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Introduction

I can’t remember the day I started calling dinner ‘lunch’ and tea ‘dinner’, but I know that it happened, because that’s what I call them now. That must mean I’m middle class, where once I was working class; though, no matter how posh I get, I can’t bring myself to call (what I now call) dinner ‘supper’. Supper for me means (with apologies to the writer Stuart Maconie) having a Kit-Kat in your dressing gown in front of something racy on Channel 4.

Social mobility has its limits: limits which, perhaps, you have to set yourself in order to stay at least halfway related to the person you started out as. It is often talked of as a ladder, which you can climb from bottom to top. The walls are less talked about. This book is about how people try to get over them, whether they manage to or not. I grew up on a West Midlands council estate as part of an extended family which would once have been described as ‘respectable working class’. I went to school in the eighties and early nineties on the same estate, in an educational environment which didn’t expect or prepare young people to stay on beyond sixteen, and progressed from there to a sixth-form college in a middle-class area full of straight-A students. I went on to the University of London, and from there, eventually, I got to here: writing books about the anxiety induced by being socially mobile. The questions for me have always been: how did that happen? Why does it induce such anxiety? Why is it such a big deal to change social class?

I felt a need to try to write about this subject for a number of reasons. First, as you may already have worked out, because the subject of class obsesses me, as it does a lot of people who started life in one class and have ended up in another. Changing class is like emigrating from one side of the world to the other, where you have to rescind your old passport, learn a new language and make gargantuan efforts if you are not to lose touch completely with the people and habits of your old life, even if they are among the relationships and things that are dearest to your heart. The effect of this is psychologically disruptive, sometimes extremely so; yet it’s rarely discussed alongside the received wisdom about social mobility, which is that it is unequivocally a Good Thing for individuals and for society as a whole.

Second, and related to the first point, was my desire to explore more fully the idea of the ‘wall in the head’. When, in 1989, the Berlin Wall came down, this phrase (die Mauer im Kopf in German) was used to describe the lingering psychological effects on former East Germans of having been shut in by concrete for nearly thirty years. It seemed to sum up the gap between the life I’d been primed to expect – through innumerable cultural and educational signals – and the life I’ve ended up having. I borrowed the phrase ‘wall in the head’ as the title for a chapter in my first book, which was about housing, as it seemed to fit exactly what I’d experienced as a child and adolescent living on a council estate – or, rather, what I realized after leaving that it was what I’d experienced. The estate stayed with me long after I moved elsewhere, partly in the form of a strange kind of vertigo when presented with opportunities and experiences I’d grown up assuming were far beyond my reach. I also felt its presence as early as my first term at university, when I got it into my head that everyone in the student union bar wanted to hear a version of my life story which crossed the ‘books on prescription’ section of the library with Monty Python’s Four Yorkshiremen sketch. The wall in my head manifested itself in a desperate sense that I had to change my destiny at the same time as believing I had no right to do so. Any elements of struggle in the journey from one class to another felt as though they came from forces present inside me, rather than forces from outside. Social factors affecting my experience of life – the area I lived in, the schools I went to, my family’s income and status – filtered inwards and expressed themselves psychologically. This is because, as I hope to show in this book, the higher your social status, the more self-confidence tends to be ingrained in you. The further up the social ladder you are, the more external influences are set up to favour you and your kind, to the extent that privilege becomes invisible and so weightless that – literally – you don’t know how lucky you are. At the other end of the social scale, there is an acute sense of how little social trust or esteem is placed in you as an individual, a feeling that is absorbed and then expressed in low self-confidence.

I was nowhere near the bottom of that scale. As I’ll go on to explain, I had ‘respectability’ on my side, which increased my chances of acceptance on the journey from working class to middle class. But there was a place I wanted to get to – more accurately, there was a feeling I wanted to attain, a feeling of freedom – and the obstacles to reaching it were almost always, I believed, generated from within. For instance, once I left my secondary school, where few people managed to achieve good passes in their GCSEs, and went to a college where it was usual to get As and Bs, I kept fluffing my exams and missing deadlines for coursework. Not because I was daft, and only partly because I was ill-primed for post-compulsory learning. It was because I assumed that anyone marking my work would see it for what it was: a half-baked, cringeworthy, autodidact’s attempt to pass as someone who’d always known this stuff. It was only out of sheer pig-headedness that I didn’t drop out. After graduating with a lower-second-class degree, I failed the probation periods of my first two jobs after university, unaware that one of the primary skills needed to succeed in professional life is the ability to wing it with style.

