saw in Hartlepool. It didn’t help the Conservatives that Reform UK, a radical right-wing party, took 14 per cent of the vote nationally and won five seats. But that couldn’t explain everything. Commentators and journalists like me had spent the previous few years explaining that white working-class people living in towns like Hartlepool had profoundly changed. They had become animated by cultural issues rather than social and economic ones. They had come to feel that the country was changing and leaving them behind. They resented successful, ethnically diverse cities like London, and they detested mass immigration. Then, in 2024, many places thick with white working-class residents voted for a left-wing political party led by a former lawyer from London – a man who, among his few precise promises, pledged to tear up the Conservative Party’s plan to send asylum-seekers to Rwanda on his very first day in office.


Is it possible that much of what has been written and said about white working-class Britons over the past few years is flat-out wrong?












Introduction:


Discovering the white working class


Even in a tumultuous year, many days are ordinary. The thirteenth of November 1968 seemed to be one of those days. An anonymous caller told the police that a bomb had been planted in Hove, on the south coast of England; seven schools were evacuated before the warning was determined to be fake. The Queen Mother travelled to Birmingham to meet the parents of sextuplets. What they said to each other has unfortunately been lost to history – the new mother and father were so excited that they couldn’t remember any of the conversation. New figures were published, showing that Britain’s trade deficit had grown. And a zoo in Devon announced that it would remove a magpie from display on account of its swearing. The bird, known as Maggie, had told the manager to go away, ‘in words much favoured by Lady Chatterley’s game-keeper’.


Then, in the early evening, a young Labour Party MP stood up in the House of Commons and made a bit of history. David Winnick, the member for Croydon South in London, had listened to Conservative MPs fretting about the social consequences of immigration from countries like India and Pakistan. Schools in big cities were struggling to accommodate all of the immigrants’ children, the Tory MPs had complained. Anyway, they had asked, was it wise to admit thousands of immigrants when so many Britons were unemployed? Winnick was having none of it. ‘Many of those who act as the champions of the white person against immigrants,’ he said, witheringly, ‘have not in the past gone out of their way to defend the interests of the white working class.’


Winnick was insinuating that Conservative politicians only pose as the defenders of working-class people when it suits their purposes. Left-wingers have levelled that charge many times over the years, not always justly. But the young MP’s speech in 1968 was remarkable because of the words he used. Although Winnick was not the first person to utter the words ‘white working class’ in the Houses of Parliament – others had previously used the term when talking about the inhabitants of South Africa and Bermuda – he seems to have been the first to describe his fellow Britons that way. He opened a sluice gate slightly. A few decades later, water would be pouring through.


Before the late 1960s, there had been little need for the concept of a British white working class. The country had a fair number of black Caribbean migrants even in the 1950s (exactly how many is unknown because the census did not ask about ethnicity), as well as many Irish people, who were sometimes thought of as not entirely white. But minority ethnic people were rarely seen outside a handful of large cities and port towns. Only in the 1960s, as more black and Asian migrants moved to northern English mill towns and the Midlands industrial belt, and politicians began to play on white people’s racial anxieties, did it seem necessary to distinguish white working-class Britons from working-class people with other ethnic backgrounds. And it wasn’t all that necessary. After Winnick’s speech, nobody else said ‘white working class’ in Parliament for a decade.


Today, the notion that white working-class Britons are a distinct group of people, with special characteristics, attitudes and interests, is so firmly established that it is hard to believe the concept is only a few decades old. Politicians and pundits talk about the white working class often, either explicitly or by using phrases such as ‘the traditional working class’ or ‘red-wall voters’. White working-class boys made it into Theresa May’s very first speech as prime minister, in 2016, on account of how rarely they go to university. The increased attention is especially striking when you consider that Britain is slowly becoming more middle class and more ethnically mixed.


White working-class people are held to be politically powerful – so powerful that they have often been blamed, or praised, for turning Britain into one of the world’s most nail-biting democracies. Politicians, journalists and academics agree that they are a big reason Scotland came so close to voting to secede from the United Kingdom in 2014, a big reason Britain did vote to leave the EU in 2016, and a big reason Boris Johnson ended up as prime minister in 2019 with a hefty majority, allowing him to push a Brexit deal through Parliament. Before the 2024 general election taught them otherwise, many Conservative politicians assumed that white working-class people were sturdy infantrymen for their cause. Leaked WhatsApp messages show that, during the worst of the Covid pandemic, one Tory cabinet minister referred to them as ‘our voters’.


Other, more disreputable, people claim to speak for white working-class Britons. A few weeks after the election, a false rumour that three girls had been murdered by an asylum-seeker sparked rioting in many English cities. The riots themselves were appalling. Police officers and members of the public were attacked; attempts were made to burn hotels with asylum-seekers inside; a mob set up an impromptu checkpoint to check the ethnic identity of drivers. The riots also spurred justifications and excuses, which caused subtler harm by associating the entire white working class with a violent minority. Britain First, a far-right political party, insisted that the police were preventing white working-class people from expressing their concerns. Lee Anderson, an MP for the Reform UK Party, argued that the rioters were just ‘British working-class lads’ who had imbibed one too many drinks, as though the only thing separating a white working-class man from a violent, racist thug is a can of lager. Opinion polls soon showed that working-class people were appalled by the riots. But the damage had been done.


