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PROLOGUE TAKING ON THE MAN IN THE MANSION AND LOSING



‘Terrorist sympathiser,’ they shouted, ‘you can’t win!’ It felt like a grenade had gone off. I had been standing outside the polling station, happy and hopeful under my umbrella, smiling for the camera. Now, two middle-aged men were moving towards me, arms swinging, veins throbbing in their very red faces. My smile fell, panic filled my lungs and I ran into the polling station. As I looked back out of the window, I could see them still standing there, screaming at me. The polling agent immediately called the police, but I still needed to do what I had come here to do. As I crossed the box for ‘Faiza Shaheen’, I was shaking. It felt like a bad omen, and it was.





The bell had rung on general election day, 12 December 2019. I was standing for Labour in my home constituency of Chingford and Woodford Green in the first winter general election for decades. It was intense and exciting – and very, very cold. We had worked hard to build a campaign that might finally dispatch the Tory grandee, Iain Duncan Smith. It had been a campaign of major highs. Breaking records on the number of doors knocked, huge US-style rallies and Stormzy – the grime artist whose lyrics had prompted me and a hundred thousand other people to scream ‘Fuck Boris’ at Glastonbury – retweeting my campaign video. Even the still-ridiculously charming Hugh Grant turned out to support me at a campaign rally. Watching him take questions from local journalists in the Tesco car park in Highams Park was one of the most surreal experiences of my life. It was like a weird political romcom – with hundreds turning up chanting my name, local women falling over themselves to meet Hugh Grant, cutting a ‘Faiza and Hugh’ rally cake made by a local baker as if it was an engagement party and my husband getting more than slightly jealous.


Even without big draws like Hugh Grant, we had crowds of people coming to support the cause day after day. We would ask at the beginning of every session who was new to campaigning and dozens would put up their hands. People were stopping me in the street to wish me well, some hugging me, others crying and one even buying me flowers. With this much enthusiasm it felt like I really might win.


For a large part of election day it was raining hard. Not one of those average wet days, where drizzle ruins your hair, but a full-on deluge where even your best raincoat struggles. Yet, hundreds of volunteers still turned up, demonstrating their resolve and commitment by knocking on doors to remind those that had said they would vote for me to venture out in the cold to their nearest polling station. Soaking wet and freezing, they would go out time and time again to ensure we got as many people to vote as possible. They truly believed in what we stood for: kindness, equality, addressing the climate emergency, investing in public services and stopping a hard Brexit.


I started the morning at my old bus stop on Chingford Mount, in front of the beautician’s where I used to get my eyebrows threaded and across the road from the Greggs I’d spent my teenage years working in. Commuters greeted me with surprised faces. ‘This was your bus stop?’ ‘Yes, I lived down that road’ – I pointed to a road with a fish and chip shop on the corner.


It was an unlikely scenario. The daughter of a Fijian car mechanic, someone who had grown up doing the newspaper round and going to the local state schools versus a wealthy man who lives in a mansion and is married to the daughter of a baron. It was the sort of clash that we love to watch in movies.


And for me, it was personal. My mother was one of the thousands of sick and disabled people who had been on the receiving end of Smith’s cruel welfare reforms. She had been harassed by benefits assessment officers knocking on her door and putting her through a series of questions about her health that made her feel like she was a criminal. ‘I want to work, but I can’t’ were the sincere words she kept repeating. It still makes my heart hurt when I think about the stress and humiliation she endured.


My mother had heart failure and struggled with her health for many years. After a heart transplant in 2016 my family thought our hopes of a better life for her would finally be realised. We talked about fulfilling her dream to visit Rome, and she told me she couldn’t wait to be well enough to attend my speaking events. But three months later we were back in an overcrowded, underfunded NHS A&E, and a few weeks later she was dead.





When cleaning out my mum’s house I found files bursting with letters to the benefits office pleading her case and to the council begging for more social care support. Sewn into her lines were her fears, all dignity lost. I cried for hours packing up the house, not just because I missed her, but because she’d suffered more than she needed to as a result of ill-conceived policies designed by people who have very little empathy for those struggling.


This election was also personal because this was the neighbourhood in which I’d grown up, where I’d been born in the local – now crumbling – hospital, where my primary-school teacher hadn’t had a pay rise for ten years, where knife crime was on the rise and where my old high street had an increasing number of closed shutters and charity shops. These were the streets where my dad had punched racist skinheads to protect my pregnant mother. If I could win here it would mark a sea change locally.


Iain Duncan Smith had supported the policies that had gutted my local community over the last decade, that had decimated the public services that had lifted me up and given me support when I’d needed it. His policies had directly made my mum’s last years of life a misery and the added stress had likely contributed to her early demise. This was more than a political battle, it was a fight for justice for me, my family and all those who found themselves stung by Tory austerity.


Early on in the campaign I was told that the odds were against me. Various betting companies had sided with the Conservative incumbent. This was not a surprise. After all, as someone completely new to politics, I was doing something audacious – taking on the ex-leader of the Conservative Party. And in Chingford and Woodford Green of all places! This seat had been Conservative since the dawn of time; it was once the seat of Winston Churchill, as well as Norman Tebbit. And here I was, a Muslim brown female, the type that Churchill had termed ‘beastly’ and Tebbit, aka the ‘Chingford skinhead’, had never wanted here. And to top it all off, the Tories had so much more money to spend on their campaign than we did. It was a classic David versus Goliath scenario, with the added dimension that Goliath had tormented David’s dying mum.


But the odds didn’t bother me. In front of a crowd of supporters I arrogantly proclaimed that I had beaten the odds my whole lifetime: my school grades, my entry to the University of Oxford, my PhD and professional positions. ‘My mum called me Faiza because it means winner in Arabic,’ I said at one Saturday rally to loud applause. ‘The betting odds mean nothing.’ I had done everything that those from privileged backgrounds had done; I wasn’t going to let statistics stop me now. Yes, going up against the machine that entrenches power and inequality was daunting, but surely after playing and winning the game for so long, I’d earned my place.


And then came election night.


‘Things are looking good.’ My campaign manager Mick called me at 1 a.m. from the count. ‘Start making your way here.’ My heart skipped a beat. How was it possible that it was looking good for me when the exit poll showed things were dire for the Labour Party?


As I walked into the count at Waltham Forest town hall, I could feel the tension. I hadn’t been in this high-ceilinged, oak-panelled hall since coming to a colourful Pakistani wedding twenty years ago. I took a deep breath and stood up tall. Stacks of voting ballots lay on the different desks. The officials, who had been there for over five hours counting the ballots, looked tired. There was a breathless silence as everyone turned to look at me. Several smiled, betraying their political allegiance. No one was sure what the result would be.


‘Iain Duncan Smith, Conservative Party, 23,481.’


‘Geoff Seeff, Liberal Democrats, 2,744.’


‘Faiza Shaheen, Labour Party, 22,219.’


There is no justice, I remember saying over and over again in my head as I watched Iain Duncan Smith go to the podium to give his victory speech.


As I came off the stage, I hugged my sister. ‘What about Mum?’ I whispered.