Third, I wanted to think and talk about how social class is reinforced and regenerated over time, through language and culture. At what point does talking about a ‘wall in the head’, where people set their own limits and restrict their own potential in accordance with their delimited social status, become a self-fulfilling prophecy? Class encourages people to become stuck in ruts that don’t look like ruts: you can be yourself, but only as far as your way of ‘being yourself’ stays within well-defined social parameters. It is hard to be accepted by the group without staying within those limits. Within the working class, an individual’s desire to present a respectable self-image can be altered – some would say damaged – by the lack of autonomy and control that is forced upon people from the outside by government policy, employers’ practices and the insidious influence of class distinction itself, increasingly expressed through the cultural choices we make.

What I aim to explore in this book is the relationship between those choices: those that are offered and those that we make from the ones we have access to. That, essentially, is what inequality means in terms of how we experience it. Less money means fewer options – but not always, and not automatically, worse ones. Less power in crucial areas, such as work, education and housing, means fewer options as well, though in this case it also tends to restrict the ability to accrue more power. The combined forces of outright snobbery and tacit distinction are, I will argue, the most psychologically damaging aspect of class, because they contribute to this undermining of self-belief. Our culture contains many silent symbols more powerful than money. It contains keys that can’t be bought, which gain access to rooms whose existence you can barely imagine, unless you get to enter them.

Social and cultural capital works on a compound-interest model: the more you have, the more you get. The more knowledge and influence you accrue, the more you get to know other people with knowledge and influence, and the more knowledge and influence you acquire to share among people who have it already. Mainstream media, including social media, function both as an expression and as a propagator of this model. Micro-blogs and social networks give an impressive illusion of levelling the landscape of communication, a permanent vox pop session in which everyone gets to have a go – or, conversely, in which everyone is condemned to be the author of their own timeline. What social media actually do is emphasize and intensify the existing imbalances of power, in terms of who gets to have a voice and who can be persuaded to listen to it. This is because well-educated and well-connected people know how to use their voice – their language, their tone, their aggregated knowledge – to their advantage. Social networks serve this advantage to an exaggerated degree, allowing such well-connectedness to be flaunted to others and made use of professionally as well as socially. The tone of conversation is set early on, attracting those comfortable with that tone and repelling those who aren’t.

For individuals to thrive at the bottom of a pronounced and visible class hierarchy, and to overcome the pressure – exerted from all sides – to stay where they are and yet also strive to escape, suggests a confounding order of things: an apparent rebellion, but a kind of orderliness as well. A class system needs both socially mobile people and socially immobile people in order to prove its worth. The upwardly mobile are held up as proof that the class structure isn’t half as rigid as it looks, while those who don’t move out of the working class – because, of course, it’s fine to be socially immobile as long as you’re middle class – are held to be somehow parasitic for their refusal to ‘do the right thing’ and create a morally acceptable level of surplus value. This isn’t a new phenomenon. The cultural critic Richard Hoggart, who died in 2014, aged ninety-five, spent his working life insisting on the central importance of social class in British society. Hoggart noted consistently that its ability to shape and distort experience had not diminished in the lifetime of the postwar welfare state, but kept finding new ways to distinguish as the living standards of the population improved as a whole. Hoggart lived long enough to document apparently huge changes in society, all the while noting that many of those changes were on the surface only. They must have been. The first time I read his book The Uses of Literacy, published in 1957, I felt he could have been writing about my own childhood, which took place sixty years after his. When he writes about the ‘fine topcoat’ of empty salmon and fruit tins on the Hunslet middens at Sunday teatime in the nineteen thirties, I’m instantly transported back to my parents’ kitchen in Birmingham in the late eighties, sticking on Radio 1 to hear the Top 40 countdown, getting out the can opener, mashing the salmon with vinegar and plopping Dream Topping on the peaches. I felt kinship with Hoggart’s essential loneliness as every exam he passed took him further away – in travel and in daily experience – from his working-class neighbourhood and closer to a place that was more comfortable in every way except for the emotions that accompanied him on his journey.

