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Abstract

Since 1979, Britain’s most marginal actors have become subject to a neoliberal
class-project which has variously entailed: the destruction of industrial jobs and
the hollowing out of post-industrial places, widening inequalities between the
north and south of England, the dismantling of the welfare state and ratcheting
up of punitive conditionality, and widespread deunionisation. These policies and
processes have been given legitimacy through a ‘neoliberal common-sense’
which has misrecognised structural problems as individualistic and cultural.
Immigrants and unemployment benefit claimants are harnessed for political gain
through a series of discourses which blame these groups for structural
problems across the country, deflecting attention from elites. This has occurred
in parallel to the atrophying of political representation for the working-class,
which has left them without a traditional ‘political home’ and their interests are
increasingly marginalised as a result.

These interrelated themes and processes provide an important contextual
backdrop to the experiences of, and opportunities available to, working-class
people over the last forty years. This has important implications for the EU
referendum: Brexit was part of a series of historical processes and changes in
which working-class political subjectivities have developed over time and across
space. This thesis takes a spatial, biographical and historical approach to trace
the lineage of EU referendum voting justifications offered by twenty-eight
working-class participants from a diverse range of ethnic backgrounds and age
groups.

Existing explanations of Brexit offer valuable insights but provide only a partial
account of the referendum result and shoehorn people’s subjectivities and
experiences into narrower conceptual frameworks than is required. They can be
broadly grouped into four clusters: ‘left behind’ explanations; explanations
privileging class-based exploitation and marginalisation; explanations focusing
on race, nation and ethnicity; and sovereignty. The complementarity of these
themes has tended to be overlooked. This thesis synthesises a broader range
of processes and developments (economic, political, socio-cultural, symbolic
and spatial), which leads to a more nuanced and historicised account of voting
justifications.

This project uses in-depth, semi-structured interviews to gain proximity to the
lives of working-class residents living in two low-income neighbourhoods in
Selby and Sheffield. It shows how voting justifications are complex, multi-
layered and spatially sensitive, zigzagging across themes and different foci, and
defying reductive, singular theoretical frameworks. What seems to unite some
sections of the working-class is that those who feel like they have nothing to
lose (economically, politically and symbolically) were more willing to take the
‘risk’ of voting for the unknown and change rather than the status quo.
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1.0 Introduction

1.1 Rationale for the Study

This study focuses on Brexit and how it was shaped by changing working-class
political subjectivities in the context of urban deindustrialisation and political-
economic restructuring processes playing out in the neoliberal era. It takes a
spatialised, classed and historically situated perspective to understand working-
class political subjectivities as informed by a range of processes and
developments playing out over the last forty years. While the thesis draws upon
an ethnically diverse range of respondents, it is the case that the majority of
participants and data presented within the thesis are from white working-class
people. The main research question it asks is: ‘Why did people living within low-
income communities vote to leave or remain in the 2016 European Union (EU)
referendum?’ This research is premised on two primary factors. Firstly, as will be
explored in more detail below, Brexit is internationally and domestically significant
and tended to come as a surprise to a range of political and economic elites and
international development organisations — the reasons for this need to be better
understood. Secondly, existing explanations for Brexit have a series of
shortcomings (see subsection 2.2) which tend to ignore the historical basis of the
political-economic changes experienced in the UK and how this is an ‘agent-full’
process (c.f. Fairclough’s (1995) use of the term ‘agentless’) — determined by

groups with particular (class) interests — intended to restore class dominance.

The EU referendum (2016) was a political event in the United Kingdom which
asked the electorate whether the UK should remain a member of, or leave, the
European Union. It returned a leave majority of 51.9 percent. In the lead up to
Britain’s referendum on continued EU membership a range of powerful actors
within the UK and internationally had endorsed a pro-remain standpoint. This
included a majority of Conservative, Labour, LibDem and SNP MPs,
organisations such as the World Bank, NATO, the World Trade Organisation
(WTO) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and worker representative
bodies such as the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) and the Trades Union
Congress (TUC). All major unions such as Unite, Unison and the GMB supported
remain, although some smaller unions (ASLEF, RMT, BFAWU) were pro-Brexit.



The impacts of Brexit have had international and domestic effects. For example,
Brexit threatened to undermine one of the world’s oldest and most extensive
trading blocs; had implications for the Northern Ireland peace process; and
brought into question London’s place as a global financial centre (Economic and
Social Research Institute, 2022; O’Brennan et al. 2019; Springford and Portes,
2023). Domestically, Brexit has created trade barriers for UK businesses and
foreign companies with operations in the UK; contributed to labour shortages;
caused food shortages and made supply lines more complex and difficult to
maintain; and in the immediacy of the result it led to spikes in racist hate-crime
(Burnett, 2017).

In the expectation of a remain result, the EU referendum can be understood as
an attempted hegemonic manoeuvre intended to shore-up the long-term
legitimacy of the ruling class amidst growing instabilities of financial or neoliberal
capitalism. The dominance of neoliberal capitalism in the UK has been
characterised by deregulation of the economy (Harvey, 2007); rapid hollowing out
of manufacturing and extractive industries (Jessop, 2018); labour precariousness
and widening socio-economic inequalities (Umney, 2018); and an increasingly
powerful (and unstable) financial sector (Harvey, 2007). These processes have
had disproportionate effects on the working-class, subjecting them to greater
class-based exploitation, the ratcheting up of class and racial othering, and
deepening political marginalisation. As the findings of this study will show, this is

intimately connected to Brexit.

This project draws upon 28 semi-structured interviews carried out with leave and
remain voters from diverse ethnic backgrounds living in low-income
neighbourhoods in Selby and Sheffield (Appendix 1 provides an overview of
interviewees’ demographic characteristics). One neighbourhood site is located in
Selby North, a ward which is relatively ethnically homogenous (93.9% White
British — Census, 2021), with recent experience of deindustrialisation (mainly coal
mining) and low levels of immigration. The second was located in Burngreave, an
area in north-eastern Sheffield with  more historical experience of
deindustrialisation, high ethnic diversity (30.8% Asian/Asian British, 25.3% White
British — Census, 2021) and high levels of immigration. Interviews were secured

through extensive voluntary work, gatekeeper organisations, local advertisement
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and snowball sampling (see Chapter 4). Three core themes are drawn upon in
this project: urban deindustrialisation and neoliberal restructuring processes;
symbolic othering and denigration; and political disenfranchisement,
marginalisation and realignment. These three themes are recurrent in
explanations of voting decisions and were key features of the Brexit literature and
debates. Chapter 2 explains in more detail how these three core themes were
arrived at. In what follows, each of these themes will be briefly expanded upon to

contextualise the rationale of this study.

The first theme relates to what some commentators call the ‘body count’ of
deindustrialisation (Cowie and Heathcott, 2003): the closing down of heavy
industries and the loss of industrial jobs. This loss of industrial jobs would not be
as much of a problem had service jobs that replaced them been as numerous, as
well-paid, and as unionised. In 1966 employment in British manufacturing peaked
at 30% of the workforce but had dropped to 7.7% by 2019 (Beatty and Fothergill,
2020). Because of the way industry had developed geographically, these losses
have been concentrated in towns, cities and coalfield areas in the Midlands,
Northeast England, Yorkshire and the Humber, South Wales and Scotland (ibid;
Beatty and Fothergill, 2013). These are areas which have been unfairly described
as ‘left behind’ (Ford and Goodwin, 2014; 2017), a characterisation which tends
to pathologise working-class people and the places they live as unable to keep
up (McKenzie, 2017a; Telford and Wistow, 2019). This neglects the way
deindustrialisation and the shift to a finance-led economy was intended to benefit
the cheerleaders of financial capitalism and be to the detriment of marginalised
groups such as the working-class.

Deindustrialisation and neoliberal political-economic restructuring have also
entailed “the dismantling of institutions and narratives that promoted more
egalitarian distributive measures in the preceding era” (Harvey, 2007: 22). This
has meant the hollowing out of working-class communities, the loss of their jobs
and occupational identities, as well as the stigmatisation of their ways of being
(Skeggs, 1997; 2004; Tyler, 2013). As a hegemonic project, the success of
financial or ‘neoliberal’ capitalism relies on the ideological production of common-
sense: making the social relations constituted by it appear as self-evident, taken

for granted truths (Crehan, 2016). Common-sense is a key theoretical concept
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used throughout this thesis and can be understood as the ensemble of ideological
propaganda produced ‘from above’ as technologies designed by political elites
and the media, and in their class interests, to shape the way people think and
speak about particular groups and issues (Hoare and Nowell-Smith, 1999; Tyler,
2013). Relatedly, this is to garner consent for, or at least subdue more significant
challenges to, policies, circumstances and conditions which might otherwise be
recognised (correctly) to contravene the interests of broader social groups (such
as the working-class more generally) rather than just an ‘undeserving’ or ‘othered’

section of them (such as migrants or welfare benefit claimants).

Gramsci’'s ‘common-sense’ is a concept which refers to the sense-making
primarily used and reproduced by ‘subaltern groups’ (as opposed to intellectuals,
a key distinction in Gramsci’'s work) which tends to be uncritical and incoherent
(Crehan, 2016). Common-sense is pervasive precisely because it is a form of
knowledge accessible by all groups which derives its ‘credibility’ not from proof
or reasoning (although it can be perceived to be, and presented as, factual) but
the extent to which it accords to popular beliefs. Gramsci argues that every social
class has its own common-sense (Crehan, 2016) and this is part of the way
political parties can appeal to, and consolidate a support base from, different

sections of the electorate through specific narratives and discourses.

New forms of ‘neoliberal common-sense’ (Hall and O’Shea, 2013) are both borne
out of, and give rise to, an ideological system that maligns the social security
system as economically burdensome and characterises its recipients “as
inherently and necessarily problematic” (Patrick, 2016: 245). Common-sense
neoliberalism is both classed and racialised in the sense that the cultural value of
particular ethnic and social groups is determined by their economic value and the
extent to which they are able to demonstrate this through work and contribution
to the nation (Makinen, 2017). The way neoliberalisation demands people think
of structural issues as a matter of personal responsibility has buttressed political
efforts to decouple class from politics and disconnect particular social groups —
particularly immigrants, asylum seekers and welfare claimants — from the
working-class. This in turn underpins conceptions of an underclass: people
marked as beneath the class system entirely and treated with contempt and

disgust (Tyler, 2013). It has opened up space to sow other forms of division which
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further disaggregate the working-class from one another and make class
solidarities harder to form. As Calhoun (2018: 59) argues persuasively “racial and
national scapegoating reflect [...] a political economy of blocked opportunity and
widespread insecurity”; political-economic restructuring in the UK has not meant
widespread insecurity for all, but for class groups for which these effects were

intended.

Over the last forty years, a series of Conservative and Labour Party governments
have undermined workplace and union rights and constrained access to public
services, housing and welfare benefits through spending cuts and tighter
eligibility criteria. This has coincided with ideological shifts within the Labour
Party, leading to a lack of political representation for the working-class, growing
disenfranchisement and the realignment of class groups to other parties
perceived to voice their interests (Evans and Tilley, 2017). The rise of UKIP in the
2000s is particularly significant, but the party itself is perhaps less important than
the fact that the circumstances in which it thrived (a wave of anti-immigration,
nationalist and exclusionary sentiment) were at least partly created by
mainstream political parties. The former UKIP leader Farage and his allies
perpetuated a national-populist politics which straddled issues central to the

referendum including immigration, sovereignty and ‘the establishment’.

The slide towards national populism within the UK is partly rooted in the
atrophying of political representation for the working-classes and, relatedly, the
instabilities of neoliberal capitalism which dominant political parties continue to
preside over (Davidson and Saull, 2017). Urban deindustrialisation, de-
unionisation and welfare reform have, in different ways, destabilised the identities
of working-class people, and particularly those of older workers that were formed
in the post-war decades and were connected to racial and class hierarchies of
the time (Saull, 2015). The extent to which different groups are more susceptible
to national-populist discourses may be increased by the fact that nation and
ethnicity are two of the only remaining forms of collective identities available to
working-class people (Davidson and Saull, 2017). This is made more significant
because of the decline in trade unionism and broader class solidarities which
were key sources of political education for challenging common-sense, racialised

and individualistic arguments.



1.2 Explanatory Frameworks of Brexit

Popular perceptions of the leave vote in the 2016 EU referendum have often
suggested that Brexit was a (racist) white working-class backlash (Khaleeli, 2016;
Novara Media, 2016; Taylor, 2016a). While most of those who voted to leave
were middle-class (Dorling, 2016), it remains the case that the proportion of the
working-class who voted to leave was higher than the middle-class. Those in
social grades DE (64%) and C2 (62%), broadly understood as the working-class,
had higher leave voting proportions than C1 (48%) and AB (41%) groups (Ipsos
Mori, 2016).

Existing explanations as to why the working-class tended to vote to leave offer
only partial accounts of their justifications and the political-economic context in
which they were formed. Explanations for Brexit have coalesced around clusters
of themes, with some focussing on economic marginalisation/deindustrialisation,
while others explore immigration, nationalism and racism. The complementarity
of these explanations and themes has tended to be overlooked and greater
attention needs to be paid to the synergies across them. Synthesising a broader
range of processes and developments (economic, political, socio-cultural,
symbolic and spatial), as this thesis does, can lead to an understanding of Brexit
which is more nuanced, historicised and able to capture the fullness of voting
justifications. The next subsection examines some of the strengths and limitations
of dominant explanations for Brexit (these arguments are discussed more fully in

subsection 2.2).

1.2.1 The ‘Left Behind’ and Working-Class Backlash

Popularised by Ford and Goodwin (2014) in their study of the rise of the UK
Independence Party (UKIP), and then further developed in their explanations of
Brexit (Ford and Goodwin, 2017), the ‘left behind’ refers to a group of older, white,
less educated voters who feel marginalised because of a series of economic and
social changes. ‘Left behinds’ feel unable to access opportunities in a post-

industrial labour market, that they have lost out in competition for jobs and in an



increasingly liberal and middle-class world, they feel threatened and alienated
because of their social and political views. The main problems with this
explanation are that it tends to stigmatise working-class people as unable to keep
up and unmodern (McKenzie, 2017a) and it fails to give enough attention to the

structural and class basis of socio-economic change.

1.2.2 Class-based Exploitation and Marginalisation

The arguments considered here are similar in the way they all argue for an
understanding of the leave vote as premised upon the exploitation (Jessop, 2017,
2018; Telford and Wistow, 2019) and marginalisation (McKenzie, 2017a; 2017b)
of the working-class. McKenzie (2017a; 2017b) uses a cultural class analysis
approach which focuses upon the denigration of class identities and
communities, while Jessop (2017; 2018) and Telford and Wistow (2019) focus
more upon class exploitation and the class relations constituting neoliberal
capitalism. McKenzie (2017a; 2017b) is a critic of the ‘left behind’ thesis but her
account of Brexit also reduces economic and political restructuring processes as
epiphenomenal to working-class symbolic and political struggles. McKenzie
(2017a; 2017b) argues that the working-class are ‘left out’ of the rewards of
capitalism, but analyses this through the culturalization of class. Jessop (2017;
2018) and Telford and Wistow (2019) take a more explicitly Marxist approach.
The authors develop agent-full explanations that focus on neoliberal political and
economic restructuring processes as intended to rebalance class relations, with
political elites using a range of crises for political gain and shaping leave voting

sentiments.

1.2.3 Anti-Immigration, Nationalism and Racism

Authors such as Bhambra (2017) have challenged the ‘left behind’ thesis and
what they call the ‘methodological whiteness’ of other explanations for Brexit (for
example, Ford and Goodwin, 2017 or, | would argue, McKenzie, 2017a; 2017b).
Bhambra'’s (2017) critique suggests that socio-economic disadvantage cannot be

the sole explanation for Brexit when some of the most disadvantaged groups —



minority ethnic voters in particular — voted to remain. Virdee and McGeever
(2018) take a Marxist, historicised approach in line with Jessop but with a greater
attentiveness to race and racism. They explain Brexit as a consequence of
enduring political and economic crises which have left working-class voters more
susceptible to an anti-globalisation and anti-immigrant politics, which encourages
people to think of structural problems through racialised discourses of “blood and
nation” (Davidson and Saull, 2017: 5). Patel and Connelly (2019) argue that
working-class leave voters articulated their justifications through ‘post-racial
racisms’ — the more coded and non-racial forms of racism — but fail to grasp the

class dynamic.

1.2.4 Sovereignty and ‘Take Back Control’

‘Take Back Control’ was the key slogan of the official Vote Leave campaign
founded by political strategists Mathew Elliott and Dominic Cummings and
supported by prominent politicians such as Boris Johnson and Michael Gove. In
academic work, the saliency of sovereignty relates to how it has been constructed

"

“‘in opposition to a ‘failure of democratic internationalism’ (Menon and Wager,
2020: 279) and a way to reclaim political and social and economic control against
the backdrop of a series of changes occurring over time (ibid; Agnew, 2019). As
the argument goes in official government literature, leaving the EU will ensure
that Britain is able to take back control of its economy as well as immigration
policies, establishing new economic partnerships, safeguarding jobs (HM
Government, 2018) and managing immigration in a way which benefits British
people (with ‘British’ being a complex identity and subject to racialised
definitions). Taking back control focuses upon the idea of British sovereignty as
being lost to EU integration and EU bureaucracy, with voters supporting leave
because they wanted to see decision making processes made at the smallest
possible scale. Implicitly, this argument draws upon ideas about ‘race’ and nation
by encouraging people to think about sovereignty, democracy and laws through
discourses relating to statehood, belonging and immigration and ties into

common-sense ideas about deservingness.



1.3 Understanding Brexit in the Context of Neoliberal Political-Economic
Restructuring

Existing explanations for Brexit tend to offer partial accounts which oversimplify
and flatten voting behaviour into narrow theoretical frameworks and thematic foci
and tend to ignore the complementarity of themes and synergies across
explanations. Authors such as Bhambra (2017); McKenzie (2017a; 2017b); Patel
and Connelly (2019); Telford and Wistow (2019); and Virdee and McGeever
(2018) are right to draw attention to the weaknesses of the ‘left behind’ thesis, yet
the prescriptions they offer also pose a series of different empirical,
methodological and theoretical problems (see subsection 2.2). The purpose of
this thesis is to explore the validity of these explanations and the assumptions
underpinning them, and allow for more nuanced, complex analysis which is

rooted in understanding the everyday lives and experiences of leave voters.

This thesis proceeds from Tyler’'s (2013; 2015; with Jensen, 2015) interweaving
of Marxist political economy; the symbolic and cultural articulation of neoliberal
hegemony through common-sense discourses which perpetuate classed, racial
and nationalistic divisions (building on the work of, inter alia, Gramsci); and
classificatory struggles and cultural class analysis (owing to Bourdieu) (explained
more fully in subsection 3.1). | add to, and extend, this theoretical framework by
applying it to the formation of longstanding political subjectivities in the context of
Brexit. This theoretical framework is also flexible enough to allow for divergences
and differences. The study draws upon a Marxist model of class which centres
on the ownership of the means of production (capitalist and proletariat or working-
class) which is also attentive to the cultural divisions within and between these
groups, and the symbolic ramifications of class positions as Bourdieu’s work

attests.

1.3.1 Research Objectives, Questions and Design

This project shows how working-class people form their political subjectivities in

the context of urban deindustrialisation and political and economic restructuring



processes occurring in the shift to neoliberalism in the UK. Going further, it shows

how these historically generated dispositions are important to the way more

contemporary political events — such as the EU referendum — are experienced

and interpreted. The main research objective this project pursues is:

To understand how and why people living in low-income neighbourhoods in

England voted to leave or remain in the EU referendum (2016).

This can be translated into the following four research questions:

1.

What are the economic, political, socio-cultural and symbolic factors that
influenced the way working-class people voted in the referendum?

What does the Brexit vote tell us about wider working-class political

subjectivities and class-based forms of politics?

What analytical and theoretical tools best support an understanding of

the effects of the UK’s changing political economy?

. How useful are existing explanatory frameworks of Brexit for

understanding the leave vote?

1.3.2 Contributions to Knowledge and Core Arguments

This study makes a number of contributions to knowledge; these are developed

more fully in Chapter 10 but can be briefly reprised here. They include:

1.

Interviewees’ justifications for voting to leave or remain are complex and
multifaceted, and challenge more monolithic theories and explanations,

which vindicates the synthesisation of multiple theories and foci.

. The theoretical framework developed in this project is a response to the

weaknesses of cultural class analysis (losing sight of the economic) and
Marxist political economy (losing sight of micro-level experiences). It is
argued these shortcomings need to be addressed to fully understand what

changing working-class political subjectivities tell us about Brexit.
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3. Brexit cannot be abstracted from its longer-term historical roots. Brexit is
the starting point of analysis which looks backwards (and forwards) to
explore the longer-term economic, socio-cultural, political and symbolic
processes, changes and developments which have shaped working-

class political subjectivities over time.

4. This study asserts the importance of viewing the working-class as a multi-
ethnic group and in doing so challenges ‘white victimhood’ explanations

of Brexit.

This study shows that sections of the working-class who felt like they had ‘nothing
to lose’ were more likely to vote for ‘risk’ and change (leave) rather than the status
quo. Common-sense arguments were central to the way interviewees (both leave
and remain voters) articulated their voting justifications. These discourses
seemed to be more responsive to the structural problems interviewees were
facing than mainstream political rhetoric allowed. Not only this, as the findings of
this study attest, the leave campaign was able to build a coalition of voters across

different ethnic backgrounds and age groups.

1.4 Structure of the Thesis

Chapter 2 provides a critical overview of the dominant explanations for the
referendum result, expanding on the schematic outline provided above, followed
by a more thematic review which maps out the economic, political and social
context within Britain and how it has changed over the last four decades. This
begins with an exploration of how urban deindustrialisation and restructuring
processes occurring in the shift to neoliberalism have played out within the UK
and why financial capitalism was adopted as a hegemonic strategy. Secondly,
attention is paid to the ideological tools and technologies used to (attempt to)
manufacture consent for financial capitalism, thinking about the production of
common-sense discourses and the way they target marginalised populations.
The final subsection focuses upon the relationship between class and politics,

and changes to working-class voting behaviour.
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The theoretical and conceptual approach is discussed in Chapter 3. This chapter
explicates how structural changes occurring at the macro-level can and should
be connected to micro-level attitudes, subjectivities and responses to these
processes. Chapter 4 focuses on the study’s methodological approach: it
explains the usefulness of a critical realist-informed ontological approach, the
value of focussing upon two different low-income neighbourhoods, and the way
semi-structured interviews helped the researcher to produce rich data. Detail
about sampling procedures, data analysis and the practicalities of conducting this
project ethically, and with an attentiveness to positionality and reflexivity, are also
included. Chapter 5 presents neighbourhood profiles of both Selby and
Burngreave (Sheffield), exploring the local and regional economic, labour market,
political and demographic context within each case study site. This chapter also
reasserts the value of a spatial approach to studying Brexit and shows how

regions which are poorer overall tended to vote leave.

Four analysis chapters which broadly map onto each of the themes discussed in
the literature review comprise the remainder of the thesis. Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9
show how working-class participants form their political proclivities within the
context of urban deindustrialisation and the class relations and classed
experiences it shapes. Chapter 6 takes a more narrative approach to analysis
which dedicates more space to individual accounts to trace the lineage and
complexity of interviewees’ political subjectivities. Narrative is designed to
complement the later thematic analysis chapters which can prise data from the
contextual totality of participants’ experiences. It is shown how a range of
explanations and themes can and do coalesce in a single account and how these
explanations are often justified in relation to a series of life experiences occurring
over time, which may be treated as unrelated or insignificant without a

longitudinal/narrative focus.

In terms of thematic analysis chapters, Chapter 7 looks at the material impacts
and experiences of economic marginalisation shaped by rounds of
deindustrialisation and, more recently, austerity. It shows how these experiences,
and a perception that things were better in the past, shape the way participants
voted in the referendum. Chapter 8 concerns the articulation of symbolic,

ideological technologies (common-sense) used to justify inequalities wrought by
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capitalism. It shows how participants’ voting justifications are often couched in
terms which pertain to a series of classed, racialised and nationalistic divisions
designed to divert attention away from political elites. Chapter 9 focuses on
political disenfranchisement and realignment. It shows how interviewees feel
abandoned and neglected by mainstream political parties and the perception that
their needs, and those of the country more generally, are repeatedly ignored. As
a form of direct democracy, the EU referendum was interpreted as an opportunity
for real social and economic change. The thesis conclusion is presented in
Chapter 10, which summarises the key conclusions of the study, adds detail to
the contributions to knowledge it makes and fleshes out some of the limitations

and possible future directions for research in this area.
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2.0 Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

Understanding the EU referendum result (2016) requires a deeper analysis of the
wider structural changes and processes which have been shaping working-class
politics, communities and identities over time. These key developments pertain
to urban deindustrialisation and neoliberal restructuring (privatisation,
deregulation, competition and offshoring), political state crafting, ideological shifts
in party politics and the symbolic othering that serves elites to divert attention
away from the sources of structural inequalities. Many of the explanations
volunteered for Brexit by participants do frame their analysis using some of these
themes, but accounts tend to be atomistic and partial, with participants prioritising
some processes and developments whilst excluding others (such as focussing
on economic change without reference to wider capitalist relations). The key
element which distinguishes my own approach from other academic accounts is
its synthesis of a broad range of themes, processes and developments in a more
holistic way which illuminates the myriad of experiences informing, and being
informed by, interviewees’ political dispositions and particularly how they relate

to Brexit.

This chapter begins with a critical review of the dominant explanations for Brexit,
which have different inflections and foci. Each explanation tends to be associated
with one or two key academics, other than the final subsection (Taking Back

Control), which is more of a popular/political narrative. The explanations include:

e The ‘left behind’ and working-class backlash.
e Class-based exploitation and marginalisation.
e Arguments foregrounding racial nationalisms.

e ‘Taking Back Control,” which focusses on sovereignty.
The purpose of this section is to unpick different explanations of the referendum

result in order to draw out key themes, codify different explanations, and

illuminate unresolved debates and gaps in understandings.
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The literature review then proceeds with three thematic subsections which
explore the key trends, developments and processes that have impacted on and
shaped working-class dispositions, subjectivities and experiences over the last
forty years. It is important to note that objective structures do not inform working-
class subjectivities in a deterministic fashion; the two are mutually constitutive in
a dialectical process in which structures are internalised as dispositions, but
dispositions shape structures (see Bourdieu, 1977). These core themes are
broadly about neoliberal restructuring and deindustrialisation; symbolic othering
and denigration; and political re/dealignment.

The thematic foci of these subsections were arrived at through an iterative
analysis exploring explanations for Brexit — which revealed a series of key themes
(such as the economy, immigration, racism, and inequality) which | felt were
important to explore in more detail — and broader literature on working-class
politics. A series of theoretical preconceptions which owe to the work of Bourdieu
and Tyler, and patrticularly the idea that working-class (political) dispositions are
formed through the internalisation of life experiences and struggles against
classification, prefigured how | arrived at these core themes. Themes, gaps and
inconsistencies identified in the Brexit literature helped to further develop the
theoretical framework | (see Chapter 3), particularly in terms of the need to bring
more explicitly Marxist and political-economic understandings of the classed
effects of capitalist restructuring processes into dialogue with more cultural and

symbolic theories.

