
About the Author

Selina Todd is Fellow and Vice Principal of St Hilda’s College, Oxford. Her previous book, Young Women, Work and Family in England won the Women’s History Network Book Prize.


Afterword

The State We Are In, 2011–15

BRITAIN REMAINS A society divided by class. The gap between the richest and the poorest is wider than it has been at any time since the early twentieth century. Technological advances seem to mean the impoverishment of the many, rather than universal enrichment. Democracy is in crisis, with major decisions over our lives increasingly made by the owners of multinational corporations. And the current government – a coalition of Conservatives and Liberal Democrats – proposes that the only solution to economic crisis appears to be an acceptance of inequality, and never-ending cutbacks to welfare, education and housing. Whichever political party wins the general election of 2015, we seem destined for a future of uncertainty and insecurity.

In such turbulent times, it may appear frivolous to discuss history. But when the ruling elite proposes that children should study simply the history of those who have ruled, on the basis that those are the people who have fostered ‘British values’, we should be concerned.1 Even more worrying are the cuts that have been made to those adult education classes that once provided space for alternative histories to be created. From 2014, Ruskin College, Oxford, which has granted generations of working-class people a second chance at education (including my parents), has been forced to charge its students tuition fees.

Without a knowledge of what happened in the past, it is very difficult for us to counter the political ‘common sense’ that the world has to be the way it is. We are left to rely on sanitized versions of the past, like those produced in TV costume dramas, which suggest that class is a ‘normal’ and ‘traditional’ part of our British heritage, an unchangeable part of the social order. In reality, class arises from the conflicts between different groups, who are defined primarily by their relationship to the means of production. In capitalism, the profits of the few depend on the exploitation of the many, and this provokes tension and sometimes outright conflict. A knowledge of history gives us clues to alternative ways in which the world might be organized in the interests of all of us, not simply the wealthiest.

Over the last five years, the ruling class has grown fond of telling us that our future has never been brighter. The Chancellor of the Exchequer declared in 2014 that his government’s policies were delivering ‘economic security’ and ‘sustainable growth’.2 Yet many ordinary people have suffered unprecedented and increasing hardship since the financial crisis of 2008, which has been exacerbated by the government’s welfare cuts. On 11 May 2010 David Cameron, leader of the Conservative Party, was invited to form a new government. Within weeks his coalition of Conservatives and Liberal Democrats introduced an ‘emergency budget’. Not content with the £73 billion of tax increases and spending cuts that he had inherited from his Labour predecessor, George Osborne introduced a further £40 billion worth of cuts of his own, including £11 billion of welfare spending cuts and a two-year public-sector wage freeze, and an increase in VAT to 20 per cent.

In the late summer and autumn of 2008, following the financial crash, Britain experienced a huge economic crisis, one so great that it threatened the capitalist system and, we are told, made these ‘austerity’ measures necessary. Capitalism is a confidence trick. At the top of our hierarchical society, the maintenance of capitalism relies on people investing money and time in enterprises they believe will grow and make profit. If people lose confidence and stop putting money into the system, it may collapse. But paradoxically, if people have too much confidence in the capitalist dogma that consumption and production can expand for ever, then too many goods or services are produced for too few consumers. Eventually, employers cut back production and workers are sacked. This happened in 2008. The situation was made worse by the enormous amount of financial speculation in which bankers and stockbrokers had engaged during the preceding decade, unfettered by national regulation in an increasingly free global market. The crisis was also accentuated by the huge amount of money that western governments had poured into the ‘war on terror’, which had led to them borrowing money from global financial institutions on an unprecedented scale.

The People focuses on the working class, but because class is a relationship we need to understand who the elite are. For much of the twentieth century it was possible to talk about British political and business leaders as a distinct group with specific aims and interests, but the ruling class now understand themselves to be truly global. Their members include the leaders of corporations and businesses who live off the profits that the labour of 99 per cent of humanity produces for them. Also included in that ruling class are those politicians who act in the interests of the wealthiest 1 per cent. Some of those politicians come from families within that 1 per cent; others do not but by their actions perpetuate the inequality with which we live and win themselves some power in the process. They are a reminder that class is not an identity or a measure of income, but is rather a relationship of unequal power. We can also include in the ruling class those media tycoons who use newspapers and television channels to promote the idea that inequality, class and capitalism are normal, and have always been and will always be with us. As Owen Jones’s analysis in The Establishment makes clear, this group is actively engaged in hanging on to their power.3 In the last few years, academics, politicians and journalists interested in class have relied on opinion polls and vox pops to find out whether people feel themselves to be working or middle class. But we need to look at the wealthy and powerful if we’re going to understand class – and how to challenge it. And we need to examine actions, not just the words people use to identify themselves. Many politicians may prefer to present themselves as men or women of the people, but the determination of those who Owen Jones calls ‘the establishment’ to monopolize economic and political power reveals that class still divides us in contemporary Britain.

Those who constitute the ruling class share responsibility for the financial crisis that began in 2008. Though they assiduously promote individualism, this ruling class is happy to work collectively to further their aims, and they worked hard to promote a free market (though they were happy to support legislation curtailing trade union rights), massive borrowing and unfettered credit for the many to increase the profits of the few. Yet it is not them but ordinary working-class people who have been most seriously affected by it. In 2005 those in the wealthiest 10 per cent spent 19 per cent of their income on housing and food, while those in service sector jobs spent 26 per cent of their income this way, and the unemployed spent 35 per cent of their income on these essentials. By the beginning of 2011 the difference between these groups’ expenditure had increased. The wealthiest continued to spend less than a quarter – 22 per cent – of their income on these necessities, but service sector workers were spending 32 per cent of their income on food and housing, while people experiencing long-term unemployment were using 41 per cent of their income for these essentials. This change was partly due to rising prices but also to the declining value of the wages received by workers in manual and service sector employment, and to cuts in the value of social security payments.4 The hardship that these measures caused to millions of workers and unemployed people has subsequently worsened, due to the government’s introduction of a public sector pay freeze in 2010, and the benefit ‘reforms’ introduced since 2011. The cuts to social security primarily affected working people employed in jobs paying less than £20,000 per year. That thousands of people were struggling to make ends meet was made clear in 2013 when the number of people using food banks provided by the Trussell Trust – Britain’s largest food bank provider – rose by more than 300 per cent.5

While those people on the lowest incomes have been hardest hit by the crisis, all working people have felt its effects, and are likely to experience greater hardship in future. Many low-paid and unemployed people, and those reliant on sickness, maternity and other welfare benefits, are wives, children and parents who live with, or rely on, other workers for help. What is more, millions of working people are likely to experience unemployment at certain points in their lives, and millions are also likely to rely on social security payments at particular times of need. There is no static group of ‘the poor’ or ‘the workless’.