Britain is not alone in discovering the white working class, or in assuming that it is mostly a conservative or reactionary force. Donald Trump’s political successes, especially his victory in the American presidential election of 2016, have also been attributed to his almost magical hold on their hearts. Americans and Britons speak the same language, they follow each other online, and they read each other’s books. As a result, notions about white working-class people migrate easily across the Atlantic. Take ‘deaths of despair’, a way of summarizing the terrible toll that drugs and suicide have taken on white working-class Americans. Created by the American economist Anne Case and her (Scottish-born) husband Sir Angus Deaton, the concept has been imported to Britain. Populist politicians like Nigel Farage fly the other way, to Washington. White working-class people are also said to provide much of the fuel for Marine Le Pen’s Rassemblement National in France, the Alternative für Deutschland in Germany, Georgia Meloni’s Fratelli d’Italia and Geert Wilders’ Partij voor de Vrijheid in the Netherlands.


Whenever and wherever they are identified, white working-class people are often said to be backward-looking and disgruntled. British ones are said to lament the loss of steady manufacturing jobs, of a culture of respect for elders, of thriving high streets and a more ethnically homogeneous society than the one Britain now has. Whatever ‘woke’ means, white working-class people are not it. They seem to have been left behind not just economically – as the small towns, where many of them live, quietly moulder – but also socially and culturally. In a rapidly changing country, they are said to cling to old ways and to look upon new ideas and new people with perplexity or hostility. They don’t adapt, they don’t innovate, they don’t create new culture and they certainly don’t alter their views. They are perpetually uncomfortable and out of place, like freshwater fish in a lake that is turning salty.


*


In the early 2000s, there was a burst of media and political commentary about the white working class. Several things seem to have caused it. The far-right British National Party managed to win a few local council seats in Burnley, a poor town in Lancashire, and was picking up votes in and around London. Britain was still reverberating from the racist murder of Stephen Lawrence, a black teenager, in south-east London in 1993. Brutal and sometimes funny caricatures of white working-class people were appearing on television, including Vicky Pollard, a gormless tracksuited woman created by the comedian Matt Lucas for Little Britain, and the dysfunctional Gallagher family in Shameless – a show that, like the academic ideas and the populist politicians, soon crossed the Atlantic to America.


The commentary was frequently venomous. Left-wing and right-wing journalists alike dropped insults such as ‘white trash’ and ‘chav’ into their copy. A Liberal Democrat peer wrote of being ‘trapped in chav-land’, after she saw a woman in a supermarket explaining the plot of a soap opera while eating an enormous bun. A columnist in The Times attacked ‘gym-slip mums who choose to get pregnant as a career option; pasty-faced, lard-gutted slappers who’ll drop their knickers in the blink of an eye’. Another conservative writer advised the Tories that they should not try to win white working-class votes by banging on about immigration. They would be wiser to court ethnic-minority voters, whose ‘self-reliance and belief in the family were profoundly conservative’.


Over the past ten years, people on the political right have continued to speak and write a good deal about white working-class people, but their language and arguments have changed. Especially since the Brexit referendum, they have taken to lionizing white working-class Britons as sensible truth-tellers and bulwarks against left-wing nonsense. Any problems that white working-class people might have are no longer seen as a consequence of their own moral failings, as they were in the first decade of this century. Rather, they are said to reveal the harm that liberalism has wrought.


White working-class people have come to play a crucial, though largely mute, role in a common conservative populist story about Britain. In this narrative, the country has fallen under the spell of a small group of people who went to a few elite universities and hold a narrow range of views. These people are extremely left-wing, secular and internationalist. They are keen on environmentalism, immigration and transgender rights, and are so hostile to racism that they claim to see it where it does not exist. They attempt to push their values on everyone else and brook no opposition. Occasionally, the mass of British people, who believe in sensible things like patriotism, traditional family values and tight restrictions on immigration, revolt against their progressive overlords, as they did in the Brexit vote of 2016 and the general election of 2019. The liberal elite does not give up, though. It redoubles its efforts to harangue, bully and shame ordinary people into agreeing with its point of view.


The liberal elite has damaged the country as a whole, according to this story. It has run down technical education in the mad pursuit of a majority university-educated society, and has allowed Britain’s once world-leading manufacturing industries to rust. It has neglected or crushed institutions that used to bind society together, such as churches and trade unions. But the liberal elite is said to be harming white working-class people above all. The mass immigration that the elite has tolerated is crushing their wages, burdening the public services they rely on and filling their neighbourhoods with strangers. When white working-class people complain, they are called xenophobes and racists. They are barely even allowed to express their views. The ceaseless promotion of diversity and minority rights has made them feel left out and undervalued, and has deterred their children from trying hard at school. Apart from on polling days, they are mere spectators in a country that now revolves around the university educated, the sexually unorthodox and the non-white. The political scientist Matthew Goodwin wrote in 2021 of ‘a sort of informal alliance between white elites, corporations and minorities against the white working class’.


This story has been told with impressive vigour and consistency in many books, articles, speeches and media interviews. It also comes in an American-accented version, represented well by J. D. Vance, who pulled off the turn from depicting white working-class people as feckless to arguing that they are victims of liberalism with amazing speed. In 2016, Vance published a memoir, Hillbilly Elegy, which lamented the irresponsibility of some of the people he grew up with in Appalachia – in particular, his drug-addicted mother. At the time, he regretted that many white working-class people were attracted to Donald Trump’s simplistic, populist message. But within a few years Vance had joined Trump’s ragged band and had dropped his earlier argument that poor white people’s misery was largely self-inflicted. He soon claimed to be defending the white working class against what he calls ‘the regime’, a shadowy liberal elite that supposedly runs the country.


This tale is nonsense. It omits a crucial character, the elite conservative, whose power and influence is far from trivial in Britain and is enormous in America. It also gets white working-class people badly wrong. In reality, they do not all sit around resenting immigrants and metropolitan liberals, and wondering what has become of manufacturing. It might have seemed that way in Britain after the Brexit vote and Johnson’s spectacular victory in the general election of 2019. But, as the election in 2024 showed, many white working-class people care more about boring things such as economic stability, inflation and the NHS. In the run-up to the election, Conservative politicians desperately tried to call their voters home by arguing that illegal immigrants threatened to destabilize British society, and warning darkly of an ‘organized assault’ on common sense. It did them no good.