The next few days, as I nursed a broken heart and tried to make sense of what happened, feelings of foolishness crept in. Who did I think I was to beat all the odds? Statistics are my profession, my career! In 2016 I was employed to calculate the chances of a Black working-class person ever becoming politically successful for the BBC documentary Will Britain Ever Have a Black Prime Minister? (at odds of 1 in 17 million). I should have known better. I’m not Black, but as a working-class Pakistani-Fijian the odds weren’t much better than the 1 in 10 million chance of a Black person going to the University of Oxford and becoming an MP, at least five times higher than the odds of being hit by lightning.1


Had I drunk the Kool-Aid and accepted the propaganda, believing that as long as you worked hard you could be anything you wanted to be? Had I bought into Hollywood notions of good triumphing over adversity? Or was it simply that I hadn’t worked hard enough or employed the right election strategy? Or maybe, all of the above? Elections are shaped by various factors, many of them out of the control of the candidate, but the promise of social mobility, of meritocracy and the rewards of hard work, suggests that the person who had gone from a local state school to the University of Oxford should win, rather than the person who had lied on his CV.2 But that was my naivety.


I sank into a malaise. Of course, some of that was ego, but there was also an intense feeling that I had let people down. As the months passed, I found myself looking at the bigger picture and going over calculations I had done for the BBC documentary – finding that while the odds of me going from my household to Oxford and then on to becoming an MP were 1 in 10 million, they were 1 in 10,000 for David Cameron and Boris Johnson. I asked myself – Why should anyone have to work a thousand times harder than anyone else to do exactly the same thing? Yes, I had failed, but I had failed within a system that had made it near impossible to get to the point where I could legitimately run to be an MP. The underdog winning makes for a heart-warming, tear-jerking story, but what about all the underdogs that lose? What do their stories teach us?


Some are no doubt reading this and wanting me to say something positive here, to highlight a bright note and talk about the swing to Labour in the constituency. Or perhaps to offer excuses in the form of context: that it wasn’t about me but about Brexit, for example. Or to recite warm, fuzzy platitudes that you should never give up on your dreams. That may be so, but as Oscar Wilde supposedly said, ‘They’ve promised that dreams can come true – but forgot to mention that nightmares are dreams, too.’ This book is going to get real. The thing about trying to defy the odds is that most of the time, you lose.


And this isn’t just about politics. Look at almost any industry and you will see the same social mobility tropes trotted out – the one working-class Black person who became a judge, a Hollywood director, a university lecturer – each time with a shallow story of beating the odds, of what made them special, what made them winners. But these exceptions do nothing to shift the odds for the millions of others like them – if anything they create the illusion that anyone can follow the same path.


A society which holds up the examples of those that do beat the odds – by definition the few lucky ones – provides a powerful mythology that ultimately ends up leaving most people in their place and feeling like failures. This is not about giving up or being defeatist – there is far too much at stake to do that. Indeed, I am putting myself up to run as an MP again in Chingford and Woodford Green, exactly because I haven’t given up. But we can’t keep accepting a game stacked against most of us. It is time we change the game, and our first step on this journey is understanding how and why the game is rigged.










1 THE EXCEPTION THAT PROVES THE RULE



When I was four years old, my mum told me that I would beat the odds. I don’t remember much from that age, but the moment she told me my future while she washed me in the bath is still crystal clear. It was as if she had a vision: all of a sudden joy and excitement filled my mum’s face, and she told me in Urdu, ‘One day, you’ll go to the University of Oxford – the best university in the world.’ I had never heard of this place before, but in that one sentence she had planted an idea firmly in my head.


Statistically speaking, her belief was misplaced. I was the daughter of a car mechanic with no wealth. Our family of five – me, my two siblings and parents – lived in a two-bedroom house, which we didn’t own. My dad was dodgy. Dodgy with money, dodgy with women and dodgy with his fists. The police and debt collectors were not strangers to the doors of the various houses we lived in during my childhood. He had met my mum in Pakistan while on the run from the police, lied to her about what he was doing in the country and stolen her heart. (I’ll come back to my father later.)


There was no obvious pathway for a working-class brown girl to make it to an elite university, certainly not through my secondary school – that David Beckham once attended – which, when I started, saw less than 1 in 5 of the pupils achieve 5 A–C grades at GCSE level. Yet fourteen years later, when I got into the University of Oxford, my mum showed no surprise, just delight. She explained that she’d always known, that it was written in the stars. Destiny.


Many books contain these clichéd stories, stories that tell you that anything is possible if you dream big and work hard. People always ask me how I made it given my background, trying to glean how they may also follow that same route, or encourage their children to. It started years ago, when two young, working-class fathers asked me in the Harrods (where I worked during my Christmas holidays as a student) staff canteen. They couldn’t believe that I was studying at Oxford and wanted to know how they could get their kids to do the same. Catering for the rich every day, seeing their lives of luxury and buying habits is bound to make you want to be rich too. After a moment of thinking about it, I spoke about my mother and her encouragement and belief in me. I still find myself saying something about this and my luck of being born to her. Yet, the true story of my entry into a British elite university is far from this simplistic. If I tell only this sweet story of a mother’s love I would be omitting the community and public investment – including welfare benefits – that I received; the encounters with supportive teachers along the way; and the pure luck of having a race expert in the room when I was interviewed at the University of Oxford.


And, if I go deeper, I need to talk about my journey being in part the product of fear and pain. I grew up in fear: fear of my dad, fear of my dad hitting my mum, fear of being kicked out of our house, fear of my dad leaving and never coming back. I knew the thing I had was my academic talent, and I knew from a young age that this was my ticket out. From my early teens I used to count the stars I could see from the back garden and beg them to let me escape. It was an intense wish, a prayer I repeated dozens of times a day. I then used all the public resources that existed around me, some of which have since been eradicated by successive Conservative governments. My story isn’t a nice story, it is one of desperation. It is not something I would want others to go through.


Most importantly, my story, as positive and aspirational as it may seem, is merely the exception that proves the rule. Someone like me getting into the University of Oxford being unusual only confirms that it is usual for the rich to attend. There are always a handful of outliers – but these outliers are precisely that – outside of the general pattern. In fact, when you look at the statistical likelihood of making this journey, there is under a 0.3 per cent chance that someone similar to me would make it to the University of Oxford, or a 99.7 per cent chance that they wouldn’t.1


These cookie-cutter and almost impossible to obtain mantels of success are not unique to the UK. In the US, it looks like Oprah Winfrey’s and Serena Williams’s stories of poverty to mega-rich status, commonly used to show that the American Dream is alive and kicking. Wherever you find extreme inequalities, you find urban legends and wishful movie-esque storylines about the people who ‘make it’. And who can blame us for wanting to believe that these rags-to-riches stories can happen to any one of us; after all, without hope in the future what do we have left? There is so much raw talent and a wealth of skills in our working-class neighbourhoods and our council estates – of course the world should allow that talent to blossom.