Politicians are so keen to tell us that we have never had it so good because they are deeply worried by our collective anger and what it could achieve. They have good reason to fear us. Capitalism is not threatened with destruction by the collapse of financial markets or massive unemployment – capitalist economies have never been particularly efficient and huge financial crashes have happened before. The current crisis is spectacular, but its threat to the ruling elite comes from the outrage that it has provoked among ordinary people. In the years since 2008 it has become clear that capitalism – in the words of John Maynard Keynes – relies on ‘the astounding belief that the most wickedest of men will do the most wickedest of things for the greatest good of everyone’. Since 2008 many people have lost faith in the system. Overt protests, like the Occupy movement that camped outside St Paul’s Cathedral between October 2011 and June 2012, have been brutally broken up by police, using measures like ‘kettling’ that were introduced as anti-terrorism measures in the aftermath of the 2001 al-Qaeda attack on the World Trade Center in New York. The inchoate anger and dissatisfaction that exploded into riots in many of our towns and cities in the summer of 2011 were answered with draconian prison sentences, lauded by the Prime Minister who declared a ‘war on gangs’. Yet those rioters who spoke to researchers probing the cause of ‘the worst civil unrest for a generation’ were not generally gang members, and many were angry ‘about perceived social and economic injustices’.6

Public anger was also expressed in quieter but nonetheless significant ways. People withdrew their savings from the banks. We lost any confidence we had retained in politicians’ and global corporations’ ability to manage the economy. In September 2008 the opinion pollsters MORI found that more than half of all British adults believed that the economic situation was one of the most important issues facing Britain – the highest proportion since the organization began asking this question in 1974.7 In the years since, books that suggest inequality was bad for all of us, such as Owen Jones’s Chavs and Kate Pickett and Richard Wilkinson’s The Spirit Level, have become bestsellers, and not just among the metropolitan liberal elite who much of the media like to present sneeringly as the only surviving left-wingers. These authors attracted huge crowds to speaking engagements in public libraries and community centres across the country. ‘The Spirit Level: Britain’s New Theory of Everything?’ asked the BBC and concluded that it probably was.8 Newspaper editorials denounced the elite’s contempt for democracy, justice and equality: ‘As Families are Chased for Every Penny Corporate Giants Dodge Massive Bills’, screamed a Daily Mail headline in 2011.9

It is easy to believe that those who govern us don’t listen to ordinary people. But the panic that greeted the Occupy movement, the riots of 2011 and the rising tide of anger and hostility towards them did provoke worry about just how far they can push us before we revolt. And one of the results is that no politician or corporate leader openly admits, in Britain today, that inequality is a good thing. In the 1930s, and again in the 1980s, Conservative politicians were quite prepared to argue that economic inequality was beneficial. Margaret Thatcher told voters that ‘you can’t have … material equality … If you don’t have any incentives you really will not have people going flat out to work.’10 In the decade after Labour’s landslide general election victory in 1997 Tony Blair’s governments declared that they were interested in eradicating ‘social exclusion’, not economic inequality. But today all the major parties claim that greater equality is their goal. The Labour Party titled its manifesto for the 2010 election ‘A Future Fair for All’.11 The Liberal Democrats promised to ‘distribute power fairly among people’.12 The coalition government formed in 2010 promised to ensure that ‘those most in need are protected’.13 In 2009 David Cameron claimed to be an avid reader of The Spirit Level and to agree with its authors that ‘it’s the more unequal [societies] that do worse according to almost every quality of life indicator’ and that ‘we should focus on closing the gap between the bottom and the middle [though not, apparently, the bottom and the top]’.14 In 2013, three years into the term of Cameron’s coalition government, his Chancellor George Osborne asked voters to judge his government on the fact that ‘income inequality is at its lowest for 28 years’.15 His declaration was immediately and rightly contested by Labour politicians and numerous economists, but the ensuing debate demonstrated just how important a political issue the major parties all consider equality to be: claiming not to support it may lead to their destruction.

But paying lip service to our desire for greater equality does not mean that politicians intend to deliver it. Our political leaders argue about the severity of the programme, but they all agree that we need ‘austerity’ to get us out of the economic crisis we’re in. In fact, even while declaring their interest in fairness and equality, the Conservatives have boasted that in just a few short years of coalition government they have managed to go ‘faster and further’ in their pursuit of free market economics than Margaret Thatcher’s governments managed in a decade.16 The government has allowed universities to treble tuition fees, despite the fact that only one-third of eighteen-year-olds were benefiting from higher education when they came to power; they have reduced welfare benefits and made them harder to claim; they have evicted thousands of people from their council homes and by increasing tax on consumption (VAT) rather than tax on income, they have ensured that those earning the least are hit disproportionately hard.

These measures are at odds with the rhetoric of ‘equality’ and ‘fairness’ with which we are constantly presented; but politicians’ actions are, like their empty words, provoked by their fear of us. If we were to believe that the crisis in which we find ourselves is not of our making, what might we do? And if we were to think that the crisis is not only caused, but exacerbated, by the wealthiest 1 per cent of society, whose interests are diametrically opposed to ours, how might we act? In striving to maintain their power, this elite is busy eroding ours. The past few decades have seen sustained attacks on the achievements that working-class people won over the preceding two centuries: achievements founded on our recognition that by organizing collectively we would have more power than the few who declared themselves our leaders. Our right to organize collectively in trade unions; for collective bargaining over working conditions, working hours and pay; and to have some say over how our society is organized because our labour is essential to it have all been eroded.

Our ruling elite of corporate leaders and politicians are not engaged in a conspiracy to hoodwink us or repress us. It seems unlikely that they sit in darkened rooms plotting our impoverishment. Many of them genuinely believe that organizing society in any way other than capitalism would be bad for all of us. They assume that their upbringing, education or business acumen equip them to be the best leaders for a country in crisis. But behind these assumptions is their shared knowledge that reorganizing society would weaken their grip on power.17 Like most people who do well out of the status quo, many of them have no desire, no will and therefore no appetite for imagining a different future. In seeking to justify their privilege and the capitalist system on which it rests, they therefore look to the past. But the past on which they draw is a fantasy. They constantly rework several long-standing historical myths. It is worth exploring the chasm between these myths and what actually happened in the past, in order to debunk the biggest myth of all: that capitalism can ever work in the interests of all of us.