I think that the conservative populists have got one important thing right, though. Although their analysis of modern Britain strikes me as dodgy, their focus is spot on. White working-class Britons are indeed distinctive and deserving of everyone’s attention. They do live in particular places, they do think differently about some things, and they do vote differently from others. Although they share many experiences and interests with working-class people from minority ethnic groups, their bearing is unusual – as though they are part of a flotilla, but in a different boat. In a few ways, notably the performance of their children in school, the situation of white working-class Britons is especially worrying.


The left, by contrast, has mostly fallen silent on the subject. Many Labour politicians have never been comfortable talking about the white working class, at least in public (they are franker when you put your notebook away). In 2002, Tony Blair, then the prime minister, was asked why some white working-class men were drawn to far-right politics. He responded: ‘I don’t really break people up into those sorts of groups.’ The current prime minister, Sir Keir Starmer, talks often about class, frequently pointing out that his father was a toolmaker. He does not talk about the white working class. Left-wingers often try to change the subject, pointing out, rightly, that the British working class is ethnically diverse and that working-class people from black and Asian backgrounds must cope with racism as well as class disadvantage. Some argue that it is dangerous even to speak of a white working class. To do so, they say, draws attention away from the worthy goals of eliminating discrimination against non-white people and uplifting the working class as a whole. The left appears to believe that these arguments are decisive. They are, but not in the way it thinks. It has simply decided to leave the discussion about white working-class Britons to its ideological opponents.


A good way of explaining how my view differs from those of politicians and commentators on the right and the left is to think about two questions. The first is: do you think that white British working-class people have particular problems? That is, do they face some difficulties that are distinct to them, or are larger for them than for other groups? The second question is: do you think that any problems white working-class people might have are the result of policies targeting them as a group? To put it crudely, are white working-class Britons being done down? Are other groups, particularly people with ethnic-minority backgrounds, being favoured over them?


A conservative populist would nod in response to both questions. Of course, he or she would say. White working-class people are discriminated against, their opinions are ignored or suppressed, and they are faring terribly badly as a consequence. A left-winger would answer both questions negatively. No, white working-class people do not have particular problems. They face the heavy disadvantages of their social class, but no additional ones. And no, they are not being done down. Nobody has set out to harm them as a group. Those who argue otherwise are lying. They are trying to divide the working class and yoke its white members to a right-wing political project.


To see how utterly incompatible these two positions are, and how the free-fire zone between them makes it impossible to think clearly about the problems white working-class people face, consider what happened in 2021 when Parliament tried to investigate the poor performance of white working-class boys in English schools. This is a real problem, as I explain in Chapter Two. The education committee, which had a Conservative majority, listened to various experts and produced a sixty-three-page report that said mostly sensible things. But the report also contained a section on the concept of ‘white privilege’. It argued that talking about white privilege was liable to confuse poor white children, who are not all that privileged, and to sap sympathy for their plight. The report concluded that the education department should ensure that young people are not ‘inadvertently being inducted into political movements’. I’m not sure what the committee meant by that, although I assume it was referring to movements like Black Lives Matter.


This was far too much for the Labour Party MPs on the committee. In an unusual move, they disowned the entire report and came up with their own conclusions. Poor white boys’ bad performance in exams is simply the result of social-class disadvantage and regional inequality, they declared. It has nothing whatsoever to do with ethnicity. Indeed, the focus on white children is misguided. Black and mixed-heritage children fare worse than white children in some respects – for example, they are more likely to be excluded from school. Obsessing about white children, the Labour MPs argued, ‘would systematically disadvantage other ethnic groups and increase racial educational inequalities’.


It was an awful outcome, which should shame every single MP on the committee. Parliament set out to investigate a genuine problem and ended up fighting a culture war, with both sides flinging charges of racial bias. All the careful research that has been done on ethnicity, class and education was trodden underfoot. Much nonsense was confidently spoken. Perhaps it is true that teaching children about white privilege harms them, as the committee’s Conservative members claimed, but, if so, there is no evidence for it whatsoever. As for the Labour MPs’ assertion that the poor performance of white working-class boys is simply a matter of poverty and place, there is good evidence that they were dead wrong. Nothing useful was learned as a result of the inquiry. The dismal educational performance of white working-class boys (and, though they were not the committee’s focus, white working-class girls) continues.


My answers to the two questions I have posed are ‘yes’ and ‘no’. Yes, I think that white working-class Britons have large problems. Some of these problems weigh particularly heavily on them. Although I agree with the left that they do not suffer because of their ethnicity (on the contrary, they tend to benefit from it), they do face distinctive difficulties that are partly a result of history and geography. Working-class white Britons tend to live in regions of the country that lack successful big cities. Within those regions, they often live far from the most dynamic, job-creating parts. Working-class minority ethnic Britons are luckier because they, their parents, or their grandparents tended to land in the places where jobs were being created, and they have stuck around.


No, I do not believe that anybody is out to get white working-class people. There is no conspiracy against them, nor is there a concerted effort to favour non-white people over them. The sneering and slights that they endure, largely from middle-class white people, are contemptible. But these slights do not point to a campaign to do them down. I find the ill-treatment of white working-class people as a group less worrying than the political exploitation of the idea that they are being ill-treated. They seem to have been placed at the point of a spear, which is designed to bring about a more authoritarian Britain.