Yet the world is not that way. It is not just that these exceptions wrongly convey that there is some sort of meritocracy in who gets to ‘make it’ – that where you end up in society is directly correlated to how many hours you put in. It is a story that points at individual people and their individual efforts, stripping out the role of society, the economy and policymakers. When we focus on the exceptions at the top, we ignore the declining conditions for those left at the bottom and indeed anyone in the middle too. While we tell children that ‘anyone can make it as long as they work hard enough’, we ignore the fact that if they happen to be working class or part of a marginalised ethnic or racial group, the barriers to success are getting ever higher and the ‘hard work’ required is becoming ever more unrealistic. And, crucially, while we doggedly focus on being at the top of the ladder, we reinforce an ugly hierarchy of human worth, casting judgement not just on those at the very margins of society but the lowest-paid people who are often critical workers for society – the carers, the cleaners, the rubbish collectors. The idea that going to the University of Oxford, a place that instils a sense of superiority and, at least in my time, taught economics in a way that favours the rich, constitutes ‘making it’ doesn’t say much for the type of society we are celebrating.


While we cling to these falsehoods and seek to reinforce these hierarchies, the rich are retaining their privileges, using their networks to get the top jobs – such as those in finance or property development that often cause harm to society and make things more unequal – and creating loopholes so that they can avoid taxes and get richer. While the majority of us have to ‘dream big’ and reject our communities in order to ‘make it’, the rich only need to embrace their reality and stay on the escalator they were put on from birth.


My Oxford education and the privileged spaces I’ve been allowed into thereafter have given me a peek into this world of the elite. It has brought me up close and personal with the lack of social mobility in society. I’ve seen that those at the top are often not the most hard-working nor the most talented and I’ve seen the damage the social mobility lie does to societal progress. I have been around people with generations of wealth and silver spoons. I have sat on panels with high-profile politicians and leading businesspeople. I have been in the houses of ambassadors, where the only other people that looked like me were serving the food. I have been privy to conversations where the ‘educated elite’ proclaimed Black and Pakistani migrants ‘obsolete’. And, on Budget day, while in a BBC green room preparing to talk about the impact of public-spending cuts, heard my fellow panellists flippantly complain about rich Indians taking all their children’s places at top private schools.


Think of me as a mole. Someone who has been part of two diametrically opposed universes at the extremes of society. In one life, growing up fighting the cold by sleeping in the same single bed as my sister under a tower of blankets, only to wake up to slimy snail trials on the floor of a house not fit for human habitation in Walthamstow, East London (this was before gentrification, long before Pret turned up). And in another, my adult life, surrounded by gold-leaf wallpaper, cheese platters and sparkling cutlery for every course.


I’m someone that was never meant to be in these rooms. The elite had often forgotten I was there when they said offensive things or told the truth about the favours called in to allow them to progress in life. Or they may well have believed that now I too was in those rooms with them that I had reneged on my working-class roots and socialist values. These experiences have exposed me to just how privileged the privileged are; how power and control work; the extent to which the elite believe they deserve to be at the top while you don’t; and how they maintain the status quo through the stories they tell the rest of us and themselves. These encounters are retold in these pages in the hope that they puncture the belief that the rich are at the top because they deserve it, or that they are the smartest of us all, or that notions of the ‘top’ are helpful at all.




MISUNDERSTANDING MOBILITY AND MERIT




‘The Britain of the elite is over. The new Britain is a meritocracy.’


Tony Blair, Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting, October 19972





The idea that anyone can make it if they work hard enough, and the use of this belief as an organising principle for society is nothing new and neither are efforts to point out the flaws in this argument. A schoolbook from the 1800s first posed the question ‘Why can a man not lift himself by pulling up on his bootstraps?’ as a physics problem,3 accidentally coining a phrase which was used to capture the impossibility of climbing the socio-economic ladder without any outside support. But the biggest twist was that a century later people were using this term to actually tell people to ‘pull themselves up by their bootstraps’, implying they should achieve through only their own means. How this reversal in meaning happened is anyone’s guess, but that it stuck tells us a lot about the political power of the idea. Margaret Thatcher and other right-wing politicians over the years have used ‘pull yourself up by your bootstraps’ as an individualist vote-winning phrase, but it’s based on physical impossibility. Other derivatives of the term have emerged over the years, including from another Conservative MP of Chingford, Norman Tebbit. His famous 1981 speech told people that if they couldn’t get a job, they should do what his unemployed dad did, who in the 1930s apparently ‘got on his bike and looked for work’ – as if it was that easy for the miners who were watching their livelihoods being destroyed around them.4


When people talk about the type of society they want, they often refer to social mobility’s sister term – meritocracy. A world where the people at the top of society are there purely because of merit, no matter their gender, race, ethnicity or disability. However, rather than being cooked up to show us the way forward, the term meritocracy comes from a satirical book. The Rise of the Meritocracy, 1870–2033 by socialist Michael Young5 was written in 1958 as a caution to governments not to pursue the cruel world in which people are left impoverished because their skills don’t fit the needs of the economy or what we define as ‘making it’. For example, physical strength would have put you at the top of society in medieval times, whereas now knowing how to code gets you ahead. Born at the wrong time, you and your skills could therefore be seen as worthless by the economy. The book describes a world where merit is equated to intelligence plus effort and where government intervenes to identify those with this merit at an early age, selecting them for intensive education, shaped by an obsession with quantification, test-scoring and qualifications. It is a world of intense inequalities between those deemed to have merit and those not, causing polarisation and grievances between groups. It is a dystopian warning rather than a blueprint for equality. Yet, while the book was meant as a warning not to follow this route, its effect was the exact opposite.


Young wrote a Guardian comment piece in 2001, expressing his dismay that his warning instead became the foundation of New Labour’s approach in the 1990s and a term used worldwide to define a litmus test for society.6 It was a clear sign that the ministers in charge at the time had not read the book, but adopted an idea that sounds good in theory but has very damaging effects in reality.


Then there is the added problem of how we define merit. The Nobel Prize-winning economist Amartya Sen7 argues that the idea of meritocracy and the very concept of merit itself depend on the lens through which we see a good society and the criteria we invoke to assess its successes and failures. He points out that meritocracy often attaches the label of merit to people rather than actions. Therefore, a person with the ‘talents’, however defined in a particular time and context, is more important than what they use the ‘talents’ to do – even if what they do has bad consequences for society. What would happen if we considered meritocracy as less about the individual and more about positive collective impact? The difference would be huge – instead of applauding the rich, well-educated property developer, we would focus on the people doing good for society like the carers and teachers who work unpaid overtime to support those struggling.


All over the world, these narratives of merit, success and ‘get on your bike’ British conservatism or derivatives of the American Dream are used as a stick to beat us and a method for the wool to be pulled over our eyes. It is a social religion that has a stranglehold on equality and human progress. Even if you go back to the advent of the term the ‘American Dream’, analysis has found that the original meaning was about broader societal well-being, rather than individualism.8 It’s a theory of society that, despite being shown to be wrong repeatedly, persists. The failed ideology of ‘anyone can make it as long as they work hard enough’, a belief that sits so deeply in so many of our psyches, so deep that many of us no longer question it, is long overdue a reckoning.


But where do we start? While explaining the need to change the rules rather than focusing on being the exception to a group of eager low-income students on an online Zoom seminar a couple of years ago, I was confronted by a bereft fellow speaker who disagreed vehemently. ‘We can all be the exceptions,’ she asserted. One of the quick-witted students replied on the chat, ‘That is statistically impossible.’ He took the words out of my mouth. Let’s start with the facts.