Myth 1: The economic crisis was caused by the welfare state

The Conservatives claim that the economic crisis was either caused or exacerbated by the Labour governments of 1997 to 2010, which ‘spent too much in the good years’. Meanwhile, Ed Balls, Labour’s shadow Chancellor of the Exchequer, claims that under a Labour government ‘There’ll be spending cuts, there’ll be tough decisions.’18 Among the decisions that Labour has already taken is to agree with the coalition government that universal benefit entitlement is too costly and ‘unfair’. Ed Miliband, Labour’s leader, suggested that ‘we have to do more to control social security spending. That means making tough choices this Government has ducked, such as scrapping the winter fuel allowance for the richest five percent of pensioners.’19 The mess we are in is apparently caused in part by older people switching on their gas fires.

Behind this logic lies the belief that welfare is too costly for the nation. But what is the alternative? A weak commitment to providing welfare tends to lead to greater, ad hoc public spending that doesn’t benefit anyone. In the early 1930s the government introduced a household means test, as a way of regulating who was entitled to unemployment benefit. This measure did not reduce unemployment, but did lead to a rise in public spending on unemployment over the next decade, as successive government ministers introduced piecemeal measures to ensure that people did not starve to death on their watch. In 2013 Iain Duncan Smith, Conservative Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, argued in his government’s ‘social justice strategy’ that ‘we are making an historic break from a system that … unwittingly foster[ed] dependency rather than encouraging independence.’20 But welfare does not make people greedy or lazy. At no point in the last century has a lack of welfare increased employment. In fact the points where most people were able to find work came in the 1950s and 1960s when the welfare state was at its most robust.

While politicians today count the cost of welfare in terms of how much money it requires them to spend, there are other costs involved in not providing a safety net to our most vulnerable citizens. In the 1930s the meagre and callous benefit system over which successive governments presided took a massive mental and physical toll on people’s health. Unemployment caused family breakdown. Many young wage-earners were forced to leave their parents’ homes for lodging houses, so that their paltry earnings would not lead to their fathers’ unemployment benefit being stopped. In other families, the unemployed husband and father left home, unable to look after himself or his family. In his bestselling book of 2014, Harry’s Last Stand, ninety-one-year-old Harry Leslie Smith, the son of an unemployed miner, recalled that ‘the love that had once joined [my parents] together was bitten down to the quick from enforced unemployment.’ When his father could not provide for his family, his marriage broke down; Mr Smith senior died young, while Harry’s mother and Harry himself – still of school age, but now a breadwinner for his family – worked hard to put food on the table.21

In the years after the Second World War, relatively comprehensive welfare provision did not bleed the country dry. People were not made dependent on the state; rather, they experienced welfare provision as a secure foundation on which to build more hopeful lives for themselves and their children. As a historian of working-class life, I am wary of what we could call ‘official’ chronologies of the past: the ruling class’s version of historical epochs. They tend to divide up the past into the reigns of kings and queens and the tenure of different Prime Ministers. Most of us remember the past differently. We recall it in terms of generations, because we tend to learn history from our families or from older neighbours or colleagues. Memories that are important to us often have no obvious connection to official versions of history: the birth of a parent, the wedding of a grandmother, an ancestor’s migration. Other events do connect us to wider histories, but not usually in a manner accounted for by official histories: the migration of grandparents in search of a job or a home; the participation of a relative in the 1926 General Strike; or a great-grandparent ending up in the workhouse. Or, as in the case of the Second World War, the victory of working-class people in winning the war and a peacetime settlement that committed the government to protecting ordinary people’s welfare. In many people’s memories three events during the 1940s stand out. One is the publication of the Beveridge Report in 1942: the blueprint for the post-war welfare state. The second is the election of 1945 when Labour was elected on a landslide by voters determined not to return to the poverty-stricken past. And the third is the return to peace, when servicemen and women were demobbed, and workers conscripted into the factories were free to leave. Most people connect that last, personal event with the introduction of the welfare state, free secondary education and a National Health Service in 1948 – events that did not rob them of the right to look after themselves, but gave them the power to plan for their and their children’s future, while also enjoying the security of the present. This welfare state was not prohibitively costly. Throughout the post-war years, British spending on welfare was lower than in most European countries, but employment levels remained very high and productivity rose.22 Income inequality was low and the health of manual workers greatly improved.

What that history reminds us is that targeting welfare at the poorest is not an answer. Instead, we need wealth to be redistributed more equally. If we aim welfare at only the poorest among us, then we suggest that they are a static group whose lives are unrelated to those of other people. But inequality and the economic situation that creates it have deplorable effects on the health and wellbeing of a far larger group.23 Today, unemployment is once more taking its toll on family life. In March 2014, when George Osborne assured us we were experiencing economic recovery, 2.2 million people were unemployed.24 The insecure job market and rise of casual employment mean a much larger number of people fear unemployment – for themselves and their children. A study of working people in Bristol found that those employed in the public sector were anxious about their ability to plan for their own and their children’s futures. A welfare worker earning £51,000 described the ‘uncertainty’ and ‘insecurity’ he felt about his work, at a time when the government declares the public sector is bloated and must be cut back. A police officer, earning £44,000 per year, described himself as fearing cutbacks in working hours, in pensions and ultimately redundancies; he was, he said, constantly ‘waiting to see, thinking about that’. His family had taken in lodgers, due to concerns about meeting mortgage payments, a strategy that meant he and his wife had to share their bedroom with their three children.25 Fear and anxiety are not confined to those who are unemployed, but to the millions who worry about what would happen to them if their jobs were taken away; or how their children will cope if they don’t have jobs to go into. Anxiety and stress are debilitating and also costly: stress is one of the biggest causes of sick leave in Britain.26

There is no economic reason to destroy the welfare state. Cutting back on welfare is hugely costly. That the ruling class proposes to do so is a reminder that decisions about the way we live are always subjective and political, never objectively ‘economic’. The government is pursuing welfare cutbacks not because they believe that this will significantly increase the amount of money at the government’s disposal. Instead, they believe that it will assist and justify the concentration of power in their hands, by eroding our belief, and our power to assert, that society should be organized in everyone’s interests, not simply those of the wealthiest. But the reality is that welfare spending did not cause the economic crisis in which we now find ourselves. The accumulation of the world’s wealth in the hands of a privileged few is responsible for that. Their desire to make a profit has huge costs, for ordinary people’s ability to make ends meet, for democracy – as decisions about the organization of society are increasingly taken at European level or by global corporations – and for the earth itself, as recent controversies over oil companies’ desire to start fracking demonstrate.