This book will disappoint anybody who believes that white working-class Britons are the very hardest-done-by members of society. They have certainly been abused by some politicians and the mass media, but not as badly as some other groups (if you don’t believe me, ask an immigrant from Romania or Somalia). Relative to other working-class people, they are well favoured in some ways. One of these is housing. Overall, 5 per cent of working-class white Britons in England and Wales live in households without enough bedrooms. That is bad, but others have it much worse. Among working-class black Africans the share is 33 per cent, and among working-class Bangladeshis it is 40 per cent (the fact that black Africans and Bangladeshis are younger than average and more likely to be living in families explains only some of the difference). Many neighbourhoods dominated by white working-class people are pleasant, with wide roads, ubiquitous gardens and plenty of space in which to park the car. One of the sensations that I will most remember from working on this book is the feeling of sunlight on my skin.


*


When Winnick dropped his unfamiliar term on the House of Commons in November 1968, most of his listeners could probably imagine what he was talking about. The British white working class was large and well understood, even though the name was novel. Books about the urban working class, such as Michael Young and Peter Willmott’s Family and Kinship in East London, published in 1957, almost completely ignored immigrants and non-white people. Institutions such as council tenants’ associations more or less explicitly represented the interests of white working-class people, as did certain trade unions. Some unionized workers had downed tools and marched earlier in 1968 to protest the sacking of Enoch Powell from the Conservative shadow cabinet after he argued that continued immigration from the Commonwealth could lead to rivers running with blood.


Today the concept is far more familiar, but it is no longer so clear what the term ‘white working class’ actually means. Even ‘working class’ is harder to define than it used to be, thanks partly to changes in official statistics. No institutions claim to represent the interests of white working-class Britons as a group apart from a few dire extremist outfits, which enjoy little support from anybody. Trade unions have gone from being white bastions to standard-bearers for racial justice. So anybody who writes about white working-class Britons needs to define their terms.


Although it might sound obvious, when I write ‘white working class’, I mean people who are white and working class. It is not code for something else. I do not use the term to mean thinly educated or bigoted. Nor do I use it to refer to a particularly desperate slice of the working class. Several times, when I told people that I was writing a book about the white working class, they gleefully directed me to the most godforsaken corners of Britain that they knew. Or, the next time I saw them, they asked how my book on the underclass was coming along. That is not what I mean.


I describe people as white Britons (or, to avoid tedious repetition in a book that is mostly about the group, do not mention their ethnicity) if they tick that box on the census, if they describe themselves that way, or if I think most people would see them as such. It is worth keeping in mind that ethnicity is not a stable, objectively verifiable characteristic like a fingerprint or an iris pattern. It is more like a judgement, a claim, or even an accent. People can and do move from one ethnic group to another during their lives. Some people switch between censuses, even though the census is prefaced with the scary warning that supplying false information may lead to a fine.


One of the ethnic categories that people in England and Wales commonly enter and leave is the white Irish group. When I use official statistics, I treat members of that group as distinct from white Britons. But, at several points in this book, I describe people who told me that they were born in Ireland, or are the children or grandchildren of Irish immigrants, as Britons. I am aware that the Irish in mainland Britain have a distinctive, proud, sometimes painful history. But the long history of free movement between Britain and Ireland, and the thorough blending of the British and the Irish in mainland cities, means that separating the two groups is difficult in practice. The chapter where my decision makes a big difference is the one on armed robbery. As I will show, some of Britain’s most notorious armed robbers had Irish parents.


I define adults as working class if they do working-class jobs, or if the last job they did was a working-class job. The Office for National Statistics, which organizes the census, divides most adults into eight groups based on their employment and working conditions. The groups bear labels that are none too vivid: higher managerial, administrative and professional occupations; lower managerial, administrative and professional occupations; intermediate occupations; small employers and own-account workers; lower supervisory and technical occupations; semi-routine occupations; routine occupations; and people who are long-term unemployed or have never worked. Every so often, the statisticians move the boundaries slightly, moving a group of workers from one category to another. I treat groups one to four as middle class and five to eight as working class. Students do not belong to any of the eight groups.


My definition of the working class is similar to the one used by the Social Mobility Commission, a research group funded by the government. Not everyone will agree with it. The Office for National Statistics argues that its eight-part classification should not be converted into a simple two-class scheme, as I have done. Although some of the eight groups are plainly middle class (group one contains people like lawyers and architects) or working class (group six, ‘semi-routine occupations’, contains hospital porters and shelf stackers), some of the ones in the middle are hard to place. Meanwhile, ordinary Britons define social class in all sorts of wild and wonderful ways. Some contend that class is like a star sign, determined at the moment of your birth; others say that it is defined by your income, your accent, or whether you grew up in a council home. A few years ago, I met a Londoner who assured me, in all seriousness, that an important characteristic of working-class people is that they drive to work. Some maintain that your class is whatever you say it is.


These ways of thinking about class strike me as rich and revealing, but not so helpful. The attempt to segment society into many socio-economic groups has not caught on in practice, even though it has been around for decades and is admirably rigorous and precise. In practice, people do not refer to themselves as having an ‘intermediate occupation’ or a ‘routine occupation’. Nor do they describe themselves as ‘new affluent workers’ or members of the ‘precariat’, to cite two of the social groups devised by Mike Savage of the London School of Economics in a clever reworking of the official socio-economic classification. They call themselves middle class or working class.


The popular definitions of social class can be fascinating guides to how individuals think about themselves and their family histories. If people who live middle-class lives want to identify as working class, that is fine, even commendable. But the popular definitions are hopeless if you want to understand society as a whole. If you freeze a person’s class at the moment of their birth, you deny that people can change class, and describe society in a bizarrely backward-looking way: Britain’s class structure is as it was when everyone was in nappies. If you rely on people’s accents, or allow people to state their own class, you will end up describing people’s attitudes and self-images as much as their circumstances. You will, for example, find yourself describing Lord Alan Sugar, one of Britain’s richest, most powerful men, as working class. As for growing up in a council home, that is a good sign that a young person is working class but not a good sign that an old person is. I explain why in the chapter on council housing.