SOCIAL IMMOBILITY: HOW BAD IS IT?


The issue of inequality and elitism came alive on my first night at Oxford University. I had spent my summer break working in a mobile-phone shop in Camden Town, which was a dream job for a teenager. At that time, you were instantly more popular when you had the newest phone or could get your mates a phone charger for a fiver. It was also convenient given that I loved shopping for bargain secondhand clothes in Camden Market. That first night I wore some of these purchases: red trousers and a black sleeveless top with a South Asian-style sparkly trimming. It was the perfectly balanced outfit that brought all my loud and ethnic vibes together. But as I walked with others to our freshers’ night festivities, I quickly realised that I was a bit too loud and ethnic for this crowd. Looking at the admission statistics to the University of Oxford from 2000, there were only 7 British Pakistani students out of the total 2,928 British residents accepted, which is 0.2 per cent.9 The 2001 census showed that Pakistanis made up almost 2 per cent of the UK population.10 There were only 24 Black British students accepted and a total of 2 British Bangladeshis. British Indians at Oxford, who in my experience tended to have gone to private school, were a tiny bit more visible, at 2.5 per cent of the British applicants accepted. Considering I had just left a further education college in Walthamstow where 85 per cent of the students were people of colour, it was a culture shock.


The bar was in a dark and dingy basement and was full of nervous 18- and 19-year-olds. Having come from East London and worked in retail, I was full of chat, which was a huge contrast to some of the more reserved people in the room who looked extremely uncomfortable in a bar setting. Still, whether I was speaking to the awkward ones or the posh drunk ones, everyone seemed to open with the same question.


‘What school did you go to?’


I was confused by this. Why would they know my sixth-form further-education college Monoux in Walthamstow? After a couple of hours of watching this conversation play out, it dawned on me that many were replying Eton, Westminster, Winchester, St Paul’s, King Edward’s and a handful of other schools, most of which I’d never heard of, but all of which turned out to be costly private schools. Students were asking each other this question to categorise people into social groups – the ‘in’ crowd who did go to these schools versus those of us who didn’t even get the premise of the question, let alone understand the culture and ways of being associated with attending those schools.


Later I would come to understand that many of these students’ parents had gone to Oxford. Indeed, several of their parents had met there. What I was experiencing in my freshers’ week was the echo of generations of wealth and privilege sprouting yet more wealth and privilege.


In 2014, a study by academics at the London School of Economics and the University of California explored the correlation between surnames and social mobility in the UK between the years 1170 and 2012.11 It found that while the intergenerational correlation for height is 0.64, for Oxbridge attendance there is an intergenerational correlation of between 0.7 and 0.9 – very close to a perfect correlation of 1. In other words, if your parents went to Oxford or Cambridge universities, your chances of going there too are greatly increased – even more likely than you being their height. Your education is your birthright. So how can those of us from less educated backgrounds gain an equal shot at getting in?


The same research, which focused on a range of social markers rather than just income, found that surname status differences can persist for as many as twenty to thirty generations and that this stickiness has not changed for centuries. The authors conclude: ‘Even more remarkable is the lack of a sign of any decline in status persistence across major institutional changes, such as the Industrial Revolution of the eighteenth century, the spread of universal schooling in the late nineteenth century, or the rise of the social democratic state in the twentieth century. Status persistence measured by education status is just as strong now as in the preindustrial era.’


What is more, when they examined and compared surnames in a diverse set of countries, the study found that fate is determined by ancestry in almost all societies. Countries as different as the United States, China, the United Kingdom and Japan all have similarly low social mobility rates.


In a book published on the data in 2015, The Son Also Rises, the author Gregory Clark claims12 that this lack of mobility is ‘a universal constant’; over time, we thrive or not according to a ‘social law of motion’, a ‘social physics of intergenerational mobility’. And to make matters worse, the universal speed at which families and groups change their social position is slow – a lot slower than everyone thinks based on previous research. In 2018, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, a think tank for rich countries) found that on average it took 4.5 generations across the 24 countries they surveyed for those born in low-income families, defined as the bottom 10 per cent of households, to earn the mean income for that society. For the UK it was 5 generations. Taking a measurement of a generation of 25 years, it would be your great-great-grandad who was working class! In South Africa, with their recent history of racial apartheid, it was 9 generations. Even in Norway, one of the most equal countries in the world, it was 2.13


Research by academics at the University of Oxford and the London School of Economics examining 120 years of data from the UK’s anthology of the rich, Who’s Who, mapped the changing relationship between Britain’s most elite private schools – the nine ‘Clarendon schools’ (Eton, Harrow, Winchester, Rugby, Westminster, Charterhouse, Shrewsbury, Merchant Taylors’ and St Paul’s) – and recruitment into the Who’s Who list. Old boys who attended Clarendon schools are 94 times more likely to enter Who’s Who than those attending any other school.14


My parents had always told me that I needed to work twice as hard to overcome the race and income barriers ahead of me, warning me that this would be the only way I’d get anywhere. ‘You have to be so good that they can’t function without you,’ is what my dad used to tell me. But even though this is already a lot of pressure to put on a child, the numbers demonstrate that working twice as hard is not enough. Our current system demands that we have to work multiple times harder to play catch-up but how can someone make up for centuries of privilege in just one lifetime?


If you strip out all the wider markers of social status and just look at general income mobility while ignoring the extremes at the very top and dividing the income spectrum into five quintiles, the picture is dire. Analysis by Lee Elliot Major and Stephen Machin15 charts how Britain has become less mobile over generations since 1958, although there is a lively debate about this shift.16 In 1958, 25 per cent of sons born in the most impoverished homes remained among those on the lowest incomes as adults, while 32 per cent of those born into the richest families stayed among the top earners when they grew up. Twelve years later, in 1970, this had increased to 33 per cent of sons from the poorest backgrounds remaining among those on the lowest earnings as adults and over 40 per cent of those born into the richest 20 per cent of society remained there as adults. By 2020, a survey across the UK found that nearly half feel they have a worse standard of living than the previous generation and only 29 per cent felt they had better job security.17


Unless there is an expansion of middle-level jobs, like well-paid non-graduate jobs insulating homes, the movement at the top and bottom is directly related. If the rich don’t move downwards, how can the poor move upwards? The world of social mobility is zero-sum – one person’s gain depends on another moving down. Given the stakes of being at the top, it’s no surprise that the system is rigged to protect the status quo.


In short, while the narrative is that anyone can be rich if they work hard enough, the truth is it is a big help to be rich in the first place. In the UK in 2019, our top actors were 6 times more likely to have attended a private school than the general population.18 Sixty-one per cent of doctors went to private school, just over half of print journalists, 71 per cent of barristers and almost three-quarters (74 per cent) of those in judiciary positions, even though only 7 per cent of the population actually attended private school.19 Again, these ratios have either stalled or got worse in recent years, because the underlying drivers of social immobility – including wealth accumulation, opportunities for well-paid jobs, investment in state education and public services – have worsened.20 Anyone would look across the most coveted industries and think the only people with talent in this country are those with rich parents. Meanwhile, the very same politicians who have overseen the society and economy that has delivered this hierarchy of life changes tell us they are focused on increasing opportunities. Social mobility is more a game of musical statues than musical chairs.