These three themes are critical to understand my later analysis: participants’
justifications for voting to leave or remain are about long-term feelings of
economic, political and symbolic marginalisation which stem from experiences of

structural change. In brief they concern:

1) The Losers of Financial Capitalism: Forty Years of Economic Marginalisation
(Section 2.3.1). This subsection concerns how different policies and
processes instituted as part of, or as a result of, the regime shift towards
financial capitalism, can be understood as a way to discipline the working-
class, curtail their bargaining power, and subject them to increasingly

insecure, precarious and degrading living and workplace conditions.
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2) Legitimising Political State-Crafting Through Symbolic ‘Othering’ (Section
2.3.2). In this subsection, attention is paid to the ways in which punitive social
and economic policies are made to appear ‘legitimate’ and necessary by
using a range of common-sense narratives to stigmatise, racialize and
denigrate ‘other’ groups as deserving of punishment and undeserving of

empathy and equality.

3) Political Disenfranchisement and Realignment (Section 2.3.3). The final
subsection explores the collapse of class voting patterns, how class has
been expunged from political rhetoric and discourse, the re-emergence of
national-populist parties in the UK and what this means in terms of the way

class groups feel politically represented and heard.

Firstly, however, | explore the various competing explanations for Brexit in greater

detail.

2.2 Explanations for Brexit

One of the key tasks underpinning the formulation of research questions and aims
for this thesis was codifying the key themes and developments within existing
explanations for Brexit and identifying gaps and shortcomings, particularly in
relation to my theoretical interests and knowledge. The explanations for Brexit
explored in this subsection are, to different extents and with different problems,
largely unsatisfactory accounts, for reasons which will be elaborated further

throughout this subsection.

Before exploring these accounts, a brief summary of the breadth of voting themes
can be demonstrated by Swales’ (2016) work, who draws upon a range of data
from the British Social Attitudes (BSA) survey, British Election Study (BES) and
NatCen Panel Study. The author shows how the economy was cited as the most
important factor deciding referendum position (21 percent of participants),
followed by immigration (20 percent), while 17 percent cited sovereignty and EU
bureaucracy as the most important, and a range of other factors, including

cosmopolitanism and protection of rights, were also mentioned (ibid; see Figure

16



1). What stands out from this is that immigration is an important issue, but
balanced by similarly significant issues, and how there a wide range of factors
shaping political proclivities. The top three concerns identified by Swales (2016)
roughly map onto the core foci of each thematic findings section presented later
in this thesis (Chapters 7-9).

Figure 6. Issues cited as most important in deciding EU Referendum position

.‘ @00000 0

Immigration Campaign/ Foreign policy | EU spending/ | British/ Social
outcome fairness regulations/ english identity/
cost identity partisanship
Economy Cosmopolitanism Other stability EU integration/
or uncertainty stability
concermn
Sovereignty/ Protection Family
EU bureaucracy of rights

Base: all adults aged 18+ who voted in EU referendum (excluding don't knows & no answer), British Election Study Wave 8

Figure 1 — Issues cited as most important to referendum voting decision. Adapted from Swales
(2016).

Synthesising a range of largely academic qualitative studies, analyses and other
theoretical contributions to knowledge of Brexit, | have identified four core
explanations, albeit with not always clear boundaries, which mobilise different
arguments around the leave vote. By doing so, | was able to see how each of the
core explanations tended to ignore elements of the other, as well as the value of
synthesising the foci of each in an overarching theoretical framework (see
Chapter 3) to produce a more holistic understanding of Brexit wedded to its wider

structural context.

Table 1 summarises the key characteristics of each of the four core explanations.
In summary, the authors of the ‘left behind’ thesis (Ford and Goodwin, 2017)
focus on economic marginalisation and labour market change as the drivers of

largely white working-class resentment, which they see as key to understanding
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Brexit. The second core explanation focuses on class-based exploitation and
marginalisation. What sets this apart from the ‘left behind’ thesis is the way the
former focuses on neoliberal restructuring processes as intending to rebalance
class relations in favour of the capitalist class and their intermediaries, rather than
presenting the plight of the working-class as an unfortunate outcome of blind
historical processes. Other explanations for Brexit take as their focus immigration,
race and post-colonialism, with some following more intersectional approaches
which combine class exploitation/marginalisation with an attentiveness to race

and racialisation (Virdee and McGeever, 2018).

The ‘take back control’ thesis is a political campaign message-cum-explanation
which focuses on sovereignty. It has some loose thematic similarities in the way
claims to sovereignty are (not unproblematically) often articulated through
discourses of economic change and immigration. In academic work, explanations
of the saliency of sovereignty tend to argue that it acted as an umbrella term used
by politicians, and in the media, to provide “legitimacy and coherency to a range
of broadly nativist views and populist sentiments” (Menon and Wager, 2020: 280;
see also Agnew, 2019). Sovereignty was significant to voters in the way it was
premised upon an ensemble of broader and deeper concerns — some about how
political decisions are made in the UK, others about immigration and borders —
and how it offered a sense of control in a period of change, uncertainty and

insecurity.

These core explanations are not discrete entities; they overlap with each other
and can be mobilised as clusters of explanations within single narratives, such
as a left behind working-class that can restore a sense of pride and status by

reclaiming sovereignty from the EU.
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1. Economic
Marginalisation

2. Symbolic and
Discursive Othering

3. Political
Disenfranchisement and
Realignment

The ‘left behind’ | Ford & Academic, Positives: provides economic/labour Construction of ‘left Class fragmentation. Long term (‘agentless’) economic
Goodwin journalistic, | market explanation for Brexit. Does Labour market behind’ as ideological Political and social structural changes have
(2017). political, not downplay size of working-class insecurity. tool (victims of disenfranchisement and marginalised older, white, working-
popular. (both in Brexit vote and society Economic inequality globalisation). realignment. class voters who no longer have
generally). and insecurity. Labour Liberal identity politics the skills needed to succeed in a
market effects of denigrating ‘illiberal’ post-industrial labour market.
Negatives: focuses only on white immigration. working-class.
working-class; glosses over
race/ethnicity and immigration.
Class-based McKenzie Mostly Positives: structural and historicised Uneven development. Crisis of hegemony, ‘Blowback’ effects of Economic marginalisation and the
exploitation and | (2017a; academic. explanation of Brexit which offers Class marginalisation. legitimising structural chronic insecurity lead to dismantling of institutions
marginalisation | 2017b). persuasive account of class struggle Increasing exploitation. | inequalities. support for national underpinning class domination,
Jessop from above (Jessop and Telford & Class domination. populism. exacerbates divisions and
(2017; Wistow). Deindustrialisation. Political marginalisation inequalities which are harnessed
2018); Economic crises. stems from increasing by national-populist parties and
Telford & Negatives: does not focus on exploitation. the leave campaign.
Wistow race/ethnicity and immigration; lacks
(2019). empirical grounding (Jessop); not too
dissimilar to left behind (McKenzie).
Anti- Bhambra Mostly Positives: attentive to race/ethnicity Labour market effects Immigrants as ‘other’ White working-class feel Widening and deepening
immigration, (2017); academic. and some develop a persuasive of immigration. population, used as ‘uniquely disadvantaged’ structural inequalities wrought by
nationalism and | Patel & Limited intersectional, structural and historical | Post-colonial decline. scapegoats for and tend to support neoliberalism have been racialised
racism Connelly distribution account of Brexit (Virdee & structural inequalities. divisive national-populist and blamed on a series of external
(2019); in media McGeever). politics. and internal ‘others’. These
Virdee & and racialized discourses were
McGeever popular. Negatives: some lack empirical Links to ‘liberal’ identity harnessed by leave campaign.
(2018). grounding; others offer individualistic politics: working-class as
accounts of working-class (Patel & insular and racist.
Connelly).
‘Take back Cummings Political Positives: useful to show how political | Economic crises. EU as scapegoat for Perceived failures of Bloated and burdensome
control’ and (2016); (campaign), | parties may have used Brexit as a Free movement of domestic problems democracy. contributions are made to the EU
sovereignty Johnson journalistic, | hegemonic manoeuvre to secure goods, services, (involving poorer EU to support a dysfunctional financial
(2016). popular and | legitimacy in period of crisis. people. nations, migrants, EU Links to a system, to prop up poorer
academic. Claims to sovereignty bureaucrats). communitarian/nostalgic economies and pay unelected
Agnew Negatives: focus on sovereignty in as response to form of identity politics bureaucrats to govern Britain from
(2019); ‘take back control’ thesis tends to be economic decline and (looking back to better abroad. Brexit is about reclaiming
Menon & displaced arguments about structural social change. times). parliamentary sovereignty, and
Wager inequalities. being able to take control of
(2020). Britain’s borders, money and laws.

Table 1 — Summary of Brexit explanations.
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2.2.1 The ‘Left Behind’

The ‘left behind’ thesis is an explanation for Brexit which focuses on economic
and labour market processes but tends to constitute a deficit model in the way it
explains the leave vote through the inability of the white working-class to adapt
to structural change, thus individualising responses to neoliberal capitalist
restructuring as the reason (Ford and Goodwin, 2017). The key point of criticism
Is that it glosses over how economic and labour market changes are part of an
active process of class struggle from above that produces and exacerbates
inequalities. The social values of the ‘left behind’ are considered to be insular and
parochial among an increasingly younger, liberal and supposedly middle-class
electorate (Ford and Goodwin, 2017). Ford and Goodwin contend that
“mainstream politicians attached to that [liberal] consensus were not only ignoring
the values and priorities of the ‘left-behind’, they were actively promoting a vision
of Britain that the ‘left-behind’ voters found threatening and rejected” (Ford and
Goodwin, 2017: 4).

Ford and Goodwin’s (2017) focus on ‘left behind’ people largely fails to set people
in a spatial and economic context of ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods and regions.
Economic geography is an important factor shaping national-populist proclivities,
with people living in deindustrialising and declining (left behind) areas tending to
vote leave. Other advocates of ‘left behind’ arguments have extended its focus to
consider the spatial and geographic dimensions of economic and labour market
change and how it produces inter-regional inequalities and resentment
(Carrascal-Incera et al. 2020; McCann, 2020; McCann and Ortega-Argiles, 2021;
Rodriguez-Pose, 2018). McCann (2020) shows how the UK has some of the
greatest inter-regional inequalities in the industrialised world and claims that this
is “essential for understanding the ‘geography of discontent’ and political shocks

which are evident nowadays in many countries” (McCann, 2020: 256).

The inter-regional effects of economic decline wrought by deindustrialisation
(McCann, 2020) are compounded by punitive welfare reforms and disinvestment
(Beatty and Fothergill, 2016) which shape the way that people then think about
and experience the opportunities and landscapes around them and form their
(political) subjectivities. People who live in places which have suffered from rapid

decline, job loss and/or greater exploitation, service closures and perceived
20



neglect are increasingly susceptible to political discourses which attack the
“factors on which recent economic growth has been based: open markets,

migration, economic integration, and globalisation” (Rodriguez-Pose, 2018: 32).

Some commentators (Bhambra, 2017; Patel and Connelly, 2019) have claimed
Ford and Goodwin’s (2017) analysis offers a disingenuous account of the class
breakdown of the referendum and that the authors gloss over racism and racial
inequalities. They argue, using research from Dorling (2016), that it was the white,
propertied, middle-class in southern England that delivered the majority of the
vote. These authors are right to question Ford and Goodwin’s (2017) focus on
the white working-class when working-class people from ethnic minority
backgrounds are just as disadvantaged by economic and labour market
restructuring processes, and many voted to remain. In terms of class, Dorling
(2016) uses the Registrar General’'s framework to show that those in social
grades ABC1 (broadly understood as the middle-class) represented 59% of the
total leave vote, whilst those in the two lowest social class groups D and E,
constituted only 24% (Dorling, 2016). One criticism is that Dorling excludes grade
C2 (which should be part of the working-class) from analysis completely and
overestimates the size of the middle-class in society more generally. However, it
is perhaps no surprise that ‘middle-class southerners’ constituted a larger
proportion of the leave vote because more people live in the south and middle-
class people are more likely to turn out and vote. But in terms of relative
probabilities, the working-class were still the social class group most likely to have
voted to leave the EU (Dorling, 2016; Ipsos Mori, 2016) and greater leave voting
majorities were found in the midlands, Yorkshire and northern England (Beatty
and Fothergill, 2018).

Several other important contributions have offered partial ripostes to the ‘left
behind’. Surridge et al (2021), build upon the work of Swales (2016), and explore
the motivations of ‘comfortable leavers’. These are people who are predominantly
Conservative Party supporters, tend to have incomes of over £2,200 per month,
are middle-aged (average age of 47 years), Eurosceptic, feel like they are
managing financially and have anti-welfare attitudes (Swales, 2016). Comfortable
leavers think immigration has made things worse in the UK and share a “nostalgic

optimism that leaving the EU might be a catalyst for change [...] that could restore
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industries, services and a sense of pride from an earlier era” (Surridge et al. 2021
11). This adds nuance to understandings of the effects of economic and social
contexts on leave voters. Left behind white working-class leave voters living in

deindustrialised and declining areas can co-exist with ‘comfortable leavers’.

Relatedly, Antonucci et al (2017) focus their analysis on the ‘squeezed middle’.
They use data from the British Election Survey (BES) to show how this group —
those with stable jobs, declining financial positions and GCSE or A-level
qualifications — were more likely to have voted to leave the EU than those with
little to no educational qualifications. Fundamentally, this is about class trajectory;
the squeezed middle “face an increasing challenge in maintaining their lifestyle”
(Antonucci et al. 2017: 214-15) because of widening inequalities, greater
downward pressure on wages and welfare reforms which have stripped away
social protections for all but the most marginalised groups (ibid). This further
weakens the validity of explanations which single out particular groups (the white
working-class ‘left behind’) and misses the nuances and complexities of the range

of leave voters assembled within this coalition.

2.2.2 Class-based Exploitation and Marginalisation

The explanations explored here are similar to each other in the way they think of
Brexit as related to processes which disaggregate and dispossess working-class
people. They differ, however, in the way one subscribes to a more cultural class
analysis approach (McKenzie, 2017a; 2017b) and the other a more structural,
economistic and Marxist approach (Jessop, 2017; 2018; Telford and Wistow,
2019). McKenzie's (2017a; 2017b) work is premised upon qualitative interview
data and fieldwork diaries derived from ethnographic study of two deindustrialised
working-class communities, one situated in East London and the other in
Nottinghamshire. She is a critic of the ‘left behind’ thesis, arguing that it
stigmatises the working-class as outmoded and oversimplifies “the depth and
intensity of what has happened to working-class people, their communities and
their identities for over 30 years” (McKenzie, 2017a: 207). McKenzie (2017a;
2017b) argues that working-class interests have been systematically abandoned

by mainstream political parties over this period, with both Labour and the
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Conservatives pursuing economic and social policies that have served to

exacerbate inequalities and attack working-class communities and identities.

The extent to which McKenzie (2017a; 2017b) convincingly demarcates her
analysis from that of the ‘left behind’ is questionable. Using a cultural conception
of class struggle — which focuses more upon struggles against symbolic
representation than labour relations — she does not do enough to connect the
ground level experiences of working-class people to macro-level processes of
neoliberal capitalist restructuring which have advanced class domination. In a
similar way to Ford and Goodwin (2017), McKenzie (2017a; 2017b) also focuses
too narrowly on the views of the white working-class. Having conducted part of
her research in Newham and Tower Hamlets — areas where only 16-30% of the
population are White British — McKenzie’s (2017a; 2017b) work is
unrepresentative of the ethnic backgrounds of the majority of working-class

residents in that case study site.

McKenzie (2017a; 2017b) problematises depictions of the white working-class in
politics and the media as both economically and culturally impoverished and
argues against the ‘left behind’ for legitimising these “devalued identity of the
deindustrialized working class” (McKenzie, 2017a: 277). We must also be mindful
of overlooking cultural stigmatisation experienced by many working-class people
of colour and the depth of institutionalisation white privilege holds. For example,
types of religious fundamentalism attributed to working-class Muslim
communities are not only constructed as a form of cultural impoverishment but
are drawn from deeply sedimented racial stereotypes which frame them as a
threat to the very constitution of Britain as a nation. Attitudes of this kind are
related to Brexit because of the way racialised common-sense discourses of
immigration and borders bleed over into anxieties about ethnic and religious
minorities more generally (Virdee, 2017).

Other explanations from Jessop (2017; 2018) and Telford and Wistow (2019)
(also Virdee and McGeever, 2018, discussed in the subsection below) are more
explicitly Marxist forms of political economic analysis. The authors develop agent-
full explanations that identify the protagonists of class struggle from above, who
are able to harness the contradictions and crises of capitalism as technologies

through which anti-EU sentiment can be cultivated. Jessop (2017; 2018)
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develops a theoretical interpretation of Brexit from a Poulantzian and Gramscian
perspective. He takes a historical approach to explain how the referendum itself
could be thought of as a hegemonic manoeuvre pursued by the Conservative
Party as an attempt to reconcile and placate deepening economic crises which
are a symptom of the internal weaknesses of a capitalist political economy
(Jessop, 2017; 2018). Whilst Jessop does not explicitly claim so, this critique
seems to take aim at the ‘take back control’ narrative. In this context, Brexit is
explained by Jessop as a form of ‘nationalist and populist blowback’: resistance
from “disadvantaged -capitals, intensified uneven development, increasing
inequalities of income and wealth” (Jessop, 2018: 1731). However, what Jessop
(2017; 2018) does not do is explore what counts as ‘national-populist blowback’
in an empirical context: different classed groups living in particular
neighbourhoods may see the EU as being a greater or lesser source of wealth

and opportunity.

Telford and Wistow (2019) draw upon qualitative data to link together a “localised
experience of neoliberalism’s slow-motion social dislocation” (ibid: 1) and
decisions to vote to leave the EU. Their data set is derived from 26 interviews
conducted with white, working-class and predominantly male residents of
Teesside in northern England. Telford and Wistow (2019) explicitly challenge the
‘left behind’ thesis and provide further nuance to the idea that systematic
exclusions from the rewards of global capitalism provide an important explanatory
framework for understanding motivations to leave the EU (Telford and Wistow,
2019). In a similar way to McKenzie (2017a; 2017b), Telford and Wistow (2019)
argue that Brexit must be understood as shaped by deindustrialisation, the
playing out of neoliberalism and the Labour Party’s abandonment of the working-

class.

Their analysis differs from McKenzie (2017a; 2017b), however insofar as it is
more about class-based exploitation and domination rather than processes of
cultural exclusion: the authors talk more about the loss of jobs, low wages and
the decline of unionisation instead of class stigma, respectability and
deservingness. What the authors devote little attention to are concerns over
immigration despite nearly a third of the sample having claimed it “intensified the

difficulty in obtaining remunerative work, housing and put additional pressure on
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underfunded public services” (Telford and Wistow, 2019: 9). This may be a
purposeful omission given the constraints of journal writing or challenging to
acknowledge as Marxists who wish to defend working-class interests. A number
of authors also take more explicitly intersectional approaches to analysis (other
than Patel and Connelly, 2019), which explain Brexit through the interrelatedness

of class, race and nation.

2.2.3 Immigration, Nationalism and Racism

Explanations considered in this subsection tend to critique the ‘left behind’ thesis
for glossing over race and ethnicity and suggest that the EU referendum result
was at least partially determined by racialised conceptions of nation and
economic and social change. Rhodes et al. (2019) draw upon the experiences of
15 residents living in Oldham from a diverse range of ethnic backgrounds which
provide counter-narratives to the ‘left behind’ and develop progressive and
structural understandings of local social and economic problems. Although voting
proclivities are not the central focus of their work, Rhodes et al (2019) claim that
the majority of their participants think of themselves as ‘Remainers’ who thought
Brexit would deepen local economic insecurity, consolidate racial inequalities,
and further entrench a feeling of political neglect. The report underscores the fact
that the white working-class are not “uniquely disadvantaged” (ibid: 7), and that
individuals from ethnic minority backgrounds continue to experience
disproportionately high levels of poverty but form their political subjectivities in

different ways.

Bhambra (2017) argues that a ‘methodological whiteness’ in the popularisation
of the 'left behind' narrative — which focuses on white working-class concerns
rather than considering the working-class as multi-ethnic — displaces racialized
inequality from the discussion. Bhambra'’s (2017) critique of the ‘left behind’ thesis
is not based upon empirical findings; this doesn’t mean it is not at least partially
true. The ‘left behind’ is an economically reductionist and individualistic notion,
and, as Bhambra (2017) argues, analyses of Brexit need to consider how the

middle-class constituted a large proportion of the leave vote, which reveals how
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“opposition to immigration was primarily cultural in character and not based in

economic disadvantage” (Bhambra, 2017: 222).

Henderson et al (2016; 2017) draw upon data from the Future of England survey
and argue that Brexit was related to the persistence of Eurosceptic attitudes in
England and the relationship they have to English national identity. Their analysis
shows that concerns over immigration were significantly related to decisions to
vote to leave the EU, as were right-wing social views and identifying with an
English national identity. However, the authors find no significant relationship
between English national identity and anti-immigrant attitudes and show how
some of the “assumed avenues by which English national identity might influence
attitudes to the EU — nostalgia and a perception of England as a distinct national

community — are largely absent” (Henderson et al. 2016: 643).

Patel and Connelly (2019) conducted a localised, qualitative research project to
investigate the voting justifications of 13 White British residents living in Salford,
who are all leave voters, and how their justifications are informed by post-racial
or, as the authors term, “more palatable” (ibid: 981) racisms. It is important not to
deny that racisms (new or old) pervade the accounts of a section of those who
voted to leave the European Union. However, Patel and Connelly’'s (2019)
account ignores how racist structures are constructed and perpetuated at the elite
level, reinforces long-held stereotypes of Britain’s poor as intolerant and insular,
and tells us little about how the racist views presumed of the working-class may
have oriented them to voting to leave or remain. Their explanation contrasts to
that of Virdee and McGeever (2018) who offer a more structural account which

is, | would argue, the most persuasive existing explanation for Brexit.

Virdee and McGeever (2018) provide a theoretical explanation of Brexit. Their
analysis marries class and nationalism-based arguments with an attentiveness
to the ways these structures intersect with race and racialisation. The authors
suggest that the declining status of Britain as an imperial hegemon amidst a
series of working-class defeats suffered at the hands of Margaret Thatcher
throughout the 1980s and 1990s, and the limited response of New Labour, has
left the working-class politically and socially atomised and susceptible to national
populist politics. They go further to claim that it is the politicisation of a narrow

and racialised conception of Englishness which is one of the key drivers of Brexit
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sentiment and that support for this has been harnessed by rehashing
understandings of structural decline with a nationalistic hue (Virdee and
McGeever, 2018). Virdee and McGeever’s (2018) contribution shares similarities
to that of Jessop (2017; 2018) and Telford and Wistow (2019) in the way it
provides a “conjunctural analysis of the financial and political crisis within which
Brexit occurred” (Virdee and McGeever, 2018: 1802) but is more attentive to

‘race’ than both of the former.

2.2.4 Sovereignty

Parliamentary sovereignty was a fundamental part of political and journalistic
commentary leading up to and preceding the referendum result. Virdee and
McGeever (2018) and Bhambra (2017) may be correct in their claims that political
discourses associated with ‘taking back control’ were embedded within idealised
and racialised visions of Britain’s colonial past. But this may be truer of the
organisation of the leave campaigns themselves, and the political actors
embedded within them, than the themes structuring the accounts of voters in
empirical research who focus on sovereignty (c.f. McKenzie, 2017a; 2017b;
Telford and Wistow, 2019). For example, in McKenzie’'s (2017a) work,
interviewees focused on the critique of bureaucracy, rather than a celebration of
Britain’s colonial past, rejecting the EU as “another layer of government’
(McKenzie, 2017a: 268).

As an explanation for Brexit, sovereignty-based arguments suggest that people
voted to leave the European Union because they wanted British government to
be able to make their own laws and policies in relation to the economy,
immigration and borders, and trade (HM Government, 2018). Concerns over
migrant crossings, fishing rights, the shape and size of fresh produce, and
agriculture were key battlegrounds on which this sentiment was articulated.
Taking back control focuses upon the idea of British sovereignty being lost to EU
integration and bureaucracy and with membership funding the wages of an
unnecessary layer of government which worked against the specific national
interests of British people. However, by counterpoising a narrow and nationalistic

conception of sovereignty to immigration and open borders, this argument also
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encouraged voters to think about ‘taking back control’ through racialised
common-sense discourses which vilified migrants and other ethnic minority

groups living in Britain and abroad.

Academic research has dealt with the issue of sovereignty and its political
construction in different ways. Those working within the disciplines of law and
international policy have tended to focus on what they see as the flawed premises
for reinstating a totalising conception of British sovereignty (Agnew, 2019). It is
argued that Britain’s imperial past and the way it is embedded within a series of
trans-national economic and political agreements and relations means it can
never have full sovereignty (Agnew, 2019). Reclaiming sovereignty seems to be
less about total and independent governance, than having greater control over a
series of different processes which were perceived to have increasingly negative

effects on people’s lives.

As critics have noted, many of the arguments made in the name of ‘sovereignty’
tended to be refracted arguments about the effects of capitalism (Calhoun, 2016).
This is significant because the progenitors of national populism and the leave
campaign, such as Farage and Johnson, had to argue for greater control over
borders, laws and money without recourse to any notion of capitalism or
neoliberalism. This relates to the work of Menon and Wager (2020), who argue
that the notion of sovereignty was “an ungraspable chimera, a fog that has proved
seductive to the public and which has — due to an acute failure of statecratft,
leadership and basic understanding — infected the British body politic” (Menon
and Wager, 2020: 279). The authors suggest that sovereignty is something
relatively intangible and a construction but, in a later part of their article, a
repository for a range of tangential issues made salient in times of political and
economic change and uncertainty (ibid). This contradiction is what made
sovereignty so powerful as a driver of the leave vote; it served as a ‘messaging
tool’ for political gain which drew upon nationalist and populist arguments about
borders, the economy and decision-making and became a proxy “for the

regaining of individual political autonomy” (ibid: 282).

This subsection has considered four core explanations for Brexit which overlap
with one another. Virdee and McGeever's (2018) explicity Marxist and

intersectional explanation is perhaps the most persuasive individual account
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considered here because of the way it synthesises an agent-full understanding
of class inequality and political-economic change which is attentive to the racial
effects of these developments. However, the authors offer only a theoretical
account of Brexit, which needs to be substantiated empirically. The following
three subsections explore the key trends, developments and processes identified
in the introduction (subsection 2.1) that have shaped working-class dispositions
and political proclivities over time and across space. This is to complement the
four explanations outlined above and illuminate more clearly some of the gaps

and inconsistencies within them.

2.3 Thematic Analysis

2.3.1 The Losers of Financial Capitalism: Forty Years of Economic
Marginalisation

It is important to note from the outset that Britain joining the EU (1973) (formerly
European Economic Community) occurred largely in parallel to the emergence of
(neo)liberal capitalism in the UK. This has meant that many of the effects of
domestic (neoliberal) policy in the UK have been conflated with EU policy and its
key principles. This is important in understanding the way working-class people
form their political subjectivities because it means processes such as the free
movement of people and immigration can be harnessed by politicians to distract
from the effects of class inequalities largely caused by domestic political
decisions. The EU did not cause neoliberalism in Britain, it was British class
interests and changes in British policy that ushered in the neoliberal period; today
most other EU countries remain less neoliberal than Britain. However, since the
1990s, neoliberal principles have been baked into EU treaties and have

contributed to the way neoliberalisation has been rolled forward in the UK.