By my definition, 40 per cent of adults in England and Wales are working class, and 31 per cent are members of the white British working class. This is not just the underclass – which is anyway more of a slur, based on the dodgy idea that many families languish on unemployment benefits for generation after generation, than a real group of people. My definition includes people who are out of work and living on benefits, but also baristas, warehouse workers, security guards, theme-park attendants, gardeners, sewing machinists, pipe fitters, vehicle mechanics, bricklayers, chefs, childminders, home carers, shop assistants and delivery drivers. White working-class people are as widespread as they are varied. Chapter One describes three places where they are especially thick on the ground: a small town in South Wales, a suburb of Manchester and a town in Norfolk. But not all white working-class Britons live in largely white working-class places. About two million live in electoral wards where less than a quarter of the population belongs to the white British working class, as I define it. Not one of the 7,500 wards in England or Wales contains no members of the group.


In parts, this book reads less like an account of a specific group of people and more like a book about Britain. That is deliberate. The British white working class is not a mysterious tribe dwelling beyond the civilized zone, with its own peculiar dialect and folkways. It is diverse and riven with contradictions and disagreements, just like any other big group. The white working class is Britain. It is not the whole of Britain, to be sure, but it is a mightily important part. This is a book about Britain that happens to feature a large, badly misunderstood group of people.


*


Although I am white and British, I am middle class according to every conceivable definition, including all the ones I find ridiculous (I usually take the train to work). I was born to middle-class parents in a middle-class neighbourhood. I am highly educated, I do a middle-class job, and I live in a small city that is largely middle class. My life is not as gilded as my parents’ lives were at my age, and my children are less privileged than I was as a child. But that sort of gentle downward mobility is itself almost a defining characteristic of the modern British middle class.


I am interested in white working-class Britons not because I want to understand myself but because I want to understand Britain. I cannot see how anybody, from any class or ethnic group, can claim knowledge of the country if they overlook three in ten of its inhabitants. And if that is not enough reason, consider that important decisions affecting everybody in Britain are taken with white working-class people primarily in mind. Politically, although of course not in any other way, a white retired steelworker who lives in Teesside matters more than a young black woman who lives in London; I explain why in Chapter Ten. Resources tend to flow to people who matter politically. The last government’s ‘levelling up’ policy often looked suspiciously like a scheme for funnelling money to largely white working-class parts of the country, which left less money available for spending elsewhere, such as in poor, ethnically mixed neighbourhoods. Housing policies have changed over the years in ways that make it easier to block immigrants from getting council homes, and the last Conservative government proposed to push even further in the same direction. More or less explicitly, policies like these are designed to delight white working-class people. They attempt to tap grievances, which everyone ought to understand. How do white working-class people actually feel about council estates? Why do some regard the homes therein as the property of their group?


One consequence of my outsider status is that I cannot use the most celebrated, influential book ever written about working-class Britain as a model. Richard Hoggart grew up in a poor household in Leeds. By the time he published The Uses of Literacy in 1957, he was an academic, so was middle class by my (and, to some extent, his) definition. But his working-class roots were essential to the story he told. Hoggart looked back at the cultural world that he had known as a child, tried to understand its workings and reflected on how it had changed. The Uses of Literacy is wonderful – warm and funny in places, such as in Hoggart’s descriptions of pub singers, and painful in others, especially where he describes the experiences of working-class children who achieve great academic success. Along with Hoggart’s later books, it continues to inspire writers from working-class backgrounds.


I am more inspired by another man, who wrote at the same time as Hoggart. Ferdynand Zweig was even more of an outsider than I am. A Polish Jew who trained as an economist, he fled to Britain during the Second World War and wrote several books about working-class life, which he researched mostly by hanging out in factories, pubs and people’s homes. Zweig was attacked by academic sociologists for being insufficiently theoretical, and some of his conclusions were disproved by more careful research. But he had a good ear for people’s speech, and he did not see working-class Britons as peculiar – or at least no more than he saw all Britons as peculiar. He was also dead right about one crucial thing. In contrast to Hoggart, Zweig emphasized the diversity of working-class British life. Steelworkers struck him as quite different from coal miners or builders; Yorkshiremen were unlike Devonians; women were different from men; the old were different from the young. ‘The average worker does not exist,’ he wrote. Amen to that, Ferdynand.


This book ranges across England, Scotland and Wales. I do not write about Northern Ireland because its politics and society are too distinctive, and I could not do it justice. I write about big cities, small towns and villages. I write about some places where lots of people are white and working class, such as the Isle of Wight and Hartlepool, and about some places where not many people are, such as Milton Keynes and Welwyn Garden City. I try to allow the diversity of people’s experiences and attitudes to come through. In contrast to some people who have written about Britain’s white working class, I pay especially close attention to young people and women. I often use the excellent data collected by the Office for National Statistics.


One thing my book shares with Zweig’s work is that I have kept most of my interviewees anonymous. I started out by asking for everyone’s names, but quickly ran into trouble. Some people declared themselves ‘not bothered’ about the use of their names in a book, but then, when I spoke to them a second time, insisted that they didn’t want their names to appear. Others told me things that struck me as likely to cause problems for them or their children. Some of the people I interviewed for this book are themselves children, and cannot be named. So I have suppressed names and certain identifying details, although I have not disguised anybody’s identity by inventing characteristics. I do, however, include the names of people who have written about themselves or enjoy some sort of public profile. In the chapter about car modification, for example, I use the names of the people who run car clubs, but not those of the petrolheads who turn up at their gatherings.