‘Each decade we shiftily declare we have buried class,’ wrote Hoggart in 1989; yet ‘each decade the coffin stays empty’.1 Had the social changes he documented been deeper and more effective at erasing class distinctions, I wouldn’t have spent the last fifteen years or so repeatedly looking to his work for its continued relevance to my life. I am, in his words, one of ‘the uprooted and the anxious’: at once socially mobile and psychologically stuck, or at least divided, somewhere between our place of origin and the place we must inhabit in order to ‘get on’. His work is the guiding spirit of this book and forms its intellectual backbone.
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Part One



THERE



1.

You’re Not Supposed To

The desire for self-improvement, in certain circumstances, can turn you into a lunatic. In 1993, when I was seventeen, I was doing five A-levels and four jobs, scuttling between them by bus on the south-eastern periphery of Birmingham. My main job was working in an east Birmingham branch of Greggs, the baker’s shop; the second was selling Avon cosmetics; the third, a paper round; and the fourth, making cakes and chocolates and selling them door to door. The last one involved buying large amounts of baking ingredients from an Aldi supermarket five miles from the estate where I lived with my parents. The box I carried back from the bus stop was so heavy that every few steps I had to shunt it back into my arms using my knee. With every shunt I muttered, self-pityingly, ‘these things are sent to try us’: completely inaccurate because everything I was doing, I had chosen to do. The box had no handles. It contained a bag of plain flour and a bag of self-raising, a bag of sugar, a bag of currants, a large tub of margarine, several bars of cooking chocolate, some glacé cherries and a dozen boxed eggs. I’d taken the bus to Aldi because it was so much cheaper than the Food Giant nearby. I spent about £8 on my ingredients, and expected to make about £60 from the results. The plan was to make cakes and chocolates and sell them to people living on our road. I would make the boxes myself by covering cereal boxes with snazzy paper, and I’d fill them with homemade fudge and truffles. I would write the menu, photocopy it at college and distribute it by hand while doing one of my other jobs, which was delivering one of the local freesheets once a week.

You could say I needed the money, but I didn’t need it in the sense that, without it, I would have gone hungry. My family didn’t need it – not in the way that, a generation or so earlier, they would have needed a seventeen-year-old’s wages in order to maintain household solvency. I don’t think I needed the money at all: what I needed was the feeling that my life was going places, namely, somewhere other than the place in which it was currently stuck. It wasn’t money that was going to get me out of that place, a large estate built to house 60,000 people from inner Birmingham on its farthest outskirts – not money on the scale I was earning, anyway. As much as the five A-levels, it was the desperation. I didn’t really need to do four jobs – poorly paid though all of them were – but I still did them.

I tried explaining this strategy to my friend Richard, whose mother did everything for him. I told him that working in a bakery had its obvious compensations. We were the first to smell the pasties as they fattened and browned in industrial chrome ovens, the slim doors of which opened like letterboxes for our paddles to reach in and turn the trays halfway through baking time. We didn’t bake our own loaves, or fold our own pastries: that was done in a factory near the centre of Birmingham that must have smelled like heaven with gravy on top in the middle of the night, when the night shift churned out thousands of steak bakes for delivery to the shops at dawn. We didn’t fill the doughnuts with jam; neither did we roast the chicken that went in the baguettes, or crumb the ham, or chop the onions for the vat of tomato soup which, in the immortal words of Alan Partridge, was perennially ‘hotter than the sun, Lynn!’

All this preparation was done somewhere else, in places we’d never visited. (At least I’ve seen the Heinz factory in Wigan – the largest food production site in Europe, where the soup would have been made – when travelling up the M6. God alone knows where the chicken came from.) Our job was to take half-baked goods and finish them off in such a way as to maximize their tastiness. We gave doughnuts and yum-yums another coat of sugar before bagging them up in fours, and made egg wash from powdered egg and water for the ‘bake-off’: a pastry brush dipped in this primrose emulsion covered two or three frozen pasties, which entered the oven sallow and odourless and came out bronzed and ambrosial, transfigured by heat. I remember wrestling massive trays of pasties on and off the floor of the oven with scorched mitts, then the struggle to prise them off the baking parchment where they were glued down by dried egg wash. Over the course of the working day, the floor would accumulate crumbs of bread, pastry, meat fat and butter, over which my plimsolls first slid and then stuck, getting gunkier and less comfortable every time I walked from the oven to the till and back. By five o’clock my shoes had an auxiliary sole made of ham scraps, which I’d slough off with the scraping tool (like an indoor hoe, it was used for unsticking food detritus from the floor prior to sweeping and mopping) before putting the shoes in a bread bag next to my uniform, a sort of cream housecoat with a matching cream apron and peaked hairnet.