This subsection explores the deep structural inequalities that emerged in the
wake of the relatively prosperous post-war era of social democracy and how a
series of concessions granted to the working-class in that period have been
gradually rolled back. This project follows Jessop’s (2018) definition of

neoliberalisation as:
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“an economic, political, and social project that tends to judge economic activities
in terms of profitability and social activities in terms of their contribution to
accumulation and seeks to promote this vision through institutional redesign,
encouraging new forms of subjectivity and conduct, and establishing new spatio-
temporal fixes” (Jessop, 2018: 1729).

This is not ‘agentless’ (Fairclough, 1995): history does not play out by itself but,
rather, there are active agents which believe a specific political system — liberal
capitalism — is the best possible alternative. Neoliberalism is a class project
intended to rebalance class relations in favour of capital (Harvey, 2007; Jessop,
2015a). Because politicians and economic elites pursue an economy which
subordinates all social activity to market logics and consistently, and increasingly
exploitatively and forcibly, seeks out national and international sources of profit,
it is a “major driving force of uneven development” (Jessop, 2018: 1729). This is
about both the concentration of wealth and the rewards of capitalism in particular
regions and the way this type of political-economy values and privileges mobile
and high profit producing capital and people over others (Jessop, 2016).
Neoliberalism is an inherently disruptive, variegated, and crisis-prone political-
economic system which promotes competitiveness and competition through its
instability (Jessop, 2018). The effects of these processes on the working-class
will be explored below.

Political and Economic Pre-History

In the twenty-five-year period after the Second World War, the employment rate
in the UK was reasonably high compared with the nadir of the Great Depression
in the interwar period (see Figure 2, adapted from ONS, 2019). In terms of poverty
and living standards, the expansion of the social security system, including
national insurance, the National Health Service and a social safety net provided
by benefits, provided far greater protections to British people. Income inequality
was lower in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s then it is today: Figure 3 shows how
income inequality was around 25% in this period, whereas it has never dropped
below 30% since the late 1980s (Francis-Devine, 2021).

1 This analysis uses the Gini coefficient to determine income inequality.
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Figure 1: Employment rate, UK, 1861 to 2018
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Figure 2 — Employment rate in the UK from 1861 to 2018 (adapted from ONS, 2019).
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Figure 3 — Income inequality in the UK from 1961 to 2012 (adapted from Francis-Devine, 2021).

The most notable challenge to social democracy emerged in the 1970s. This was
underpinned by concerns over Britain’s low economic growth, rising inflation and
limited real-wage growth (Gallas, 2015), and increasing reliance upon imported
goods to meet domestic demand (Seyd, 1987). Not only this, but trade union
militancy had also led to increasingly volatile relations between the working-class

and government. The Labour Party won the 1974 election with a radical mandate
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which signalled the start of a project to fundamentally restructure the capitalist
economy towards working-class interests (Gallas, 2015). This was short lived
because of the oil crisis throughout the 1970s which led to rising inflation under
Wilson and his replacement with Callaghan would set the stage for Britain’s

neoliberal regime shift.

This was not neoliberalism as is known today, but Callaghan’s 1976 Leader’s
Speech (Blackpool) marked a point in which the Labour Party’s commitment to
progressivism and egalitarianism was blended with monetarist policy and a more
critical view of trade unions (Sutcliffe-Braithwaite, 2021). Intense disputes
between the Labour government and trade unions in the winter of 1978/79
impeded their ability to appeal to the working-class in the general election later

that year and saw the formation of a Thatcher-led Conservative government.

Thatcher: Rolling Back Class Compromises

The period of initial consolidation of neoliberalism in the UK involved the rolling
back of class compromises made during the post-war settlement (Jessop,
2015a). Throughout the 1980s, Thatcher not only worsened the material lives of
working-class people, but also challenged their identities and modes of value
while delegitimising their institutions as a collective ‘enemy within’ (Bradley,
1999). By “attacking all forms of social solidarity that hindered competitive
flexibility” (Harvey, 2005: 23), perceived blockages to labour productivity —
particularly the powers of trade unions — were progressively broken down.
Through a series of increasingly punitive statutes including the Employment Acts
of 1980 and 1982, and the Trade Union Act 1984, closed shop agreements were
undermined, secondary picketing was outlawed, and non-unionisation was

incentivised (Dorey, 2016).

The Thatcher era saw the acceleration of industrial decline that began in the
1970s. Between 1966 and 2016, manufacturing employment fell from 8.9 million
to just 2.9 million; at its peak, the coal industry had employed some 500,000
people — now this figure is close to zero (Beatty and Fothergill, 2016). Export
competition from emerging Asian economies added pressure to core British

industries (Pilat et al. 2006). However, job losses in industries where organisation
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was strongest served as a symbolic victory in a war over class relations.
Employment in manufacturing as a whole has declined from 42% of the labour
market in 1951, to just 10% in 2011, with the service sector expanding by 36
percentage points in the same period, from 45% to 81% (ONS, 2016).

The significance of deindustrialisation can be understood in terms of class,
gender and geography. Industrial job losses were concentrated in the Midlands,
Yorkshire and the Humber, North East and North West England, Wales and
Scotland (Beatty and Fothergill, 2016) and closures had significant effects on
regional economies and inter-regional inequalities (McCann, 2020). Service
sector jobs that replaced industrial employment are polarised in terms of higher
paying, more secure jobs in the financial and technological sector and the
predominance of low-paid, precarious and insecure jobs in sectors such as retalil,
care, leisure and hospitality. Working-class people, and generally men, who lost
their jobs in the core industries have tended to be concentrated in low-paying
service industries or drop out of the labour market all together (Beatty and
Fothergill, 2016). Nonetheless, working-class women have tended to always
work in service sector jobs that are consistently poorly paid and less secure
(Irvine et al. 2022) and have often performed a range of other unpaid forms of

labour at home to ensure the reproduction of the family.

Roll Forward of Neoliberal Institutions and ‘Blowback’

A second election victory in 1983 encouraged Thatcher to pursue policies which
would create “deeper-rooted, if not irreversible, structural shifts in the post-war
economic and political order” (Jessop, 2015a: 20). This included a neoliberal
accumulation strategy, a strong state, and an ideology of authoritarian populism
which was hostile to welfare, opposed immigration and made ‘law and order’ a
central plan of government policy. Breaking the class compromise involved
dismantling class institutions such as trade unions and weakening the welfare
state. Thatcher’'s neoliberal accumulation strategy was to promote market
competitiveness; deregulate the economy; privatise state owned industries and

contract out elements of public services (such as prisons); and promote the trans-
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nationalisation of capital and further open Britain up to global financial markets
(Jessop, 2015a; 2018).

These processes have left the working-class increasingly at the mercy of their
employers with the effect of increasing the exploitation of workers, driving down
wages through competition and, by reducing workplace protections, breaking
working-class bargaining power and wellbeing (Gallas, 2015; Umney, 2018). As
Figure 4 shows (adapted from Francis-Devine, 2022), around the mid-1980s
there is a sharp increase in the percentage of the population in relative low
income (those earning less than 60% of the median that year). This was driven
by a decline in the wages of low-paid workers at the time, persistent long-term
unemployment and tax cuts for the rich which rebalanced the income distribution
(Mack and Lansley, 1985).

Thatcher’s state-crafting was a response to the ‘cradle to grave’ welfare system
instituted as part of social democracy which was now thought of as being wasteful
and economically burdensome. Thatcher gave increasing powers to repressive
state apparatus such as the police force and prison system whilst cutting funding
to housing, education and social security (Gallas, 2015; Gough, 1980; c.f.
Wacquant, 2009; 2010). She also presided over the selling off of council houses
at discounted rates and transferring housing stock from local authority ownership
to private housing organisations (Ginsburg, 2005). This had the effect of reducing
the overall number of council houses, contributing to the ‘residualisation’ of
council estates (Jones, 2011) and pushing the prices of houses upwards shaping
the dysfunctional housing market witnessed today. It is from the 1980s onwards
that we see a widening gap between before housing costs and after housing costs
poverty, which shows that rising house prices — an effect of Tory housing policy

— were worsening poverty (see Figure 4).

Between 1988-1990, a series of ‘blowback’ effects would accumulate and lead to
internal tensions within the Conservative Party (Jessop, 2015a; 2017),
particularly in relation to the EU. Rising interest rates, a widening trade deficit,
and frequent wage demands, coupled with the introduction of the widely
unpopular ‘poll tax’ in 1990, sparked a series of popular protests around the
country (ibid).
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Figure 4 — Percentage of the population in relative low income 1961-2018 (adapted from Francis-
Devine, 2022).

This prompted a challenge to Thatcher’s leadership, forced her resignation, and
resulted in Major taking over as prime minister. The Major years (1990-1997) are
representative of, broadly, a continuation of the Thatcherite project of neoliberal
accumulation and authoritarian populism. Major did attempt to distance the
Conservative Party from the more extreme economic policies of neoliberalism
under Thatcher, but his decision to privatise British Rail in 1993 would add to the

party’s internal divisions and low public popularity.

In terms of Thatcher’s state and economic projects, the Blair and New Labour
administrations of 1997 to 2010 offered less of an alternative (Gallas, 2015;
Jessop, 2015a), other than in attempts to disassociate the party from neoliberal
globalisation by characterising it as a process out of their control and a form of
‘agentless change’ (Fairclough, 1995). This does need to be qualified: whilst New
Labour did not significantly alter the structural basis of neoliberal capitalism, they
did make some key social policy interventions which offset some of its harshest
effects. New Labour significantly increased spending on benefits and tax credits
throughout their tenure, and between 1997 and 2010 absolute and relative rates

35



of poverty declined markedly for children and pensioners, even as they increased
for those of working-age without children (Lister, 2001). However, this was
undermined by their workfarist approaches to unemployment — which forced
claimants to accept work placements or training in exchange for their benefits —
and failures to repeal the restrictive trade union and employment laws brought in
by Thatcher (Gallas, 2015). The shift to workfare has had important effects on
those claiming unemployment benefits in terms of increasing stigma and
institutional violence (Redman and Fletcher, 2022). This has also shaped popular
interpretations of claimants in politics, the media and in everyday common-sense

discourses which inform voting behaviour.

Global Financial Crisis and Politics of Austerity

Finance-led models of accumulation have the tendency to produce crisis effects,
exemplified no more clearly than in the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) (2007-08),
the period of recession it ushered in, as well as austerity implemented in response
by Coalition and Conservative governments between 2010 and 2019. The GFC
is best understood as multiple, intersecting crises comprised of a combination of
financial deregulation, risk-taking lending practices, a housing crisis and the
complicity of different national governments who incentivised financial
malpractices in search of profits (Jessop, 2015a; 2015b). What is particularly
important for the purposes of this thesis is to understand how economic and
political recovery from the GFC was translated into a neoliberal politics of
austerity which had disproportionate effects on the most marginalised class

groups.

Central banks would go on to bail out the financial sector to prevent its collapse,
at great public expense. As Jessop summarises, “notwithstanding a brief period
when the global financial crisis was construed as a crisis of rather than in
neoliberalism, massive state intervention has since created conditions for a return
to neoliberal ‘business as usual’ in the neoliberal heartlands” (Jessop, 2016: 6).
As part of the crisis-management strategy in Britain, local government budgets,
civil service jobs, prisons and policing, and transport were the sectors hardest hit

(Centre for Cities, 2019a). Funding for universal services such as health care,
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education and pensions remained relatively stable, as did policy commitments to
foreign aid budgets (Lavery, 2018), whilst “less popular areas of state provision”
(Taylor-Gooby, 2013: 5) such as unemployment and disability benefits, and

funding for local governments, were severely undermined.

Austerity also involved a package of punitive welfare reforms, meaning the
hardest hit areas in the country would experience compounding effects of multiple
cuts. Important research by Beatty and Fothergill (2016) shows how the
destruction of industrial jobs withessed most intensely under the Thatcher
government “fuelled spending on welfare benefits which in turn has compounded
the budgetary problems of successive governments” (Beatty and Fothergill, 2016:
3). It is not by chance that austerity was particularly damaging for those in receipt
of benefits in Britain’s ex-industrial towns and cities (Beatty and Fothergill, 2016;
2018). As will be explored fully in Chapter 5, Brexit is fundamentally connected

to economic geography.

As some commentators have argued, the idea that we cannot afford the
European Union has served to advance claims that Britain should close down its
borders, redistribute wealth to (white) British people, and cut ties with other,
economically weaker countries (Cooper and Whyte, 2017). Neoliberal austerity
politics are part of the economic and ideological context in which a range of ‘other’
groups have become attached to specific symbolic representations (Tyler, 2013)
as explored below. Economic crises such as the GFC have not led to any serious
political challenge to neoliberalism but have allowed it to progress instead in a
zombie-like form, as “dead but dominant” (Peck, 2010: 109), with energies
directed to maintaining its stability rather than addressing the structural

inequalities it continues to widen.

2.3.2 Symbolic Othering

This subsection focuses on the historical, social and economic context of
immigration and welfare, exploring how net migration and unemployment benefit
claimant counts have changed in line with key policy junctures. Immigration and
welfare have been selected as two core sub-themes because of their prevalence

in explanations for Brexit and how both are key developments in the wider story
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of economic and social change in the UK. Crucially, discourses about migrants
and claimants are dominant symbolic technologies used for political gain by elites
and these inform the way people think and speak about particular groups. The
final subsection develops this point and explores how symbolic representations
of ‘others’ are used to shape perceptions and understandings of structural

inequalities.

Social and Economic Context: Immigration and Welfare
Immigration

Several important policy junctures occurring since 1990 have patterned the
overall rate of net migration and the ways in which immigration and immigrants
are understood in UK society. Throughout New Labour’s tenure the party was
seen to be proactively increasing migrant numbers (Somerville, 2007) as an
unofficial means to regulate wages (Jones, 2011), with the foreign-born labour
force expanding from 2 million to 3.5 million between 1997-2010 (Finch and
Goodhart, 2010). New Labour’'s Janus-faced approach to immigration was
characterised by a more draconian and harshly repressive element towards
asylum seekers and a more liberalised and progressive view of migrants seeking
work (Somerville, 2007).

As Figure 5 (adapted from Migration Observatory, 2020) shows, between 1997
and 2004 rates of annual net migration increased by over 250,000 and this was
primarily made up of those with work permits, who were seen to contribute to
economic growth and job creation (ibid; Somerville, 2007). Net migration would
increase further between 2004 and 2010, with a brief decline in the immediate
years of recovery from the GFC (2008-2009) and a peak in 2015. This was largely
due to the EU A10 Accession, which saw people from countries such as Poland,
Slovakia and Slovenia able to migrate to the UK. What is particularly important
about this is that many EU migrants tend to be concentrated in low-paid and low-
skill sectors of employment. This may have had material and experiential effects
on those already working in these sectors and changes of this kind are important

to the way people think and speak about particular groups, especially when their
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own experiences seem to correspond to common-sense discourses in the media

(discussed further below).
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Figure 5 - Immigration to the UK between 1991-2019 reproduced from Migration
Observatory (2020)

Against the backdrop of the GFC (2008), economic recession was used as the
rationalisation for tighter immigration controls at the border and within the country
in terms of more restricted rights to public services and resources (Ruhs and
Anderson, 2010). Periods of economic insecurity at a national scale feed into
symbolic representations and understandings of migrants (and ‘other’ groups) on
the ground: this is legitimated through a common-sense discourse which
suggests undeserving groups have been getting ‘too much’. Short-term
measures designed to limit economic migrants from new member states, such as
Romania and Bulgaria, chimed with Gordon Brown’s nationalistic platitude of
‘British jobs for British workers’ (Mulvey and Davidson, 2019). The immediate
context in which attitudes towards immigration were constructed pre-2016 is
punctuated by then Home Secretary Theresa May’s ‘hostile environment’. As part
of the Coalition government’s strategy to reduce immigration to ‘tens of
thousands’, the ‘hostile environment’ was a flagship immigration package which
made it more difficult for undocumented migrants to live within the UK. The
introduction of two new Immigration Acts (2014, 2016) would see a range of
different state agencies, landlords and banks become active agents in policing
state borders from within (Goodfellow, 2019). However, this also had the effect

of victimising thousands of commonwealth migrants who had settled in the UK
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during the Windrush years, with a series of illegal deportations carried out by the

Home Office.

Contradictory evidence exists as to the effects of immigration upon the domestic
labour market and different occupational groups within it. In a review of twelve
studies conducted between 2003 and 2018, the Migration Advisory Committee
(2018) found that migration had little to no effect on the overall employment
outcomes of the UK-born workforce. However, crucially, there was evidence to
suggest that migration does have classed effects in terms of occupation: data
show that rises in migrant workers within low skill occupations depressed the
wages of lower-skilled workers (ibid). Research from Dustmann et al (2003)
supports this finding. The authors found that greater ratios between migrants to
non-migrants in the workforce resulted in wage decreases for the lowest paid
earners, and similar effects were recorded by Nickell and Salaheen (2015) for

those in unskilled and semi-skilled service sectors.

In recent years the distribution of immigrants within occupational groups has
shifted from a more even spread between high and low skill occupations in the
1990s, to a greater abundance of migrants located in low skilled work (Nickell
and Salaheen, 2017). Data from the Migration Advisory Committee (2018) show
that between 2004 and 2016, the share of EEA migrants working in the
manufacturing sector in the UK increased from 2.6% to 24.3%, and this was
primarily in low skill jobs such as processing and filling. Greater employment
insecurity is about more than immigration policy and rising immigration numbers
and must consider the undercutting of employment rights and protections, and

attacks on trade unions since 1979 (as explored in the previous subsection).

Welfare Reform

In the period of 1979-1997, rates of welfare expenditure remained at a consistent
level and were comparable to those of the preceding Labour government (Hills,
1998). However, rates of people claiming benefits rose significantly across the
Conservative’s period of office (ONS, 2021a), as a result of an increasingly
elderly population and higher rates of unemployment (Gough, 1980). Thatcher

and Major adopted welfare policies designed to encourage people into paid
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employment but, at the same time, pursued economic policies which accelerated
deindustrialisation, and created greater employment insecurity and job losses.
Part of this problem was the Treasury misrecognising “high welfare spending as
the result of inadequate work incentives” which has “too often blamed individuals
for their own predicament” (Beatty and Fothergill, 2016: 2) despite being a

problem of the destruction of industrial jobs over four decades (ibid).

As shown in Figure 6, the number of people claiming unemployment benefits
increased precipitously between 1979 and the mid-1980s. Unemployment rose
sharply again in the early 1990s during a period of recession before falling way
more gradually until the Global Financial Crisis (2007) and austerity induced
reforms. As part of what Dwyer (2004) has called ‘creeping conditionality’, a
series of rule changes saw a stricter benefit regime introduced from the late
1980s including the implementation of Jobseekers Allowance (JSA) in 1996,
which made benefit entitlement increasingly conditional (Watts and Fitzpatrick,
2018) and reinforced the penalisation of non-compliance. Unemployment rates
did decrease from the mid-to-late 1990s but this was largely due to economic
conditions of the time, a rising number of ‘hidden unemployed’ people on
incapacity benefits (Beatty et al. 2017) and more people entering low-pay and

insecure jobs (the working poor) for fear of losing their benefit entitlement.
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Figure 3: Working age benefit claimants, 1979-2016 B Unemployment benefits
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Figure 6 — Number of working age benefit claimants between 1979 and 2016 (adapted from Beatty and
Fothergill, 2016).

The ratcheting up of conditionality continued in the 2000s and reached an apogee
in the 2010s when Universal Credit (UC) replaced a range of tiered legacy
benefits. The introduction of Universal Credit represented a form of ‘ubiquitous’
conditionality that introduced more repressive work-related requirements (Dwyer
and Wright, 2014), including the use of sanctions to systematically punish and
harm supposedly non-compliant claimants (Redman, 2020). Since the rollout of
UC, direct comparison of claimant numbers over time (between JSA and
Universal Credit claimant counts) has not been possible?. The next subsection
will explore how welfare and immigration policy, and changes in net migration
and claimant numbers, have been symbolically represented in the media and

politics.

The Production of ‘Internal Others’ in Britain

The Victorian Poor Law 1834 distinguished between the deserving poor, who
were older, sick or disabled and who — through no fault of their own — could not
work and therefore, deserved fiscal support. This was counterposed to the
undeserving poor: the feckless and work-shy who were seen as an economic

burden to those around them and who were to receive only the most limited state

2 From 2017 the Department for Work and Pensions changed the way they published data on
benefit claimants and discontinued client group data sets.
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support. These divisions continue to inform symbolic representations of Britain’s
poor today. The ideological politics of poverty tap into “longer histories of aversive
emotions against minority subjects” which are “instrumentalised as technologies
for garnering public consent for the shift from protective liberal forms of welfare
to disciplinary workfare regimes” (Tyler, 2013: 26).

In a series of important contributions, a range of writers have shown how moral
and physical boundaries are drawn around Britain’s marginal groups, including
‘benefits broods’ (Jensen and Tyler, 2015), ‘chavs’ and ‘chav mums’ (Jones,
2011; Tyler, 2008), asylum seekers and migrants (Tyler, 2013), Roma Gypsies
(Powell and Lever, 2017), council estate communities (McKenzie, 2015) and the
working-class more generally (Jeffery et al. 2020; Lawler, 2005; Skeggs, 1997,
2004). These are not discrete symbolic categories and representations of this
kind are often attached to specific populations as a way to anchor broader and
shifting grievances about welfare, immigration and other displaced arguments
about inequalities. Politicians and the media create and use common-sense
stereotypes of symbolic ‘others’ to perpetuate misrecognitions of the causes of
economic and class inequalities as cultural and individualistic problems. The way
these symbolic representations become hyper-fixated on different social and
ethnic groups is historically specific — in more recent years, Eastern European
migrants and Muslims have become the most dominant ‘folk devils’ different
problems are blamed on (Tyler, 2013); in the 1970s and 1980s, it was Black and
Asian commonwealth migrants (Hall et al. 1978) and in the late 19" century,

Jewish and Irish people (Virdee, 2014).

A central theme of a selection of pioneering works associated with the
Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), namely Policing
the Crisis (Hall et al. 1978) and The Empire Strikes Back (CCCS, 1982),
questioned how and why Thatcher’s authoritarian statism was underpinned by
the elaboration and proliferation of popular racism in the 1970s (Solomos et al.
1982). The authors showed how this was exploited to manufacture consent by
using racial divisions to ensure “hegemonic relations are secured in a period of
structural crisis management” (Solomos et al. 1982: 11). This is as significant
now as it was four decades ago. However, the changing political contours of ‘race’

and ‘racism’ — in terms of discourses which suggest we live in a post-racial world
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where people of colour have disproportionately gained from social and economic
policies (Garner, 2015; Patel and Connelly, 2019) — means race has assumed

new modes of articulation (Bonilla-Silva, 2015).

The election of New Labour in 1997 was anticipated to lead to a confrontation
with the racialised politics of previous Conservative governments, who had
eroded space for anti-racism and entrenched the idea that Britain was under
attack from ‘enemies within’ (Back et al. 2002; Solomos et al. 1982). New Labour
did challenge institutional racism: the publication of the Macpherson Report
(1999), and the introduction of the Human Rights Act (1998) and Race Relations
Act (2000) were testament to the party’s more progressive approach to racial and
ethnic diversity. However, the party can also be charged with institutionalising
xeno-racism in their asylum policy (see subsection 2.4) (Fekete, 2001),
undermining its own commitments to multiculturalism (Back et al. 2002) and
perpetuating individualistic and underclass explanations of poverty (Levitas,
1998; Watt, 2008).

Part of the attack on welfare, particularly unemployment benefits and healthcare,
is due to perceptions that it is being unfairly claimed by migrants. Part is also
down to a dominant neoliberal discourse of personal responsibility and the way
economic value is centralised in explanations of neoliberal citizenship (Makinen,
2017). In recent years, the dominance of discourses of this kind seem to be
evidenced in hardening attitudes towards welfare and claimants: in 1991, 26
percent of people agreed that if benefits were less generous, claimants would
stand on their own two feet, by 2007 this doubled to 52 percent and increased
again in 2011 to 54 percent (Clery, 2012). Between 1991 and 2011, a thirty-
percentage-point drop (from 58 to 28 per cent) was witnessed in those who would
like to see more public spending on benefits (ibid). However, by 2020, attitudes
towards welfare softened and reversed a trend that had been in place from 1991
to 2015 (NatCen, 2020).

Concerns around access and entittement to welfare become increasingly
conflated with immigration. This relates to what some commentators in the US
(Garand et al. 2017) and Europe (Burgoon and Rooduijn, 2020) have called the
‘immigrationisation’ of welfare politics, which is a similar argument to that

developed by the Birmingham School forty years earlier, but in relation welfare
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rather than law and order politics (see Hall et al. 1978; CCCS, 1982).
Understandings of welfare become associated with attitudes towards immigrants
in a way that migrants are seen as a dominant ‘undeserving’ group and removing
their access to benefits trumps support for others. Recent examples of this in the
media and politics include narratives of Poles characterised as stealing British
jobs (Spigelman, 2013) and an economic burden with no skills, a poor grasp of

the English language and difficulty assimilating (Portas, 2018).

2.3.3 Class and Class Politics

This section explores how and why class has ceased to be a dominant discourse
in mainstream politics and what this means for different class groups in terms of
the way they feel as though they are represented. The first subsection explored
how the class structure in Britain has changed since the post-war period. The
second subsection maps out the reasons why New Labour lost working-class
support, how this has informed the way national populist parties such as UKIP
increased in popularity, why the ‘Red Wall’ was lost to the Tories in 2019, and
what this may tell us about the EU referendum and voting behaviour. Before
moving onto this, the work of Atkinson (2017) can be briefly summarized as a
way to map the broad contours of the relationship between class and political
attitudes and what this may mean for voting patterns. This is useful context to
understand how different political parties may or may not tap into the tendencies

of different class groups to support particular social and economic interests.

Using BSA survey data, Atkinson (2017) develops a series of analyses inspired
by the work of Bourdieu which map different occupational groups in terms of their
attitudes towards: 1) left and right positions on material issues (e.qg., redistribution,
inequality), 2) strong or weak political views (e.g., those who answer ‘don’t know’
would be weak) and 3) left and right positions on social issues (e.g., crime, same-
sex marriage). The author's analyses show that those in high-earning
occupational groups, such as professions and business executives, have the
most economically rightward attitudes and the culturally dominant (lecturers,
teachers, media/arts professionals) express some of the most socially and

economically progressive attitudes. There is some variance in the politics of
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typically ‘working-class’ (my wording) occupational groups: those in manual and
routine occupations tend to be the most economically leftward, caring
occupations are more socially progressive than the former and sales workers
tend to more socially and economically rightward than both (Atkinson, 2017).
Figure 8 plots occupational groups in relation to the attitudes to economic and

social attitudes presented in Figure 7. In Figure 8, lower scores on Axis 1 are
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Figure 7 — Map of political space adapted from Atkinson (2017). Axis 1
denotes attitudes to economic issues, across left-right distinctions. Axis 3
denotes attitudes to social issues across left-right distinctions.

8 The percentages used in Axis 1 (9.51%) and Axis 3 (8.33%) refer to the percent of total
variation explained by that axis.