Myth 2: We can only solve the economic crisis by all working very hard

Whatever caused the economic crisis, we are all agreed that we want to get out of it. And politicians of all parties argue that ordinary people hold the key to doing so: by working very hard indeed. We are told that we are ‘all in this together’. We are appealed to as ‘hardworking families’.27 That insidious phrase implies that our entitlement to citizenship is not our birthright, but rests only on our ability to work our fingers to the bone. ‘Hardworking families’ silently but effectively conjures up its mythical opposite number: the benefit scrounger, the ‘chav’, the parasitical underclass.

But no one can work all the time. People who are too sick or too old to work, and those who have caring responsibilities can’t necessarily hold down a job. One of the lessons of the past century is that there has never been a static ‘underclass’ or indeed a robust army of well-off workers. Rather, we live in a society where 99 per cent of us rely on our ability to labour in order to live, and 1 per cent of people live off the profits we make for them.

It is harder to be a member of a ‘hardworking family’ today than at any time since the 1930s. Not only is unemployment high, but the nature of work has changed. Many more people now have to rely on part-time work, on casual or temporary jobs, and on zero-hour contracts. Between 2011 and 2012 the number of workers employed in full-time jobs declined by 118,000, while the number of those reliant on part-time work increased by 86,000.28 A conservative estimate suggests that about 1.3 million workers are currently employed on contracts that do not guarantee a minimum number of working hours.29

What is more, working hard is not going to solve the crisis in which we find ourselves. We work longer hours than we’ve done for fifty years, yet the gap between the richest and the poorest in our society has never been wider. The lowest-paid workers often endure the longest hours; those working more than forty-five hours each week include crane drivers, lorry drivers and workers on factory production lines. Long hours do not lead to a rise in productivity. In 2011 the Office for National Statistics found that British workers in full-time jobs spent, on average, more than forty-two hours per week at work, whereas in Denmark, a country that has weathered the economic crisis somewhat better than Britain, workers spent an average of thirty-nine hours per week at work.30

Hard work has never solved poverty. If it did, then no one would have been poor during the three decades that followed 1945, when work was more plentiful than before or since. Yet in fact older people, large families and single mothers found it very difficult to make ends meet. Politicians’ decisions to offer inadequate levels of welfare benefits to these groups were partly to blame. But even more serious was the decision by many employers to pay their workers very low wages. Low-paid workers included most of those employed to care for other people, like home helps and cleaners, as well as those who worked as labourers or in part-time work on factory production lines. Many of these workers were either women or very young people who had recently left school. Trade union leaders often agreed that these workers should be paid less than adult men because, allegedly, they did not need to support a family. But many did need to support dependents, and found this hard, if not impossible, to achieve on their low wages.

Employers – including the state – argued that the work these wage-earners did was ‘unskilled’ or ‘semi-skilled’. But such definitions are always subjective, not scientific. They simply mean that the ruling class chose to regard the work involved in caring for other people, or in producing goods like clothing and tinned foods on factory production lines – goods that thousands of people wanted and needed – as not particularly valuable. It certainly didn’t mean that these workers were working fewer hours, or less hard, than other wage-earners. These kinds of job have proliferated in the decades since 1945, and today very many workers depend on them, but have to work exceptionally hard to make ends meet. Low income necessitates many men and women taking on multiple jobs, or requires them to work very long hours in the one or two jobs they hold. A delivery driver who earns £20,000 per year works twelve-hour days because otherwise his children can’t be fed: ‘If I don’t work those hours we struggle,’ he told social scientist Will Atkinson.31

So exhorting people to work hard doesn’t make economic sense. Many politicians suggest that hard work is necessary in order to guarantee economic growth, which we are told is the basis of a fairer society. In 2010, introducing his government’s Emergency Budget, the Chancellor of the Exchequer declared that ‘unless we deal with our debts there will be no growth … a credible plan to cut our budget deficit goes hand in hand with a steady and sustained economic recovery, with low inflation and falling unemployment.’32 But the ruling class’s endless quest for ‘growth’ in order to increase their wealth is one reason we are in this mess. By speculating on growth continuing to occur, the wealthiest 1 per cent placed their trust in an ever-expanding market. But economic growth, like the world, is necessarily finite. When consumers could not buy any more goods, when profits stopped being accumulated, the crash occurred.

While economic growth is the goal of corporate firms, it does not need to be our objective. Economic growth is not necessary. Seeking growth can harm us and the world in which we live, as the earth under our feet is remorselessly plundered for more natural resources to be turned into products out of which the few can make a profit, while all of us suffer the consequences in pollution, destruction of our countryside and climate change. After undertaking an exhaustive study of inequality, Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett concluded that ‘economic growth is not the yardstick by which everything else must be judged … it no longer contributes to the real quality of our lives … consumerism is a danger to the planet.’33 Economic growth will not redistribute wealth. In 1974 profits – accumulated by the wealthiest 1 per cent – accounted for 35 per cent of GDP. By 2011 they accounted for 47 per cent of GDP.34 In other words, during a period when governments and corporations have become increasingly fixated on achieving economic growth, wealth has become ever more concentrated in the hands of the richest people.

Rather than dividing people between those who are and aren’t members of ‘hardworking families’ we should ask why anyone should have to work hard at all. The history of the working class is sometimes told as the history of people wanting to have greater control over, and more identification with, their work. Or of having access to work at all. But important though these struggles were, the real history of the working class since the early twentieth century has been of avoiding working for ‘them’ any more than was necessary. That meant getting into reserved factory work during the Second World War because fighting in 1914 had brought no benefits for ordinary people. And while it meant voting Labour in 1945 to guarantee full employment and a welfare state, the real gains of the post-war years were delivered by ordinary people themselves, who mobilized to improve working conditions and, importantly, reduce the amount of time they spent at work. On the whole, people work because they need to, not because they want to.