I do not believe it is possible to write a comprehensive book about white working-class Britain, and I do not try. I almost ignore some places (sorry, south-west England and the West Midlands) and I skate over some important aspects of life. I spend a whole chapter on car modification, which a small minority of white working-class people do, and another one on armed robbery, which almost nobody has ever done. I focus on those because I think they reveal things about the white British working class as a whole, and also, to be honest, because they are fun to write about.


I hope that this book changes people’s minds in two ways. First, I will show that white working-class Britons are far more adaptable and forward-looking than either conservatives or liberals seem to believe. They can and do come to terms with titanic changes, such as the shift from manufacturing to services jobs and the rapidly growing ethnic diversity of the country. In practice, they rub along decently well with immigrants and ethnic-minority people, albeit without issuing the bold statements of acceptance that liberals might want to hear. One of the great unheralded changes in Britain is that many places that were once overwhelmingly white and working class are becoming ethnically mixed with hardly any trouble. Meanwhile, the British white working class has opened itself to many new members. Chapter Six describes how, in the space of just two decades, migrants from Eastern Europe have begun to permeate it. The institutions that white working-class people have created are helping this process along.


The second thing this book shows is that we have made a serious mistake as a country by obsessing about the wrong people. Politicians, journalists and academics have spent too little time thinking about some white working-class Britons who truly need help and far too much time thinking about other white working-class Britons who do not. A young woman living in a poor coastal town who got bad marks in her GCSEs, who is now working in a shop and trying to raise a child without much help from her sickly mother or her erratically employed ex-boyfriend – the sort of woman I write about in Chapter Nine – has very severe problems. A retired miner who is in a stable marriage, who owns his house and two cars, has many fewer problems.


Yet the retired miner has plenty of opinions, which journalists, politicians and researchers have listened to diligently, and have turned into innumerable books and reports. This man probably doesn’t think much of mass immigration; he is likely to believe that racial equality has gone a bit too far; he probably voted to leave the European Union in 2016. The young woman, on the other hand, does not have severe attitudes to match her severe problems. Immigration doesn’t upset her much, and ethnic diversity doesn’t upset her at all. She probably doesn’t vote. The white working-class Britons with the problems are not the white working-class Britons with the complaints.


Politicians do not serve white working-class people well by pandering to them and assuring them that every change they find difficult can be reversed, as some on the right are wont to do. Nor do they help by pretending that white working-class people are exactly the same as other working-class people, as progressives tend to. White working-class Britons exist, they are important and distinctive, and they will continue to play a vital role in Britain for many years to come. They are also far more varied and open-minded than is generally supposed. As so often, the reality is more intriguing than the myth.










Chapter One 


Heartlands, enclaves and colonies


[image: Start of image description, A map shows the greater City of Manchester with the city center at the west center and Wythenshawe in the south., end of image description]


The inhabitants of Rhymney use two words often. The first, which they generally apply to their own town, is ‘downhill’. ‘Oh, it’s gone downhill,’ says one. ‘Pfft, downhill,’ says another, with a decisive swoop of her arm. Their small town, east of Merthyr Tydfil in South Wales, is not what it was. Some of the older residents remember when you could hardly walk along the pavement of the high street on Saturdays: the crowd of shoppers was so thick that you had to step into the road. These days, the street is quiet, with many vacant shops and hardly anywhere to get a cup of tea. What little energy it has after dark is provided by a group of loitering teenagers. And that, some of the other residents feel, is the wrong kind of energy.


Rhymney clings to a hillside towards the head of a long valley that ends in the Bannau Brycheiniog, or Brecon Beacons. The steepness of the town affects how the residents speak about it. Rhymney people talk less about north, south, east and west, as flatlanders like me do, and more about up and down. They divide their town of some 8,500 people into a top end, a middle, and a bottom end. St David’s church is known as ‘top church’. People come ‘up’ to Rhymney from Caerphilly, the administrative centre of the borough, although they don’t do this often. The word ‘downhill’ therefore describes both decline and direction. Rhymney has gone downhill, but many places, including Cardiff, twenty miles away, are downhill from Rhymney.


Residents have different metrics for measuring the decline of their town, depending on their ages. Old people complain about shop closures. Rhymney once had two cinemas, two butchers and two post offices (or perhaps three – memories differ). It now has none of any, unless you count as a post office a short stretch of counter in a convenience store. The middle-aged lament the closure of pubs and music clubs, which once brought many people into the town from other parts of South Wales. Young people complain about the unreliable buses and a shortage of well-paying jobs. Few people of any age lament the thing that I am most struck by: the large, abandoned Nonconformist chapels, relics of a more pious era in South Wales. Then again, I didn’t have to sit through the sermons.


Nobody claims that Rhymney was ever a wealthy or a salubrious town, though, for it was not. The discovery of iron ore and seams of coal in the valley led to a population boom and the utter despoiling of the landscape in the nineteenth century. ‘Rhymney is perhaps the least attractive spot in a district not too remarkable for “sweetness and light”,’ declared a guide to Monmouthshire in 1909. ‘Tips, tunnels, tramroads, dumps of old brick and stone, and an indescribable litter of scrap iron abutted on the dwelling houses,’ remembered Thomas Jones, who grew up in Rhymney and went on to a glittering career in the British civil service between the First and Second World Wars. At least coal was cheap, Jones wrote. Even the poorest residents could burn enough of the stuff to keep warm.


Over the decades, mines, factories and other businesses have opened and closed, and Rhymney has swung between poverty and desperate poverty. It is currently in the former state. Several firms, including medical suppliers, have been enticed to industrial estates in the town, in part because the Welsh government has paid for buildings. A road that runs along the heads of the valleys is being widened, raising hopes that Rhymney will soon be located close to an important east–west thoroughfare. Still, the town struggles. Every part of Rhymney is more deprived than Wales as a whole, which is not a high bar. One part is the eighth most deprived area out of 1,900 in the country.