The abbreviations used in Figure 7 are as follows. 1) Abbreviations followed by ‘yes’, ‘no’, and
‘neither’ refers to the level of agreement with the following statements:

Dole fiddle: most people on the dole are fiddling in one way or another.

Sochelp: many people who get social security don’t really deserve any help.

Unempjob: most unemployed people could find a job if they really wanted one.

Wrong law: one should always obey the law, even if a particular law is wrong.

One law: there is one law for the rich and one for the poor.

Death: sometimes the death penalty is the only appropriate sentence.

Boss: a boss will get the better of their employee’s given the chance.

Redist: the government should redistribute income.

Wealth: working people do not get a fair share of the nation’s wealth.

Censor: censorship of films and magazines is necessary to uphold morals.

2) Abbreviations such as enviro/homosexuality +, ++, - are to show more accepting or
unaccepting views towards homosexuality and the environment.
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representative of being more economically redistributionist, and lower scores on
Axis 3 are representative of being more socially liberal (Atkinson, 2017). Those
professions in the north-eastern quadrant are seen to be most against
redistribution and welfare, and more socially conservative, such as business

executives.

In Figure 8 (below) the different class positions used are taken from Atkinson’s (2017) model of
the class structure.
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Figure 8 — Distribution of occupations in political space when plotting
economic attitudes (Axis 1) by social attitudes (Axis 3) (adapted from
Atkinson, 2017).

Class Structure and Class Politics in Britain

The measurement of class is less a focus of this thesis than are the effects of
class relations and struggles on the working-class, however, a brief summary of
different theories of the class structure can highlight why the abandonment of
class politics is so significant. The working-class constitutes a large proportion of
the total population. One of the key problems with the UK’s official measurement
of social-class, the National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification (NS-SEC),
is that it tends to be used in ways which underestimate the size of the working-
class by rolling together occupational groups arbitrarily. For example, Atkinson
(2017) finds that the working-class or what he calls the ‘dominated class’ —
defined by aggregating skilled trades, sales workers, manual workers and caring
services from SOC2010 codes, which are the basis of the NS-SEC — represented
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a 50.4% share of the working-age population in 1991, a figure which had
decreased to 45.2% in 2015 (Atkinson, 2017).

Atkinson’s (2017) analyses exclude ‘intermediate occupations’ despite people in
associate professional and technical occupations having annual incomes which
are not substantially greater than ‘traditional’ working-class occupations (such as
skilled trades, administrative and secretarial occupations) (ONS, 2021b). A more
explicitly Marxist interpretation of the class structure, inspired by the work of
Wright (1997), suggests that the working-class constitute 71 percent of the
population (Vidal, 2018). This is significant given that the UK’s neoliberal political
economy is intended to transfer wealth from the working-class to the capitalist
class through increasingly exploitative class relations (see subsection 2.3.1).

Class voting is the extent to which different social class groups tend to vote for
parties which have traditionally been associated with economic and social
ideologies and policies that align to, and maintain or better, their economic and
social interests. In the first three general elections following the Second World
War (1945, 1950 and 1951) there was a high degree of ‘class voting’ in the sense
that the Labour Party tended to be supported by the working-class and the
Conservative Party by the middle-class (Abrams, 1961). This was partly related
to economic conditions of the time, a commitment to return to full employment
and the concessions proposed by the Labour Party to offset poverty and
deprivation in the midst of post-war recovery. The economic and social values of
those in working-class occupations have remained stable since the post-war

period (Evans and Tilley, 2017), but class voting behaviour has changed.

Traditionally, the Labour Party were the party of the working-class and tended to
support their interests through, for example, alliances with trade unions, greater
taxation for the rich, greater welfare spending and increasing the wages of the
lowest earners. The institutionalisation of these interests are particularly
important given the UK has been a predominantly Conservative-led country over
the last century. Ideological shifts by the Labour Party around the time of New
Labour saw the adoption of more punitive approaches to welfare, less focus on
redistribution, and the abandonment of ‘class’ discourses and politics (Evans and
Tilley, 2017). On this latter point, this is despite people being more likely to

experience some form of financial insecurity, be unable to find adequate housing
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and pay for their housing costs, and work in jobs which pay less and demand
more (Dorling, 2013; 2015). Evans and Tilley (2017) argue that the Labour Party’s
rightward shift was because of a supposed shrinking of the working-class,
meaning more rightward economic policies were necessary to court middle and
upper-class groups. However, the ‘working-class’ constituted nearly 40% of the
working-age population in the early 2000s (Census, 2001), even when using the
NS-SEC measure. The following subsection will consider how and when New
Labour lost the working-class vote and what this meant in terms of patterns of

class voting.

New Labour, UKIP and the ‘Red Wall’

According to Evans and Tilley (2017) it is only in the late 2000s that the vote
share for the Labour Party by class group converges. Prior to this, cleavages of
class voting tended to show three things: i) a decline in Labour support by all
classes but most significantly the working-class between 1960 and 1980, ii)
increases in support amongst all classes in the run up to New Labour gaining
power, but this was lower for the working-class than the authors’ other class
categories, iii) followed by consistent declines in support across all classes from
1997 (Evans and Tilley, 2017) — see Figure 9*. From the 1990s increases in non-
voting were most notable among the working-class (ibid), which is significant in
relation to Brexit largely because the referendum was a different form of voting

which resulted in higher-than-average turnouts.

4 The class categories used in Figure 9 are the working-class (WC), which is a group of people
in jobs — such as skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled routine, manual and care workers — which
offer lower and more insecure incomes and poorer working conditions. The junior middle-class
(JMC) which refers to routine non-manual ‘white collar’ workers in jobs such as secretarial work,
bank cashiers and typists. The new middle-class (NMC) are those in middle-class occupations
generally in the service sector and social and cultural industries, such as teachers, architects,
nurses and social workers.

The old middle-class (OMC) was the dominant group in the middle-class immediately after the
war and is made up of managers, small business owners, self-employed professionals and
farmers. (See Evans and Tilley, 2017: p.4-5).
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Figure 9 — Vote share of the Labour Party by class
from 1945 to 2015. Reproduced from Evans and Tilley
(2017).

British Election Study (BES) data derives class position
from SOC occupational groups. The working-class is
made up of lower supervisory/technical, semi-routine
and routine occupational groups. British Social
Attitudes (BSA) data uses NS-SEC socio-economic
groups to define the working-class which is made up of
skilled manual and semi/unskilled groups.

Members of the middle and upper classes have consistently dominated the make-
up of the Labour Party’s elected representatives. At the time of the 1951 general
election one-in-three Labour MPs were formerly of a working-class occupation.
However, by 1970 this figure declined to just over a quarter (House of Commons,
2017), and by 2010 to only five percent (Evans and Tilley, 2017). New Labour’s
ideological shift to the right (see Hall, 1998) had the effect of a creating a crisis of
representation for working-class people in the sense that they no longer had a

party who represented their interests in terms of economic redistribution (Hoare
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and Nowell-Smith, 1999). This rightward shift may be seen to align with the social
conservativism which working-class voters are often susceptible to, but the
Conservative Party were even more socially conservative than New Labour, and
specifically anti-immigrant, which meant they were often seen as a ‘better option’

for politics of this kind.

Blair's public and protracted abandonment of class discourses, claiming there
was “no more bosses versus workers” (Blair, 1996: np), stood at odds with public
opinion of the time. Using data from the British Social Attitudes (BSA) Survey
between 1983 and 1996, 76 percent of respondents who were state educated
thought of themselves as belonging to the working-class and over 60 percent
agreed with the statement there is ‘one rule for the rich and one for the poor’®
(Evans and Tilley, 2012). New Labour’s politics signalled a departure from ‘class’
to other social concerns such as citizenship and cohesion which were intended
to appeal on the basis of other aspects of identity. For example, New Labour’s
response to an ‘underclass’ discourse bequeathed to them by the Tory Party,
which divided the working-class between workers and the unemployed, saw them
adopt a new conception of citizenship that broke with socialist values (Beuvir,
2000; Tyler, 2015) and emphasised responsibilities and community (Morrison,
2018).

The community cohesion agenda intended to deracialise the discourses and
language surrounding ‘race relations’ but instead introduced racialised and
nationalist themes by the back door, focussed on ethnic and religious cohesion
at the expense of class and gender, and tended to problematise Muslim and white
working-class communities (Flint and Robinson, 2008; Kundnani, 2007; Phillips,
2006; Worley, 2005). A series of events since 2001, such as the Iraq War, the
London 7/7 terror attacks and the EU A10 accession increasing Eastern
European migration, shaped the way that community cohesion served as a
repository for other public and policy concerns about race and nation (Flint and
Robinson, 2008). Then Chancellor, Gordon Brown, saw New Labour proactively
increase migrant numbers as a way of expanding the size, and increasing the

competitiveness, of the labour force (Bale et al. 2013). Statistical research shows

5 This is derived from pooled British Social Attitudes Survey data between 1987 and 2009.
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that higher levels of post-enlargement EU migration in urban areas in England
weakened residents’ perceptions of social cohesion (Andrews, 2015) and added
to increasingly negative public perceptions of immigration between 2001 and

2008, whereafter the GFC took precedence.

New Labour’s approach to immigration was premised upon filling labour and skills
shortages whilst the economy was strong. However, there was no obvious
political dividend to be gained from relaxing economic immigration policy so
quickly and extensively (Consterdine and Hampshire, 2014). This, as well as the
perception that the Labour Party were to blame for the GFC because of reckless
spending, and Blair's growing unpopularity, alienated some of their traditional
(white) working-class electorate (Dennison and Goodwin, 2015; Evans and
Mellon, 2016). This opened up a political chasm in which right-wing populist
parties hijacked a specific form of class politics, or what Davidson and Saull
(2017: 6) term the “crisis of working-class white identity” which has been

undermined by “cosmopolitan’ cheerleaders of neoliberalism”.

Evans and Mellon (2016) use official election data to show how many former
Labour voters switched to the Conservatives in 2005, with many of these new
Conservative voters in turn switching to UKIP - the United Kingdom
Independence Party, a right-wing populist, Eurosceptic, single-issue party
advocating for Britain to leave the EU —in 2010. There were also large increases
in non-voting from working-class occupational groups at the 2010 General
Election (see also Evans and Tilley, 2017). One of the key reasons why UKIP
were so successful in recruiting former Labour voters was because of their
racialised class politics which blended concerns over immigration with anti-EU
sentiments and a “populist critique of established politicians” (Dennison and
Goodwin, 2015: p.172) as rich and out of touch. This had significant implications
for Brexit in the way the party straddled a number of issues which were important
to working-class people in parliamentary politics and rearticulated them in terms

of an anti-EU sentiment.

The main story of the 2019 General Election was the loss of the ‘Red Wall’ to the
Conservatives. These were once safe Labour seats across post-industrial
England, including the Midlands and the north of the country, which had been the

core basis of the party’s support for numerous decades. Whilst both played a
53



part, there is more to this than the leadership of Corbyn and Brexit. Research
shows that people living in ‘Red Wall’ working-class communities think that the
Labour Party no longer represents their interests and the dominant story within
these places is one of long-term shifts in political subjectivities as a result of the
generational effects of deindustrialisation, service underfunding and cuts, and the
changing nature of the labour market (Payne, 2021). This is also about changing
public and popular narratives: the dominance of neoliberal common-sense
discourses which misrecognise the causes of these structural problems have
crystallised perceptions of migrants and benefit claimants as ‘others’. In the
absence of alternative class-based discourses, parties which perpetuate and
(re)produce common-sense of this kind — largely the Tories, but to a lesser extent
Labour — tend to be seen as more responsive to the ‘truths’ about inequality and

decline.

The Working-Class and Trade Union Reticence Towards European Integration

In Subsection 2.3.1 the thesis explores the development of neoliberal capitalism
and its effects upon the working-class since the late 1970s. However, what also
needs to be considered is how and why there has been a historical reticence of
organised labour and the working-class towards greater European integration,
which precedes the development of neoliberal capitalism. This has important
implications for understanding why some sections of the working-class may have
supported Brexit and also wanted Britain to withdraw from the European

Economic Community (EEC) in the 1975 referendum.

Even during a period of relative working-class strength, involving commitments
to full employment, trade union strength and industrialisation in the decades after
the Second World War, sections of the British Trade Union movement were wary
of European integration, as were many working-class members. Those in
working-class groups, with weaker socio-economic positions, lower levels of
education, who rented their homes and were in a union, were most likely to vote
to leave in 1975 (Clements, 2017). Many of these demographic cleavages
continued in 2016 (see Subsection 2.2). In 1975, of those in social grades C2 and
DE, 38% voted for Britain to end its membership of the EEC; whilst those renting
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their homes (34%), who were in a union (34%) were all most likely to support
withdrawal (Clements, 2017). Geographical analyses of the 1975 referendum
show that those who were most likely to vote to withdraw from EEC tended to be

living in less affluent areas in England (Kirby and Taylor, 1975).

The lead up to the 1975 referendum was set in a particular context of economic
and hegemonic crises throughout the early 1970s, including struggles against
rising inflation and the Miners’ Strikes of 1972 and 1974. Nonetheless, attitudes
against European integration seem to go deeper than this and suggest that the
strength of trade unionisation at the time was a vehicle for at least partially
shaping political attitudes. The development of Euroscepticism in Britain has
tended to be associated with the Conservative Party, and particularly the
governments of Margaret Thatcher and John Major, in the years leading up to
and following the signing of the Maastricht Treaty which was intended to deepen

integration and cooperation between European member states (Davis, 2016).

As far back as the 1950s there has been parts of the British Trade Union
movement which has either opposed or remained neutral upon Britain’s ties with
the European Communities. Throughout the mid-20" century, The Trades Union
Congress was firmly against supranationalism, believing that any model of
British-European interdependence was at odds with values of full employment
and raising living standards for British people through national policy (Broad,
2020). The TUC opposed the Schuman Plan which, in 1952, saw ‘the Six’ original
countries (Germany, France, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg)
agree to pool their coal and steel resources; argued against Britain’s initial
attempts to enter the European Communities (EC) in the early 1960s; opposed
entry to the EEC in 1971; and supported withdrawal in the 1975 referendum
(Broad, 2020; Moss and Clarke, 2021).

Suspicion and hostility towards the EEC and EU from sections of the British Trade
Union Movement and the Labour Party stems from an understanding of European
integration as inherently business-orientated and at odds with many of the rights
granted to workers, employment standards and job protection. Not only this, in
the past, deepening ties with European countries was seen to be of less

importance than those established through the British commonwealth; this did not
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necessarily reflect imperial nostalgia but a concern over rising food costs in the

UK caused by import tariffs imposed by the EEC (Hyman, 2017).

Leading up to and during the 1975 referendum, a series of unions supported non-
EEC membership, such as the Transport and General Workers Union (TGWU),
the Amalgamated Union of Engineering Workers (AUEW), and the Transport
Salaried Staff's Association (TSSA), with others supporting EEC-membership
such as the General and Municipal Workers Union (GMWU) and the Union of
Shop, Distributive and Allied Workers (USDAW). Like in 2016, trade unions were
divided upon European integration in the 1960s and 1970s, but, overall, have
moved from a position of greater hostility in the past to be more supportive of EU
membership (Hyman, 2017). What this suggests is that efforts to dismantle the
British Trade Union movement since the late 1970s, have cut off opportunities for
class-based politics to provide an alternative to neoliberal hegemony,
disaggregated and atomised working-class people and subjected them to the

harsh realities of economic policies which exacerbate inequalities of income.

2.4 Conclusion

This chapter has explored the key trends, developments and processes that have
impacted on and shaped working-class life experiences and their political
dispositions and subjectivities over the last forty years. It does this because the
broader economic, socio-cultural, political and geographical context is important
to understand if analysis is to move away from an account of Brexit as determined
by individual characteristics and behaviours. This chapter argues that Brexit is
best understood as related to three interrelated themes that emerge strongly in
later findings chapters: neoliberal capitalist restructuring and deindustrialisation;
symbolic othering as articulated through immigration and welfare; and class and

class politics.

The explanations for Brexit considered in this chapter do frame their analysis
using some of these themes, but this tends to be more fragmentary, and authors
are guilty of focussing on some key developments and processes whilst glossing
over others. The main argument which can be drawn from these accounts is that

they are all partial explanations of Brexit and have key weaknesses in terms of a
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lack of empirical grounding (Bhambra, 2017; Jessop, 2017; 2018; Virdee and
McGeever, 2018), a predominantly cultural conception of class (McKenzie,
2017a; 2017b), a focus only on white working-class people (Ford and Goodwin,
2017; McKenzie, 2017a; 2017b; Telford and Wistow, 2019) and are individualistic
rather than structural (Patel and Connelly, 2019). Across four findings chapters,
of which one is a narrative analysis (Chapter 6), | show how voting justifications
for and against Brexit develop from the interrelatedness of experiences and
understandings of deindustrialisation and economic marginalisation (Chapter 7),

symbolic othering (Chapter 8), and class and class politics (Chapter 9).

As a brief recap of the key arguments within the thematic subsections of this
chapter, subsection 2.3.1 explores how the UK’s shift to a neoliberal political
economy, as a series of processes intended to rebalance class relations in favour
of capital (Gallas, 2015; Jessop, 2015a), has led to greater economic insecurity,
heightened employment precarity, wage stagnation and rising costs of living for
working-class people. Subsection 2.3.2 maps the historical basis of how different
social and economic groups are racialised and individualised as being less
‘deserving’ of fiscal support, housing, empathy and compassion than others.
Financial capitalism produces inequalities: this subsection shows how the
capitalist class and its intermediaries, such as political parties and the media,
attribute the causes of these inequalities to those who are the most marginalised.
Subsection 2.3.3 explores changing understandings of class, the realignment of

class politics and the effects this has had upon class voting patterns.

In Britain, a more atomistic and individualised understanding of society which is
antithetical to notions of class is the dominant discourse through which voters
have to make political choices. The material and symbolic inequalities explored
in subsections 2.3.1 and 2.3.2 provide an important contextual backdrop to this.
Economic insecurity, immiseration and the pervasiveness of anti-welfare and
anti-immigrant common-sense destabilise the foundations of class politics and
class solidarities and leave the door open for division and resentment. The
Conservative Party and national populist parties such as UKIP capitalised on a
“popular xenophobia and racism” introduced by political parties as “a permanent

stabiliser of class relations in Britain” (Gough, 2017: 368).
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In the Theoretical Framework which follows, | take these different themes forward
and think through them with authors such as Jessop, Bourdieu, Tyler and
Gramsci as a way of understanding how people formed their EU referendum

voting proclivities and their political subjectivities more broadly.
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3.0 Theoretical Framework

3.1 Introduction

In this chapter | will outline a theoretical framework that is able to focus in on the
range of key determinants of voting in the EU referendum and is sufficiently
flexible to offer nuance and allow for divergent cases. A theoretical framework is
used in this project to help deepen analysis, broaden insights and ground
accounts and experiences in a series of wider processes (Miles, 2019). Theory
is the bridge through which the highly contextualised, localised and idiosyncratic
case studies that | develop can be related to structural changes and broader fields
of knowledge and narratives. Theory is used to determine what elements of a
complex and multifaceted research problem are important and legitimate to
document (Schram, 2003) and what its challenges are; it provides a narrative to
the data and allows me to generate a series of different hypotheses and research
questions which guide inquiry (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Following from the

core research questions outlined in subsection 1.3.1, theory allows me to:

1. Understand how past experiences inform the way people arrive at their

political proclivities, and particularly how they voted in the EU referendum.

2. Show how these experiences are shaped by the impacts of wider political

and economic processes occurring over time and across space.

3. Explain how the ways people think and speak about others may diverge

from or support common-sense or good-sense discourses.

As explained more fully in Chapter 4, this project takes a broadly critical realist
philosophical approach. Firstly, critical realism is committed to a post-positivist
and realist understanding of the social world; it provides support for the non-
reductive materialist element in political economic theoretical approaches by
arguing that social structures exist independently of our awareness of them
(Houston, 2001). Secondly, critical realist epistemology relates to my theories of
class struggle from above and cultural class analysis of the construction of

political dispositions by recognising that the complexity of Brexit cannot be fully
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understood without combining and integrating different (and sometimes argued

to be competing) theoretical traditions.

This project builds upon a theoretical synthesis of Marxist political economy which
has an attentiveness to the symbolic and cultural articulation of neoliberal
hegemony (through classificatory struggles/stigma and common-sense), and
Bourdieusian cultural class analysis, developed across different works by Imogen
Tyler (2013; 2015; with Jensen, 2015). What Tyler describes as ‘cultural political
economy’ (see Jensen and Tyler, 2015; Tyler, 2015) is a theoretical approach
which allows for “much deeper understandings of the mechanisms of exploitation
which characterize neoliberal modes of governmentality” (Tyler, 2015: 507).
Going further, the theoretical framework developed in this thesis is responsive to
Flemmen’s (2013) claim that cultural class analysis has lost sight of the economic
dimension of social structures and the centrality of capitalist relations to class.
The theoretical framework developed in this project argues that political-
economic restructuring in the shift to neoliberalism is an elite project to restore
class domination over the working-class (see Jessop, 2015a; 2017; 2018) and
‘consent’ for this is generated through the articulation of forms of (sometimes
racialised) common-sense (Crehan, 2016; Hall and O’Shea, 2013; Hoare and
Nowell-Smith, 1999; Tyler, 2013). Experiences of structural change, and
exposure to the common-sense discourses legitimising it, are internalised as
dispositions which guide (political) subjectivities (Bourdieu, 1977). This project
follows a model of class which draws upon a Marxist division of the capitalist class
and the proletariat (working-class), and the political-economic relations which
sustain this division, which is modified by an appreciation of the cultural divisions
within and between these two broad groups, informed by the work of Bourdieu
(1984) and Tyler (2013; with Jensen, 2015).

The first subsection explores Marxist political economy, focussing upon the work
of Gramsci (in Hoare and Nowell Smith, 1999) and Jessop (2015a; 2015b; 2017,
2018) as a way of understanding how the intensification of economic
marginalisation is an effect of capitalism, and particularly the finance-focussed
form it has taken in the UK since 1979. The second subsection starts with a
discussion of Gramsci’'s concepts of hegemony and common-sense and then

moves onto an exploration of how these have been articulated in the UK in recent
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decades. It draws on the work of Tyler (2013; 2015; with Jensen, 2015), Makinen
(2017) and Krivonos (2018) to explain how a range of undeserving groups are
institutionalised as ‘other’ as a way to legitimise forms of political statecraft. In the
final subsection, Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of habitus and hysteresis are used to
understand how the working-class form their political dispositions and
subjectivities from past experiences. In the conclusion, it is shown how these
different theories may work together to provide a more holistic understanding of

Brexit.

3.2 Marxist Political Economy, Crisis and The State

Marxist political economy can help us to understand Brexit by offering a structural
and historical account of class struggle from above and showing how processes
of neoliberal capitalist restructuring have intended to rebalance class relations in
favour of the capitalist class and its allies (political parties and the media) with
harmful effects on the working-class (Cooper and Whyte, 2017; Gallas, 2015;
Jessop, 2015a; 2015b). This causes resentment, frustration and apathy and
makes people more susceptible to discourses which misrecognise and distort the

causes of structural inequalities and insecurity.

Capitalism, as Marx understood it, was a system of class competition and
struggle with greater efficiency of producing 'surplus value' or profit through
processes of labour exploitation (Anyon, 2011; Edgell, 1993). In Marxist political
economy, the state is understood to be influenced by, and to function for the
benefit of, the capitalist class; it tends to promote their economic and political
interests. There are, however, some instances where concessions are granted to
the working-class (the sale of council houses, for example) in the interests of
securing hegemony (Poulantzas, 1973). Marxist political economy considers
economics, society and politics to be interconnected fields that form the stage for
the struggles of the working-class over their exploitation. Class struggle remains
central to analyses of the capitalist economy: profit is procured from the goods
and services produced through the exploitation of wage labour and class struggle
can modify (increase or lessen) that rate of exploitation. A class of workers — the

proletariat — are forced to sell their labour power to survive; they exchange their
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time, energy and skills for a wage which does not amount to the value of the
product or service they produce. The capitalist class — the bourgeoisie —
accumulate the difference between the costs of wages and the value that workers
produce as surplus value or profits, which can then be reinvested to increase
profitability.

Within Marxist political economy, several different forms of ‘crisis’ may be referred
to as part of the development and restructuring of neoliberal economies. Three
broad types of crises are important to understand how Marxist political economy

is used to frame and analyse Brexit in this project.

e Crisis of hegemony: when the ruling class and the dominant social
relations governing society are challenged and lose their legitimacy

(Gramsci in Hoare and Nowell Smith, 1999).

e Crisis of representation: when social groups become detached from or
unrepresented by their traditional political parties (ibid).

e Economic crisis: when financial assets lose a large part of their nominal
value, leading to other crises such as higher unemployment, widening

inequality and economic stagnation.

The reconfiguration of society as it moves from an older to newer conjuncture —
the dominant political and class relations governing a particular epoch — is
generally mediated by crisis (Hall and Massey, 2010). The most relevant example
of this is the UK’s transition from social democracy to neoliberalism. Social
democracy represented a compromise between capital and labour in a way that
“the organised working class accepted markets and property rights in exchange
for a range of democratic rights and social entitlements” (Lavery, 2019: 16).
Because of the success of the New Right in portraying the economic crises (the
oil shocks, stagflation, decreasing productivity) that marked the later years of
social democracy — from 1973 to 1979 — as a consequence of the strength of the
working-class and their allies, their institutions were most forcibly attacked by the

Thatcherites.
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Brexit may be understood as a project to manage a crisis of hegemony facing a
Conservative government unable to reconcile a series of increasingly fractious
social and political divisions within the UK and enduring economic crises wrought
by neoliberal accumulation strategies (Jessop, 2015a; 2017). Crises are always
overdetermined by a range of different historical processes and relations (Hall
and Massey, 2010). Thatcherism was not only a response to a series of
compounding economic problems, but premised upon fragmenting the organised
working-class, their institutions and identities, and this relied on symbolic
processes which reconstructed representations of race, ethnicity and national
identity (CCCS, 1982; Hall et al. 1978). This was an attempt by the state and
media to stabilise hegemony and garner consent for ‘law-and-order’ policies (Hall
et al. 1978) by consolidating support from the white working-class around
racialised ideas of deservingness and Britishness.

Jessop (2015a; 2018) considers the state as a social relation and unable to
exercise power itself because the potential power structures embedded within it
are only mobilised by politicians and state actors, who themselves have particular
social and economic interests.
“Thus, the state is [...] involved in organising and reorganising class alliances
among dominant class fractions and disorganising subordinate classes and forces,

[...] through articulating a national-popular interest that transcends particular class
interests” (Jessop, 2015c¢: 80).

The state distributes material and symbolic concessions unevenly to procure
consent for, and reduce resistance against, a range of different state projects and
policies (Jessop, 2015a). When faced with effective threats from the working-
class, these concessions can include wage increases, greater job security and
benefits, or access to property and health services, which are offered in exchange
for their continued labour and to ensure the long-term stability of the capitalist
project (Panitch, 1986).

Neoliberalism has removed many of these privileges and has witnessed an
intensification of class exploitation since the GFC (through ‘new’ employer
strategies such as bogus self-employment and increasingly precarious contracts)
and the undercutting of welfare services. The Thatcher administrations’ hostility
to some parts of the state was intended to reduce its size by rolling back and
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dismantling its socially progressive elements such as welfare and public services
and rolling out its repressive and authoritarian forms such as workfare (Peck and
Tickell, 2002). This is because the latter smooth out blockages to labour
productivity, by removing the capacity of workers to resist and forcing them to
accept increasingly poor jobs (Peck, 2001).