This attitude makes good sense. Working too hard causes unhappiness, depression, stress, poor health and early death. Men who became fathers in the decades following the Second World War often felt dissatisfied at having to choose between being a good breadwinner for their families, or being active fathers able to spend time playing with and caring for their children. We now know from medical and social scientists that having meaningful, loving relationships with family and friends is important to maintaining good mental health, and that working too hard can also damage our physical health. Since the 1980s the proportion of people suffering from cancer and diabetes has grown. We now know that this is directly connected to a rise in shift work and night work, which disrupt sleeping patterns and people’s ability to enjoy time with friends and family.35

Since 2010, increasing numbers of workers have borne another form of stress: a lack of control over the work they do. In 2012 researchers who had studied thirteen European countries, including the UK, proved that having a highly demanding job, but one over which you don’t exercise much control, increases the risk of heart disease.36 Jobs like this include working on a busy factory production line; in a fast-food restaurant or bar where you need to be responsive to endless customers; in a call centre where you are expected to meet call targets; or in an office with demanding deadlines. Increasingly, this group also includes public sector workers like nurses, social workers or teachers, who have to endure demanding inspections and are expected to implement the wishes of policymakers or professional managers with little funding or support. Relatively few workers have recourse to a union: 56 per cent in the public sector but just 14 per cent in the private sector. Overall, only 29 per cent of women workers and 23 per cent of working men are trade union members.37 The privatization of many areas of the National Health Service and the education sector means that more and more workers are employed by bodies over which they have no control. Private sector employers are less likely to agree to recognize trade unions, and are not accountable to elected politicians.

There is no reason why we should have to work long hours. For much of the twentieth century, scholars and politicians assumed that technological advances would lead to greater leisure, not to more work. Debate raged over how people might best use the increasing amounts of free time they would have at their disposal by the end of the century. In the 1930s earnest social investigators and public schoolmasters wrote books with titles like The Problem of Leisure, which worried about the effect of American dance music and Hollywood films on young people (many young people themselves thought that fascism was a somewhat greater threat and were to be killed in their fight against it). Some important victories were won. One was the Holidays with Pay Act of 1938, the achievement of trade union and feminist campaigners who fought for annual paid holidays to be a universal right. During the 1950s and 1960s, as working hours fell and mechanized production methods became the norm, sociologists questioned working-class people about how they used their non-working hours, convinced that they were witnessing the beginning of a new way of life shaped by consumption and leisure rather than by work. Yet in the early twenty-first century most people were still working long hours, often at anti-social times of the day or night. Then, in 2013, working life was extended further when the government raised the standard retirement age to sixty-seven, and suggested that it would have to rise still further for future generations. Apparently we are now less able to afford leisure than we were half a century ago.

What went wrong? Work is shaped by politics. Since the 1960s, but especially since the 1980s increasing numbers of us have been employed in non-jobs that don’t achieve anything, as middle-managers, consultants and life coaches.38 Training people in ‘employability’ has become an industry in its own right. The same politicians who claim that the public sector is bloated and requires ‘modernization’ – by which they mean redundancies and destroying what little power the trade unions still possess – are quite happy to see more and more of us employed in the private sector in meaningless jobs. The reason, as anthropologist David Graeber points out, is political: ‘the ruling class has figured out that a happy and productive population with free time on their hands is a mortal danger.’39 Their forebears had a taste of this in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Despite the shortcomings of the welfare state and the jobs that were available, the guarantee of a minimal standard of living was an important gain for working-class people in post-war Britain. The generation who grew up in the 1950s and 1960s saw that their society was able to feed and clothe everyone, and on this foundation they felt able to assert new demands: for a life that did not simply involve earning a living but which should include travel, education and greater control over the organization of their workplaces and communities. These demands fuelled social movements across the globe. In Britain students, workers and tenants organized strikes, sit-ins and squats to challenge the hierarchies that governed universities, council housing, factories and schools. The ruling class learned an important lesson. We are all expected to work ever harder, in order to generate profit for the minority who possess economic and political power, and to keep us from occupying our time in meaningful ways like questioning or challenging the status quo.

Myth 3: Working-class people’s opportunities are blocked by women and immigrants

Since 2010 the UK Independence Party has become a major force in British politics. Journalists and politicians are fond of telling us that this is because the ‘white working class’ resents immigrants. Labour’s leader, Ed Miliband, has claimed that ‘migration has … caused problems’, placed ‘pressure on our economy’ and ‘needs to be properly managed’.40 Many right-wing politicians who would like to see immigration halted also believe that the choices that women make about parenting and work have a far more significant effect on people’s living standards than do CEOs’ blind pursuit of profit. Nigel Farage, leader of the UK Independence Party, claimed that women who took maternity leave were ‘worth less’ to their employers than male employees. David Willetts, the then Conservative Universities Minister, criticized feminism for encouraging women to take university places and jobs that could otherwise have gone to men.41

Behind all this lurks the spectre of the ‘traditional’ working class who, according to this myth, were white men. This working class was apparently doing fine until women and immigrants started taking their jobs. But in fact capitalism has always relied on immigration and on women’s work – unpaid and paid. Until 1939 domestic servants were the largest single occupational group in Britain, and most of them were migrants, travelling from villages in Ireland, mining communities in County Durham or hamlets in the Home Counties to live and work in their employers’ households. Over the last century, people have been repeatedly told that they have to move to where the work is: that they can’t expect it to come to them. In the 1930s governments instituted a labour transference scheme whereby unemployed workers migrated from northern England to factories in the south-east. In the 1980s Norman Tebbit told the unemployed to get on their bike. Twenty years later, Tony Blair preferred to talk about the need for ‘flexibility’ and a ‘globalized’ workforce, but he meant the same thing: it was up to people to move to the work, not vice versa. This meant that entire cities were built by migrants, such as Coventry, which welcomed waves of workers from Wales, north-east England and, later, from Commonwealth countries to work in car factories from the 1930s until the 1970s. Port districts in coastal cities like Liverpool and Bristol have long hosted migrant workers who depended on the sea for their livelihood. Usually, migrants found homes in working-class districts because they were cheap to live in and close to town and city centres.

The tolerance and adaptability of both the migrants and the communities they joined demonstrate that white working-class people are not inherently racist. They also demonstrate that the working class has never been exclusively white. Irish, black and Asian migrants have participated in strikes and protests, often alongside workers who were born and bred in the town where they work. Far from edging out white residents and workers, migrant workers often experience low wages and overcrowded housing. They are more likely to suffer from loneliness and a lack of support than white British people. While just 10 per cent of white British people rarely see friends or relatives, this is true of 17 per cent of some migrant groups.42 They experience the same kinds of problems as white British workers, but their exploitation is exacerbated because politicians and employers insist on treating them as a temporary labour force who are not entitled to many benefits and services.