When you look across high-income countries, the USA and the UK top the charts for the lowest levels of intergenerational social mobility measured by parent-to-child income associations. Meanwhile, countries like Sweden and Norway have higher income mobility levels.21, 22 As has been said before, if you want the American Dream, move to Sweden.23 Sweden, though, has higher wages, a smaller gap between the rich and poor and a low-cost, high-quality universal childcare system, which is a hint at what needs to happen to truly deliver a society with more social mobility. This is the type of real and concrete change we should be focusing our efforts on.







THE FLAW IN THE SOCIAL MOBILITY ARGUMENT: THERE’S NOT ENOUGH ROOM AT THE TOP




‘The reason they call it the American Dream is because you have to be asleep to believe it.’


George Carlin, Brain Droppings (1997)24





Given the stickiness of the social hierarchy, what would it take for you to be the exception to make it? Entry to the universities of Oxford and Cambridge (in elite lingo, Oxbridge) has come to dominate our definition of success in the British education system, but how many can be deemed to be successful under this metric? Only 1 per cent of the population will attend these universities and even now after decades of pressure and improvement, different measures across the universities put the proportion of those from low-income backgrounds at just 7 per cent.25, 26 Before recent improvements in figures, it was the norm for the universities of Oxford and Cambridge to be the subject of headlines such as ‘Oxford university under fire after admitting only one Black Caribbean student’27 and for them to have only a handful of students from the north of the country versus hundreds from just one London borough.28 However, even if the chances were equal among socio-economic groups, only a thousand or so young people from poor households would enter these two elite educational institutions, simply because there are so few places. This is an elitist model of success, hence the majority will always be excluded.


Conversely, in this system ‘failure’ is inevitable for a large proportion of the population. A 2017 survey in the United States found that 20 per cent of young people want to be athletes, actors or singers: taking those in professional roles and on IMDB, this at most only adds up to 1 per cent of the population in the US. Some 15 per cent of respondents said they would like a job as a doctor, nurse, veterinarian, pharmacist and/or dentist: only 6 per cent get to do these jobs. Meanwhile, 0 per cent wanted to be in office or administrative roles, yet this is where 15 per cent of the American workforce currently work29 – that is a lot of disappointment waiting on the horizon.


Here in the UK there are similar gaps between expectations and reality. The Office for National Statistics (ONS) captured the top five jobs chosen as what 16- to 21-year-olds wanted to do, versus what they were actually doing five years later in 2017. Again, jobs that would make one famous were at the top, with almost 12 per cent wanting to be in the artistic, literary or media industry: five years later less than 2 per cent were working in these jobs. For those that wanted to be health professionals, the gap was smaller, with over 8 per cent saying they wanted these jobs and just under 2 per cent actually working in them five years later. So 3 in 4 young people ended up unable to fulfil their career aspirations.30 But before you say these young people should have worked harder, remember this – there are not an endless number of medical schools, news articles being written or films being made. There is only so much room at the top.


Kevin Courtney, the joint general secretary of the biggest UK teaching union, the National Education Union, explained the rationing system within education in an online event I helped convene in 2020. Kevin is a gentle giant at six foot seven and full to the brim with wisdom. A former physics teacher, his years of experience in keeping teenagers engaged means he knows how to pack a punch when giving speeches. ‘Success is rationed,’ he explained, ‘every year thirty per cent of students have to get a poor or failing grade in English – the native language of the UK!’ Ofqual (Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation) sets the grade boundaries depending on the scores, so the mark you need to get a passing grade changes every year.


So in a ‘high-achieving’ year, the 30 per cent boundary might mean including a pupil who had scored 60 per cent in an exam and certainly had not failed in any real sense – and yet they would achieve a failing grade. Far from grade inflation, which is often touted by older generations who insist that young people have it easier these days, after forty years in education Kevin has found that ‘no matter how hard the pupils and teachers work, there will always be roughly thirty per cent who will fail.’


This rationing of success continues throughout life – who gets the coveted internships, the top jobs and the biggest houses. Not everyone can be winners or the exceptions, but should, at the end of all this rationing, so many people be deemed losers? It begs the question: why would we design society in such a way as to ration success? And with the stakes so high, who gets to win? You can probably guess.







THE CASE OF PRIME MINISTER SUNAK: NOT THE EXCEPTION, BUT THE RULE




‘People want me to be proud of a brown politician who voted against extending free school meals simply because I also have brown skin… until my dying breath it’ll be a no.’


Poorna Bell, tweet, October 202231





As the third Conservative Party leadership contest in six years kicked off in July 2022, I was inundated with journalists asking me to comment on the diversity of the contenders. The questions were all very skewed towards seeing this diversity as a triumph. What does it say about progress in the UK? Modern Britain? About who can be successful in Tory Britain and the opportunities available to women and people of colour within the Conservative Party? I had to burst the bubble. Yes, Liz Truss is female, but what’s to celebrate when her platform is about making the rich richer? Suella Braverman may be the child of immigrants, but she is committed to the immoral and inhumane policy of deporting those people claiming asylum in the UK to Rwanda. Later, when Kwasi Kwarteng became chancellor, I had to remind people that he is another Etonian – but even if he wasn’t, what use is having the first Black chancellor when his first mini-budget in the midst of rising energy costs handed a top banker earning £2.5 million a tax cut of £117,000, while a teacher on a starting salary of £25,700 would see a tax rise of £121 per year?32 This is not progress and this is not good for social mobility.


This line of enquiry and blind enthusiasm ramped up when Liz Truss’s disastrous forty-five days as prime minister left Rishi Sunak as the only viable candidate to take on the premiership. Rishi Sunak – the richest MP to ever set foot in Parliament and listed in the Sunday Times Rich List 2022, a database of the thousand richest individuals in the UK – is the first prime minister from a minority ethnic community in the UK. This is a first, but his journey is not a shining example of social mobility. Rather, his trajectory emulates the majority of the prime ministers that have come before him.


Rishi Sunak was born to a doctor and a pharmacist, a strong middle-class background but not the kind of elite family history of David Cameron.33 However, it did mean he was able to have an elite education. He first attended Stroud School, a preparatory school in Romsey, followed by one of the most elite schools in the country, and part of the Clarendon club of schools, Winchester College. From there he went on to the University of Oxford. Top elite private school, to Oxbridge, into Parliament and then to PM is actually a very standard route – more than half of all our prime ministers have taken this path. He also stopped in at the City, specifically at Goldman Sachs, on his way to becoming a politician, again strengthening his establishment pedigree.


The other problem with using Sunak as an example of social mobility is that he hasn’t won a general election; he barely won a Conservative leadership race. Sunak did not win against Liz Truss in the July–September 2022 leadership election. He was unable to command the faith of the majority of the less than 142,000 Conservative members who voted. In October 2022, MPs had to race to block the shameless Boris Johnson from running again because if the vote had gone to the Conservative Party members instead of just the party MPs there was a strong sense that Johnson would have beaten Sunak. Those that were using Sunak to say that we are now a country that sees beyond race and ethnicity34 were conveniently leaving out that only a few hundred Conservative MPs were able to choose him to become prime minister; no one else had a say.