This subsection has suggested that a series of economic and political processes
as part of Britain’s neoliberal regime shift were intended to rebalance class
relations in favour of the capitalist class. These processes have had immiserating
and marginalising effects on working-class people and shaped the opportunities
and resources they have access to. In analysis which follows, | will explore how
these processes have shaped interviewees’ experiences of work, welfare and
inequality over the last forty years and what these experiences mean in terms of
the way they form their political dispositions and subjectivities. In the next
subsection, | explore how different ‘crises’ and economic conditions tend to be
exploited by political parties and the media as means of political gain and to
attempt to garner consent for policies which tend to have violent, repressive and

immiserating effects on marginal groups (Tyler, 2013).

3.3 Class, Race and Racialisation

The racialisation of different groups is a historical power relationship in which
dominant ideologies are created to serve elite interests and are perpetuated in
everyday exchanges, informing a series of assumptions about ‘others’ with
particular physical, cultural and symbolic differences (Garner, 2015; Shankley
and Rhodes, 2020). These assumptions are dynamic but tend to relate to the
supposed social, economic and cultural value of ‘others’ in terms of, for example,
migrant groups being a threat to ‘British’ jobs or not wanting to integrate with
British people. This legitimises different forms of discrimination. Racialisation
works to position different groups in a ‘racialised social system’ (Bonilla-Silva,
1997) that legitimises racial inequality on the basis of historical assumptions
about different racial and ethnic groups, informing access to different social,
economic and symbolic resources. This can be in terms of access to jobs,

housing, healthcare and unemployment benefits, being able to use particular
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spaces or being positioned in a symbolic economy as (il)legitimate or

(un)deserving.

The content and foci of racialised common-sense discourses and ideologies, and
understandings of different identities and groups, are contradictory, historically
and politically specific and transformed in line with classed processes of political-
economic restructuring (CCCS, 1982). Capitalism and racialisation are
interdependent and involve processes of regulating and dividing an ethnically and
racially differentiated working-class to extract more profit and stabilise class
relations in periods of economic crisis (Virdee, 2014; Carter and Virdee, 2008).
The historical roots of racialisation are not simply ideological phenomena but are
grounded in the political, economic and cultural relations established by the

historical development of Britain as a major colonising state (CCCS, 1982).

The intersections between class, race and nation are specific sites of struggle
which, in contrast to their existence as relatively independent abstractions, work
together to generate a particular group history (Hill-Collins, 1998). Racialised
discourses are “the medium through which class relations are experienced, the
form in which it is appropriated and ‘fought through” (Hall, 1980: 341). Different
racialised groups experience marginalisation differently because of their position
within a ‘racialised social system’ (Bonilla-Silva, 1997) and understand and talk
about the causes of such through a range of different common-sense discourses
which frequently misrecognise and obscure the structural causes of inequalities
as part of a political struggle for hegemony over Britain as a nation (Miles and
Brown, 2003).

Experiences of insecurity and marginalisation as an effect of neoliberal political
and economic restructuring processes have produced a specific form of
nationalist politics, which has been taken up by some sections of the white
working-class as a way to understand their personal circumstances in the
absence of other competing political discourses (Virdee and McGeever, 2018).
This has resulted in migrants, people from ethnic minority backgrounds and
benefit claimants becoming the target of a series of racialised discourses which
tend to be refracted concerns over structural inequalities. Race and racialisation
are part of the crisis which led to Brexit, particularly in the way that a series of

‘internal others’ — ethnic and racial groups with particular physical and cultural
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characteristics spoken about pejoratively in politics and the media — have been
harnessed as scapegoats through which a series of different crises have been
understood (ibid). These crises have been explored more fully in Sub-section
2.3.1.

What can be said here is that the combined effects of economic, political and
ideological crises have meant politicians have “carefully activated long-standing
racialized structures of feeling about immigration and national belonging” (Virdee
and McGeever, 2018: 1804) as one way to maintain hegemony. This is because
race has been, and continues to be, one of the key modalities through which
hegemonic relations are stabilised during periods of political instability (CCCS,
1982). The types of racialised discourses which surrounded Brexit, and which are
evident in the way people justified their vote to leave the EU (see Ford and
Goodwin, 2017; McKenzie, 2017a; 2017b), have been shaped by the way
Britain’s international position has developed since the post-war period (CCCS,
1982). There is a tension here. Migrant labour was used and relied upon by
different British governments to reorganise the industrial and post-industrial
labour market in Britain, but at the same time politicians continued to create and
perpetuate discourses which vilified migrants as a means to maintain ideological

hegemony and legitimise ethnic and racial divisions (ibid).

Crucially, how the intersections of class and racialisation play out in the present
take from — sometimes idealised — recollections of the past. Feelings of
marginalisation may be exacerbated by understandings of UK history in terms of
a sense that certain groups have lost out over time (Miles & Brown, 2003; Yuval-
Davies, 1986). There is a tension between an understanding of Britain as being
fairer and more equitable in the past — part of “a mythical golden age of sovereign
nation-states defined by cultural and racial homogeneity” (Virdee and McGeever,
2018: 1803) — and a present state which is no longer thought to be attentive to
the needs of the white working-class (Bhambra, 2017; Garner, 2015). Instead,
Britain and its mainstream political parties are thought to actively encourage the
development of policies which benefit ethnic and racial minorities (Garner, 2015).
As Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9 show, the way different groups understand the
inequalities, marginalisation and periods of decline they experience are

sometimes imbued with racialised and nationalistic overtones.
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3.4 Symbolic Othering and Manufacturing Consent

Gramsci’s concept of hegemony describes how the dominant class group in a
society maintains and reproduces class relations in their own economic interests
through cultural institutions and the perpetuation of common-sense ideas, values
and beliefs (Crehan, 2016; Hoare and Nowell-Smith, 1999). Without reducing
culture to an epiphenomenon of the economy, hegemony helps explain how
different narratives and discourses largely produced by the intermediaries of the
capitalist class — political elites and the media — are disseminated as ways of
understanding social relations (Crehan, 2016). As Hall and Massey summarise:
“Gramsci would say that a hegemonic settlement only works when ideology
captures or ‘hegemonises’ common-sense; when it becomes so taken for granted
that its ways of looking at the world seem to be the only ways in which ordinary
people can calculate what's good and what’s not, what they should support and

what they shouldn’t, what's good for them and what’s good for society” (Hall and
Massey, 2010: 62).

Gramsci’'s common-sense (defined more fully in subsection 1.1) is preferred to
theoretically similar concepts such as Bourdieu’s doxa, and relatedly illusio,
largely because Bourdieu’s conception of the working-class is premised upon a
deficit model of thinking (Nash, 1990; Skeggs, 2011; Tyler, 2015) which suggests
that those lacking capitals will necessarily be susceptible to the dominant

ideology.

The working-class are not valueless subjects (Skeggs, 2011) and it is argued that
whether people are richer or poorer, are more or less advantaged or have greater
or lesser amounts of capitals, they can still be susceptible to common-sense
ideology. Relatedly, Gramsci shows how common-sense can contain kernels of
good-sense, which represent counter-narratives to hegemonic discourses
(Crehan, 2016) and are the foundations on which political consciousness should
be based. In a contemporary context, good-sense can be conceived of as those
political, reflexive and critical beliefs and ideas which come from historical
experiences and struggles which break with, and think beyond, the messages
foisted upon working-class people through (neoliberal) propaganda (ibid; Crehan,
2016). Good-sense is not premised on othering and denigration (except in the

sense of recognising the advantages of elites) and can be thought of as the series
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of articulations which intend to “destabilise the meanings that fix the dominated
in place” (Jeffery et al. 2020: 129).

As part of the way neoliberal propaganda plays out in the UK, common-sense
hegemonic discourses tend to be those premised on the naming, othering and
denigration of ‘undeserving’ and ‘low status’ groups as a technology to foster the
misrecognition of the unequal distribution of wealth and resources as an
individualistic rather than structural problem (Tyler, 2013). These are forms of
classification — ways of knowing particular groups — imposed on people from
above and designed to devalue specific bodies, and foster abjection and disgust,
which make them easier to exploit, control and punish (Jensen and Tyler, 2015;
Tyler, 2015). This is a relational process: marginal populations tend to struggle
against classification (in the sense that most classification ‘from above’ is
denigratory and repressive), whereas, for example, political and economic
institutions and the right-wing media, wage struggles for classification. Class
groups may respond to the classifications imposed upon them through
internalisation, displacement and/or rejection, and this can lead to the
perpetuation of stereotypes about others perceived to be ‘worse’ (see Jeffery et
al. 2020).

In an era where labour market insecurity, widening inequality and precarious
employment is the dominant story of class relations for working-class people
(Etherington et al. 2018; Umney, 2018) opportunities to accrue economic value
are increasingly limited. Theories developing the concept of ‘classificatory
struggles’ (Jeffery et al. 2020; Jensen and Tyler, 2015; Krivonos, 2018; Makinen,
2017; Tyler, 2013) can help to better understand how in the absence of economic
value, symbolic value may be pursued through forms of cultural distinction.
Through a series of significant contributions, Tyler (2013; 2015; 2015 with
Jensen; 2020) has illuminated how ‘consent’ for a range of punitive social policies
has been negotiated through the cultivation of an anti-welfare and anti-migrant

common-sense. This is not new.

Welshman (2013) has shown how since the late 1800s, there have been a series
of conceptual terms used to speak about an ‘underclass’ in Britain, which denotes
“the behavioural inadequacies of the poor” (Welshman, 2013: 175) as a way to

legitimise policies which maintain their exclusion and marginalisation. The
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particular form of common-sense that exists today has continued to be crafted in
the neoliberal era through different Conservative and Labour governments and
prime ministers, beginning with Thatcher’s ‘two nations’ hegemonic project which
distinguished between productive and parasitic groups (Jessop et al. 1988);
Major’s ‘Back to Basics’ campaign which was a weakly disguised claim to social
conservatism; Blair's ‘rights and responsibilities’ rhetoric around citizenship, and
the Coalition Government’s discourse of ‘slow motion moral collapse’ (Cameron,
2011, cited in Stringer and Pogatchnik, 2011).

Common-sense neoliberalism is not only classed, but racialised and gendered
(Solomos et al. 1982). Anti-immigration and anti-welfare politics are part of a
process “where the assumed ‘underclass’ or surplus people become significant
as a ‘constitutive outside’ that defines the contours of respectable citizenship”
(Makinen, 2017: 218). Migrants play a hugely contradictory role as a symbolic
group in the UK’s economic and political life and how it is spoken about. The way
migrants are represented in classifications produced by the state and media exist
in a tension between ‘folk devil’ and essential workers which changes in line with
different governments, labour market conditions and inter/national economic
crises. The gendered dimension remains largely undeveloped in my analysis (see

fuller discussion of the thesis’ limitations in Chapter 4 and 10).

Disidentification from ‘abject’ groups and the denigration of ‘others’ as articulated
by the working-class are distance-making practices waged in the context of their
own struggles as a stigmatised and devalued group (Skeggs, 1997; 2004; Tyler,
2013). Racism, xenophobia and nationalism are not organic elements of working-
class politics, but have a historical basis in mainstream political discourses,
policies and ideology (see Flemmen and Savage, 2017). These discourses are
sometimes taken up by working-class people because they are susceptible to
classed arguments which help explain and understand their own economic and
social circumstances. However, messages from politicians and the media are not
passively absorbed by people on the ground, but tend to tap into existing
prejudices and concerns, thereby reinforcing them, and paving the way for the
ramping up of these discourses (Gough, 2017; Solomos et al. 1982). This relates
to what Stuart Hall referred to as the ‘encoding/decoding’ model of

communication and particularly how different audiences generate rather than

69



necessarily receive the meanings of (television media) discourses in line with

their own subjectivities and dispositions (see Hall, 1973).

The foregoing discussion explores some of the motivations which may influence
working-class understandings of politics and the way they come to think and
speak about different social groups. It helps to understand distinctions made
between useful and useless citizens; those who belong and those who don't. The
analysis which follows (Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9) will explore the extent to which
my sample of participants adhere to or diverge from such discourses; it will show
how most of those who voted for Brexit tend to articulate their views through
symbolic representations of ‘others’ derived from neoliberal common-sense. The
exceptions to this are a group of voters espousing more explicitly Marxist political
views of the EU as part of a capitalist hegemony which exploits the working-class.
Whilst remain voters may not subscribe to exactly the same forms of common-
sense as leavers, in a similar way many of them do draw upon stigmatising
discourses of the working-class and working-class leave voters to mark out their

politics.

3.5 Economic and Cultural Class Analysis

This subsection explores a series of Bourdieusian concepts which can facilitate
a micro-level analysis of the way individuals form their political subjectivities and
values from discourses, experiences, narratives and meanings. The extent to
which Marxist theories of class and political economy are compatible with
Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic domination has been debated by scholars over the
course of the last three decades. Some have suggested that Bourdieu operates
within a Marxist vein of thought (Fowler, 2011) and that he extends Marx’s
economic theory of value (Swartz, 1997), while others have offered more critical
interpretations, problematising Bourdieu’s usage of the concept of capital (Desan,
2013) and his notion of habitus (Burawoy, 2012). A series of compelling (partial)
defences of Bourdieu’s work emphasise the value of seeing class as struggle
over classification but argue that this must also include the potential for forms of
resistance by the dominated against dominant neoliberal ideals in order to avoid
claims of deficit thinking, which Bourdieu is rightly charged with (McKenzie, 2015;
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Skeggs, 1997, 2004; Tyler, 2013, 2015). This project argues that Bourdieusian
cultural class analysis and Marxist political economy can complement each other
to illuminate how “as class inequalities grow, competition for economic and
cultural capital, and accompanying forms of classificatory struggle, intensify”
(Tyler, 2015: 506) and to ensure class analysis does not lose sight of the

economic relations which constitute it (Flemmen, 2013).

In the previous subsection, it was shown how different forms of common-sense
discourses may be drawn upon by the working-class as ways to create distance
and acquire value when occupying abject and stigmatised social positions
(Jensen and Tyler, 2015; Tyler, 2013). These discourses can become
internalised in habitus as dispositions used to negotiate similar social
experiences in the future (particularly when there is less opportunity for counter-
narratives). So far, less has been said about middle-class distinction, which
pertains to, and reproduces, common-sense political discourses created by
political elites and the media, this is the process through which the working-class
are made abject (Tyler, 2013). Because Bourdieu’s cultural model of class is
dependent upon a conception of class position constituted by the accrual of
capitals, those groups already dominant in capitals (the middle-class) are the
arbiters of ‘taste’ (Bourdieu, 1984). By setting these symbolic and cultural
boundaries, the working-class become the limits which cultural and symbolic
distinction is judged against (ibid).

| argue that Bourdieu’s theory of habituation (habitus) — the way different social
groups acquire the structures and values of their environments — needs to be
connected to the (sometimes changing) structural basis of these environments.
Bourdieu explains how...
“sets of agents who occupy similar positions and who, being placed in similar
conditions and subjected to similar conditionings, have every likelihood of having

similar positions and interests and therefore of producing similar practices and
adopting similar stances” (Bourdieu, 1985: p.725).

Here, Bourdieu is relating habitus to social space: the latter being a model of the
social structure premised upon a space of position takings in which individuals’
positions are structured by volume and composition of capitals (which can be

economic, cultural, social and symbolic) (Atkinson, 2010; Bourdieu, 1985).

71



Habitus is the internalisation of life experiences as dispositions to guide future
behaviour, thinking and practice (Bourdieu, 1977); it is “produced through
practical adaption to the situations and the probabilities that come with certain
conditions of existence” (Atkinson, 2015: 66). The meanings individuals
internalise are never solely classed, but are also racialised, nationalistic and
gendered. To understand the generative tendencies of habitus, qualitative
research needs to uncover the ‘deeply buried’ structures of the social world

(Reay, 2004) which develop over time.

In his earlier work, Crossley sees habitus as ‘pre-reflexive’ and generative rather
than mechanistic and circular (Crossley, 2002; 2003); it can reproduce the
structures it is structured by, but also leaves the possibility for agents to modify
existing structures and construct new ones (Crossley, 2003). However, Crossley
has tended to become more critical of Bourdieu’s model of social structure over
time. Bourdieu’s focus on capital volumes and compositions as the vector of class
differences and position takings is the basis of Crossley’s (2022) criticisms. The
author argues that Bourdieu’s model focuses on “resources independently of
relations” (Crossley, 2022: 174): being at a greater social distance from others
(for example, having less or more cultural capital), does not necessarily mean
individuals are part of a class group with similar dispositions and subjectivities.
This is particularly important given that some working-class participants, who
have similar capital compositions and who live in similar social and economic
conditions to their leave voting counterparts, voted to remain in the EU

referendum.

The focus on habitus and Marxist political economy, | argue, helps us to
overcome this issue. Habitus is rooted in understandings of socialisation and life
experiences must be understood as situated in a political-economy constituted
by the ensemble of class, race and gender relations which structure capitalist
society. Not only this, but ideology is also ‘relatively autonomous’ from class
position and the way people arrive at particular political position takings can be
simultaneously about inequalities of particular resources (which Bourdieu’s focus
on individuals can account for) and group-level phenomena, constituted by
political and ideological relations, such as collective organisation (Poulantzas,

1973) — of which Bourdieu is less useful for understanding.
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Hysteresis is a concept which suggests that when objective social structures and
relations in particular fields or environments change at a faster rate than the
dispositions of habitus — which were generated by past interactions in the same
fields — the individual feels a sense of disjuncture and dislocation (Bourdieu,
1977; Strand and Lizardo, 2017). The hysteresis of habitus explains how
mismatches between agents and their environments (Strand and Lizardo, 2017)
can result in “the frequently observed incapacity to think historical crises in
categories of perception and thought other than those of the past” (Bourdieu,
1977: 83). This also seems to be at least partially borne out in some explanations

for Brexit.

For example, Ford and Goodwin (2017) argue that older members of the working-
class are ‘left behind’ because of their inability to keep up with fast changing
social values and that Brexit provided a vehicle through which they could reassert
values of the past. A contrasting explanation, but still an example of hysteresis,
is offered by Bhambra (2017), Patel and Connelly (2019), and Virdee and
McGeever (2018), who all suggest that Brexit is related to a form of post-imperial
nostalgia and melancholia and the difficulties of some of the white working-class

to come to terms with a more ethnically diverse and cosmopolitan society.

In subsection 2.3.3, drawing on key literature which maps the contours of class
politics in Britain over time (Evans and Tilley, 2017), | showed how around the
time of New Labour, mainstream political parties removed class from their political
lexicon. The way New Labour abandoned working-class interests, and how
Labour Party politics since then have followed a similar trajectory (with the
exception of Corbynism), can be conceived of as a cause of hysteresis in terms
of the experiences of ‘traditional’ working-class voters. The policies of the Labour
Party, the class demographics of the party, and the social groups perceived to be
Labour supporters (younger, university-educated, liberal voters concerned with
identity politics) are at odds with the dispositions of habitus embodied by
traditional working-class voters, creating a sense of disenfranchisement and
disjuncture. This disjuncture arises from what Gramsci calls a ‘crisis of
representation’ — when political groups are detached from their traditional political
home (Hoare and Nowell-Smith, 1999). This ties in with analysis presented in

Chapter 9, where | demonstrate how political disenfranchisement (as hysteresis)
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lead some participants to conceive of the EU referendum as an opportunity to
reinstate values of the past (Alan, subsection 9.3) and for real social and

economic change (Steph and Paul, subsection 9.4).

Hysteresis is useful for understanding how a sense of dislocation is experienced
by different individuals and groups when they become subject to social changes
which create disjuncture between their habitus and the different fields they
occupy. Authors working within this vein have suggested hysteresis can take
different and more/less severe forms (Strand and Lizardo, 2017) in line with
different types of reflexiveness and the structure of dispositions. How individuals
respond to this disjuncture is less well explored by Bourdieu and advocates of his
work. Accordingly, this thesis takes the concept further and explores how
individuals respond to hysteresis effects. These responses could include (but are
not limited to): those who adapt to new structures (e.qg., finding new employment,
upskilling, changing political and social views), and those who reject new
structures and attempt to reassert value through stigmatisation, displacement of
abjection and/or disassociation. The task of the forthcoming analysis is to develop
an understanding of how (or if) participants experiencing hysteresis effects fell
back onto, for example, historical class practices/older beliefs and how others
created innovative responses that diverged from ‘expected’ regularities (see
Strand and Lizardo, 2017: 12).

3.6 Conclusion

The theoretical framework developed in this chapter aims to support my analysis
by setting accounts in wider, historicised explanations and narratives. One of the
core purposes of this thesis is to understand how people construct their political
proclivities and how they voted in the EU referendum. | bring together a Marxist
political-economy and Bourdieusian cultural class analysis to better understand
how in an era of class inequality and class recomposition, limited opportunities to
acquire economic value mean symbolic struggles intensify and become

increasingly fractious.

The political-economic system in the UK favours the interests of capital and is

prone to crisis. Crises of divergent kinds are presided over by a state which
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represents the crystallisation of class relations in a society (Jessop, 2015a). In
recent times, policies on welfare reform, crime, immigration and identity/sexuality,
have all been used as tools to denigrate and stigmatise ‘other’ populations. This
Is part of managing different crises by diverting attention away from structural
processes and political statecraft as explanatory factors for deepening
inequalities towards stigmatised groups and individuals. These discourses are
internalised by some groups because there is a lack of alternative political
discourses available in light of the expunction of class from the political lexicon

and deunionisation.

This conceptual framework provides the tools for understanding how individuals
voted in the EU referendum by enabling us to locate changing working-class
subjectivities in wider structural changes and the effects of (economic, social and
political) processes associated with neoliberalisation and urban
deindustrialisation. Not only this, it helps us to understand the sources of forms
of good-sense and common-sense in the accounts of interviewees and how these
are mobilised; to consider how symbolic forms of identity work are used to create
and sustain value and how these articulations shape and become part of voting
proclivities; and to analyse how dispositions and perceptions are formed

temporally and spatially through the mediating concept of the habitus.

75



4.0 Methodological Approach
4.1 Introduction

The main research question this project sets out to answer is ‘why did people
living within low-income neighbourhoods in England vote to leave or remain in

the EU referendum (2016)?’. This is supported by four sub-questions:

1. What are the economic, political, socio-cultural and symbolic factors that
influenced the way working-class people voted in the referendum?

2. What does the Brexit vote tell us about wider working-class political

subjectivities and class-based forms of politics?

3. What analytical and theoretical tools best support an understanding of the

effects of the UK’s changing political economy?

4. How wuseful are existing explanatory frameworks of Brexit for

understanding the leave vote?

As a way to answer these core research questions, this study conducted 28 semi-
structured interviews with a diverse range of residents (by ethnicity, age and
gender) living within two contrasting low-income neighbourhoods in Selby and
Sheffield. Interviews are used as a way to attain proximity to the lives of
participants and better understand the nuances of their life experiences and

attitudes.

This project uses principles of a critical realist philosophy as a guiding framework
for research. This is because a critical realist-informed approach allows the
research project to go beyond the individual interpretations of participants and
reinsert the role of structure as a mechanism underlying their experiences
(Sharpe, 2018). It also takes a case study approach as a way to examine how
processes such as urban deindustrialisation, symbolic othering and immigration,
and political disenfranchisement influence the local (and regional and national)

contexts within which residents’ lives play out.
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What follows is a brief critical summary of alternative philosophical approaches
to research and a more in-depth exposition of the greater suitability of a critical
realist-informed approach. In subsection 4.3, a qualitative approach to inquiry is
outlined. It establishes the value of a realist approach for qualitative research;
explains the case study methodological approach; justifies the use of semi-
structured interviews; and comments upon the sampling and recruitment
procedures. The data analysis approach is explained in subsection 4.4 and
ethical and methodological considerations are explored in subsection 4.5.
Following this, subsection 4.6 explores the issue of researcher reflexivity and
reflects on how the researcher may have influenced the data collection process,
noting the importance of my own subjectivities and presuppositions in the way

the study was conceived and produced.

4.2 Rationale for a Critical Realist Approach

One of the central challenges within sociological research concerns how a theory
of human agency can be reconciled with an acceptance of the role of structure
and its constraining effects (Houston, 2001). A critical realist philosophical
approach to research is able to develop and explain the interplay between
structure and agency more effectively than other dominant approaches such as
interpretivism and positivism. Critical realism combines epistemological
constructionism and ontological realism as a way to offset what the protagonists
of this approach see as false oppositions between subjectivism/objectivism and
structure/agency (Benton and Craib, 2001; Houston, 2001; see also Bourdieu
and Wacquant, 1992).

Interpretivist approaches largely follow a relativist ontology and a social
constructionist epistemology and tend to argue that social research must go
beyond the study of supposedly objective evidence (associated with positivism)
and include human subjectivities: emotions, experiences, attitudes and beliefs.
Ontological relativism asserts that reality is subjective and individually
constructed (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). As an epistemology, social
constructionism treats knowledge as constructed and made through human

interaction and experiences. Constructionism rejects the existence of ‘objective’
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truth and focuses on the meanings imbued within different social categories and
‘ways of knowing’. Interpretivists tend to follow an inductive approach to
reasoning which builds theory and conclusions from the 'bottom up’: moving from
observations to interpretations and then theory. Here, realist/objectivist principles
which emphasise “essences that are above and beyond the influence of humans”
(Levers, 2013: 3) — unobservable structures such as different laws and

mechanisms which influence events — are rejected.

By contrast positivism, widely seen as the ‘scientific’ paradigm, is an empiricist
philosophical system that recognises as ‘true’ or valid only events or processes
which can be scientifically verified through observation. Positivism tends to follow
a realist ontology and objectivist epistemology. Realism is the view of reality that
suggests that the objects the world contains have, at least partially, an existence
which is independent of social agents’ consciousness of them. Objectivist
epistemology, in contrast to that of constructionism or subjectivism, believes in
objective truth and suggests that to get closer to objective truth the world must be
studied through reason and logic (Crotty, 1998; Scotland, 2012). Positivists use
deductive reasoning which begins with a theory, seeks to develop a proposition

or hypothesis and uses empirical testing to falsify it.

Critical realist principles offer, by contrast, a more suitable approach to research
than interpretivism and positivism for a number of reasons. It accepts that
knowledge can be socially constructed, but that this knowledge is bounded by a
real (rather than constructed) physical and social world. Unlike relativists, critical
realism argues that there are essential structures which exist within the world that
shape the different possibilities of action available to human beings (Houston,
2001). There is statistical evidence for this in the patterning of differences in life
chances, related to different structures such as class, ethnicity and gender.
Where relativism may protect itself from the fallibility of knowledge by arguing that
an external objective reality does not exist and that all interpretations of the social
world are equally valid, fallibilism is one of the core principles of the critical realist
approach. As Benton and Craib (2001) argue “the complexity of the world implies
that our knowledge of it might be wrong or misleading” (Benton and Craib, 2001:
120) and it is important for social investigators to understand how different types

of knowledge are formed and in what contexts.
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Following a critical realist approach, this research rejects the idea that all
knowledge is perspectival and context specific; it accepts instead that there are
a series of different perspectives which exist within the world, and some are more
valid and accurate than others (Benton and Craib, 2001). Critical realists differ
from strict constructionists in the sense that the former start from “the acceptance
of the possibility of knowing reality” (Easton, 2010: 123) and the latter tend to
focus more upon the way social actors construct knowledge from their own

multiple realities (ibid).