By focusing on migrants, we remove our gaze from the real culprits: employers and politicians, who turn migrant workers into cheap and exploitable wage slaves. Migrants are accused of ‘undercutting’ British workers, but they don’t set their wages: employers do. Britain has long relied on migration, as most western countries have, because migrants provide a labour supply that is very low cost. This isn’t because migrants’ work is inevitably lacking in value; although they have little choice but to accept jobs that pay low wages, these jobs are generally ones that we would accept are important, like working in care homes or in catering. Rather, migrants are cheap because the host state doesn’t have to worry about any of the costs associated with growing ‘indigenous’ workers, like education and healthcare. Indeed by representing migrants as a temporary labour force – despite the fact that their contribution to the British economy has always been important (think of the slave trade) – government can justify not paying for these workers’ pensions, healthcare or their children’s education while they are in the country. In the free market of Europe, workers are encouraged to go where the work is, and there isn’t very much work to be found in large swathes of eastern Europe, where state socialism has been replaced by governments highly committed to free market economics and minimal welfare spending – a strategy encouraged by their advisers from the International Monetary Fund and by key partners in the European Union, including successive British governments.

If migrants are wrongly blamed for the economic crisis, so too are women. While David Willetts’s claim that ambitious women had taken men’s jobs was criticized in 2011, politicians and journalists have continued to attack women’s economic autonomy, under the guise of expressing ‘concern’ for their fertility. We are told that ambitious young women are choosing to postpone having children in favour of establishing themselves in a career. At the same time, women with children are criticized for failing to do a good job in their chosen occupation: Chris Ham, chief executive of the King’s Fund, blamed the increase in the proportion of women doctors for the shortage of staff in Accident and Emergency departments.43 Compared with men in this time of austerity, women are presented as doing very well: they are apparently all well educated, able to get professional jobs, and have ultimate control over when to have a career, bear a child, or buy a house. But their gains – indeed, their equality with men in the eyes of the law – are presented as causing social and economic problems.

Taking a look at how real women live their lives suggests that we are not in fact doing very well at all. Women compose half of all professional workers, but they are concentrated in lower-paid professional jobs like nursing. They make up more than 80 per cent of workers in caring, leisure and service roles which tend to be poorly paid.44 In fact, we are in danger of going back to the kinds of conditions that women workers endured before 1939, when domestic servants had no minimum wage, no trade union and their working hours were long and unregulated. Very little was known about their conditions because most of them lived in their employers’ attics or basements. Today, Britain still relies heavily on an army of casually employed women, many of them migrants. The high proportions of casually employed and migrant workers in this sector mean that there is no reliable estimate of how many women are employed in domestic work and little political interest in discovering how they live and work. But its expansion can be seen in the growing number of younger women taking such jobs. While thirty years ago cleaning jobs tended to be taken by older women seeking work to fit around children, now younger and single women are once more reliant on doing other people’s cleaning to make ends meet. Between 1993 and 2013 the proportion of women aged between sixteen and twenty-four undertaking low-paid work such as office and hotel cleaning trebled, from 7 per cent to 21 per cent.45

Far from ‘choosing’ to go out and earn money rather than have babies, many women go to work in order to support children, unemployed husbands or partners, and parents who, in old age, face poverty. In 1996, 67 per cent of mothers with dependent children went out to work; by 2013, 72 per cent of them were doing so. Sixty per cent of lone mothers are wage-earners.46 Women still tend to take on the lion’s share of undervalued, unpaid domestic work in the home. Because they tend to look after the household budget, they are often acutely aware of how their families are struggling. Just as women tended to be the ones who negotiated loans and used pawnshops in Britain before 1939, so since 2010 women have taken on more debt and have turned to selling their possessions on websites like eBay in order to make ends meet.47 While many women prefer to take part-time work because of the demands that unpaid caring work places upon them, the number of part-time workers who would like a full-time job is growing, from 8 per cent in 2004 to 13 per cent in 2011.48

Compared with 1939, women in professional jobs more clearly share some of the problems faced by their cleaners or au pairs. Economic insecurity and long working hours are not the preserve of the poor. Most working women face these issues. Professional jobs now demand years of ‘training’, much of it unpaid or low-paid. In my own profession, academia, it is typical for someone to be well into her thirties before she gets a permanent job, if at all. Prior to this she can expect years of temporary, sometimes hourly, contracts. Most of her working hours (and far more women academics are employed on part-time or casual contracts than men) will be occupied in teaching students, which is an important but undervalued part of the job.49 To get a permanent academic post you also need to research and to amass scholarly publications, which are tasks that a temporary lecturer will often be expected to do in her ‘own’ time in the evenings or at weekends (when she isn’t preparing teaching sessions or marking students’ work). Other professions are similarly reliant on an army of low-paid, overworked staff, employed in jobs or internships that don’t offer the time, income or security that many people would like to experience before having children.

There is no good reason why months as an unpaid intern or years as an under-paid worker should be a prerequisite to entering academia, the law or the media. The state of these professions, and indeed of the labour market as a whole, is the result of political decisions. Politicians and corporate leaders debate how to open internships to a broader constituency, but not the need for internships at all, in occupations that a few years ago got on perfectly well without them. There is also no proof that more people are now competing for fewer professional roles. The proportion of people employed as professionals has progressively increased since the 1970s, suggesting there is increased demand for lawyers, teachers, academics and doctors.

Once more, the growing insecurity of the professions has a political cause. Recent governments have raised tuition fees because they claim that university education is too expensive for taxpayers to fund. But at the same time, government has made university education a more costly project by introducing a greater demand for university teachers. Hourly paid teachers are required because university managers and politicians encourage students to believe they are ‘consumers’, and that the value of their education rests in the number of hours they sit in a classroom with an academic present. It would be more economical for universities simply to employ more academics on permanent contracts. However, temporary staff are more pliable, desperate to please and to take on the work no one else can find time for. They are unlikely to prejudice their future chances of getting a permanent post by questioning the nature of the institutions, or the world, in which they find themselves.