Sunak’s elite schools, his time working in finance and his very rich wife, Akshata Murthy, the daughter of the Indian billionaire businessman who co-founded Infosys, meant he also had a rich pool of people to fund his leadership campaign. He received half a million pounds in donations for his first leadership bid, more than Liz Truss, as well as a gifted office space and had a private jet at his disposal.35 Donors included Michael Farmer, hedge-fund boss and metals-trading multimillionaire, property investor Nick Leslau and a number of people with strong links and investment in the oil and gas industry.36


Far from being a sign that the UK is a country where anyone can make it to the top, Rishi Sunak becoming prime minister only further demonstrates the reality that a very small club of people, educated in our most elite institutions, with the most lucrative connections, can reach the most coveted positions in society. It is telling that someone who is an actual exception in politics – the deputy leader of the Labour Party Angela Rayner, who was formerly a care worker – has found herself subject to flagrant class prejudice from the Conservatives and mainstream press.37







THE INCONVENIENT TRUTH


In 2021, Elon Musk, the entrepreneur, industrial designer and prolific businessman, famous for electric cars, getting high with Joe Rogan on his podcast, space travel and later undermining Twitter, was crowned the richest man in the world. To mark the occasion, the BBC published an article ‘Elon Musk’s six secrets to business success’, the six secrets being: ‘1. It isn’t about the money, 2. Pursue your passions, 3. Don’t be afraid to think big, 4. Be ready to take risks, 5. Ignore the criticism, 6. Enjoy yourself.’38 It was a classic example of the way in which we treat the rich. Instead of thinking about the privileges or luck he had, or the way he conducts his businesses, it sought to hold him up as a shining example of humankind, someone that any of us could and should want to be.


Nowhere in this list was there the most obvious factor – the pure luck and privilege of being born white in apartheid South Africa. He was born into a society at a time where literally everything was set up for him to succeed, a society that told him he was superior, while ensuring Black people were denigrated and held back. All the opportunities were reserved strictly for people of his skin colour; Musk didn’t need to compete with the majority of the population. They had also missed that his dad was well-off enough to buy him a computer and send him to an early computer conference in South Africa in the 1980s;39 the $5 billion in grants he has received from the US government (aka US taxpayers) for Tesla and SpaceX;40 and the various serious reports of low wages and mistreatment of workers in his various factories.41, 42


How does it change the picture when we bring in these factors too? This is what we will explore throughout this book, and the short answer is, a lot.







THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM




‘I was icily determined – more determined, really, than I then knew – never to make my peace with the ghetto but to die and go to Hell before I would let any white man spit on me, before I would accept my “place” in this republic.’


James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time (1963)43







‘If your dream only includes you, it’s too small.’


Ava DuVernay, tweet, February 201544





Let me be clear: I’m not saying that we shouldn’t dream big or that we shouldn’t work hard. So many of the people we admire most in the world are those that beat the odds. My mum instilled a sense of possibility that meant I could make the most of the resources available to me and the luck that came my way. We need to feel like we can control things in our lives, otherwise we might as well give up. It is hard to puncture the notion of ‘you can be whatever you want to be’ even after all the work I’ve done that has shown that this is almost always true for the rich and seldom true for the poorest. But it is vital.


There are things we can control, but also so much we can’t. It is important to grasp that the things that we can’t control as individuals, and that make our lives more difficult, are getting worse. The two key drivers of low social mobility – economic and educational inequality – are on the rise. Over thirteen years of spending cuts and the trashing of all our public services – from the NHS to our energy system – means that even the middle class will struggle to live good lives and certainly will see their children’s standard of life decline – and that is without considering the climate emergency. A global survey in 2023 found that only 23 per cent of the UK population felt that their family would be better off in five years’ time. That is a lot of pessimism about the future.45


There are no quick fixes to inequality. While symbolism and representation can be powerful, they are not – on their own – transformative change. Social mobility is a fairy tale. In simple statistical terms, it is a lie. It is a lie now, it was a lie twenty years ago and a lie two hundred years ago. The promise of making it one day may be the pick-me-up that helps many get through the day, but it is also a false hope for many of us. The inconvenient and often unmentioned truth is that for a few to climb the ladder most must remain on the lower rungs, living in increasingly desperate conditions. The politics of social mobility keep most of us in our place and do not give people the chance of a happy and fulfilling life. That’s not acceptable.













2 ‘ASPIRATION NATION’: THE POLITICS OF SOCIAL MOBILITY AND OPPORTUNITY





‘This is personal for me. Every opportunity I’ve had in life began with the education I was so fortunate to receive. And it’s the single most important reason why I came into politics: to give every child the highest possible standard of education.’


Rishi Sunak, speech, January 20231







‘We will transform Britain into an aspiration nation… with high-paying jobs, safe streets and where everyone everywhere has the opportunities they deserve.’


Liz Truss, first statement as PM, September 20222







‘Indeed the best way to level up and to expand opportunity is to give every kid in the country a superb education, so that is why we are levelling up education funding across the country.’


Boris Johnson, Conservative Party Conference, October 20193







‘I want Britain to be the world’s great meritocracy – a country where everyone has a fair chance to go as far as their talent and their hard work will allow.’


Theresa May, speech, September 20164







‘We are the party of the want-to-be-better-off, those who strive to make a better life for themselves and their families – and we should never, ever be ashamed of saying so… Line one, rule one of being a Conservative is that it’s not where you’ve come from that counts, it’s where you are going.’


David Cameron, Conservative Party Conference, October 20125







‘Let us affirm that in return for opportunity for all that we expect and demand responsibility from all: to learn English, to contribute to and respect the culture we have built together.’


Gordon Brown, special Labour Party Conference, June 20076







‘I want to see social mobility, as it did for the decades after the war, rising once again.’


Tony Blair, speech, October 20047





Can you imagine being asked to play a game of Monopoly where of the ten players (yes, I know you can only actually have up to eight, but bear with me), one player has been given four times the amount of money you have and can take the first three rolls of the dice? What would you do? Most would refuse to play and demand things are made fairer – yet this is the equivalent to how we live in society. In 2022, the top 10 per cent of UK earners received 4 times more than the bottom 10 per cent, when including earnings from work, benefits and investment income, with taxes deducted.8 This gap gets even more pronounced when you consider wealth, where those individuals in the top 10 per cent have average wealth hundreds of times bigger than those even in the bottom 20 or 30 per cent. In fact, those in the bottom 10 per cent have next to nothing once insecure credit-card debt and short-term loans are taken into account.9 The top 10 per cent have half of all wealth in Great Britain, whereas those in the bottom 50 per cent have just 5 per cent of the wealth in total!10 Despite the huge odds in their favour, when the privileged player inevitably wins the game, we celebrate them as if the playing field is equal.


This injustice is how the myth of social mobility works – and every prime minister in the UK for the past forty years has perpetuated the lie. The language of social mobility, meritocracy, opportunity and aspiration is the common currency among our political leaders, with each one promising to deliver the fabled ‘aspiration nation’.