4.2.1 Using Critical Realism: The Observable Effects of Economic, Political and

Socio-Cultural Processes?

The value and applicability of a critical realist philosophical approach in this
research project relates to how well suited it is to a political sociology study of the
interplay between objective structures and political subjectivities. Because the
social world is made up of a highly variegated range of processes and relations,
it is difficult to achieve ‘experimental closure’ and make visible the effects of
different structures (Benton and Craib, 2001). However, in times of crisis
“structures which are concealed in normal times become transparent” (Benton
and Craib, 2001: 135). Brexit may be thought of as a product of a series of
different crises in which structures such as class inequality, xenophobia, political
marginalisation and nationalism came increasingly to the fore and were

crystallised in people’s justifications for voting to leave or remain.

Where an interpretivist philosophical approach may reduce people’s political
attitudes to the realm of constructions, this project traces the structural
underpinnings of different political subjectivities using voting justifications as a
starting point to better understand broader and historically deeper shifts in the
UK’s political economy. These shifts and developments have tended to be
articulated through a series of common-sense discourses which divert attention
from the structural relations which constitute them. To study class and race
critically we must be mindful of not removing from discussion the power structures
which sustain them (Bhambra, 2017; Quijano, 2000), the material effects of
privilege and racial hierarchy (Kobayashi, 2004; Knowles, 2003) and how the

79



distinctions they make illuminate how we know, think and speak about ‘the Other’
(Virdee, 2014). The research questions this project asks are better answered
using a critical realist-informed perspective because of the way it prompts the
researcher to think about how existing theories may or may not provide a better

or more ‘truthful’ account of reality than others (Fletcher, 2017).

The conceptual framework set out in Chapter 3 addresses the limitations of
existing explanations for Brexit by providing a more holistic approach which draws
on the strengths of different theoretical traditions. Gramsci’'s ‘common-sense’ and
‘good-sense’ (conceptualisations which are explored further in Chapter 1 and 3)
are both “site[s] of political struggle” (Hall and O’Shea, 2013: 10). They allow the
researcher to differentiate between forms of discourse which are used to distort
reality in the interests of manufacturing consent — common-sense — and
discourses which are forms of resistance to, and awareness of, the structural
basis of different inequalities and insecurities — good-sense (Crehan, 2016; Hall
and O’Shea, 2013; Jensen and Tyler, 2015). Good-sense is itself partially
subjective and contingent, but it is also sense which is committed to emancipation
and drives out division and prejudice; it is “an intellectual unity...with a conception
of reality that has gone beyond common sense and become, if only within narrow
limits, a critical conception” (Gramsci, 1971: 333). This links to the notion of
fallibilism in critical realism in the sense that certain propositions can be accepted

as ‘truthful’ even if they cannot be proved.

The way this project develops Tyler's (2008; 2013; 2015; with Jensen, 2015)
synthesis of Bourdieusian cultural class analysis and Marxist political economy,
is reconcilable with a critical realist-informed approach. Habitus produces
observable regularities at the empirical level: people in similar social positions
have similar tastes and dispositions (as demonstrated by quantitative research
by Atkinson, 2017) and they think and speak about particular groups and
processes in similar ways. These regularities and actions are the consequences
of a series of mechanisms which are a product of the internalisation of external

structures (habitus).

80



4.3 Outline of a Qualitative Methodology
4.3.1 Qualitative Inquiry

This study adopts a qualitative approach to inquiry which focuses upon two
neighbourhood cases — Selby North and Burngreave (Sheffield) — and the
accounts of 28 residents living within them. The reasons for selecting a qualitative
approach are twofold. First, it provides a means for the researcher to get as close
as possible to research participants and the contexts in which they exist, which
is fundamental to uncovering how histories and experiences influence people’s
political subjectivities, in line with the core aim of this project. Secondly, a
qualitative approach following a realist perspective is able to add ontological
depth which goes beyond an understanding of participants’ experiences and
actions as ‘constructions’ and seeks to understand them as products related to

underlying structures and processes (Danermark et al. 2019).

Where quantitative methods can show us how broad and extensive a
phenomenon is, qualitative methods allow us to explore with depth and clarity the
meanings and processes which give a phenomena its underlying character. At
the point of beginning fieldwork (November 2018), authors had already made a
series of important contributions to the emerging literature on Brexit using large-
scale, guantitative studies (see, for example, Dorling, 2016; Ipsos Mori, 2016;
Portes, 2016; Swales, 2016). Studies of this kind tended to highlight the largely
cross-sectional association between different structures and processes such as
economic insecurity, immigration, political marginalisation and nationalism, and
the leave vote. This project was premised, instead, upon better understanding
how these different structures and processes have affected working-class people
in particular geographical contexts, and this is best uncovered through the use of
in-depth interviews which can drill down into the minutiae of experiences playing

out over time.

McKenzie’s (2017a; 2017b) work has gone some way to provide more qualitative
understandings of how working-class people’s experiences of economic
marginalisation and political disenfranchisement informed the way they
understood, and voted in, the EU referendum. However, this study goes beyond

McKenzie’s work in several different methodological and theoretical directions
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(see Chapter 2 and 3 for fuller discussion). What can be said here, in brief, is that
more qualitative research was needed which focused on structural changes as
‘agent-full’ and which have had disproportionate effects on a multi-ethnic working-

class and the neighbourhoods in which they live.

4.3.2 Life in Low-Income Neighbourhoods: Using a Case Study Approach

Case studies are appropriate for studying a major event or decision and seeking
to work out why it occurred, the processes which underpin it and to discern how
particular structures exist within the case, as well as their underlying effects
(Schramm, 1971). This study focuses on how “being in and moving through
space” (Riley and Holton, 2016: 2) structures the lives of residents and how
regional, national and international processes come to permeate local
environments (Massey, 1991). It allows an in-depth approach to research which

can uncover the structural underpinnings of phenomena within a specific context.

Two neighbourhoods within different regions were selected as contrasting cases.
The primary justification for selecting each case hinged upon various differences
and distinctions that were, at least theoretically, anticipated to produce
contrasting results (Yin, 2013). These included referendum voting patterns and
political history; localised and wider regional labour market restructuring; the
ethnic composition of residents; the rate and flows of immigration; tenure type;
access to services and amenities; population size and wider geographical context
(city and town) — see Chapter 5 for more detail. The location of neighbourhoods
within a small town versus a large city offered an opportunity to explore how
deindustrialisation plays out in different labour market contexts where there are

greater and lesser jobs and more and less sectoral diversity.

In Selby, the selection of the site was partly about my familiarity with the area and
pre-established networks, relationships and knowledge. Burngreave was
selected from a pool of other neighbourhoods in Sheffield using statistical
comparisons to Selby across the aforementioned data points. Selby North and
Burngreave are both working-class neighbourhoods within deindustrialising
regions but there are key differences in that Selby North is part of a small town,

is ethnically homogenous and tends to be less densely populated, with more
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people who are in work, and low levels of immigration. Whereas Burngreave is
part of a large city, is one of the most ethnically diverse wards in the country, has

high levels of immigration, is densely populated and has less people in work.

The logics for selecting areas that exhibit these distinctions derives from existing
explanations of Brexit and wider literature on class and class struggles, where
they have been repeatedly cited as significant factors in voting to leave or remain.
For example, within one popular explanatory framework of Brexit, the authors
explore ‘left behind’ places, and so a focus on neighbourhoods located within
deindustrialising regions was significant. At the same time, Bhambra (2017) and
Patel and Connelly (2019) focus more on immigration, racism and nationalism
(Bhambra, 2017; Patel and Connelly, 2019) which supports the importance of
choosing case study areas which offer a contrast between areas with less/more

migration and less/more ethnic diversity.

4.3.3 Methods: Interviews

Following a realist ontology, qualitative semi-structured interviews are used as
the primary research method to attain proximity to the lives of those included in
the study. Appendix 2 uses an example interview transcript to show how | drew
upon guestions which prompted explanation from the participant rather than that
which relied upon my own neighbourhood expertise. Qualitative interviews are
used to generate an in depth, biographical understanding of the different ways
that perceptions, outlooks and actions emanating from the habitus (Bourdieu,
1977) are formed through the interaction between structures changing over time.
Interviews not only reveal the visible experiences and attitudes that people have,
but through a deeper level of analysis can uncover the sometimes-hidden
structures which constitute the different social relations and institutions within

which different participants are implicated (Bourdieu, 1999).

The reasons why this study adopted a semi-structured interview design can be
explained with reference to the theoretical synergies between Bourdieu’s
sociology and critical realism. Writing in The Weight of the World, Bourdieu (1999)
devotes the final chapter of this edited collection to a series of methodological

and theoretical reflections which are largely centred upon the notion of ‘realist
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construction’. Bourdieu argues that “it is only when it rests on prior knowledge of
the realities concerned that research can bring out the realities it intends to
record” (Bourdieu, 1999: 618). In order to get closer to what is considered to be
a more truthful account of reality, research must work to uncover the way people
construct an understanding of the reality around them and reveal the structures
which underpin their experiences. Interviews are a suitable research method to
do this because of the way that “narratives about the most ‘personal’ difficulties,
the apparently most strictly subjective tensions and contradictions, frequently
articulate the deepest structures of the social world and its contradictions”
(Bourdieu, 1999: 608).

A semi-structured interview design was used to allow participants space to
recount their own experiences but also to provide a necessary level of structure
to be able to guide the interview towards chosen topics and themes while having
enough latitude to explore unexpected themes of interest that were raised. The
interview included some more open-ended narrative-based questions that tend
to be more responsive to, and place value upon, the stories of participants and
the way these were geographically specific (Gunaratnam, 2003). At the beginning
of each interview, a narrative prompt — ‘can you tell me what it has been like to
live in this neighbourhood’ — was used to allow the participant opportunity to
introduce different stories and feelings which could be returned to and explored
in greater depth. This elicited a historicised account of the participant’s life which
also stretched out beyond the neighbourhood and used a variety of other spatial

reference points.

Interviews were audio-recorded using an encrypted digital recorder and lasted
between forty minutes and two and a half hours, with recordings then transcribed
and analysed only by the researcher to guarantee confidentiality. They were
undertaken in a range of locations chosen according to participants’ preferences;
this included living rooms in private homes, community cafés, local pubs,
libraries, offices, churches and classrooms. In Selby, all but one interview was
carried out in interviewees’ private homes, whereas in Sheffield, half opted to
carry out their interview in a public place. This difference seemed related to Selby

being the researcher's hometown and how this negated the need for a
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gatekeeper to establish trust, with correspondingly fewer engagements in formal

public settings (for a fuller discussion of this, see subsection 4.6).

The quality of interview was generally better when conducted in private homes:
participants tended to express themselves more fully and be less mindful of other
people overhearing their views. When in public spaces, interviews were
sometimes more prescriptive, and it was sometimes harder to establish a sense
of rapport and dialogue because of an interviewee’'s greater nervousness.
Interviews which were conducted in private homes and in pairs (sometimes
participants would be friends, other times partners) were generally of the best
quality and tended to last the longest. In these instances, participants ‘bounced
off each other and often engaged in a dialogue in response to questions; even
where there was disagreement, this produced rich and organic discussions. This
is not true for all cases, Yasmin’'s and Alan’s interviews were two of the richest

across the sample and these were conducted in busy local cafés.

One of the key problems encountered within, and findings revealed through, this
thesis is that the logic of people’s voting decisions are not always linear or
immediately clear: people do not always say they voted for x because of y.
Sometimes peoples’ reasons for their voting decisions are opaque and rooted in
dispositions which were formed through historical socialisation, which need to be
uncovered through careful and subtle analysis of experiences and feelings. This
needs to be caveated by saying that even when participants were explicit in some
justifications, they also tended to have other justifications which were not
articulated as explicitly but which were still important to their account and
understanding. This got easier as the fieldwork process went on and | developed
ways to direct the flow of conversation by asking participants to elaborate how a
particular experience may have impacted their politics or views as well as having
the confidence to allow lulls and pauses which helped in guiding the recounting

of experiences back towards the formation of political subjectivities.

One part of the solution to this was to produce a narrative chapter (Chapter 6)
which allowed me to connect together a range of experiences and perceptions in
a historical, biographical timeline which culminates with the interviewee
articulating their voting proclivities. The longer-term context in which participants’

voting proclivities were constructed (whether this included an explicit voting
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justification or not) is important to understand how they arrived at a particular
political position. Asking questions about interviewees’ upbringing, family history,
politics, neighbourhood and local environment, jobs and workplaces, holidays
and local encounters, revealed a range of experiences, feelings, attitudes and
dispositions which were connected to the way they formed their political

subjectivities and how they went on to justify their referendum voting behaviour.

In the three remaining findings chapters (Chapters 7-9), participants’ articulations
of their voting proclivities are set in thick contextual description which makes

forward and backward links to key life experiences, changes and developments.

4.3.4 Sampling and Recruitment

This study was conducted in two different low-income neighbourhoods with
residents from a range of demographically different backgrounds including ethnic
heritage. This study is sympathetic to Bhambra’s (2017) argument: more work is
required to understand how working-class people from different ethnic
backgrounds voted in the EU referendum and how their justifications are
underpinned by a series of experiences that are informed by the intersections of
race and class. In this vein, Rhodes et al (2019) make an important contribution
to the literature on Brexit as their work “deliberately sought out counter-narratives”
to the ‘left behind’ discourse and drew upon a range of participant accounts from
minority ethnic and White ethnic groups. One way that this study differs to that of
Rhodes et al (2019) is that it illuminates more clearly how people from minority
ethnic backgrounds use forms of ‘common-sense neoliberalism’ — of which the
‘left behind’ could be a part — to articulate their own sense of racialised and
classed marginalisation and insecurity. Given the predominance of the
experiences of older people in existing explanatory frameworks (Ford and
Goodwin, 2017; McKenzie, 2017a; 2017b; Telford and Wistow, 2019), this study

also sought out the experiences of younger people.

In order to achieve a degree of representativeness, the demographic profiles of
each ward (the unit of analysis used to delimit each case study area — Selby North
and Burngreave) were used as rough guides to create a quota sampling

framework. This is a non-probability method of sampling which obtains a sample
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tailored to specific characteristics of a larger population (Cohen, Manion and
Morrison, 2017). Table 2 presents a breakdown of the different demographic
characteristics that the study used as sampling parameters, taken from the
Census (2021) and how the achieved sample matches up to these
characteristics. Because of the sensitivity in asking participants about their
personal characteristics prior to an interview, these percentages were not used
as strict rules but general guidelines. The binary gender/sex categories of ‘female’
and ‘male’ are those used in the Census (2021), and these do not reflect the
beliefs of the researcher, who advocates against gender binarism and its

exclusionary effects.

The sample is broadly representative of the leave/remain split within case study
areas, and in Selby North, the sample achieved a good level of
representativeness in terms of age and gender but lacked representativeness in
relation to the recruitment of ethnic minority residents. This seemed to be a
problem of having no social connections to ethnic minority residents who were
predominantly Eastern European and the lack of response from this group to
recruitment flyers (see Appendix 3). The Burngreave sample is less
representative. The leave/remain split of residents is broadly representative,
however, in terms of ethnicity White British residents are overrepresented and
those from ethnic minority backgrounds underrepresented (this is still half of all
interviewees from this area). In more detail, participants from ethnic minority
backgrounds (7) include three who identified as British Asian (Pakistani), two who
identified as Black British, one as Black African, and one person from a White
European background. The number of Asian/Asian British participants recruited
is close to population parameters (see subsection 5.4). In terms of age, younger
people are underrepresented and those between forty-five and fifty-nine are

overrepresented.

Finding people to interview who were younger and/or from minority ethnic
backgrounds was the greatest practical challenge encountered throughout the
fieldwork process (this is discussed in relation to researcher reflexivity in
subsection 4.6). In some cases, prospective interviewees had to be screened
using a participant attribute questionnaire (see Appendix 4), which was often

conducted at the point of their inquiry over the phone. This ensured that quotas
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which were filled the fastest (older white people) could be stopped recruiting for
and those in other required groups prioritised, although this was not enough to

ensure complete representativeness.

Selby North Burngreave
Census 2021 Sample Census 2021 Sample
Leave 59% 71% (10) 60% (Constituency) | 71% (10)
(Constituency)
Remain 41% 29% (4) 40% (Constituency) | 29% (4)
(Constituency)
Ethnicity
White 87% 100% (14) | 25% 50% (7)
British
BAME 13% (mostly | (0) 75% (of  which | 50% (7)
‘other white’) Asian/Asian  British
31% -  majority
population)
Age
18-29 17% 14% (2) 24% 7% (1)
30-44 25% 21.5% (3) | 31% 28.5% (4)
45-59 25% 28.5% (4) | 24% 36% (5)
60-74 22% 36% (5) 13% 28.5% (4)
75+ 11% (0) 8% (0)
Gender
Female 51% 57% (8) 49% 50% (7)
Male 49% 43% (6) 51% 50% (7)
Table 2 - Demographis characteristics of sampie population and sample. Data taken from Census
(2021).

Leave voters were the predominant group this study intended to recruit because
leave was a majority in both case study areas (Hanretty, 2017) and this focus
enabled me to understand the desire for change and the reasons why working-
class people expressed resentment and discontent with the status quo. It also
provided a sample of interviewees through which stereotypes of working-class
leave voters as racist and xenophobic, as suggested in some academic and
media commentaries, could be explored and challenged. To counter assumptions
and prejudices around the homogeneity of leave voters, | have selected a range
of participants differentiated by age, ethnicity and gender to show the diversity of

experiences and perceptions which inform voting proclivities.
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The study utilised an iterative and multifaceted recruitment strategy which had
three main parts (see Figure 10). The first was to draw upon personal contacts.
In Selby, personal contacts tended to be people who | had prior social
relationships with from growing up in the neighbourhood and by interviewing
these four people, | was able to use snowball sampling to recruit a further five

participants.

The second and more common approach in Sheffield was to work through
gatekeeper organisations to try and gain access and create relationships with
local people. Gatekeeper organisations were selected on the basis of whether |
could participate in volunteering activities with them, so that | could become better
known within the local area over a period of time and get to know local people in
a way which was more organic. | undertook voluntary work with two local
foodbanks (Trussell Trust Burngreave Foodbank and Fir Vale and Page Hall
Foodbank) and participated in voluntary litter-picking organised by the Fir Vale
Community Hub (formerly Pakistan Advice and Community Association).
Through these experiences | was introduced to other gatekeepers, such as
community development workers who were employed by the city council, leaders
of educational organisations, and local people who ran tenants and residents’
associations (both Selby and Sheffield). Three participants (two in Selby and one
in Burngreave) were recruited through gatekeeper organisations, meetings and

volunteering.

Because of limited progress in Sheffield using gatekeeper recruitment methods,
| advertised my research in a local free newspaper (the Burngreave Messenger)
and distributed a series of flyers to houses in the area (see Appendix 5). Houses
were selected on a convenience basis and tended to be those in proximity to the
gatekeeper organisations | regularly volunteered at. This method was particularly
successful (especially the advert in the local paper) and allowed me to recruit
participants quickly. Given this success, | used the same method in Selby to
attempt to recruit a more ethnically diverse range of participants with limited
success (recruiting three more participants, but with no contact from ethnic

minority residents).

Snowball sampling methods tended to follow from and run parallel to the other

two methods. In Selby, the majority of participants were recruited through
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snowball sampling and this success seemed to be dependent upon my own
personal connections to residents, being from the area and the way personal
contacts who had been interviewed previously could vouch for my

trustworthiness.

Number of Participants Recruited Through
Different Sampling Methods

12

10

a
2 N ] I
0
Snowball sampling Flyering and Gatekeeper Personal contacts

advertisement organisations

H Selby North Burngreave

Figure 10 — Number of participants recruited through different methods in Selby North and
Burngreave.

4.4 Data Analysis

Because of the complexity of different overlapping and interacting occurrences
and events in society, it is not possible to establish ‘laws’ in critical realist
qualitative data analysis (Fletcher, 2017). Instead, analysis is premised on
uncovering and establishing regularities and patterns which emerge across
participant accounts. These are “the occasional, but less than universal,
actualization of a mechanism or tendency, over a definite region of time-space”
(Lawson, 1994: 204). There is a limited amount of literature available to social
researchers that provides practical guidance as to how a critical realist approach
to qualitative data analysis should proceed (Fletcher, 2017). However, three

basic premises can be outlined:

)] Human behaviours and experiences need to be explained by
uncovering their underpinning mechanisms and structures (Meyer and
Lunnay, 2013).
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1)) Critical realist approaches to data analysis accept that theories are
partial and contextually limited attempts to explain a complex series of
different events (Maxwell, 2012).

iii) Abductive and retroductive modes of reasoning are fundamental to
critical realist analysis, which require the researcher to establish an
iterative dialogue between theory and data (Danermark et al. 2019;
Fletcher, 2017).

Abduction aims to “interpret and recontextualize individual phenomena within a
conceptual framework or a set of ideas” (Danermark et al. 2019: 104) and use
this framework to arrive at a particular set of conclusions and arguments on the
basis that they represent the best (but a fallible) account of reality (Fletcher,
2017). Retroduction intends to explicate the conditions which must be met in
order for a particular event or phenomena to exist (Danermark et al. 2019). What
follows is a summary of the different stages of analysis and how these contributed

to an abductive and retroductive approach to analysis.

The analysis processes used in this study involved moving between the data,
existing theories and a newly emerging conceptual framework, which can be
summarised in seven stages. Data were primarily coded and organised using

NVivo software.

1. Critically exploring existing explanatory frameworks of Brexit was the
starting point to an abductive and retroductive approach to analysis. This
involved thinking through the core logics of existing explanatory
frameworks, evaluating the limitations and strengths of each (see
subsection 2.2) and recombining different elements of these theories, and
key themes from the wider literature focussing on class struggles and class
politics, into a theoretical framework which could be returned to and

refined.

2. The second stage involved a period of immersion within the dataset and

an initial round of coding attached to key quotes from interviews. The initial
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descriptive coding phase used an ‘in-vivo’ method of data labelling that
uses segments or phrases from the participants’ account verbatim (Miles,
Huberman and Saldana, 2013).

. Thirdly, data were organised, and clusters of quotes were connected and
made into themes based on the coherence of codes and their alignment
to theory. | started to look within and across themes for patterns using a

range of variables.

. The fourth stage of analysis involved trying to explain participants’
experiences using the emerging conceptual framework (which was the
culmination of stages 1 and 3) and continually refining the way it was
constructed. This process revealed a shortcoming of thematic analysis —
in terms of prising quotes/perceptions from the series of life experiences
in which they are grounded (to fit in broad thematic groups) — which
partially contradicted a theoretical framework which emphasised the
embeddedness and historicization of dispositions. As a riposte to this, |
returned to transcripts as life stories and focussed on a narrative analysis
that could better explore the breadth and depth of individual’s experiences

of change as it plays out over time and across places.

. This stage involved using the themes derived from step 3 as a guide to
thinking about how residents living in Selby and Sheffield experienced a
series of economic, political and socio-cultural/symbolic processes. This
process was about trying to tell a story of how interviewees’ experiences
and perceptions linked to a broader range of structures (in some cases
these processes were explicitly named, but in the majority of cases they
were not) and how | could then split up these thematic groups into different
chapters. The list of themes that eventually informed my three thematic
chapters is presented below (Table 3). These clusters coalesced into three
overarching themes — economic marginalisation; immigration, welfare and

‘others’; and political marginalisation.
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Economic marginalisation

Immigration, welfare and
‘others’

Political marginalisation

deindustrialisation,
neoliberal capitalist
restructuring, labour market
experiences, jobs, inequality
and poverty, the welfare
state and entitlement to
benefits, the NHS,
manufacturing and trade,
nationalisation, outsourcing
and offshoring, the growth of
finance and the service
sector, the cost of living,
inflation, class struggle,
unions and deunionisation,
Thatcher, coalmining and
the strikes, and privatisation.

Immigration, citizenship,
human rights, race, racism
and discrimination, ethnic
and religious diversity,
Empire and the
Commonwealth, living in
stigmatised and devalued
places, class distinction and
cultural distance making,
localised change,
neighbourhood crime and
reputation, terrorism and
national security, belonging,
insiders vs. outsiders,
integration, housing and
house prices, council
housing waiting lists, class
disidentification,
un/deservingness, othering,
denigration, class stigma
and shame, nationalism and
national identity, loss of
community.

political disenfranchisement,
political elites, party politics,
the rise of UKIP, the Labour
Party, identity politics,
political correctness, class
politics, political values and
value changes, sovereignty,
laws, governance,
democracy, the referendum
as direct democracy, EU
bureaucrats and wages,
Europeanness vs
Englishness, and EU
contributions.

Table 3 — Summary of clusters of themes.

Figure 11 is an example section of an analysis spreadsheet which was
developed over the course of the project. It broadly illustrates how different
structures within neighbourhoods, and more generally those stratifying
participants such as economic insecurity, employment, class and ethnicity,
informed the way individuals experienced the social world and constructed
their dispositions. It makes some tentative steps to try and think about the
structures which underpin different events and experiences (this was done
in the finalisation of analysis and final write up period) and links this to

existing explanations of voting pattens in other academic accounts.

The sixth stage of analysis involved the finalisation of the conceptual
framework, and a detailed application of it to participants’ experiences
throughout the various analysis chapters, which themselves were
continually revised and refined. The practical application of the theoretical
framework allowed the researcher to evaluate the durability of different
concepts and the extent to which the synthesis of different theoretical

concepts could usefully explain how structures influenced the way
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participants formed their political attitudes and voted the way they did in

the EU referendum.

. The final stage of analysis involved a reflection upon the broader
arguments which can be drawn from the study, the refinement of key
conclusions and a recognition of the more idiosyncratic findings which may
deviate from expected tendencies and not map neatly onto the established
framework. Each of these processes are part of explicating a better
conceptual framework of Brexit and outlining the key contributions to

knowledge the study makes.
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Themes

VYoting Justification(s]

Existing Marratives

Spatial Layers

Temporal Frames

Tony Mational pride ‘Made in England’ | Leave. Sowereignity [strongest]. Relates mast strongly to EU Local concerns about community Accession states. Knew it was better
identiy and economic argument. | Joining of accession states contributions argument in the loss and non-integration, befare the EL. Older days. Prior to
Mational decline - [secondar). Mot generally related to | economic fraction. Nostalgic past. | MNational and local concerns about joining is seen as a better time. Sol
unemployment, benefits. lozal experiences. Alza has ather links ta the zacio- uremplayment and scivers. imagine B0z and 70s=.
Laocalintegration (Palish, “west cultural fraction and the lozs of Internationfglobal lozz of statusz,
Indian shopkeeper’]. Eritizh ‘identity’.
Generational stff about not Minture of an economic and identitu-
being able to cope with bazed socic-cultural argument.
multicultural society,
Undezemningldeserving
migrantsipoor. Slef-sufficiency,
hard wark.
Mary Immigration [Palisk). Leave. Immigration and lozs of 'aur  |Has links maost strangly ta Localiz intersected with international | Old days. When mu age.
Palitcal disenfranchisement and| country’ [mised strength). Somewhat | arguments migration. Generally concerned with [ Generation without technology.
unfairness. related to local experience - the relating to political the nationiabstract view s which are
Feelings of palitical disregard - | presence of Polish people is a Factor. | disenfranchisement, on the news. Mationalllocal concem
getting aworse deal than In 2 way, of being 'left behind' or with undeserving groups.
others. dizregarded politically.
Respect for "our country’, Alza links to "taking back contral’
[Unldeseming distinctions. and anti-immigration sentiments
[which seemtabe tied ta an
Eddy [Urldesering distinctions Leave. Immigration [strongest). Thizisn't 0 much inmy Yenn [ational - fear of crimefchange. ‘when he started work.
between poorlmigrants. Taking our jobs. Diagram but strongest links to Locallnationallglobal - migration. 1370s.
Mecoessity far claimants to Loss of our country, undeserving arguments ala Community decline.
work, Localized concerns with Polish Shilliam. Taking back control and
Walaorization as hard warking peoplein parks. anti-immigration serntiments tied in
himzelf. with classtundezeningness.
Class stigma and divisions. Feltit
himself yet reproduced it upon
Howard |Undesemningpoor’migrants. Leave. Sowerignty mainly. Clear links to reinstatement of International - disgruntled about UK ['wWhen he was my age. Snowflake

State of the country. Shocked
at foodbanks, homelessness.
EU corruption.