I also told Richard that I had no argument with being on my feet all day, and that the customers were invariably incredibly friendly. They were conspiratorial about their finances and wincingly frank about their toilet trouble. We had counterfeit note detectors next to the till, although they were never needed because you could tell from a mile off when someone was trying it on with a fake £20. It wasn’t that people didn’t generally pay with £20 notes – they were quite common, especially on Saturdays and among older women with better-paid husbands who expected an inch of gammon in their sandwiches. It was that people in possession of fake notes couldn’t fake ignorance of the fact. When passing one over the counter they would scrunch up the note in an attempt to disguise it, which meant that you couldn’t help but take more notice of it than of one that was uncrumpled. They would search for a detail – a speckled egg on an Easter Nest cake, or a fly on the sticky strip behind you – and fix their eyes on it while you attempted to force this dodgy-looking note under the ultraviolet beam of the detector. You knew you would have to say, ‘Erm, I’m sorry, we can’t take this note.’ They knew they would have to say, ‘Why, it’s fine, I got it in my change the last shop I was in.’ It seemed obvious to me that no one would try to buy food with pretend money just because they fancied it, because they thought it would be fun. They may not literally have starved that night, but a chance to make things more bearable that day would have been lost. Pasties, pastries and pies, to George Orwell, were nothing more than ‘cheap luxuries which mitigate the surface of life’; to the cultural critic Richard Hoggart, a desire for ‘something tasty’ bore proof of the working-class gift – the necessity – for finding pleasure where you can get it. (Have you ever seen anyone walking away from an ice cream van with a freshly piped cornet, or leaving a bakery with a cake – any cake – without a smile on their face?) A rough/respectable view of human nourishment.

I suppose I should start where I always start in my own mind, where every day I ask myself a version of the same question: how did I get from there to here? Is there working at Greggs and humping boxes from a bus stop? Is here writing a book about that experience? And why does it matter so much that I spend so much time asking myself the same question, or questions, over and over again? You don’t want to hear all that David Copperfield kind of crap, as Holden Caulfield pointed out in Catcher in the Rye. Well, let me tell you, I’m pretty sick of it myself, but it’s probably fair to say that I’m a screw-up. I am a British person for whom the facts of social class matter. They matter to me, in all probability, because I’m from somewhere, class-wise, that doesn’t quite fit. I grew up respectable: neither rough nor posh, neither rich nor especially poor. Far from middle class, but not quite classically working class, either. Clerk class; foreman class; skilled tradesman class. A space filled with uncertainty and anxiety about the ease of falling and the unlikelihood of climbing. A set of containing walls which, like all other self-perceptions, dissolve the moment you check to see if they wobble. It is because of respectability that I don’t want my son’s hair to grow too long or be cut too short. Because of it, I go in second class even when first class is cheaper, then I spend the journey griping about how it’s not as nice as first class, and how in Poland they give you free tea and biscuits whatever class you’re in. It’s about being sensible, and not being caught out. You can’t let yourself go … except when you do, and the plug of repression pops out with the force of a champagne cork.

The confusion is endless and self-defeating, and comes from having grown up ‘respectable’ in an area perceived, from outside and to an extent from within, as ‘rough’. We were an estate of ex-Brummies, quarantined from the city and the suburbs proper by geography, appearance and perception, transported from the city to the green belt in a series of clearances at the end of the sixties. The estate was one of the largest sanctioned by Richard Crossman, Labour’s utilitarian minister of housing, and was treated from its birth by the local press as a social experiment doomed to fail by dint of its population. Most of my peers regarded themselves as ‘respectable’, too, whether or not they seemed that way to others. Everyone was careful not to classify themselves as ‘rough’. Rather, it was about ‘giving a shit’ or ‘not giving a shit’: what you would do or what you wouldn’t do in order to maintain dignity and self-respect in the face of another individual or an institution. (‘Ooh, that Darren,’ you might say, in a tone expressing admiration as much as disdain, ‘he doesn’t give a shit.’) For us children, that institution was school: a secondary modern in all but name, an estate school which deformed and stymied our hopes as readily as the rest of our environment. It seemed to provide concrete evidence of the overarching structure of things: the knowledge that some things were out of reach for no other reason than that we were growing up in the wrong place to get hold of them. (Whether ‘respectable’ or ‘rough’, we were united in regarding our estate as somewhere to get out of, but for one additional confusion: I didn’t realize we lived on an estate, or that it meant anything in particular to do so. I just thought we lived in a place where all the houses happened to look the same.)