For women, motherhood certainly can look less palatable in this insecure world. It is true that some women have always chosen not to have children, and that reliable birth control has given us greater power to make this choice without also sacrificing the chance of a satisfying sexual relationship or relationships. That choice has not had a detrimental impact on society, and isn’t likely to in future: the world’s population continues to increase. What should worry us are the negative reasons that lead women to feel they have no choice but to delay having children, or that they must choose between work and family life. Government cuts to early years (pre-school) care mean that women who choose to have children know they will have to seek affordable childcare. Parents have to worry about supporting their child through a school system that we are regularly told isn’t fit for purpose, a university system whose tuition fees have more than trebled in the last ten years, and then through decades of uncertainty. Since women still shoulder the lion’s share of childcare and domestic chores, it is little wonder that many of us hesitate to become mothers. High housing costs and insecure work mean that mothers can end up supporting their children financially and domestically into their thirties. And then when grandchildren come along, there is once more the worry about pre-school care. Increasingly, grandparents, particularly grandmothers, are being asked to take the place of the playgroups, Sure Start centres and nurseries that have been cut back since 2010; their help is particularly essential in families living on low incomes, and those who are carers for the longest hours suffer exhaustion, stress and depression.50

Myth 4: Social mobility, promoted by selective and private education, can solve inequality

Both the political left and right tend to agree that life was better in the 1950s. The left suggests that this was because of a strong welfare state and full employment. But the right and the mainstream political left tend to agree that one of the most beneficial dimensions of post-war society was greater social mobility, facilitated by selective grammar schools. The current government has declared its support for selective education, suggesting that this can help to promote a meritocracy in which ‘everyone, regardless of background, has the chance to rise as high as their talents and ambitions allow them.’51

It is ironic that a political consensus exists that post-war Britain was a meritocratic society, given how clearly erroneous this claim is. While welfare benefits and full employment, universal healthcare and free education made Britain a healthier, more productive and more equal society, the eleven-plus examination and the grammar schools failed to produce a meritocracy. Far from granting greater opportunity to the many, selective secondary education simply cemented the social divisions already present in pre-war Britain. The post-war years are best remembered not as the age of the grammar school, but of the poorly funded, badly equipped and overcrowded secondary modern: the type of school that educated more than 80 per cent of Britain’s children between the 1940s and the 1960s.

Supporters of grammar schools claim that they do at least provide a tiny minority of talented working-class children with new opportunities. But fifty years of educational research has proven that there is no adequate, objective measure of ‘talent’ or ‘potential’. The children who enter academically selective schools or end up in the highest streams of academies and free schools are not necessarily ‘brighter’ than their less fortunate counterparts. Some supporters of educational selection argue that these children are nevertheless more deserving: they have done well because their parents took an interest in their education. Whether children should be punished for the wrongs of their parents is questionable, but in any case children’s educational attainments are not closely related to their parents’ aspirations. Those who were educated in the 1950s and 1960s often recall their ambitious parents’ bitter disappointment at their children’s ‘failure’ to get into grammar school. If working-class parents really were a barrier to their children’s educational progress, then comprehensive education, introduced by Labour in the 1960s, would have been a dismal failure. Very few working-class children would ever have gone to university. In fact, the proportion of working-class children attending university increased dramatically from the 1970s, precisely because comprehensive schools allowed a generation of working-class children to take A-levels and enter higher education.

Academically selective schools have an inglorious record of excluding working-class children. In the post-war years, working-class children who passed the eleven-plus were likely to leave grammar schools at the earliest possible age. The new age of academies opened since 2010, and the free schools introduced in the last three years, have already acquired a poor record for accepting working-class children into their establishments. Less than 10 per cent of children in free schools are eligible for free school meals compared with 17 per cent overall. Growing practices of setting and streaming and selection hinder working-class children who end up disproportionately in the bottom sets. Academies and free schools are gaining an unenviable reputation for excluding working-class children from examinations so as not to tarnish their academic record.52

Education cannot in any case increase social mobility. The apparent rise in social mobility that occurred in post-war Britain was due to the expansion of some jobs – nursing, teaching, clerical work and technical posts – that were categorized by government statisticians as ‘professions’. The expansion of these occupations was not caused by the grammar schools, but by a political commitment to expand the welfare state and, in the 1960s, to support scientific research. The National Health Service, free secondary education, state provision of social work and welfare benefits, and the expansion of technical and scientific industries meant that there was greater demand than ever for teachers, clerks, nurses and technicians. Today, those working-class children who do manage to stay on at school and progress to university find that their opportunities are dictated by the labour market.

Focusing on social mobility as an educational goal leads to a narrowing of everyone’s horizons. Schools and universities cannot create job opportunities, yet students are urged to believe that they can and must. Many students now leave university to enter non-professional employment, and to address this university managers and politicians argue they need to be taught to be employable. Many universities now insist that university tutors – who have themselves only ever been employed as historians, literary theorists or academic lawyers – offer their undergraduates (or require them to take) courses or seminars teaching ‘employability’.53 Students wishing to study archaeology at the University of Liverpool, for example, can expect ‘broader skills modules designed to enhance your employability’. 54 This is despite the fact that history teaches us that unemployment is never caused by people being unemployable, but simply by a lack of jobs. Consequently, academia is now full of what David Graeber calls ‘bullshit jobs’, with people employed to teach academics to teach subjects about which they know nothing to people who are unlikely to gain any benefit from them.55

A society as technologically advanced as ours, as rich in natural resources and wealth, could and should be committed to providing all children with the best possible start in life, not just a handpicked few. Those who champion selective education will point out that not everyone can be a professional: we only need so many lawyers, doctors, academics and bankers. They would reduce the discussion to obsessing over who exactly should be selected for these prime posts, assuming that someone else will work out how to educate the other 80 per cent of humanity. And yet we can never afford to leave that question to someone else, for in a selective education system, even in a relatively affluent society, the education of the majority will be under-resourced, precisely because the ruling elite ascribe very little value to the work that the majority are being equipped to do. Since 2010 spending on education has fallen at the fastest rate since the 1950s.56

These facts point up the real problem with social mobility: that it cannot, has not, and will never be able to solve, or even reduce, economic inequality. For the concept of social mobility relies on us living in an unequal society, where some forms of work are given greater public value – primarily through higher wages – than others. Rather than worrying about creating a ‘fair’ means of determining who gets to the top of Britain’s social and occupational hierarchy, we need to question the hierarchy itself. Why are corporate lawyers, bankers and politicians paid more than musicians, writers and artists? Why are those employed to dispose of our rubbish, staff our care homes, work in our libraries and clean our streets paid so little and, what’s more, often reliant on insecure contracts? Why do we suggest to our children that making the rich richer is intrinsically worth more than caring for people by being a teacher, a nurse, a home help or a full-time parent?