Meanwhile, as I will chart in this book, it has become more expensive to be educated to degree level, harder to buy a house and more difficult to earn a decent wage. Despite the rhetoric, politician after politician has avoided taking the decisions that would genuinely address privilege and elitism, which keeps wealth in the same families, while increasingly painting those who are struggling as lazy. The situation has become so absurd, that short-lived prime minister Liz Truss talked about an ‘aspiration nation’ and tax cuts for the rich in the same speeches. The language of opportunity has become a political calling card, justifying a country of winners and losers.


So why would our leading politicians want to dupe us into thinking that our hardship is primarily because of our own lack of effort or hard work? Simple: because then they don’t have to do anything to change the system that ensured their own success.




THE SOCIAL MOBILITY SCORECARD


To be fair, between 1997 and 2010, the New Labour government did put some money behind their rhetoric of social mobility. However, they forgot, or perhaps wilfully ignored, that in the hierarchical and zero-sum nature of social mobility, if they want the poor to move up, the rich must move down. Under Tony Blair and Gordon Brown, spending increased quickly, especially on schools with the poorest kids, and was complemented by multiple regeneration and investment programmes in the most deprived areas as well as more generous benefits for low-income families.11 While child poverty decreased dramatically, this investment did not result in greater social mobility, with one study concluding that a child born in 2000 had roughly the same life chances as a child born in 1970.12


Why did all this spending fail to achieve its desired effects? During this same period, private school fees doubled, bankers’ bonuses more than trebled13 and CEO pay for the top bosses ballooned.14 These outcomes were not accidents. Tony Blair’s chief strategist, Peter Mandelson, famously proclaimed, ‘We are intensely relaxed about people getting filthy rich as long as they pay their taxes.’15 Tony Blair and his government hadn’t done the maths – with the rich richer than ever, there was still no place for the middle class, let alone the working class, to find their way to the top. The rich were increasingly blocking the cogs of social mobility.


The New Labour approach was akin to giving more money to the poor players at the beginning of the Monopoly game, while failing to notice that the rich had gained even more. The richest 1 per cent had seen their share of income increase from just under 7 per cent to almost 9 per cent, an increase of 25 per cent.16


While Blair and Brown tried and failed, David Cameron and Theresa May didn’t even try. Both prime ministers presided over real-term cuts in funding to education and welfare.17 The wages of low- and middle-income earners stagnated.18 The 2010s saw the closure of thousands of Sure Start centres for children growing up in deprived areas and reductions in regeneration and community funding, with the poorest communities most affected.19


Some might chalk this up to bad policy but this wasn’t just about misguided mistakes. By 2010, and after the experiments of the Blair years, there was ample evidence to show tackling low social mobility requires addressing overall levels of income and wealth inequality.20 Yet under David Cameron there were tax cuts for the richest and – as it later emerged – he had benefitted from loopholes which allowed him to avoid paying any tax on the £300,000 he inherited from his father.21 In the decade after the financial crisis of 2008, while the number of food parcels handed out at food banks rose from the thousands to over a million,22 the Sunday Times Rich List recorded a doubling in the wealth for the richest thousand individuals.23


Policies were so contrary to delivering on promises of a meritocratic society that the Social Mobility Commission’s entire board quit dramatically in December 2017. Its chair, ex-Labour minister Alan Milburn, claimed there was ‘little hope’ of the then prime minister Theresa May translating her rhetoric on social justice into real, meaningful change.24 Within a year, a new set of social mobility commissioners were found, the work continued as if nothing ever happened, with a notable absence of direct criticism of the government.25


And so the social-mobility circus continued. Under Boris Johnson, in its manifesto in 201926 the Conservative Party said it would be ‘levelling up every part of the UK’, providing a few vague bullet points on how it would invest more in towns, cities and rural and coastal areas outside of London, and provide more funding for apprenticeships. Later, in a 2020 White Paper, they provided a few more details, opening up applications for a £4.8 billion ‘levelling-up fund’, which promised to invest in infrastructure such as town centres and local transport, as well as freeports – special areas within the UK’s borders where different economic regulations apply, including lower taxes – to supposedly help deprived communities.


You might look at this list and say job done. After years of people like me arguing that inequality is a major issue in the UK, there seems to be a political consensus that regional inequalities need to be addressed. A government that puts levelling up at the heart of its policy agenda may sound like the right match. But from a policy standpoint the agenda is flawed in design.


Take freeports: previous freeports in the UK have too often resulted in jobs being moved from one place to another, rather than creating all new jobs,27, 28 so companies can avoid tax! In other areas, such as skills investment, the money they are putting in doesn’t even take us back to 2010 levels. The budgets for public services – and indeed many of the services important for social mobility – have been completely decimated. One billion pounds was cut from youth services in England and Wales, a cut of 70 per cent in real terms resulting in the loss of 750 youth centres and more than 4,500 youth workers.29 A third of all libraries have closed amid a 44 per cent reduction in spending since 2010.30 All English local authorities had reduced spending on such provision since 2010, but the extent of this varied from a 5 per cent cut in East Sussex to 69 per cent in Barking and Dagenham.31


Then there are all the contradictions between the words and actions of the Tories since the policy was introduced in 2020. Spouting ‘levelling up’ while condemning footballers wanting to fight for racial justice,32 cutting Universal Credit,33 using the cover of Covid-19 and suspended rules of procurement to give rich friends and relatives contracts worth billions of pounds34 and showing blatant disregard for political leaders in cities across the Midlands and the North when planning responses to Covid-19 lockdowns.35 The government has contradicted their levelling-up agenda again and again. At the time of the local elections in May 2022, researchers at the University of West London found that 61 per cent of England’s most deprived areas had not been allocated any money from the £4.8 billion levelling-up fund.36 It was revealed that the government scheme designed to replace targeted funding from the EU would leave the regions of England almost £80 million a year worse off.37


Prime Minister Rishi Sunak actually seems to be proud of changing the formula of funding to advantage already affluent areas, boasting in one of his leadership campaign events about taking money that would have gone to ‘deprived urban areas’ and putting it into wealthy towns like Tunbridge Wells in Kent, which has a sizable Conservative majority.38 Indeed, it later emerged that his own constituency, in wealthy rural Yorkshire, would receive £19.1 million from a £2.1 billion ‘levelling-up’ fund released in 2023.39


The already weak infrastructure of social mobility has been systematically dismantled with tokenistic attempts to repair the damage. It is extremely frustrating that the Conservatives can get away with lighting the fire and then be applauded for putting out part of the fire. In reality, they have been levelling down the UK for the past thirteen years.


In total, the agenda is a facade. Since first used by Boris Johnson in July 2019, the stated headline aim of levelling up is largely used as a rhetorical instrument. As a political tool, it has been used to erase and delegitimise other types of inequality, most notably gender and race. It is now a part of the lexicon of a culture war that pits working-class groups in the North and South against each other, distracting us from growing wealth concentrations at the top of society. Perhaps someone should have asked him what he wanted to level up to? Was it to Etonian standards of education? Eton costs over £46,000 a year,40 whereas a state school education is £6,970 a year41 – that is a gap I can’t imagine we will fill.