When we were growing up, in the eighties and early nineties, it was very hard to imagine a time when Britain might not be ruled by the Conservatives, and therefore it was just as hard to imagine a time when you could go about your life without the sensation of being followed, not quite high enough above your head, by a lowering, ever-pissing black cloud. By the time I started working at Greggs in June 1992, I’d lived much of my life in the knowledge of this black cloud. There seemed to be no way out except for the ways you found yourself. A decade or so earlier, Norman Tebbit had stated that because his dad had ‘got on his bike and looked for work’ in the Depression, so should everyone then being slowly starved, of food or opportunity, out of their home towns. Back in 1961, the year my father had started work, three-quarters of employed people in England and Wales were manual or low-grade clerical workers, of whom 69 per cent were male.1 When I left university, thirty-six years later, the proportion of manual and routine workers in the employed population had fallen to just under half.

From the sixties, when docks and mines began to close and Harold Wilson’s Labour government anticipated the coming death of heavy industry by heralding ‘the white heat of the technological revolution’, Britain began to move from a ‘production’ model of what it meant to be working class – the class that makes things – to a ‘consumption’ model – the class that buys things. In theory, this ought to have made the experience of being working class a lot more like the experience of being middle class, in the sense that anyone who had enough money could express their worldview partly through what they bought, and was freed from some of the more stifling aspects of social interdependence by home and car ownership. This argument appeared to be borne out by the findings of the sociologist John Goldthorpe and his colleagues in their 1969 study of ‘the affluent worker’ – men employed in the light-industrial occupation of car production, mostly living in the south-east of England, whose lifestyles were comparable to those of the better-paid lower-middle class. They simultaneously identified themselves as members of the working class and presented a strongly individualized account of their lives, aims and political outlook. It seemed at that time that you could stay in your class, enjoying the comfort of like minds, while no longer having to believe in the necessity of collective struggle.

Yet anyone who didn’t have a job – which at times in the eighties and nineties meant 3 or 4 million people – was excluded from this process. Instead their position, their status in society, was diminished in three ways. First, through the dismantling of trades union power, which had helped to integrate the jobless into the wider working population by establishing and then protecting rights and benefits when they were out of work. Second, through negative propaganda, in tacit collusion between government and newspaper owners, which sought to isolate the badly off and the bolshy from an upwardly mobile, consumerist working class. Third, through populist policy-making: the Right to Buy, which divided local authority tenants into the ‘aspirational’ and the ‘non-aspirational’ depending on whether or not they bought their council house, being a prime example.

The idea that working-class respectability no longer exists appeals to people who believe that the social and political changes of the last thirty-five years have sorted the wheat from the chaff. From this viewpoint, anyone who proved they could string a sentence together and brush their own hair has – rightfully, it’s believed – gained admittance to the swollen middle class, leaving behind a disreputable and undeserving lumpenproletariat to wallow in their own shite. Diametrically opposed to this viewpoint, coming from the left, is the idea that working-class respectability died with the unions and with heavy industry, leaving a demoralized and demonized group no longer able to hold its head high and represent itself on its own terms. (Not only that, but seeking to be respectable in the first place was a manifestation of false consciousness rather than a universal desire for dignity.)

Both, in their different ways, are wrong. Respectability is still there as a signal component of what it means to be working class, either through its affirmation or its repudiation. You either define yourself by your respectability – whether that’s purely in your own eyes or in the eyes of an alternately vigilant and ignorant wider society – or you define yourself against it. In many ways, indeed, respectability is a defining factor of working-class experience in the whole. It expresses the need to defend yourself and those you love against threats, whether real or perceived, to your existence.