A chef tells me that Rhymney increasingly seems more like a village than a town, and I can see what he means. Between 2011 and 2021, it lost a total of 306 people, or 3 per cent of its population. Young people are especially thin on the ground. Although not many teenagers from the town go to university, some do, and they tend to stay away. Rhymney has fewer children aged under ten than it has fifty-somethings or sixty-somethings. In 2018, two primary schools and one secondary school were folded into a single institution that is named after Idris Davies, a local poet. The men’s choir, Rhymney Silurian, has shrunk over the years and contains a lot of white hair. At an evening rehearsal in Idris Davies School, the choir stands in silence to honour a former member who has died. Then it launches into ‘Happy Birthday’ for another member who is turning sixty.


In Rhymney, ethnic diversity seems like a distant phenomenon – something that occurs in Cardiff, or perhaps even further away. Of the 8,546 people in the town who put their identity on the 2021 census, 8,324 described themselves as white Britons. I happen to run into one of the few exceptions, a black woman who was born overseas. She tells me that she and her neighbours get along fine, although she sometimes receives astonished looks when she goes into shops. She is highly unlikely to be at the leading edge of a big migration into the town; Rhymney has neither the jobs nor the transport connections to entice working-age migrants of any ethnicity. It was a mostly white working-class town in the past, it is a mostly white working-class town today, and it will probably remain a mostly white working-class town for many years to come.


Its politics are similarly unchanging. Rhymney is a Labour stronghold in a corner of Britain that has been solidly Labour for a century. Dawn Bowden, the Member of the Senedd who represents Rhymney, says that residents frequently assure her they will vote Labour because their families have always done so. She isn’t too keen on this: she would much prefer to hear that people will vote Labour because they like the party’s policies. But perhaps she ought not to worry too much. Many people from all walks of life have better things to do than think about politics, and simply continue doing what they and their families have always done. Conservative politicians in the shire counties of England seldom complain that their constituents vote for them year after year, no matter what they do or don’t do.


The second word I hear often in Rhymney is ‘stranger’. It is a cohesive and friendly town, says one man who has worked various jobs, from sailor to door-to-door salesman. ‘But there are a lot of strangers as well.’ I hear the word again and again in one of Rhymney’s community centres, where an elderly crowd gathers to chat and play music bingo. The word does not mean foreigner; it simply means somebody who is not known. I think that people in Rhymney use it so freely not because they are hostile to outsiders (they are not), but because so few people fall into the category. Nobody in the small city where I live would describe someone as a stranger, because almost everyone is. In Rhymney, strangers are still rare enough to be notable. ‘The key to our way of life is our involvement in each other’s affairs,’ wrote a local teacher, D. T. Williams, in a book published in 1978. It still is. One retired woman tells me that she recently travelled the sixty miles to Bristol, only to receive many anxious phone calls from her neighbours in Rhymney. She had accidentally left a light on.


The few strangers who make it to Rhymney are of two types. Some are working-class retirees from far away, including England, who have been drawn to the town by cheap property and the availability of green hilltops on which to walk their dogs. They are generally approved of. Then there are younger, shorter-range migrants, who are sometimes said to be recently released prisoners, and are sometimes described as troublemakers who have been booted out of council estates further down the valley. When crime or drug abuse occurs in Rhymney, they tend to be blamed. But Carl Cuss, who grew up in the town and now represents the top end as a councillor, says this is not fair. He often meets with the police, who tell him who is causing trouble in the town. ‘They’re mostly local people,’ he says. ‘I know their names.’


If I have made Rhymney sound depressing, it is not. It is small-town insular, but also small-town friendly. Although I am a stranger, people say hello to me in the street. The place retains a pleasantly rural edge – I have seen people riding horses along the street, and some of the grass verges are kept neat by nibbling sheep. As someone who has sung in several choirs, I can say that the Silurian choir is excellent. Its members grapple manfully with songs in Welsh, a language not all of them understand, and they manage to wring a great deal of meaning out of ‘The Battle Hymn of the Republic’, a stomping American song born out of the civil war, by slowing it down. The hills around the town that were once scarred by mining have grown green and beautiful. And on the rare nights when it is not cloudy and threatening rain, the sky is full of stars.


*


England and Wales are divided into about 7,500 electoral wards. These vary in size, but most contain a few thousand people. The map at the beginning of the book shows the proportion of adults in every ward who are working-class white Britons according to my definition, which I explained in the Introduction. A couple of things are immediately obvious. The first is that the south-east corner of England has relatively few white working-class people. The very lowest proportion is in Southall, a mostly Asian part of west London, where they account for just 1 per cent of the population. A combination of affluence, immigration and ethnic diversity explains this. Many people in London and south-east England are middle class rather than working class, and many are not white Britons.


Northern England and the Midlands are different. Grimsby, a town on the Lincolnshire coast, contains a ward called East Marsh where 67 per cent of adults belong to the white British working class. The Valleys of South Wales, including Rhymney, are not far behind. Places like Grimsby and the Valleys are overwhelmingly white and British. As a result, economics rather than ethnicity explains why one ward has a higher or lower proportion of white working-class Britons than the next one. As you move south (or down) from Rhymney towards Cardiff, the share falls. That is mostly because there are more middle-class people near Cardiff, and not so much because there are fewer white Britons. The map at the beginning of Chapter Ten shows the pattern.