In 2022, for Liz Truss, the fourth Conservative prime minister in six years, taxes were a symbol of ‘anti-aspiration’ and her ill-fated mini-budget moved to reduce taxes on the rich and remove the cap on bankers’ bonuses. Truss and her chancellor, Kwasi Kwarteng, reheated ideas that not only linked back to Peter Mandelson’s dismissal of the need to think about how much richer the rich are getting, but to the Thatcher and Reagan era economics of the 1980s. This full embrace of ‘trickle-down economics’, where the wealth of the richest flows down to the rest of us, was thankfully met by widespread condemnation. As the markets tanked, and Kwarteng and Truss were swiftly deposed, the Conservatives walked back some of the tax cuts but decided to stick with the move to enrich bankers through allowing higher bonuses.


A short, potted policy history of social mobility proves that the problem goes much deeper than politicians would like us to believe. We need a fundamental reset on how we define winning and losing in society. So far, policies have actually been designed to keep us in our place rather than give us all a fair chance.







THE OTHER SIDE OF THE OPPORTUNITY AND SOCIAL MOBILITY RHETORIC


Politicians like to portray themselves as champions of opportunity and social mobility, but they also actively push a story of failure. This may seem contradictory, but by establishing the ‘winners’ as those that get to the top of the income spectrum, proponents of the social mobility concept also set up a narrative of ‘losers’. Over the years, politicians have developed a formal ‘failure’ narrative, one sophisticated enough to draw different gradations of ‘losing’. One prominent definition used by policymakers to describe the types of people not wanted in the economy is the term ‘low-skilled’. In February 2020, the then home secretary, Priti Patel, announced what the immigration system rules would be in a post-Brexit Britain, setting an income threshold of £25,000, deeming all jobs under this figure low-skilled and therefore the holders of such jobs would not be eligible for British visas.42 Who earns less than £25k? Carers, nurses in bands 1–4, essential NHS support workers like phlebotomists who take blood samples from patients, construction workers, hospitality workers and cleaners, to name a few. Far from being low-skilled, most of these jobs are merely low-paid.


A day after this announcement, I talked with a cousin, a construction worker, who brought up Priti Patel’s speech. (I find that many of my friends and family save having their political conversations for me.) I could tell from his tone that he had been thinking a lot about it. ‘I suppose I’ve failed in life, right? Because I’m what the government would term “low-skilled”.’ He looked down at the floor, and I could see his sense of shame. It was heart-breaking. Living in such a stratified society inevitably impacts our mental health. This gets to the crux of one of the reasons the myth of social mobility is so toxic. It sets up the majority of people to feel like failures. Surely, if we considered ‘failure’ in the context of societal barriers, the mental health impacts would lessen.


Unfortunately, we live in societies where politicians have purposely cultivated narratives that let them off the hook and firmly blame individuals. This approach is visible in the language used about people out of work.


A manufactured contempt for those of working age needing state support was all the rage in the UK between 2010 and 2015. The speeches of politicians were filled with a sense of moral panic targeted at ‘skivers’ and ‘shirkers’ too lazy to work and claiming ‘hard-working taxpayers” money through benefits. These speeches were backed by the tabloid media and so-called documentaries such as Benefits Street (2014),43 with endless stories of ‘feckless’ single mums with seven kids living in a big house, individuals pretending to be sick or cheating the system by claiming under different names. This language of ‘workers’ versus ‘shirkers’ is a straight lift from the mid-Victorian moralism of the deserving and undeserving poor and meant the return of ‘character’ as the critical determinant of poverty.


In 2012, the then chancellor George Osborne was making a case for an extra £10 billion of cuts in addition to the £18 billion worth of measures that had already been implemented. Osborne, the son of a baronet multimillionaire, went from a prestigious private school, St Paul’s, to the University of Oxford to political speechwriter to Parliament. Now, he stood at the Conservative Party Conference and made his case: ‘Where is the fairness, we ask, for the shift worker, leaving home in the dark hours of the early morning, who looks up at the closed blinds of their next door neighbour sleeping off a life on benefits? We speak for that worker. We speak for all those who want to work hard and get on. This is the mission of the modern Conservative Party.’44


The chancellor and his colleague, the secretary of state for work and pensions at the time, none other than Iain Duncan Smith, could often be found using this divisive rhetoric to justify cuts to the welfare budget. In essence, pitting those on low incomes against those on even lower incomes. A United Nations (UN) special rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, Professor Philip Alston, visited the UK in 2018 to interview people across the country to track the consequences of these cuts. His conclusions were direct and seething. He wrote, ‘The bottom line is that much of the glue that has held British society together since the Second World War has been deliberately removed and replaced with a harsh and uncaring ethos.’ He added that some observers might conclude that the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) had been tasked with ‘designing a digital and sanitised version of the nineteeth-century workhouse, made infamous by Charles Dickens.’45


But the increased poverty, marked by an exponential growth in the number of people using food banks and a trebling in the number of homeless people, did not lose the Conservatives votes. The combination of targeted cuts aimed at a group demonised in their rhetoric and in the press meant that despite the economic fallacy and cruelty of the austerity programme, the Conservatives won a bigger majority in 2015.46 They had succeeded in individualising hardship and breaking the empathy fellow citizens had for those struggling.


Perhaps the harshest of the cuts were reserved for the sick and disabled. The consequences were deadly. Between 2013 and 2019, more than 17,000 people died while waiting to hear whether their claim for disability benefit had been successful47 and one study found 69 suicides associated with welfare changes.48 One of the many heart-breaking stories was that of Errol Graham, a 57-year-old man with a history of depression who died of starvation when the DWP stopped his benefit payments. He weighed just 28.5 kilograms when his body was found by bailiffs who broke into his Nottingham council flat to evict him. In his flat, his family found a letter pleading with welfare officials to ‘judge me fairly’ because he was overwhelmed by depression.49 Not so different from the letters I found in my own mum’s house.


As the economic consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic took hold in the UK, and unemployment and hardship started to rise, stigmatising tropes about those out of work and the poor were concretised into further damaging policies. The ruling Conservative Party voted against feeding children below the poverty line during school holidays. One Tory MP, Ben Bradley, linked free school meal vouchers to spending in ‘crack dens’ and ‘brothels’50 – further demonising the poor by conveniently forgetting that vouchers could only be spent on food. Lo and behold, just weeks later, vouchers were replaced with food provisions distributed by private companies. Photos appeared on Twitter from desperate mothers showing a week’s provision of food – images of half a carrot, a potato, some tuna in a coin bag and a handful of other ingredients, supposedly meant to add up to £30 of shopping. If this food was a symbol of human worth, it sent all the wrong signals to the children growing up in poverty. This point was laid bare by pictures of meals organised by the same company for private school canteens – the contrast was hard to stomach.


Had it not been for Marcus Rashford, a 25-year-old football player who has bravely decided to use his platform to champion the needs of hungry children,51 this grotesque treatment of the poor would not have been reversed.


These stories may seem far from the fault of policies focused on conveying a meritocratic society where the hardest-working and most intelligent people get the top jobs, but they are two sides of the same coin. In concocting a story about winners, you also must build one about losers. This story doesn’t have to tell the truth – between 2018 and 2021, seven in ten people with disabilities who saw their benefits cut won at tribunal,52 showing their claims were legitimate – but as long as lies are given the space to be said again and again, they get lodged in the public psyche.
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