Respectability is not necessarily, and not in itself, as precarious as it seems to the people who strive for it. Rather, its importance tends to fade in conditions of greater security. Such security may come from having more money, higher occupational standing and greater facility with the consumer products which doubly serve as social signifiers. Language, too. In order to be self-deprecating in conversation, a middle-class person might make a big deal of what a slob he or she is (or what a slob they would be if they didn’t have a dishwasher, in some instances a human one). This is a mystery to many working-class people, for whom the maintenance of self-respect in private and public is a fundamental priority.

What has changed since the seventies is the meaning attached to working-class respectability. In the eighties it came to be regarded as shorthand for the emergent and politically favoured affluent wing of the working class, many members of which bit the Tories’ hands off when offered council houses at knockdown prices. A split that was already present was deliberately driven open, and to a great extent it worked. Organized labour no longer had a chance against The Man once you had to pick sides: unambitious council tenant or aspirational owner-occupier, sponging welfare dependant or dynamic entrepreneur. Respectability was recast, through policy and media, not just as a way for individuals and communities to hold depredation at bay, but as a crusade against evil. But the thing is, there’s nothing inherently good or bad about being respectable. Respectability is a property of your specific circumstances: circumstances which permit you, or at least make it easier, to maintain the appearance and feeling of self-respect. The more desperate your circumstances, the less likely you are to be seen as respectable by other people, but it doesn’t necessarily affect your own perception of how respectable you are. You might simply choose to define it in different ways. To say proudly, ‘We ain’t ever gonna be respectable’ (as Mel & Kim, the cockney pop duo to whom I owe this book’s title, sang in 1987) is a way of preserving dignity against those who insist on respectability as a precondition for acceptance.

In his book The Uses of Literacy Richard Hoggart combined a testimony of his parents’ and grandparents’ lives immured in poverty in post-Victorian Leeds with a reckoning of the likely effects – for good and ill – of greater affluence on working-class daily life. The working-class world of ‘resistance and adaptation’ to an unforgiving urban environment was, he feared, soon to give way to a faux-classless landscape, in which all were encouraged to regard themselves as no better or worse than the next man, yet without the economic or social means to make that perception a reality. He told of ‘persuaders’ whose job it was to tell you that the class war was over, daddio, and all that was left to do was to consume cultural goods where once you would have helped to create them.2

In the book’s opening lines, Hoggart notes that it was widely believed that a ‘bloodless revolution’ had taken place in Britain following the end of the Second World War. The founding of the welfare state and the slow re-emergence of a consumer economy after fifteen years of wartime austerity led many to believe that class divisions were diminishing. In some ways they were right: the war essentially put an end to domestic service, while the coming of the NHS in 1948 created a far healthier generation (the healthiest to date, perhaps). Yet the revolution, it turned out, was bloodless because it never actually happened. The coffin of class remained open, whether deliberately or by default, through the mechanisms of a class-bound education system, class-segregated housing, a media and cultural landscape that has persistently reinforced class prejudice, and a bizarre historic tendency among British voters to elect governments which act against their own interests. Seventy years after the Butler Act created the tripartite system of grammar, technical and secondary schools, and fifty years after most of them were replaced with comprehensives, our social class still largely determines the type and quality of education we receive.

The effects of class are the hardest of all social evils to slay because they are the most given to mutation. Like the ‘invisible hand’ of capitalism itself, they shift shape in order to go unnoticed. What we are left to grapple with are the signs of class, the consequences of it and the injuries it inflicts on civil society. These ‘hidden injuries of class’, to use the sociologist Richard Sennett’s phrase, abound because of the intimate connection between how we feel about ourselves in relation to others, the relationship between what we start out wanting for ourselves and our loved ones and what we’re able to achieve, and our relationship to a social and economic structure that we did nothing to bring about. We articulate this latter relationship, mostly though not always unconsciously, in what we do and the way we behave. We carry and clothe ourselves according to our class; we’re educated broadly according to our class; we eat and drink increasingly according to our class; and we make use of the physical and cultural resources around us according to our class. We use them, whether consciously or otherwise, as signs that show to ourselves and others where we belong.