Change to local social structure.
Lozs of community.

ldentity splits betwesn
leavelremain, Generational
divides.

EU as repasitiory For social ills.

Some links to immigration and loss of

community locally, lass of status
nationally. Felated talocal
EHpENEnsE,

Soersignty.

Links to a ‘naostalgic past’ but these
arguments must be criticised for
almast patholagising wic for
remembering what was actually 2
better time in terms of the state af
the labaur market and community,
Contributions argument.

position in EL

Localizsues of community -
intersected by international
migrations. Global processes invalved
inthe lass of industry ete.

generation contrasted to his
generation.
EU137TS ta present.

Often spoke about stike period and

minirg work [1970s anw ards).

Figure 11 — Extract taken from analysis spreadsheet.
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4.5 Ethics and Methods in Practice: Challenges and Difficulties

Ethical considerations enter into the research situation at all stages of the process
including during planning, fieldwork, writing up, analysis and post-analysis
reflection. Ethical principles include adherence to five interlocking values:
nonmaleficence (to prevent harm), beneficence (to ensure research is beneficial),
autonomy (having the right and ability to make one’s own decisions), fidelity (to
be loyal and truthful in the way the research is conducted), and justice (the fair,
equitable treatment of all persons) (Kitchener and Kitchener, 2013: 10). Because
these ethical standards tend to cut across the different ethical practices
developed and undertaken as part of this study, it is a simpler task to use a
distinction made by Guillemin and Gillam (2004) — between ‘procedural ethics’
and ‘ethics in practice’ — as a loose structure. Dialogue between procedure and
practice helps the researcher to overcome ‘ethically important moments’ which

arise as part of the research situation (Guillemin and Gillam, 2004).

Procedural ethics are those which are dealt with as a matter of gaining ethical
approval to undertake research. As a starting point, it is important to note that this
project was granted full ethical approval by Sheffield Hallam University’s ethics
committee. Procedural ethics tend to be about different standardised ethical
practices which qualitative research involving human participants must satisfy to
show how the study will ensure it meets the five dimensions of ethical values
discussed above (Guillemin and Gillam, 2004). Participants in this study were
made aware of their right to withhold information, to answer only the questions
they wish and to halt or withdraw from the study/interview at any time without
reason or consequence (see Appendix 6 — information sheet). In the same vein,
it is worth clarifying that participation within this project was completely voluntary
and relied on the provision of informed consent (see Appendix 7 — consent form).
Procedural ethics alone cannot “provide all that is needed for dealing with
ethically important moments in qualitative research” (Guillemin and Gillam, 2004:
262). Rather, we must also consider ‘ethics in practice’: an everyday ethics which
must adapt to the research process as it attempts to deal with the complexities of

human social relations, historical experiences and emotions in situ.

Anonymisation aims to protect the research participant by preventing the

disclosure of any information “which may cause the participant distress should
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other parties learn such information” (Clark, 2006: 4). Anonymising data is a
process which needs to balance the right of participants to confidentiality and
privacy and preserving the integrity of the data (Saunders et al. 2015). Ethical
handbooks and data protection policies and guidance suggest that the
anonymisation of participants’ identities is a standard practice in social research
— see for example, the Statement of Ethical Practice (BSA, 2017) and Guidance
on the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and data protection for social
research (MRS and SRA, 2020). Accordingly, reasonable steps have been taken
to remove any identifying information from data and data related documents and
materials (such as names, addresses, specific personal information) and all
interviewees were assigned a demographically suitable pseudonym for their
protection. All sensitive data and data-based documentation is stored on
Sheffield Hallam University’s password protected and encrypted network
systems in accordance with the UK Research and Innovation Common Principles

on Data Policy.

Place names are not anonymised on the basis of the ethics of anonymisation
being about the identification of individuals rather than specific geographical
locations. This study argues that the depth of contextualisation used throughout
the presentation of participants’ life histories (particularly in Chapter 5), in
neighbourhood profiles and in the broader analysis of data, could not be achieved
if place names were anonymised. The case study areas this study uses have
large populations making identification difficult, with 27,284 (Burngreave) and
10,086 (Selby North) residents. Analysis does not focus on particularly
problematic or sensitive behaviours and the views and experiences expressed
are not particularly inimitable. Spatial contextualisation is important because
place matters in terms of understanding lived experiences and how people form
their politics. Given that this study is primarily about Brexit as related to life within
working-class neighbourhoods and the everyday struggles working-class people
face, place names could also be removed to avoid perpetuating and providing
‘evidence’ for stigmatising discourses associated with poor people (Clark, 2006).
However, this study is itself a counter-narrative to many of those stigmatising

discourses associated with working-class identities and neighbourhoods. It uses
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specific place names in the knowledge that the wider aims of this project are to

think beyond stereotypes of poor people and the places they live.

The benefits of research to participants were the opportunity to talk about political
issues and financial compensation in the way of a £10 shopping voucher. This
latter point raised an important ethical issue: some people may have only
participated in the study because of the financial incentive. For example, one
interviewee, Ben, who helped in the recruitment of two other participants, claimed
they would “happily speak to you about anything for that voucher” (Ben). This was
not the case for all participants. Some found value in speaking about politics and
political issues when their lives had tended to be characterised by political
disenfranchisement and abandonment. For example, Mary and Eddy told me how
the study had given them chance to talk about political and social issues without
feeling as though they were being judged or ridiculed. Using financial incentives
is not necessarily problematic: people on low incomes were encouraged to
participate in this study and giving up an hour of their time deserves some form

of compensation.

Achieving complete power neutrality in an interview is impossible, but the
researcher used an empathetic approach when acknowledging the experiences
of participants to attempt to achieve a more egalitarian research situation (Parr,
2015). This was generally about a broadly similar sense of class struggle. | grew
up in a council house, my mum worked a series of part-time and insecure
cleaning and retail jobs to keep us afloat and much of what | knew from a young
age was about the difficulties of getting by with little money and feeling as though
what others had was unfair and sometimes unearned. It could be argued that a
less confident interviewee may feel under pressure to talk about the kinds of
things they anticipate the researcher wants to hear, even if this is distressing or
difficult for them (Brooks et al. 2016). There was only one clear and identifiable
instance where a participant expressed a sense of discomfort or unease about a
particular topic. In Margaret'’s interview, having been asked a potentially sensitive
question about her homelife and childhood, she exercised her right to choose to

decline to comment.

By carrying out fieldwork within Selby, the researcher studied residents living in

his hometown and the neighbourhood in which he grew up. As a resident of
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Selby, | was able to gain entry to these spaces and access participants without
the need for a gatekeeper. The local relationships | had established with other
residents over time were drawn upon as ways of recruiting participants and
sampling others. As a brief overview, | have lived in Selby all of my life and in the
case study site for over fifteen years, | have some understanding of the flows of
people and the physical landscapes which give the neighbourhood its structure;
how people use space and understand and negotiate with others who live there,

but this was always partial and open to interpretation.

| did not pretend to be unaware of the majority of these characteristics — doing so
would appear unnatural and disingenuous to those people I interviewed and who
| looked to establish rapport with through common knowledge of the area. |
constructed and asked interview questions which would provide space for the
participant to recount perceptions and experiences of living in the area in their
own way. Of the 14 participants living in Selby, four of them were familiar to me.
In theory, this participant-researcher dynamic can facilitate a more relaxed and
fruitful exchange that draws on the pre-existing knowledge shared between each
of the actors within the interview situation (Brooks et al. 2016). However, power-
balances are multidirectional and like other authors have reported (McConnell-
Henry et al. 2010), interviewing peers and acquaintances can lead to a sense of

discomfort and unease.

In interviews with those | knew most closely and had spent much of my childhood
growing up around, the interview situation created a feeling of vulnerability. There
are very few PhD researchers living in Selby and the classed trajectory this
affords and the different ways a higher-level education has impinged upon me as
a classed individual (in terms of politics, cultural knowledge, and speech codes),
are things | would actively conceal when in more ‘working-class’ situations at
home. This is indicative of what Abrahams and Ingram (2013) term the
‘chameleon habitus’ and how the local world becomes a site of struggle when
exposure to contradictory fields (home and university) incurs certain psycho-
social costs. One-to-one interviews meant that the middle-class dispositions |
have acquired through higher education could not be hidden and this caused an
unease that led to a less organic dialogue between interviewer and interviewee,

producing more limited data.
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My experiences of interviewing Sheffield residents were quite different to those
in Selby. Given that | was an ‘outsider’ to Burngreave, this distance made
interviewing easier in the sense of not having to adopt a chameleon habitus
(Abrahams and Ingram, 2013) and being able to be and act more ‘middle-class’
without wondering if | was being judged as somehow different and untrue to
myself and upbringing. This gave me a more assured sense of self when taking
up the role of an interviewer and made me more confident asking probing and
follow-up questions which were necessary for me to understand how local
processes and dynamics worked and what this meant in terms of participants’
experiences and political views. | was able to establish rapport with the majority
of participants in Sheffield and this sometimes relied on a basic level of
local/regional knowledge (I had lived in Sheffield for over five years at the time of
fieldwork) but this was a specific classed series of experiences which were

probably quite different to the lives of interviewees living in Burngreave.

4.6 Reflexivity and Researcher Positionality

Reflexivity can be defined as the "self-critical sympathetic introspection and the
self-conscious analytical scrutiny of the self as researcher” (England, 1994: 244).
Without it, researchers risk producing a disingenuous account which fails to show
how their own dispositions influence the research process and how their
subjectivities may have informed their findings (Dean, 2017). If this study thinks
of participants as individuals who form their opinions and attitudes from
dispositions through the internalisation of practical experiences, it follows that the
way | think and speak about particular social processes, political positions and
social groups is similarly influenced by social history. What follows is an
exposition of my identities and background, education, social trajectory and
politics. This social vignette will be used to think about how the researcher’'s
subjectivities may have influenced the way inquiry played out in practice and,
conversely, how the research process has impinged upon the different schemes

| used to think about the social world.
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Joe: Working-Class, White, Male; Left-wing, Labour, Remain

| am the son of a sales assistant and a butcher, who comes from a generational
line of individuals who all had ‘working-class jobs’. | spent much of my earlier life
living in a privately rented home, until the Global Financial Crisis (2008) affected
house prices in the local area to the extent that my single mother could afford to
buy her own home: a three-bedroom terraced house (for ~ £50,000). The
neighbourhood in which | grew up and where most of my family continue to live
is one of the 10% most deprived in the country across multiple axes (DCLG, 2015;
2019). It is the same neighbourhood used as one of the case studies for this

thesis.

Throughout my childhood, | was brought up to understand the value of politics
and the value of voting despite the sense that people like us had very little say in
the way the country was run and who it benefited. | was pushed to value
education and told to pursue a more academic career which would allow me to
not have to ‘work with my hands’, which | did. My experiences of Higher Education
have given me a more socially liberal worldview than many of my friends and
family members: | endorse social justice, believe in equal civil and political rights
for all groups; do not discriminate and stigmatise people because of their skin
colour, gender, sexuality, race, or religion; and think the welfare system is a
necessary and valuable safety net which is used by those who need it. Today, |
continue to be critical of the way politics is conducted and feel ignored by political
parties of the ‘left’ and ‘right’. | would broadly describe myself as a Marxist (one
who is still learning), | am critical of capitalism, am interested in challenging class
exploitation and creating better understandings of the way employers’ profit from
the labour of workers, through instigating workplace conversations. | am a Labour
voter with reservations — being that the party no longer represents the working-
class but generally offers at least some broadly inequality-focussed, revisionist

approach to Tory policy.

Arriving at the topic of my thesis — a desire to further understand the way working-
class people living in low-income neighbourhoods constructed their political
proclivities — was a product of my own experiences of life within the same arenas
as those with a politics different to my own. Part of this practical experience was

listening to my grandad, born in the mid-1930s and a former heating engineer,
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who would blame a range of different social and economic problems on the
‘common market’, immigrants and the Germans. He would read the Daily Mirror
and respond to stories about immigrants and immigration with a similar phrase:
‘send the bastards back’. He would tell me he wasn'’t racist but say things that
could be only interpreted as such. Other members of my family would repeat
more common-sense understandings of immigration and welfare (‘they’re all
lazy’, ‘they don’t want to work’, ‘I am paying for them to sit at home’) and would

think 1 was the one who knew nothing and was blinded by ideology.

In 2016, | voted to remain in the EU referendum because | saw the EU as more
of a cultural and political institution than my family, which was about the
movement of people and the protection of member states from war. At the time
of voting, | had a limited but generally positive understanding of the EU and how
it benefited the UK in terms of trade and a sense of political unity. In part, | had
voted to remain because | felt as though my own politics were intrinsically
different to those in my immediate family network who were voting to leave. They
didn’t like immigration; they didn’t like Europe telling them what to do and what
food they could eat; and they thought things could be better for their own

economic interests outside of the EU.

As a result of my development as a researcher and through my own learning and
reading since 2016, including a greater awareness of class-exploitation, | have
grown increasingly sympathetic to the reasons why working-class people voted
to leave the European Union. | continue to stand by my justifications for voting to
remain but accept that my own class trajectory and educational history allows me
to occupy different and more privileged spaces than many of my participants. This
needs to be caveated by saying that | better understand and oppose how the free
movement of capital through European markets is part of the way neoliberalism
is baked into EU policy. | consciously sought to avoid denigrating participants for
differing views, without trying to deny that their discourses may racialize and
stigmatise other groups. | immersed myself within working-class neighbourhoods
and conducted in-depth interviews to appreciate more fully how peoples’ social
circumstances and their experiences of work and politics are different to my own

and lead them to certain political attitudes.
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By virtue of my class position, as a member of the working-class, | shared certain
commonalities of a classed existence with residents of Selby and Sheffield.
Despite my own classed ‘ways of knowing’ being contextually specific (Allen,
2005), | was able to develop an empathetic understanding of the struggles and
sufferings expressed by participants. How participants told me politicians only
thought about themselves and the practices they used to ‘cut their cloth’ in times
of greater economic need (cutting out luxury foods — chocolate, sweets etc,
putting on a jJumper rather than the heating) were reminiscent of the way my mum,
aunt and grandma had raised me and taught me about the world. In these
instances, the way participants recognised me through class had the effect of
opening up possibilities for the development of rapport. There were, however,
instances where | was misrecognised by participants and stakeholders as being
middle-class and looked upon as complicit in denigrating the working-class as
uneducated and racist. In one example, one gatekeeper who was the leader of a
local Tenants and Residents Association in Burngreave had cancelled a focus
group | had arranged at very short notice, which I later found out from a friend of
the individual was because they thought | was a journalist looking to write a story

about leave voters in Sheffield being racist.

Whilst it is important not to essentialise differences between ethnic groups, it may
well be that research participants of ethnic minority backgrounds may have
spoken to a researcher perceived to be of the same or similar ethnic background
in different ways (Dean, 2017). There were certain instances where my ethnicity,
and the cultural understandings and experiences | have had as a result, played
a part in the flow of the interview. | had felt uncomfortable and unsure as to how
to respond to parts of an interview with Yasmin, a British Pakistani woman, where
she would speak with confidence and ease in recalling situations where she had
been referred to as a ‘Paki’. This elicited a sense of guilt and shame in relation to
how people from my own ethnic background and friends have used this term as

an ‘everyday’ way to speak of people from Asian ethnic backgrounds.

In terms of my positionality as a (white) male, the structuring effects of gender
relations within the interview procedure may create different interpersonal
behaviours from women and men (Herrod, 1993). In male-male interview

situations, the interviewee (and potentially interviewer) may adopt traditionally
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‘masculine’ and racialised displays of behaviour: including, for example, the
exaggeration of stories or a certain brashness of performance (Herrod, 1993).
One experience comes to mind here which occurred when travelling from an
interview with a participant:
“As we pulled into one street, with parked cars lining each side of the road, another
car had also begun to drive towards us, with little room for both cars to pass at
once. As we neared the car, he exclaimed that here was 'another one of them' (the
man driving the car appeared to be Asian). He then proceeded to abuse the man,
shouting about how he doesn't care if his own car gets ruined. As the cars passed
each other the wing mirrors collided. This then sparked off a conversation about
how Slovakian migrants don't pay insurance nor tax and that they don't want to
'play by the rules'. This was just one part of a more developed disparagement of

Slovakian Roma migrants which ensued for the remainder of the journey”.
(Research diary, 27/06/2019).

| responded to this by saying nothing. This is one example of how | may have
been complicit with structures of oppression to achieve a specific goal. That is
the collection of data that | hoped might lead to the challenging of oppression and
data which was rich in the sense of highlighting how some interviewees thought

and spoke about other groups when they were not in an interview situation.

For women, and amongst minority ethnic women, | may be perceived as ‘another
white man’ trying to interfere with, intrude within and disturb their lives (Sherman,
2002). In terms of the practicality of the interview setting, as Bhopal notes sharing
her experiences as an Asian woman: “we would not have allowed a strange man
to enter into our private homes. Yet this would have been acceptable if the
interviewer was a woman” (Bhopal, 2010: p.193). This wasn’t something
participants spoke of, but there is a clear pattern across each of the research
sites which is mainly related to a sense of ‘insiderness’ but likely accentuated by
my identities as a white male in Sheffield. None of the ethnic minority women
living in Sheffield wanted to conduct their interview in their homes, and this is part
of a wider trend in which those living in Sheffield were more likely to want to

conduct their interviews in neutral locations.
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4.7 Conclusion

This chapter has set out the epistemological and ontological, methodological,
analytical and ethical approaches and decisions this study used to answer its
core research questions and objectives. To summarise, this study used semi-
structured interviews with 28 residents of two low-income neighbourhoods —
Selby and Sheffield — to uncover the deeper experiences and patterns of thinking
which underpin their political subjectivities. It does so as a way to think about
Brexit as related to a longer series of economic, political, symbolic and socio-
cultural processes and developments which have provided the contextual
backdrop to how class struggle from above has played out for the last forty years.
What follows in Chapter 5 is a deeper exploration of each research site and how

these local areas are set in wider regional and national contexts.

105



5.0 Economic Change, Symbolic Othering and Political History
in Selby and Sheffield

5.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to understand the spatial and temporal contexts in
which working-class political subjectivities are formed, with a particular focus on
the two case study areas interviewees live in. Economic geography is an
important factor shaping voting behaviour, with people living in deindustrialising
and declining areas tending to vote leave. Subsection 5.2 sets out the context for
this chapter by reasserting the importance of economic geography in relation to
the EU referendum result and demonstrates how Brexit is caught up in a series
of economic, social and political processes which have specific spatial effects.
This subsection also explores the playing out of deindustrialisation in the
Yorkshire and Humber region to show the unevenness of political-economic

restructuring.

The presentation of case study sites begins in subsection 5.3 and draws upon a
range of Census (2021) data to build up demographic profiles of Selby North and
Burngreave and compare these to national, regional and local averages. To
briefly summarise, Selby North and Burngreave are both working-class
neighbourhoods situated in areas which have experienced deindustrialisation,
albeit to different degrees and over different timescales. They differ most
significantly by ethnic composition — Selby is relatively ethnically homogenous
(predominantly white British) while Burngreave is highly diverse; and by levels of
economic inactivity — Burngreave having a far higher than average number of
people not involved in the labour market. Following this are three thematic
subsections which comment on wider local trends and experiences of: wider
demographic change and population characteristics (subsection 5.3.1), economic
change in terms of the different types of industry and employment opportunities
(subsection 5.3.2) and political history, voting patterns and local political events
(subsection 5.3.3).
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5.2 Geographies of Brexit: Deindustrialisation in Yorkshire and the Humber

Place is important in understanding Brexit because there were spatial patterns
underpinning the vote and those living in more deprived areas with histories of
significant deindustrialisation tended to vote to leave (Beatty and Fothergill, 2018;
McCann, 2020; Rodriguez-Pose, 2018). Since 1990, the UK has become one of
the most inter-regionally unequal and unbalanced economies by international
standards and this has happened at the same time other countries have tended
to see reductions in spatial inequalities (Carrascal-Incera et al. 2020). Carrascal-
Incera et al (2020) collate data from the OECD regional statistics database and
plot the ratio between the regional GDP per capita of the top 20 percent of the
population over the bottom 20 percent. The authors show how between 2000 and
2016, UK inter-regional inequality has consistently increased whereas in
Germany, a country with similar population scales and densities, it has

consistently fallen (ibid).

At the regional scale, studies have shown how areas that have tended to show
greater support for Brexit have lower average wages (Clark and Whittaker, 2016;
RSA, 2022) and less prosperity and low productivity (McCann, 2020; McCann
and Ortega-Argiles, 2021). This is not just about poor places but economic
trajectory and ‘uneven development’: towns and cities that experienced recent
poor economic growth were more susceptible to right-wing populism (Rodriguez-
Pose, 2018). In subsection 2.2 a series of different explanations for Brexit were
critically evaluated. One key criticism of Ford and Goodwin’s (2017) ‘left behind’
thesis which needs fuller exploration is how the authors focus on ‘left behind’
people rather than setting people in a spatial and economic context of ‘left behind’

neighbourhoods and regions.

It is the older industrial regions and subregions in the UK, which bore the brunt of
industrial job losses in the 1980s and 1990s, fuelling welfare spending and now
witnessing the largest welfare cuts, which are said to constitute the “heartland[s]
of the Brexit vote” (Beatty and Fothergill, 2018: p.5). The UK has some of the
greatest inter-regional inequalities in the industrialised world and McCann (2020:
256) claims that this is “essential for understanding the ‘geography of discontent’
and political shocks which are evident nowadays in many countries”. As Figure

12 shows, the vast majority of high leave voting areas (over 60%) are places
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where a higher than UK average proportion of people (25%) are earning less than
the real living wage (RSA, 2022).

Percentage earning less than
living wage in areas where 60%
or greater voted to Leave the EU
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Figure 12 — High leave voting areas in the UK where proportion of residents earning less than the
real living wage is higher than the UK average. Adapted from RSA (2022).

In industries, such as coal, steel, and petrochemicals, deindustrialisation is both

about the effects of global trends — such as the globalisation of trade and finance

industries and the increasing openness of international markets, for example —

and the deliberate political choices made by British governments and their failures

to manage these processes in the interests of all groups (Gallas, 2015; McCann,
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2020). Sandbu (2020) argues, for example, that the UK’s story of industrial
restructuring, when compared with Germany, did not have to be so damaging
and painful. Industrial policy and the rise of finance-centred growth in the UK was

a class process imposed from above.

The UK’s industrial job losses have been concentrated in areas where core
industries (such as coal, steel and textiles) tended to be located: in England, this
IS most notable in Yorkshire and the Humber, the Midlands, the North-West and
North-East (Beatty and Fothergill, 2020). This has led to a geographical
polarisation of growth: since 1990 northern cities have consistently
underperformed in comparison to those in the south (see Figure 13 — adapted
from Martin et al. 2018). The reasons for this are related to the scale of job losses
which were concentrated in Yorkshire and the Humber and the north (Beatty et
al. 2007; Beatty et al. 2017), weaker skills profiles and education levels of the
workforce (House of Commons, 2016a), the predominance of sectors which tend
to provide low-paid and low-skilled work (Etherington et al. 2018), and a lack of
investment in research and development (ONS, 2021c). Places with high-skilled,
exporting businesses — such as finance, insurance and communications — tend
to be places where growth is stronger, wages are higher, jobs more secure and

labour market opportunities more plentiful (Centre for Cities, 2021).
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Figure 13 - Long-run trends in the annual growth rate of labour productivity in southern
and northern cities, 1971-2014. Adapted from Martin et al. (2018).
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A key aim of economic policy in the 1980s was to make British industries, and
particularly heavy industries in the north where the Conservatives had less
support, increasingly competitive (Gallas, 2015; Jessop, 2015a; 2018). Between
1979-1984, the Conservative government maintained high interest rates despite
economic recession, and this reinforced negative growth, causing a series of
substantial losses in core industries and increasing unemployment (Gallas,
2015). Capital was focussed on sectors where growth and profitability were less
restrained by labour, such as finance and services, which were concentrated in
London and the south-east. In industries where driving down wages could not be
achieved because of the strength of working-class organisation, such as the coal
industry, orchestrated confrontations with miners and anti-trade union legislation

were intended to dismantle it completely.

Between 1981 and 2004, Yorkshire witnessed the largest regional loss of coal
industry employment in Britain with 67,000 (male) jobs lost; this constituted 95
per cent of all male coal jobs in the region and 27 per cent of all male coal jobs in
1981 (Beatty et al. 2007). Industrial decline is highly gendered and initial rises in
economic inactivity were predominantly the effect of men losing industrial jobs.
However, in the wake of deindustrialisation in the English and Welsh coalfields,
male and female labour markets have become increasingly integrated as men
now continue to compete with women for ‘non-coal’, service sector jobs (Beatty,
2014). This has had the effect of increasing unemployment rates for women (ibid)
and, seemingly, had contributed to the increasing competition for service sector
work which is chronically underpaid and insecure (Etherington et al. 2018; JRF,
2022). Since the closure of British coalfields and the loss of jobs in major
industrial sectors, many former workers withdrew from the labour market and
began claiming incapacity-related benefits (Beatty et al. 2017). The key point here
is that labour market status is not always clear from benefit status: some people
on incapacity benefits may be considered ‘hidden unemployed’ as they could
have been expected to work if market demand was higher and Britain were to

pursue a model of full employment (ibid).

In Yorkshire and the Humber, levels of poverty have decreased by three
percentage points (from 27% to 24%) in the twenty years since 2000, but this has

tended to be related to declining pensioner poverty; the proportion of working-
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age adults in poverty has never been higher and numbers of workers in poverty
have been slowly trending upwards for the last 15 years (JRF, 2022). A recent
report by the Northern Health Science Alliance (NHSA) shows that child poverty
has risen in the Yorkshire and Humber since 2013/14 and is now at its highest
rate since 2000/01 (NHSA, 2023). In the last decade there has been a five-
percentage point increase in employment rates in the Yorkshire and Humber
region, yet this figure has tended to be consistently lower than UK averages over
time (ONS, 2022a). The Trades Union Congress (2021) draw upon Households
Below Average Incomes data and that derived from the Labour Force Survey to
claim that the Yorkshire and Humber is one of many other regions where the
number of those living in working-age poverty — which is over 750,000 and 23
percent of the working-age population — has failed to decrease as employment
rates have risen (TUC, 2021).