Clearly this hierarchy of jobs is not one that values caring for other people very much. In fact, it is based on values that not many of us share. In 2012 a nationwide study of income, expenditure and wellbeing found that people ‘with higher incomes report higher life satisfaction and happiness and lower anxiety’. However, in most cases these lawyers, financial managers and accountants derived their satisfaction from what they were able to do away from work. Their jobs mattered to these workers because they paid for time spent relaxing with family and friends. But these workers didn’t necessarily think that what they were doing at work was meaningful. The researchers who questioned them concluded that ‘higher household income is not significantly related to people’s sense that the things they do in life are worthwhile’.57 Working as a corporate lawyer or a banker may bring wealth and professional status, but does not allow people to make what they feel is a meaningful contribution to society – and it appears that most of us want to be able to make such a contribution.

Myth 5: People’s greed and selfishness prevent us from creating a different sort of society

As there is no economic or political justification for treating capitalism as the only possible way to organize our society, proponents of the state we are in ultimately fall back on the declaration that we are all too greedy to live any other way. Once again, they point to recent history to make their point. To the 1970s, when ‘greedy’ trade unionists abused the limited power that the post-war state offered them for negotiation, and demanded ever higher wages. Or, on the left, to the 1980s, when the working class ‘sold out’ to Margaret Thatcher, preferring the consumer gains that council house ownership and shares in privatized utilities companies offered them to the collective spirit of earlier decades.

In neither case is this an accurate representation of what happened. In the 1970s corporations and governments decided to shrink welfare states across the western world. In Britain politicians and economists often present this as the inevitable outcome of international competition in industries like car manufacture, and of the ‘oil crisis’ of the early 1970s, when prices spiralled. They rarely dwell on the fact that much ‘international competition’ came from West Germany, a state that, partly by virtue of its proximity to the Eastern bloc and the need to show that capitalism offered a credible alternative to state socialism, had a very strong commitment to trade unionism, workers’ welfare and relatively high wages, yet was still able to innovate in expanding industries. They also tend to gloss over the fact that an ‘oil crisis’ does not in itself demand public spending cuts and unemployment; debate over whether such measures should be introduced was one reason why the Labour governments of 1974–9 were so unstable. The decision to weaken the trade unions and thus the economic and political power of working-class people – as workers and as consumers – was just that: a decision, not an inevitability. It was a political choice taken by a ruling class who had been horrified by the popular workers’ and students’ movements of the late 1960s and early 1970s, when ordinary people demanded greater control over their work and their lives. In Britain these events led several members of the establishment to advocate a military coup d’état and, more seriously, to Edward Heath’s Conservative government declaring no fewer than five states of emergency between 1970 and 1974.

In the 1980s Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative Party did appear to provide an alternative to the political instability of the 1970s, and many working-class people voted for her governments, and have voted for Conservative governments since then. Often, Conservative voters act out of a negative sense that, in Thatcher’s own words, there is no alternative to the neo-liberal economics that the Conservatives champion. Labour has frequently obliged by failing to provide any alternative, credible programme. In the 1980s Margaret Thatcher was the only political leader who appropriated the demands made by the social movements of the late 1960s for greater personal independence, self-expression and self-determination. Her governments claimed that they would deliver all this by helping people to own their own homes and businesses, promises that proved attractive to millions of voters but were in reality hollow. Many people’s businesses failed, and millions more experienced unemployment. Many of them had their newly purchased homes repossessed.

In retrospect it is incredible, given the strength of neo-liberal ideology, that many working-class people did not vote Conservative in the 1980s. In fact, voter turnout began to decline, and has continued to decline ever since. Far from seeing this as a sign of ‘apathy’ or selfishness, we need to ask why people do not have any faith in politicians. Could it be because, since the 1980s, none has had the guts to admit that neo-liberalism simply does not work?

Our everyday lives do not suggest that we are innately selfish. Instead, they suggest that most people want to help each other and the world in which we live to survive. How we choose to live demonstrates that most of us understand that helping each other will ultimately benefit us individually. About 16 per cent of people undertake some kind of voluntary work, which is a high figure given the demands that work and caring for family members place on many people’s time, but volunteering is clearly rewarding. 58 Almost 90 per cent of people regularly see friends and family. In many working-class districts family and friendship groups continue to provide people with support and happiness.59 And people are willing to change and adapt their lifestyles in order to accommodate the needs of others and of the earth on which we live. In 2000 just 11 per cent of household waste was recycled in Britain, but by 2012 people were recycling more than 43 per cent of their rubbish.60 While governments and corporations wrangle over how little they can do to reduce carbon emissions, the rest of us have found time in our busy lives to consider how to lower our negative impact on the world we want our children to inherit. Given that many of us have grown up under the neo-liberal orthodoxy that you must simply focus on looking out for number one, this is an achievement worth celebrating.

When anyone criticizes capitalism they can immediately expect to be asked for a blueprint for an alternative society. But history teaches us that revolutions do not begin with one person offering a coherent programme for building the new world to come. Instead, revolution tends to be provoked when those who believe they have the right to hold power refuse to recognize the shared grievances of the majority. That is the state in which we find ourselves, with a ruling class who refuse to accept that we are living through hard times, let alone recognize the need for reform. But if history teaches us anything, it is that everything changes. Claiming that there is no alternative to the world in which we live demonstrates the brittle and ultimately self-destructive nature of our elite.

What we have to do now is to start working out the first steps towards revealing an alternative way to live better than neo-liberalism. This society would not produce a golden age of the working class: there can be no such thing, for class testifies to inequality, and inequality has not worked for any of us. Instead, we could start to discuss how to create a truly classless society. And the history of the working class offers us some lessons on which to draw.

First, economic growth does not improve quality of life, but economic redistribution can and will. Britain was a healthier and happier place in the post-war years because there was some redistribution. But the lesson of those years is that the ruling class can’t be relied upon to redistribute wealth and power. We need to trust ourselves to find a more democratic and transparent way of creating an equal society.

We can do this because we have done it before. Solidarity has delivered important victories, and could offer a real alternative to austerity. Look at the tremendous achievements that collective struggle made over the last century: better working conditions, shorter working hours, an expanded public sector that gave us better jobs and care, democratically controlled housing and free education. The working class has declined as a collective political force, but the desire to help each other out has not – it’s just that most people’s only outlet for this is now worrying about their children’s and
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