Perhaps all that is to be expected. Everybody knows that lots of people in northern England belong to the white working class. ‘Red wall’, a term for the cluster of constituencies including Burnley and Sedgefield that swung from Labour to the Conservative Party in the 2019 general election, is sometimes lazily used as a synonym: a ‘red-wall voter’ tends to be a white working-class voter. But the map contains some surprises, too. Essex, the home of gravelly towns like Basildon and the proudly downmarket TV show The Only Way Is Essex, has a low proportion of white working-class people – lower than much of Cornwall. The south-western county seems intensely middle-class in summer, when well-off holidaymakers arrive from other parts of Britain. It is different in January.


A second pattern that is obvious from the map is that big cities tend to contain fewer white working-class people than smaller cities and towns. The lightest shaded places are nearly all dense and urban. It sometimes seems as though the bigger and more internationally famous the city, the lower the proportion of white working-class inhabitants it contains. White working-class people are scarcer in London than in Birmingham, Liverpool or Manchester, and scarcer in those great cities than in smaller ones such as Doncaster and Middlesbrough.


The parts of England and Wales with the very highest proportions of white working-class inhabitants are often rather like Rhymney. They are small towns and villages that few Britons, let alone people outside the country, have heard of (Rhymney is known to some fans of folk music because of the 1960s Pete Seeger song ‘Bells of Rhymney’, which draws on a poem by Idris Davies). They often grew on the backs of industries, such as coal mining and day tripping, that have declined over the years. They are often run-down, and never glamorous. Their populations tend to be old and growing older. They are located next to places that are also largely white and working class, and they have been touched only gently by the growing ethnic diversity and internationalization of Britain as a whole. I refer to these places as white working-class heartlands.


Heartland areas can be insular, but they are seldom hostile or even tense. Their populations do not change much. Their character as solidly white working-class places seems impregnable, because why would other people choose to settle in them? Partly as a consequence, they have generally been spared the attentions of Britain’s most loathsome political parties and demagogues. In 2022, Britain First, a far-right outfit, stood in local elections in a ward of Rhondda Cynon Taf, seventeen miles from Rhymney. The candidate did very badly indeed, coming last out of eight. Britain First later sought to explain this crushing defeat by saying that the area was ‘completely unaffected by the problems of mass immigration, Islamism, multiculturalism etc etc’. Another explanation, which gives more credit to local people, is that a strong vein of opposition to racism runs through Wales.


These characteristics make heartland areas different from a second type of place that contains many white working-class people, which I call an enclave. Enclaves are often found on the outskirts of cities. Some of the best examples are large suburban council estates, built around the middle of the twentieth century. Whereas heartland areas tend to be located next to other predominantly white working-class areas, enclaves are hard up against diversity and change. They are next-door places, and their residents know it.


Consider Manchester, the industrial ‘shock city’ of the nineteenth century. The middle of the city, which used to be rather desolate in the evenings, has since the 1990s sprouted clubs, bars and tower blocks that are inhabited mostly by young, middle-class people. As the map at the beginning of this chapter shows, few white working-class people live there. Moving away from the city centre, you enter ethnically diverse working-class areas like Cheetham Hill to the north and Moss Side to the south. Then, towards the fringes of the city, the streets become largely white and working class. One of the most intensely white working-class areas in Manchester is in the far south – the giant Wythenshawe housing estate.


*


The estate is three and a half hours’ drive from Rhymney, and it seems a world away. Nobody greets me in the street, or even tries to catch my eye. I am warned to avoid a particular car park, because break-ins are common. The residents of Wythenshawe are proper urbanites: harried, mouthy and funny. After a long conversation with a woman who has lived in the area for decades, her son starts teasing both of us: ‘My mother is completely senile, you know. And I don’t know why she’s talking about Manchester. She grew up in Liverpool!’


Wythenshawe looks completely different from Rhymney, and not just because of its flatness. Although it is surrounded by green hills, the Welsh town is largely drab and grey, with homes crammed into narrow streets. By comparison, Wythenshawe’s mostly red-brick, two-storey houses are generously spaced, with gardens in front and behind. Roads on the estate are luxuriously wide; trees are tall; parks are large. The schools have grassy playgrounds, which are far nicer than the asphalt rectangles that many inner-city children grow up with. The inhabitants of Wythenshawe lack a great many things, but greenery and open space are not among them.


The estate was brought into being by civic idealists. Manchester City Council started building it in the 1920s on land donated by Ernest Simon, a liberal industrialist. Construction proceeded slowly; for many years, Wythenshawe retained wild corners where the residents could spot kingfishers and sand martins. In many ways, it resembles southern English garden cities such as Hampstead Garden Suburb, Letchworth and Welwyn Garden City. The differences are that Wythenshawe is larger than all of those places, with about 80,000 inhabitants, and much poorer. The government’s Index of Deprivation for the year 2000 reported that one ward in the estate, Benchill, was the most deprived place in the whole of England. Wythenshawe is an example of deep poverty in a pleasant setting.


Whereas Rhymney has been poor for much of its history, Wythenshawe fell into it. The earliest residents of the estate were a privileged group: the cream of the working class. The council set house rents so high that poor Mancunians could not afford to live in them. Simon explained that men should just about be able to manage, so long as they could be ‘content with a very small amount of pocket money’ and were married to ‘competent and economical’ women. The inhabitants were expected to uphold high standards of decoration and decorum. The council rent man would turn up, leather money-bag over his shoulder, and chide any householder who had paid insufficiently close attention to his privet hedge. Single mothers were frowned upon, as were women who wore red nail polish. Indeed, many of the estate’s female inhabitants looked rather similar, as a result of visiting the same hair salons and routinely going out in raincoats. The estate had a sniffy culture. Ann Hughes and Karen Hunt, two academics who interviewed Wythenshawe residents for the 1992 book Workers’ Worlds, discovered that they were proudly unsociable. Women boasted that they did not drop by each other’s houses to gossip or borrow tea. That was slum behaviour, not the sort of conduct expected in their smart estate.
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