Not only does the coffin of class remain empty, but we carry that knowledge within us and wear it like a giant yoke. The facts of class manifest themselves in many small tragedies, ignorance being only the most common of them. The richness of life is vast, and we all have some measure of it, which is why stultified dreams are the cause of so much bitterness. It’s one thing to have a vague idea that a better life than the one we have is possible, quite another to equip ourselves with the knowledge to fulfil it. The geographer Danny Dorling, author of an ‘atlas’ of social identity in Britain, states:


Most people think they are average when asked. In most things, most are not. Most say they are normal, but our atlas shows that what is normal changes rapidly as you travel across the social topography of human identity in Britain – from the fertile crescent of advantage, where to succeed is to do nothing out of the ordinary, to the peaks of despair, where to just get by is extraordinary.3



No one ever used the term ‘working class’ when we were growing up. Instead it was ‘people like us’, or ‘the likes of us’, or ‘people round ’ere’, by which I took to mean a discrete group bound by occupation and geography who could expect certain things out of life but not others. When reference to respectability was made, it was often through the use of the malapropism ‘respectful’. When I left home in 1994 to go to university, my respectable post office account was filled with the respectable proceeds of four jobs and a local authority maintenance grant. I was said to be one of a dying breed, since all those who hadn’t done the same and fled their hometowns, in a spirit of mania and desperation as much as aspiration, had come to be characterized as losers. Only losers took the bus. Only losers rented their houses off the council. Only losers didn’t spend their lives trying to ape the middle class. Yet my obsession with self-improvement had been bound up not with the desire to become middle class, but with the desire to avoid being exploited. How you’d get into your head so young that your destiny, should you not work desperately to avoid it, lay in exploitation, is an interesting question.

At that age exploitation may have meant being forced to listen to New Kids on the Block and have the girls in my tutor group experiment on my hair – ‘Cause the thing is, Lyns, you don’t help yourself do ya?’ – but there was also an inkling that it could get a lot worse. There was an understanding, for example, that men were a certain way and that, because they were all alike, the only safe bet was to avoid them as far as possible except when you needed one to make you look normal. ‘Men are all the same,’ I was always being told. ‘The thing about men is they’re like this.’ I was convinced that all men were not the same, that human individuality was not unique to women. My obedience and future-fixation, mistaken by teachers for qualities that others would benefit from emulating, stemmed in part from being an only child, a girl who hadn’t been handed a succession of siblings to help raise, and who was more attuned to the way adults communicated than the way children did. In fact, I was fixated on becoming an adult because I had no idea how to be a child.

At that age, in response to the brutalizing potential of secondary school, I retreated into an internal world in which kindness dominated. I would try to think of kindness wherever it appeared, and it would always seem to be somewhere else: somewhere quite far away. This meant that my mind was always somewhere else, somewhere quite far away, too. Boys, as long as they weren’t social outcasts, had footballs to play with, and girls had each other. Girls talked about the things and people of their immediate surroundings, but I needed to get away. I had no idea how to articulate this, and consented to be tolerated as a mildly stinking presence on the edge of the group, with nothing to say: if you clung to the edge you’d at least look as if you were trying. By the time we were fifteen, some of the girls at the centre of that group would move on to discussing when would be a good time to get engaged, whether before leaving school or waiting till just after. They would be aware that once they had said yes to marriage they might never be able to say no to anything again.

There were other things I needed to get away from. Casual violence – symbolic, domestic and public – was endemic in the place and times in which I grew up. Casual racism was part of the fabric of daily conversation. Casual cynicism pervaded: a consequence of casual exploitation and casual displacement, which fed into people’s souls and manifested in their treating everything like one great frigging joke, because that’s how they felt they’d been treated their entire lives. To be casual about horrific things was a cover for fear. I was much too respectable to be casual in that way, and instead took everything incredibly seriously – which of course I was told not to do, because everything was a frigging joke and there was no point pretending otherwise.

You may wonder what led to this collective conviction that there was no point. It might be argued that another primary aspect of working-class experience, a feeling which most defines a certain way of being in the world, is loss. Loss is everywhere: the loss of optimism as experience victory-laps hope; the loss of loved ones too soon to war, to workplace accidents or to ill-health; the loss of a sense of home, going back generations as families move repeatedly in search of relief from poverty; the loss of close ties as families are broken up in a similar way by moves down south, to America, Canada, Australia; and the loss of a sense of place as families attempt to remain rooted in a changing environment, such as when a local works that once employed just about everyone in the area closes down. Every generation is faced with a choice – whether or not to compensate for the losses they know their parents and grandparents endured by staying close and not threatening the sense of life as they know it. Others see this profound loss as a family legacy whose continued transmission they must break for
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