The relationship between Brexit and economic geography does not suggest
deindustrialisation was the only or most important factor shaping leave voting
proclivities. It does, however, indicate the importance of understanding how this
process played out in local areas and regions and how it was linked to other

economic, political, social and cultural processes occurring simultaneously.

5.3 Case Study Sites and Local History

This subsection explores the case study sites of Selby North and Burngreave
(Sheffield) and the surrounding town/city and region in which they are situated.
Sites were selected on this basis that they were low-income areas with histories
of deindustrialisation and that they contrasted in terms of ethnic diversity and
levels of immigration (discussed more fully in Chapter 4). Table 4 presents a
range of official demographic data at the national, regional, district and ward level
to explore the context of each case study site (taken from Census, 2021; ONS,
2020; 2022c; 2022d). Key points of comparison include high ethnic heterogeneity
in Burngreave, with the majority population being from Asian/Asian-British ethnic
backgrounds (30.8%), compared with relative ethnic homogeneity in Selby North
with 93.9% of the population being White British. Selby North (35%) has higher
than national (24.7%), regional (26.6%) and district (24.7%) averages of people
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located in NS-SEC categories 6 and 7 (semi-routine and routine occupations)
and this is higher than in Burngreave (28.1%). Finally, population growth over the
last decade in the wider Selby District (+10.2%) is significantly higher than that of

Sheffield (+0.7%), and this seems to be about both new housing built in the town

itself and the growth of outlying commuter villages.

England | Yorkshire | Selby Selby Sheffield | Burngreave
and (district) | North (district)
Humber
Leave vote® 52% 58% 58% ~ 58% 51% ~ 59%
Normal 56.5 548 91,988 10,085 55,6521 27,288
residents million million
(Census,
2021).
Population +6.6% +3.7% +10.2% Er'::a”ame +0.7% -1%
change 2011- because of
2021 ward boundary
change
Age
structure?
(Census,
2021):
18-29 19% 19% 15% 17% 25% 24%
30-44 25% 24% 23% 25% 24% 31%
45-59 25% 25% 28% 25% 23% 24%
B0-74 20% 21% 23% 22% 18% 13%
75+ 11% 11% 11% 11% 10% 8%
Ethnicity
(Census,
2021):
White British 73.5% 80.9% 93.9% 87.8% 74.5% 25.3%
Other White 5.3% 3.8% 3.2% B.7% 3.6% 4. 9%
Asian/Asian 9.6% 8.9% 0.8% 0.8% 9.6% 30.8%
British
Black/Black 4. 2% 2.1% 0.2% 0.2% 4 6% 16%
British
Mixed ethnicity | 3.0% 2.1% 1% 0.8% 3.5% 4.4%
Mational
identity
(Census,
2021):
‘English only' 15.3% 15.3% 16.7% 17% 14.3% 6.3%
‘British only’ 26.8% 58.7% 58.7% 53.7% 57.5% 60.6%
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National | Region Selby Selby Sheffield | Burngreave
(Eng.,) (district) | North (district)
Labour
market
(Census,
2021):
MNS-Sec1&2 | 33.1% 29.2% 35.6% 26.2% 29.5% 14.6%
MS-Sec 3-5 27.3% 26.8% 29.6% 26.2% 23.6% 21%
MNS-SecB &7 | 24.7% 26.6% 24.7% 35% 23.7% 28.1%
Mewer worked | 5.7% 9.5% 5.7% 8.5% 6.7% 24.8%
and LT
unemployed
FT Student 7.7% 7.9% 4.5% 4.3% 13.4% 11.4%
Claimant count | 3.9% 4.2% 2.4% / 4.2% /
(ONS, 2022c;
2022d)
Job  density’” | 0.84 0.79 0.75 f 0.75 /
(OMS, 2020)
Education
(Census,
2021):
L4+ 33.9% 29.5% 32 1% 25.2% 33.4% 22.5%
L3 16.9% 17.4% 18.2% 16.6% 18.6% 12.1%
L2 13.3% 13.6% 14.6% 13.6% 11.7% 12%
L1 9.7% 10.1% 10.2% 11.7% 9.1% 11.3%
Mo 18.1% 20.6% 16% 22.2% 19.4% 33.7%
Qualifications

Table 4 = Summary of national, regional, district and local demographic characteristics.

Selby and Selby North

Selby is a small market town in North Yorkshire, located around twelve miles
south of York and twenty miles east of Leeds. It is an area best known for its rich
history of shipbuilding, and to a lesser extent mining and milling, all industries
dependent upon the water networks provided by the River Ouse around which
the town was built. The case study site Selby North — see Figure 14 — is located
towards the northern edge of Selby town, within the 20 percent most deprived
areas in the country and surrounded by rural agricultural land with public transport
connections to outlying villages in the district, which are amongst the least
deprived areas in the country (DCLG, 2019). Selby has witnessed a significantly
higher than regional and national average population change since 2011, with
over eight thousand additional residents moving into the area. The Selby case

study site has a slightly older than national average age profile, which contrasts
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to Burngreave’s young population which has higher proportions of residents aged

between 18-29 than national and regional averages.

Selby has a well-connected public transport system. Trains frequently run from
the town to key centres of employment such as Doncaster, Hull, Leeds and York,
and London. Employment in Selby tends to be dominated by routine manual jobs
in warehouse logistics and food production; two large secondary schools, a retail
park/high street and two industrial areas make up the other significant
employment opportunities. Selby North and Burngreave are both working-class
neighbourhoods in occupational terms. In Selby North, a significant proportion of
the population are concentrated in routine and non-routine jobs (42.9% - Census,
2021) which tend to be most available in the town; there are a higher-than-
average number of people who are long term unemployed or have never worked.
In the wider district, there are several large employers including Drax
PowerStation, Saint-Gobain glass manufacturing, and three breweries. Around
half (48.4%) of residents living in the Selby District commute out of the area for
work, with the largest commuter destinations being Leeds and York (North
Yorkshire County Council, 2016).
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Figure 14 — Selby North Case Study Site adapted from Nomis Ward Maps
(2022).
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Since 2011, the case study site has witnessed slightly more residents identifying
as White British, with 87.8% of residents doing so in 2021 compared with from
87.2% a decade prior. ‘Other white’ continues to be the second biggest ethnic
group, decreasing 0.9 percentage points between 2011 and 2021 (from 9.6% to
8.7%) with the majority of people in this group being of Polish or mixed European
ethnicity (Census, 2011, 2021). The majority of residents in the case study site
and Selby more generally now identify with a ‘British only’ national identity (53.7%
- case study site). Across the country the Census 2021 has revealed significant
changes in the way people identify with national identities, with the proportion of
people identifying as ‘British only’ now more dominant than ‘English only’
identities, a trend which has reversed since 2011. This is suggestive of a shift in
the way people understand Britishness and Englishness outright but may also be
an effect of changes to the Census questionnaire structure since 2011.

The housing stock in the case study site is made up of: a series of back-to-back
terraced properties across four parallel streets, which were constructed at the
start of the 20" century; adjacent streets of slight newer (circa 1930-1949) semi-
detached houses and bungalows formerly owned by the council (with many sold
onto to former tenants); and two relatively autonomous housing complexes built
to accommodate the growing population between the 1970s and 1990s. Tenure
in the case study area is predominantly owner occupation (59.9%), with smaller
volumes of social rented (21.4%) and private rented (17.4%) housing (Census,
2021).

The services available within the estate are limited to a single row of small shops
and takeaways, which have ranged over time from more independent traders of
fruit, vegetables and baked goods throughout the 1990s to corporate chains and
independent takeaways over the course of the last twenty-years. The hollowing
out of local retail provision is linked to the rise of larger supermarkets — Aldi, Co-
op, Lidl and Sainsburys have all opened stores in the town in the last 25 years —
which are built on new, out-of-town retail parks with other big-name brands (see
also Dobson, 2022). This has had the effect of reducing the number of retail
outlets, with the closure of clothing, home maintenance, and food and produce
outlets being notable over the last twenty years. A health and leisure complex

and a small retail park are situated less than a mile away, with shops such as
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Wilko (a general provisions store) and Sainsburys, and access to a council-

operated gym, swimming pool and free outdoor skatepark.

Sheffield and Burngreave

Sheffield is located in South Yorkshire and is demarcated by proximity to a
number of other core cities, with Manchester to the west (around forty miles
away), Leeds to the north (thirty-five miles) and Nottingham to the south (forty-
five miles). The Sheffield City Region has an international reputation as one of
England’s major industrial heartlands and was part of the South Yorkshire
coalfield — which also covered most of West Yorkshire and parts of North
Yorkshire — with an extensive network of now disused collieries throughout
Rotherham, Barnsley and Sheffield. Sheffield is part of the South Yorkshire
Mayoral Combined Authority (SYMCA), formerly Sheffield City Region (SCR), a
formal partnership of councils comprising Sheffield, Rotherham, Doncaster and
Barnsley with a remit to improve social outcomes across the subregion. There
are twenty-eight electoral wards in Sheffield, of which Burngreave is located
toward the north-east of the city-centre (see Figure 15). Burngreave is a highly
stigmatised area within Sheffield and continues to be spoken about pejoratively
in local politics and the media, which tends to focus on immigration in the area
and the perceived cultures of ethnic minority residents as to blame for structural

problems.
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Figure 15 — Burngreave Case Study Site adapted from Nomis Ward
Maps (2022).

Burngreave is one of the more diverse wards in the country, with large
Asian/Asian-British (30.8%) and Black/Black-British (16%) communities living in
the area and less than 30% of residents identifying as White British. In
Burngreave, levels of identification as English only (6.3%) are nine percentage
points lower than the national average (15.3%). There are a variety of different
ethnic communities such as Black African, Black Caribbean, Bangladeshi,
Pakistani, Roma, Somali and Yemeni living in Burngreave Ward. Burngreave has
a significantly higher than national (5.7%) and regional (9.5%) average number
of residents who are long term unemployed or have never worked (24.8%).
Several factors could be important here, including racial or ethnic discrimination
from the labour market, higher levels of poor health/disability, lower than average
levels of skills or qualifications, and comparatively high levels of students.
Burngreave is one of the most deprived places in Sheffield: the ward is comprised
of a series of Lower Super Output Areas (LSOASs) that are all among the 20 per
cent most deprived LSOAs in the country (DCLG, 2019). One LSOA in
Burngreave is in the one percent most deprived in the country for income

deprivation and there are a series of others that register as being within the 3

117



percent most deprived areas in England across different deprivations (DCLG,
2019).

Burngreave has good public transport connections and is easily accessible from
Sheffield City Centre by a frequent bus service. Residents can also access
Sheffield’s tram network in nearby Attercliffe which provides connections to the
Meadowhall shopping centre and Sheffield City Centre. There are numerous
large employers within, and near, Burngreave including the Northern General
Hospital, Meadowhall, an Amazon logistical hub, Sheffield Forgemaster’'s
steelworks, Tesco supermarket plus smaller industrial areas in and around the

Lower Don Valley, and several local shops and businesses.

There are over 9,400 households in the ward with a population of 27,288
(Census, 2021). In terms of tenure type, there is a fairly equal distribution among
owner occupation (39.7%), socially rented (36.4%) and private rented (23%)
(Census, 2021) homes. The proportion of people who socially rent is very high in
terms of national comparisons (17%) (Census, 2021). There is a diverse range
of accommodation types in the ward, with sharp contrasts between and within
different neighbourhoods: large, detached properties set back from the main
arterial roads running through Burngreave and Fir Vale are juxtaposed by the
rows of terraced houses in the centre of Page Hall. The research area is much
larger than Selby North: there are ten schools, a series of independent shops and
chain supermarkets, the Northern General Hospital and large, open green

spaces.

5.3.1 Demographic Change

The structure of the remainder of this chapter is different to that which precedes
it. In what follows, is authority level analysis which is organised across three
thematic subsections (demographic change, economic change and political
history). This provides a wider contextual backdrop to ward-level analysis

conducted in earlier subsections.
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Selby

The Selby District has a population of 92,000 people, and over the last decade
has witnessed the largest population increase of any district in the Yorkshire and
Humber region and significantly higher than the regional average of 3.7% (ONS,
2022b — see Figure 16). Rising house prices across the area may be driven by
Selby’s commuter geography — with residents tending to commute to Doncaster,
York and Leeds (Selby District Council, 2013). Data show that the average sale
price of houses in Selby has increased 300% (from £51,000 to £205,000)
between 2000 and 2022 (Home, 2022a). This is higher than national average
increases which rose by 216% between 2000-2021 (from £102,000 to £322,000)
(Statista, 2022).

Population change of local authority areas in Yorkshire and The Humber
between 2011 and 2021

Percentage change

-20 -6 3 -1 +3 +7 +13 +23%

Figure 16 — Population change of local authority areas in Yorkshire and The Humber between 2011
and 2021 (adapted from ONS, 2022b).

Selby District is predominantly White British but there are low numbers of
migrants living in the area and when they do, they tend to be from Eastern
Europe. Selby has quite a significant demand for low-skilled routine manual work

in its warehousing and logistics sector and this seems to attract migrant workers
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to the town in small numbers. New international arrivals in Selby tend to come
from Poland, Bulgaria and Romania but the actual number of arrivals is very small
and less than two hundred in total (in 2018/19) (Migration Yorkshire, 2020).
Official migration data show that in 2016, the number of long-term international
migrants per 1,000 residents of the normal population was far lower in Selby (1.3)
than the national average (5.1), as is the number of short-term international
migrants (1 per 1,000 residents in Selby compared with the UK average of 3 per
1,000 residents) (ONS, 2017). This is at odds with interviewees’ comments (see
subsections 8.2, 8.3 and 8.4), with many of those living in Selby speaking about

localised immigration as being far more extensive than statistics suggest.

Sheffield

Sheffield is England’s fourth largest city with a population of over 556,500
residents; it has witnessed a 0.7 percent increase in population numbers since
the 2011 Census (ONS, 2022b). Sheffield is a diverse city and has large Black
African, Black Caribbean, Pakistani, Roma and Yemeni populations. With an
international reputation for steel-production and metallurgy, migrant workers and
their families were encouraged to migrate to the city, particularly those of Asian
and Black African-Caribbean origins (Runnymede Trust, 2012). This was most
notable in the years after the Second World War when economic opportunities
were more plentiful because of labour shortages, but migration from abroad has

been occurring in Sheffield for a much longer period (ibid).

In recent years, many of Sheffield’s newer arrivals have sought refuge in the city
from political tensions, civil unrest and war in their home countries. Official
migration data show that long-term® international net migration per 1000 residents
is higher in Sheffield (8.3) than it is on average across the UK (5.1) (mid-2016);
as is the short-term’ international migration inflow per 1000 residents (Sheffield
= 5 people, UK average = 3 people) (ONS, 2017). Since 2012, net migration in

Sheffield has recorded an overall outflow (ONS, 2021d); however, there were 17

6 Living in a country other than that of the individual’s birth for longer than twelve months.
7 Short term international migration is defined as living in a country other than that of the
individual’s birth for at least three months but no longer than twelve months.
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new migrant GP registrations per 1000 residents in 2016, compared to 11 as the

UK average.

With the expansion of the EU in 2004, some Roma migrants from countries such
as the Czech Republic and Slovakia exercised their right to free movement and
migrated to Sheffield to seek work. The settlement of Roma in Sheffield was a
process of ‘chain migration’ where families from the same villages in their home
countries would settle in the same areas of the UK — in Sheffield this tended to
be in Burngreave, Darnall, Fir Vale and Page Hall (South Yorkshire Roma Project,
2017). Official demographic data collated through the Census 2021 shows that
Roma constitute at least 4.9% of the resident population in Burngreave, but this
is likely highly underreported because of high levels of house overcrowding in
Roma communities (Census, 2021). The Casey Review (Casey, 2016) estimates
that there were 6,000 Roma living in the Page Hall area in 2016 (the main
neighbourhood where Roma live in the Burngreave Ward), while other estimates
are more conservative and suggest somewhere between 2,000 and 3,000 (South
Yorkshire Roma Project, 2017).

5.3.2 Economic Change
Selby

Selby’s early industrial history is mostly related to Cochrane’s shipbuilders,
founded in the late nineteenth century and located on the banks of the Ouse,
which gained a reputation for building fishing trawlers for fleets working out of Hull
and the Humber Estuary. At its peak during the Second World War, the shipyard
is reported to have employed around four hundred skilled workers, with decline
beginning in the early 1960s until eventual closure in 1992 (Mayes and
Thompson, 2017a; 2017b; 2017c). Alongside ship making Selby has a brief but
important mining history. The Selby Complex — a ‘super pit’ constituted by five
interconnected deep mines in surrounding villages such as Riccall, Stillingfleet
and Wistow — began construction in the mid-1970s. It was one such beneficiary
of the ‘Plan for Coal’ (1974), a Labour government strategy designed to source
inexpensive indigenous energy amidst the rising costs of oil exacerbated by the
Oil Crisis of 1973.
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Many of the miners displaced by the series of pit closures in West and South
Yorkshire in the 1980s and 1990s transferred to Selby but tended to commute
from surrounding districts, with some moving to new housing estates in the area
(Shutt and Henderson, 2005). Competition for what was seen as long-term
security for miners after a series of defeats was strong and attracted workers from
as far afield as the Welsh and Scottish collieries. At its peak, the Selby Complex
produced twelve million tonnes of coal per year between 1993-1994 (ibid).
Geological issues which blocked access to some coal seams in the area and the
wider political and economic climate that led to the breaking up of British Coal in
the mid-1990s saw the closure of the Selby Complex announced in 2002. As
Henderson and Shutt (2004: 30) argue, the closure reflected the “wider regional
energy market, including possible future changes to, or de-commissioning of,
local coalfired power stations at Drax, Eggborough and Ferrybridge”. Eggborough
and Ferrybridge power stations closed in 2018 and 2015 respectively and have
recently been demolished but Drax continued to burn coal alongside renewable
woodchip until 2020 (Drax, 2022).

The closure of the Selby Complex in 2004 led to over 4,000 job losses — 2,071 of
those directly related to mining, and another 2,000 ancillary workers in the supply
chain — and a loss of £165 million in regional output (Shutt et al. 2002). In a district
with a population of 76,468 residents at the time (Census, 2001), the loss of 4,000
jobs is devastating. The demographic groups mostly impacted by the closure
were skilled and unskilled men living in the town itself (Shutt et al. 2002);
however, Selby Complex had drawn many miners from the wider Yorkshire region
and losses were felt across a wide range of areas (Henderson and Shutt, 2004).
One of the fundamental problems of such significant local job loss was that Selby
was not an area that consistently received EU structural funding support which
exacerbated the extent to which many of the newly unemployed could not retrain
and find suitable alternative employment (Henderson and Shutt, 2004; Shutt et
al. 2002). Selby lost its Intermediate and EU Objective funding status in 1999
because of reductions to the level of coverage provided across the UK, with the

areas deemed to be most in need being prioritised (Shutt et al. 2002).

Selby has since witnessed the creation of jobs in new and emerging sectors,

particularly relating to food production, warehousing and logistics, but these tend
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to be low paid and have poor working conditions. For example, employee
accounts of the poor working conditions inside the Clipper Logistics warehouse
throughout the pandemic had been reported in local news outlets (Gray, 2021).
There were also similar issues in Clipper operated sites in Sheffield (Robson,
2020). Despite these changes, the largest sector in Selby remains manufacturing
(23.5%), followed by administrative and support services (11.8%) and wholesale
and retail trade and repair of motor vehicles (10.3%) (ONS, 2022c). The
proportion of people employed in the manufacturing sector in Selby (22.9%) is
more than twice that across the Yorkshire and Humber region as a whole (11.8%)
and just under three times as high as the national average (Great Britain) (7.6%)
(ibid). Labour market analysis shows a high proportion of jobs in Selby paying
below the Real Living Wage (28%), a lower rate of employment than the national
average (73% vs 77% - Annual Population Survey, 2019) and below average jobs
density (0.76, national average being 0.87 in 2018) (Glover, 2021).

Sheffield

From the 18" century up until around the 1980s, Sheffield was at the forefront of
industrial activity in England and was renowned for its production of stainless and
crucible steel and a large cutlery trade. By 1907, two of the ten largest employers
in the UK were located in Sheffield with Vickers, Sons and Maxim (armaments
and navel engineering) employing around 22,500 people and John Brown and
Co., (shipbuilding and steel manufacturing) having a workforce of over 16,200
(Shaw, 1983). Like many towns and cities across the Yorkshire and Humber
region, the manufacturing sector in Sheffield declined precipitously between the
1960s and 1990s. At the point of its formation in 1967, British Steel presided over
a series of problems which weakened its global competitiveness. These included
failures to maintain and invest in new plants, outdated technology, and low
investment in research and development (Blair, 1997). Over a 40-year period
between 1971 and 2011, the manufacturing sector in Sheffield witnessed a
decline which equated to 120,000 job losses (Centre for Cities, 2019b).

Post-industrial recovery in the Sheffield City Region (SCR) is characterised by

efforts to transform the economy into one which focuses more on higher-skilled
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and knowledge-intensive sectors (Centre for Cities, 2019b). Sheffield has a two-
tier workforce divided by educational qualifications: the manufacturing sector in
SCR having lower than national average proportions of workers with degrees
(Centre for Cities, 2019b). Since the 1980s, successive UK governments have
pursued “monetarist policies and austerity” which has “led to an acceleration of
deindustrialisation and job destruction in the Sheffield economy” (Etherington et
al. 2018: 6). Deprivation in eastern Sheffield is a lasting effect of
deindustrialisation in the Don Valley region (in eastern Sheffield and towards
Rotherham and Barnsley), where steel industry was concentrated, and which

shouldered the effects of tens of thousands of job losses (Thomas et al. 2009).

In 2020, the largest employers in Sheffield were those in the following sectors:
human health and social care (16%), wholesale and retail trade and repair of
motor vehicles (14.4%), and education (12.8%) (ONS, 2022d). Given that there
is a high reliance on publicly funded jobs in the case of health and social care,
this may mean Sheffield felt the impacts of austerity-induced public sector cuts
disproportionately. Manufacturing jobs represented only 7.8 percent of the city
total, around four percentage points lower than that of the Yorkshire and Humber
region (ibid), and significantly lower than Selby. There are small pockets of
higher-skilled industries in Sheffield, notably in the creative and digital sectors
(Bennett, 2017), and the advanced manufacturing of metals, technology and
engineering (Centre for Cities, 2019b). However, these are developing sectors
and are far less dominant than the regional specialisms of Manchester,
particularly the media industry, and Leeds, which is thought of as the UK’s second

city of finance.

It is estimated that 185,000 people in the SCR are in low paid and insecure
employment (Etherington et al. 2018). Labour market data indicate that in 2020
job density in Sheffield was 0.75, lower than that of the Yorkshire and Humber
region (0.79) and significantly lower than the national average (0.84) (ONS,
2022d). Average job density has been increasing across the UK since 2010 (from
0.77, to 0.86 in 2021) but has remained between 0.75 and 0.78 in Sheffield over
the same time period (ibid). Lower labour demand has contributed to Sheffield
having a consistently higher than the UK average proportion of residents claiming

job seekers allowance (ibid).
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5.3.3 Political History
Selby

Selby District, which is made up of Selby town itself and a number of outlying
villages and parishes, is a local government district served by the local authority
of Selby District Council which shares functions with North Yorkshire County
Council. Apart from a 13-year hiatus during the terms of the last Labour
governments (1997-2010), the Conservative Party have controlled Selby District
Council. General election data is not available at the ward level; however, district
council elections indicate that there is a tendency for Conservative voters living
in outlying villages and parishes to outnumber Labour voters in Selby town itself.
In the EU referendum, Selby voted to leave the European Union, with a majority
of 59.2% (House of Commons, 2016b).

There are key differences in the way that the local councils in Selby and Sheffield
experienced and responded to deindustrialisation. Selby experienced its most
significant industrial job losses at a much later date and in a phase of closures
which were mostly related to “environmental and global energy market-driven”
(Henderson and Shutt, 2004: 27) changes. There is at least some cursory
evidence of a political response to industrial job losses in Selby. Yorkshire
Forward, the then Yorkshire and Humber Regional Development Agency (RDA),
established a Selby taskforce (Henderson and Shutt, 2004) to investigate the
effects of the closure. Over a twenty-month period following the closure of the
Selby Complex, local agencies such as the Learning and Skills Council ran a
series of training programmes to help former miners into new jobs through

retraining and reskilling.

Selby is situated in two Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEP) areas, Leeds City
Region (LCR) and York and North Yorkshire (YNY), and the economic strategies
of both focus on unemployment and job creation in the town. The LCR strategy
describes Selby as having a “key role to play in providing space for business
growth” (Leeds City Region Enterprise Partnership, 2016: 38), particularly for the
development of manufacturing parks, including one on top of Kellingley Colliery,

a former deep mine, and others which are designed to create jobs for skilled and
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professional workers in high-growth sectors such as bioscience and agricultural-
technology (ibid). The YNY strategy focuses on funding learning and skills
programmes (through Selby College), developing the fastest growing local
sectors and connecting economically inactive people to employment
opportunities within them; however, these tend to be where the most insecure
and lowest paying jobs and sectors are located in Selby (warehousing and food
production) (York and North Yorkshire LEP, 2020).

Sheffield

The Labour Party has historically been the most dominant political party in
Sheffield: it held control between 1973-1999, lost control between 1999-2003 and
again between 2007 and 2011, but regained power for a decade until 2021, when
there was, and still is, no overall control. Throughout the 1980s, Sheffield’s local
politics were focussed upon class and the city was said to be “the site of a vibrant
left-wing political culture that formed part of the new urban left” (Kenny, 2019:
558). By the 1990s, Thatcher had succeeded in defeating municipal socialism
and the city’s commitment to class politics, under former leader David Blunkett,
had given way to a more collaborative approach between the local Labour Party
and other leaders, and both public and private institutions (Seyd, 1990). The 1991
World Student Games was one outcome of the city council’s focus on economic
regeneration and entrepreneurship (ibid) and was seen as an opportunity to
rebrand the east-end of Sheffield in the aftermath of deindustrialisation
(Madanipour et al. 2018). The Student Games hugely indebted Sheffield and at
least up to 2021 the City Council were continuing to pay costs for it, with only
small amounts of long-term jobs created in the Ponds Forge Swimming Pool and
Sheffield Arena.

Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, Sheffield Council tried to address poor
post-industrial growth through a series of city centre planning strategies (1994,
2000 and 2004) to drive economic recovery and urban regeneration programmes
(Madanipour et al. 2018). Burngreave was subject to large-scale regeneration
funding (circa £52 million) through the New Deal for Communities (NDC) (2001-
2011), a 39-area policy programme intended to improve levels of deprivation,
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raise standards of education and health and reduce worklessness (Batty et al.
2010). The interviewees in this project tended to be critical of the NDC
programme: those living in Burngreave thought the funding was poorly spent and
that the impacts have been negligible. Participants living in other neighbourhoods
(Fir Vale, Pitsmoor, Page Hall) thought the benefits of funding — both from the
NDC and more generally — tended to be disproportionately allocated to

Burngreave itself rather than their own neighbourhoods further north in the ward.

5.4 Concluding Discussion

This chapter helps to set the scene for forthcoming chapters which analyse the
formation of working-class political subjectivities in relation t